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CHAPTER ONE

DAY 8 CONTINUED

LOGAN MCPHERSON

Say you wanted someone eliminated . . .

Killed.

It doesn’t matter who—your mother, your lover, your enemy.

There are guys out there who will do it for you.

It’s a fact.

Not someone from the Mob.

Not someone connected to the Mob.

Not anyone you know.

A hit man.

I’ve heard of ways to contact one. Someone who knows someone who knows someone.

Someone from the old neighborhood. Someone with prison tats. Someone with long hair. Someone with no hair. Who the fuck cares—he could look like Mötley Crüe. Hell, on the other hand, he could be a businessman wearing a two-thousand-dollar suit.

I really don’t give a shit.

What he looks like is irrelevant. It’s what he does that matters.

Sure, there’s a steep monetary price attached to the deed. That’s not what worries me.

I’d give every cent I had if it meant she’d be safe.

It’s what it would really cost me—how big of a piece of my soul it would take—that keeps me from making that call.

I re-read the note, “That E wasn’t meant for Emily.”

One thing was clear . . .

He knows about Elle and me.

Tommy Flannigan, my enemy, my foe, the Mob boss’s son, the one I have been forbidden to make contact with, knows I have someone in my life that I care about. He might even know I love her. And she’s not his sister. She’s not Emily. Because I defied him, because I dared to move on, I know he’ll taunt me, try to break me, try to drive me out of my mind.

For over a decade he’s loomed over me.

Like a shadow.

A black spot in my life that I always knew was there.

In the past he’d threatened me, mutilated a girl I’d dated, scarred me, but that was a long time ago. I hadn’t heard from in years, until just last week when he harmed someone he thought was Elle.

He was back in my life.

Everyone knew he was into drugs as a user, but not many knew he was a cutthroat player in the drug world; not even his old man knew to what extent he was involved. The thing was he was always crazy, but lately he’d been breaking all the rules. Homes. Women. Mothers. Children. Nothing and no one was safe from him anymore—it was like he had nothing left to lose.

With that, breaking the treaty forged years ago when it came to contacting me wasn’t a surprise.

I think I’d been waiting for him to cross that line for a very long time.

The thing he doesn’t get is I’m no longer fearful. That I’ll do the very same thing. As of right this minute, as far as I’m concerned, the rules of the street no longer apply to me. There is too much at stake for me to care about what could happen if I went up against the Blue Hill Gang. I have to think about what has to happen in order to keep Elle safe. And that’s one thing, and one thing only.

Tommy’s threat has to be eliminated.

Somehow.

Some way.

But murder for hire would have to wait.

Paralyzed.

Frozen in place.

I looked over into Elle’s green eyes.

Wide.

Scared.

Still beautiful.

I haven’t even known her for two weeks but she’s a part of me. I can’t—no, I won’t—let anything happen to her.

“Logan,” she whispered quietly.

Escaping from my thoughts, I wanted to say something. Something profound. Something that would make sense. Something that would make everything okay. But there was nothing.

Without hesitation I searched her face. As soon as I did, I saw the once glimmering green in her eyes was now dull, her skin pale, and her lips quivering.

The sight made my chest tighten.

But it was when I saw the apprehension in her body language, the hairs on her arm rise, the unsteady rise and fall of her breathing—the fear she didn’t want me to see, the fear she was trying to hide from me—that I knew what I had to do.

I had to find him.

Now.

I was going to settle the score with Tommy Flannigan once and for all.

Whatever the outcome.

The note crumpled in my fist and I let it drop to the floor. Tugging my shirt on, I once again looked over at her. “Stay here, lock the door, and don’t let anyone in. I mean it, not anyone except me. I don’t care who they say they are.”

“Where are you going?” Fear laced her voice.

“To find Tommy.”

“But the news, they said members of the Flannigan family had been arrested. Maybe he’s already in custody.”

I looked at the note on the floor. I had a gut feeling he wasn’t. This wasn’t something he’d send someone else to do. This was something he’d take too much pleasure in doing himself. “Maybe he is,” I said to help calm her nerves, “but someone arranged to deliver that note to this room, and I’m going to find out who it was.”

“Logan, no.” She reached for me as I slid my feet into my shoes.

I had to shrug away from her.

I had to do this.

On my way to the door, I stopped for just a single moment to look at her. In that moment there was nothing more I wanted than to feel her arms around me, press my body to hers, look into her eyes and tell her we were going to be just fine.

But that would be a lie.

And I wasn’t going to lie to her.

Not about this.

“Logan,” she pleaded.

I heard the pain in her voice and my heart stopped. Still, I kept moving. I had to do this—for her. For me. For us. The door closed behind me and the sound of the latch told me she’d be safe—until I returned or . . .

My despair was immediately replaced with rage as my eyes fell on the white jacket of the guy who had delivered the note. He was standing in the hallway with his back to me. Unable to control myself, I rushed for him, but came to an abrupt stop when I got a little closer. He wasn’t alone. He was kissing a girl, also in uniform. I waited. She giggled, smiled, and finally gave him a wave before she walked down the hall. As soon as he entered the waiting elevator, it started to close, and I darted for it.

My hands jammed between the panels and the doors flew open.

There he stood.

Lipstick on his lips.

Smiling.

Like he didn’t have a care in the fucking world.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

I lunged for him.

Had his lipstick-stained collar in my hands so fast, I could barely see the fear in his eyes. “Who put that note on the food cart?” I hissed.

He was shaking. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

With a tug, my grip tightened. “I’m not going to ask you twice, who put the note on the food cart?”

There was a dripping sound on the elevator floor. I think he pissed his pants. “Some dude paid me fifty bucks to slip it onto your tray. He said it was a joke between you and him.”

I slammed him against the wall. “What did he look like?”

Mumbling, words barely cohesive, he answered, “Short, brown hair, piercings, and he had a limp.”

Tommy.

“Where is he now?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where is he?” I asked again through gritted teeth.

The guy was crying. “I don’t know.”

I loosened my grip. “Where did you leave him?”

He crumbled against the wall. “Outside the kitchen door.”

I hit the service level. “Scan your card. Show me.”

Shaking, he nodded. “Look, mister, I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. He said it was a joke. I believed him.”

My body went rigid.

A joke!

When I slipped my hand in my pocket, he raised his palms. “Don’t hurt me. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Ignoring him, I pulled out my wallet and handed him a fifty. “Just show me where you saw him last. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Visibly relaxing, he scanned his card and the elevator glided down toward the service level.

Within minutes we were just outside the kitchen.

With a shaky finger he pointed. “He was standing right there when he approached me but once he gave me the note, he headed for the stairs.”

“Where do they lead?”

“To the lobby.”

I gave him a nod. “Thanks, man. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

His laugh was more like a cry. “Na, I wasn’t really worried,” he said.

Now that was a lie.

Taking the stairs two at a time, I pushed open the door and hit the service hallway. Once inside the Mandarin lobby, I scanned it and then swept the lounge. Nothing. No sign of him. I searched the bar. The restrooms. The offices. Nothing. I climbed the grand staircase and then combed the exterior of the building. Nothing. He was nowhere in sight.

That didn’t mean shit.


CHAPTER  TWO

ELLE STERLING

Emotion rushed through me.

I wasn’t going to cry.

My clothes were scattered and I busied myself dressing.

Seconds passed.

Minutes passed.

Pacing, counting steps, back and forth from the door to the window, I wore a path onto the carpet.

Finally, I couldn’t take the monotony and flopped on the bed. Unsure of what to do, my thoughts started to wander.

My defense mechanisms weakened with each additional tick of the clock and soon I found myself swallowing against the knot that was lodged in my throat, but I could do nothing about the sting of tears behind my closed eyes.

Logan and I had come so far, so fast.

Neither of us had expected to meet in my brother-in-law’s law office just a week ago. Neither had expected to run into each other at Molly’s Pub later that night. And certainly neither of us meant to have this intense connection.

It was all so surreal.

Somehow we’d become entangled in a drug war brewing amid the Boston Irish Mob, and we weren’t the only ones.

There was my missing sister. I had no idea how innocent or guilty she actually was. Then there was Logan’s father, who had been skirting the edges of the law with the Blue Hill Gang for years. There was also Michael, my brother-in-law, who was acting suspiciously. On top of all of that, Logan was working undercover with the DEA but also trying to protect me from everyone.

And me? I just wanted to keep my niece, Clementine, safe. And if things went well, have Logan be a part of my life.

The odds were against us.

Was this a sign? Was everything that was falling apart around us fate telling me I should have known better than to think we could belong to each other?

I refused to let my thoughts go down that road.

Logan was different.

This was going to work out.

Pushing my issues and insecurities aside, I had to believe that we were going to make it. That Logan would be strong enough to fight his demons. That Logan was going to get through this and that I would be by his side to help him.

After all, it was just a note.

Words on a paper meant to scare him.

Meaningless—or so I hoped.

I was certain that after the initial shock, Logan would see it that way too.

I had to believe that. I just did.

Anyway, by all accounts, if the news was correct, Tommy was in jail and no longer a threat to us. To me. To Logan.

I pressed my lips together, keenly aware of the passage of time.

My attention went to the TV where Channel 7 news was still on. They were replaying the arrest. I turned the volume up. This time names were flashing across the bottom of the screen.

“More breaking news,” the TV correspondent announced. “Members of the powerful Flannigan crime family are among at least twenty-four people arrested tonight in a major drug raid. Details are sketchy, but a confirmed two million dollars in cocaine has been seized. Among those arrested tonight, the alleged head of the Irish Blue Hill Gang, Patrick Flannigan. Sources acknowledge some high-ranking members are still at large, but all efforts are being made to bring them in. If you have seen any of these men, call our hotline.”

I crossed my arms, fighting off the chill that had seeped into my bones. There, before my eyes, was a picture of Tommy Flannigan. I hadn’t known what he looked like before now, but I knew I’d never forget it. Those cold, brown eyes, the lifeless look on his face, the evil that was written all over him.

Knock. Knock.

I jumped, startled out of my own skin.

My heart started to race.

My pulse thundered.

Fear began to set in.

It wasn’t like me to be afraid.

I was strong.

I was resilient.

I’d been through a lot in my life and I’d come out on the other side.

Hardened.

Determined.

Immune.

What had changed?

“Elle, it’s me, open up.” His voice was husky, commanding.

Relief washed through me. “Logan!” I rushed to the door and threw it open.

In a flash, he was inside. Tall, hard, and imposing, the more-than-competent man locked the door behind him. As soon as he did, his eyes moved over me like he wasn’t certain I was really standing here before him, alive, unharmed, in one piece.

With a determined step, I wanted to reassure him, so I pressed myself against him and stroked my fingers through his beautiful hair. It was rumpled and sticking up everywhere and still, he was breathtaking. “Did you find him?”

He let out a long sigh. “No, not yet.”

The words not yet made me shiver. I pushed my fingers through his hair again. “His picture is on TV. They said he hasn’t been picked up.”

Logan’s eyes closed as if in pain and then he leaned in and let his forehead rest against mine. “Get your things together. We have to go.”

Pausing, I breathed him in—my friend, my lover, the man I loved. I didn’t argue. I knew we had to leave. I just wished we didn’t have to. “Give me a minute.”

He nodded.

In the bathroom, my reflection confronted me. My hair was a mess. My eyes were red. My face blotchy. My clothes in disarray. Could Logan see that I was scared?

I hoped not.

With a deep breath, I shook off my own fear.

It was just a note.

It didn’t mean anything.

What really frightened me wasn’t what might happen to me, but what might happen to him.

I heard his voice. He was on the phone. “Fuck you. You said you’d get him, you reassured me that he, of all people, would be brought in.”

Silence.

“Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do. I’m going to find him.”

Silence again.

“I can’t guarantee that.”

There was a crash, a thud.

Then silence.

More silence.

I waited to open the door.

He was going to go after Tommy, and there was nothing I could do to stop him.

I was scared. I was scared for him. Sure, he was competent, strong, capable, and dauntless even, but Tommy was a part of the Mob, and the Mob wasn’t just one person, not just one set of eyes, or hands, or legs, or barrels of guns ready to hunt him down—it was dozens, potentially hundreds.

When I finally opened the door, Logan was composed and dressed in the same clothes he’d arrived in only hours ago. But it seemed like a lifetime ago.

“Who were you talking to?” I asked.

He rolled the sleeves of his white shirt up to his elbows as he spoke. “Agent Blanchet of the DEA.”

Ironically, knowing he was working with the DEA helped soothe my nerves. “What did she say?”

He shrugged. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. They don’t know where Tommy is. Come on, we have to go.”

“Where are we going?”

He indicated I should walk toward him. “I’m going to take you to my father’s house. Right now it’s the safest place.”

“Isn’t he Patrick’s counsel?”

“Yeah, but Patrick has a half-dozen attorneys. My father isn’t one he’d use to get him out of jail. Besides, I can’t imagine he’ll even be given bail. He’s too much of a flight risk.”

My steps were slow. “And what about you?”

With an extended hand, he urged me to move faster. “I’m going to find Tommy.”

Hearing him say it again didn’t make the blow any easier. I stopped. “Logan, please don’t do this. The police are looking for him. Let them find him.”

His headshake was determined. “They’ll never find him. He might not be very bright, but he’s not stupid.”

My fingertips reached for him. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

There, I said it.

He took my hand and tugged me toward him. He didn’t say anything to me. Didn’t give me false hope. Instead, he kissed me like I was his world. I could feel him, I could taste him, I was him. His hands clutched my face tightly as his lips moved against mine. My hands rested on his chest but then moved up to wrap around his neck. I needed to be closer. He did too. He pulled me even tighter to him and started grabbing fistfuls of my hair. In that moment, he held me as if it were the last time we’d be like this. I wanted to fight for control with him, tell him not to kiss me like this, but our lips and our bodies were moving in such perfect sync, I couldn’t. It was as if our minds were branding this feeling into our souls and I didn’t want the moment to end until the full image was captured.

When he pulled back, I looked at him. I wanted to beg him to stay with me. Not to go out into the night alone. Yet, I knew there was no arguing with him. He was determined to protect me no matter the cost. Besides, he had already made up his mind, and the way he was staring at me told me what I already feared—if he didn’t succeed in finding and stopping Tommy, he was going to leave me in order to save me.

And crush my heart.


CHAPTER  THREE

DAY 9

LOGAN

Relying on others for help felt strange.

I’d been on my own, forging my own way, and dealing with my own shit for so long, asking for assistance didn’t seem right.

Yet, I didn’t have a choice.

I couldn’t be in two places at once, and Elle’s safety was at stake.

The ride to my old man’s was quiet, both of us lost in our thoughts. When we pulled into the driveway, I turned off the ignition and looked at her. I knew she was upset. “Talk to me.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Whatever you have to,” I said. “Whatever you need to. Just get it out.”

She closed her eyes. “I don’t want you to go after Tommy.”

Trying to comfort her, I reached for her hand. “I have to. Don’t you see? If not I’ll go insane constantly looking behind my back, wondering what’s lurking around every corner, waiting for what’s next.”

She pulled her hand away. “Then there’s nothing more to say.”

“Elle,” I sighed.

Her eyes met mine. “Logan, I’m tired. And I’m worried . . . for you. For Clementine. For Michael. And for me. I just want this to be over.”

I nodded. “So do I.”

She turned her head and her eyes were hidden from me, but I had already seen the tears that were glimmering in them, and it killed me.

“Let’s get inside.” There really wasn’t anything more to say. She’d said it all. The truth was . . . I was worried too.

It was almost two in the morning and the house was lit up like a Christmas tree.

I’d called my father as soon as I left the hotel room and given him a very watered-down version of what had happened. Then I’d called Declan Mulligan, a guy from my past who I hadn’t expected to be a friend, and Miles Murphy, who wasn’t ex-military like I thought but ex-BPD, who’d worked in the gang crimes division for years until he was shot in the line of duty sometime last year and subsequently decided to retire. I filled them in and asked for their help. Miles had agreed to call some of his ex-cop friends to come over to my old man’s tonight to look out for Elle. He was coming to keep guard as well, and then if it came to it, he’d help take her home in the morning and get her house and business wired securely. Declan was showing up as well, but not to keep watch; he had the best intel on Tommy.

“Wait for me to come around,” I told her and then got out. As soon as I did, the kitchen door flung open. My old man stood there, gun at his side, eyes shifting in the night. I gave him a nod and rushed over to Elle’s side. I tried not to show her the fear that was flowing through my veins.

With my hand on the small of her back, I guided her toward what used to be my gramps’s house and was now my old man’s. She fidgeted. Her fingers combed through her hair and she smoothed it. It was then that I realized she hadn’t formally met my father yet. The run-in at O’Shea’s law office, more than a week ago, wasn’t the impression I wanted her to have of him.

My old man stood stoic as we hurried through the door. His eyes met mine when I passed him and I could see the disapproval in them over the deal I’d made with the DEA, but he said nothing. Instead he followed us in and secured the door behind him. Once he slid his gun inside his waistband, he surveyed us. The creases around his eyes and lines on his face told me he was worried too.

We were all standing in my gramps’s kitchen and the ghosts couldn’t have had any larger of a presence. With lingering visions of blood everywhere, I closed my eyes and had to forcibly suppress the memories of the night Tommy attacked me and my then somewhat-girlfriend Kayla in here.

“Logan,” my father said quietly as if he knew what I was envisioning.

The sound of his voice made me blink out of the horrific flashback.

Focusing on Elle, I knew it was time to break the ice and do the formal introductions, as awkward as they seemed in a situation like this. “Pop, this is Elle Sterling. Elle, this is my father, Sean McPherson.”

She held her hand out. “Nice to meet you, Mr. McPherson.”

To my surprise, Sean McPherson, attorney-at-law, admitted alcoholic, my part-time boss and my old man, stepped forward and hugged her. “Call me Sean.”

The embrace wasn’t long, but it was enough that I could see the look of relief on her face. Had she been worried about meeting him?

“Coffee?” my old man asked, stepping back.

“No, thank you,” Elle replied.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t mind a cup, if you want to make a pot. I’m going to take Elle up to my room. She’s tired.”

My father nodded and then started for the sink.

“This way.” I took Elle’s hand and her bag and we headed toward the family room, and then up the stairs to the room I was staying in.

Once we were in there, Elle looked anywhere but at me.

My shit was everywhere. I’d only been here a few days since moving out of the Four Seasons and hadn’t bothered to unpack anything. I was living out of duffle bags. I reached inside one and pulled out a pair of track pants and a sweatshirt. “You’ll be safe here. No one but Tommy would ever come to Killian McPherson’s house. And with Miles, his crew, and my father on guard, he’ll never make it past the threshold even if he tries.”

“I know you wouldn’t take me anywhere that wasn’t safe,” she whispered. I could tell she was scared. I hated that she was.

Wanting to get out on the street as fast as I could, I quickly stripped out of my dress clothes and changed.

Elle walked over to the bureau and picked up the picture that was sitting on it. “Is this you?”

“Yeah, I was around four, and that’s my grandmother and grandfather.”

“I can see the resemblance.”

Dressed, I sat on the bed and put my sneakers on. “The bathroom is at the end of the hall. Ask my old man for anything you need.”

She nodded but didn’t turn around. She just kept staring at the picture.

“Elle, I have to go,” I said, standing and grabbing my hat. As I headed for the door I wanted to go over to her, put my arms around her, and kiss her, but it didn’t feel right. Not right now. Not when she was in danger. Not when everything was so fucked up.

Her voice caught me just before I hit the hallway. “Be careful,” she said quietly.

I waited a moment, to see if she’d turn around.

She didn’t.

Better that way.

Quickly, I closed the door and my mind to the struggle I was feeling between my head and my heart. I’d told her we were in this together, but that was before. Before the note. Before the one thing I wasn’t sure I could wrap my head around—Tommy hurting Elle. That’s why I had to focus on removing the threat; everything else would have to wait.

Downstairs, Declan and Miles had already arrived. They were sitting at the kitchen table with my old man. They all looked at me solemnly when I entered the room.

“Is she all set?” my father asked.

I nodded and headed to the coffeepot to pour a cup.

“Who else knows what you did besides Frank and Elle?” He asked this as he walked to the kitchen door. Frank lived next door, but his house was completely dark. He must have been asleep. I doubted he knew anything about the takedown—yet.

“No one, and Frank doesn’t really know anything. Only that I needed some empty liquor boxes. But I’m sure when he sees the news, he’ll figure it out.”

My old man turned around and his eyes were filled with pain. “I’ve done everything I could to keep you out of this life, Logan, to protect you from the darkness it brings,” he started.

I set my cup down and held up my hands. “Not now, okay? Not now.”

He dropped his head and ran his hands through his hair. I knew what this was doing to him and I hated it.

Focus. I had to focus on what I had to do. There was no space for feelings in this room, or in this house, or in my life right now for that matter.

“Come on, Declan, let’s go,” I said, striding toward the door.

He rose but stayed where he was, peering at both Miles and my father.

I kept moving.

I could hear the guys’ voices as I walked out of the kitchen door and into the cool night. They were still talking as I stepped onto the driveway but now I stopped listening. I didn’t need to hear what they had to say.

Minutes later, Declan hopped in the Rover and pulled out his phone. “I asked around. The only place Tommy has been seen lately besides Lucy’s is down at the docks in Southie.”

“Then that’s where we’ll start.“ I pulled out of the driveway and drove around for a bit to make sure I didn’t have a tail. I was pretty certain the last time I’d left the waterfront I was being followed, and now I was almost certain it was Agent Blanchet who had been on my tail that night. She knew way more about what I’d been doing the past week than I’d let on.

When I didn’t see anyone behind me, I headed for the Seaport District. I was going to find Tommy Flannigan if I had to turn over every square inch of the place. The motherfucker could be hiding in an abandoned warehouse like a rat for all I knew. I didn’t care. I’d flush him out. He was going to be mine—no matter where he was.

It was still dark when I took the streets one at a time, weaving through them, up and down, all the way from the channel to the river. The ice had melted in the water, but it kept its mucky winter shade. There wasn’t much activity this late and there was no sight of him. It was time to hoof it, so I parked near the Boston Fish Pier. “Where the fuck do we start?” I asked Declan.

We had less than three hours before dawn at the most and I knew if I didn’t find him tonight, I never would. It was too easy to hide in the city in the daytime. And come nightfall tomorrow, he’d be long gone. It was no use going to Lucy’s—the strip club was where the drugs had been found, and the police were swarming there.

Declan’s phone had been going off like crazy. He’d put feelers out everywhere. I couldn’t believe how well connected he was. Someone said he’d seen Tommy walking down Seaport Boulevard hours ago. We headed down that way, pulling on every warehouse door we could to see if any were loose or had recently been broken into. It was crazy, but as kids, we did this all the time. We’d come down here and wedge open the doors to the warehouses and scare the shit out of anyone who followed us inside. It was a game. I’d played it. Tommy had played it. So had Declan. Back then Southie was also a dump, though, and there were a shit-ton of abandoned buildings. Not so many anymore.

For over an hour Declan and I walked on opposite sides of the streets, up and down the docks, and through alleys. The wind was brutal and it was cold, so I’d pulled my hood up long ago. Lost in my thoughts, I kept walking, searching, pulling on doors, looking behind garbage cans, peering into smaller alleyways, checking out the homeless to see if Tommy was pretending to be one of them.

“Hey, man.”

Declan’s voice grabbed my attention and I looked across the street at him as he came jogging toward me.

“He’s at the fucking Seaport Hotel.”

My heart pounded. “No fucking way. I thought he’d checked out.”

“Miles just called. A buddy of his in security has been on the lookout and spotted him about an hour ago. Checked in under some alias, but he’s there. Room 510.”

I started moving backwards and pointed my finger at Declan. “Take the Rover and go back to my old man’s. I’ll meet you there later.”

“No way, man. You’re not going there alone.”

I shook my head, still pointing. “I don’t want you involved any further. You’ve done enough for now. Don’t follow me. Just go.”

“I’m not doing that.”

“Declan, you have to leave. I can’t take the chance of you getting caught up in something dangerous.”

He stood there motionless.

“Please, man.” My voice was pleading and I think he got what I was saying. My conscience couldn’t handle it if he got marked or worse if he got killed in the crossfire.

He said nothing.

I took that as an okay and turned around and started running. The hotel wasn’t far, and it would be faster to get there on foot than heading all the way back to my vehicle anyway.

It was almost dawn by now and the early morning sky was just erupting. To everyone else I looked like I was out for a run, not on a mission to confront Tommy Flannigan and—and what? That was the question, wasn’t it? Do I sell my soul to the devil and kill the motherfucker? I decided not to go there in my mind right now. One step at a time—first I had to find him.

It was the longest fucking ten minutes of my life, but finally the Seaport Hotel was in sight. I strode through the lobby like I belonged there, hit the up arrow at the bank of elevators, and casually stepped into one when the doors opened. Beneath my calm exterior I was screaming, because my time of reckoning had finally come.

I stabbed the button for the fifth floor and the elevator seemed to crawl up to it. In the hallway, it felt a little surreal. I glanced down and was shocked to see my white knuckles and the ropes of muscle straining against the backs of my hands. I shook off any doubt. I had no choice but to do this. I’d use my fists. If I beat him to a pulp and he didn’t recover, I couldn’t be charged with premeditated murder. The law was flashing through my mind. Murder in the first degree. Voluntary manslaughter. Involuntary manslaughter. It didn’t matter; all would come with a prison term.

If I killed this motherfucker tonight I was going to be without Elle in my life. If I didn’t, if I turned around right now, I was going to have to let her go.

It was a lose-lose situation all the way around. But the come and get me if you dare note Tommy had sent me was sent for a reason, and I was going to find out what that reason was.

My strides were long. Room 500, 502, 504, 506, 508, and finally 510. Focused on the gold numbers, I reached my destination in less than three seconds.

Without even thinking about it, I lifted my leg and kicked the door in, throwing the entire weight of my body into it. Luckily, this hotel was old and so were the doors.

Barreling into the room, I was shocked when I saw him. I had to remind myself that this time I wasn’t going to be held down by three men while he wielded his knife at me.

Yes, it had been a very long time since we were face-to-face, and there he was, looking the same. Like time had never passed. His eyes met mine with a dare, a come-and-get-me, and then he scampered from the bed to the floor in less than a heartbeat. On his feet, he stumbled backwards. “It’s been a long time,” he snickered.

I clenched my teeth and drew in a breath to calm the fury surging through my veins. “Not long enough.”

“You got my note?”

My blood started to pump so fast that I could hear my heartbeat thumping in my ears. “I did. But you already know that. Why else would I be here?”

That grin was back. “A friendly chat between old friends.”

“Fuck you,” I spat.

He shook his head. “Not one to let bygones be bygones?”

Ignoring the shit spewing from his mouth, I rushed forward and slammed my fist into his face. “What do you want from me?”

He bounced off the wall and I grabbed his shoulders before he slumped to the ground. Kneeing him in the gut, hitting him hard enough to lift his feet off the floor, I then let him tumble down. “We need to talk,” he managed.

With his face on the floor, I placed my foot on his back and pressed.

He yelped like a dog.

“Talk!” I barked out.

“Let me turn around.”

Easing my foot away, I stepped back but kept my gun pointed.

Slowly, he turned over and wiped the blood from his mouth.

“I’m waiting,” I sneered.

Instead of talking, he lunged for the gun that was sticking out from under the mattress.

Motherfucker.

“Freeze!” someone shouted.

“Hands up, now!” someone else yelled.

My eyes darted to the door. Agent Blanchet was standing in the doorway with a swarm of agents surrounding her.

No effing way.

She walked over to me. “I want you out of here.”

I stared at her.

“Now, McPherson. Don’t make me take you in and then process paperwork to get you out, because that will really piss me off.”

Tommy never made it to his gun, but his laughter made my ears ring. He was off the floor in cuffs in two seconds flat. Surrounded by five agents, there was nothing I could do to get to him.

“Now,” Agent Blanchet repeated and started shoving me out of the room.

I wanted to deck her but knew that would get me nowhere. With slow strides, I headed for the door.

“Hey!” Tommy hissed.

I turned around.

“Don’t think that girl of yours is any safer with me behind bars. If you were a good boy and followed the rules, there wouldn’t be an issue. Would there? So for her sake, you will stay away from her now because you know I have eyes, and hands, and a few hundred dicks, everywhere.”

“You motherfucking piece of shit,” I growled and lunged for him.

“Get him out of here.” Blanchet’s voice was loud as she pointed toward Tommy.

Hands were holding me back and a weird rush of fear washed through me as I watched Tommy being dragged out of the room.

It was like time stood still and I couldn’t move.

I had no idea how much time passed or when whoever was holding onto me had released their grip but when I blinked, I realized the room was quiet. I looked around.

Agent Blanchet was the only one in the room and she was staring at the doorway. “You can come in,” she said.

As if everything were happening in slow motion, I glanced toward the direction of her voice.

In the doorway was Declan. “Sorry, man, I had to follow you. I wasn’t letting you go it alone.” He pointed to Blanchet. “Turns out, she’d been following us and she nabbed me in the lobby before I could make it to you. She forced me to tell her what room you were in.”

Fuck, I knew she’d been on me. I should have been even more careful.

“Good thing he fessed up quickly.” Her voice was like cold steel.

My eyes darted to hers, and they were swimming with that same cold steel.

“Listen, McPherson, you’re walking a very thin line. My patience is wearing down.”

I scrubbed my hand down my face. “What the fuck more do you want from me?”

She glared at me like I should fucking know.

And I did know. I just hoped to fuck she didn’t know. Know what I’d done—that I’d committed a felony.

Finally, she spoke. “You should have called me when you found out where Tommy was. I don’t want to have to put a tail on you every fucking time I suspect you know more than you’re telling me.”

I stared at her blankly because thank God, she didn’t know that I’d relocated the drugs.

“Next time you pull something like this, I’m going to haul your ass in.” She pointed to herself. “I’m the law, not you. Do you understand me?”

I nodded but tuned everything else out.

This whole thing had just gotten so much worse.

Even behind bars, Tommy wasn’t going to leave Elle alone. As if I hadn’t already known it, he’d told me so himself. And now there was nothing I could do about it.

Elle and I had just forged some kind of commitment and I was going to be forced to break it.

What had happened tonight?

So much.

Way too much.

It was hard to believe that just hours ago I’d crossed the line an attorney should never cross. I’d tampered with evidence. In truth, I’d committed a felony by relocating a shitload of cocaine that had since been confiscated, and people in connection to it arrested.

Not just people.

My enemies. My foes.

Patrick.

His crew.

Now Tommy.

And I had put them there.

I should be happy.

I wasn’t.

I also should be worried about what would happen to me.

I wasn’t.

The only thing on my mind right now was, what am I going to do to make sure Elle stays safe?

Because I was screwed.

Although a lot of the Blue Hill Gang members had been arrested, not all of them had been locked up. There were too many of them. And besides, some would be out on bail within hours. I also knew Tommy was into something else, something drug related, and those connections would go beyond jail. I was certain he would reach out to them as soon as he could.

The fact was—I couldn’t keep Elle safe.

Not always.

Something could happen to her if I stayed with her.

Maybe something bad.

Chills ran through me.

Something like what Tommy had done before to Kayla, a girl I was casually seeing, the girl I made the mistake of bringing back to Boston one weekend, or like what he had done recently to Elle’s employee and friend, Peyton. Although I had no proof, I was certain Tommy had caught a glimpse of Peyton and me together on the street and then later attacked her, sending her to the hospital with an E carved in her stomach.

An E I had wrongly believed was meant to remind me of his dead sister, Emily. Emily, the girl I’d made the mistake of fucking when I was fifteen, which subsequently led to a teen pregnancy and ultimately to her suicide. That event had not only changed my life, but my father’s and grandfather’s lives as well.

Back then, Emily’s father had been the head of the Dorchester Heights Gang, a smaller Irish Mob, and he wanted to be top dog, but my paternal grandfather had held that position in the Blue Hill Gang. The situation I inadvertently created gave Emily’s father the ammunition he needed to make his move and ascend his rank.

Patrick Flannigan was ruthless.

The rule on the street was “A life for a life,” and he demanded obedience.

Regardless of the circumstances, as a consequence of my actions, my father had been providing his legal services to Patrick for the past twelve years. In exchange for my life my father traded his life in service for Emily’s death.

A life for a life.

But that wasn’t enough for Patrick. He wanted more. The details behind my grandfather’s dissent from power were sketchy, but eventually my grandfather handed over his leadership, his gang, to Patrick.

This went against code. This wasn’t a life for a life. But the situation was grave and my family did what they needed to do to protect me.

Patrick didn’t follow the rules, and neither did his son.

Where did this leave me now?

Right where I knew it always would. Having to do what I didn’t want to do—listen to Tommy’s threat and disassociate myself from Elle. It was absolutely the best solution.

“Hey, man, you okay?”

I looked at Declan. Tried to focus. But couldn’t. That weird rush of fear I’d felt earlier was suddenly paralyzing.

“We need to go. Agent Blanchet said you had five minutes to get out of here.”

I looked around. He was the only one left in the room. “Yeah, yeah, right. Do you think I could crash at your place for a few hours?”

Confusion furrowed his brow. “Yeah, sure, but what about Elle? She’s at your old man’s.”

“Miles will bring her home when she wakes up.”

“What are you doing, man? What are you thinking?”

With my heart feeling like it was in sharp, jagged pieces, I forced myself to say it out loud. “I can’t be with her. Not right now.”

His confusion mounted. “What are you talking about?”

“I can’t let her think she’s safe with me because the truth is . . . she’s anything but.”

The disappointed look on his face couldn’t be hidden. “So what? You’re going to walk away from her just like that?”

I nodded. Yeah, yeah I was.

For now.


CHAPTER  FOUR

DAY 10

ELLE

I was on a train.

It was moving fast.

Out the window the earth met the sky, and the two blended together in one giant blur. In the haze, the phrase Catch him if you can seemed to etch itself on the glass beside me. The words were so few that you’d think the thunderous sound of the wheels hitting the track would have drowned them out by now. But no, instead they just kept repeating themselves over and over in my mind.

A phrase I couldn’t seem to escape.

Catch him if you can.

Catch him if you can.

Catch him if you can.

No matter how hard I tried to block out the words, I couldn’t.

It sounded more like the title of a movie than a mantra that had me going on some crazy quest. I could practically visualize the theatrical release poster in my mind. It was as if I had seen it before.

A finely built man with long legs, running, wearing a suit—no, not a suit, a pair of track pants, Converse sneakers, sunglasses, and maybe a knit hat—being chased by a woman. The woman had ginger-colored hair. She was tall but not nearly as tall as him. The image was blurry. It didn’t matter, though, because I could still tell who it was—it was me, and I was running after Logan.

Except I wasn’t going to do that.

I’d vehemently told myself so.

Told myself I had to let him go.

And yet, somehow I found myself on the train headed to New York City with the events of the past two days replaying in my mind until I felt like they were actually taking place all over again.

 

The sun shining in his bedroom window wasn’t what had woken me. I’d been awake for hours. Waiting. Wondering. Pacing.

Worried, I stared at the faint yellow beams of light.

Where was he?

It took me a minute to gather the courage to get out of bed. It was dawn and he wasn’t back. That wasn’t a good sign.

I’d spent hours talking to his father during the night. If I thought I understood Logan before, now I understood him so much more. His father had told me a little about growing up the son of the mob boss, and how he’d tried to keep Logan away from that life. Killian had, too. Killian wanted the best for Logan and he knew the life he’d led wasn’t it. But then there had been Emily, her suicide, the aftermath, and the attack on Kayla. How Logan blamed himself. He had also told me how happy he was to see Logan with me, caring for someone, letting someone in, but he cautioned me—change didn’t happen overnight. The walls his son had built around himself would take a while to come down. And he asked me to be patient with Logan. I had agreed. Change, for either of us, wasn’t going to be easy. I’d spent the majority of my life avoiding relationships, not trusting men or my feelings. But what I felt for Logan was compelling, riveting, overwhelming. Fierce. And I didn’t want to let it go. Couldn’t.

I heard noises from downstairs and hurried to see if he was back.

But it wasn’t Logan in the kitchen closing the door. It was Miles. He’d just come inside. All night he’d rotated positions back and forth from his car parked on the street, to the family room, to the kitchen.

“Elle, sorry, did I wake you?”

I shook my head. “Have you heard anything?”

Miles looked anywhere but at me. “Declan just called me—”

“What did he say? Is Logan hurt?” The voice wasn’t mine, but it was asking the identical questions I was about to ask. It was Sean’s, and he was standing in the pantry alcove with a can of coffee in his hand.

“Mr. McPherson, sorry, I didn’t see you,” he answered. “Logan’s fine. He found Tommy, and nothing happened.”

Relief coursed through me and I could see Sean visibly sag in his own relief.

“It seems the DEA was following Logan and he didn’t catch the tail. They broke into the room when Logan was with Tommy before Logan could talk to Tommy.”

Step by step, I made my way to the table and sat down.

Sean did the very same thing.

Walking toward the sink, Miles spoke. “Whenever you’re ready to go, Elle, I’ll take you to your townhouse.”

I didn’t have to ask why. I knew what that meant. Logan hadn’t accomplished whatever it was he set out to do. And he had arranged this as his backup plan. The walls had gone up. He wasn’t coming back until I was gone.

I had no choice in the matter.

I was too raw from the night’s events to discuss anything any further. Sitting for a short while, I made myself get my things and let Miles drive me home.

Once there, I escaped to my room. Just wanting to shut everything out, I lay back on my bed. I had Michael to deal with, but it was too early to call him.

Michael O’Shea was the brother-in-law I never knew I had up until three months ago, and his daughter was the niece I fell in love with at first sight. It was because of her that I decided to leave the gypsy-like lifestyle I’d adopted and move to Boston. It was also because of her that I’d done what I’d done and Michael had done what he’d done.

The catalyst for coming to Boston was my missing sister, Lizzy, who still hadn’t returned to her husband and daughter. The last time I saw her was fifteen years ago when she walked away from me. My hope was now that the danger had passed, she’d turn up and maybe we could repair our damaged relationship.

Just as I closed my eyes, my phone started to ring. For one second, I thought maybe it was Logan, but I knew it wouldn’t be. Holding a breath, I looked at my screen. It was Michael’s name on it.

Nerves rattled me. Did he check with the delivery service and know the cocaine had actually been delivered last night? They were one of those third-party services and my hope was that the fly-by-night guys wouldn’t be able to be reached directly. Was I wrong? Did Michael know about Logan? About what he’d done?

“Hello,” I answered, trying to swallow my nervousness.

“Hi, it’s me. I just wanted to check with you and see if you’ve seen the news?”

“Yes, I have.” I kept my response short.

“I’m glad the delivery never arrived. It seems somehow the DEA got wind of it and intervened.”

Details weren’t given on where the product was found, so Michael really didn’t have a clue. “Does that mean everything will be okay and Clementine is out of danger?”

“I hope so. With the Blue Hill Gang behind bars, I think whatever Lizzy did will be the least of their concern.”

I really didn’t want to talk about this. There was so much I wanted to know, but not while lying to Michael. Changing gears, I asked, “Do you think Lizzy will come home now?”

“I don’t know, Elle. Listen, I have to run and get Clementine from my sister’s. I’ll call you later.”

“Yes, of course. Give her a kiss for me.”

He hung up. That was strange. I was worried about my lies, but he seemed so preoccupied, I didn’t have to be.

With that behind me, and while Miles worked on increasing security, I sat on my bed and pondered what I should do about Logan.

I thought long and hard, remembering my conversation with his father—“be patient with my son.” With his words fresh in my mind, I tried to call Logan.

He didn’t answer.

I didn’t leave a message because I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say.

And he didn’t call me back, either.

By ten A.M., I knew I couldn’t sit around anymore. It was Friday, and I had to get to my newly opened boutique, The House of Sterling.

Logan must have been in touch with Miles, because he insisted on driving me to work and spending the day with me. Knowing that, I was certain Logan would call or text or something.

Nothing.

Miles drove me home, and later that evening after he finished working on my security system, he left assuring me I would be locked safely inside. I was just about to head upstairs and go to bed when there was a knock on my door. Startled, my heartbeat sped up, but then I chastised myself for thinking it would be anyone who’d come here to harm me. It was probably just Miles. Perhaps he had forgotten something. But a peek through the peephole told me it was Logan.

Right away, confusion clouded my thoughts. He hadn’t called all day. Why was he here now? My heart was already in a tangle and my mind was a web of questions. Seeing him wasn’t going to help me figure out what to do.

I should have known Miles had left for a reason.

Staring at Logan, anger threatening to erupt but need overtaking me, I debated whether or not to let him in. I hated that he’d given up on us so easily. I wanted him to fight his fear of what might happen. Don’t get me wrong, I understood I could be in danger, but I truly believed Tommy was using that fear to further ruin Logan’s life.

“Elle, it’s me,” he said, his voice low, husky.

Uncertain, I stood behind the door considering my options. I knew what would happen when I opened the door. I’d see him—his knowing eyes, his hard square jaw, his even harder body, and just like that, I’d let him off the hook for thinking I was safer without him. I’d melt like the schoolgirl I knew better than to be. It would be that simple. But our situation wasn’t that simple. It was so much more complicated. And I hated that it was.

The knocking persisted until I couldn’t stand it anymore. I longed to see him, to smell him, to touch him. I didn’t want to be apart from him.

“Elle, please.” His voice broke.

My heart stilled at the sound of his tone. He was the stronger one, my protector, and yet right now, the dauntless, fearless man needed me and I couldn’t shut him out no matter how much I knew I should. The truth was, deep in my heart, I knew there was no way this thing between us was going to end well. He just wasn’t willing to accept that he wasn’t responsible for my safety, and that fact was going to continue to eat at him and destroy us.

Still, I couldn’t turn him away.

All I could do was hope that I was strong enough to make this work for the both of us.

With a shaky hand, I opened the door and there he stood, all male, all need, all hard and yet soft. With his head down and his sorrowful, regretful hazel eyes blazing into mine, I was his. Any sense of self-preservation I had been feeling vanished.

“I’m sorry,” he said, stepping toward me and putting his hands on my hips.

Even upset with him, my body flared to life. Lust and love and something that felt a lot like my own fear swirled around me like a mini tornado. I wanted to push him. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to punch him. I wanted to fuck him. I settled for throwing my arms around him. I needed to touch him. To comfort him, as odd as that sounds. With my mouth unbearably close to his ear, I whispered, “Don’t shoulder this situation we’re in on your own.”

He buried his head in my neck. “I can’t think straight. I’m so fucking worried about you.”

Oh God, that ache in his voice killed me. My fingers threaded through his hair and as I touched him, I breathed him in. All Logan. All everything I never knew I wanted but now needed so very desperately.

Moments passed. Seconds. Maybe minutes. I knew I had to push him away. I had to talk to him with a clear head and I warred with myself until I finally did. “Logan, I’ll be all right. I can take care of myself.”

His sigh told me he didn’t believe it.

Clarity set in. “What are you doing here?”

“I was going out of my mind. I had to see for myself you were safe.”

“I’m fine, Logan. I‘11be fine,” I lied. Physically maybe, but emotionally, I didn’t think I would.

The doubt in his stare made his hazel eyes look icy.

I chose to ignore it and press on. “Why didn’t you come back to your father’s this morning?” I asked, even though I knew why. Still, it was a start to the bigger conversation.

His face was worn, his eyes tired. He rubbed his jaw. “I didn’t know what to do. I had to figure things out. And to do that I needed, I need, some time alone.”

Being alone meant not being with me, which in turn, in his mind, meant I was out of danger. I got that. I just didn’t agree with it. I didn’t want him to be alone. I didn’t want to be alone. But he was worried that if he stayed with me, something bad was going to happen. If something bad was going to happen, I believed it would happen either way. Was he here because he just couldn’t fight his need to be with me? Or had he decided we were in this together? I had to know. “And what has changed?” I asked, trying to make him think this through. Hopefully see that we were better together.

Logan stared at me with blankness in his eyes.

I knew right then nothing had changed. I should have asked him to leave—I didn’t. Instead I pressed on, hopeful. “Logan, what has changed?” I repeated, hoping for a miracle.

There was a slight shake of his head. His beautiful hair was tousled, his stubble longer than usual. Everything about him screamed that he was lost.

And even though I felt anger that he couldn’t see what I saw, that we should fight together, I couldn’t fight my longing to take the lost boy and comfort him. Maybe make him see things the way I did. That if anything was going to happen, it would happen either way.

“After everything that happened last night, I had to make certain you were okay,” he said, avoiding my question.

No matter how many times I tried to reassure him that I would be fine, that I could take care of myself, it didn’t matter. I could see the turbulence he was suffering in his eyes—that he didn’t see it the way I did.

“And we need to talk. Get our stories straight,” he further clarified.

I nodded.

He took the lead, the alpha in him back in action, as he led me to the sofa. Once we sat down, we were only inches away from each other, but it felt like miles. I watched the way his lips moved as he spoke, the way his jaw tensed when I told him about Michael’s call. I couldn’t turn my emotions off, but I tried as our conversation turned even more serious and we discussed our situation in detail—the delivery, what he’d done, his father, the DEA, Tommy, and what had happened after he left me last night.

Facts. Facts. And more facts.

Nothing that changed our tragic situation.

When the talking had ceased, the what-to-say-if-asked agreed upon, we stared at each other. I was searching for the right way to discuss his fear, but I never found the words.

I don’t know who moved first, him or me, just that his lips were on mine and they felt so good I wasn’t going to deny the moment.

I opened for him. My mouth, my arms, my legs, and of course my heart.

His hand curled against the back of my neck, possessively, drawing me nearer.

Need so big, so large it was like an ocean, a mountain, the world, consumed us.

Without words, he rose, picked me up, carried me to my bed, and set me down.

My heart was pounding.

He unbuttoned. Unzipped. I tugged my shirt off, my leggings, my panties. Eyes only on each other, both naked, our bodies found one another.

Frantic for each other, we kissed. We touched. We tangled ourselves together.

His hands roamed.

Mine did the same.

Then his lips found my skin and he kissed my mouth, my jaw, my chin, my neck.

The lights in the room were on and I could see everything. All of him. The leanness of his body. The pale, smooth skin that covered his ribs, his stomach, the jut of his hip bones, and his beautiful, long, fully erect cock. I reached for it, and the feel of him in the palm of my hand made my clit pulse with so much dizzying need that I had to close my eyes. “Fuck me.” The words slipped from my mouth.

He made a noise and for a second, I wasn’t certain he was going to, but then he rolled us over and before I knew it, I was staring down at his handsome face, straddling him.

I drew a line over the scar under his eye. The one Tommy had given him. I wanted to lick it, to kiss it, and to tell him everything was going to be okay, but I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to ruin the moment with words. So instead, I shifted a little, raised myself the smallest of amounts, and then he was inside of me. Ecstasy. With a shudder, I squeezed my knees against his sides and absorbed the pleasure.

After a few moments, he started to move. Slow. Easy. Up and down. In and out.

My hands flattened on his chest.

His body continued to lift and fall, his hands now possessively gripping my hips.

My mouth lowered to his, and gasps of pleasure escaping through open-mouthed kisses filled the room. It was hard to concentrate on kissing him when with every slide of his cock there was a glorious press against my clit.

The pleasure kept building.

Higher and higher.

On the edge, I needed more. I pushed upright and rode him. Faster. Harder.

Eyes locked, he fucked upward and I rolled my hips.

Over and over.

In rhythm.

I arched my back.

My heart beat faster.

My breath rushed out.

And then I was coming.

He was coming.

It was fast.

Intense.

My body quaking in perfect spasms of ecstasy, I looked down at him. He stilled, groaned, and I could feel his cock pulse inside me as he rode out his own release. Once our breathing slowed, he pulled me to his chest and held me tightly. Kissed my head. I didn’t ever want this to end but soon, sleep pulled me under.

Early in the morning, too early, I awoke in my bed—alone.

On the pillow beside me was a note:

I had to go to New York City. Not sure when I’ll be back. I’ll be in touch.

The blood in my veins felt like ice water.

He wasn’t going to be in touch. I knew this. I felt it. Hell, I knew it from the moment he set foot inside and told me he needed time.

Still, I couldn’t stop the flood of emotions. Anger surged through me. He’d left me—again. He didn’t even wake me to discuss things. He made the decision for us to face what might never come—separately.

Suppressing any tears that threatened to spill, I pressed my fingertips to the place where his head had lain last night and said out loud, “Screw you.”

 

Screw you. Right, I thought with a small huff of laughter, as I was on my way to New York to bring him home.

To be fair, I’d held onto my anger for a good solid six hours after I’d read the note. I’d gone to work, tried to make it through the day without thinking about it. But then the anger began to subside and the tears fell. Somewhere around noon, I rationalized that he was scared, and the only way he knew how to deal with fear was to run. After all, he’d done it his whole life. And so had I. Moving from job to job, from country to country, trying to escape my childhood. But no more. If I wanted him in my life, I had to go get him and make him see it was time for that cycle to end. For him. And for me.

I’d enlisted the help of his father. Sean thought Tommy could be making empty threats, but wanted me to be cautious and reluctantly agreed to give me Logan’s address in New York City. He also called the doorman and told him to let me up when I arrived. Miles was much more hesitant about my impromptu trip. Still, he brought me to the station and promised not to tell Logan. In exchange, I promised to call him on my way back so he could pick me up, in case I came back on the train—alone.

That was how I’d come to board the train exactly 215 minutes ago on this Sunday afternoon. The Amtrak Acela Express came to a screeching halt at Penn Station and my heart started to pound. Logan was everything I needed in my life and nothing I’d known I was looking for. Not a white knight or a prince charming but a man I loved fiercely, and who loved me with equal fierceness. He didn’t have to say the words I love you for me to know that he did—it was in his voice when he said my name, in his eyes when he looked at me, and in the way he touched me with a protectiveness that somehow I’d grown to need.

I exited the train with no luggage in hand but a mission in mind. When Logan and I were together, everything in the world was right no matter how wrong things were. And that was why I was here—to remind him of that.

To catch him if I could.

Walking fast to keep up the pace of the other passengers wasn’t a challenge because it would get me to him faster. The smell of food permeated the air, reminding me just how hungry I was, but my mission didn’t allow for stopping.

Madison Square Garden was my point of entry into the city and I quickly hailed a cab. “Eighty-third and Fifth, please,” I told the driver.

Even though it was late afternoon, the traffic was still stop and go. It seemed to take forever to get to the Upper East Side and my nerves had started to rear again. When the driver finally arrived at my destination thirty minutes later, my pulse was pounding. I paid, and once I was standing on the sidewalk, I began to second-guess my decision. I’d never been inside this part of Logan’s life. This was the elite half, the high-society side he didn’t care for very much. But it was still a part of him.

But what if he didn’t want me inside this part?

With a deep intake of breath, I decided if I had doubts like that, I should probably find out sooner rather than later.

I looked up at the building he lived in. It was magnificent. The tall limestone structure had solid lines of big bay windows stretching across its façade, beautifully landscaped sidewalks, and large lanterns on either side of the covered steel awning that led to the giant glass double doors.

I felt a little like royalty as I walked beneath it.

“Good afternoon, Madame, can I help you with something?” the doorman dressed in classic red asked.

“Yes, hi, I’m Elle Sterling, here to see Logan McPherson.”

“Oh, yes, Madame, his father called ahead. I’m to send you right up.”

I smiled at him but my stomach rolled with worry that Logan would send me away.

Pushing my doubts aside, I followed the doorman. He led me to the elevator and ushered me inside before he pressed the button. “Mr. McPherson lives in apartment 12A,” he told me and then he tipped his hat. “Have a good afternoon.”

“Thank you.”

The ride was the longest elevator ride of my life.

Finally, standing outside his door, I hesitated. Should I just give him what he asked for? Was I being unreasonable coming here? I thought I wanted to save us, but maybe what I really wanted was to save him—from his past, his demons, because I couldn’t save myself from mine. And was that really far of me?

Time passed, seconds, minutes.

With the ugly truth coming to light, that this was more about me than us, I turned to head back toward the elevator. I might have taken two steps, maybe not even one, when I heard a lock turn and the door swing open.

Divine intervention?

A cosmic twist of fate?

I didn’t know, but I’d take it.

“Elle,” he breathed, exhaustion clear in his voice.

The flip in my belly was from the sound of that voice, and that voice alone. No one had ever made by body react the way he did. No one had ever made me feel the way he did. And no one had ever loved me with the intensity that he did.

Slowly, I turned back. With just that one glance, I knew instantly I had to try to make him see things my way. I loved him way too much not to. Dressed in a designer suit, crisp white shirt, and sharp tie, I wanted to lunge for him but settled on staring as I slowly approached him.

His gaze raked down my body and took its time drinking me in on the climb back up.

As always, the air between us was thick. I drew in a deep breath and blew it out. “Logan,” I managed as sternly as I could, considering that my entire body was shaking with need from head to toe. “We need to talk.”

With a slow nod, he stepped aside to let me in.

My feet moved but I don’t remember telling them to do so. I wasn’t even sure they were mine.

Suddenly his hand pressed against the small of my back and my body hummed in delight, making me more than aware of what was mine.

I entered his spacious apartment and felt that just by doing so I had entered his other life. It was a strange yet satisfying feeling. Like he had invited me into his other world, although I knew it was really that I had barged in.

My eyes darted toward the huge expanse of windows. The place was grand in its natural form, yet it reflected who he was. The furniture was sparse, and what was there was simple and functional. There was a lot of black, a whole lot of glass, and not a bit of color, yet the windows were magnificent and the light shining through them more than spectacular. On the walls were photographs of the Brooklyn Bridge taken from many different angles, including an incredible aerial shot. If photos could be sexy, these were super-sexy.

Curiosity rose within me. I was just about to ask him about them when the ding of the elevator from the hall struck me as odd. I stopped looking around. Then, I turned and noticed he hadn’t closed the door behind me, which made me wonder if he wasn’t expecting me to stay long.

Someone cleared his throat and my eyes darted to my right. That’s when I noticed Logan wasn’t alone. Oh God, I’d been so involved in him, in his place, that I’d never looked anywhere but at the room in front of me.

My belly flipped again, and this time the feeling was unpleasant.

What if I’d interrupted something important?

A distinguished older gentleman was now standing next to me with his umbrella in his hand, looking as if he was about to leave.

I realized then that Logan had been seeing his guest out when he opened the door. It wasn’t some cosmic intervention or crazy twist of fate.

The handsome man was without a doubt Logan’s grandfather, the wealthy Logan Ryan. He looked to be almost six feet tall, not as tall as my Logan, but almost. He was long and lean, like my Logan. His hair had gone silver at the temples but remained dark everywhere else. And he was dressed in a finely tailored suit, nothing ostentatious but very professional looking.

My eyes landed on the watch he wore, which was almost identical to the one Logan wore, except his band wasn’t made of rubber but rather a fine metal.

Logan’s job here in New York was with his grandfather’s company, the Ryan Corporation. His title was Associate Counsel, Litigation and Employment. Which meant he pushed a lot of paper—something he really didn’t enjoy. About six months ago, he started to go to Boston two days a week to work with his father, whose family law practice was in trouble due to an alcohol problem that was now under control. Working at his father’s practice was much more hands-on, and Logan really enjoyed his work there.

Starting sometime last month, though, his grandfather demanded he commit fully to his job in New York. Logan refused and told him that he wanted more time in Boston. That’s when his grandfather began to cut him off financially, revoking his access to his trust fund, and most recently putting a hold on his paycheck. Logan’s personal savings had just about been depleted. He must have been meeting with his grandfather over his finances. I knew money was of concern to him, but only because he needed it to buy information and hire help to assist in whatever quest he had masterminded in his head.

Glancing between the older gentleman and Logan, it was odd because I could see pieces of him in Logan, just as I had when I looked between Logan and his father. Different pieces, though—these were the more refined ones.

“This must be the lovely young lady you were telling me about,” the older gentleman said to Logan.

Logan’s hand spread wide against my back and the possessiveness in his touch sent delicious chills up my spine. “Yes, Grandfather, this is Elle Sterling.” Logan spoke with a pride in his voice that had my heart swelling. He was talking to his grandfather about me.

“Logan Ryan,” the distinguished older gentleman said, offering me his hand.

“Mr. Ryan, really nice to meet you.” I smiled, taking my red hat from my head. Suddenly, I became conscious that my attire was anything but appropriate for meeting a powerhouse like Logan Ryan. He was a legend in the business world and here I stood before him dressed for comfort in a pair of black leggings, a white blouse, and a red sweater with matching red ankle boots.

Logan’s body seemed to unconsciously drift closer to mine. Like the two magnets we were, we couldn’t stay far from each other.

“I was just leaving, but I’d love to take you and my grandson out to dinner one night. How long will you be in town?”

My eyes darted to Logan’s beautiful hazel pools. “Not long. I have to get back to Boston. I have a business that I just opened and a niece I’ve been helping care for.”

“I heard about your boutique. On my next trip to Boston, I must stop in. I have a penchant for unique things. Collecting them is one of my many hobbies. Drives my wife crazy.”

I knew about his penchant for unique things from my previous life, but didn’t mention where I used to work for no other reason than that I needed to talk to Logan and didn’t want to start up a long conversation with his grandfather. “I’d love to show you around.”

Logan was unusually quiet.

His grandfather squeezed my hand. “Elle, I look forward to getting to know you in the future.”

I managed a smile and hoped Logan and I had a future.

Diverting his gaze, he held out his hand to Logan. “Thank you for being honest with me, and take as much time as you need.”

When Logan grabbed his outreached hand, he tugged his grandfather in for an almost hug and said, “Thank you for understanding.”

They must have discussed his job. I wondered what was decided.

Just as the door was closing, Logan’s grandfather said, “Call me once in a while, and your mother, too.”

I guessed Logan wasn’t going to be working for him.

Logan had no reaction to his comment. Just answered, “Yes, I will, sir.”

As soon as the door closed, the air in the room shifted yet again.

My gaze circled the space but then landed on the virile man in front of me. The doubt I saw in his eyes made it hard to breathe. I opened my mouth to speak, but he spoke first.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

His words punched every last bit of breath I had out of me. “But, I had to—”

“It’s too dangerous for us to be together.”

A pain in my chest flared. “Logan, listen to me—”

He cut me off again. “We’ve talked about this.”

Reeling from his words, my fists and my jaw clenched in anger. “No, Logan, we didn’t. You did.”

Logan’s gaze remained steady. “Then I did.”

The cold tone of his voice told me his guard was completely up, and that pissed me off even more. I took a breath and said what needed to be said. “You have to stop allowing Tommy Flannigan to rule the direction your life takes.”

He pinned me with his stare. “That’s not what I’m doing, Elle. What I’m doing is keeping you safe.”

I shook my head. “I know that’s what you think you’re doing but he’s been your enemy for so long, you can’t see what’s real anymore. Don’t get me wrong—I get it. He’s threatened you your entire adult life and you’re scared, but he’s behind bars now.”

Maybe I imagined it, but I swear I saw him roll his eyes. “Like I already told you, that doesn’t mean shit.”

I swallowed bitter vile. “Can we at least talk about this?”

For the first time during our conversation, he dropped his gaze. “There’s nothing left to say.”

Resigned, I knew I couldn’t do this anymore. This back and forth wasn’t good for me. I had to keep my life stable for Clementine’s sake. There was no knowing how long Logan would need to be alone and my mind was already scattered enough. I couldn’t live day by day like that. I couldn’t leave things between us open ended. I knew if I did it was consume me.

My next words felt like a knife stabbing through my heart. “Then you have to let me go, Logan, because I can’t live like this. You want me. You don’t. You pull me close and then leave me behind. It’s making my head spin and I can’t think straight. I can’t work. I can’t concentrate. I can’t do it.”

His face went blank and he said nothing in return, but his gaze rose and this time he didn’t look away from me.

Looking into those intense hazel eyes, I felt as though I was caught in a swirling storm. I straightened my shoulders and pushed on. Desperation kicking in, I put it all out there. “I mean it, Logan. If you can’t let your fear go, then we need to end things.”

Vastness stretched between us.

He said nothing.

Pleading now, I said, “You have to know, together, we are stronger. We can support each other.”

Stare unwavering, he still said nothing.

Nothing.

Guilt and fear were written all over his face.

I hated myself for evoking these emotions within him, but I wanted so much for him to understand we had to do this together. Looking at him, I could see the turbulence in his stare and I blurted out what was so obvious. “Tommy already knows about us, so what is staying away from me going to do?”

“Save you,” he whispered.

“You don’t know if he’ll actually try to do anything,” I rationalized.

“That’s a big if. You weren’t there when he attacked Kayla right in front of me. She was petrified and I couldn’t help her. I can’t go through something like that with you. I won’t risk it. I just can’t.”

Bile rose up my throat.

I wanted to take him in my arms but instead I just stared.

This was it.

Self-preservation kicked in. I had to accept that under his strong exterior, he was a runner, through and through. And I couldn’t live like that.

In a state of utter desolation, I shouldered past him and flung the door open. One last time I turned to look at him. God, this was so hard. “Together or apart—you choose. There is no in-between.”

He blinked as if in shock and opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. “Don’t do this, Elle. Don’t make me pick. I told you I needed time to figure things out and nothing has changed.”

It had. He refused to even try to see things my way. In truth, I was afraid to be alone. I’d been alone my whole life. I needed him now because yes, I was scared. “Time isn’t going to change anything.”

Abundant sunlight was like a halo around his lean swimmer’s build and I watched with disappointment as he shook his head. “Please, just give me some time.”

My emotions had never switched gears as quickly as they did around Logan. Anger gone, heartbreak set in. “Here’s the thing, Logan: Time is an abstract word. It could be days or weeks, but it also could be months or even years. I can’t live my life in limbo. Not anymore. My emotions can’t be up and down. I have to think about Clementine. I need stability in my life for her sake. I hope you can understand that.”

“Elle—” he breathed.

This time I cut him off. We’d said all we needed to say. “Goodbye, Logan,” I whispered, with my throat tight and the sting of tears in my eyes.

Trapped in that cycle of fear, the atmosphere between us was so fraught, I couldn’t stop my entire body from shaking as I closed the door.

In the hall, my knees felt weak. Just standing up was taking all of my energy. I wanted to take the last forty-eight hours back and start all over again. I was a mess. I felt dead inside. I knew I’d never be the same.

As I pressed the down arrow, I looked back. Sadly, no matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t catch him after all.


CHAPTER  FIVE

LOGAN

I felt really weird all of a sudden . . . kind of like I’d been punched in the gut and kneed in the balls at the same time.

Stunned about what just happened, I couldn’t move.

Was I scared?

Hell, yeah, I was.

Living without her and knowing she was alive was a much better outcome than living without her because I’d been selfish and needed her in my life and she’d been killed.

Ding. Ding.

Reality slapped me in the face as soon as I heard the elevator arrive that would take Elle from my life. She had come here with an ultimatum and I had sent her packing.

I ran my hand through my hair. She didn’t understand. It wasn’t as simple as her protecting herself.

Fuck, I couldn’t do this though.

I couldn’t let her leave like that.

Grabbing my keys, I rushed out the door but I was too late—the elevator had already closed.

Like a bat out of hell, I ran for the stairs and pounded down them as fast as I could. In the lobby, the elevator door was already open and she was gone. Hustling out onto the street, I spotted her instantly as she crossed Fifth Avenue headed toward the Met. “Elle!” I shouted in a worthless effort to gain her attention.

Even this far uptown, the streets of New York were way too loud. Horns honking, cars racing by, people talking, the wind blowing.

Suddenly, it was all too much.

Not that it mattered, because the light turned red and I was forced to stop. There was a car right in front of me with heavily tinted windows waiting to pass through the traffic, and when I looked into one of them, I saw myself.

What I saw, I didn’t like.

Before I met Elle it had been a while since I looked at myself and didn’t see a fuck-up. When I was with her, though, everything I’d done seemed to fade into the background. If I stopped her now would it be just another fucked-up decision I’d make in my life? That list was already so long I wouldn’t add her to it.

I couldn’t.

For a moment I tried to imagine not letting her walk away. Tried to imagine my life with her, but in that blissful picture I was always looking over my shoulder. Always worried. And all I saw was the danger I’d be putting her in.

I had to let her go.

I had to.

What was my life going to be like without her? Would I stay here in New York, go to work at a job I hated, go out with my friends and pretend all was well, act as if the past week was just a blip in my life?

No, I knew I couldn’t.

She’d gotten under my skin.

She was a part of me that I didn’t want to live without.

Selfishness aside, though, because my need for her was just that, selfish, she needed me to make the right decision.

And I knew letting her go—at least for now—was it.

The car moved forward and I could no longer see my reflection, but the image was still in my head. The fuck-up who made one bad decision after another. But today, I would change that cycle.

The light turned green and as if coming full circle, I didn’t move. I’d go after her and hope she’d forgive me, but first I had to take Tommy out of the picture and put that part of my life to rest. I didn’t know how I was going to do that, but I had a few ideas.

In order to do anything, I had to get back to Boston. I knew she’d be going there as well—we just couldn’t go together.

Sadly, I watched as she walked up the steps of the Met and sat down. I watched as she pulled her phone from her purse and made a call. And then as if I’d been sucker punched, I watched as she hailed a cab and it drove away.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can, baby,” I whispered.

I knew what she’d said, but I hoped I could end this fast and I more than hoped she’d take me back once I did.

I had to or else I might just crumble.

As it was, I stood here feeling emptier than I ever had in my life.

When I walked back to my building, all I could think about was her face—the hope in her eyes that I’d see things her way and the purse of her lips when I refused. I didn’t want to hurt her. I just couldn’t give in to her because every time I looked into those green eyes, all I saw was the blood and violence that I’d cause if I stayed in her life.

Once I was in my apartment, I was more determined than ever to bring this to an end. I sat thinking long and hard about the best way to keep Elle safe. Since killing Tommy was no longer an option, I needed some way to both undermine his leadership and sever his ties to the Blue Hill Gang, while at the same time making sure he was locked up for the rest of his natural-born life.

Undermining his authority meant the members of the gang would no longer respect him. I knew that would be easy to do. It wasn’t like they actually respected him anyway. Severing ties meant no one on the outside of his prison walls would give him the time of day, even if he tried to give them orders. That wouldn’t be as easy to do. Allegiance ran thick in the Blue Hill Gang. My grandfather had instilled that long ago but still, I believed it could be done. And putting Tommy away forever—well, that was a dream I hoped would come true.

The best starting point I had was Lizzy. If only I could find her, then I could figure out what she’d been up to. Find out what kind of relationship she had with Tommy. Who she worked with. Why she did what she did. I knew in my gut she was just the middleman. And I knew from watching the videotape at the hotel that Tommy was very involved, and not in the way he had told his old man. Whatever had gone down wasn’t a passing venture. That was the key to bringing Tommy down. Uncovering his involvement and exposing his lies.

What were Lizzy and Tommy up to?

What was their endgame?

How could I find out?

As if a light bulb had just clicked on, I knew where to start—at the top, and then tracing the steps all the way down.

I pulled out my phone and called someone I was hoping could help me get to the top. Help me find out who the source was. Even knowing this didn’t guarantee anything but it would be a start. One I hoped would open the can of worms.

The line picked up. “You son of a bitch!” James, my best friend for as long as I could remember, answered in his most typical fashion.

“Hey, man, long time no see.”

“Where the hell are you?”

I moved from the sofa to the window in the place I reluctantly called home. The place I never got to show to Elle. “I’m in the city.”

“Let’s get together.”

“I can’t. I’m headed back to Boston, but listen, I need your help.”

“Yeah, yeah, anything—you know that.”

My voice trailed off as I spoke because I knew he was going to jump to the wrong conclusion. “I need the name of someone in the inner circle who has Boston connections.”

“That’s easy enough. Off my head I can think of Theo Lake, Duncan Scott—”

I cut him off. “Who uses,” I added.

“Okay,” he dragged out the word, “but I have to ask, what for?”

“I’m hoping to find out who his supplier is.”

James stayed silent for a few moments. “Are you—?”

I cut him off. “No, man, I’m not using again. I can’t tell you why I need the information, but he won’t get in any trouble. I just want to ask him a few questions. Find out who his dealer his and who the supplier is.”

The summer after college graduation, the summer Tommy attacked Kayla and me, I had been running drugs between Boston and the Hamptons and making a shitload of money doing it. It wasn’t that I needed the money, and to this day I don’t know why I did it. At first it was just to get product to my friends, but then word got out and before I knew it, I was selling to everyone I knew. The supplier had long ago dried up and had replaced ten times over, I was sure but still I knew there was one.

That same summer James and I had also taken using a bit too far. We vowed at the summer’s end, after way too much shit had gone down, to stay away from the blow, and I was pretty certain we both had—so I got why he was concerned.

“Logan, you’re not lying to me, are you?”

I looked around. It had been a long time since I wanted to lose myself in oblivion and even though I really wanted to right now, I knew I had to stay focused. “Come on, James, you know me.”

“Okay. Give me a day. I’ll ask around and get back to you.”

“Thanks, I’ll owe you one.”

“If I were counting, you’d owe me way more than that,” he laughed.

“Fuck off. You’re the one who owes me.”

“Your memory is warped.”

“No, no, no. I think it actually dates back more than ten years ago.”

“What are you talking about?”

I couldn’t resist taunting him. “Remember that time you were jonesing to get back together with George?”

“Fuck, don’t remind me. How is it that you never made me see that she really did have a mouth like a monkey?”

It felt good talking to my old friend. “You can’t be serious. Who do you think named her after Curious George?”

“I’m pretty sure that was me.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Lindsay,” he yelled. “Come here—you have to hear this story and tell me who you think is lying.”

Lindsay was James’s wife, whom he met on a Friday night and married on a Saturday, the following day. Love at first sight. Turns out she was the right one for him, because I’d never seen him happier. She, of course, was a model, but he claimed that’s not why he loved her.

“Hey, Logan, how are you?” she said into the phone.

I sat back. This might take a while. James hated to lose. “Good, Lindsay, and you?”

“I’m great. So tell me how this one goes,” she said with a laugh.

As I started to relay the story from years gone by, I couldn’t help but think this time I believed James . . . He loved this woman and she was perfect for him.

The thought of finally finding the one fucked with my heart even more. I’d found the perfect girl for me when I hadn’t even been looking. And I had to let her go.

In my head I kept saying . . . for now.

That I was going to get lucky on this one.

But who knew?

Luck had never been on my side.


CHAPTER SIX

DAY 11

ELLE

Energy surrounded me.

The burst of flames in the open kitchen of B&G’s was intensified by the brilliant white marble bar that circled them. Walls painted in shades of blues and grays zapped charm into the place. Small balls of fire hung above my head, providing ambient lighting. The staff was dressed in all black and they were moving quickly.

Energy seemed to live everywhere.

Yet, I had none.

Not even a spark.

I couldn’t seem to find my center.

I was off balance.

It was as if the world was at an angle and I was trying to walk in a straight line but finding it more difficult with every passing minute.

What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Isn’t that what they say?

My heart was ripped from my chest when I walked away from Logan and although it almost killed me, it certainly didn’t make me feel any stronger.

Just the opposite, in fact.

I missed him.

Everything about him.

So much I could feel it down to my bones.

And I was starting to regret what I’d done.

I knew I shouldn’t be. I wasn’t wrong. I had a life now that didn’t have room for maybes. I knew this. Still, I was just so unhappy. And I didn’t understand it because here’s the thing—two weeks ago I never wanted a man in my life, and then along he came and hijacked me. Gave me a glimpse of something I’d never had, and now I wasn’t sure I could live without it. Without him. Yet, I knew I had to—for Clementine. For her I had to stay strong. Keep my mind healthy. Not let it wander with wonder.

“I’m sorry I’m late. I hope you got my text,” he said softly.

Blinking out of my daze, I looked up and tried to smile. “I did.”

Lips brushed my cheek in a way I didn’t feel entirely comfortable with. “I got a call at the last minute that I had to take.”

“It’s fine, Michael, relax. I ordered for the both of us.”

The Saks Fifth Avenue bag in his hand slid under the table. “Thank you for meeting me like this. I know it’s last minute, but I really needed to talk to you.”

Mild curiosity as to what was in the bag distracted me for a moment.

“You look tired. Are you sure everything is okay?”

Forcing myself to stop thinking about Logan was difficult, but I had to concentrate on the conversation at hand. “I’m fine. I’ve just had some trouble sleeping. But honestly, Michael, meeting you for lunch isn’t a problem. I wasn’t doing much today anyway. Peyton took care of the entire inventory restocking at the boutique yesterday and everything else was already done.”

Michael and I hadn’t talked since his early phone call Saturday morning and I found that strange. Usually, he called me for dinner on Sundays but he hadn’t called yesterday, and since I was in New York City, I hadn’t called him either.

He sat down. “Good then, I don’t have to feel guilty about dragging you out on a rainy day.”

It might be a cold, rainy spring day outside, but it didn’t matter because even in here I was chilled. Nothing could warm me. I was cold, sad, and tired. I hated feeling like this. I blinked away my thoughts and focused on Michael. “What is it you wanted to talk to me about? It sounded urgent. Is everything okay with Clementine’s new nanny?”

Unfolding his napkin, he set it on his lap. “Yes, they’re both fine. This meeting isn’t about Clementine.”

“Oh. From the urgency in your voice, I just assumed it was.”

Actually, I had come here with two trains of thought. One—he knew I’d lied about the cocaine being delivered to my boutique; or two—he had changed his mind about who he was appointing as Clementine’s guardian and had invited me here to let me know.

My heart started beating so fast.

This had to be about the delivery.

I was so screwed. I tried to remember what Logan had told me to say under this circumstance, but nerves got the better of me and my brain felt frazzled.

A small sip of his water on his part alerted me that he was nervous too.

I wondered why.

Finally, he spoke. “First of all I want to apologize for involving you in that entire mix-up last week. I never should have put you in a position like that.”

Phew, he was completely unaware of not only the delivery, but also Logan’s involvement. Another attempt at a smile I just couldn’t seem to form failed. Instead, I tried to be as upbeat as I could. “Please, Michael, I think we’re past all the pleasantries. I understand why you had to ask me for help. Sending the packages to the boutique and not the house or your office made sense. No one would have had any idea. I’m just glad the people who were threatening you and Clementine are now behind bars and we can put all of this behind us.”

I hoped that was true.

Dark circles below his eyes couldn’t hide how tired he looked and I wondered if something was still worrying him. “Good then, we can agree to put that behind us.”

I nodded.

“You’re certain everything is okay?” he asked again.

No, everything was not okay. I was heartbroken and downright upset over this entire situation I’d allowed myself to be put in, but I couldn’t tell him that. He knew nothing of my brief affair with Logan. I drew in a deep breath and found some inner strength. “Yes, I’m fine.” This time I managed a smile that had to look as fake as it felt.

“Okay then, I have a favor to ask you.”

Before I could think of what to say, because the last thing I wanted to do was another favor for him, the waiter arrived with our food. “Lobster rolls,” he said, placing our plates in front of us. “Can I get you anything else?”

Michael looked over at me and I shook my head. “No, I think we’re good. If you could just bring the check, I’m in a bit of a hurry today.”

“Yes, certainly, Mr. O’Shea, no problem.”

Michael was a regular at B&G Oysters. He’s the one who turned me on to the restaurant and to lobster rolls. Both of which I loved, but neither of which pleased me today.

I looked down at my rectangular plate of food—the sandwich on one side, the sea-salt-seasoned fries on the other, and in the middle pickles and a small silver container of ketchup.

Ketchup.

Even the stupid condiment made me think of Logan, and my mind drifted back to the first night we’d met.

 

Logan had been sitting across from me at the table and I couldn’t get the ketchup to come out of the bottle. He took it from me and magically poured some onto my plate. Those hazel eyes lifted seductively. “The secret is knowing where the sweet spot is,” he’d said. That was the first time my stomach had ever done a full belly flop over a guy.

 

Michael cleared his throat.

Pulled from my thoughts, my eyes darted across the table.

“I have this fundraiser Wednesday night that I was hoping you would attend with me.”

Shocked, I tried not to let my mouth drop open. “What kind of fundraiser?”

After taking a bite from his sandwich, he wiped his mouth. “Political.”

I blinked. “The fundraising for next year’s elections starts this early?”

He nodded. “I’m a little behind the ball and I have a lot of ground to make up.”

“I don’t know, Michael. Politics aren’t anything I know that much about.”

“Please, Elle, I could really use as much support as I can get.”

Not at all wanting to go, I felt like I should. “Can I think about it?”

Michael took another bite of his food. “Sure. My hope is that you’ll say yes. It’s at the University of Massachusetts and it’s a big one. We’re hoping to raise $250,000. A friend of mine was able to arrange for a well-connected alumnus to speak. He’s sure to attract a deep-pocketed crowd.”

“That’s great. I’m certain it will be a success. What is the dress code should I decide to attend?”

Reaching under the table, he pulled the bag out. “I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of buying you something to wear. You look like you’re close to Elizabeth’s size, so I went with that.”

I wasn’t certain how to take that. On one hand it was nice of him; on the other, was he worried I wouldn’t know how to dress? I took the bag from him. “Thank you. I’m not sure what to say.”

He looked a little sheepish. “It’s not meant to offend you in any way, so please don’t take it like that. I just didn’t know if you’d have anything to wear to a black-tie affair and I didn’t want you to stress out about spending the money to purchase something. If you don’t like it or if it doesn’t fit, you can take it back and exchange it. Or if you have something you prefer to wear, you can keep it or return it.”

The sincerity in his voice pushed away any animosity I might have had. “No, I appreciate it. I don’t actually have anything formal and I’ll let you know by tomorrow. Let me look at my schedule.”

His phone beeped and he glanced at the screen. His face instantly paled. “I have to go.” He grabbed the bill that the waiter had discreetly placed on the table and then peeled off some twenties from his wallet before setting them inside the leather folio.

“What is it?” I asked.

He leaned forward and whispered, “The men who were supposed to deliver the product to your boutique were found shot to death in their van this morning.”

“What?” I felt ill. “Why? What’s going on?”

“That’s all I know.”

“Who told you?”

He ignored my question and sent a text message before he finally looked up and answered me. “A news text alert. I’m late for a meeting. I really should be going.”

For some reason, I didn’t believe him. I pushed my plate away. “It’s fine. I’m done.”

“Are you sure?”

I waved my hand. “Yes, go.”

“I’m sorry. I just can’t be late for this meeting with my br—” He stopped before finishing.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

That was another lie.

I wasn’t sure I would be fine ever again.

I sat there, watching the rain out the window for the longest time. Something was going on. Something more than I had imagined. Would Logan have eliminated the deliverymen so as not to expose the fact that the product had actually been delivered to my boutique? I just didn’t think so. If not him, then who did? It was way too coincidental to be a random crime. I pondered it for a long while before leaving to go home in the pouring rain.

Later that evening, I was lying in my bed, my mind a web of tangled lies, lost love, and incoherent thoughts, when my phone rang.

I grabbed for it, hopeful, yet knowing I shouldn’t be. I was in the very state of mind that I wanted to avoid. I hated feeling like this. Glancing at the screen, the number attached to the call was blocked, but I answered anyway. “Hello?” I said quickly.

“Hello, Elle.”

“Who is this?”

The voice was deep. “Someone who wants to help you.”

“Who is this?” I asked again, this time louder.

“That’s not important but what is important is that you understand your role and understand that sometimes the toughest decisions are also the easiest. If you doubt you should say yes, just think of the little lives God has created and go forth wisely.”

Chills ran down my spine.

Say yes?

Say yes to what?


CHAPTER  SEVEN

DAY 13

LOGAN

The general etiquette in black-tie dressing was that there should be no watch on your wrist. The unwritten rule stated that if a timepiece had to be worn, it should be a pocket watch, but if one absolutely must wear a wristwatch, it should be a slim dress version thin enough to hide underneath French cuffs.

My big, sporty Patek didn’t really meet the qualifications, but then again most of the time I doubted I myself met the qualifications.

I hated going to events like this because of all the social niceties one had to abide by, but at least this time I wasn’t being forced to attend by my mother or grandfather. This time I was on a mission that would bring me closer to getting Elle back in my life.

The campus was all too familiar. After I’d fucked up and gotten kicked out of Harvard at orientation for stupidly thinking I could sell drugs on campus and get away with it, my father pulled some strings of his own and got me into the School of Law at UMass. My mother was so disappointed in me that she didn’t talk to me for almost a year, and my grandfather Ryan was equally as upset and only talked to me a dozen or so times during my entire law school stint. Like I’d come to realize, they were two peas in a pod.

As I parked and looked out over the harbor, my mind was anywhere but here. It was on Elle. It had been since I saw her get in that cab. How was she? What was she doing? Did she miss me as much as I missed her? Fuck, just standing there, I could still remember the way she tasted.

Shaking my melancholy off, I forced myself to focus and headed inside to find Pierce Foley. Pierce was a thirty-something Upper East Sider whose wife was connected to the Kennedys, and that relationship had the couple rallying among the political fundraisers all up and down the East Coast.

James had called me back as promised with five names of guys who he had heard the elite grapevine used cocaine and were also highly connected to the Boston social circle. I couldn’t believe it when I called Foley’s New York law office and they said he and his wife were in Boston for a fundraiser.

Maybe luck was on my side.

A quick sweep of social media informed me that I was looking for a man of average build, a little on the husky side, with thinning brown hair deeply parted on the side. I hoped it wouldn’t take long to find him, and then I hoped even more that it would take even less time to befriend him and find out what he knew. From what James had told me, I was certain pumping a few drinks in him would help me with that.

The place was jammed with people, and even at a cost of a grand per ticket, it didn’t surprise me. The rich always loved things that were expensive. In my monkey suit, I moved around in the way I’d been groomed. After having to stop to talk to the few people I knew, I tried to sideline any more familiar faces. I grabbed a quick glass of water with a lime wedge from the bar and was finally able to start my search.

Through the crowd it was hard to spot anyone who didn’t look like Pierce Foley. I walked the perimeter of the room, moving closer to the center with each lap. Thirty minutes later I still had not found him. This time I started in the center and worked my way outward. I was almost to the wall of windows that overlooked the Boston Harbor when I spotted him.

At the bar.

Bingo!

Casually, I made my way over and sat beside him, setting my glass down. I leaned in toward the bartender and ordered a gin and tonic, which I had no intention of drinking, and then looked toward a very bored-looking Pierce. “I’m on my third, what about you?” I lied.

He swirled what I guessed was a scotch and raised it. “My third as well. Long fucking night.”

I smirked. “You’re not kidding. I swear having to be on good behavior always makes time pass even slower.”

His roar of laughter told me I was in. “What do you say we do a shot?” he whispered.

I pretended to look around. “I’d better not. If the fiancée catches me getting out of hand, I’ll be in the doghouse for a week.”

Just saying fiancée, making up another woman, made the words burn in my throat.

“Good point. If my wife, Sarah, sees me drinking too much, I won’t even tell you what will happen to me.”

My grin came easily. “What’s it like?”

He arched a brow.

“Being married, I mean. I’m supposed to get married next month and I have to be honest, I’m not really feeling it.”

“Cold feet. I get it. I went through the same thing. Marriage is hard. I’m not going to lie. Of course, it has its ups and downs. I’ve been married for almost seven years, and I have to say I’ve been feeling the seven-year itch for a while now. But on the whole it’s worth it.”

The bartender set my drink down. “My friend here needs another.”

Pierce held his hands up. “No, I shouldn’t.”

“Come on, one more, and you can give me some honest advice. No one ever wants to be honest about marriage.”

With a quick gulp of his drink, he set it down. “Sure, one more.”

As he glanced around the room to be certain his wife wasn’t anywhere nearby, I poured half my drink into my water glass. Last thing I needed was to fog my brain. Fuck only knew what I’d be saying then.

By the time he’d finished his fourth, he’d practically told me his life story. He had two kids, worked for his father-in-law, and had a nagging wife. A variation on the very picture I had in my head of marriage.

It was my parents’ life all over again minus one kid.

“How do you do it every day, man?” I pretended to slur.

“Escape.”

“Escape?”

His shoulders rose and he sniffed through his nose, holding one nostril closed.

“And your wife doesn’t care?” I asked.

“Oh, she’d care.”

“She doesn’t know?”

Chewing on an ice cube, he shook his head. “Clueless.”

I lowered my head a bit. “I’m new in town. If one was looking for an escape, where might one find it?”

“The Priest,” he whispered.

“The Priest?”

“Well, not him directly, but he’s the one you’ll be getting it from.”

“How do I get in touch with him?”

“That, my friend, I can’t tell you.”

“Come on, really?”

“Sorry. He has rules, and he’s ruthless if any of them are broken. Besides, I’ve never actually made contact. A buddy of mine takes care of it for me.”

“Pierce, there you are, I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” a woman’s voice called.

He shoved his drink toward me. “Pretend you don’t know me.”

My smile couldn’t have been more genuine. “Not a problem,” I said and turned the other way.

“You’re not drinking, are you?” his wife asked when she got closer.

He stood. “No, I was just getting you that glass of water you asked for.”

“That was an hour ago.”

“Are you certain it’s been that long?”

I peeked at them and saw her tuck her arm around his. “Come on, there are some people I want you to meet.”

“Yes, dear,” he said, and turned and gave me a wink.

Poor bastard was all I could think.

My time with him was up and if you discounted learning Pierce Foley was an addict in every sense of the word, I’d learned one real thing. The drug supplier in Boston’s high-society circle went by the alias “the Priest,” and I doubted that was Lizzy, or O’Shea or Tommy for that matter. Neither seemed like the religious type to me.

I didn’t know how to reach him.

Didn’t know his connection to Lizzy.

Wasn’t even sure if finding him could help me find Lizzy.

Still, knowing the kingpin’s street name made me feel like I was one step closer to getting Elle back.

Standing from the bar, I glanced around for the nearest exit. Something caught my attention. Narrowing my eyes, I focused on a group of boisterous men deep in conversation with one lone female among them. Not just any female. A beautiful woman with ginger-colored hair standing way too close to Michael O’Shea.

My gut twisted.

My body stiffened.

My vision blurred.

It was Elle.

My Elle!


CHAPTER EIGHT

ELLE

Whenever I thought of political fundraisers, I pictured old men standing around outside smoking cigars, women in stodgy long dresses clustered together gossiping, and glasses of cheap wine everywhere.

That was not the scene I was currently immersed in.

The grand ballroom was beautiful in a roaring twenties kind of way. The ceilings were gilded with a golden hue, the chandeliers were gleaming crystal, the carpet red, and the linens black. And right in the middle of it all was a giant champagne fountain that was absolutely gorgeous.

After thinking about it, I’d said yes to Michael. The voice on the phone had rattled me and I wasn’t sure what the call was about, but I was almost certain whoever was on the line might have been threatening Clementine. It was after that I decided Michael wasn’t being truthful. There was too much that didn’t add up. Going to this fundraiser might help me figure out what it was. I longed to discuss it with Logan, but I’d already burned that bridge.

In the midst of all the chaos, I’d been worried about the dress Michael had selected for me to wear. It was a long black silk, almost classic-style A-line with a deep vee in the back, but the matching deep vee in the front brought it to a whole new level.

It was a bit too sexy for me.

I might not have seen my sister in fifteen years but there was no way her breast size had shrunk that much, therefore there was no way she’d have been able to wear a dress like this without spilling out of the sides.

“Can I get you anything?” Michael asked, pressing his hand to the small of my back.

He’d been talking to the same group of gentlemen for the past twenty minutes about the Suffolk County crime rate statistics and I was out-of-my-mind crazy. With a smile I said, “No, I’m good, but if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I need to use the ladies’ room.”

“You’re bored, aren’t you?” he whispered in my ear.

His concern seemed genuine, but I wasn’t taking anything he said at face value. “No, not at all. Watching you at work is fascinating.”

The smile that lit up his face made me wonder if I’d taken my attempt to be upbeat a little too far. “The least I can do is walk you to the restroom.”

“No, Michael. Stay and network. You’re doing such a great job.”

He moved a little closer. “It’s you who’s doing the great job.”

Without pretense, I gave him a return smile. “I’ll be back.”

It was odd, but I couldn’t tell him about the threatening call I’d received. I was too suspicious of him. Although I wanted Michael to succeed in his bid to be nominated to run for the Suffolk County District Attorney position, I had to wonder what the big push was right now when his life was so completely turned upside down.

With each passing day, my doubts about Michael’s sincerity kept mounting. How was he going to keep my sister’s drug dealings out of the press? And if it did come out, would he be implicated? Because if I knew he was somehow involved, and Logan knew he was involved, someone else must surely also know.

Like the deliverymen, I thought.

Chilled, I couldn’t help but think about how they ended up.

The restrooms were near the bar and I took my time walking the short distance to them. My feet were killing me in the heels I was wearing and I couldn’t wait to kick them off. In truth, I couldn’t wait for this night to end. All this hobnobbing was exhausting. It didn’t take more than one night of this to know the political arena wasn’t exactly my cup of tea.

As soon as I opened the bathroom door, I found it to be equally as impressive as the ballroom. There was a lounge area with a few comfortable-looking chairs, a perfume bar, and stacks of black washcloths next to bottles of luxury soap. Obviously it had been decked out for the evening.

The perfume bar drew me to it and I looked at the various bottles. Jo Malone was among them, and I picked up the lavender scent and sprayed it on each of my wrists. Once I’d rubbed them together, I lifted them to my nose and closed my eyes to enjoy the fresh, clean scent.

There was a crinkle, a tickle, a tease on the back of my neck. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know who it was. His own fresh scent gave him away. I gasped as my body betrayed me, my toes curling and my stomach fluttering at just the hum of his body near mine.

Lips brushed my neck and I couldn’t stop myself from trembling in need.

“You look incredible.”

That voice was raw. Husky. Sexy. All Logan.

My eyes snapped open and I found his hazel ones staring back at me in the mirror with more lust in them than any one human should be allowed to convey in that manner. “What are you doing here?” I somehow managed to ask, albeit in a squeak.

His hands gripped my hips and pulled me back toward him. I melted into his hard body and felt how much he wanted me.

Fire flamed through my veins, giving way to lustful desire that I couldn’t suppress.

I missed him.

I hated not being able to talk to him.

Hear his voice.

Touch him.

Feel his body against mine.

Yet, I knew I had to stick by my decision. My life wasn’t my own anymore and I had to remember that girl needed me.

His hold on me was possessive and he urged me to tilt my head to the side. “I’m the one who should be asking you that question.”

My pulse was beating wildly and even though I knew I shouldn’t, I gave in to his unspoken command and tilted my head.

Those lush lips skimmed down my neck.

And I couldn’t resist him.

In my red-hot haze, I allowed myself only a moment to absorb the feeling. While doing so, I admired him. I couldn’t help myself. Dressed in an expensive tuxedo, he screamed class, sophistication, and all things money. Pressed white shirt, black bowtie, and dropping my eyes I noticed he was even wearing expensive-looking shoes. He fit in at events like this so well, while all night I’d felt so out of place. That had to be another sign of why we shouldn’t be together. When I lifted my gaze and found his eyes, I knew I had to push him away. We were over. “I don’t think it’s any of your business.”

His hands started tugging my dress up. “Everything about you is my business,” he growled.

It was then that I realized he must have seen me with Michael and he was jealous.

Jealous!

Was he trying to make his mark, stamp his claim on me? Well, I wasn’t his. He’d had a choice; he’d chosen not to be with me. I turned around and shoved him away. “No, Logan, you’re wrong. We’re not together anymore and nothing about me is any of your business.”

My words were cold and they killed me to speak them, but for the past few days I’d been just barely holding myself together. If this little tête-à-téte, or whatever this was in the bathroom, went any farther, it would surely make me crumble when he was finished marking me and then left me alone—again.

Logan grabbed my wrist. “Don’t say that, Elle.”

My breath caught when I looked at the real him, not the reflection of him. His eyes were wide. Pupils dilated and dark. So intense. And his lips were slightly parted, the lower one wet from where he’d just swiped his tongue. So delicious looking.

The urge to kiss him was too much to bear and I had to close my eyes to try to find my center, but I couldn’t. The sexual tension between us was off the charts and quickly causing my control to shift.

His hand was still holding my wrist and he let it slip lower. Before I knew it, he was tugging me into a bathroom stall and I was going willingly.

Saying nothing, he pushed me against the door, hard enough to rattle it. He moved closer until we were face-to-face, chest-to-chest, hip-to-hip, and then his hands were lifting my dress.

I shuddered when his thumb moved back and forth against the inner skin of my thigh. Slow, even strokes. This small touch was enough to electrify me and the shudder of my breath echoed in the small space.

He leaned even closer and his lips brushed my earlobe. “Tell me you’ll wait for me.”

I turned my head the tiniest bit toward him. I felt like I was going to break in two right there, I was so torn.

But I had to keep my stability—for Clementine.

My lips barely moved when I said, “I can’t do that.”

“You can.”

I shook my head. “I can’t, Logan. I can’t put my life on hold for something that might never come.”

The air around him crackled dangerously. “Don’t say that.”

“It’s the truth.”

His lips skimmed down my neck. “Do matter what you do, you’re mine, Elle. Mine. You’ll always be mine.”

Torn between giving in to him and holding on to what I knew was the right path for me, I had to get away from him to think clearly. In a split-second decision I reached behind me and unlocked the latch, causing the door to swing open. I didn’t deny that I was his. He already knew I was. My body’s reaction to him alone was enough to confirm that, but I did say something I knew would make him dislike me, or maybe even hate me. Keep him from following me and tearing me apart. “I have to get back out there. Michael will be wondering where I am.”

“Michael,” he spat.

Guilt set in and I had to push it away. I was doing what I had to do. Still, I tried to ease the burn of my words. “Logan, I’m here with him to support him politically, not that I owe you any explanation.”

His expression cleared. I couldn’t read him at all. But then he leaned back against the sink and gripped the edge tightly, and I knew he was hurt.

I hated this. All I wanted was to be with him, but our separation wasn’t my choice.

His jaw twitched.

My eyes were glued to him. Under his clothes, I could see the impressive muscle tone of his arms and chest that I loved to have pressed against me. I could hear the way he breathed. I could almost taste his lips on mine.

“Don’t, Elle. Just don’t,” he said.

“Don’t what, Logan? Go on with my life?”

His eyes were flat, his expression lifeless. “You know why we can’t be together right now. All I need is some time.”

I was shaking my head and lashing myself at the same time. I felt physically sick. “I gave you a choice and you didn’t pick me. There is no in-between. Not for me. There can’t be.”

His gaze remained steady, unblinking; his mouth was straight, almost a frown. “This is our story. There can be whatever we want.”

My fists and jaw were clenched. When it came to us, he wasn’t right. “How does that work? The in-between, I mean. We call each other on the sly, maybe meet up to fuck in secret, in a bathroom, a backroom, someplace where we are with other people so no one knows we’re together?”

The look of pain and despair he gave me was one I’d never seen.

The ache in my chest flared, but I didn’t stop. I had to put an end to this before I couldn’t. “Tell me, Logan, in this in-between, do we not only fuck each other but fuck other people too, to make the sham all the more real?”

Red seeped into his face. “Fuck you, Elle.”

His words punched the air from my lungs. I wanted to fall to my knees right there and say I was sorry, but I had to stay strong. I had to end this between us for good, because I knew he would keep going with the back and forth. “We shouldn’t be seen together. Do you want to be the first to walk out of here or should it be me?”

He pulled his bowtie loose and unbuttoned the top button but didn’t answer me.

Everything in this small space was suddenly too bright and my heart was beating way too fast. I couldn’t be near him for one more minute because I knew if I was, I was going to launch myself at him and give him what I knew he’d take. And I couldn’t do that. I was here for a reason—to spy on Michael. Find out what he was up to, if anything.

With a quick pivot on my heels, I made the decision for him and turned and started for the door.

“Elle, don’t leave things like this between us,” he pleaded.

I had to.

Nothing had changed.

A quick fuck wouldn’t make me feel any better tomorrow or change the fact that we had no future.

Realizing this, I thought I might just hate him.

But as soon as I left the room, left him, the hole in my heart told me I didn’t hate him.

Instead, it told me I would love him forever.


CHAPTER NINE

DAY 14

LOGAN

The pavement was wet as my feet pounded against it. I sprinted faster, arms working, fists flying up beside my body. Faster and faster I went, until my legs cramped and my stomach knotted, but that wasn’t enough to make me stop. I didn’t even falter. I just kept running.

The rain came down harder, but not hard enough to drown out the sound of her screams. They were everywhere.

I was running in the very early hours of the morning, trying to clear my head—to erase the nightmare I couldn’t seem to shake. It was so real. I had gone to her. Brought her back into my life. And then soon after she was in a dark place, alone and afraid. I saw the image of her frightened face, heard the sound of her shrilling screams, and felt her warm blood on my skin.

Running wasn’t erasing it—I could still see it.

Nothing was working.

I couldn’t shake it.

The haunting image surrounded me.

It was to my left.

To my right.

In front of me.

I just ran faster.

Miles and miles seemed to pass in mere minutes, but then my legs began to burn. I didn’t care. I kept going. The knot in my gut felt more like bricks. I didn’t care. I ran faster. But no matter how fast or how far I ran, it wasn’t going to change anything. Whether I was with her or without her, she could still be in danger, and I didn’t have a big enough army to save what my gramps would call my Helen of Troy.

Gasping for breath, I finally stopped.

Fuck, what had I done?

Was she with him?

No, I knew what she’d said last night was her way of coping with what I’d done to us. But knowing that didn’t stop the ache in my chest.

With my hands gripped around the back of my neck, I looked around, hoping to latch onto anything that would stop the constant noise in my head.

I couldn’t stand being without her.

The very early dawn created a purple haze that enveloped the surrounding area like a shroud. The sky was still dark. The air was thick and moist. And I could feel sweat running down the side of my face.

Flashing lights down at the waterfront caught my attention, and something about the situation drew me closer to the chaos.

An unwanted feeling I couldn’t shed.

Long strides brought me toward it. The closer I got, the louder the sounds became. The whoop of a chopper along the riverbank, the chatter of reporters, a Channel 7 news truck. It was utter madness for the early morning dawn.

“Stay behind the tape,” the cop said, pointing his flashlight at me.

Hey, I knew that cop.

“What’s going on?” I asked him, hoping he didn’t remember me from the night he introduced me to Blanchet, the she-devil DEA agent who coerced me into helping her bring down Patrick Flannigan.

Turned out that wasn’t all she wanted. She also wanted a lead on the source of the drugs that were hitting the streets of Boston in monstrous proportions. She’d tracked Flannigan and knew he wasn’t the kingpin in Boston’s cocaine operation, but he was still vital enough to hunt down. He had his hands in many illegal things, but drugs weren’t his most lucrative venture. Numbers and prostitution were more his game. What he didn’t know was that his son had upped their involvement in the drug market, and that was why they were both behind bars right now.

Blanchet had spoken to my gramps and gotten all she needed from him. Hence, my father was still a free man. She had yet to pull him in. And my hope was she wouldn’t.

“I said, stay back.” The bite in his tone wasn’t strong enough to indicate he recognized me.

Someone behind me spoke up. “A body was found. They think it’s been in the river for a while.”

Something told me I had to edge closer. Something else told me to keep running.

I watched the cop as his rubber boots squished along the mucky riverbank and then when he was out of sight, I maneuvered myself around the mob of people to where I could better see what was going on.

My sides were cramping; my skin felt tight, my throat dry. I needed water. My vision was slightly hazy and I had to squint to see that far, and finally I did.

Oh fuck!

There it was.

A body.

A woman’s body.

My lungs were no longer burning, but still I felt myself gasping for air.

The body wasn’t just a body.

Inconspicuous in the brush, I took another step forward and heard my sneakers squish in the mud.

Fuck!

I glanced around. No one was paying any attention to me.

They were focused on the body. And now so was I. Her arms seemed bare, although her torso appeared clothed in black. Her legs were covered in what had to be streaks of mud. Her feet and legs were hidden in her leather boots. And then there was the halo of fiery red hair floating grotesquely around her limp body.

That knot that had been in my gut twisted even more.

Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

Maybe, just maybe it wasn’t her.

The body was facedown and splayed among the underbrush of the slimy riverbank, so really, it could be anyone.

Suddenly, a spotlight shined down, and that’s when I saw the glint. An icy chill swept through my blood, because right then I knew for certain who it was.

In her hand, tangled between her fingers, was a red ribbon with a large silver rattle beside her. The object was Clementine’s Rosie.

And the dead woman was Lizzy O’Shea, Elle’s missing sister.

My stomach lurched. The only time I had seen that rattle before was in the hands of Michael O’Shea, back at the garage where Elle’s car had been towed.

The man who Elle was with last night. The very same man she was entangled with in a way that there was nothing I could do to untangle her.

What if all of this shit wasn’t just about Tommy?

Maybe there was a bigger picture.

That had to be it.

Like a lightning strike, I knew I had to be with her.

That being apart didn’t mean shit anymore.

There was so much more to all of this.

The stakes just got higher.

Tommy Flannigan was no longer the only man I had to protect Elle from.

My mind was reeling.

I had to come up with an even bigger and better plan.

I had to build my own army.

I had to be with her.

Fear took a backseat.

Strength puffed up my chest.

Determination racked my brain.

I knew what I had to do to keep her safe.

First, go and get her, begging on my knees if I had to, and then . . .

Crush Tommy and figure out what O’Shea was really up to.

No matter what.


CHAPTER TEN

ELLE

Nine very unsettling minutes with him and my world was more upside down than ever.

Would it ever be right again?

This morning I just didn’t think it would.

The spring drizzle trickled down the outside of my bedroom window and I found myself sitting in a chair and staring out at it. It was already dawn and I hadn’t slept much.

I couldn’t stop thinking about him.

How could I have been so cruel?

I hated what I’d said.

I’d made a huge mistake.

I should have put the same trust in him I wanted in return. I had been wrong in pushing him away—in thinking that my emotional health would be too uneven with us in a state of limbo, and that I wouldn’t be able to navigate my life reasonably. The truth was, without him I was in a state of complete instability anyway. I was uneven. I was unhappy. And I didn’t think it would ever go away.

Oh God. I needed to apologize. I wanted to talk to him so much I couldn’t stand it. But how could I fix anything between us now? I’d said the most horrible things to him last night.

Tears clouded my sight and I pressed the heels of my palms to my eyes. When the sobbing subsided, I wrapped my arms around my body in a sad attempt to comfort myself.

Drop after drop I watched the water until I couldn’t anymore. Finally, I closed the blinds and then padded over to my bed and tried to make myself go back to sleep.

I was just tired.

So tired.

My phone was beside me and I thought about calling him. But would he answer? And if he didn’t, would I feel worse? If he did, would talking change anything? No. No it wouldn’t. How could it be that my life felt so empty without him in it? I tried reminding myself it was no fuller before I met Logan but that didn’t help. The difference was—there was a hole in my heart that wasn’t there before. And it hurt. It hurt so damn much.

Thank God for Clementine.

She was the only light in my life.

I needed sleep.

After that, I could determine better what I should do.

Perhaps my sadness was simply a function of lack of sleep.

Just as I started to drift off, my cell phone began to ring. I anxiously grabbed for it. Blocked caller flashed on my screen. I refused to answer it, but that didn’t stop my heart from pounding faster and faster.

It had to be the same person who had called me days ago.

Fear.

Fear like I’ve never known seized me.

For some unknown reason, this caller scared me more than anything.

A minute later a text message appeared. It read, You made the right choice. Keep on the correct path and little lives will remain safe.

My hand flew to my mouth.

Oh God.

He was threating Clementine!

What did he want?

Ding dong. Ding dong. Ding dong.

My body began to shake.

Ding dong. Ding dong. Ding dong.

I was so afraid.

Who was here?

Was it the caller?

Was it someone on Tommy’s behalf?

Was it the Irish Mob?

Knock, knock.

My pulse was racing.

Knock, knock.

Heart hammering against my ribs, I jumped out of bed—it felt like I was jumping out of my skin.

I didn’t know what to do.

Where was the security team Logan had arranged to watch my townhome?

An adrenaline rush kicked me into gear.

They had to be here.

Terrified, I grabbed my gun from the bedside table and hurried to the window to see if their car was still parked out front. My hand was trembling so much as I peeked out the closed blinds to the street below that I could barely pull them open.

The incessant ringing of my doorbell and the pounding on my front door wasn’t stopping.

Then, as I looked down, my terror ceased immediately.

Relief set in.

The Rover was parked right in front of my house, haphazardly squeezed in between two cars and partly up on the sidewalk.

It was Logan at my door.

I didn’t know what he was doing here but I didn’t care.

I needed him.

Right now, I didn’t care about anything other than him.

Him being here was all that mattered.

Needing to see him, feel him, hold him, I put my gun away and quickly grabbed a blanket off my bed. Wrapping it around me, I rushed for the door. “I’m coming!” I yelled from the top of the stairs. As I ran down the steps, the doorbell was still ringing and the pounding was still occurring. Faster and faster I went. I wanted to get to him just as much as he wanted to get to me.

In his arms, I knew I’d feel safe.

I reached the foyer quickly and without looking, I turned the alarm off and swung open the door. The streetlights were still on and shone behind him in a way that highlighted everything he was.

Strong.

Dauntless.

Confident.

Sexy.

My protector.

A feeling of intoxication overcame me as I drank him in. There he stood in his track pants, long-sleeved T-shirt, and sneakers, soaked to the bone. Noticing this, I was suddenly alarmed. “Logan, what’s the matter?” I asked.

“I need to talk to you.” He stepped in without being invited and I didn’t care.

Still shaking from the text, I had a hard time focusing.

He closed and locked the door, reengaged the security system, and then turned to me.

I watched as the water dripped off him in excess. As it puddled on the floor, as it flowed beneath my bare feet. With a tug of my arm he moved me away from the cold water.

I couldn’t help but stare at him. Had he known how much I needed him right now? Or did he need me? “What is it? What happened? You look shaken,” I asked all at once.

His eyes were so intense as they stared back at me. “Together, Elle, I pick together.”

That didn’t answer my question, but it told me what he was doing here.

My emotions wouldn’t register. They were all over the place. I’d asked him to pick, and when he didn’t pick me, it left me more than a little shattered.

But now, now he was picking me.

He’d picked me.

That’s why he was here.

In my time of need.

My emotions were a conflicting mess.

Shock.

Elation.

Love.

Confusion.

My heart forgot to beat. My lungs forgot to breathe. My eyes forgot to blink. So many feelings were flowing through my veins that I wasn’t certain which one I should be feeling right now, or if any of this was even real.

With a slight hesitation in his movement, he took a tentative step toward me. “I want to move forward with you. I pick you, Elle. I pick you over being cautious, being scared, or trying to figure things out alone. I pick you.”

Unguarded, I was hopeless to answer him. I didn’t know what to say, but then I looked up and saw so much pain and regret in his face. I had a choice. I could turn him away or I could take a leap of faith. I didn’t know what to do. What I did know was that I loved him, and of all the crappy things I might have known about love, I knew for certain that it was never perfect. People made mistakes and people hurt each other. Sometimes on purpose, sometimes not. Life didn’t always have a happily-ever-after, but maybe together we could try to make one.

“Am I too late?” Logan asked.

It was then that I realized I hadn’t said anything.

Tears threatened to spill from my eyes as I took one step closer to him. And then another. And one more, and finally my bare toes were touching his wet sneakers. I shook my head and nodded at the same time. “I don’t understand. What’s changed?”

Linking his fingers between mine, he answered, “I want you. Me. Us. I know we have to be cautious but I want to face the future with you, not without you. Will you let me pick you?”

I was finding it hard to breathe. I didn’t know what to do. But the way he was standing there looking so uncertain, I knew there was no way I could turn him away. He needed me. And I needed him like I needed air to breathe. I had to have faith he wouldn’t leave me again, and I did. My heart felt so full. I believed every word he’d just told me. Without any doubts, I smiled and said, “Yes,” and then to make certain he understood me, I repeated myself. “Yes, yes, yes.”

His hands grabbed my face and he brought his mouth to mine. Slow, burning kisses with feather brushes of his lips on mine made my stomach flip, but then when he pressed harder and slipped his tongue inside my mouth, I felt those beloved butterflies take flight.

I thought I might be dreaming, but the cold wetness of his hard body told me I wasn’t. “Take this off,” I demanded, tugging at his T-shirt.

His answering grin was utterly charming and adorable. It was the look that said sex was on his mind. It was the look I had missed so very much.

The blanket slid off my shoulders and impatiently I helped him strip his wet shirt over his head.

When it fell to the floor, he gripped my hips and tugged me flush to his body. “Do you have any idea how much I’ve missed you?”

Every part of me had an idea, because it must have been as much as I’d missed him. “Logan,” I breathed.

His hands roamed my body, over my hips, stopping to finger the elastic of my sleep shorts, up the torso of my camisole, and stopping again to cup my breasts. “Yes,” he responded with a nip at the sweet spot on my neck he knew drove me wild.

“You have to promise me that was the last time you’ll leave me. No matter what. I can’t go through this again.”

He toed his sneakers off. “I can’t either, Elle. And I never want to.”

My fingers went to his waistband and I pushed his wet track pants down. “Promise me, Logan. Promise me.”

Standing in his boxer briefs with his wet clothes surrounding us, he wrapped his arms around me and held me tightly. “I promise you, Elle, I promise.”

The honesty in his voice was all I needed to hear. Words were for later. Right now all I needed was to feel him. All of him. And I was going to start with his mouth. I kissed him until my face was numb. Until my lips tingled and my skin burned from the stubble of his jaw. And even then, that wasn’t enough. I wanted to reacquaint myself with every inch of him from his head to his toes. “Let’s go upstairs,” I said, wanton and breathless.

His roaming hands stopped their movement, but only to pull me closer and hold me tighter.

With my arms around his neck, I rested my head on his shoulder and held onto him just as tightly.

Our hold was fierce.

Warming.

Loving.

Forgiving.

Comforting.

And I hoped everlasting.

I tried to undo myself from his hold, so we could go upstairs. “Come on,” I managed.

He didn’t move. Just held me tighter.

Beneath my fingertips, I could feel his body tense. “Logan, what is it?” I asked.

Finally, after a few moments, he pulled back, and I nervously watched as he picked up the blanket and wrapped it around the both of us. “Let’s go sit on the couch. I have something to tell you.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

DAY 15

LOGAN

“What are you doing here?”

My head jerked up from the stack of papers on my desk. “Um . . . I work here.”

My old man perched himself on the corner of my desk. “Don’t be a smart-ass. I just thought you were taking a few days off to be with Elle.”

I shook the glower off my face. “She had to go with O’Shea to Lizzy’s viewing.”

“Arrangements were made quickly.”

I gave him a solemn nod. Elle had told me O’Shea seemed in a hurry to put all of this behind him. Odd way to put it.

My old man folded his hands together. “And let me guess, by the look on your face I’d say you weren’t invited.”

I leaned back in my chair and pointed my finger at him. “You’re good.”

He shook his head. “Well, I can also guess you’re not happy about it, either.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I didn’t know her and it’s not my place to be there.”

“But?”

I shrugged. “I would have liked to be there to support Elle.”

“And?”

He was smart. “I don’t know. I can’t explain it. Don’t get me wrong. I understand this is a tough time for them both. It’s just weird that they’ll be spending so much time together.”

Understanding sparked in his eyes. “You’re jealous.”

Maybe I was wrong about the understanding. “No, I just don’t like Elle anywhere near him.”

He raised a brow. “It’s okay if you are, son. It makes sense. She’s a beautiful woman and he’s a man. Just remember he’s also a man who just lost his wife. Regardless of the situation surrounding her death, I’m certain he must be grieving.”

I’d decided not to say anything to my old man about O’Shea and my suspicion that maybe he had something to do with Lizzy’s murder just yet, or about the strange messages Elle had received. Only two to date, but that was the real reason I didn’t go today. She just felt they were warnings and had something to do with her relationship with O’Shea. I agreed. Since we had no proof of anything, I didn’t want to add more to the pile of shit my old man was already dealing with, so I answered smoothly but honestly. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I still don’t trust him. The smoke screen he conjured up about his wife’s disappearance has too many holes in it.”

“Logan, listen to me: I know you’re concerned about Elle’s safety and so am I, but I think there are some things better left alone. And at this point O’Shea and Lizzy’s involvement with Tommy and Patrick is one of them. The old saying Don’t poke a sleeping bear might be one that applies in this case.”

I completely disagreed but nodded in agreement anyway. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Well, I had some stuff to get done today, so it all worked out fine.” I looked at my watch. “Where have you been, anyway?”

“I went to an AA meeting down the street and then was going to head home early, but I saw your car when I was walking back so I came in to check on you. What do you say to letting your old man buy you dinner?”

I stood and rounded my desk. “Sorry, Pop, I’ll have to take a rain check. Elle said everything should be wrapped up by five, and I think I’ll try to catch up with her and take her out to dinner. Do you need a ride, though?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m good.”

“You sure?”

He nodded.

“Then can I ask you a quick question?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Have you ever heard of anyone on the street referred to as the Priest?”

His brow creased. “No, I haven’t. Why do you ask?”

I shook my question off casually. “No reason really, I just heard someone refer to the Priest and had no idea what they were talking about.”

“Church maybe,” my father laughed, rising from the desk and patting my shoulder. “A place you might want to visit once in a while.”

It was then that the thought struck. The call and message Elle received spoke of God. Was the Priest the one contacting Elle?

Holy shit.

No, it couldn’t be, or could the connection be that easy?

“Logan?”

I snapped out of it and gave my old man a shake of my head. “What can I say? I follow the lead of my old man.”

“I probably should have done a better job on that one.”

I laughed. “You know what they say about hindsight.”

“You got me there.” He looked at his watch. “I think I’ll catch dinner with Killian. Give Elle my condolences.”

“I will,” I said, and couldn’t help but notice that his shoulders were slumped. “Hey, is everything cool with you?”

Like a bat out of hell, he averted his gaze. “Yeah, I’m good.”

“No you’re not. Talk to me.”

With a sigh, he turned to look out the window. “It’s nothing I want you involved with and I mean it, Logan, but Patrick has me pulling financials for all his businesses. He’s looking for something and I’m fairly certain it’s what we already found.”

“How? He’s still in jail. I thought his bail was denied?”

“It was. His trial attorney contacted me.”

I should have known. “What’s he looking for?”

“My best guess—to verify his son’s involvement.”

“The Tommy connection to the drugs. The reason they’re in jail,” I commented.

My father nodded. “And the money clearly leads back to Tommy and I knew about it. If I act like I didn’t know Tommy was stealing money, I’m fucked, and if I tell him I knew, I’m even more fucked.”

“Then don’t tell him anything. It’s not your fucking job to look out for his tweaker son.”

He turned back around. “No, but it is my job to make sure the money-laundering process runs efficiently.”

“Patrick is behind bars, and hopefully will stay that way. Can’t you stall? Ride it out and stay clear of him.”

The smile on his face was anything but genuine. “He owns me, Logan, you know that. I do what he says, when he says, regardless of where he is.”

“Maybe it’s time you talk to Gramps. See if he knows anyone that can help get you out of this. With Patrick behind bars, there has to be a way. Someone out there willing to cut a deal.”

Wide steps brought him close to me. “Yeah, I’ll do that.”

I wasn’t sure he would. “Call me if you need anything.”

He patted me on the shoulder before he left. “I will.”

Following the impromptu discussion with my father, I felt both better and worse. Better about O’Shea and Elle having to spend the day together, and worse because my old man’s situation should have been getting better with Patrick behind bars, not worse.

When the brief for a client that had to be filed in federal court on Monday was complete, I glanced at my watch. I had a shit-ton of other work to do but decided to spend some time researching scripture to see if what the caller had recited and texted to Elle had any context. After finding nothing that made sense, I concurred with Elle: it was this man’s, whom I’d concurred could possibly be the Priest, own words.

Before closing out, a local advertisement online caught my eye. Taking the bull by the horns, I decided to quit waiting around for Elle to be finished and text her.

Me: Everything go okay today?

I knew Elle felt torn. She hadn’t seen her sister in fifteen years, and all she knew about her was that she had abandoned her family and somehow put them in danger. On the other hand, she was her sister. I didn’t push her to talk about it. I knew if she wanted to she would.

When she didn’t answer, I quickly sent another text.

Me: Can you meet me somewhere?

Then, like a chick, I sat back in my chair and waited. Unable to concentrate on anything, I paced my office, cleared some papers off my desk, then stared at my phone screen. It was just as I was about to head out and go meet up with my old man at the nursing home when my phone buzzed.

Elle: Yes. We just finished eating. Where?

Dinner was out of the question since she’d already eaten, but that was okay because I had something better in mind. I wanted to take her on a real date, but it would be dark if I went to go pick her up first, so I settled on a pseudo date.

Me: At the George Washington Statue in the Public Garden.

Her response came in the way of a smiley face: “:)”

I’d never texted nor written a heart, smiley face, or anything like that in my life. My fingers hovered over the keypad until finally I just did it: “:)”

Lame.

I felt incredibly lame.

I almost looked around and wondered if this was me sitting here. Shaking off what James would surely call the secret Romeo within me, I grabbed my keys and got ready to go.

The Internet had notified me that today was opening day at the Swan Boats, and I’d always seen people riding in them during the spring and summer months but never thought about going on one myself. It was like the carriage rides in Central Park; I’d always seen people taking them but had never actually ridden in one of the carriages myself.

With Elle, I wanted to do things I’d never wanted to do before.

Stupid, dumb things. Things couples did.

Chances were small that anyone would see us together there but just in case, I shoved my hat on my head and slid my sunglasses onto my face. It was still slightly cool outside, so the knit hat didn’t look that out of place. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to worry about being seen with Elle for much longer. I’d put in a request to meet with Tommy and although my request had been denied, Miles was working on a way around that.

The area of the park where the statue was located was under construction, as was almost everything in the Garden this time of year. Winter damage was harsh, but I was certain by the end of April there would be no sign of it.

I leaned back against some of the scaffolding that surrounded the at least forty-foot height of the eerily lifelike bronze George Washington on his horse. With my tie removed and sleeves rolled up, I looked like a resident out for a stroll after work.

A text from Miles told me Elle had arrived and he was off for the night. Miles and a crew of hired security men had been watching out for her since we’d gotten the note from Tommy in the hotel. Surprisingly, she’d never objected.

Scanning the area, I spotted her before she saw me. She was rolling some of that lip balm in a small silver tin that she seemed to have in multiples on her lips. She’d changed since I’d seen her this morning. No longer in a black skirt and blouse, she was wearing black skinny jeans, a gray sweater, her red hat, and a pair of boots.

I was practically frozen in place she was so beautiful.

It was hard to believe there was ever a moment when I thought being apart was the best choice for us.

This stupid fucking situation we were in wasn’t going to be easy to navigate, but I knew if I could just keep my shit together and think clearly, I’d get through it. I had two things to do—eliminate Tommy as a threat for good and figure out what O’Shea had or hadn’t done.

Maybe it was jealousy that had sparked the change of mind.

Maybe it was the fact that no one was safe.

Maybe it was because this wasn’t just about me anymore.

But I now felt confident I could accomplish those two things while keeping Elle safe and in my life at the same time.

She put the tin back in the purse that she wore strapped across her body and scanned the area with an almost blank expression on her face.

I pushed myself up just as she spotted me and I saw her entire face light up.

My legs moved fast and I smiled at her the entire distance it took to reach her. “Hey,” I said.

“Hi,” she said, smiling.

“Everything go okay today?”

She half nodded. “Only a handful of people showed up and none seemed to know my sister at all. It was sad, really.”

“Who were they, then?”

She shrugged. “I think they were people Michael knows from the courthouse. I’m not entirely certain. I saw one or two of them at the fundraiser. At least Michael’s sister stopped by for a few minutes. It was strange, though, that no one else from his family came.”

My hands went to her waist. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you. I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”

“Thank you. I know you wanted to be but it’s not possible right now,” she said, and to lessen the burn, she placed her hands on my chest.

“Is everything all set for tomorrow?”

She sighed. “It is. Michael is going to keep it small.”

I nodded, having nothing else to say.

For the next few moments we gazed at each other, lost in each other’s eyes, and then I broke the connection only because the pull of her lips to mine was too much to put off for another second.

That mouth. I needed it.

Those lips. I was hungry for them.

That tongue. All I wanted was to taste it.

I was greedy for her.

Before I got as carried away as my thoughts in a public place, I broke the kiss. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”

“For what?”

“Just follow me.”

She accepted my outstretched hand.

Loving the feel of having her by my side, I squeezed her small hand. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

She nodded. “Distract me. Tell me what we’re doing here.”

“I’ll do better than that, I’ll show you.” I led her over the Lagoon Bridge to the Swan Boats. “See those?”

“The boats?”

Apparently not everyone knew how famous these boats were, so I paused halfway across the bridge and turned so we could lean over the railing. “Those aren’t just any boats. They are the Swan Boats.”

Her husky laugh was contagious. “I can see why they’re called that, but what is the significance?”

“Good question. In the late 1890s everyone wanted to ride across the lagoon, but obviously allowing anyone and everyone wasn’t feasible due to its small size. A really smart guy named Paget was the first to apply for a license for what he called a boat for hire. He wanted something to draw people in, to want to pay the cost of the small excursion, so he selected swans.”

“Why swans?” she asked.

I’d done my research and grinned at the fact that I knew the answer. “They were inspired by the opera Lohengrin, in which real-life swans pulled a boat carrying a knight on a mission to rescue a beautiful maiden. Paget couldn’t use the real swans, so he decided to camouflage his boat operators with the shape of a much-larger-than-life swan made from copper.”

“I love the romantic notion behind it.”

Romance was never my thing, but if she thought this was romantic, who was I to tell her otherwise? I pointed to the platform of waiting people. “Riding on one is a rite of passage here in Boston.”

“Then by all means, lead the way, my knight.”

More excited than a boat ride should have made me, I smiled at her. “I’m not sure I’m a knight by any definition.”

She tugged on my hand. “Well, you’re mine.”

I didn’t respond to that. I couldn’t. I was no knight. I still wasn’t sure I would be able to protect her in the way she needed protecting. A change of topic felt best. “So it’s probably best that I confess right now that I’ve never ridden on one.”

The corners of her mouth quirked up. “You said it was a rite of passage.”

My shrug might have been a little cocky. “It is, but I’m a half-breed Bostonian so it doesn’t apply to me.”

She got a little flirty and took the lead, leaping in front of me. “It doesn’t apply to me either then, but I’m still going to board first and beat you to the title.”

I laughed. “I’ll let you have this one.”

“Last call,” the operator yelled and we both picked up the pace, speeding to the pavilion, where I quickly paid the nominal fee and we crossed the wooden platform.

We were the last ones on, so we had to sit in the back row. That was fine with me. With my arm around her shoulder, the boat started toward the southern end of the lagoon and then slowly circled the edge. It was quiet and relaxing, almost making my life feel a little normal.

“Can I ask you something?” Elle whispered.

Calm and steady for the first time in so long, my gaze slid her way. “Yeah, sure, anything.”

“When I was at your apartment in New York, you had photographs of the Brooklyn Bridge on your walls. Why?”

An emotion I’d buried deep within myself long ago wormed its way up. I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my thighs. “It’s stupid really.”

Her chin was on my shoulder and her breath was a whisper. “Tell me.”

I turned my head to see her. “When I was a sophomore in college, I took a photography class and one of our assignments was to photograph something that represented hope to us. I picked the Brooklyn Bridge. Having grown up being shuffled between the Upper East Side and Beacon Hill, my hope was that someday I’d find a place I could call home.”

The feel of her hand on my back was comforting as she rubbed it. I’d never had this from any other woman, not even my mother. “That makes sense. But why Brooklyn?”

I loved that she cared to ask, but I shook my head. “It’s stupid.”

“Tell me.”

My eyes met hers and I felt like I could share anything with her. “My college roommate in my freshman year was from there and he used to take me home with him once in a while. His family had a huge loft and they seemed really happy there. Everything appeared so simple. I guess I kind of envied that kind of life.”

She kissed my cheek. “I think we both yearn for the stability we never had in our lives. For me, my hope came in the prospect of visiting a new place, like maybe this would be it, a place I could call home; for you it came in the form of a bridge. I get it.”

Straightening my back, I pulled her to me. “Yeah, I guess we are a lot alike.”

The rest of the ride was nothing earth shattering, but being beside her and doing something out in the open that new couples do made it feel like so much more.

Just as the boat began to pull back to the platform, I placed my hand on her thigh and then whispered, “Can I follow you home and bid you a proper good night?”

She snorted laughter, either at the old-fashioned way I asked the question or the fact that I asked at all. “I’m not sure.”

My fingers squeezed her thigh and my other hand cupped her shoulder as I leaned even closer, close enough so that I was touching her ear with my lips. “What aren’t you sure about? How good I’m going to make you feel or waiting to get home to have me?”

She shifted in her seat, and I leaned back and watched as her cheeks flushed. “Logan!”

“What?” I shook my head as if innocent, giving her a sideways smile. Before me, Elle wasn’t big on sexual innuendos or anything to do with sex for that matter, other than the act. She hadn’t allowed talking and didn’t do repeats. We were both very similar and very different in that respect. I didn’t do repeats, but the only way I had of connecting with women was by talking during sex.

Her tongue snuck out and licked her bottom lip. “Be a gentleman.”

With a shrug, I smirked, “I tried that, but when I asked if I could see you home and it got me nowhere, I had to up my game.”

The boat docked before she could say anything and as we were in the last row, we were ushered out first. I passed by her, and stepped up and then offered my hand.

She smiled at me. It was a sexy, playful smile, but it still revved me up. When her feet were on the platform and we were safely out of the way of others, she grabbed me by my belt loop and tugged me flush to her. “Being a gentleman isn’t getting you nowhere, not by a long shot,” she purred.

My smile was wide and I could feel every heartbeat in my cock.

It looked like I’d be seeing her to her door, and inside her door, and up her stairs, and then all the way to her bed.

Who knew—just maybe I was a gentleman after all.


CHAPTER TWELVE

DAY 16

ELLE

My heavy lids fluttered at the incessant singing of birds outside my window.

Squinting, I pried my eyes open.

It was early, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. I had way too much on my mind. Still, today was a day to dread and I wished sleep would pull me back in.

With a small sigh, I rolled over and then couldn’t help but smile when I saw the man I had come to love in such a short period of time sleeping soundly beside me.

Our relationship hadn’t had a conventional start. We’d met under less than ideal circumstances. A situation neither of us had chosen to be involved in.

At first when we met, I thought we were on opposite sides, but I soon found that wasn’t the case. And in the midst of the turmoil, we were drawn to each other in the most intimate of ways. Although we tried to fight the magnetic pull, we couldn’t. Shortly after meeting, we sought comfort in each other, and soon discovered it was a comfort we’d never felt with another.

The man I silently called my protector, my white knight, stirred at my slight movement but didn’t wake. Exhaustion must have taken its toll.

The sight of him, all long, muscled limbs and smooth skin, curled my fingers in anticipation of touching him. Guilt held me off. I knew he hadn’t slept through the night in days. Worry over me had consumed him. Sure, he played a good game. Made like everything was going to be okay, but I could see beneath his tough exterior to the gentle, terrified man beneath.

Logan McPherson had been raised in two worlds. Shuffled between the wealthy elite of New York City and the brutish Irish Mob of Boston, he had become a man with two sides. The one seen by most was the dauntless, strong, confident man who knew how to take care of himself and everyone around him.

The protector.

The other side, the one he camouflaged, was a man who was drowning in the sins that surrounded him. Only through small glimpses had I seen the toll the violence that surrounded him had taken over the years.

The victim.

All I could do was be there for him and hope that with Tommy Flannigan in jail, all the chaos would soon be put to rest so he could begin to heal.

Placing a soft kiss on the scar beneath his eye, I carefully slipped out of bed. As soon as I tugged his white button-down on, his clean, fresh scent assaulted me and I had to turn back for another glance.

Hair the color of expensive milk chocolate that he wore brushed forward looked slightly more rumpled than usual. Where normally his beautiful hair feathered against his forehead and cheeks, now it was sticking out everywhere.

Bed head suited him, though.

The sheet had fallen away and my eyes greedily scanned his body from the twin dark circles of his nipples, to the ridges of his ribs, down to the narrow cut of his waist, and then stopped on hip bones that jutted out beneath the sheet.

Long and lean.

Powerful and strong.

Dauntless.

Covered by the soft cloth was all the rest of his magnificence, but also covered was the scar that ran down the inside of his thigh. That one, along with the scar under his eye, was a constant reminder of the danger he faced when in the presence of a woman, which was the source of his constant worry over me.

My worries were on many things, that included, but I tried to downplay it for his sake. Although I was confident I could take care of myself, I was also certain Logan would keep me safe. Besides, the state-of-the-art security systems Miles had installed in my house and boutique made them both seem impenetrable.

With those grounding thoughts in my mind, I tiptoed out of the room. The house was quiet, with pearly dawn light peeking through the blinds as I made my way down the stairs.

The row house, which had been in foreclosure when I first laid eyes on it and then managed to purchase with Michael’s help and by mortgaging it to the hilt, backed up to a small park, and it was a place I had to have. To me it was the first place I could call home.

In the early hours of the morning everything around me was peaceful and quiet. The soft gurgle of the coffeemaker was the only sound to break the silence. As I waited patiently for the pot to brew, I stared out the kitchen window into the small park behind me. My eyes drifted to anything that might take my mind off what today was. The dread was beginning to loom and I wanted to lose myself in something else, even if only for a little while.

The dew that coated the grass.

The trees that were starting to sprout leaves.

The purple horizon with a small yellow glow popping over it.

Strong arms gripped the lip of the sink on both sides of me, caging me in. The feel of his stubbled cheek against the sensitive skin of my neck sent tiny fissures of excitement through my veins. “Good morning. You’re up early,” he said in that sleepy, sexy voice that made my stomach flip in excitement every time I heard it.

With the air around me suddenly feeling thicker, I leaned back against his strong bare chest and twisted my head so I could kiss him. “Good morning. I tried not to wake you up.”

His lips brushed mine and electricity flared through me. “You shouldn’t be up either. Come back to bed.”

Not a question, a command, laced with a whole lot of promise.

I found myself licking my lips. “I don’t have a lot of time. I need to be at the police station at nine and then to Michael’s by ten so we can ride to the service together.”

His hands whisked under the hem of my shirt and went right between my thighs. “We don’t need a lot of time.”

Oh, God.

His hands, his fingers, they were magic. The shudder of my breath officially became louder than the residual dripping of the coffeemaker. “What did you have in mind?” I teased. This distraction was more than welcoming before the start of what I knew would be a dreadful day.

Hot breath blew in my ear. “I want to make you feel good,” he paused as he pressed his palm against my sex, “right here.”

My eyelids fluttered for the second time this morning, but this time for an entirely different reason. He knew how to rev me up. That was for sure.

When we first met, I had two rules when it came to sex—no talking and no repeats. One failed relationship had left me burned and I wasn’t interested in another. But with Logan, everything changed and those rules went right out the window. It might take me a while to truly push through my childhood issues, but Logan was being patient. The memories of hearing my father tell my mother he had to be inside her almost every night for years was strong within me. However, the memory of how much she disliked the act was stronger. And the truth was, what Logan and I were doing was mutually pleasurable. We both gave as much as we took.

Knowing this, I was trying to compromise and found myself more than okay with the way Logan chose to let his emotions out. I sometimes found it embarrassing. I called it dirty talk. He preferred the term communicating. The simple fact was that even though I’d come to embrace this part of who he was, Logan knew my limits, and after learning about my aversion he had been careful never to say those words my father said to my mother. His efforts to tread lightly warmed my heart. I found them endearing and charming and sexy as hell all at the same time.

Fingers fondled me in the most delicious way, and then he slid one a little lower. “And right here.”

The stroke of his flesh against mine, and the rumble in his voice, sent my body into overdrive. “Go on,” I whispered breathlessly, pressing myself back against his hot, thick erection.

His breath caught and he had to suck in air before he said, “I don’t think I need to explain any further—you’re already dripping wet.” On his last word, he plunged that single probing finger deep inside me.

The tension in my lower belly coiled so tightly, I thought if he moved a little more or added one more finger, I just might come right here.

But he didn’t. Instead, he kept teasing me.

Unable to withstand the torture another moment, I turned around. For a moment, the world stopped spinning and it was just he and I, and what we felt for each other.

With a smile that I couldn’t help, I ran my hands up his bare, smooth chest. He was standing there in black boxers, body ripped with strength, lids heavy with desire, eyelashes thick, those hazel pools bright and those lush lips parted. My hands reached his shoulders and then my nails dragged down his back. I thrilled at the feel of his rock-hard muscles under my fingertips. I never wanted to stop touching him.

Logan pressed against me. Backing me up against the sink, his leg eased between mine. My heel hooked around his leg, drawing him even nearer. His mouth was greedy on my neck, sucking, licking, kissing. My fingers were in his hair, caressing, tugging, pulling. We were all mouths and hands and tangled limbs.

“Take me back to bed, unless we’re staying down here,” I demanded impatiently.

His smile was wicked and wild, and without hesitation he took my hand and led me back up the stairs.

My guess was fifty-fifty as to whether he’d fuck me on the counter or on my mattress. There were times he was soft and gentle and we made love. And there were times he was wild and raw and we fucked like animals. Most of the time, I allowed his mood to determine the pace we took and at other times, I directed it.

Today, I was leaving it up to him.

We passed the threshold into my room and he kicked the door shut behind us. As soon as I heard the click of the latch his mouth was on mine. Our bodies melded in the perfect way that only we fit together. Not holding back, he started backing me up. Our kisses were hungry, deep. Delicious.

Slow steps were taken in sync until my knees hit the bed, and then somehow the two of us made it onto the mattress without either of us crashing down.

At first he was hovering over me but within moments we were rolling, and then I was on top of him and my knees were straddling his hips, squeezing them, letting him know just how much I wanted him. Moving quickly, he unbuttoned my shirt—his shirt—and discarded it. And then his hands were on my breasts, pinching my nipples, rolling them between his thumbs and fingers in a way that made them instantly hard.

Leaning down, I let my tangle of messy hair tickle his bare chest as I kissed my way up to the curve of his jaw. Stopping along the way to nip and bite where I saw fit.

With a hiss, he growled, “Watch it. Two can play at that game.”

I sat up straighter and grinned at him. The upward curve of my lips was an undeniable, come-and-get-me smile.

At thirty, I’d only recently come to learn just how affected my body could be by small things, like how a little bit of pain could make the pleasure all the better. Small things, nothing too extreme. If I was sitting on the lip of my old-fashioned tub with his face between my legs, the tighter I gripped the rim, the more the lip rubbed against my skin, the more intense my orgasm. Or if Logan held my hands over my head while he fucked me, the inability to move and the tight grip around my wrists sent me spiraling. And then there was the way he could bring me to the edge and deny my tipping over it until I thought I might go crazy. I wasn’t looking to use whips and chains or anything like that, but a small bite here or there certainly was fun.

His hiss morphed into a groan when I struck first. Inching back, my hands drifted to the black fabric that separated us and I pressed down on it. With the feel of his erection beneath my fingertips, I stopped playing around and rocked forward.

Logan’s eyes shined with desire. He, too, had obviously decided to abandon the games, because he shot up and pulled me on his lap.

“You have too much on,” I whispered and rose on my knees.

Doing the same, he tugged down his boxers with quick efficiency, kicking them off and onto the ground in no time. Finally, both of us were naked and ready for this.

Heartbeats apart, we were both on our knees gazing at each other. When my eyes cast down onto his perfectly erect cock, I licked my lips.

He noticed my response and then in one of the most erotic moves I’d ever seen, he took his cock in his hand and held it for a beat of two.

My heavy breathing gave way to how much it turned me on.

His eyes watched me as he gave himself a little stroke. “You like that?”

I nodded, my breathing coming way too fast—I was practically panting.

Logan dipped his chin to look down, and then he stroked himself again, this time pushing his hands forward and thrusting his cock into his fist.

In a rush, I moaned his name. “Logan.”

With a desperation only I understood, he quickened his pace.

Fascinated, I watched, taking notice of the way his muscles corded in his arms, the smooth skin of his cock and the way his hand easily glided over it, the pre-cum that glistened on his tip.

But my show was not for long because before I knew it, he’d stopped stroking himself and started stroking me with that cock, that delicious cock that was still in his hand. My clit pulsed and my muscles clenched in response. Full of need, my eyes found his.

“Come closer,” he said, and I did.

Lowering himself so his knees were now beneath him, he grabbed my hair as soon as I leaned in, pulled me onto his lap, and then captured my mouth with his. Giving me hard, wet, breathtaking kisses that made it impossible to breathe.

When I pulled back, my hands moved to his face. His hair had fallen forward and he looked rakish—impossibly sexy—as I pushed it from his eyes.

Logan didn’t waste any time as he gripped my hips.

My desire for him was so fierce I was wet long ago. There wasn’t any need for any further foreplay. Rising slightly on my knees, I lowered myself down onto his lap. Onto his cock. Slowly. Inch by inch. A little at a time. Exquisite pleasure started to surge all the way from my core. I didn’t stop until he was fully inside me. For a moment, I didn’t move, wasn’t sure I could without coming.

Logan took over for me, surging his body upward and taking control of mine with his hands on my hips. I drew in a shuddering breath and wrapped by arms around his neck. He pumped slowly at first and I found myself leaning in to kiss his mouth. I kissed him hard, and he returned my kiss with the same strength. We were all lips, teeth, and tongue. Wild. Frantic. And soon the energy transferred to our bodies. He started to fuck into me, faster, faster still. Abandoning the kissing, I pushed myself upright and began to ride him, matching his pace.

Cries of pleasure sputtered from his throat, rough, gravel-like, filled with a rumble. “Oh, shit. Oh, fuck. That’s so good. That’s it. Oh, fuck, I’m going to come.”

Words that sent me right over the edge.

He pumped faster and faster and I followed in that rhythm that existed only between us. Unable to hold on any longer, I arched my back and closed my eyes. Pleasure filled the space in my head where my mind no longer was. In the space that should have held thoughts was nothing but flickering lights, small bright stars in a far distance, and colors of the rainbow. I rode out my orgasm in that place, not allowing coherent thoughts to reenter my mind until I had exhausted every ounce of pleasure that was coursing through my body from head to toe.

He murmured my name. My heart, which was already pounding, skipped a beat. Without opening my eyes yet, I answered with his name. “Logan,” I breathed.

In response, he rolled onto his side and his hands found mine. Lacing our fingers, he pulled me flush to his chest. “Come here.”

At the sound of his voice again, I opened my eyes and looked at him. If it was possible for your heart to be so full of love for someone that you felt it might explode, that’s how I was feeling. We hadn’t expressed our love in words since that dreadful night, but we both knew how the other felt. Those three little words didn’t always have to be spoken for someone to know it. Besides, how many times were those words spoken among people in an empty, meaningless way? “I love you” could be said without really meaning it. But showing it, that meant everything.

Satisfaction filled the air. We were both breathing loudly when Logan propped himself up on his elbow. I turned as well, folding my arm under my pillow.

Gently, he ran his fingers through a stray piece of my hair that had fallen to the side. When he tucked it behind my ear, he sighed. “I want to come with you today to your sister’s funeral.”

Treading cautiously, I grasped his hand tighter and brought it to my lips. “Logan, you know you can’t.” It wasn’t that I didn’t want him there—I did. But those calls frightened me and I didn’t know what they meant but knew they had something to do with Michael and I. For now, Logan and I would have to remain a secret.

Taking his hands from mine, he flopped onto his back and put them behind his head. “I want you to tell him.”

I moved closer, stroking my fingers over his chest. “You know I want to, but the calls are freaking me out. What if they have something to do with Michael? Or what if when I tell Michael that I’m involved with someone, with you, it doesn’t go over very well?”

Logan was quiet at first, and I wasn’t sure what he was thinking.

“Hey,” I whispered.

Instead of answering, he looked over at me with a blank expression on his face.

“Michael not knowing about us doesn’t change anything. You know that, right?”

He scowled. “Yeah, sure I do. It’s just, it’s bad enough we have to be concerned about being seen in public. I hate that you have to tiptoe around him because you’re worried about him finding out.”

“Logan, even if the calls weren’t an issue, it’s too soon to tell him. Too close to everything that has happened. Think about it: what if I did tell him and then he started thinking about the drug bust? He’s not stupid; he could figure things out.”

Logan ran his hand down his face. “Even if he did, what does it matter? It’s not like he’s going to go to the cops.”

I willed my racing heart to slow down as I sat up and pulled the sheet with me. It was time to be honest. “Logan, I haven’t told you everything that happened those first three days we were apart that first week.”

He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “The threat of Clementine being kidnapped wasn’t the only reason I agreed to help Michael.”

Practically his entire body went taut. “What did he do to you?”

“Nothing,” I said quickly enough to keep his anger at bay. “It’s not what he did. It’s what he said earlier that same night he asked me for his help.”

“You mean the night when he asked you to commit a felony,” Logan said through gritted teeth.

“Logan, we’ve discussed—”

He held up a hand. “Just go on.”

I flinched at the coolness in his tone. “Well,” I stuttered before pulling myself together and just spilling it. “He alluded to the possibility that he could cut me out of Clementine’s life, forbid me from seeing her. And Logan, I can’t allow that to happen. You have to understand, I can’t do anything that might jeopardize my role in her life.”

Logan sat up abruptly. “What the hell are you talking about? He knows how much you love her. Why would he do something like that?”

Emotional warfare, I thought but didn’t say out loud. That would really send him reeling. My fingers curled into my palms as I spoke. “Before he told me anything about his plan, he let me know he was going to report Lizzy missing and then file for divorce. Then he said he thought it would be a good idea with everything going on if he named Erin as Clementine’s guardian.”

“His sister, the one with four kids? Not you? I don’t—” He stopped, narrowed his eyes, and clenched his fists. “Did he blackmail you?”

I shook my head. “No, not exactly. He was much more subtle about it. He started with the guardianship and then moved on to what he really wanted. He tried to convince me that Clementine’s safety was in jeopardy and that was why I needed to help him. But I saw through his words. The reason he told me about possibly naming his sister as Clementine’s guardian was so that if the kidnapping threat wasn’t enough to make me say yes, the hope of ensuring my place in Clementine’s life would be. And it worked, because I did help him. I had to. For her.”

Logan was up and out of bed faster than I could blink. Punching his legs into a pair of track pants that were folded on top of my dresser, he yanked them up and then started pacing the room. “You understand for any guardianship to be invoked something would have to happen to Michael, so all of his talk is a bunch of presumptive bullshit.”

The lawyer in him was taking over.

“I do understand that, but it was more than just the dangling of awarding me possible guardianship. There was an undertone to his words.”

Logan narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Tangling my fingers together, I admitted what I hadn’t even really admitted to myself. “I just got the feeling that he was giving me a choice to make and if I made the wrong one, he was going to cut me out of Clementine’s life altogether.”

Logan slammed his fist against the wall. “Motherfucking piece of shit. That’s it. I’m done with this charade.”

“Logan, calm down. Please don’t do anything stupid. Don’t jeopardize what I have with my niece,” I begged.

The pacing started back up. “And the fundraiser, did you go to that under the duress of a threat as well?”

I shook my head. “No, he asked me to go with him as a favor. I didn’t say yes until I got that first call.”

The muscle in Logan’s jaw twitched.

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you in the first place. I knew how you’d react.”

He stopped at the foot of the bed and ran his hand through his hair. “Knew how I’d react to the man you’re spending so much time with threatening you? Using an innocent child as a pawn? A man who might be a killer? How should I react? Sit down and have a drink with him?”

I threw my hands up. “Logan, stop it. You have to calm down. Michael has all the cards. I have to play by his rules. And if you do anything that pisses him off, makes him doubt my loyalty to him, he will cut me out of her life, I know he will.”

Hands on his head, he paced. After a few moments his breathing seemed to relax. “So you did what he asked. Has he done what he underhandedly dangled before you and named you her guardian yet?”

I shook my head. “That wasn’t something he actually said he would do.”

“Did he name his sister?”

“I’m not sure. We haven’t discussed any of this since that night.”

“Fucking son of a bitch.” His mouth quivered, that’s how angry he was. “You have to trust me when I tell you, he’s dangerous.”

My feet reached for the floor and I stood on the rug that used to belong to my mother. “No, he’s not dangerous. He’s manipulative. There’s a difference.”

Logan took the two steps between us in one stride and gripped my arms. “No, Elle, in his case, there’s not.”

I sighed in exasperation. “Please don’t start with the you think he killed my sister talk again. He might be many things, but he’s not a killer.”

Logan drew in a breath and huffed in frustration. “I know how important Clementine is to you and how important keeping her in your life is, Elle, but you have to start thinking more clearly.”

This conversation was going nowhere. “I have to get ready,” I said and started to walk toward the bathroom.

Logan grabbed my wrist. “I’m going with you today.”

Determination showed in my face when I spoke. “No, Logan, you’re not.”

With certain gentleness, he let go of my wrist and grabbed some clean clothes. “Fine. I’ll stay out of sight but I’ll be there, and then tomorrow I’m going to see Tommy to find out what the hell he, Lizzy, and O’Shea had going on.”

“Logan, no, you can’t go see him. It’s too dangerous.” My pleas went unheard.

The door was slamming behind him before I could even voice my concern. Two seconds later I heard the hallway bathroom door slam as well.

I hated this.

I wanted to talk reasonably.

But we both needed to calm down.

Listening to the water run, I knew he’d be showered and out of the house before I even took my bath.

Talking would have to wait.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

LOGAN

I leaned down on the reception counter. “Where’s he at today?”

The nurse behind the desk pointed to my right. “Ahhh . . . big poker game in the rec room.”

My huff of laugher couldn’t be helped. “I hope he’s not taking everyone for all they’ve got.”

She laughed at that and moved her chair closer to the window. “I think its penny-ante, so you never know.”

Amusement still in the air, I glanced around. When I saw no one in the vicinity, I slipped her two C-notes. “Make sure he gets what he needs this week, will you?”

Without hesitation, she took the bills. Folded one and slipped it into her top. Folded the other and put it in the desk drawer. When they were both out of sight, she looked up. “I always do. Last week it was Jack Daniel’s for his chocolate ice cream and jelly beans to put on his pudding. God only knows what it will be this week.”

Standing straight, I thumped the counter. “Thanks for taking care of him, Judy. I really appreciate it.”

A slight blush crept up her cheeks. “It’s really no problem. I don’t mind at all. Besides, he’s a real sweet talker, that one,” she said before quickly turning back to her computer screen.

With a shake of my head, I headed toward the high-stakes poker game. The halls of Brighton House, the top facility for elderly care in Boston, were like any other nursing home in the area. White, drab, and if they didn’t smell like piss, they smelled like Lysol. The only difference, this place cost a fuck-load more.

Having taken a shower, dressed, and given myself an attitude adjustment, I had an hour before the funeral, and decided it was time to stop avoiding my grandfather.

The room wasn’t that far from reception and I reached it quickly. When I did, I leaned against the door and couldn’t help but smirk at what I saw. The place was filled with people. Some playing chess, others watching TV, a few reading, and even a handful at the computer stations against the back wall. But Gramps wasn’t anywhere near those traditional forms of entertainment. Instead, there he sat, at a large round table with a bunch of women playing poker. Women had always been his weakness. My grandmother had been the love of his life, and when he lost her, he never remarried, but that didn’t mean he didn’t chase anything with a skirt, and even at seventy-seven he hadn’t changed.

“Shit,” he said as he threw his cards on the table.

One of the women, the only one with jet-black hair, grinned and raked in the pot of pennies.

“I was so close,” he whined.

Killian “the Killer” McPherson was many things. Predecessor to the current Blue Hill Gang’s Irish Mob boss. Outlaw. Fighter. Lover. Gambler. Card shark. And card shark had to be ranked pretty high on the list.

I slapped my gramps on the back. “Damn, you lost?” I taunted.

He turned in his chair and gave me a wink. “I certainly did. Can you believe it?”

I shook my head. “No, I can’t,” I said, and then I turned my attention to the table. “Hello, ladies,” I greeted.

In response, they all spoke at the same time. I had no idea who was saying what. It was a cacophony of, “Your grandson is so sweet. How handsome your grandson is, Killian. He’s such a nice young man.”

My grandfather twisted his head once again and grabbed my hand. “Where have you been?”

I leaned down. “There’s been a lot going on. Can we talk?”

Glancing back at the woman he had just let win, he said, “Gloria, meet me for dinner tonight at five. I’ll arrange for us to eat alone in my room.”

Gloria brought her hand to her rose-colored mouth. “Oh, that would be lovely.”

In his most charming way, my grandfather reached across the table and squeezed her other hand. All the ladies giggled. “Ladies,” he said, dipping his chin.

“’Bye, Killian.” They waved.

Unlocking his wheelchair, he rolled it back. “Come on, Logan, we’ll go back to my room and talk.”

My hands gripped the handles of his chair. “Are you sure? Sounds like a pretty popular spot.”

His head jerked around. “Take your hands off this damn contraption. I’m not a complete invalid. Not yet, anyway.”

Raising my palms in surrender, I let him take control of the wheels and strode up beside him. His mind was sharp as a tack. But sadly, it was his body that was giving out. After years of fighting, I don’t know how many gunshot wounds, and endless broken bones, he had a hard time getting around. Which is why he was here. After his last fall, he broke his hip and required extensive rehab. My uncle Hunter, who lives in New York City, thought it was best if he had assisted living care. My father agreed. I didn’t, but my vote didn’t count.

My grandfather stayed silent the entire way to his room. As soon as he unlocked the door, he impatiently motioned for me to move. I had planned to help him in, but obviously that wasn’t his plan. “What are you waiting for? Christmas?”

Not so charming, after all.

I moved my ass forward, and he followed. Once inside his suite, he transferred from the wheelchair to the chair he always sat in.

Having learned from experience, I took the chair over near the table and moved it closer to him.

Those dark eyes stared at me. “Well, what do you have to say?”

There were times when I was around him that I felt like that ten-year-old boy again, worried I’d upset him because I wanted so desperately for him to be proud of me. This was one of those times. In a very uncharacteristic manner, I rubbed my sweaty palms on my pants. I never let my nerves get the best of me.

“Don’t be nervous. Tell me what happened.”

Okay, it was time to do this, so I manned up and did it. I told him everything from the simple—like the security tapes I watched of Lizzy, who was at the time supposedly missing but was for some reason with Tommy at a hotel, to finding the drugs in Elle’s boutique, to what I’d done with them, to Lizzy’s death—to the more complex: my theory that O’Shea had been lying about his lack of involvement when it came to the missing drugs and money.

“So you’re telling me O’Shea somehow managed to magically get his hands on half of what was needed to satisfy Patrick’s demands?”

I shook my head. “Not really, because there’s still the issue of the missing five mil.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, but I’m still on the drugs. How the hell did he get them? I mean, come on. What? Did he pull one hundred and twenty-five kilos of cocaine out of his ass? “

I had to laugh.

“Something isn’t right, kiddo.”

“Glad you see it my way.”

Finishing up the O’Shea conversation, and having agreed he knew more than he let on, I stopped there. I didn’t tell my gramps about the note I’d received threatening Elle. I didn’t want to upset him. He’d go crazy just knowing Tommy had broken the order given years ago for us to stay clear of each other, because I’d have to tell him that so had I. Yeah, for now, it was best to leave those violations unspoken. I knew I’d have to tell him soon enough; I just needed some more time—I needed to see Tommy first.

When there was nothing more left to say about the shit storm that had become my life, his big palm landed on my shoulder. “It’s okay, Logan, you don’t have to feel guilty about anything. You did the best you could in the shitty situation you were in and you kept her safe. That’s all you can ask for.”

“Did I do what was best?”

He nodded. “She’s your Achilles’ heel. Mine was my Millie, and I’d have done anything, and I mean anything, to keep her out of harm’s way.”

Relief was all I felt. I’d stayed away from him because I thought he’d be disappointed that I didn’t follow through with the plan that would have, without a doubt, put Tommy and Patrick away for life, and in doing so, eased the hold Patrick had over my old man. I feared he’d think that I’d pretty much fucked it all up by picking Elle. Sure, Tommy and Patrick would still do prison time, but nothing like the life sentence they would have been given had the transaction been witnessed by the DEA and the source of the cocaine identified.

“How do you feel about this girl?” he asked, his voice going soft, quiet.

Done trying to deny anything, I admitted, “I love her.”

“Does she prefer winter or summer?”

I shrugged.

“What’s her favorite movie?”

I shrugged again.

“Does she like chocolate?”

I raised my brow. “I’m not certain. What’s with the twenty questions?”

He blinked a few times. “Come here,” he said, reaching for me.

I eased forward.

“If you love her like you say you do, then you’ll find out even the smallest details about her. It’s your business to know what her favorite flower is, her favorite smell, color. If she likes a table or prefers a booth. Would rather stay home and watch a movie or go out. Remember, Logan, it’s the little things that matter the most. And always, always, say good morning and good night. Never let a day go by without that.”

More wisdom.

“Well?” he prompted.

“I don’t know all of those things yet, but I love her.”

He leaned closer and took my head between his hands. “I know you do. I know you do. Now the hard part begins—showing her every day that you do, no matter what.”

He was choking up and the emotion was overwhelming. He wasn’t an affectionate man and when he became emotional, it was usually out of anger. In that regard, I was a carbon copy of him. The change in demeanor compelled me to hug him. As I started to wrap my arms around his big body, he bear-hugged me so tight I almost couldn’t breathe. For nearly thirty seconds we stayed that way and then we broke apart.

My grandfather cleared his throat. “I’m so proud of you for so many things. I don’t think I tell you that often enough. But I want you to know, there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t regret having kept you in Boston. I should have made your father move to New York City when your mother asked him to after you were born. Or I should have at least made you start high school there. If I hadn’t been so selfish, you would never have been a part of this fucked-up world of mine.”

I shook my head back and forth. “Don’t say that, Gramps. You’re one of the best things that ever happened to me in my life. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have known what was real. I wouldn’t have understood what it meant to be grounded. I am who I am mostly because of you.”

Tears streamed down that old man’s face.

“I mean it, Gramps. I love you.”

With a lift of his hips, he took a hankie from his pocket. “Enough,” he said as he blew into the white cloth. After he stuffed it back in his pocket, he said, “Over in the top middle drawer of my dresser is a silver box. Bring it to me.”

The emotional litany having affected me as well, I was thankful to be able to get up and walk around. The box was one I remembered from the house. It had been in his room and I was pretty certain it belonged to my grandmother. I’d never really paid much attention to it but as I picked it up, I noticed that although it had a very slim shape it was heavy. And the box itself was quite ornate. Scrollwork embellished the sides, and in the center of the top was an oval with a coat of arms.

Suddenly curious as to what it was, I handed it to my grandfather. “Here you go.”

He took it with both hands and carefully set it on the table beside him. “Do you know what this is?”

“No.”

With great care, he set his hand on the top of it, like it was precious. “This box was given to me by your grandmother’s father. Millie and I weren’t even eighteen when we got married. We were so young, but we were determined to leave Ireland. Her father had no money to give us and he knew going to America was going to be a hardship on his daughter. I tried to reassure him that I would take care of her, but he wanted to ensure that she would be okay. That’s why he gave me this. In case I ever needed something so badly, and had no way of getting it.”

My brows bunched.

With his hand still on it, he went on. “It’s a snuff box and it belonged to his great-great grandfather. I’m not sure what it was worth in 1956 when it was given to me, but I had it appraised in the seventies when all the violence on the streets got out of hand. At the time I was thinking of taking my family and disappearing and wanted to see how far it would take us.”

“How much was it worth then?” I asked curiously.

“One-point-one million.”

Shocked, I gasped. “And you leave that in your dresser? Shouldn’t you lock it up?”

“Na, everyone thinks it’s just a cheap box.”

I couldn’t believe it. I’d had no idea.

Moving past its history, he opened it up and took out two key rings. With shaky fingers he managed to pocket one of the keys before holding the other up to show me. “This key is to a safety deposit box at the Chase Bank over on Washington Street near Franklin Park. Do you know which bank I’m talking about?”

“Yeah, I know where it is. The one on the corner of Park Avenue.”

“That’s the one. Inside that safe deposit box is your grandmother’s engagement ring and our wedding bands. I want you to take them and when you’re ready, you give that diamond to that girl of yours.”

I stared dumbly at him.

He put the key ring back inside the box and handed the box to me. “I don’t have as much to give you as your grandfather Ryan does, but I want you to take this. Use it if you ever need to. Think of it as a security blanket, like I did.”

Unease washed through me and I shoved it back his way. “What’s all this about?”

Sensing my worry, he reassured me. “It’s something I’ve wanted to do for a while, and now that you found the girl you’re going to spend the rest of your life with, it seemed like the right time.”

The box had somehow transferred into my hands. “Gramps, Elle and I just met. We’re nowhere near ready to get married.”

He patted my hand. “Time isn’t what matters; knowing she’s the one is the only thing that does. Sure, take some time to get to know each other, but don’t wait too long, Logan. Life can pass you by so quickly.”

“Are you sure you want to give me Grandma’s ring?”

He eased back in his chair. “Millie wanted so much to see you grow up. And when she found out the cancer was going to take her, she hated that she was going to miss it. She made me promise to give the ring to you when the time was right.”

Words stuck in my throat.

“Promise me you won’t wait too long. Promise me, Logan.”

For him, I found the words. “I promise, Gramps. And I’ll bring her by next week.”

His dark eyes glinted with contentment. “I’d like that.”

“Is there something going on?” I asked.

He shook his head.

Somehow I managed to convey what I’d always felt in my heart and gestured between the two of us. “Gramps, this means more to me than all the money in the world.”

His smile was bright and prideful as he looked at me. Then he closed his eyes, and shortly after that he dozed off.

I left his room with another knot in my gut—something just didn’t seem right.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ELLE

Spring was in early bloom this year.

The breeze was light and cool.

The air fragrant.

The landscape almost indescribably beautiful.

From the rich, vibrant colors of azaleas, rhododendrons, and tulips bursting across the adjacent meadow to the fence separating this holy ground from the wildness beyond, with its overabundance of yellow daffodils growing against it.

The grass, too, was picture perfect. Although barely green, it was still soft and welcoming. And each building had planter boxes outside its windows filled with hundreds of purple violets.

Then there were the pathways. They were made of smooth gray stones that peeked out beneath a mat of leggy clover and dandelions. The dandelions. The reason I picked this location over so many others Michael had suggested.

Green Meadows was a small cemetery on the west side of Boston in Watertown, and although Michael thought it was too small and too far, I thought it was perfect. It reminded me of my childhood, of my sister and me running through the fields, picking dandelions and blowing on them.

Perhaps sensing in a way that I knew what Lizzy would prefer, Michael had conceded, and Green Meadows was the place we’d laid my sister to rest. The funeral gathering was small and nondenominational, the sermon short, and the gravestone marker was simple. It read:

 

Elizabeth Sterling O’Shea

In loving memory

 

Anything else would have been hypocritical.

To say loving wife and mother would have been a lie. Lizzy had deserted her husband and child for a life she had somehow found more fulfilling. A life filled with drugs, sex, and money.

To say loving sister, well, since we hadn’t spoken in fifteen years. That said it all. The last time I saw my sister was when my mother died and I was lying in a hospital bed. She came to say goodbye and left me alone with our father, who by any definition was a monster.

And to say loving daughter would have been a joke. I hadn’t talked to our father in twelve years, and when I finally found the strength to track him down and call him to let him know Lizzy had died, he told me, “She has been dead to me for years.” When I hung up, I knew that would be the last time I’d ever talk to him.

After the casket was lowered, we all began to leave the cemetery. Michael took my hand and I tried to pull it away, but he just seemed to grip it tighter. I couldn’t wait to see Clementine, to hold her to me. Michael and I had both agreed she was too young to attend.

Coming to a halt, I glanced back. I knew Logan was somewhere in the distance watching me, but that wasn’t why I stopped. I had a few things I needed to say and do. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up,” I said to Michael.

“I’ll wait in the car,” he told me and headed that way with the dozen or so other people who had attended. Aside from his sister and her husband, and his father, I didn’t know anyone there.

With the delicate silver bracelet I’d recently found gripped tightly in one hand, I closed my eyes. The bracelet was the one that my sister had given me on my tenth birthday. It was meant to bring me comfort on those nights my father would insist on having sex with my mother when it was clear she wasn’t interested. It was also the same one I had thrown at her when she told me she was leaving me alone with our father. The same one I’d found in her car. The dainty silver chain was a lot of things, but right now it was a keepsake I’d hold on to. I’d save it and give it to her daughter one day when thoughts of her mother might surface.

My sister’s daughter would never know her mother. Never know she’d been abandoned. Never know the things mothers and daughters should share. I’d paint a pretty picture for her, though, of how wonderful her mother was, because there was a time she was. Still, I was certain there would be days she’d cry for her mother. And that broke my heart. At the right time, I’d give her this, and tell her a happier version of the story of how it came to be.

Letting my tears fall, I picked a dandelion from the ground and clutched it in my other hand. With a gust of breath, I turned toward the heavens and whispered, “Blow, Lizzy, just blow.”

As I walked toward the car, I breathed in a deep lungful of the spring air. The sweet scent of the just opening cherry blossoms was poignant, and I was content with the place my sister would lie forever more.

“Are you okay?” Michael asked, handing me a tissue once I’d gotten into his car. He had driven himself, opting to forgo the formality of limos and the procession of cars following the hearse to and from the cemetery.

I drew in a deep, cleansing breath. “Yes, I am. What about you? Are you okay?”

He looked at me. “I have no idea. Elizabeth seems like the wind, she blew into my life and out so quickly.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Remaining silent, he eased out of the parking lot and onto the main road. Once his tires were no longer on the gravel, he glanced over at me. “I will be . . . okay,” he said, reaching for my hand and squeezing it. “I just want all of this to be over, so I can focus on my daughter. She’s what’s most important to me.”

Easing my hand out of his grip, I pretended to tuck a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “She’s going to be fine, Michael.”

He nodded. “I know she will.”

Catching the worry on his face, I had to ask, “What’s next?”

He hesitated and then said, “We take one day at a time.”

Whether purposely avoiding what the real question was or caught up in his grief, I couldn’t be certain but I had to know. “I mean about the drugs. Is all of that over? Are you and Clementine free from danger now?”

With a thoughtful expression, he glanced over at me. “You know, I think we are. With the five million dollars’ worth of drugs now in the possession of the police, there’s nothing left for anyone to go after.”

I blinked. Shocked that he was lying to me. “The news reported cocaine worth about half that was found.”

“That’s what I said.”

The blatant lie threw me for a loop. That was not what he’d said. Was he testing my knowledge of the situation? Did he know where the rest of the cocaine was? Was he hiding it? Did he have it? Was he keeping it for himself? And if so, what the hell was he going to do with it? Was Michael even more involved than I had thought? For Clementine’s sake, I had to hope not. Still, I had to put my faith in him that he’d do what was best for her. I didn’t have much of a choice. If I didn’t follow his rules, he’d cut me out of her life, and I couldn’t let that happen.

From this point forward, though, my eyes would be more than wide open.

We rode the rest of the way back to his house in silence. With my eyes focused out the window, my mind started to drift.

I had two men in my life. Both had earned my trust. One was regurgitating the police’s theory that my sister’s death was the result of a fall after a self-induced drug overdose and, rather than dealing with the fallout, whoever she had been with at the time tossed her body in the river. The other believed my sister was murdered . . . by her husband . . . the very man sitting beside me.

I didn’t know what to believe anymore.

The police were still investigating but with no solid leads, their theory would hold true and the case would be closed in no time.

Michael O’Shea was no longer my sister’s husband; he was now my sister’s widower. I wasn’t sure what I was. My sister and I had been estranged, and up until three and a half months ago, Michael and I had never met. Still, he’d been the one to call me upon Lizzy’s disappearance. Concerned, I came to Boston. Once I’d arrived, I met Clementine, my one-year-old niece, and after that I knew there was no way I was leaving. I fell in love with her the moment I laid eyes on her, and I wanted to be a part of her life. And Michael, not even knowing me, had let me into his daughter’s life. Something he didn’t have to do.

Then there was Logan McPherson. He had entered my life just over two weeks ago by way of accompanying his father to deliver a threatening message to Michael concerning the missing drugs. My sister had somehow gotten herself involved in a drug ring in which the Irish Mob played some kind of part. The details were sketchy, the facts unclear. What wasn’t confusing, though, was Logan’s concern for me.

We were drawn to each other in the strangest of ways, and we came together in a way I’d never known with another man.

I’d since come to trust him. To love him. It wasn’t that I thought Logan was lying about Michael; it was just that I thought his theory may have been a little tainted. He hated Michael for some reason, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that hatred was what was leading him to believe things that just might not be true. Until I could be certain, or, of more concern, in case Logan was correct, I had to focus on convincing Michael to appoint me as Clementine’s guardian.

“We’re here,” Michael said, parking in front of his stately brick home.

“I need to give you the spare garage door opener back. It’s in the Mercedes,” I said, snapping out of my reverie as I opened the car door.

Stopping me, his hand went to the black hose below the hemline of my dress. “I need to talk to you about that.”

In an obvious attempt to remove his hand from my skin, I moved toward the door and turned sideways to look at him. “Sure, what is it?”

“I hate to do this to you, but I’m going to need Elizabeth’s car for the new nanny. Unfortunately the engine in Heidi’s car died, and she’ll need a vehicle to be able to take Clementine places.”

Surprised, I said, “Sure, of course. When did you need it by?”

The careful politeness that had developed between us since the night he asked me to do the unthinkable seemed to be thick in the air. “No rush. Just as soon as you can figure something out. I have to go to work on Monday, but I can shuffle back and forth if I need to, and Heidi said she’s trying to figure something out. I wouldn’t ask, but I’m just worried that if something happens to Clementine, Heidi won’t be able to get her where she needs to. I really hate to throw this at you.”

He had a point. Besides, I didn’t really need a car. The weather was nice and I lived close enough to the boutique to walk. The only issue would be coming to see Clementine, and of course, taking her anywhere, but I’d figure that out later. “No, it’s fine. Let me see if Peyton can pick me up later tonight and if so, I can just leave it.”

“You’re not spending the night?”

“No, I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Oh, I just thought with everything going on today, you’d want to be close to Clementine.”

That horrendous ache in my chest for that sweet girl who’d lost her mother seemed to be moving to all parts of my body. I had to shake it off or it would overpower me. Without explanation, I opened my door and then turned to him. “I’m sorry, Michael, I need some air.”

The sound of my door shutting coincided with his door opening. “Elle, wait,” he called.

“Michael,” someone who had parked behind us called at the same time. I turned back to see a man and a woman who I had seen at the cemetery walking toward him, with a younger man who looked to be around eighteen, possibly their son, between them. The woman had long black hair, the color of licorice. The man had dark brown hair, almost black as well, like Michael’s, but it was graying at the temples. His eyes, even from here, looked icy blue. The younger man was a cross between the man and woman, but he had dark brown hair like the man. All three of them were carrying armfuls of flowers.

“Seamus, you didn’t need to come,” Michael responded in a clipped tone.

Stepping up my pace, I tossed over my shoulder, “I’ll see you inside.”

My body was trembling and I felt like the sky was falling down on me. But then as soon as I opened the door, I heard the pitter-patter of tiny feet and I felt like I could breathe again.

“Mommy!” Clementine shrieked as she toddled toward me.

My heart went into full-on arrest and panic wrapped around me. Snapping my head back, I saw that Michael was still outside and hadn’t heard her. The nanny, on the other hand, was standing in the entrance to the kitchen with a narrowed gaze.

Clementine had been calling me that for almost two weeks now, but never had she done so in front of Michael. I wasn’t certain how to handle it. A part of me loved the very idea that I would get to call this beautiful, precious little girl my daughter. Another part of me knew she wasn’t mine, and that Michael wouldn’t approve. But the biggest part of me was worried he would approve, and that name would come with a price I couldn’t possibly pay. Not now that Logan had entered into my life.

Keenly aware that I would most likely have conceded to such terms before Logan made me feel unbalanced in a way I couldn’t wrap my head around, I never wanted to have to choose between Clementine and Logan. I hoped it would never come to that. I’d tried to explain this to Logan this morning but I just couldn’t get the words out. If he had even an inkling that Michael had expressed interest in me, I wasn’t certain how he’d react. Or maybe I was certain. And I couldn’t take that chance.

Besides, I rationalized, Michael had never openly made a play for me, or told me directly that he wanted me, Not yet, that small voice inside me stressed.

Guilt pricked me for not mentioning my concerns to Logan. I’d been trying to shake my thoughts off as preposterous, but I just couldn’t because they simply weren’t.

As of late, Michael’s desire had been written all over him. It was in his eyes and the way he looked at me, in his lips and the way they parted when he saw me, in his words and the way he spoke them. I think Logan had sensed Michael’s interest in me from the first time we met in Michael’s office, even though at the time, I was completely unaware of Michael’s feelings.

Before now, I had the illusion of his marriage to my sister to hide behind. Now that Lizzy was dead, though, I was worried that once the grieving widower was done mourning, the subtleties would be done, too.

God, I hoped not.

For now, I could handle this. I just had to keep Logan and Michael apart. As much as I wanted to tell Logan how Michael made me feel, it wouldn’t help anyone; in fact it could jeopardize my relationship with Clementine, and she was the one thing I couldn’t bear to lose.

“Up,” that sweet little voice urged.

More than happy to comply, I lifted her and cradled her in my arms. “Have you eaten your lunch, sweet girl?” I asked.

“I was just preparing it,” the new nanny, Heidi, said in her German accent.

Heidi was in her mid-twenties and at almost six feet tall, she looked like she should have been a supermodel, not an au pair from Germany who’d just moved in with Michael and my niece.

“Great, I’ll sit with her.”

As I walked toward the kitchen, I glanced at the photos around the house. Michael’s mother, his sister and her family, him and Clementine, just Clementine, but there were none of him and Lizzy, or Lizzy and Clementine.

Out of nowhere, but not for the first time, it struck me that Michael and Lizzy might not have been happily wed. I’d never asked. Yet, there were no pictures of the two of them in the house, no wedding mementos anywhere, and he very rarely talked about her. When he did, she was Elizabeth, a name I know she’d have never allowed, as that was the name our father called her.

“Where’s my girl?” Michael called from the front door.

I looked over at him and pushed all of my craziness aside. Today was a day to mourn my sister. Tomorrow, I’d worry about what came next.

“Daddy. Daddy!” Clementine yelled in a burst of excitement.

Right there was the problem. The hex to all the negative theories I had about Michael. He loved his daughter and she loved him. No matter what he was, he was a good father.

And what I wouldn’t have given to have had a father like him.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

LOGAN

I had a teacher in the sixth grade who used to nag me about my lack of focus.

If only she could see me now. Every fiber of my being was focused on figuring out what the fuck had happened to not only the rest of the stolen cocaine, but also where the hell the five million dollars in cash was. Gaining this knowledge would help me prove or disprove that O’Shea was way more involved than he let on.

In addition, I still had to figure out what Patrick was really after when he made the demands on O’Shea.

The money?

The drugs?

Lizzy?

The connection?

Everything?

If he was after Lizzy, she wasn’t in the picture any longer. Had he taken her out, not O’Shea?

Or was my gut right and there something—someone—else also involved?

Obtaining this information was key to keeping Elle safe, on all fronts. It would not only take Tommy and Patrick out of play for the rest of their natural-born lives, but could possibly implicate O’Shea. Fighting fire with fire was my game, and my hope was that Tommy and Patrick were the ones who would get burned. It was also going to help me see just how involved O’Shea was.

Agent Meg Blanchet had gone freezer on me. She hadn’t spoken a word to me since she blew a gasket over the hotel fiasco. Of course, she was still also pissed about my lack of delivery and follow-through in the cocaine bust. I wasn’t certain whether that was good or bad news. Sure, part of the drugs had shown up right in the Blue Hill Gang’s backyard, and as hard as they tried to deny the connection, the evidence was hard to negate, but still the pipeline was unknown. The source a mystery. The kingpin missing.

My cell rang.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“Hey, you’re never going to believe this,” Miles said excitedly.

“What is it?”

“One of my guys at the BPD said a gang member has agreed to turn state’s evidence.”

“RICO?”

“Yes, sir.

I slammed the wheel in excitement. “No fucking way.”

“Keep it to yourself but I wanted you to know the charges will be filed soon, and then Blanchet will be able to try Patrick and Tommy for the crimes they ordered other members of the gang to commit. Murder, torture, robbery.”

“Best news I’ve heard in a while.”

The Racketeering Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act allowed the DEA to gather enough circumstantial information on someone for him to be formally charged for crimes not directly committed by him but linked through his assistance. If a gang member spilled Tommy and Patrick’s outlaw behavior, it would be a huge win for the DEA.

“I thought you’d think so.”

“Yeah, thanks again for the heads-up. At least I know for certain they won’t be getting out anytime soon.”

“Right. I think they’ll be locked away for a good, long time. I’ll talk to you later if I hear anything else.”

“Thanks again,” I said. “Miles, wait, what about—” I called, but he had already disconnected. I tried him back and got voicemail. Hopefully Declan had taken care of the Tommy visit arrangements with Miles.

I downshifted the Rover to take a turn. God, I loved this vehicle. Loved to drive it when I had steam to burn. As long as I was moving fast, I wasn’t overthinking everything or doing anything stupid.

Right now, my life felt like it was spinning out of control, and it scared me. Not because I needed to be in control of those around me, but because I wanted to be in charge of my own destiny for once in my life. And that call might have put me one step closer.

Slamming down on the accelerator, I hit the turnpike at high speed. I weaved in and out of the traffic. Faster and faster I took my speed until I was forced to slow down. The exit ramp had a sharp turn and I needed to get to my destination in one piece.

I pulled into the parking lot of the boxing gym around the corner from Declan’s coffee shop, Mulligan’s Cup, and not much farther from Elle’s boutique, The House of Sterling. As I eased my Rover into a spot, I couldn’t believe how helpful Declan Mulligan had been. When we were kids he’d hung with Tommy’s crowd. He was even the driver the night Tommy attacked me. Somehow he managed to turn his life from shit to something decent, and I think helping me was his way to atone for his sins. And that was something I not only got but also respected.

He’d started seeing Peyton, Elle’s employee, and they seemed happy together. Both were artsy and seemed like a good match.

Were Elle and I good match?

For a moment, I just sat there, listening to the engine hum as I tried to pull my thoughts together. I wanted to talk to her. Tell her the news. To atone for my own sins, I guess. But I knew she wouldn’t be able to talk and calling her would only piss me off. It had been a long fucking day, though, between the argument I had with Elle this morning, seeing my grandfather and our more than weird conversation, and then watching Elle with O’Shea. Seeing him take her hand to comfort her. That should have been me.

With a shiver, I gazed out at the brick buildings that surrounded me and took more than one calming breath. When the ill feeling passed, I rolled down the window to let the fresh air whisk away the jealousy I couldn’t shake.

I was in bad shape.

I just wanted this fucking day to be over. Saturday. All day. Who the hell held a funeral from practically dawn to dusk? I knew I sounded like I was whining because I couldn’t be with my girl, but I couldn’t help it.

Right then I told myself to stop being a pussy.

Manning up, I grabbed my duffle and moved like lightning out of my vehicle and into the gym. Declan was already at it, punching the bag with a force that told me his mood wasn’t much better than mine. I stopped for a moment. Watching him in action made me grin.

Feeling like a caged tiger, I approached him. “Hey, man.”

He jerked his chin in response and threw one last punch before tossing me his gloves. He’d called me right after I left my grandfather and told me to meet him here. I didn’t have my gear, but I didn’t really need it.

Arteries pumping with adrenaline, muscles bunched, ready to punch anything that got in my way, I got to it.

I would have thought all the sex I was having would wear me out. But instead it was having the opposite effect on me. I had more energy and drive than ever. Or maybe it was pent-up frustration I was feeling. Whatever it was, I was going to take it out on the bag.

I let loose a thundering punch.

Declan whistled. “That bad of a day, huh?”

I nodded. “Did you talk to Miles?” I asked.

“Just got off the phone. He said he had just hung up with you when he got word.”

“What is it?”

“He can get you in early in the morning, but that’s all he can guarantee. Tommy might be moved by afternoon.”

I pounded into the bag. “How long will I have?”

“He said fifteen minutes at the most. Go in and tell the guy behind the desk you’re Flannigan’s new attorney. He’ll bring Tommy up and let you in.”

My teeth were grinding together, the sweat pouring down my back. I knew gaining visitation wasn’t going to be easy. Even as an attorney I hadn’t been able to arrange it myself. Luckily, it turned out Miles still had deep connections, and my little upcoming “sit-down” had been arranged courtesy of him.

“Yeah, okay. No one will block me once I pass the desk?” I asked, pulling off my gloves.

“Miles assured me that not a single sheriff in lockup is on the Flannigan family’s payroll. He also told me to tell you there’s a dark corner in the basement with no security cameras, and for the right price, Tommy could easily be dealt with down there.”

Raw punches to the bag were going to leave my knuckles bruised. “If only it were that fucking easy,” I muttered. I wasn’t a killer, though. I may have crossed the legal line when it came to the drugs, but I wasn’t going to cross that line.

“Miles also got one of the cokeheads to talk, but he didn’t know much.”

I turned for a moment to catch my breath. “What did he say?”

“He doesn’t remember exactly where he was buying his product. Just that it was a tall skyscraper down on the waterfront.”

The bag once again became my outlet for my anger. “How the fuck doesn’t he remember the address?”

Loosening up, Declan reached for the gloves I had tossed and put them back on. “He’d moved on. That was two dealers ago. Miles is going to walk him down there tomorrow night and get him to point the building out. He needs five hundred, though.”

I slammed the bag over and over. “Yeah, okay, I’ll drop it off when I leave here.”

Declan started punching again and we each took our pent-up frustration out on the bag.

I wasn’t sure how much time passed, but I was drenched in sweat before my hands began to ache and my muscles burned—this was what I needed.

Declan pointed under the bag. “Hey, man, I think that’s enough.”

I looked down and sure enough, blood was dripping on the floor. “Probably time to hit the shower.”

In the locker room, I let the water sluice down my body. I had to get my shit together. This anger, rage, frustration, or fear, whatever it was, wasn’t healthy. I couldn’t change the situation Elle and I were in, but if I kept up the way I was, I might just drive her away.

Having realized this, I emerged, feeling like I could handle things better. My goal was right in front of me—bring them all down and close the door behind me.

“Want to talk about it?” Declan asked as he tied his boots.

I slipped a T-shirt over my head. “I was a dick to Elle this morning.”

He stood straight. “That’s what’s bothering you?”

I shook my head. “Yeah.”

“Look, man, that’s the one thing that has an easy solution.”

I furrowed my brows.

“You do what all groveling men do when they fuck up.”

Shoving my feet in my sneakers, I glanced over at him, “And what would that be?”

He crossed his arms over his chest and laughed. “Come on, man. Don’t you watch the movies?”

My look was one of question.

Declan shook his head. “Buy her candy and flowers.”

This time I raised a brow. “That’s a little cliché.”

“Then do something sweet and romantic. Women can’t stay mad at a man for long when he gets all romantic on her.”

I shrugged. “Not really my thing.”

His quirked smile wasn’t making me feel any better. “Well, if you fucked up, you better learn how to make it your thing or get used to sleeping on the couch.”

I winced at the thought.

“Trust me, man, and do it. Take it from someone who has way too many ex-girlfriends, if you don’t, she won’t be your girl for long.”

With a sideways glance, I considered what he said.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

ELLE

I was ready to scream.

The day had been an endless parade of casseroles, neighbors, Michael’s colleagues, and I didn’t know who else.

It just all seemed so fake.

None of those people knew my sister.

Erin seemed to be doing a good job as hostess and was talking to just about everyone.

At seven thirty, I read Clementine a story and put her to bed. And then when I felt like I couldn’t take another moment of “I’m sorry for your loss” from another person who didn’t know my sister, I excused myself.

My fingers were just reaching for the handle of the door in the kitchen that led outside when a hand grasped them. “You’re Michael’s sister-in-law?” a man asked. It was the same man I’d seen with all the flowers in the driveway earlier.

Something about him seemed off and I didn’t look up. “Yes,” I answered.

“He is very fond of you.”

My eyes stayed trained to the floor. “We have a common goal of making sure Clementine is happy despite the sadness surrounding the death of my sister.”

“Hmmm . . . yes, the child.”

I didn’t like the way he’d said that. “Clementine,” I reaffirmed.

“Yes, Clementine.”

Chills ran down my spine. I didn’t like the way he’d said her name.

“Are you going outside?” he asked.

“No, I was just making sure the door was locked,” I lied and then stepped back, not sure why but knowing I didn’t want to be alone with him.

“Seamus.” Michael’s voice sounded like a warning.

The man turned and walked toward Michael. “There you are, we need to talk.”

With a deep breath, I tuned them out and went back into the living room, where I sat on the sofa and watched Michael and this man discuss something heated. When they went out the back door, I took advantage of the coast being clear.

Frazzled and done, I slipped out the front door without saying goodbye to anyone. Peyton was waiting for me outside and I didn’t want to chance another uncomfortable conversation with anyone today. I’d call Michael tomorrow and explain. Mental exhaustion had long since set in and I just wanted to go home. I needed to see Logan.

Peyton drove a silver Prius, and she had parked as close to the house as the trail of cars would allow. I walked down the sidewalk in my black pumps that were demanding to be taken off, and when I saw her flash her lights, I was thankful I didn’t have much farther to go.

Bracing myself for an onslaught of questions I didn’t want to have to answer, I swung open the passenger door and collapsed into the seat.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

The concern in her voice was hard to deny and it eased my agitation. “I will be. I just want to get home and out of these clothes.”

She pressed the gas and started driving. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I looked down at the new black trench I had bought—guaranteed to repel the rain—and surprisingly found myself wanting to tell her everything. “I do, Peyton, just not today.”

“Okay. No pressure from me,” she said.

Mascara came away on my fingertips when I rubbed my eyes, suddenly more tired than I’d felt in a very long time. To avoid the awkward silence, I simply said, “Like I said in my text, the new nanny’s car broke down and Michael needed his back.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I get it. He’s still an asshole.”

“Peyton, he’s not. He wants the nanny to be able to take Clementine where she needs to go. I get it. And besides, it feels wrong driving my dead sister’s car.”

The traffic was light but still she eased up on the gas, perhaps to give us more time. “As opposed to driving your drug addict sister’s car?”

I hated that I couldn’t tell her the truth. Tell her that Michael had told everyone my sister was in rehab when in reality, he had no idea where she had been. But that information was linked to the missing drugs, and the fewer people who knew about that situation, the better.

Michael and I had gone to the police station separately this morning. We were both told trace amount of drugs were found in Lizzy’s system but there was evidence of long-term addiction. This only reaffirmed the preliminary police report that she was, more than likely, a victim of a drug deal gone bad.

During his visit, Michael had to fess up to not knowing her whereabouts for the past three and a half months, and that didn’t sit well with him. It was on record that Lizzy wasn’t in drug rehab, and now he would have to watch what he said during his campaign so as not to contradict what he had already told others. Of course, he wasn’t talking about it to me.

That was all I knew.

However, I was certain he had to be a suspect.

He hadn’t told me that, though.

He hadn’t told me much.

Peyton’s eyes were on me. “Elle, did you hear me?”

When I turned to look at her, out of nowhere, I found myself laughing so hard I couldn’t even get my words out in one cohesive sentence. “When you . . . put it . . . that way . . . I guess it shouldn’t really matter.”

Peyton reached her hand over and took mine. It wasn’t until then that I realized I was crying. It was the laughter that prevented me from speaking; it was the sobs that had gotten stuck in my throat. “It’s okay, Elle, let it out.”

If only she could really understand, but then again, I wasn’t even certain I did.

My life had changed so much in the past three months. Before coming to Boston, my biggest worry was what take-out restaurant to eat from and what television show I wanted to accompany the meal. With everything that was happening around me, my life should have felt tilted, off balance, but instead it felt more right than it ever had. And I knew why. I also knew I had to tell Logan everything. I’d intended to tell him about how broken I was the night he came back to me, but then he told me about Lizzy and I just couldn’t.

Sitting here, thinking through everything, I realized Logan was the only real thing in my life. Maybe the only real thing I’d ever had in my life, and I couldn’t lose him. I had to have faith in him. I couldn’t continue to keep secrets from him—not about Michael and not about me.

Tomorrow would be the day of reckoning.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come in?” Peyton asked when she pulled up to my place.

“No, I’m fine. It’s been a long day. I’m exhausted and just want to go to bed.”

“Okay, call me tomorrow if you need anything. I’ll be at the boutique for a few hours in the morning doing inventory.”

“Peyton, I don’t want you going there alone. I finished everything yesterday. There’s nothing left for you to do.”

“There’s always something to do and you know it. Besides, I refuse to let some asshole scare me. But if it makes you feel better, Declan doesn’t have to work until the afternoon and he’s coming with me.”

I put my arms out and hugged her fiercely. “I’m so sorry.”

She returned my hug. “Stop saying that. It wasn’t your fault and I’m fine.”

I drew in a breath and tried to give her a smile. “Thank you, for everything.”

As I got out, she yelled, “Don’t forget, call me if you need anything.”

My eyes landed on Logan’s vehicle and my heart started to thump wildly. “I will.”

The Range Rover was parked under the trees across the street, but I still saw it. He was here. Waiting for me.

The squeak of my front door made me jump. When I turned around, it was open and Logan was standing there watching me, one shoulder pressed against the doorframe. His beautiful hair was slicked back and I knew he must have recently showered. Wearing a pair of black track pants, a white T-shirt, no shoes or socks, and with his hands in his pockets, he couldn’t have looked sexier. My pulse started to race with each step I took closer to him. I had really missed him today despite our earlier argument.

All I could do was hope he wasn’t still upset. As I got closer, I just wasn’t certain. There was a blank look on his face, but that was all I saw. The brooding side I’d seen this morning was definitely gone.

“You’re home,” I said with a smile.

A slight nod acknowledged what was obvious and a hand on the small of my back guided me inside.

As soon as my feet hit the wooden floor of the front entrance, I reached back and took one, then the other, shoe off.

I could feel his eyes on me and once my shoes were off, his hands were on the front of my coat and unbuttoning my trench with an energy that electrified the air. “I’m sorry about the way I left things this morning,” he whispered in my ear.

A thrill of excitement ran through me as his warm breath swooshed down my neck.

Like a whirlwind, I turned and flung my arms around his neck, all but collapsing against his strong body. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I should have listened to your concerns.”

In that way he knows how to make me feel like I’m the only thing that matters, he took my face between his strong, powerful hands. “Hey, talk to me. What’s going on? Why did Peyton drive you home? Did the Mercedes break down? Why wouldn’t you have called me?”

My tears were like a waterfall and although I tried to speak, my words were utterly incomprehensible. It had been such a long day, and I thought I would be much stronger about today’s events than I actually had been.

Logan clutched me to his chest and gently stroked my hair. “Shhh . . . don’t cry. I know how hard today must have been for you. That’s why I wanted to be there for you. That’s why I was there at a distance. It wasn’t because I thought you weren’t safe, but because I wanted to be able to comfort you if you needed it.”

If that just didn’t make me cry even harder. “I love you. I can’t lose you.”

He pulled back and gripped my upper arms. “Hey, where’s this coming from? You’re not going to lose me.”

“Besides Clementine, you’re all I have left in this world. Without you, I’d be practically all alone.” The thought made me shudder and I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t want to be alone anymore.

“Hey, look at me.”

I opened my eyes to see those hazel pools gazing at me. I felt like it had been so long since he’d held me.

“I love you. I know I don’t say it enough, but I do.”

I nodded. I knew he did, but would he still when I confessed what I had yet to tell him?

His fingers went back to unbuttoning my coat. “Let’s get this off.”

My coat peeled off easily, but the revelations from the day would stay with me forever. Out of his arms, I could think more clearly. It was as if my emotions were running on high octane. Recognizing this, I went to sit on the steps to talk to him from a distance. I wiped my tears away with the back of my hand. “About the Mercedes, Clementine’s new nanny’s car is in the shop and Michael is going back to work Monday, and he needed it so Clementine wasn’t left at home stranded.”

Sugarcoating the issue by not telling him that Michael had asked for the car back wasn’t the smartest idea but I didn’t want to upset Logan, and I knew explaining the situation the way I had with Peyton would. Tomorrow I’d tell him everything; tonight I needed him. It was selfish, but for once that’s what I wanted to be.

He stepped forward and crouched down in front of me. “It’s not that big of a deal.” He wiped a stray tear away with his thumb. “You hated that car anyway. You can drive mine until we go get you a new one.”

My voice was still shaky with tears. “What will you drive?”

“My old man’s license is still suspended, so I’ll take his car.”

Distance had sounded like a good idea a minute ago but now that he was so close, I just couldn’t keep my hands off him. My palms slid from his chest to his well-defined shoulders. “Are you sure?”

That long, lean body eased forward and I found myself lying back against the stairs with him hovering over me. “There are a lot of things I’m not sure about, Elle, but you aren’t one of them.”

Breathless, I found it hard to talk, to think. “I meant that you love that Range Rover.”

“I know what you meant,” he said, his mouth moving close to mine.

“I was thinking of getting a Prius like Peyton’s,” I babbled. “It’s really cute.”

“Whatever you want. Give me a few weeks to get the money together, and we’ll go pick one out.”

I shoved him back. “You aren’t buying me a car. That’s not what I meant. I meant as soon as I can save some money.”

Ignoring my little outburst, he stood and reached out a hand. “Come with me, I want to show you something.”

Butterflies swarmed in my belly as I took his hand.

Connected, he led us up the stairs, through my room, and then stopped at the closed bathroom door.

Perplexed, I waited for him to turn around.

When he did, his smile alone practically seduced me.

I had no idea what we were doing outside my bathroom door but with the way he was looking at me, I didn’t care if we were fixing the rattling pipes.

Dropping his hold on me, he grasped the old glass knob and pushed the door open to my tiny bathroom.

I couldn’t believe what I saw.

The old-fashioned black-and-white tile floor was aglow with dozens of small red tea candles carefully placed around the perimeter. The claw-foot tub was filled with water and red rose petals were floating on the surface. There was a bottle of wine with a single glass beside it on the marble counter that held the sink.

My hands flew to my mouth. “It’s beautiful.”

A shyness crossed his face. I’d seen it a few times, but it wasn’t until right now that I figured out what caused it. He was nervous when he did anything even slightly romantic. And, God, if I didn’t find that utterly adorable. “You think?”

“I know.”

Those magical fingers started to unzip my simple black shift. “I wanted to do something to make you feel better.”

A shiver rocked my body as his hands glided up my back to my shoulders to slip the fabric of my dress down. One, then the other, and then it fell to the ground and left me standing in my bra, underwear, and hose.

It felt like the room was spinning, but it was me. He’d spun me back toward him and we were moving in a small circle. My head on his shoulder. His arms around me. Mine around him. No, we weren’t just moving, we were dancing. Dancing right in the middle of my bathroom.

There wasn’t any music, but we didn’t need it as we danced to the beat of our own thumping hearts.

As if the song was about to end, Logan stopped our movement and unclasped my bra, making my heart race even faster. “The water will be cold if you wait much longer,” he whispered.

I looked up into heavy-lidded eyes. “Then I’d better get in,” I said as I stepped back. Feeling seductive, I ran my hands down my body to my thighs and began to slide my hose down, slowly, seductively, leaving my skimpy panties on.

Logan sucked in a breath as he watched me. He had drifted over toward the small vanity and was leaning against it.

Nine at night and I found myself doing my first quasi striptease. My thumbs hooked into the sides of my panties and I eased them down even slower than I had with my hose before I stepped out of them.

Logan’s track pants did nothing to hide the sign of his arousal. Knowing I could do that to him made me feel powerful and I wanted to see just how far over the edge I could take him.

My pulse racing, I stepped into the lukewarm water of the tub. The water temperature was irrelevant because it was about a million degrees in this small space. I slid down at what normally would have been the foot of the tub, but I wanted Logan to have a bird’s-eye view of me and I also still wanted to be able to see him.

Once I was fully submerged, I let my legs drift apart as seductively as I could. “Aren’t you coming in?”

His lips parted and his tongue snuck out to lick around them. “The plan was to pour you a glass of wine and let you relax in private.”

I bit my lip. “I’m not thirsty and I don’t want to be alone.”

Logan leaned back and gripped the counter.

I let my hands roam my body.

His eyes were on me like a hawk’s.

My hands drifted down a bit farther. “See something you like?”

He nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

“Come in.”

He shook his head. “I want to watch you make yourself come.”

His command was as much unexpected as expected. I knew I was headed that way the moment I took my hose off, but actually touching myself was another thing. It’s not that I hadn’t masturbated before. I’d done that and a whole lot more. But every first time with Logan made it feel like my first time all over again. And in a way it was. With him I felt everything. Every ounce of pleasure, every intense touch, every small kiss. Whereas before him I felt like I was removed from the act, with him I felt like the star.

Sometimes the best way to do something is just to drop your insecurities and plunge forward.

He whispered my name, “Elle.”

My gaze swung to his.

“Touch yourself,” he clarified in a guttural tone.

I didn’t make him wait. My fingers drifted down my belly, the water lapping over my breasts with the slight movement.

His eyes started fluttering closed, his lashes dark on his cheekbones. “Not there. Not yet. Your beautiful tits. Start with those.”

The rasp in his voice thrilled me. I had never actually fondled my own breasts. I couldn’t imagine I’d feel anything by doing that, but I complied and palmed each of my breasts with my hands.

Logan’s cock had jutted straight out by now and there was no denying how much this was turning him on. I was going to do this and more. I was going to push him right over the edge.

“Use your thumbs.” His voice was hoarse. Low.

My thumbs passed over my nipples as the water rippled around them and when they became small hard peaks, I started pinching them. A little pain. Just a little.

Tiny pricks of pleasure radiated around them and I couldn’t believe it.

His eyes were watching my every movement. His breathing was ragged. I could see the rise and fall of his chest.

I wasn’t sure if it was his reaction to what I was doing or the act itself that was turning me on, but I supposed it didn’t really matter. I knew if I had been doing this alone, I wouldn’t feel a smidgen of what I was feeling now.

Feeling bold, I left one hand where it was and let the other drift down and find the nodule of my clit. Working them in the same manner, I began to feel the same small fissures of pleasure below my waist that I was feeling above it. Sparks tingled along my entire torso.

“Does that feel good?” His voice shifted again. It was a little huskier. A little lower.

Such an incredible turn-on.

Working both small, tight buds at the same time, I found myself almost panting when I answered, “Yes.”

His eyes were trained on my pussy. “Tell me what you feel.”

I pushed my thighs apart as wide as I could, slipping the leg farther from him over the edge of the tub.

His gasp sounded like a growl.

Soon, I needed more and inserted a finger inside myself. “I feel your cock inside me, moving, in, out, in, out.”

The face he made was utterly sensual.

My hand was moving faster and the water splashed out of the tub.

“Fuck,” he muttered. He moved closer and sat on the edge of the tub. The end where the water controls were, at my feet. I thought he might come even closer. Put his hands in the water, his fingers inside me, but he stayed where he was.

My heart skipped against my chest.

“Are you going to come?” he asked.

It took some effort to speak. I had to lick my lips first. “I might. I’m not sure.”

He spanned the distance between where he stood and the tub and took hold of my foot, kissing it before submerging it back into the water. “I want you to stop before you do. Can you do that?”

My pace, up until he had come so close, had been steady and even. With Logan this close, I wanted to speed it up, to feel even more, but I knew if I did, I just might come. “I can try. Can you do something for me?”

Everything about him at the moment was serious but at my question, the corners of his mouth tipped up. “I can try.”

My hand stopped manipulating my breast, but the hand below the water continued moving at the torturous slow pace. “Take your clothes off. I want to see you naked.”

His answer came in the form of a low groan as he removed his clothes with quick efficiency. He must have known I was watching him because he stood there for a moment and let me stare at his naked form. His cock was beautiful. Long, thick, and ready for me. The rest of him was equally magnificent. Abs ripped, muscles lean, thighs just right.

I had all but stopped what I was doing, but my tripping heart hadn’t figured that out. Pulse pounding, heart thumping, I sucked in a breath. I must have blinked because when I did, I opened my eyes and he was sitting again, much, much closer this time.

Something flickered in his gaze. Hot. Intense. Sexy. His hand slid around to the back of my neck. One by one, he tugged out the pins holding my hair up and they fell into the water. Once they were all out, my hair tumbled to my shoulders. With it down, Logan easily threaded his fingers through my hair. Then he pulled, tilting my head back and exposing my throat.

Everything about the two of us was gasoline and a match. One touch and we were on fire. Ablaze. Flames out of control, unable to be doused.

His lips brushed mine as he whispered, “I don’t think I even said hello yet.”

The water had started to cool, but I didn’t care.

I bit down on his lip. “Hi.”

He smiled. “Hi.”

Those lips slid along my jaw to behind my ear, where he pressed them. His mouth didn’t stop there. He trailed his lips lower, grazing my skin with his teeth along the way.

“Do you like this too?”

“Yes,” I gasped.

His hand was under the water and he was doing what I had done, thumping my nipple. It didn’t feel the same. It felt so much better. His touch spiraled through me, causing my body to arch and water to lap around the edge of the tub.

“I got you wet,” I purred as I tried to reach for his cock, but he wouldn’t let me.

Instead he leaned down lower, his hand sliding lower too, right to the place my hand had been moving moments ago. “I can take care of that,” he said, and then his hand left the sanctuary of my pussy.

It was then I noticed bruising on his knuckles. “What happened?”

He shook his head. “Nothing to worry about. I went to the boxing gym without my gloves.”

“Logan, why?”

His gaze held me in a trance, and I knew I should drop it or what we were doing just might come to a dead halt. So, I did.

Logan pulled the plug and then was back. His hand resumed its previous position, and it was as if the sound of the water echoing in the bathroom matched the rhythm of his skilled fingers.

Magic fingers plunged inside me and I felt my clit swell under his touch. “Oh, God.”

“Do you like that?” The grit and huskiness in his voice made my stomach flip.

“Yes,” I moaned, pressing my feet to the bottom of the tub and thrusting upward.

The movement of his had stopped and he leaned down to kiss me. “Tell me you want to come.”

“I want to come.” My own voice was hoarse.

His lips were at my shoulder and he bit it. “Tell me I’m the only one you’ll ever allow to make you come.”

I gasped and my heart started to race in anticipation. “You’re the only one who will ever make me come.”

The last of the water sluiced down the drain and as if on cue, his fingers started to move again. The bath oil from the water acted as a lubricant and allowed them to slide in and out so easily. It felt so incredibly good.

His thumb stroked me and his fingers moved at a punishing pace. “Tell me you’re mine,” he whispered in a guttural voice.

With the thrill of those words, my orgasm rolled through me like a storm. “I’m yours,” I called out as my body started to unravel and I lost myself to the sweet pleasure of nothingness. Like thunder and lightning, the storm consumed me, pounding throughout my body in sweeping waves. When it started to calm and seemed to reach the vast horizon, I opened my eyes to see his looking back at me.

Desire was written all over his face. He reached a hand out, “Come here.”

I took it and launched myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck, and holding him tightly. He needed to know Michael meant nothing to me. I hadn’t seen that. I’d been blind to the fact that it was killing him for me to spend time with another man, even if it was only because of that man’s child. “I don’t want anyone but you,” I reassured him. “Forever,” I added, and wondered if I shouldn’t have said that.

Logan had his arms around my waist and he lifted me out of the tub like I weighed nothing. “Forever,” he repeated.

Something a little giddy shook inside me, because there was absolutely no denying I was his and he was mine.

As soon as my bare toes hit the tile, Logan grabbed a towel and wrapped it around me.

I let it absorb some of the water and then slipped it off. Barefoot, I had to tilt my head to look at him. “Take me to bed and make love to me,” I whispered.

Fire burned in his eyes. “There’s nothing I want to do more.”

Our mouths met, ravenous and devouring. Hungry for only each other.

When I was with Logan like this, there was just him and me, and everything that wasn’t quite right around us disappeared.

We spent the rest of the night making love over and over. It was the best way we had of communicating with each other. Of letting our feelings for each other truly shine. Words just didn’t seem to be enough. Not in the midst of the craziness that surrounded us, anyway.

When we were both sated and spent, he pulled me to him. My back was to his front, in a spooning position.

Finding comfort in him, I molded my body to his as tightly as I could and then turned my head. “How did you know to get red candles and red flowers?”

Logan let out a breath and kissed my forehead. “Because red is your favorite color.”

Overwhelmed that he had figured that small detail out on his own, that he paid enough attention to me to notice, I started to weep.

“It’s nothing to cry about,” he soothed.

“I can’t help it.”

“Come here,” he said, turning me toward him.

Tangling in the sheets, I rolled my body to face his. “Do you want to know why red is my favorite color?”

Logan used his thumbs to brush away the tears sliding down my cheeks. “If you want to tell me.”

I did. This was something I’d never told another. “Because it represents the warrior inside myself.”

His voice was soft. “Red is definitely a color of strength.”

My eyes on his, I opened up even more. “It’s more than that, though.”

“Tell me,” he whispered.

I nodded. “We were living in France and I was going to school on base since I didn’t know the language. They were having an eighth-grade father-and-daughter ball, and I was so excited. I’d never gone to a ball and I’d never gotten to be a princess. I was twelve, but I still loved Disney movies. My sister thought it was ridiculous. I didn’t care, because I knew just what I wanted to wear—a red dress. Mulan had just come out and I wanted to be just like her. I was determined to be a legendary princess warrior.”

Logan leaned toward me and kissed the corner of my mouth where the tears had accumulated. “I can believe that.”

I took a deep breath and blinked away the blur. I wasn’t crying over what I was about to tell him. The incident had long ago passed. I was crying that he cared enough about me to figure things out no one had ever even attempted. “My father didn’t like us to spend money on needless things but my mother thought that occasion deserved a new dress, so she took me shopping and I found the most perfect red satin dress. It was almost identical to Mulan’s. When I put it on I felt strong and brave—it represented everything I wanted to be. My mother did my hair and I got all ready and then waited for my father. He was late, as usual, and beeped the horn for me to come out when he arrived. I had my coat on already and ran to the car.”

Logan was softly caressing the bare flesh of my shoulder, and I had nestled myself farther into his chest as I continued to speak.

“Needless to say, my father didn’t see my dress until we arrived at the dance. As soon as I took my coat off, his nostrils flared. I knew he was angry but had no idea why. The night went on and I had fun walking around. When it was time for the fathers to dance with their daughters, mine was nowhere to be found, so I stood alone in the corner where no one could see me. As soon as the dance ended, my father grabbed my arm and told me it was time for us to leave. By then he smelled of alcohol and I knew he was drunk. We got in the car and he turned toward me and said one thing, and one thing only to me. It wasn’t how pretty I looked, or how proud he was of me, though; he simply told me only whores wear red.”

“Fucking asshole,” Logan muttered under his breath.

I lifted my head. “Without another word, he took me home and ordered me to my room to take my dress off. Once I did, he took it and locked the door. He and my mother argued for a long while, but I don’t really remember what was said. What I do remember, though, is the next day my dress had been shredded like pieces of red silk ribbon and was laying all over my parents’ entire room. I vowed not to cry for that dress. And I didn’t. Instead, I vowed to be stronger and to not allow him to crush my spirit. Ever since that day, red has been my favorite color. He might have had a need to control everything in our house, but I knew I’d never let him control who I was.”

Logan pulled me to him and held me tightly, stroking my back with his fingers. “I can’t even tell you how sorry I am that you grew up with a man like him for a father. You’re beautiful, Elle, inside and out. Despite him.”

There was probably something more to say, something profound, like that my inner warrior blossomed under his tyranny, but exhaustion had taken hold of me and I closed my eyes.

His voice was soft when he spoke. “Hey, I have to leave early in the morning. Miles arranged for me to see Tommy, and then I need to run by Brighton House and check on my gramps. Do you want to drop me off at my old man’s first thing tomorrow, or can you wait until I get back and we can go pick up his car then?” he asked quietly.

My sleepy eyes had just begun to fall into slumber but now popped open. I turned to look at him. “Why are you going to see Tommy? Nothing has happened. Why can’t we just leave things alone?”

He swiped the hair from my face. “It doesn’t work that way. And I don’t want us looking over our shoulders, waiting for something to happen. I can’t live like that.”

With a sigh, I turned back and laced my hand in his. “I’ll wait until you get back.”

He squeezed me tightly. “It’ll be all right, Elle. I promise.”

I think I nodded.

“Good night,” he whispered.

I closed my eyes again and dreaded the coming of tomorrow for so many reasons.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

DAY 17

LOGAN

The fucker was smiling like he’d just gotten a get out of jail free card.

His arms were tatted up, half-sleeves to his elbows. His eyebrow was missing a ring that the Suffolk County Sheriff’s Department must have confiscated. His dark blue eyes, mousey brown hair, and sharp jawline were staring at me, daring me to set foot inside.

No dare was necessary.

He had no idea.

I was more than ready for this.

Just seeing him unfurled a lifetime of hatred. I could feel my jaw clench and my fists ball at my sides.

Easy, I thought.

Control.

Focus.

Stick to the plan.

Don’t act like you did the last time.

Just get in, get what you need, do what you have to, and get out.

Fifteen minutes was all I had to get enough to make it look like he was a rat. And in doing so, set myself free. You see, a rat would be extricated from his power faster than lightning would strike a pole in a storm.

Tommy Flannigan might have thought he was untouchable, but he couldn’t be more wrong. His coveted status as the son of the Blue Hill Gang’s boss didn’t mean shit to me, and soon enough it wouldn’t mean shit to anyone else.

The number two, second in command, son of the boss—soon none of that would matter.

I couldn’t wait.

He was pure evil.

Vile.

Ruthless.

Scum of the earth.

No one was off-limits to him—but me.

And if that didn’t put a smile on my face.

He hated me.

It was mutual.

Blamed me for his unwed pregnant sister’s suicide.

I blamed him for so much more.

Unfortunately for me, he also held the key to my kingdom in his hand. He was everywhere, even locked up, and I knew it. That’s why I was doing this. I just hoped my plan worked.

The Nashua Street Jail was a maximum-security facility in Boston and it was no playground. But I wasn’t looking to play. That note. That note that read The letter E wasn’t meant for Emily was a threat. A threat I wasn’t going to push under the rug or cower down to. This time, I was going to fight, tooth and nail, with anything and everything I had.

“Ready?” the voice behind me asked.

Snapping out of my thoughts, I couldn’t help but admit, “Ready isn’t even close.”

The uniform laughed like he hated the motherfucker sitting at the steel table almost as much as I did. Gave me hope that Tommy’s stay would be anything but pleasant despite any connections his father might have.

The door opened into the small room. All the furniture was bolted to the floor, the overhead light had a cage around it, and security cameras were in every corner. A malfunction with the sound couldn’t be helped, but courtesy of Miles there would be lots of pictures. Lots of proof that Tommy Flannigan was turning against his father, against the Blue Hill Gang. Or at least that was how it was going to look before I finished with him. First a visit from me, then one from the Attorney General’s office, on a Sunday nonetheless, the big favor Miles had arranged, should do the job. No doubt Tommy wouldn’t say anything to either of us, but no one else had to know that.

Dressed in his prison uniform and shackled in chains, I found myself hesitating for a moment before stepping into the same room as Tommy Flannigan. Old instincts died hard. Last time I saw him our face-to-face wasn’t so civilized. But this time, I reminded myself, it would be. It had to be.

“Just knock on the door if you need anything,” the corrections officer told me.

I gave him a nod. “Will do.”

Tommy was positioned directly in the middle of the table with his cuffed hands on its surface. He didn’t look up when the door closed or at the sound of my feet on the linoleum floor. Instead, his eyes were trained on the tabletop.

With steady strides, I eased toward him, taking my time, rehearsing my words in my head. My nerves were locked down deep inside me. To anyone on the outside I looked rock solid. The fabric of my slacks hid the quivering in my legs. Just before I reached the table, I forced my knees to steady.

My shadow loomed large over his small body as I strode toward him. When I came to a halt, his head snapped up and lifeless eyes stared back at me in a suddenly expressionless face. Something had shifted in the sixty seconds since he glared at me through the window.

I placed my palms on the table, leaned down, and stared back at him, my expression just as flat as his. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

His lips twitched into a dangerous smile. “McPherson.” And then, there it was, the hatred. The one thing no one can keep locked inside.

My hands stayed steady on the table as I leaned down. “Flannigan.”

“I knew you’d come see me.”

Every muscle in my body went taut. “I want to kill you with my bare hands.”

“Come on. You don’t really mean that, do you? I saved your ass by never telling my old man Emily was pregnant. You owe me.”

My teeth clenched. “I don’t owe you shit.”

Fire seemed to light in his eyes. “It wasn’t for you anyway. I wasn’t sure if it was yours and if my old man looked into it, he might not like what he found out.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Had to protect my boys.”

I didn’t believe him for a minute. He’d never let anyone touch his sister. She was the only thing he ever cared about.

Ignoring his poor attempt to goad me, I leered at him. I was here to make it look like he was turning against the Blue Hill Gang. My way of protecting Elle. I had to remember that. I had to keep my shit together.

“Sit down.” He motioned with his chin to the only other chair in the room. “We have a lot to discuss.”

Controlling my urge to fling myself over the table and choke the life out of him, I remained where I was. “I think I’ll stand.”

He shrugged. “Then I think this visit is over. And here I was hoping to have a heart-to-heart about your girl. Elle, isn’t it?”

My fingers pressed the table so hard my knuckles were turning white. Still, I knew I couldn’t give him the upper hand. If I did, he’d see through my real reason for this visit. That it was a show. A picture to present to the world. A lie. A well-thought-out lie. He’d asked me here. Had something he needed to tell me. Why me? Who else did he have to turn to that wasn’t on Patrick’s payroll? I was fucking perfect. Thoughts back in the game, without a word, I slid backward and started for the door, hoping his need to taunt me would far surpass his need to flex any control he thought he might have over me.

“Hey,” he called, the quiver in his voice giving him away.

Triumphant, I turned around.

He was sitting up straighter and that smile had slipped from his lips. “Come back here. You’re going to want to hear what I have to tell you.”

My lips twisted. “What exactly do you think you have to say that I want to hear?” My tone was light, breezy. Very I don’t give a shit because I really didn’t give a shit.

“I know things you’re going to want to hear.”

“I doubt it.”

“About Elle’s sister.”

“Like what?” I practically spit.

“Like who killed her.”

That got my attention, and in three strides I was back at the table. “What are you talking about?”

Those hard eyes narrowed on me and then toward the chair.

Not playing, truly curious, I lowered myself into the seat. “Explain to me what you’re talking about.”

“I know who killed her.” His voice broke.

The motherfucker had feelings for Elle’s sister—it was written all over his face. You had to be shitting me. “You know who killed Elizabeth O’Shea?”

He nodded his head.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because she deserves justice.”

I had to laugh. “And I’m supposed to believe you care . . . why?”

“Because I fucking loved her.”

Noises of disbelief escaped my throat. I couldn’t help it.

“You have to go after him.”

“I don’t have to do shit.”

“You’re the only one I’ve got, man.”

The hairs on my neck stood up. Desperate. He was desperate. I didn’t have to put on a show after all. He really was going to talk. “And who exactly is him? Who do you think killed Lizzy?”

“It’s not who I think killed her. It’s who I know killed her.”

“Who?” My voice rose.

He leaned forward. “Her fucking husband did it.” He practically spit the word husband.

I might have thought that too but with him telling me, now I wasn’t so sure. How could I believe him? “Are you sure it wasn’t you?”

His cuffed hands gripped the table and his face turned red. “I told you, I loved her.”

“Like that means shit to me.”

“Listen to me. He stole the drugs from us and later he killed her.”

Something in my mind scrambled. I knew Michael had to have been playing some kind of game with the drugs. I just didn’t know why he’d put everyone around him in jeopardy if he had them. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

That taunting smile was back. “Oh, did I get your attention now? Worried about your precious Elle being around him?”

“Don’t say her name,” I fucking growled.

He remained silent.

Pulling my shit together, I inched back in my chair. “Yeah, you got my attention, but not for long.”

“I’m not fucking around with you. I’ve told the guards at least a hundred times that I know who killed her and not a single fucking one of them will pay any attention to me.”

My heart was racing but I remained calm. We weren’t buddies and he wasn’t looking to help me out. “And you think I will?”

“Yeah, I do. You’re smart enough to know, once a killer, always a killer. Extrapolate from there, Silver Spoon.”

I didn’t let him rattle me. “What do you think I can do with this information?”

“Make the motherfucker pay!” he seethed.

My cough couldn’t disguise my laugh. “You want him to pay? Are you fucking kidding me? What about you? What about your sins? You’re the one who should pay.”

He was shaking his head. “This isn’t about you, McPherson.”

Now I laughed out loud. “No, it’s not. But for some fucked-up reason I’m the one who’s here. Why didn’t you just send one of your crew to take care of him, like you did me? Oh wait, that’s right—because you can’t be there to watch, you sick fuck.” My emotions were taking over. Reel it in, McPherson. Reel it in. The plan is going better than expected. Don’t fuck it up.

With his hands, he tried to shake the table. “This isn’t about you. Or me. I’m in here; what more do you want?”

Focus. I had to focus. He was right. “I know that,” I seethed. “But like I said, I’m the one who’s here. So tell me, why not use your crew?”

“You really don’t know what’s going on, do you?”

I stared at him flatly, giving nothing away.

“I don’t have a crew left.”

My brows popped. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Tommy eased forward. “My father put a hit out on me. As soon as I get out of solitary, I’m a dead man.”

Holy shit!

My worries about Elle’s safety, when it came to Tommy anyway, might just be over. Looked like my plan to remove Tommy from the equation was going to be taken care of courtesy of Patrick Flannigan, fuck him very much. I should have left right then and there, but I didn’t. “Why would your father put a hit out on you?” I asked, trying not to sound triumphant. I still wasn’t entirely buying what he was feeding me.

“He found out what I was doing. That I was trying to break free of him. And that I’d been using his money as capital to buy drugs. Found out I had a part in losing the two hundred and fifty kilos of coke. Found out I’d fucked everything up.”

My head was spinning and still back at the lost crew. “So you can’t hurt Elle?”

That sinister laugh was back. “Aren’t you fucking listening to me? I don’t give a shit about her. I want Lizzy’s death avenged.”

I narrowed my eyes on him. “Then why did you send me the note?”

He laughed. “That note I sent you was just to make sure you ended up finding me. When I sent it Lizzy had gone missing again. At the time, I thought you could help me find her. I didn’t know she was already at the bottom of the fucking river. You can rest assured your little girlfriend is safe, from me anyway. I promised Lizzy I’d leave her sister and her kid out of this.”

Relief crashed over me.

Could I really trust him, though?

Was he playing a game too?

My jaw twitched. “What about the girl you attacked outside the boutique?”

“She was collateral damage.”

I pushed against the table. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I thought she was Lizzy’s sister. She was wearing the same red hat I’d seen her sister wearing.”

Anger ripped through me. “You just told me you promised Lizzy you wouldn’t hurt her sister. Now you’re telling me you thought it was her when you carved up her skin. Make up your fucking mind and stop feeding me a line of bullshit.”

“It’s not like that. The night before, Lizzy had gone missing, and I needed to keep you away from her sister in case she was somewhere out there waiting to talk to her. And the only way I could think of to make sure you stayed clear of her sister was to leave my mark.”

I found myself in a haze of needing to know what the fuck he was talking about. “You have less than three minutes to make any sense out of all this bullshit. After that I’m walking.”

He sucked in a breath. “It all started when Lizzy and I had decided to take off. We were going to grab the kid and leave Boston. Disappear. But in the midst of making out plans, I got this call with an offer I couldn’t turn down.”

“What kind of offer?”

His smile was sly. “One that would make me more powerful than my old man.”

“What kind of offer?” I repeated. Like I cared about his power trip.

“To be a wholesaler for the biggest drug supplier in Boston. Me. To be one step under the top of the cocaine chain. It had the potential to be a fucking gold mine.”

“Who was the supplier?”

He shook his head.

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, so what happened next?”

“I told Lizzy that we couldn’t leave. That I was going to make so much money it would be worth staying. She agreed and even offered to help me unload the product. We started pushing the coke and just like I thought, were making money hand over fist.”

He said the last part with a pride that nauseated me.

“It wasn’t long before I was able to increase my buys. The supplier was happy. I was happy. I was doing a fucking great job. But Lizzy wasn’t happy. She still wanted to leave town. She didn’t like her life and she was ready to start over somewhere else. The thing was, I wasn’t.”

“Who was the supplier?” I asked again.

He laughed, but this time he answered. “Come on, you have to know. The Priest.”

“What’s his fucking real name?” I demanded.

He shook his head. “I don’t fucking know.”

Doubtful, I narrowed my eyes at him. Was he feeding me a bunch of bullshit? Maybe. Still, I didn’t stop him. I wanted to hear what he had to say. ”Go on.”

“One morning when I was about to make my biggest buy yet she shows up. Said she couldn’t stay in that house one more minute. I was in a hurry. She had parked behind me. We took the Mercedes and the five mil and went to make the buy.”

Five mil. The missing money. It was beginning to make sense. “But,” I interjected.

“The shit storm that followed is still a blur. The exchange went off without a hitch. On the way back to my place, I was out of cigarettes and asked her to stop at a corner store. When I went inside, she fucking took off with the drugs and left me there.”

Doubt coated my brow. “Let me get this straight—she stole two hundred fifty kilos of cocaine from you?”

“She called me as soon as she took off. Told me she was going home to get that kid and then it was time for us to leave town.”

“So she blackmailed you?”

“No, she’d just had enough of that husband of hers.”

“Why not just leave the guy?”

“Come on, she had a record. She was a drug addict and a prostitute. She knew no court would award her custody of that kid and for some reason she wasn’t willing to leave her behind. Her only option was to run.”

I shook my head. “Okay, so then what happened?”

“Then she never showed up.”

“Why?”

“Because the fucker hijacked the drugs.”

“And what happened to Lizzy?”

“The Priest took her.”

“Took her?” She’d been taken? Hadn’t she disappeared on her own? That I wasn’t buying.

“Aren’t you listening to me? O’Shea sabotaged the whole fucking thing. He took the drugs and arranged for her to disappear.”

Surprisingly, the events were making more and more sense. Patrick was demanding both the money and drugs as retribution, which I always found odd. How could both disappear? Obviously, just the drugs had been stolen. Oddly, I got the feeling Tommy wasn’t feeding me a complete line of bullshit except for one thing—I’d seen Tommy with Lizzy, and recently. I kept that to myself. “So what happened next?”

“I went to the Priest, told him what had happened. Hoped he’d help me, and instead he laughed in my face.”

“Not a surprise I suppose.”

Tommy narrowed his eyes at me.

“What did you do next?”

“I sat on it for a while, waiting to see if Lizzy showed up.”

“So you weren’t sure she’d actually been taken then?”

He looked annoyed. “She had been taken. I just didn’t know it at the time. I found out later what had actually happened to her after she escaped.”

I still wasn’t buying it. “Okay, so you sat on it. Then what?”

“When I couldn’t take it anymore, I told my old man what I could without cutting my own dick off. I knew once he found that the money used was his, he’d make something happen. But he fucking sat on it forever.”

“Why did he wait?”

“How the hell would I know?”

“Maybe because he wanted to see you squirm?” I taunted.

“Fuck you. He told me it was because he wanted me to handle it, but more than likely it was because he was afraid of stepping on the wrong toes.”

Skeptical, I raised a brow. “Whose wrong toes?”

“Like I said, you don’t have a fucking clue.”

“Then enlighten me. You want my help. Tell me.”

Hatred seethed from his pores. I could practically smell it. “He took his time deciding because he was afraid of starting a war. Word on the street was that his old gang, the Dorchester Heights Gang, was reassembling, and that they were about to step up their game. He was afraid if he got involved in the drug side of things, they’d have reason to go after the Blue Hill Gang.”

Anger rising at his lies, I shouted, “The Dorchester Heights Gang has been out of play for years. Stop bullshitting me.”

“You, your old man, and even the DEA are in the fucking dark. They’ve been gearing up for years and they’re about ready to reemerge bigger and better than they ever were. Probably even stronger than the Blue Hill Gang ever was, even in your grandfather’s day. Rumor has it they have political ties.”

“How the fuck would you know that?”

“Have you not been listening to a goddamn word I’ve told you?”

My mind spun. “The Priest is the mob boss of the Dorchester Heights Gang?”

He gave a huff of laughter. “You’re a smart one.”

Made sense that Patrick would be fearful. Drugs were the most lucrative venue for mob business, and being in that business would put a huge bulls-eye on his back. “And you’re trying to tell me you were involved with them. Why would they want you?”

His expression became pure hostility. “Because I’m an asset.”

“A pawn,” I mumbled.

His lips pursed. “You have no fucking clue what’s happening out there, and neither did your grandfather when he made that worthless deal with Patrick.”

Something twisted in my gut and I jumped to my feet. “What worthless deal?”

That fucking smile was back. “To end his legacy. His shadow was too large for Patrick to live under, especially from inside here. So Patrick had to get rid of him. Killian gave his life for the return of your old man’s.”

Oh God, I thought I might be sick. My old man was indentured to Patrick’s service because of my fuck-up, because when I was fifteen, I may or may not have gotten his daughter pregnant, and then instead of telling her father, she killed herself at my grandfather’s house, in his bathroom. And instead of me giving my life, which is the way it should have gone down, my father took responsibility for her death and gave his unlimited legal service and whatever else the Blue Hill Gang, or Patrick himself, needed.

A life for a life.

Dead or alive.

Tommy glanced at the clock on the wall. “Your old man should be free right . . . about . . . now.” He clicked his tongue in the most chilling way. “Tick tock.”

Anger boiled in my blood and before I knew what I was doing, I soared across the table and slammed his head down on the metal, over and over. “What do you mean? What are you talking about?”

Words were sputtering out but I couldn’t understand what he was saying.

That’s when I stopped the pounding. Switching gears, I wrapped my hands around his neck and brought his face right up to mine. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I screamed in his face.

His eyes were like flames of hatred. “Now you’ll know how it feels to lose someone you love,” he laughed as blood gushed out his nose.

“No, no, no!” I kept squeezing.

He was sputtering, choking, gasping for air, but all of my control was gone.

The doors burst open and I found myself being peeled off Tommy. “I’m going to fucking kill you!” I screamed.

“Hey, you need to calm down,” the corrections officer said to me as he shoved me out of the room.

Even in the hall, I lunged for the door. My plan had gone to shit. There would be no visit from the Attorney General’s office now. But really, that plan had gone to shit the minute he started talking. We weren’t buddies. I wasn’t going to help him. This was never going to end well.

The officer shoved me against the wall. “You need to leave, now.”

Leave.

Yeah, I needed to get the hell out of there.

Hyped up, I moved quickly. My shoes slapped the pavement until they reached the parking lot. Hopping in my truck, I gunned it. Slamming on the gas. Go. Go. Go. I opened the window so I could breathe. Go. Go. Go. A sharp breeze whipped around me and jolted me out of the crazed reality I was swimming in. My hands gripped the wheel and my foot slammed on the brake as I skidded to a stop at the traffic light. Change. Change. Change. That burning red circle felt like a hot poker searing my skin.

Change. Change. Change. My eyes were shifting. Looking for signs of the oncoming traffic slowing. That’s when I caught a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror. My shirt and face were splattered with blood. With one hand on the wheel, I yanked off my tie and wiped my face.

That’s when it hit me.

Killian can’t be dead.

Killian isn’t dead.

Killian will not be dead.

But even as I said it, I had a sickening feeling in my gut.

No. Tommy was fucking with me. This was a game to him. This whole thing was a fucking game. My frustration was escalating. My desperation to get to my grandfather felt so crippling that my hands were shaking.

The light changed and I didn’t hesitate to pound the gas. Back on the road, I pulled out my phone and hit speed dial.

“Brighton House. How can I help you?”

My voice was shaky. “Can you connect me to Killian McPherson’s room?”

“One moment please.”

It started to ring. One, two, three times.

Come on, answer the fucking phone.

Four, five, six.

Answer the fucking phone.

Seven, eight, nine.

No answer. I threw my phone at the windshield.

Weaving in and out of the lanes of traffic, speeding as fast as I could, I finally arrived at Brighton House.

My head was swimming as I bolted out of the car and ran into the building.

“Judy, have you seen him?” I asked, trying not to sound as panicked as I was.

She smiled. “Yes, he had a breakfast date with a nice younger gentleman.” She looked at her watch. He arrived over an hour ago.”

There was no time for niceties. I took off like a bat out of hell toward his room. Fuck, I left my gun in the truck. No time to turn around. My breath was coming in short, ragged bursts and my eyes were stinging by the time I reached his door.

I froze with my hand on the knob.

Somewhere deep inside me, the spark of hope I’d held onto the entire drive over here died.

What replaced it was a really bad feeling that Tommy wasn’t lying about anything and my blood felt like ice in my veins.

Images flickered through my mind.

A little boy in a Red Sox cap walking down the street and holding the giant palm of a man he wanted to be just like. “Understanding what it’s like down here will help you make better decisions from up there,” he said, pointing to a high-rise office building.

A child sitting next to a much-respected older man learning what a flush was, what it meant to fold, and what it meant to bluff. “The bluff is key,” he told me.

A young teen at the top of a mountain named Wildcat who had decided to walk down the mountain instead of ski down. “You have to conquer your fear, Logan—it’s the only way to survive in this world.”

I drew in a deep breath and pushed the door open.

My stomach heaved.

My body swayed.

My vision blurred.

Lying on his bed with his bloodshot eyes wide open was the lifeless body of my grandfather. On the floor was a pillow. Someone had smothered him to death.

I wanted to scream louder than I ever had in my life, but I knew I couldn’t. It had to look like he’d died of natural causes. The last thing he would want was a police investigation into his death—he’d had enough of those during his life.

It was my turn to take care of him.

Thoughts hummed in my head. My heart slammed against my chest. A sound leapt from my throat. I picked up the pillow. Made sure everything was in place. And then I threw myself beside him, pulled him onto me, and closed his eyes.

No. No. No.

No. No. No.

No. No. No.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

ELLE

I know what they say about secrets.

That nothing good can come from keeping them. That they’ll eat you alive. That they destroy even the strongest of relationships.

All of which worried me because I was keeping one from both of the men in my life and the time had arrived to come clean.

The secret I had yet to share with Logan would reveal just how broken I am, and then, as with my first boyfriend, it might just tear us apart. I could only hope it wouldn’t. To be fair, I should have told Logan before I ever let those three little words slip from my mouth. I should have learned from my mistakes. But everything that happened between us happened so fast and it never felt like the right time.

And then there’s my brother-in-law. Michael held all the cards when it came to my niece. If he decided I shouldn’t see Clementine again, there was nothing I could do about it. So pissing him off wasn’t something I wanted to do. But after yesterday, I thought it was time he knew I was involved with someone. No, not just someone—Logan McPherson. I wasn’t sure how he would react, but I hoped he knew me well enough by now to know that my relationship with Logan wouldn’t impact my relationship with Clementine in any way.

My mind was a web of worry, sorrow, and confusion. And I took the quiet of the morning to contemplate everything in my life. The good, the bad, and the ugly.

It was well after eleven before I drifted into the bath to let the steam and heat take away some of my hesitation about the confessions I planned to make today. After a long while, I submerged myself and allowed the scented water to wash me clean. I took my time shaving my legs and rinsing the soap from by body.

When I finally emerged from the tub, I felt much better about what I had to do. My secrets were eating at me and I had to get them out. Telling Logan about Michael’s advances didn’t rank high on my priorities, and I figured once I told Michael about Logan and me, that issue should naturally put itself to rest.

That was if there was something to tell him—if Logan stayed with me.

My skin was a warm shade of pink and the steam in the room was still thick. I wrapped a towel around myself, patted my wet skin until it was dry, and then I ran a comb through my still damp hair.

The door creaked loudly when I opened it and stepped into my darkened bedroom. I had yet to open the blinds and let the sunshine in.

The dark figure in the room caused my heart to stop and I screamed at the top of my lungs. Its beat didn’t even jump-start during that one moment it took me to realize it was Logan sitting on the end of the bed, cradling his head in his hands.

At the sound of my scream, his head jerked up.

“It’s just me.” His words were barely audible.

Even in the darkness, I could see right away that something was wrong. A flip of the light switch confirmed it. I’d never seen him like this before. His face was drawn, his eyes red-rimmed, and his body looked utterly defeated.

With my heart in my throat I ran over to him and fell to my knees, taking his hands in mine. At first I recoiled. Blood stained his shirt, his neck, and his fingers. But I pushed my dread aside and focused on him. “What happened?”

“He’s dead.” His voice was scratchy, not his own. He cleared his throat like he, too, knew it sounded weird.

My heart was now thumping hard. “Who’s dead, Logan? What are you talking about?”

“A life for a life,” he mumbled.

Frightened beyond belief, I took his face in my hands. “What are you talking about?”

“Patrick had my grandfather killed.”

A chill ran through me and my entire body began to tremble. The shaking in my arms caused my hands to fall to my lap. “Why? I don’t understand. He wasn’t a threat.”

Logan’s head was moving back and forth. “Patrick saw him as one. He offered my grandfather a choice: his life for my father’s eternal freedom. And he took it. The stupid old son of a bitch took the offer to free his son.”

“But Patrick’s in jail.”

Logan dropped his head and his voice was low. “Elle, I’ve told you, the Blue Hill Gang still functions no matter where the mob boss is, or who he is for that matter. My father’s servitude was for life, indentured to the Blue Hill Gang. My grandfather freed his son by trading his own life.”

I had to swallow, hard, before I could force myself to speak without my voice crumbling. And even then, “I’m so sorry, Logan. I’m so sorry,” was all I could manage.

“I knew something wasn’t right when I went there yesterday. I should have pushed him more. I should have seen this coming.”

I shifted to sit beside him and I drew him to me. “It wasn’t your fault.” I stroked his hair the same way he stroked mine when I was upset.

“Yeah, it was,” he said, his voice flat and sounding very far away.

“No, it wasn’t.”

“I told you how it—” he started to say but before he could finish, he bolted off the bed and ran toward the bathroom, slamming the door in his wake.

In a rush, I hurried after him. When I turned the knob, it was locked. The sound of solid splashing against liquid could be heard through the door. A flush. More splashing. Another flush. Dry heaving.

I knocked lightly. “Logan, let me in. I want to help you.”

Silence.

“Logan, please, let me in.”

The sound of water running.

I flattened my palm to the door and pressed my forehead against it. “Logan, please,” I said softly.

“I need some time, Elle.”

I closed my eyes. “Oh, Logan.”

A soft shuffle on the other side of the door made me think he was standing directly opposite me.

“Open the door, let me help you,” I whispered again.

Time passed, seconds, minutes, I wasn’t sure.

I spoke again. “Let me help you, Logan, please,” I pleaded.

Finally, slowly, the door creaked open. So many emotions cascaded over his expression as he looked at me. “He’s dead because of what I did.”

I flung myself at him and threw my arms around his neck. “No, Logan. That’s simply not true.”

When I pulled back to look at him, I could tell my words weren’t even registering. His mind was somewhere far off in the distance.

I smoothed his hair back. “Does your father know?” I asked, wondering if I should take charge.

He blinked as if he just remembered something. “Yeah, he met me over at Brighton House earlier. I should go. He’ll be alone at the house until my uncle arrives.”

“We’ll go together, but first you have to take a shower.” I attempted to take his arm to lead him through my bedroom to the hall bathroom where the shower was.

“I’ll do it.” He flared his palms out.

“I want to help you.”

His eyes gained focus as he looked down at me. “I don’t want Tommy’s blood on you.”

“What?” I asked, my throat going tight over my own surge of nausea. For some reason I just assumed it was Killian’s blood on him. My eyes roamed over his shirt again as if the spackling that coated him might have been altered in some way. “Why is Tommy’s blood on you?”

He was watching me and I knew he noticed my reaction. “Because he’s the one who told me what my grandfather had agreed to.”

There was no need for him to explain any further. I nodded in understanding, my voice stolen by emotion I wasn’t sure I was ready to face, and questions I wasn’t ready to ask. Like, what else did he tell you?

Death seemed to be all around us. I felt like we’d just gone through this, and we had. I didn’t want to know anything else right now. Besides, I had pushed Logan away from me by not allowing him to accompany me to my sister’s funeral. I wasn’t going to let him do that to me. I wasn’t going to let anything like that happen again between us. I was his, and he was mine, and that meant we took care of each other. It had taken me some time to realize that, but I did now.

I reached out my hand, “Come on.”

His eyes questioned me.

I didn’t hesitate as I grabbed his hand.

My towel was still around me as I took the lead and walked us to the hall bathroom.

Twisting to turn the water on, I took a deep breath and blinked away the tears that had formed in my eyes. Once the blur cleared, I focused on the buttons of his white shirt and avoided looking at the red stains.

One. Two. Three. Four.

He stood stoic as I opened the flaps and pulled each sleeve down. Balling the shirt up, I tossed it into the corner. I’d get a garbage bag and throw the clothes away later.

Next, I undid his belt and then the zipper of his slacks. I got on my knees to slide them down, urging him to lift his feet so I could remove his shoes and socks at the same time.

Logan watched me the entire time, every move, every breath. He was stiff, uncertain, but still he let me. And when he was naked, he stepped into the already steaming shower and hung his head.

The defeat I’d witnessed in his body when I first saw him on my bed and that I saw right now frightened me. He was the strong one. The one who always had a plan. The dauntless warrior I could only hope to be.

When he pressed his palms to the wall, it occurred to me that it was my turn to be the strong one in our relationship. He’d taken control and protected me from the very beginning. This would not crush him; I’d make certain of that.

Sensing how much he needed me right now, I took my towel off and stepped into the shower with him. At first I only wrapped my arms around him and settled my cheek against his back. It struck me that the biggest difference between Logan’s loss and mine was that Logan had an incredible bond with his grandfather. In fact, if I had to guess, I think Logan was closer to Killian than he was to his own father. I found myself whispering to him. “He loved you, Logan, remember that.”

More whispers.

More water sluicing down on the two of us.

Time passed

I kept whispering.

Something got through to him because finally he turned around and grabbed me, pulling my body as tight as he could to his, and when there was no more space between us, he buried his face in my neck.

We stayed like that, under the spray of the shower in each other’s arms until the water started to cool. And when it did, I took the soap and washed him. Sexual stirrings weren’t what I had planned, but with each one of my gentle touches, his cock grew thicker and harder.

Just as I set the soap down, he pushed me against the shower wall and once again buried his face in my neck. “I need you,” he whispered.

“I’m here, Logan. Right here.”

His body radiated heat as his erection pressed against my thigh and I knew what he meant. “Turn around.”

I did.

His hands gripped my hips.

Tight.

Mine flattened against the tile wall and I bent forward, offering myself to him.

His groan was muffled but his actions spoke clearly. He slid a finger inside me, plunging upward, then another. Wet. Wild. When he removed his fingers he plunged his cock inside me. He slid in easily. A cry leaked from my throat when he was all the way in. He moved, thrusting faster and faster. I could feel my clit swell as it accepted all he had to give. He moved faster still, bucking wildly. I pushed back against him, and the wet slap of my skin against his belly made me moan.

Logan clutched my hips harder. His fingertips pushed against my bones and his thumbs pressed into my skin, all the while his cock was filling me.

Although this fuck wasn’t meant to be about pleasure, it still felt delicious.

Solace took over.

Water made us slippery.

Still, we fucked.

Wanting to connect with him even more, I reached back to wrap an arm around his neck and I held him as tight as I could. He kissed my neck and moved at his own pace. I shifted my hips to meet each and every one of his thrusts. Before I knew it, my stomach was practically flat against the wall and both my arms were wrapped around his neck. One of his hands was bracing the wall while the other began to rub my clit without mercy.

As I embraced him with everything I had to give, he anchored me, giving me his strength. Together we formed a perfectly aligned union in the face of despair.

His breath quickly became ragged and he ground his hips into me as he took up the pace. Harder. Faster. Wilder. He wasn’t rough, though. He moved at a tempo that helped ease his pain and I gave in to that. When I felt my body approaching the edge, I deliberately held myself back, wanting this to be for him.

“Let yourself go,” he demanded, his thumb rubbing circles around my clit.

“No,” I whispered.

“I need this,” he insisted.

So I did. I gave it up for him. My clit was pulsing out of control under his touch and his words were all I needed. I went tumbling into a climax fierce enough I thought I could see the heavens. My screams were loud. Filled with sorrow for everything we’d both lost.

Behind me, Logan let out a series of low groans filled with the same I was certain.

And very unexpectedly we came together. In the shower. In his time of need.

A heartbeat later he turned me around.

Needing stability, my hands went for his biceps, where the muscles bunched and tightened. Fingers gripping the powerful force that he was, I realized something. Beyond being long and lean and physically strong, Logan also had a strong mind and soul. It felt good to remind myself of that—that his strength wasn’t only physical in nature.

He’d get through this.

We’d get through this—together.

Whatever it took.

When he was ready, he eased himself back and turned the water off. This time he took my hand and led me out of the shower. We dried ourselves in silence and when I went to tuck my towel inside itself to hold against my body, he finished the job for me.

His eyes fluttered closed, then opened to meet mine. “Thank you for being here for me, but if all this craziness is too much for you I understand. I wouldn’t blame you if you walked away right now, because fuck knows you should be running.”

There was no hesitation in my reply. I took his face in my hands. “I’m not going anywhere that isn’t next to you.”

His eyes remained on mine, as if he were waiting for me to change my mind.

I wouldn’t.

Or maybe he was waiting for me to include a “but.”

There wouldn’t be one.

Ever.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

DAY 21

LOGAN

Everything about this was wrong.

And I knew it.

We were in between viewing hours at my grandfather’s wake, for fuck’s sake.

Yet, I couldn’t resist her. She was like a drug, an addiction, and being with her was the only way I could keep from spiraling out of control right now. I needed Elle in a way I couldn’t explain. It was like she was the glue keeping me together.

And she knew it.

She had followed me into the bathroom. Locked the door behind her. Then kicked her shoes off. She didn’t have to say a word. I knew why she was in here. I should have sent her away.

A gentleman would have.

We already knew—I wasn’t one.

Just looking at her eased the tension inside me right away.

“Logan, talk to me,” she whispered.

I took a step back until I hit the sink. “Elle, I’ll be fine. I just need a few minutes.”

I’d just found my father out in the parking lot with some guy from the neighborhood and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s in his hand. He was about to shove the neck in his mouth when I saw him. As soon as he saw me he started shaking so much, he dropped the bottle.

“Don’t, Pop,” I’d said. “Don’t do this. Killian wanted you to be whole. That’s why he did what he did. Don’t make it all for naught.”

“Sean,” my uncle Hunter’s voice boomed. “That’s not what Dad would want.”

I jerked my head around.

Uncle Hunter, my father’s older brother, had moved to New York to get away from the shadow of the Irish Mob. He approached my old man. “Let me take you home for an hour,” he said, and then he looked at me. “I need to have a talk with him and then I’ll bring him back at five for the final viewing hours. Will you stay here until I get back?”

Irish tradition mandated that the body of the deceased not be left alone until burial. It was just one of many traditions that didn’t make much sense. Still, I stayed at the funeral home.

My old man hadn’t taken a drink, but I knew he was close to losing his months of sobriety. The thought cut me like a knife. He had been on his way to living a life free of addiction. I was going to be the one to cut the ties that bound him to Patrick as soon as I figured the whole cluster-fuck situation out. Killian didn’t have to go and do what he’d done. And besides, my old man wasn’t the one who should feel the blame for what Killian had chosen to do, I should. I was the one who started this whole fucked-up thing.

I was the fuck-up.

“Logan,” Elle said, pulling me back. “I know you’ll be fine but I want to be here for you. To help.”

Feeling every sound she made in my cock, I stepped closer to claim her mouth. I knew this was not the place to be doing it, but I needed a hit of something to take the edge off and she was it.

Still, I should have fought my animalistic need. I just couldn’t. My willpower felt as drained as my life.

Our open mouths came together almost savagely and my tongue thrust into her mouth the instant we made contact. This kiss was short, hard, and anything but elegant.

Five seconds or more passed and then she unzipped my pants and started to slide down my body, taking my pants with her.

Again, I should have stopped her. “Elle,” I groaned, trying to protest.

She ignored me and didn’t stop until her face met my cock. By then it was too late to stop her, because I wanted nothing more than to feel her warm mouth on my throbbing dick.

My pants were at my ankles. “Oh, fuck.”

She was licking me like a lollipop from the tip of my cock, which was soaked in pre-cum, all the way to my balls, and then she took me in her mouth as much as she could.

My hands went to her hair, and even though it was pulled back neatly, I still had to hold on to her.

Sounds left my mouth that I tried to hush but couldn’t.

Her hands were jerking me off fast, her lips gliding up and down at the same time.

I thought about pulling her up, lifting her dress, and plunging deep inside her, but I couldn’t move.

Teeth slid, lips sucked, tongue licked, and I let myself go in the pleasure of it all. Let all the shit around me fade away.

When my toes clenched inside my shoes, I had held on to sanity for as long as I could. My thumb was in her mouth and I lifted her chin. “If you want to stop, now is the time.”

She knew what I meant. I was going to come in her mouth if she didn’t stop and if she didn’t want that, she had to stop now.

She didn’t.

My thrusts were frantic. This was it. What I needed. It felt so incredible, and everything that was fucked up around me was gone. “That’s it. Don’t stop. Oh fuck, don’t stop.”

There was no stopping. Her hands were on my ass now, her back arched, and her mouth working magic on me.

My hands were on her head and I felt my orgasm as the sensations began at my feet and traveled up my body. Coming while standing up takes an orgasm to a whole other level. “Fuck!” I shouted.

Her eyes looked up at me and whatever she saw in my own caused her to take me even farther into her mouth. My cock plunged inside her mouth over and over as my body spasmed until I had nothing left. Until all the grief and remorse was drained from me.

This was what I needed in order to face tonight.

And she knew it.

And later tonight she would do the same—she’d spread her legs wide for me and let me fuck her until I was exhausted. Until sleep took me.

And in the morning, I’d lick her to orgasm and then plunge inside her, and I hoped that would give me the strength I needed to make it through the funeral.

It just had to.


CHAPTER TWENTY

DAY 22

ELLE

Wise men say women can be thoroughly fucked.

Well, I now know guys can be too.

I’d made sure Logan had been. It was the only way I could make him feel any better. To help ease his pain and suffering. And I think it worked . . . for a little while anyway.

This day, though, had been extremely long for him. First the church, then the cemetery, and now the reception. Everything had taken its toll on him. I could see it on his face even from across the room.

We were at Molly’s. The place had been closed to the general public. Frank, who owned the pub that had been turned into a club by his daughter, Molly, was Killian’s next-door neighbor for years, and he mourned Killian’s death along with everyone else. Perhaps as a way of showing his condolences to the family or perhaps because he just wanted to help, he had not only volunteered to host the after-funeral affair, but also to cook for the almost one hundred people who had shown up to say goodbye to Killian.

Faces I’d never seen had come and gone, all within a five-hour time span. I worked in the morning and met Logan here after the funeral. I needed to stay away from the public eye in case someone who knew Michael saw me. There was no way I could explain being at Killian’s funeral that would make any sense.

Obviously, I hadn’t gone through with my plan, and I had yet to confess anything to either Michael or Logan. I had gotten sidetracked by the death of Killian. And the more time that passed, the more scared I became to talk to either man. Both outcomes were just so uncertain.

Finally, the funeral reception was coming to an end, and all that remained were Logan’s friends from New York City.

Logan’s mother and maternal grandfather did not come and Logan said it was for the best. In fact, he had asked them not to. I guess he knew they didn’t care for Killian and didn’t want to have to deal with them today of all days.

Since Logan, his father, and uncle had arrived in a limo, Logan’s uncle had taken the Rover that I used to drive to Molly’s and brought Sean home a couple of hours ago. Being around all these people drinking wasn’t a great idea for Sean, but I guess at Irish funerals booze couldn’t be avoided.

“How long have you known Logan?” Phoebe St. Claire, one of Logan’s best friends from New York City, asked from across the table.

Both our feet killing us, we had retired to a dim booth in the corner. The sound of her voice caused my gaze to shift from Logan over to her. “Three weeks.”

Phoebe took a bite of her Irish soda bread. “That’s all? The way he talked about you I would have thought it was much longer.”

My hands on my coffee mug, my smile couldn’t be contained. “He talked about me to you?”

“Well, not to me but to Jamie, who in turn mentioned it to me.”

I glanced back over to where Logan sat at the bar with the group of people I had learned were a very close-knit circle of best friends. There was James Ashton and his new wife, Lindsay; Phoebe’s husband, Jeremy McQueen; Emmy Lane; Lily Monroe; and Danny Capshaw. They all had come this morning to be beside Logan and help him through this tragedy in his life.

It was touching.

Strangely, I realized I yearned for something like that in my own life. How had I gone through thirty years with not even one single person to confide in? Had my past shattered me that much that I couldn’t connect to anyone?

God, I hoped not.

Sipping my coffee in contemplation, I burned my tongue it was so hot and winced.

“You okay?” Phoebe asked me.

I blinked. “Yes. The coffee is really hot, so be careful. What about you? How long have you been married?”

She laughed and glanced at her protruding belly. “Less time than I’ve been pregnant. Jeremy and I met over five years ago, but we just reconnected last year. Logan actually helped us find our way back to one another.”

“Logan is a matchmaker?” I couldn’t believe it.

“No,” she admitted, “but he did take me to a launch party for Assassin’s Creed that Jeremy was attending.”

Games?

Logan?

“You’re kidding. Logan plays video games?” I laughed.

“Oh, yes. Jamie and he claim to be masters at all things video.”

Ripping open a packet of sugar, I added it to my coffee to help subdue its bitter taste. “I had no idea.”

“No idea about what?” Logan asked, sliding in beside me. I’d never seen him drink, but tonight he most certainly had indulged. Slightly drunk, he found my thighs as soon as he set his glass down and pushed them apart. His fingers were cold, and tingles traveled up to my sex and down to my toes.

“That you’re a Guitar Hero master,” Phoebe said with a laugh.

Logan rolled his eyes while at the same time, under the table, his hand snuck beneath the hem of my dress. “That was a long time ago.”

“Not that long ago,” she countered.

I shifted in my seat as fingers found the inside seam of my hose and traced up it.

Thank God Jeremy slid in next to his wife and took Phoebe’s attention off us.

“Logan,” I warned quietly through my teeth.

My warning went unheard as his hot breath blew in my ear. “What?” He chuckled.

My gaze shot across the table, trying to focus on anything but the pleasure radiating from my core.

Jeremy placed his hand on Phoebe’s cute belly and whispered something in her ear. A strange pang of envy ripped through me; not at the loving couple I was looking at but at her belly, carrying a human being.

Phoebe nodded at him and looked over to Logan. “We need to get going. We have to be back in the city early for a meeting.”

“Thank you for coming,” Logan said. There was a quick press of his thumb right to my clit and then his hand was gone. “Meet me in the bathroom in five minutes,” he ordered hot in my ear.

The words seared through me. Meet him. I didn’t think I could move. Tension had already coiled tight in my belly and the feel of his hands between my thighs was the only thing I could think about.

Jeremy had stood to help Phoebe out and Logan quickly followed.

Phoebe threw her arms around Logan as best she could with her bump and I watched as he stiffly hugged her back.

When she pulled away, she patted his chest. “Sorry.”

His friends must have known he had a hard time showing affection.

Surprising me, he put his hand on her stomach. I couldn’t hear what he said, but it ripped my heart in two. The way he looked at her stomach, I just knew he wanted to have children of his own some day.

I forced myself up on rubber-like legs as he took my hand, and together we said goodbye to most of his friends. Oddly enough, they had made me feel like I was part of the inner circle.

“Come on, man, time to toast Killian. You and me and a bottle of Jameson should just about do it,” James shouted unnecessarily to Logan since he was standing so close.

James and Lindsay had stayed behind and it was just the four of us now. They were spending the weekend in Boston.

Logan was standing across from me and he tossed me an apologetic glance. Looked like the bathroom rendezvous would have to wait. “Rain check,” he mouthed.

Butterflies took flight in my belly when I looked at him and I couldn’t help but nod. He was, as always, breathtakingly handsome. It didn’t matter that alcohol had dilated his pupils. In fact, tonight they looked wide and dark. Languid. Sexy. Maybe even luminous as they burned into me with a desire I craved. His gaze seemed to have a glow in it that was only for me. And his scrumptious hair was a beautiful mess, different shades of light and dark brown sticking up everywhere because he had been running his hands through it all day. It looked like just-fucked hair and I had yet to fuck him tonight. Free from intoxication myself, I still licked my lips at the thought of what was to come.

Seeing him, knowing what we were like together, just being with him lit me up from the inside.

“You’re a fucker,” Logan laughed and pointed to James.

I was glad to see the upbeat effect his friend had on him, even though their maturity was lacking. It was obvious their boyhood friendship was emerging the more alcohol they both consumed. It was okay, though. Logan needed this.

James drank from his beer bottle and then looked at me. “You’d better keep him in line, Elle. Whips and chains if need be.”

I hadn’t heard the conversation but answered him nonetheless. “Bondage? I’m not certain he’d be willing to give up control.”

James looked at Logan. “Hey buddy, that would mean you gave a shit enough to take control.” James laughed. “I’m proud of you.”

“Cold, man. Cold.” Logan drained his drink.

Insults flew back and forth. One worse than the other, and each time they both laughed.

More than five minutes later, James slung his arm around his wife, kissed her sloppily on the lips, and then patted her ass, whispering something to her that I knew had to be sexual in nature.

She smiled at him submissively, and the term alpha male came to mind. I remembered calling Logan that when we first met. Made me wonder—was he one? James was for certain. I’d spent enough time with him to know this and I didn’t have a doubt that Lindsay knew it too. Not that I was judging their relationship. They seemed very happy.

James then clapped Logan on the shoulder. “Come on, you fucker, time to hit the bottle.”

Logan glanced at me.

“Oh man, don’t be a pansy-ass.”

Logan threw James the finger.

James shoved Logan’s hand playfully out of his face and said, “I prefer the real thing.”

Lindsay laughed at them both. She’d seen this behavior before; I could tell when she threw me a just wait and see what’s to come look.

I laughed too. Really, these two men were just too adorable together.

In the midst of the antics, Lindsay turned to James. “Mind if I get some air? It’s a bit stuffy in here.”

He nodded at her. “Only if Elle agrees to go with you,” he said, and then looked toward me. He was charming in a caveman sort of way. It seemed to suit him.

Lindsay was right, though. The room was smoky. Earlier, a few older men had been puffing on cigars and the air smelled stale. I didn’t seek Logan’s approval when I said to Lindsay, “Come on, what do you say we go for a walk?”

Her smile beamed. I could see why she was a Victoria’s Secret model. Besides being tall and thin, she had a quality about her that radiated beauty. Oddly, I wondered how many women like her Logan had fucked. Dozens was my guess, since James and he appeared to have many similar qualities and had traveled in the same circle for many years. I hated the insecurity being around his friends had drawn out in me. It wasn’t like me at all, but then again, it had been only the two of us in our own private bubble since we met, and this was more realistic. A shroud of guilt began to consume me for my dark thoughts.

A hand wrapped around my waist and a hard body pressed against mine. “Did you forget something?” His breath tickled my neck.

I leaned back and played along. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure?” His voice dipped, low, husky.

“Oh, right, I probably should leave a tip on the table,” I joked.

“No. Not that.”

I tipped my head back even farther. “Help a girl out and tell me.”

He spun me around.

That grin. The look. Heat. God, I loved him, every piece of him. Happy or sad. Right or wrong. Dressed or naked. Sober or drunk.

“I can do better than that,” he growled, and then his lush lips were on mine, parting, demanding, seeking.

Breathless, I pulled away. “Oh, if you wanted a kiss goodbye, all you had to do was ask,” I said with a wink.

In the midst of all the sadness surrounding him, he gave me a heart-stopping smile that I would remember forever. “I shouldn’t have to ask,” he teased.

On my toes, I gave my own alpha male another kiss, not like his but memorable nonetheless. Wet. Wild. With a little bit of tongue. “Was that better?”

“That’s enough, Romeo.” James’s big hand was on Logan’s shoulder, yanking him back. “It’s my turn.”

He pretended to go in for a full-on mouth kiss, but Logan shoved him away before he got too close.

Laughing, Lindsay and I left the pub.

Being free of Miles felt good. I appreciated the protection he had provided for me but was more than thankful when Logan called it off. After everything, Logan knew the one thing Tommy hadn’t lied about was leaving me alone.

Also, I hadn’t received any more blocked calls or messages, for which I was also thankful.

Outdoors, it was still light. Although inside it seemed like midnight, it was actually only six o’clock. Since Michael’s office closed early on Fridays, I was confident that even though it was right around the corner, he would have left already. Still, to be safe, I took Lindsay down the side streets.

We walked down one and up another, passing store after store. Soon, the light started to drain from the sky. “We should probably head back,” I suggested.

It was then that she spotted a stationery store called Love Notes and clapped her hands together. “Oh, let’s go in.”

I shrugged. “Sure, why not.”

Myself, I’d never been into cards. Then again, I’d never had anyone to give one to.

Inside she found the section she was looking for immediately. It was in the back and designated by a sign that read naughty.

“Porn cards.” I had to laugh.

“Erotic cards,” she corrected. “Haven’t you ever given one to Logan? I give them to James all the time.”

Rather shocked such a section even existed, I shook my head. “No, I haven’t.” Surprised she gave them to her husband, I had to ask, “How long have you and James been married?” Logan hadn’t spoken of his friends much, so I knew little about them.

She laughed. “Not long. The same amount of time we’ve known each other.”

Eyes wide, my mouth dropped open.

She glanced at me. “We got married the night we met, or maybe it was the next day.”

Perplexed, I had to ask, “How does something like that happen?”

With a head shake she answered, “It was a Friday night and I was out with my friends. Next thing I know I’m on a private jet headed to Vegas with about twenty people, and then I’m in a chapel saying ‘I do.’ Sounds crazy, but it was love at first sight and we both knew it, so since we were in Vegas, we decided to do the deed.”

“Sounds almost like a fairy tale.”

She gushed, “He is my Prince Charming.”

My eyes wandered the section in front of us. There was a card with two cherries and a tongue between them, one with a woman stepping on a man’s ass in high heels, and another with a woman in a garter belt sitting forward on a man’s knees while he had his hand inside her panties.

Lindsay browsed for a few moments and then she picked one up. On the front was a picture of a woman bent over a man’s lap, his hand on her bare ass. The card read, “I’ve been naughty. Punish me.” She handed it to me. “Do something bad and then give this to Logan. I guarantee you’ll like the results.”

I didn’t take it. “Oh, Logan and I don’t have that type of relationship.”

She shoved it toward me this time. “Trust me, Elle, all men like a woman to be submissive once in a while. I doubt Logan is any different.”

I took the card and stared at it.

Did I want him to spank me?

Did he want to?

I remembered what he’d said to me the first day we’d met with a gleam in his eyes when we talked about the sex toys I was selling, “My friends from New York would love these,” or something like that.

She picked up another card, this one of a woman’s arms and legs bound to a bed frame and a man’s head between her legs.

My face must have registered my unease. Too many ghosts from the past.

She looked at me and simply said, “The best orgasms come when you give up control. I was never submissive with a man until James.”

Inserting my card back into its sleeve, I was interested as to what changed her. “What made you decide to be submissive with him, then?”

She set her card down and picked up another. “It’s what makes us work. It was what I needed and what he needed. I had a mother whom I always had to take care of and my entire childhood and teen years were full of decisions she should have made for me, but instead I was the one making them for her. James, on the other hand, had a very controlling mother and I think because of that, he needs to feel in control himself. It just happened naturally between us.”

“And you’re happy?”

“More happy than I’ve ever been in my life. I like that someone else makes the decisions for me. With the hecticness of my job, it’s so much less stressful for me. I ask permission and he decides if I should receive it. I need something and he takes care of it. Sometimes, I let him bind me and he gives me earth-shattering sex. And once in a while, I misbehave just so he can punish me.”

Her honesty didn’t shock me but it did surprise me. I was glad she felt comfortable enough around me to admit her feelings. Before I could say anything, her phone started to ring.

“Here, hold this,” she said, and handed me the card she had just picked up so she could dig in her purse. On the front was a picture of man holding his erection, and the caption read, “Talk dirty to me, baby. I need to get off.”

I stared at it and an unwanted memory flashed before me.

 

The surgery had been arranged.

My sister had reluctantly agreed to donate one of her kidneys to my mother. They were a perfect match. I was a match, but not as well matched as my sister.

Both my sister and mother were to arrive at the hospital early in the morning. It was the night before and I was sitting at the kitchen table, doing my homework. My mother was sitting beside me, watching me. She was weak, feeble, but optimistic she would get better.

My sister was supposed to have come home for dinner but never did.

It was just after ten when the door opened. Boots clunked inside and my heart fell. It wasn’t my sister.

My mother scurried from her chair to get my father’s dinner.

“I’ll get it, Mom. You sit down.”

She smiled at me. She had allowed me to do more and more for her over the past year. Grocery shopping, dinner, dishes, cleaning. All of her duties that my father expected but she had a hard time keeping up with.

He came into the room and set his gun on the counter before he looked around.

“Where’s Elizabeth?”

“She’s not home yet,” I answered quickly.

Anger flared in his eyes. He turned around and went back toward the door. I heard him lock it and latch the chain. Lizzy would have to call and apologize before he’d let her in. I hated nights like this.

His steps were louder this time as he came back into the kitchen. “What are you still doing up, Gabrielle?” he asked, his tone stern.

“I had to finish my homework, sir,” I answered, as I removed the foil from his carefully covered plate.

“Leave it. I already ate. I need to talk to your mother. Go on to bed.”

I couldn’t tell if he’d been drinking.

My eyes shot to my mother.

She nodded.

With that, I covered the plate and put it back in the refrigerator before I went to my room.

When he locked my door, it was a surprise. It had been a while since he’d done that.

“Susan,” he called.

Her steps were feeble as she came down the hall.

“I’m going to take a shower and then I want to talk to you.”

Doors opened. Closed. And then silence.

I lay on my bed, squeezing my eyes shut, hoping, praying, he was going to leave her alone tonight. All I heard was silence. I must have fallen asleep because I awoke to that god-awful thudding of the headboard more than an hour later.

“Talk to me, Susan. Tell me you like what you see.”

If my mother was responding, I couldn’t hear her.

“That’s it. Keep talking. Tell me you like to see my hands on my own cock. Tell me it turns you on. Gets you wet.”

Again, if my mother was talking, I couldn’t hear her.

“That’s it, baby. I’m so close. Tell me to move my hands faster. Fuck myself harder. Talk dirty to me, baby.”

At fifteen, I was so much more aware of things than I had been years ago. I knew he was jerking off in front of her. And sadly, I was just thankful he wasn’t making her have sex with him.

The phone started to ring.

“Ignore it. She’ll call back. Keep talking to me, baby. I need this. I need this from you.”

The phone kept ringing.

His moans told me he was starting to climax even through the incessant ringing.

Soon, though, all was quiet. Even him.

I had fallen back asleep.

The phone started to ring again and woke me. This time when I looked at the time it was close to three A.M.

“Yeah,” he barked into the phone.

Silence.

“Fuck. I’ll be right there.”

 

My eyes flashed to the card again. Maybe it was because my sister’s death was still fresh in my mind that I had to fight back the urge to cry. My family was such a fucked-up thing. And my daddy issues would never allow for me to be submissive with any man.

“Yes, baby, I understand. Sure. I can do that. Have fun,” Lindsay said.

Her words drew my attention.

Silence.

Her cheeks flushed. “Me too.”

With her phone in her hand, she dug into her purse again, and this time pulled out her keys and looked at me. “Molly’s is closing so it can reopen to the public later tonight. James suggested you and I take the car back to the hotel and he and Logan will take a cab back later.”

“Oh,” I said, a little surprised that Logan hadn’t called me to tell me himself, but then I remembered why. “I have to go back there—my purse is locked up in the backroom along with my phone.”

She grimaced a little. “Let me tell James to get it for you. I guess Logan is more than a little drunk, and James thinks it’s best if he sobers him up before they rejoin us.”

“Oh,” I found myself saying again. “Maybe he needs me.”

“Nonsense, he’ll be fine with James. James was very fond of Logan’s grandfather and I think they want to reminisce and have some boy time.” She plucked the card from my hand. “Let me pay for this and we’ll have a girls’ night in. We can rent a movie and raid the candy in the minibar.”

Worried about Logan, I found myself saying yes just so I would know what was going on. Besides, I didn’t seem to have any other choice without my purse, and I also wasn’t about to leave Logan alone.

Lindsay and James were staying in a very familiar Four Seasons suite. It was the same suite Logan had been living in when we met, before his grandfather blocked his access to his trust fund and his own money started to run out.

It was after ten and the movie Lindsay and I were watching had just ended, but no guys had come to the hotel yet. I was more than a little worried about Logan.

Lindsay jumped up. “Let’s go find a store that sells Ben & Jerry’s. I’m still hungry.”

My eyes skittered over the candy wrappers littered on the table. “You’re going to get a sugar high.”

She laughed. “I’m already on one. I need to keep it going. Besides, I’m going to go stir-crazy waiting for them.”

Standing up and stretching, I conceded. “I think there’s a store around the corner. But I’ll go only if you call James when we get back and find out where they are.”

She nodded. “Okay, deal.”

The expedition on foot to find the small convenience store took longer than I’d anticipated, and by the time we got there it was closed.

With no ice cream but a few bags of chips from a vending machine, we headed back to the hotel. I had to work in the morning, but sleep wasn’t what was on my mind. Logan was.

We passed a strip bar and she bumped my hip. “We could go in and when we get back, I could call James and tell him I watched naked women dance. I guarantee that would bring him back fast.”

Shaking my head, I was horrified at the thought, but at the same time, I laughed a real, genuine, from-the-belly laugh. I liked Lindsay. She was free-spirited about sex in a way I’d never been. She was also a nice person. I could see myself being friends with her.

The coolness of the night air had begun to set in. With the suddenly harsher wind, we both felt the chill and even in our heels, we hastened our pace.

As soon as we walked into the hotel suite, I was assaulted by the tang of a sticky, sweet scent. It was the smell of pot. Never one to try it myself, in my travels I’d come across many people who had. Moldy grass was how I’d always described the smell.

Lindsay shot me a glance and confirmed my suspicion.

Hard rock blared through the open space. The patio doors were open and I saw the back of two heads flopped on the lounge chairs. Even over the music, I heard laughter rumbling into the room. I was glad that at least Logan was upbeat.

Lindsay started for them and looked at me. “Shhh.”

I followed, keeping my mouth shut.

We both approached, eager to see our men, but stopped at the edge of door to watch them. They were playing cards and a baggie of pot was on the floor.

James had changed and was now wearing sleep pants and a T-shirt. He had a cigar gripped between his teeth while he tossed two piles of cards onto the table between them.

Logan was still in his suit pants but had removed everything else. Everything. Outside in his pants only, I wondered how he wasn’t freezing until I looked up and saw the heat lamps were on.

“Baby, you’re going to stink,” Lindsay said loudly, breaking the silence.

Both men jerked their heads back.

The smile that spread across Logan’s face was slow and seductive.

Sexy.

The sight of him dried my throat and made my heart pound. Right then I didn’t care about anything but comforting him through kisses.

Lindsay was still talking, saying something about the rancid smell of the cigar.

Me, I was already leaning over Logan and placing my lips very close to his. “Are you okay?”

“I am now.”

“You sure?”

He nodded and said, “Don’t listen to James. He likes to be a drama queen.”

“I heard that.”

Ignoring James, Logan gave me a single tug and pulled me onto his lap. I found myself provocatively straddling him. His cards fell to the floor, but I heard no one complain. And then his hands anchored my hips as his mouth attacked mine, while my hands gripped his shoulders for support.

“Where are your clothes?” I managed to ask.

The corners of his lips tilted up. “We had a small wrestling match and my shirt took the brunt of the action.”

I laughed.

Boys will be boys.

My dress had ridden up and if anyone was looking, they could see my panties. I just didn’t care enough right then to see what James and Lindsay were doing.

I should have cared. I should have cared just how inebriated or high Logan was. I should have, but his primal response to my presence did something to me that made me want to be what he needed. Made me want to be wild and free for once in my entire life.

Maybe it was the Lindsay effect.

His kiss traveled from the corner of my mouth, along my jaw, to my throat.

My hands moved higher to toy with his hair behind his neck.

His teeth were sharp as they skidded across my skin, but the soft heat from his tongue soothed the burn.

I turned my head to give him full access, and that was when I saw Lindsay’s head moving towards James’s lap.

Again, I should have cared, but I just didn’t.

I wasn’t sure if Logan noticed, but he turned my chin to look at him. “We should go home,” he slurred. The way his eyes flickered over me so intensely made the idea of waiting for a cab and then riding home in one seem like it would take a lifetime.

With my hands flat on his bare chest, I found myself scooting up his body, stopping only when the soft fabric of my wet panties aligned perfectly with the tented fabric of his slacks. “I want you now,” I whispered.

Logan’s tongue flicked out to wet his lips. “I’m drunk, probably not the best idea.”

I raised myself ever so slightly and lowered my body, making the most exquisite contact with his erection. “I’m not and you seem just fine.”

His hand stroked my hair and pulled out the clip holding it up. “You want this? Here?”

My breath was wild. My nipples taut. My clit was pulsing. I realized I was excited. “Yes, I want you to take me here.”

His gaze slid to the side and so did mine. James was thrusting into Lindsay’s mouth. “James!” Logan shouted.

A grunt was his only reply.

“Hurry up and get the fuck inside, will you.”

Again, a grunt was his response.

Logan’s attention back on me, his hands threaded through my hair and slid over my shoulders and down my arms to capture my hands. He pressed our palms together so that our fingers were linked and drew in a shuddering breath. “You’re so beautiful. You know that?”

“I love you.” I’m not sure why I felt compelled to tell him that, but the way he looked at me when I did made me feel like we’d both found true love in each other, and all the worries that messed with my thoughts evaporated as his gaze flared. All that mattered was him. Comforting him. Getting him through this. Being here—for him.

He brought me to him with a hand to the back of my head, holding me in place while he kissed me breathless, maybe hard enough that he might have bruised my mouth.

Again, I didn’t care.

The kiss went on and on and when he finally pulled away, I hadn’t had nearly enough of him. It was when my eyes fell to the bag of joints on the ground that I realized Logan did not taste of thyme or moldy grass or smell like skunk, and I was a little glad that he hadn’t gotten high. I had a feeling he had struggled with drugs during his life and with my own father being an alcoholic, I was all too familiar with the claim that addictive habits were hereditary.

Another sideways glance on his part had my gaze following. “Finally,” he muttered. The lounge beside us was now empty, as was the living area. James and Lindsay must have gone into the bedroom. Logan must have been waiting for them to leave.

Knowing we were alone, lust won out over good sense and I stood and stripped myself naked.

Logan drew in a shuddering breath and stood as well, shedding his pants and underwear quickly.

I stared at him, naked and beautiful, and licked my lips. That card I’d seen in the store came to mind. Just because my issues might never allow me to be submissive didn’t mean I couldn’t be the dominant type.

He held out his hand for me to take it and instead I pointed to a chair next to the lounger. “Sit down.”

“Don’t you want to go inside?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No, sit down.”

He raised a brow.

I kept my finger pointed.

No one could see us up this high and with the heat lamps on, something about fucking outside felt incredibly erotic.

A slow, seductive smile spread across his lips, and as he sat his eyes looked like dark flames. The hazel was gone, replaced by dilated pupils that bled pure lust.

Since I was already drenched, he easily slid inside me as I sat on his cock.

The sensation of him filling me made me shout out, and Logan wasn’t exactly quiet himself. I heard pleasurable groans escape his throat.

This was what we both needed.

Each other.

I just hoped it would be like this forever.

My hands were not bound but they gripped the chair, my back was to his chest, and my legs were spread wide. I was open to him. Fully and completely open to him. In this position, I was his to do with whatever he pleased.

It was then I realized that in our relationship we didn’t need a dominant or a submissive. We only needed each other.

And as his palm found my breast and his fingers pressed against my clit, I closed my eyes and relished what I had with him.

For us . . . give and take was all we needed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

DAY 30

LOGAN

“Let’s go to New York.”

“What?” she asked in surprise.

“Let’s go to New York,” I repeated.

“Why?” she sputtered.

Perched high on top of a ladder, I took the nail from my mouth and set the hammer down. “To get away. We can stay at my apartment in the city, go out to dinner with James and Lindsay, hang out with the gang, and do mindless tourist things I can’t stand even thinking about. You know, like going to the top of the Empire State Building or taking the ferry over to the Statue of Liberty.” With a wince, I added, “We could even see a Broadway show.”

“Logan, it all sounds wonderful, but you know I can’t leave the boutique. Rachel has Tuesday and Wednesday off and Peyton can’t manage things alone. I also have a schedule with Clementine that I like to keep to as much as possible. Routine is important for her right now.”

I picked the nail back up and pounded it into the wall. “I know all of that. I was thinking we could leave tonight after you close up and come back late Monday night, in time for the boutique to reopen on Tuesday. That way we won’t impact your work and your schedule with Clementine won’t need too much altering. It’s just one weekend away.”

She pulled her lower lip between her teeth. “It could work, but what about you? Don’t you have appointments?”

“I already checked and I don’t have any on Monday—my schedule is clear.”

Elle handed me the twin to the cuckoo clock that was already on the wall. “Do you really think it’s a good idea right now?”

I eyed the clock with disdain and then hooked it on the nail. “This? No.” I grinned. “But a weekend away with you, yeah, I do.”

She stared up at the clock. “That’s good, right there. And you know that’s not what I meant.”

I double-checked to make sure the clock wasn’t tilted and then waved my finger between them. “Are they going to go off at the same time?”

She nodded with a playful grin.

“Fuck.”

Her laugh sounded good. “I think you secretly want me to bring one home.”

I shook my head and caught her eye, seriousness taking over. “Elle, I’m fine. I know I’ve been in a bit of a funk and preoccupied with getting to the bottom of this drug ring over the last two weeks, but that’s why I need to get away. Everything is spinning and nothing is making sense. I just need to forget about my grandfather, Tommy, Patrick, about everything . . . even if it is only for a couple of days.”

Those green eyes, whose magic had spilled out into my life and changed it from a world of black and white to one where color actually seemed possible, looked contemplative. “It’s just that I don’t know if now is the right time.”

She’d been worried about me. That I wasn’t going to recover from my grandfather’s death. Sure, I’d been distant. Quiet. Gone a lot. Tracking endless leads taking me nowhere. Going on wild goose chases that only brought me back to the starting point. In my defense, my mind was constantly thinking and my body had to keep moving. It was how I coped. But I was Killian McPherson’s grandson, and he’d roll in his grave if he even sensed I’d let his death keep me down for too long. I looked over at her. I couldn’t believe how much I needed her. I couldn’t lose her. “I’m fine, or I will be as soon as all of this is over. Just hang in there with me. Give me some time to figure it out.” I was determined to find out who the Priest was and what his connection to O’Shea was. I felt like it was a big puzzle and all of the pieces fit in there somewhere.

Tears seemed to fill her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere. And it’s not time that worries me. It’s you, going out there alone. Let your friends help you.” Her worry over me was evident. She didn’t like me going out on the streets on my own. Neither did Miles. Or Declan. I got it. Still, it was something I thought I should do by myself. But looking at her now, and after two weeks of getting nowhere, I knew it was time to stop being reckless and start being smart.

Climbing down the ladder, my grandfather’s voice came to mind. It’s not how you fall, Logan, he used to say, it’s how you get up that matters. Distancing myself from everyone hadn’t been on purpose, but his death had been a shock. The funeral was brutal and ever since, I’d been on a rampage to get to the truth. Every day I’d had to face the daunting reality that he was gone—because of me. It was harsh and tough to face. But my determination to make his death mean what he wanted it to mean—the freedom of my old man—was what had kept me grounded. Freeing my old man from the DEA was still on the table and that was what kept me moving forward, searching, looking, forging through all the shit. Even when it got me nowhere.

My old man surprised me. He was stronger than I’d ever thought he was. Somehow, he managed to stay away from the bottle. I knew it would take time for us both to truly accept that Killian wasn’t around anymore, but we both would in our way. We were the blood of a very strong man, after all.

As for why Patrick offered the swap of lives in the first place, that was pretty evident. Now up on RICO charges, his power was quickly dwindling, and getting rid of Killian was a power-play move. I’m sure in his own twisted way it somehow made him feel stronger, even behind bars, to have the authority to order a hit on the ex-mob boss. I’d made sure to put a crack in his shield, though. Let information slip on the streets that both Patrick and Tommy were going soft, turning state’s evidence against the gang. It was as much a lie as it was the truth, but I didn’t care. I wanted him out of play. Over the past two weeks the Blue Hill Gang had dismantled—every guy taking what he could and leaving town, or at least laying low. There had been no activity from any of them. Blanchet owed me one because chances were good that the Blue Hill Gang would completely dissolve very soon.

The information Tommy had told me about O’Shea still couldn’t be validated in any way. I had no idea if Tommy was telling the truth about his relationship with Lizzy, but my gut told me that it was at least partly true. Still, there were holes in his story. Mainly, how did Tommy know about the hit on my grandfather if he was out of the loop? Why would Patrick have told him? To gain his trust? To test him? Or was it possible someone in the organization leaked it to him? I had to find this out. It was key to trusting what Tommy had told me.

Then again, if I really thought about it, more than likely Tommy had killed Elle’s sister and wanted me to spend my time chasing something that wasn’t there. He wanted me to lose my mind thinking about Elle with Michael and wonder if he might do to her what he’d done to his wife. That was much more his game than the fact that a woman had stolen his heart and he wanted to avenge her death. No, he knew that was more my thing.

Regardless, I needed to get back inside to talk to him. See what I could find out about this Priest, but Miles couldn’t make it happen. I guess Tommy had spent a good two days in the clinic, and the explanation that it was a self-inflicted injury wasn’t holding up well with the higher-ups.

The only lead Miles had on where the Priest was located was where the drug deals were taking place, and that turned out to be a dead end. The cokehead Miles had found pointed out three buildings on the waterfront where the deals might have gone down. They all looked alike. No specific location could be identified. Absolutely no fucking help at all.

I wanted more. I wanted to know who the Priest was because (A), if I provided that information, Blanchet would remove my father’s name from all of her files, and (B), now this was personal and I just fucking wanted to know.

The problem was that he was a ghost. The Priest was known on the street, but no one knew his true identity or where to find him.

It was early Saturday morning and Elle was trying really hard to make sure I stayed off the streets, so she’d asked me to help her do a few things before she opened the boutique. The ulterior motive was clear, but I didn’t care; I liked helping her and just being with her made me feel better. Besides, I’d already decided it was time to ask Declan and Miles for more help in finding the Priest.

As I glanced at her, I couldn’t help but feel she, too, had been preoccupied over the past two weeks. I could sense something more was on her mind that she wasn’t telling me. I took the last rung of the ladder and turned to her. “Well?” I asked, vowing to get to the heart of what was eating at her this weekend.

She raised a brow and pointed to the ladder behind me. “Do that again, will you?”

I laughed and for shits and giggles, played along and turned back. My cell vibrated in my pocket and I ignored it. The fun between us had all but been zapped with Killian’s death, but maybe this was the start of something even more. The flirtatious, sexy side I knew she had somewhere deep inside her was blossoming. And I really wanted to nurture what was emerging. Up on one rung, I twisted around. “You want me to go up and down the ladder so you can stare at my ass, don’t you?” I said coyly.

She flushed.

“Well?”

She stepped closer. “It is a great view from down here.”

Overjoyed, I yanked her to me and gently pulled her mouth to mine. “Answer me.”

Her body melded to mine instantly. “What was the question?” she asked, a little breathless.

Lip on lip, a gentle brush meant to be a small kiss. “You know what it was. Say yes,” I murmured with our mouths pressed together.

“Yes, I’ll go.” Her voice was low and I felt uncertainty in her tone.

I pulled back. Looked at her. Knew something was there. Waiting until tonight to talk about it sounded great in theory, but I couldn’t. “Why do I feel like there’s a ‘but’ in there somewhere?”

Elle took a deep breath and stepped off the ladder.

I followed.

She was wearing tight black skinny jeans, a gray sleeveless top, and a pair of boots. She looked sexy as fuck. “Logan,” she said quietly. “There’s something about myself I should have told you before we let things get so serious. But we went from zero to sixty and I never found the right time.”

My brow creased. “Okay.”

She drew in another breath.

My cell vibrated again, but I was too busy trying to untwist the knot that just formed in my gut to even think about answering it. “Hey, just tell me, because right now I’m thinking all kinds of weird shit, like maybe you have a husband out there and you want to go back to him.”

She shook her head and the corners of her mouth tugged up slightly.

“Phew, okay then, anything else I can handle.”

“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to say it. I can’t get pregnant.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but I wasn’t sure what the correct response to that was. An “I’m pregnant” might have shocked the shit out of me, but an “I can’t get pregnant”? I wasn’t sure what to do with that.

“Let me explain,” she added.

Good, because I was standing there dumbfounded.

She seemed a little lost, and the breath she sucked in tore at me.

“Take your time, Elle. I’m here when you’re ready.”

She blew out the breath she was holding. “Okay, I’m ready.”

I stepped a little closer.

She stopped me from getting too close. “When I was fifteen, my mother started to go into renal failure and needed a kidney transplant. My sister and I were both matches, but my sister was the better match. The surgery was scheduled, but the night before my sister swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills and had to have her stomach pumped. Because of this she was no longer a viable donor, and I took her place. During the surgery there was a complication. Once I was closed up my vitals weren’t recovering. The doctors discovered I was hemorrhaging internally and the surgeon had to go back in.”

Step by step, I slowly inched toward her. My heart was beating faster as she revealed more of the horrific childhood she’d had to endure.

She was shaking as she relived what must have been a nightmare. “I was bleeding severely and somehow in the midst of the trauma, my uterine wall had been torn. The doctors tried to fix it, but in the end they couldn’t. Now, I can’t get pregnant.”

I wiped her tears away with my thumbs. “I’m sorry, Elle. That was a terrible thing that happened to you.”

She pressed her face against my hand. “I’ll understand if you want to end things.”

My breath caught in my throat. Was she kidding me? “How can you even say that?”

“Because I’m broken,” she whispered.

“Broken?”

“Yes, I’m barren. And if we stay together, I can’t have your children. I should have told you a long time ago and I’m so sorry I didn’t.” She said it with such sadness in her voice that it hurt to hear.

Everything about her suddenly became very clear. I understood now more than ever her connection to Clementine. I took her hand. “I’m not him, Elle. I’m not your father, and I’m not your old boyfriend. I’m not going to leave you. I’m not either of them.”

She squeezed her fingers around mine. “I know you’re not them, Logan, and right now it might not seem like a big deal, but it is. You’re younger than I am, don’t forget, so maybe you’re not thinking about a family right now, but someday you will. And this is especially important for you because you’re an only child and it means your last name won’t have a legacy. There will be no one to carry on your family name.”

All I could do was stare at her. She was broken, but not in the way she thought. Actually, I preferred to think she was bent and I could straighten her out the way she was doing it to me. I brought my hands to her face. “If the day comes that we decide it’s time to have children, we’ll adopt.”

She shook her head.

“Elle, it’s done all the time.”

Tears were in her eyes. On her cheeks. Sliding down her face. “Logan, don’t you understand? I can’t have your children and you know this now. You should walk away and find someone else. Someone who can give you a family.”

Taking her other hand, I tugged her closer to me. “Just like you once said, I’m not going anywhere. I’m sorry, Elle, but I really don’t see this as a roadblock in our relationship. Not in the slightest bit.”

“You’re not mad I didn’t tell you before?”

My hands cupped her face. “No. This obviously means a lot to you, and finding the strength and courage to finally tell me makes me proud of what we have together. It means you trust me, you really trust me.”

Relief. Hope. Admiration. A myriad of images passed over her features.

The butler bell on the door chimed, surprising me, and I quickly turned around.

“Hey, man, I’ve been calling you,” Declan said, walking in with Peyton and a tray full of coffees.

I leaned in and whispered into Elle’s ear, “We’ll finish talking about this later.”

This time she took my face in her hands. “Think about it, Logan, really think about it. It’s a much bigger deal than you realize.”

With a hug and a kiss to her on the forehead I whispered, “I don’t have to. What you told me doesn’t change anything between us.”

“It should.”

“Stop it,” I scolded. Thinking she was being ridiculous, I kissed her on the lips and pulled away. Then I turned to Declan. “You got me now. What’s up?”

“Miles just called me. Tommy Flannigan was found dead in his cell this morning. Knife to the throat.”

The girls both gasped.

A chill ran through me. Not because the motherfucker was dead. Not because I felt a huge sigh of relief that the shadow that had loomed over me for years was finally gone. But rather, because if his death actually occurred as he predicted, the chances that he was lying about O’Shea killing Lizzy were pretty slim.

“Crazy shit. Right?” Declan said.

My mind was thinking in overdrive. I kissed Elle one more time and then focused on what came next. “Are you busy right now?” I asked Declan.

“I have to go in to work and do inventory, but I’m flexible. Why? What’s on your mind?”

I looked at my watch. It was almost nine.

Elle looked at me warily.

I had to be careful. And I would be. I wasn’t going to go this alone anymore. Still, I knew she’d worry, and telling her my thoughts wouldn’t ease her mind at all. I didn’t want to lie, but I couldn’t blurt out the truth just yet, either. “I wanted to hit the gym before it got too busy. Saturdays can be crazy in there.”

Saturdays were always dead in the morning and he knew that. Too many hangovers for the guys to show up that early and start pounding the bag. “Yeah, sounds great.”

The boutique opened at ten, and it looked like Elle was happy with my response and was starting to get ready. She was behind the cash register, counting the money in the drawer. I walked up behind her and put my lips to her ear. “I’ll pick you up at six. We’ll run back to your place and grab a few things, and then jet. We can even take my old man’s car if you want.”

I felt her shiver under my touch, and I knew if we were alone and I could slide my hands between her legs that I could reassure her everything was fine. She must have had the same thought because she pushed her body back against mine. “Are you sure?” she asked.

I turned her around and pulled her flush to me so I could kiss her harder, more passionately. “I’m sure . . . about everything,” I said, stressing the last word.

She squeezed me tightly and I knew she felt relieved about telling me. I wasn’t lying to her about my feelings. We’d be just fine, and we’d deal with the child situation when the time came.

Declan was busy tongue-diving into Peyton’s mouth and I thumped him on the shoulder. “Come on, man, let’s go.”

He pulled away from Peyton and I heard her sigh.

Guess they liked each other.

When we stepped out onto the sidewalk, the sky was bright enough that I had to pull out my sunglasses. I stopped just out of sight of the boutique. “Can you call Miles and see if he can meet us at my old man’s in an hour? We need to regroup.”

Declan squinted against the sun. “Yeah, sure. What are you thinking?”

“That there’s a possibility Tommy wasn’t lying about O’Shea killing Lizzy or about the reemergence of the Dorchester Heights Gang.”

Declan tilted his head.

“What?” I said.

He eyed me. “Scary shit, that’s all.”

I started to walk backwards. “Maybe, maybe not.”

Using his hand as a visor, he shaded his eyes. “You have a plan?”

When I reached the Rover, I hopped in. “Yes. See you in an hour.”

Elle had driven the Rover once but after the first time she drove in my old man’s beat-up Porsche 964, she fell in love with it. Why, I have no idea. The black 1989 Porsche looked like it needed a shower even after it rained—the paint had no gleam left. But like my old man, something about it charmed her.

Either way, she had two options, and it hadn’t gotten by me that she was still borrowing Peyton’s car when she visited Clementine, which means she hadn’t told O’Shea about us yet. I hadn’t pressed the issue, either. And now in light of the fact that Tommy might not have been yanking my chain after all, it was probably best she didn’t tell him about me.

For now.

It would more than likely just piss him off.

But Elle had a point. She didn’t see O’Shea as a killer, so if Tommy was right, there had to be more to all of this.

I put the car in drive and took off.

The house in Dorchester Heights had belonged to my grandfather for more years than I’d been alive. With its small front porch, narrow driveway, detached garage, and side door that got used more than the front, I wondered if my old man would keep it now that Gramps wasn’t around, or sell it and move somewhere else.

Maybe even out of this godforsaken town.

Something felt different when I walked into my old man’s kitchen. The memories of what had happened here would never truly fade from my memory, but with Tommy gone, I felt like I could breathe.

A huge burden had been lifted from my shoulders. Not only was Elle no longer in danger—from Tommy, anyway—but my old man was free. No more mob ties that bound him.

“Pop!” I yelled, walking toward the family room, where I expected to see him horizontal on the couch watching sports highlights.

Perfectly groomed hair, wearing a pair of jeans and a Red Sox T-shirt, my old man appeared on the landing of the stairs. “Logan, what are you doing here?”

Freedom seemed to be good for him.

I raised a brow. “Came to bend your ear. Where are you going?”

His grin was wide. “At the last minute your uncle Hunter somehow snagged two tickets to opening day at Fenway.”

“Is he here? I didn’t see his car.”

My father looked at his watch. “Should be here any minute.”

“That’s awesome,” I beamed.

He was tucking in his shirt as he came down. “Do you want to come? I’m sure we can get you a ticket. The scalpers will be out in full force today.”

I plopped down on the couch. “No, I’m good. But is it okay if I hang out here?”

“Yeah, no problem. What did you want to talk about?”

Everything about him was so calm, I didn’t want to ruin that by bringing up Tommy or the threat of a possible underground gang. “Cars. I wanted to discuss cars. Elle needs to get one soon. You get your license reinstated in a couple of weeks, right?”

The smile on his face made me feel like he was going to be okay. “That’s right. May first, and you no longer have to be my driver.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “It’s about fucking time,” I joked.

“What are you thinking?”

My brow creased.

“About a car for Elle. Any thoughts on make or model?” he asked.

Beep. Beep.

He grabbed his wallet. “That’s Hunter.”

“Go, we can talk about this later.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, there’s no rush.”

“Do you want to run out and say hi to your uncle?”

I shook my head. “No, you guys go on. I’ll catch him next time.”

My father looked at me as if he knew I was lying about something. “How about dinner tomorrow?”

“Can’t, I’m taking Elle to New York for the weekend. We won’t be back until Monday night.”

Beep. Beep.

“I think that’s a great idea. The last couple of weeks have been difficult on us all. Relax, son, and try to have fun. I’ll talk to you when you get back.”

I gave him a nod. “Oh, hey, one more thing. What’s that guy’s name over at Tobey’s Automotive you use to tune up the Porsche?”

“Dwayne. Why, is something wrong with it?”

Beep. Beep.

“There’s a hum in the engine that sounds off. I want to see if he can look at it today before I leave.”

He was halfway out the door. “I’ll give him a call.” He glanced toward the driveway. “Where’s it at?”

“Elle’s. I drove her to work.”

His spare set of keys to the car was on the hook near the door and he grabbed it. “I’ll stop by the garage now. I’m sure he’ll be able to send someone over to her place to pick it up this morning and have it done by the end of the day.”

“That would be great.”

Beep. Beep.

“He’s an impatient motherfucker.”

“Like his younger brother.” I grinned.

My old man gave me a shake of his head and then he was out the door.

It was strange not telling him about Tommy, but there was time. I would call him once the news was released, which depending on the circumstances could be as late as next week. But for now, he could use the peace and quiet. For the first time in over twelve years he wasn’t bogged down with the life of the Blue Hill Gang, and I just wasn’t going to pull him back into all the shit. Especially with my uncle Hunter in town. He had kept his distance from that life and preferred to be kept completely out of the loop.

The remote was beside me. I clicked the television on and turned the channel to World News. Stretching my feet out on the coffee table as I caught up on what was happening in the world outside of Boston, my mind started to free itself of everything that was threatening to swallow me whole.

Just as the haze of mindlessness settled in, there was a knock on the kitchen door.

“Come in,” I called.

Keys hit the counter. “Where are you?”

“Family room.”

Miles strode in and Declan right behind him.

Declan, wearing torn jeans and leather braided bracelets, waited for me to move my feet to let him pass.

“Finally ready to do this as a team?” Miles asked, taking a seat in the chair my father always sat in.

I sat up straight. “Yeah, I am, but why do you want to help me?” I asked them both.

“That’s what friends do,” Declan said.

“I want to see justice served,” Miles replied.

“Right. A little too emotional,” I joked, then laughed.

“So what’s the plan?” Declan asked.

“Flush the Priest out.”

“How?”

I looked toward Miles. “You must know some cops looking for him.”

The grin on Miles’s face was wide. “Oh, they’re looking for him. The guys on the beat tell me they’ve definitely been hearing rumblings of emerging underground activity and they’re looking to squash it. It seems Blue Hill’s downfall is leaving the city wide open and they’re worried.”

My brows popped. “Any of them say whether it’s coming from the men in Patrick’s old crowd? The former Dorchester Heights Gang members?”

Miles crossed his leg over his knee. “Nope. The gang was small and no one has names. The only name they’ve heard on the streets is the Priest.”

Declan kicked back and put his arms behind his neck. “Let me ask my old man. He’ll remember who was involved.”

“You sure he’ll tell you?” I asked as I stood. “He’s been out of it for so long.”

“He’ll tell me.”

I gave him a nod.

“Get me the names, I’ll slide them over to the BPD and let them look into it.”

We all nodded.

Declan shifted in his seat. “Moving forward. I just don’t get why Patrick would have his own son killed unless he stood to benefit somehow. I mean, I know he’s a heartless bastard, but he kept Tommy as his number two for all this time, even through all of his fuck-ups. So why now?”

Miles shook his head in agreement. “I’m with you. Why? It’s true we all know Patrick didn’t keep Tommy around for his brains. He fucked up time after time, each train wreck worse than the last, so how is it Tommy stealing money and selling drugs under Patrick’s nose is any bigger of a crime?”

“A life for a life,” I muttered.

“What’d you say?” Miles asked, his ears perking.

“A life for a life. It’s the code on the street.”

Declan shot to his feet. “That’s it. Patrick had to have given up his son as retribution.”

I started to pace. “But for whose death?”

“That’s what we have to find out. If we find out who has Patrick by the balls, who Patrick gave his son up for, we’ll be one step closer to uncovering this entire mess.”

“You think it could be the Priest?” Miles asked.

“I do, except he has to be relatively new in town. I don’t see him having the pull to get Patrick to agree to off his own son.” Glancing out the window at the clouds that had started to take dark form in the sky, I hated to rain on their parade. “Then again, what if Patrick simply ordered the hit on Tommy for the drug deals he was making behind his back? What if that’s all there was to it?”

Miles was shaking his head. “We talked about this. It makes no sense.”

“I agree,” Declan added.

“Okay, I agree too. So what next?”

Miles pointed at me. “You lay low. You’ve caused enough chaos on the streets. Playing off of the life-for-a-life thing, let me ask around and see if anyone of importance was one of the Blue Hill Gang’s victims. Coming from me, no one will question it. Coming from you, it might just get you killed.”

I conceded. He had a point. I had gotten in a little over my head. “What about O’Shea?” I asked.

“Seems clean. Can’t find anything linking him to his wife’s disappearance before her murder.”

“And Tommy? Any solid links to Lizzy or O’Shea?” I asked.

“Well, we know she worked at Lucy’s. As for Tommy’s claim that Lizzy and him were an item, nothing solid to prove that other than the tape where we saw them together at the hotel.”

Declan cleared his throat.

“You got something?” I asked him.

“Not much, but I talked to a few guys who’ve gone to Lucy’s for years. One remembers her from about two years ago. He said, and I quote, she was a chick who really knew how to suck his dick in the backroom. Another dude said he thinks he remembers seeing Tommy with her more than any of the other girls but when he paid her a hundred to blow him under the table, Tommy was cool with it. Anyway, if Tommy was tapping Lizzy, he didn’t mind her blowing others while he was hitting it.”

“Maybe they weren’t together. Maybe he lied,” I noted.

“Either way, he sounds like a real scum bag,” Miles remarked.

“Did either of the guys you talked to know O’Shea?” I asked Declan.

“Not sure; I didn’t ask. What are you thinking?”

“Maybe he had met Lizzy before he represented her on that pro-bono prostitution charge, like at a strip club, and that’s the connection between the three of them. I mean I’m really reaching here.”

“Like maybe at Lucy’s?”

I was leaning against the wall. “Exactly.”

“Let me check into it,” Miles said as he rose to his feet.

Declan was already in the doorway. “Let’s get together Tuesday and go through everything again. See if we can come up with anything new.”

“Sure. Let’s talk to Frank, too. He was around in the Dorchester Heights Gang days. Molly’s, Tuesday at seven?” I suggested.

“It’s a plan,” Declan said.

“Sounds good,” said Miles.

I followed the two of them out to the kitchen. After they left, I stood there for a bit, listening for ghosts.

None.

I pulled my wallet out of my pocket and took the newspaper clipping of Emily’s death I kept there from it. It was time to let that go. I crumpled it and threw it in the trash.

With a deep breath, I thought about whether I should be kicking a possible hornet’s nest. Tommy was gone and nothing around me showed signs of upheaval. Yet, there was something about O’Shea that had nagged me from the moment I laid eyes on him.

My gramps, too.

Blanchet aside, that was reason enough to dig further.

But not today.

Today was a day of celebration. With the threat of Tommy no longer hanging over us, it felt like a fresh start for Elle and me.

Hopping back in my truck, I decided to go to the bank and get that ring my gramps wanted me to have. I didn’t know when I’d give it to Elle, but I wanted to have it cleaned and sized so when the time was right, it would be ready.

I hightailed it back to Elle’s place first to get the key out of the silver box. I’d told Elle about the box but not the key. And like my grandfather, I didn’t go to much trouble to hide the box. It had always worked for him. While I was there, I picked up my shit that was all over her room. Elle had been cool about it, but it was time to get my laundry done. While I was at it, I also packed a few things for the weekend. I didn’t need much since we’d be staying at my apartment.

My apartment.

I needed to figure out what to do with it.

My current financial status dictated that I should sell it, which didn’t bother me. It wasn’t like I was attached to it or anything. It was nice, though. Located in a ritzy, white-glove building directly across the street from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, it was prime real estate. The problem was my grandfather owned the building and he had insisted that I live there, which meant I bought it for next to nothing. I wasn’t sure what he’d think about me selling it.

Then again, he was much cooler with the news of my leave of absence from the Ryan Corporation than I thought he would be. I think he was finally coming to understand I preferred working on my own. I have no idea what brought about his change of heart, but I accepted it at face value and figured it was time to terminate my employment now that I knew I’d be staying in Boston.

Although Elle and I really hadn’t discussed where I’d reside, I knew she wouldn’t leave Clementine, which meant either I moved to Boston or our relationship turned long distance. The thought of not seeing her every day twisted my gut and the answer to where I would live was an easy one—anywhere she was.

After I shoved everything in the back of the Rover, I jumped in and headed for the bank. The dark clouds had multiplied and there was no doubt rain was coming.

For some reason it made me think about the first night I met Elle. It was raining and she was so wet when she walked into Molly’s. Even then I thought she looked beautiful. Exquisite may be a better word. There wasn’t anything about her that didn’t make me want to give her as much of myself as I possibly could.

Just as the rain started to pound the pavement, something in my rearview mirror grabbed my attention. Someone was following me. My mindless driving had me looking around, trying to figure out where the fuck I was.

I hadn’t been paying attention.

Okay, I was on a small side street, just having crossed over Dorchester Avenue. With another glance in my rearview mirror, I saw flashing blue lights. The sound of the siren immediately followed.

Fuck, how fast was I going? I hadn’t been paying attention.

I pulled over and then yanked open the glove box to retrieve my insurance card. As I was reaching for my wallet, I noticed another cop car pull behind the one already parked.

Suspicion started to loom.

The rain was falling, and as one officer got out of the first car in his rain gear, another leaned out, holding a transmitter in his hand. “Get out of the car with your hands up.”

Fuck me. Not this again.

Slowly, I opened the door and heard my sneakers squishing in the water as I stepped away from the car and turned around. It wasn’t Blanchet’s goon squad, though, like I thought it might be. These cops were from Patrick’s neighborhood, which meant more than likely they were on Patrick’s payroll.

Fuck me.

The officers approached me and this time there was no pretense. “Logan McPherson, you’re under arrest.”

“What for?” I yelled over the drowning sound of the rain.

“Aiding and abetting a known felon with possible terrorist ties.”

Cuffs were being slapped on me before I could even draw a breath to think. “What are you talking about?”

The cop from the second car got out and strode over toward us. He popped the hatch to the back of the Rover. “Call impound and have them pick up the vehicle.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

No answer.

One was in front of me. Another one behind me. The third was now inside the Rover. “I got a weapon,” he said.

“It’s registered,” I bit out.

“Move it,” the one from behind drawled.

Sandwiched between two of them, I was being shoved toward the police car. “You have to read me my rights.”

“Law enforcement has the ability to question suspected terrorists without immediately providing Miranda warnings when the interrogation is reasonably prompted by immediate concern for the safety of the public . . .”

I struggled against the hold on me. My legs stopped moving. My body became rigid. My shoulders squared.

No. No. No.

This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening.

I started to dig my heels in. That’s when I saw the baton. Felt it against my rib cage, my thighs, my back, and then my legs. The one cop kept speaking. The second cop was now dragging me to the car.

They could keep me in isolation for a prolonged period of time by marking me as a potential terrorist. Twenty-four, forty-eight, or even seventy-two hours wouldn’t be blinked upon.

Up to three days I could be MIA.

Elle.

Elle.

What would she think?

Oh, God! Fuck no.

“You have to let me make a call,” I pleaded.

Their laughter was loud and the echo of it carried over the rain.

There weren’t going to let me do shit.

At that point I tuned out.

I knew the law. I knew what this meant. The only way to gain latitude when it came to Miranda Rights was for the DEA to have turned to the FBI.

The DEA knew. Somehow they knew I’d moved the cocaine. They had to.

And now they’d involved the FBI.

I was fucked on so many levels.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

ELLE

The clock on the wall read six twenty.

It wasn’t like Logan to not call if he was going to be late. I pushed the door open and stood outside. Time passed slowly as I gazed around. At the sidewalk that was wet from the rainstorm that had just passed. At the spring leaves that blew in the cool breeze and stuck to the ground. At the birds singing in the sky.

When the streetlights switched on to illuminate the impending dusk, I glanced at the time again.

Six forty.

A dark and terrible thought pushed to the front of my mind as I pressed end on the call I’d just made. It was something my mother had always said, and it had been in my mind ever since Killian’s death.

Things come in threes.

Was this the third?

One last time I tried to call him, but Logan’s phone was still going directly to voicemail. I left a short message: “Logan, it’s me. I’m going to go ahead and walk home. In case we miss each other, meet me there.”

I could call Peyton and ask her to come back and pick me up, but the walk to my townhouse was short and I hoped it would help unravel the unease I was feeling in the pit of my stomach. I refused to think the way my mind was headed. Logan and I had simply crossed wires. Miscommunicated. He was probably at my house waiting for me and hadn’t realized his phone had died.

Yet, deep within, I knew that wasn’t the case. He was always beside his phone. Always answered every single one of my calls.

Nonetheless, I pushed that aside until I couldn’t any longer.

As soon as I turned the corner onto my street, I noticed the Porsche was gone. Picking up the pace, I started to run down the street. I felt like it was Charlie all over again. Charlie was my first love. The only person I had said “I love you” to besides Logan. At the time I was young and naïve, and I mistakenly thought love conquered all.

I learned the hard way—that couldn’t be farther from the truth.

 

Charlie and I were inseparable.

We were such a perfect pair with such similar interests.

We’d been living together for a while when one day, he came home and announced, “My family is coming to visit.”

I was shocked. “When?”

“Next month. They’re going to adore you, love.”

Nervousness was the only thing I felt for the next week. When I came home from work one night, out of the blue, he started talking about marriage.

Marriage? Was this because of his family coming?

I felt sick. I couldn’t discuss marriage until he knew everything about me. “Charlie,” I interrupted as he was going on about how perfect we were for each other.

“Yes, love,” he said.

“I have something to tell you.”

Right then and there, with no preparation at all, I was forced to tell him I was unable to have children.

Charlie did his best to accept that hard truth but as the weeks passed leading to his family’s arrival, I could tell he wasn’t doing well processing the information. He was from a large family and I had come to learn he, too, wanted a large family.

All talk of marriage had ceased and he began to pull away from me. More time passed and we were no longer inseparable. I had thought about ending things before he eventually did, but I just couldn’t. I didn’t want to be alone, so I held on to hope. Hope that I shouldn’t have had.

Three days before his family was to arrive, I had to go out of town. It was a Wednesday and I had to travel from Paris to Monaco. The back-to-back meetings and seven-hour commute had me returning just in time to meet them on Saturday. But by some stroke of luck, on Friday morning I had finished my work and decided to hop on an earlier train.

Feeling stressed about our relationship, I knew Charlie and I needed to spend some time together and just talk before his family arrived, so I stopped at the store and bought what I needed to make a nice dinner. My arms were loaded with bags when I burst open the door to our flat and found it practically empty. Everything that Charlie had brought into our relationship was gone, and so was he. He’d left a note on the counter that said, I’m sorry. I just can’t.

 

Approaching my townhouse, it felt like déjà vu as I reached my door and swung it open. “Logan!” I yelled.

There was no answer.

I knew there wouldn’t be. The Rover wasn’t parked out front and the Porsche was gone. Still, who knew? Maybe something had changed.

Hopeful, I hurried up the stairs and into my room. “Logan,” I said hoarsely.

There was no answer.

That’s when I knew there wasn’t ever going to be one. His things that had been scattered around the room for weeks were gone. I’d told him the truth about myself and like Charlie, he couldn’t handle it and had packed up and left.

“Logan,” I whispered, and crumpled to my knees.

No tears fell, though. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew this was how things would end for us. There was no other way. Love really never would conquer all.

My father hadn’t talked much about the future with me, but he had told me I’d end up alone. Taking charge of my own life, I’d set that course all by myself, but then with Logan, things had changed and I thought maybe my father had been wrong. In that regard, he wasn’t.

That horrid memory started to materialize.

 

Huge and overpowering, he stood at my bedside. “I begged your mother not to go through with this, Gabrielle. I knew you weren’t a strong enough match. We should have waited for your sister to be cleared.”

“No, we couldn’t wait. The doctors all said time was running out.”

“Nonsense, they didn’t know what they were talking about. Your mother was doing fine. She would have held in there. She was tough, like me.”

He was delusional. Had he always been?

I think he refused to see my mother’s physical weaknesses. “You’re wrong,” I dared to say out loud.

His eyes narrowed on me and his jaw twitched. “No, Gabrielle, you were wrong for agreeing to do this. For encouraging your mother. It was selfish of you to want to take your sister’s place. Now, your mother is dead and I’ll be stuck with you forever.”

His words stung, but I kept on. “It wasn’t about me. She was my mother and I loved her. I only wanted her to get better.”

“And she was my wife.”

Anger roiled in my gut. He’d said that as if it trumped anything I’d said. “She was just another one of your soldiers. Someone to command. You never loved her,” I spat.

He grabbed my chin and jerked it toward him, slapping me hard. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You should have listened to me. And because you didn’t, she’s gone and you have no future. Don’t you see? No man will want you now.”

Although frightened, I wouldn’t let him see it. Instead, I jerked away. Even with tears in my eyes I refused to look anywhere but at him. In his face I saw many things, and I think he might have even had a tear in his own eye. We stared at each other until that one tear slid down his cheek. When I finally looked away, I wondered whether he was crying over my mother being gone or being stuck with me.

It was the only tear I ever saw him shed.

 

The shrill ring of my phone startled me. Tiny flicks of hope bloomed beneath my skin as I practically skidded for the purse that I’d thrown onto my bed. Fumbling to get it out, I couldn’t help but think I had been wrong about Logan. My hands were shaking as I looked at the screen. The name Michael, not Logan, was what flashed before me. And just like that, all of my hope diminished. But then, what had I thought? That it was Logan, and even though he’d cleared out of my life, he’d miraculously changed his mind?

And what, that I was going to be okay with that?

The thought weakened my knees because yes, I would have been.

“Hello,” I answered as I sat on the still tangled sheets where Logan and I had lain a mere twelve hours ago.

“Elle, hey, are you home?”

Five seconds of silence.

“Elle?”

I composed myself as best I could. “Yes, I am.”

“Great. I just picked Clementine up from Erin’s and she’s been asking for you.”

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?”

“Where’s Heidi?”

“I thought I told you. She quit. She was moving her things out today and I thought it would be best if we weren’t around.”

Concern for Clementine made my chest tighten. “Why? What happened?”

“It just wasn’t working out. The live-in thing isn’t for me. I have someone new starting Monday. I know it’s last minute, but it is Saturday. Any chance you haven’t eaten yet and would like to come over for a late dinner? We can talk about it then.”

The rain had kept me from taking Clementine on our Friday afternoon walk so I hadn’t seen her since Wednesday, and I did miss her. Besides, getting out of here wouldn’t be a bad idea. I tried to control the tremble in my voice. “As a matter of fact, I haven’t eaten. Dinner sounds great.” I had absolutely no appetite, but I did have a need to see Clementine. She was the only stable thing in my life.

“I’m about ten minutes away from your place. I can pick you up.”

“That would be great. I’ll be ready.”

“And Elle, if you haven’t arranged to purchase a new vehicle yet, you can take the Mercedes back until you do.”

Although I knew better than to rely on anyone but myself, I also knew right now that I shouldn’t turn it down. “I’d really appreciate that, Michael, but this time I promise it won’t be for long.”

My hands were still shaking when I hung up the phone. Heartbroken, I absolutely hated what was happening in my life right now. It felt out of control. For so long, it hadn’t been. For so long, it had been just the way I’d planned it. Right now, I felt like that teen under my father’s rule—lost and alone.

Soon enough I’d have saved enough money to make a down payment on a car and could stop relying on other people. Depending on others never ended well.

How had I ever allowed myself to become dependent on Logan? I was stronger than that.

Moving quickly to avoid letting my feelings take over, I hurried downstairs and grabbed some clean clothes out of the laundry room. I think I was in a state of shock over Logan leaving me, because what should have been sorrow was beginning to feel more like rage.

When Charlie left me I had been sad. Right now I was mad.

Coward!

I’d thought I knew Logan. I’d thought he was different. That he really, truly loved me. Me. But I had been wrong.

Staying away from here for a couple of days would probably be best. And I knew Michael wouldn’t mind. If I were alone, I didn’t know what I’d do. Thoughts of hunting Logan down and telling him how I felt were top on the list, though. His father’s and Molly’s were two more-than-likely places he’d be. But a psycho ex-girlfriend was nothing I wanted to be.

No, I’d leave things the way he did.

Silent and broken.

Tossing some extra clothes into a bag was all I needed to do. I’d left toiletries at Michael’s from my nights of staying over before Logan.

Beep. Beep.

Compartmentalizing my anguish was something I knew how to do well. I drew in a breath and headed for the door. Whenever I went to Michael’s I had to leave Logan behind, and this time would be no different.

The cool night air felt good on my skin but as I walked toward Michael’s car, I just couldn’t let go of Logan. I told myself to squelch the sadness that was looming over me. He was gone. The faster I could accept that, the better off I’d be. Still, I couldn’t help but remember how I thought he was different. How I thought he loved me in a way no one ever had.

That our love could conquer anything.

Mindlessly, I opened the door.

“Mommy!” Clementine shrieked as soon as she saw me.

All things Logan disappeared as panic set in. With my heart in my throat, my eyes darted to Michael.

He was shaking his head. “Clementine, Daddy told you, that’s Auntie Elle. Your mommy’s in heaven.”

“Mommy,” she called again, waiting for me to turn around and greet her.

My eyes were still on Michael as I got in and closed the door. “She keeps referring to you that way. I’m sorry, but I don’t know how to get her to stop.”

It was odd, but a feeling of relief coursed through me and I turned around. “Hi, silly girl.” I clutched her kicking foot. “I missed you. How are you today?”

Sputtering sounds escaped her throat and my broken heart felt a little more whole at the pure excitement this little girl felt at seeing me.

She was what I needed.

Michael pulled away and a piece of my heart was left on the curb.

“So how’s business?” he asked. “We haven’t talked much lately. It’s keeping you pretty busy, I take it.”

The boutique was the other bright spot in my life. “Business is booming. I can’t believe how people have taken to the idea of the finest things in life. To be honest, I’m having a hard time keeping the shelves stocked. I’m trying to buy up as much inventory as I can.”

The rain started up again and he took the corner with caution. “Not a bad problem to have.”

Everything with Michael seemed more at ease tonight. Our conversations were slowly getting easier with each passing day, like they had been before that night that changed everything. The night he, in the most roundabout way, told me that if I didn’t help him I’d be banned from Clementine’s life. Stress had a way of impacting people, though, and maybe he hadn’t meant it the way it came across. He was obviously worried about his daughter. And for good reason. Understanding that, and even though I knew I had to stay on my guard, I was happy things felt more back to normal.

“What do you think?” he asked as he pulled into his garage.

I blinked, realizing I’d tuned him completely out for most of the ride.

He laughed. “I thought I lost you somewhere on the highway. I was talking about dinner. I picked up everything I need to make chicken stir-fry.”

I raised an impressed brow. “You’re cooking?”

“Yeah, it’s been a while since I turned the stove on and I felt it was time. Erin fed Clementine, so if you want to give her a bath and put her down, I’ll start chopping.”

Something felt off about this. I hoped this wasn’t a date and I’d misconstrued what he’d meant by dinner. Grabbing a bite to eat was one thing, but Michael cooking for me felt like something else.

“Elle, are you sure everything is okay?”

I plastered a smile on my face. “Yes, it was just a long day. That’s all.”

“If you’re too tired, I can take care of Clementine.”

Realizing it sounded like I didn’t want to, I spoke quickly. “No, I’d love to put her to bed.”

He opened his door. “Great, I’ll grab the groceries. You grab her.”

Before he questioned my behavior anymore, I did as he said.

Whenever Clementine spent the day at Erin’s, she came home exhausted. Nap time there was spotty, and she was used to getting her full two hours each and every day. Without complaint she let me give her a quick bath. She usually liked to play in the water, but not tonight. Within twenty minutes we were in the rocker in her pink fairy-decorated room and I was reading her Goodnight Moon.

The sparkle on the walls was supposed to look like fairy dust and every time I was in here, I wondered if my sister had come up with the idea. In a way, it looked like dandelion weeds blowing in the wind. I’d never asked Michael about it. Sharing that part of my past was too intimate. I already knew he was very unaware of what Lizzy’s and my childhood was like because when I first arrived in Boston, he asked me if my parents had heard from my sister. Lizzy hadn’t even told him our mother had died.

“And good night to Clementine,” I said, putting our special spin on it as I tried to reel in my scattered thoughts.

She clapped.

Closing the last page of the book, I hugged her tightly. “I love you,” I told her.

She wrapped her little arms around me in a hug that melted me. She was what I needed to help ease the ever-growing gap in my chest. Logan’s abandonment of me was starting to settle in, the anger wearing off, and grief becoming a screaming wound opening deeper and deeper.

After a long while, I brought her to her crib and settled her beneath a blanket. “Good night, sweet girl,” I whispered and kissed her, not once, but twice.

Her eyes were closed before I even backed away from the crib and I had an overwhelming urge to go bury myself under the covers and go to bed myself, but I knew I couldn’t.

Quietly, I tiptoed down the hallway. The house was old, but all the rooms had been remodeled with a distinguished elegance. Michael had owned the house for a few years and although I’d never asked, I was certain it had been decorated before my sister moved in. With its parquet wood floors, white walls, and different shades of blues throughout, it looked like something out of Martha’s Vineyard.

My sister had been more wild child. The sixties “peace, love, not war” was her philosophy. Her drug use went along with her disposition. It was just who she was. How she rebelled, I used to think, but maybe it was more how she coped.

As I passed Heidi’s former room, something about its disarray caught my attention. This room had navy drapes and a white bedspread with blue doves embroidered all over it. It was typically kept neat, as was every room in the house. Today it was anything but. The bed was unmade and the blue-and-white striped carpet was thrown back. I found that strange.

Inside the room, it was apparent that Heidi had left in a hurry. The drawers were all pulled open. And as I glanced around, everything seemed slightly disheveled—not just the rug or the dressers, or the bed, but the closet door was wide open, with hangers on the floor.

I kicked the rug back into place, and that’s when I saw a yellow piece of paper in the wastebasket. It was from the type of pad Michael used all the time. With a quick glance behind me to make certain I was still alone, I uncrumpled it. It read, Pick one. Below those words was a web address: www.evanmarks.com.

That was all.

I’d never heard of the site.

Didn’t know what it meant.

But I’d seen the words before in Michael’s ex-secretary’s drawer.

I was curious and continued to glance around looking for something else.

Footfalls on the stairs alerted me that Michael was coming up. Tossing the paper back into the trash, I began to straighten the bed.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

I pretended to be startled and grabbed my chest. “Oh, you scared me. Sorry, my OCD kicked in. Heidi seems to have left a mess. I thought I’d straighten up a bit.”

Michael stepped inside the room and glanced around.

My heart was pounding.

His eyes landed on me, and for a moment I thought he might have seen how perplexed I was by the way Heidi had cleared her things out, but then he shoved a drawer closed. “She wasn’t the neatest houseguest.”

I tugged the corner of the bedspread. “No, she wasn’t.”

He was behind me, his arms around me reaching for the spread. “Another reason she didn’t work out,” he whispered in my ear.

I smelled liquor on his breath. Images of my father came to mind, and I tried not to shudder as I ducked out from under his body and made my way to the other side of the bed to straighten it.

Michael walked toward the door and stopped just short of it. He held out his hand. “Come on, dinner’s ready.”

After a few seconds of silence, I stepped toward the dresser, not him. “Let me just finish.”

He let his extended hand drop. “Traci will take care of this mess when she comes on Monday. You know she lives for cleaning.”

Even though I forced myself to laugh, he wasn’t wrong. Traci, Michael’s housekeeper, certainly did love to clean. She spent more time here than she needed to. I think she preferred to be here during the day than at home. Her husband worked long hours and she was home alone a lot.

Michael stood at the door and waited for me to pass him. As soon as I did, he closed the door behind me. “Did she go down okay?”

The hallway was wide. Shaped like a square, it had six doors. Four were for the bedrooms, each with its own bathroom; another led to the attic, and the last to a terrace that overlooked the backyard. I glanced toward Clementine’s room. “She was exhausted. Poor little thing fell right to sleep.”

“I thought she might. Erin didn’t give her much of a nap.” His hand went to the small of my back as he guided me toward the stairs I needed no help locating.

Each step I took, it remained in place. By the time I got to the first step, I considered grasping the doorknob to the attic because the walls were beginning to blend into the floors. I wondered how much longer I could hold my breath.

The answer came soon enough when his hands shifted. “You feel so tight.”

My breath was still in my lungs.

His fingers began massaging into the knots that had to be spreading throughout my entire back by now. This was the time to tell him to please keep his hands off me. That I wasn’t interested in him in any way other than as a friend. Yet, I knew I had to be careful. Do it with tact. He held my future with his daughter in those hands.

“Michael,” I tossed over my shoulder, very unsure of what I was going to say and how I was going to tell him that not only was my heart in a thousand shattered pieces right now, but I wasn’t the least bit attracted to him.

The smell of something burning wafted through the air and had him rushing by. “Shit, I must have left the rice on.”

Relief whooshed through me.

I was wrong—things weren’t back to normal between us.

A very unsavory feeling struck when I began to fear this might just be the new normal.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

DAY 32

LOGAN

It was hard not to wonder what would have happened.

If I hadn’t gone to the beach that day twelve years ago, if Emily hadn’t looked so innocent wearing shorts and a T-shirt when all the other girls were wearing bikinis, if I would have left when the guys wanted to leave, or if I would have just listened to them and not gone after her.

The problem was, in the parallel version of my life, everything would be different. I probably would have ended up like most of the guys I went to prep school with, James excluded. Unhappily married with two small kids, having dreams about girls on their knees and blow jobs that never came, and then waking up next to a Stepford wife in training who closed her vagina after her last pregnancy.

In this alternate future, I wouldn’t be sitting here staring up at the green-painted steel frame of an empty bunk in a place that smelled like perspiration and disinfectant for two fucking nights wondering about what might have been.

I also wouldn’t have met Elle.

So fuck the might-have-beens.

Deal with it, McPherson, I found myself saying. I was talking to myself now. But then again I had no idea how long they were going to keep me, and I had to find a way to keep my sanity because I really felt like I was going insane.

It’s not as if I didn’t know the law inside and out. I was well aware of my rights. None of that mattered in here, though. I was stuck with no communication to the outside world and no one knew where the fuck I was. I was about ready to lose my mind. I wanted to claw my way out of here so I could get to Elle. I couldn’t even think about what must be going through her head.

The South Bay House of Correction was a place I’d been to almost as many times as the Nashua Street Jail, yet I never knew they had an isolation wing for possible terrorist-linked inmates.

And here I sat.

Minutes ticked by.

Hours.

Days.

It had to be Monday morning by now. How much longer were they going to keep me here? The weekend was one thing, but how could they keep me under wraps during the week? Then again, I was in isolation in some unknown wing God knew where deep within the prison walls.

I closed my eyes and tried to push the ache in my heart out of my mind. I had to think. Use my head to get them to let me use a phone. Bribe the guards if I had to. Patrick’s goon squad had to be off duty by now. I might have a chance with a new crew.

“McPherson,” one of the guards called as he opened the door. “Get up.”

I did. I was done resisting. It wasn’t getting me anywhere.

Sure enough, new guards had taken over and none of them seemed to know or care who I was. They were just doing their job. I did the best I could to be whatever the hell it was I was supposed to be.

I was led down a hall, through a number of doors, around a corner, and through another door. It had taken two days, but I was finally sitting in the attorney’s room. The problem with this little scenario is that I had yet to be allowed to make a phone call.

A quick glance in the mirrored window told me I looked like shit. I ran a hand over the top of my head. The sons of bitches in processing decided to shave it before taking my mug shot. The ones in holding complained I was mouthing back, so my black eye was owed to that. But none of that mattered. What mattered was the tightness I felt in my chest because I hadn’t been able to contact Elle. She’d told me she was unable to have kids, and in truth, I didn’t see that as the end of the world, but I knew she saw it as a failure. And then I up and disappeared on her. I couldn’t imagine what she must be thinking. Actually, I could, and that’s why I couldn’t breathe. She probably thought I’d abandoned her. And there was nothing I could do about it.

The very thought was enough to bring me to my knees.

My gaze shifted around. Here I sat in my wrinkled orange jumpsuit, handcuffed, waist chained, and shackled around the ankles, waiting for someone to grace me with his or her presence. The million-dollar question was—who was it going to be?

FBI?

DEA?

Someone else entirely?

Voices carried down the hall. Someone was shouting at someone else. It was a female voice I heard getting louder.

Suddenly, the door burst open and the she-devil herself came waltzing in. She had a suit on, and her trademark red heels, but her face wasn’t plastered in that frown she always wore.

Today, she looked genuinely pissed. “Get those off him,” she barked.

Two cops came scurrying in and unlocked the chains and undid the cuffs.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said to me, looking truly upset.

I shrugged. “Want to tell me what this is all about?”

“Out,” she ordered the two cops who were now standing beside me.

“Ma’am, protocol calls for us to stay with the prisoner.”

She narrowed her eyes at them. “If you don’t want me to put your balls in an envelope and mail them home to your wife, you’ll leave us alone. Now!”

They were out of the room in two seconds flat.

Agent Meg Blanchet with her red hair, red nails, and red shoes came and sat across from me. “I gave the orders on Friday for you to be placed under surveillance and then picked up Monday morning for questioning. The local cops assigned to tail you saw you packing your vehicle. They thought you were fleeing the country, so they picked you up Saturday.”

“I wasn’t fleeing. I was going to New York City for the weekend.”

“Not that I don’t believe you, but how do you explain the wire transfer of over five million dollars into one of your accounts?”

My brows popped. “My maternal grandfather must have released my trust fund.”

Dark brown eyes looked unexpectedly amused. “Well, whatever the purpose of the transfer, since there was no passport found in your possession, I don’t believe you were planning on fleeing the country. Unfortunately, an error in the chain of command delayed my notification that you had been detained.”

My anger was well past any explanation. “Tell me why I’m here and what this bullshit terrorist charge is about.”

“The terrorist threat charge had nothing to do with me. According to the local PD, a call was traced back to you. One in which you were threatening to burn the entire courthouse down if Flannigan didn’t get life behind bars.”

“When I was picked up, the officers claimed I was aiding and abetting a known terrorist. Now you’re saying I made a threat. Which bullshit claim is it?”

She shrugged. “Does it really matter?”

I shook my head. “No. I guess not. You know I’m smarter than that. Why would I ever do something so stupid?”

She held a hand up and ticked at her fingers. “Because Patrick had your grandfather killed and everyone is claiming he died of natural causes, even the facility he was living in. Because you were the one who arranged for the cover-up. Because you wanted vengeance.” She lowered her hand. “Any of those reasons could be why. Are you going to admit it?”

I pushed from the table and ignored her question. She fucking knew what I’d done, I didn’t have to admit it, and why the fuck did she care? I couldn’t have everyone investigating his death. And I couldn’t have Flannigan basking in the glory of Killian’s death. I wasn’t going to let him flex his power that way. “You know the terrorist charge is total bullshit. Those cops are on Flannigan’s payroll and just wanted to fuck with me.”

She pursed her lips. “Yes, unfortunately I’m afraid you might be right about that. I’m looking into it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Get me the fuck out of here then and I might not take down the whole fucking place with the lawsuit I’m going to shove so far up your ass, you’ll be lucky to be pushing paper behind some desk.”

Her grin was wicked as she slid a folder my way. “Take a seat and calm down. You’re not here for terrorism, but you are here for a very good reason.”

I didn’t sit, but I did open the folder.

She tapped her fingernails on the table. “I’m not going to beat around the bush, Logan. You’re our prime suspect in the murder of Elizabeth O’Shea. That’s why you’re here.”

My head jerked down. I hadn’t even read the first line of the report yet. I was having trouble wrapping my head around the pictures of Lizzy’s dead body spread out on the table. “What?”

“We’ve got your fingerprints on an item found at the crime scene. I have a statement from you claiming you never met Elizabeth O’Shea, and yet a mechanic has identified you as the man with Elizabeth O’Shea on March twenty-first when her car went into the shop.”

“Did he identify Elizabeth?”

“No, he said he’d met her inside a bar and it was too dark.”

Whatever. I started to list the other facts. “My fingerprints? On what?” I asked quietly, suddenly very concerned.

“A baby rattle. An elephant’s head.” She pointed to the folder. “It’s all in there.”

I slammed the folder down. “You know I didn’t kill her. Just like the terrorist charge, that’s not why I’m here. So what’s the real reason?”

She shook her head. “Believe it or not, Logan, what I think is irrelevant. It’s the evidence that tells the story, and the evidence in this case is very convincing.”

It would be easy enough to clear up the identification of Elizabeth with a few more photos. The messy part would be explaining why Elle was pretending to be her. And I didn’t want to bring her into this at all. I sat down. Not. One. Fucking. Bit. “What do you want?”

“I want to know where you got the drugs. Who had them before you moved them to Lucy’s.”

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

I knew it.

She knew.

Fierceness tightened my features. “I had nothing to do with that.”

She picked up the folder. “You and I both know that’s bullshit.”

I stared her in the eyes.

She opened the folder and pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to me.

I glanced at it. I knew I was looking at compounds, but what the values meant, I had no idea.

“You can keep that,” she said with a smile.

“What is it?”

“Evidence.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. Evidence for what?”

That smirk wasn’t fading. “To convict you of a felony. We found traces of an acidifier compound on the bags of cocaine that were picked up at Lucy’s, and traces of the same agent were found in your vehicle during a recent forensic search.”

My brows drew together in concentration. “An acidifier compound? What the hell are you talking about?”

The bricks of coke were in bags of salt.

“Flora Crystal Clear is what it’s called. It’s a salt compound used to increase the life of fresh-cut flowers.”

No fucking way.

A light bulb went on in my head at the same time a conversation I had with Killian presented itself in my mind.

 

“O’Shea, he’s Mickey the florist’s boy?”

“Yeah, that’s him. He’s an attorney.”

My gramps raised his brows. “And young O’Shea’s claiming he isn’t involved?”

“That’s what he told Pop, but I’m not so sure.”

Gramps shook his head. “I’m with you. Not sure I’d believe him.”

The tiredness in the back of my eyes faded at the realization I might be right. “Why do you say that?”

Shifting on the bed, he brought his large frame to the head and settled back. “I can’t say, really. It’s a feeling based on what I know of his old man. When Mickey O’Shea was a teenager, he was a small-timer hoping to hit it big. Always doing stupid things. I warned your father to stay away from him in school. And it was a good thing I did. At nineteen, Mickey did a five-year stretch for hijacking a fleet of trucks. His first big job and he gets caught right out of the gate. Fucking idiot. When he got out, he started up his own gang. Some shit went down with his wife and after that the gang folded. Lucky for him, his mother had passed and he took over her flower shop. He seemed to give up on making his fortune and settled for domestic life. Then his wife was killed in some gang-related crime and I haven’t heard his name since. But if the young O’Shea is anything like his old man was, he’s a dreamer hoping to hit it big the easy way.”

 

Holy fucking shit. Mickey O’Shea was the Priest, and that’s the connection to Michael O’Shea.

It has to be.

Holy.

Fucking.

Shit.

Blanchet eased her body forward on the table. “What is it?”

My enlightenment must have registered all over my face. “We’ve been missing a huge piece of the puzzle. The source of the drugs is the unknown. Right? The reason we haven’t been able to make heads or tails of this.”

“No shit. That was your job. Remember? We thought we’d get to the source the night the drugs just miraculously turned up outside a strip club.”

I ignored that comment. “If I tell you what I know, will you let me out of here?”

Doubt was written all over her face. She didn’t think I knew what I was talking about. “Depends if the info is good or not, McPherson.”

I had to trust it was, and also trust that she was going to let me out of there. I decided to keep the name “the Priest” to myself for now. It could be leverage for later. “Ever hear of Mickey O’Shea?”

She nodded.

“Then you know there was a time years ago that he operated his own gang.”

She looked bored. “I know the story. Small gang. Gang wars. It folded. Patrick branched out on his own after that.”

“Did you also know that he’s a florist?”

She tapped her pen on the table as if excited. “Go on.”

“This is just a theory. Other than the compound you mentioned, I have no proof. But what if he’s been trying to resurrect Patrick’s old gang . . . and what if he’s the source?”

That got her attention and she slowly nodded her head. “Why not his own gang?”

“Some kind of payback?”

“Very plausible lead, McPherson.”

That might have been a pat on the back. “Good. Now are you ready to drop the bullshit trumped-up murder charges?”

Her huff of laugher had to be admired. “You’re pushing it. I never said that.”

“Come on. You know it’s bullshit. It will take me all of two minutes out of this room to convince anyone I didn’t do it. Yeah, I was in Elizabeth’s O’Shea’s vehicle and I moved some things around; the rattle must have been one of them. And you know Elle Sterling was driving her sister’s vehicle. She was the woman with me that night. I didn’t lie. I never met Elizabeth O’Shea.”

She shrugged. “Then why worry about it?”

I narrowed my eyes and came clean. “I don’t want Elle involved.”

“Very admirable of you, Logan, but I’m afraid the law doesn’t work that way.”

My ability to remain calm was surprising even myself. “Look, there’s a much bigger picture here. You have Patrick Flannigan in custody for a long stretch, but that isn’t going to put an end to the mayhem in the streets. You need the source of the drugs. What I’m giving you, what I can give you if you let me out of here, will help you do that as well as bring down a possible gang that you weren’t even aware existed.”

Her lip twisted and I could tell she was hungry to dig into the information. “Okay, I admit the murder charges are bullshit.” She took a piece of paper from the folder and tore it in half. “And I’ll even let the small detail of similar compound traces on the drugs and in your car get buried.” She took another sheet of paper and stuck it in the middle of all the others in the folder. “For now.”

I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “This is what I can do . . .” I told her how I planned to get to the source. It was sketchy. I had to lay the whole thing out, but if it was Mickey O’Shea, and on the surface it looked like it was, how hard could it be? I knew Blanchet wasn’t going to be able to uncover the truth alone, and so did she. She didn’t have enough. Not yet. And she needed me. I had connections she would never have.

The clock on the wall read eight thirty when she slid the keys to the Rover my way. “You’re free to go.”

“Just like that?”

She shrugged. “You were never formally booked or charged. In fact, there is no record of you ever having been here. I’ve also already let the FBI know the terrorist charges couldn’t be validated.”

I shook my head in disgust.

“It’s a task force, Logan, that I’m in charge of. I have certain leeway not everyone has. And letting you go is one of the things I can do.”

I got to my feet.

“But, Logan,” her voice was stern, “don’t screw with me, because I may be new to Boston but I’m not new to the streets. I know what you did. The thing is, I can see the bigger picture, and in it, what you did is irrelevant. But that doesn’t mean I can’t and won’t bring you in and book your ass if the need arises.”

As I stood beside the door, all I could think about was Elle. I didn’t care about anything that had happened in here, and I didn’t care what the fuck the bigger picture was. There was time for that later.

All I needed right now was to get to Elle, so I calmly answered, “I understand,” and walked out the door.

Just like she said I could.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ELLE

Mary Poppins didn’t have anything on Mrs. R.

Rebecca Reeves was Clementine’s new nanny and I couldn’t be more pleased. Michael had broken the mold and hired an older, more experienced woman. She seemed completely competent in childcare and took charge right away.

Finally confident that Clementine was in good hands, I was packing my things to return home. My nerves over her care had gotten the best of me. She’d gone through three caregivers since I’d arrived in Boston and with the death of my sister, I wanted her to have some stability during her days.

Knowing that besides Michael, I might be the only anchor in her life, I’d spent Saturday and Sunday night here. Logan was never far from my thoughts, but with Clementine to occupy my time, my heartache didn’t seem so catastrophic.

Aside from the incident where Michael had put his hand on my back, nothing in his behavior the rest of the weekend had pushed me to feel the need to say anything to him about it.

Just as I was zipping up my bag, the house phone rang. “Hello,” I answered.

Michael had to leave unusually early for work and I had agreed to stay until the new nanny arrived so I could introduce her to Clementine. Things had gotten off to a great start and they were busy getting acquainted in the nursery.

“Elle, is that you?” The familiar voice shouted my name.

“Yes, is this Heidi?” I knew by the German accent that it was.

“Is Michael home?”

Michael? Not Mr. O’Shea. Interesting. “No, he left for work early.”

With a huff, she said, “I’m at his office and his secretary has informed me he won’t be in until later today.”

I set my bag down. “Can I help you with anything?”

She sighed. “I need my paycheck. I’ve been staying at a hostel, but I have to be out in a few days. Could you tell him to please leave it for me at his office and I’ll come by again in the morning?”

Curiosity took control of me. “I’ll let him know. Do you mind if I ask why you left so hastily?”

She laughed. “I didn’t leave. He ordered me out.”

Stunned, I didn’t hold back. “Why?”

“You must know what he’s looking for.”

My skin bristled. “I know he wants someone competent to look after Clementine.”

“Right, that’s what he wants.”

I flinched at the tone of her voice. “Did your departure have to do with a disagreement over Clementine?”

Her laugh was dry. “Not at all.”

“Then what?” I was pushing it and I knew it.

“I didn’t want—” She stopped. “I said no, and he ordered me to leave—Never mind, I’m not looking for any trouble, just please tell him I’ll come by his office in the morning.”

Once she hung up, I stood there at the night table near the bed, reeling. What was going on with him? I didn’t like what I was thinking. Why had he lied to me about Heidi quitting and also about having to go into work early?

The website I saw on the piece of paper in Heidi’s former room came to mind and I found myself back in there. Traci hadn’t arrived yet, so everything was the way it had been left. First thing I did was look at the crumpled paper again. It had been cut to about a quarter of the size of a normal piece and I could tell it had been folded down the middle. I’d seen one like this before in Michael’s secretary’s desk. The secretary he fired over a month ago.

Tossing it back in the wastebasket, I glanced in the open drawers and then under the bed. Nothing. I went into the bathroom. Nothing. I hurried to the nightstand and when I pulled it open, I found nothing there either.

What the hell was going on?

What was Heidi alluding to?

I had to know. Before I knew it, I was in Michael’s office and at his computer before I could stop myself. My phone battery had died and I couldn’t wait until I got home. I had to know what this meant now.

The screen saver vanished and I was prompted to enter a password.

Crap.

The first word that came to mind was Clementine and I entered it. That didn’t work. I was no hacker, but I kept going, this time entering her birthdate, and what did you know? It worked.

In the address bar, I typed www.evanmarks.com. The site loaded immediately. What came up were pictures of professional-looking men, as if Michael were searching for a law partner. The site was very nondescript. Its name was across the top, with the images scrolling down.

Pick one, the piece of paper had instructed. Was it possible Michael had wanted Heidi to pick a man? What on earth for? I clicked on one of the images to see if the profile would load beneath it.

“Did you need something?” The question was asked in a cool and strong tone, like that of steel.

My hand moved quickly and the shaking caused me to click in the wrong place. A list of files filled the screen and my eyes landed on a video clip labeled Elizabeth. With no time to look at it or even blink, I somehow managed to close the window and then glance up within a reasonable amount of time. “I hope you don’t mind that I was using your computer, but I needed to check my inventory and get my orders placed before nine.” My own tone was calm, but I was anything but.

Michael stood in the doorway with a bouquet of beautiful mixed flowers in his hand. “Not at all, but you’ve been keeping something from me.”

My hands began to shake and I had to dig my nails into my palms to tame their quivering.

“You’re a hacker,” he said with a grin.

I snatched air into my lungs. I realized that I’d been holding my breath. “No, not really. After Clementine’s name didn’t work I tried her birthday. Sorry about that, but I was desperate to catch an auction before it ended.”

He gave me a casual shrug. “It’s fine. In fact, I came home hoping you’d still be here.”

I pushed the chair back and felt the sweat on my palms as my hands slid down the wooden arms. “You just caught me. I was getting ready to leave.”

Michael strode into the room looking effortlessly powerful and set the flowers on his desk.

I stood, my heart fluttering like a bird in a cage. “Here, take your seat.”

His grin seemed to widen as he approached me.

Willing my nervous trembling to stop, I circled the desk in the opposite direction. “What did you need?” My tone was eerily calm considering he’d just caught me at his computer and could very easily discover what I said I had been doing was a lie.

“Sit,” he commanded.

I bristled at the command but did as he said and sat in one of the two chairs facing his desk.

The flowers were spilling out over his legal pad and he pulled out a rose. “I’ve been thinking about something and it makes complete sense.”

My nerves were getting the better of me, and I had to clear my throat to make certain I didn’t squeak when I spoke. “What would that be?”

Michael’s suit was perfectly pressed, his dark hair expertly combed, and his eyes were an icy, icy blue. “I want you to move in with Clementine and me.”

“What?” I couldn’t contain my shock.

Those eyes seemed colder and more calculating than I’d ever noticed. “Elle, I think we need to give up this pretense.”

I sat up straighter, not liking the tone he was using with me. “I’m sorry, Michael, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His grin was almost wolfish. “You want to be a part of my daughter’s life. I think we can even go as far as to say you want her to call you Mommy. You made quite an impression at the political fundraiser. I need a confident woman in my life to help me rise up within the social circles I’ve been trying to break into for years. As you know, I hope to be elected district attorney and then possibly move up to judge or even mayor. In order to do so, I need a more stable home life.” With the rose in his hand, he fingered the thorns. “And Elle, you are the perfect woman to help me build that.”

My body was screaming “No,” but Heidi’s words, I said no and he ordered me to leave, were echoing through me at the very same time. If I flat-out said no right now, would he cut me out of Clementine’s life just like that? I couldn’t risk it. “Your wife was my sister, Michael. What would people think?”

He brought the rose to his nose and sniffed it. “They’d think a grief-stricken man found solace in a beautiful woman. Of course, we’d wait a respectable amount of time before going public, but I don’t think anyone would think badly about the situation. After all, I was a man burdened by his wife, left to raise our child, and you were there for me.”

My eyes were anywhere but on him. Sparkling crystals in the early morning light drew my attention to the floor. It was salt, like what I had seen that night I opened the bags with the cocaine in them.

Odd.

I knew half of the missing drugs were in the possession of the DEA.

My gaze wandered, and it was then I noticed a missing tile in the façade of the fireplace that I always thought was just a decorative listello. The three others were in place, but this one displayed a keypad. It had to be for the panic room. I knew the entrance was in his office but had never really paid attention to where.

I wondered why there was a trail into it or from it. Did he have the missing drugs in his possession? Here? And if so, what was he going to do with them? I didn’t like where my mind was headed. Had he left everyone in danger, including his daughter, for a profit? No, he wouldn’t. I pushed those dark thoughts away and wondered what the room looked like inside. I wondered about anything except what he was proposing, because what he was proposing to me—it didn’t sound so crazy right now, especially if he was involved with something illegal. Clementine would need me.

We both wanted something and his proposal was a way for both of us to get it. Most importantly, if I lived here, I could assure Clementine’s environment was safe. Of course, there were many other issues and I threw one out there. “I just bought a place of my own. What would I do with it?”

He set the rose down and fiddled with his mouse. “It was mostly my money. The rest of it was mortgaged. It’s not like you have money in it.”

“That doesn’t mean I want to let it go.”

“Well, you live in an area of high demand. We could rent it out in no time.”

My heart was racing. Was he going to catch me right now? Know what site I’d been on? I stood up. “I don’t know, Michael. I need some time to think about it.”

Michael lifted himself from the chair and circled the desk. He stopped directly in front of me and reached behind himself for the rose. With the stem in his hand, he offered it to me. “For you,” he said with a satisfied smile.

I took it and brought it to my nose. It smelled of his coercion and my discomfort, but that was okay, because what else did I have in my life? Did it really matter what price I had to pay to have Clementine a part of it? My initial thought was—no, it didn’t. Yet still, I couldn’t answer. The words were stuck in my throat.

“Take the week and consider my offer. We can discuss you being involved in Clementine’s life by moving in with me further next weekend. There’s no rush.”

I swallowed. “Okay.”

His grin felt more genuine as it softened. “Okay,” he agreed.

I turned to leave but twisted back. “Oh, Michael, Heidi called.”

His face froze on that grin.

“She asked if you could leave her final paycheck at your office and she’d pick it up in the morning.”

He nodded. “Of course, I should have thought of that.”

My nails were biting into my palms. “I have to run. I have a lot to accomplish today. But thank you for this weekend.”

“I enjoyed it too,” he responded, and went back to his computer.

I was breathing so hard my entire body was shaking as I started what had once been my sister’s car. As soon as I got out of the garage, I opened the window. The air was crisp and cool. I breathed in. I pushed the air out. My panic was mounting. I knew how to defend myself physically, but emotional warfare was nothing I was prepared for. Michael was using that precious little girl to get what he wanted, and what he wanted was me.

Michael just suggesting it sounded crazy enough, but me considering it was insane.

I plugged my phone in to charge and started driving. A few minutes later, the sound of my cell ringing broke my concentration. I looked down and saw blocked call. Fear seized me. I shoved it away. For the next five minutes it just kept ringing, but I refused to look at it again.

I feared who it was. Was it the same blocked caller again with some scary message, or was it Michael with more ways to make “us” work? I refused to look and hit ignore.

When I was far enough away from the house, I opened the window wider and tossed the rose out of it. With that anchor away from me, I let my mind go free. I’d held it tightly captive over the last two days and couldn’t stand it any longer.

Logan was gone from my life.

Sadness suddenly washed over me. I’d been alone for many years, but I’d never felt more alone than right now. I missed him desperately. I wanted to call him. Hear his voice. Feel his body against mine. Talk to him. Ask him what I should do.

Over the past two days I had saved my tears for late at night when I was in bed and wished I could feel his arms around me. The great loss of him in my life came barreling at me as I drove home. This time I didn’t try to push the tears away or keep my sobs at bay; the minute I let go, the memories of our time together flashed before me.

Sitting across from him eating a hamburger, walking through the park with him, sitting beside him as he drove us through Boston talking about nothing and everything—our favorite foods, places we’d been, running, the Boston Marathon that we’d missed this year but vowed to train for together and run next year. Even in the midst of the craziness, being with him over the past month was the happiest I could ever remember being.

My fingers had gone stiff from gripping the steering wheel by the time I exited the highway. Crying wasn’t going to bring Logan back. I had to worry about myself—no, not myself, that little girl. In my head I replayed what I knew about Michael. The way he was around me—mostly kind and considerate, at times manipulative. Then I thought, everyone has flaws. Could I be with him? For Clementine? Was his proposal even real? I knew it was. What kind of woman traded herself to a man to have his child in her life?

Never in a million years would I have thought me. Yet, I found myself seriously considering Michael’s offer.

And if that didn’t make me want to cry even more, because I knew he was going to take her from me if I didn’t say yes and I couldn’t let that happen. What if there was more to Michael than I knew? What if he did have a dark side? I wasn’t going to let Clementine grow up like I had. I didn’t care what I had to do to stay beside her. What I had to sacrifice. Was that what my mother had thought, too, I wondered?

When I finally pulled up in front of my house, the thought of not living there anymore widened the crack in my chest even further. It was that old familiar ache that came every time I had gotten attached to our new home when I was a child, only to be told it was time to move again.

By the time I unlocked my door, all I wanted to do was crawl into my bed and sleep the day away. My world felt like it had tipped on its axis and would never be right. Feeling off balance, I tossed my bags to the floor and then hurried up the stairs to get out of my jeans and slip on a pair of sweats.

My closet doors were closed and I opened them to throw my dirty clothes inside. When I did, I froze. Logan’s things were still hanging in the place I’d cleared for him weeks ago. I’d never checked the closet on Saturday.

In a frenzy, I ran into the bathroom. His toiletries were all still there. Toothbrush, razor, and the bar of soap he preferred to my lavender body wash.

I glanced around the room and nothing had changed since I’d left. He hadn’t been back. Everything must have been as it was on Saturday. Worry flickered in my chest.

Things come in threes.

Had something happened to him and I misread the situation?

Oh, God.

I rushed over to the dresser, and that’s when I heard the front door open and close. Blood swooshed between my ears and my pulse raced at the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. I knew the sound his sneakers made on the steps.

Creak. Creak.

The louder those footsteps grew, the harder my heart beat.

I began to lose my stability. The dresser I was clutching became the only reason I was still standing. My legs had gone limp, my knees weak, my feet numb.

The more audible the creaking, the closer he drew, the more intense the aching pang in my chest grew, and then suddenly the air in the room felt thicker.

“Elle,” he said with that familiar rumble in his voice.

Like always, my body responded to his tone, but I didn’t turn around. I couldn’t. The high and the low that came with his arrival was hard to bear. It meant he was okay, but it also meant he had left me. I took a breath so deep it lifted my shoulders. “Why did you come back?” I asked.

“Elle,” he repeated, but this time he sounded pained.

It didn’t matter. My heart was in pieces, splintered and shredded. I just couldn’t look at him. “You should have taken everything when you left, or at least come back for the rest of your things when you knew I wasn’t home.”

The floor creaked from behind me and I knew he’d stepped inside my room.

I couldn’t stand it. Didn’t know what to do. I opened the drawer I had cleared out for him expecting it to be empty, but it wasn’t. Everything was still inside it, and so was the small silver box his grandfather had given him. The one he never would have left behind. It meant the future to him, not in the monetary conversion it could provide, but in the hope he saw in it. The hope that life could possibly be normal for him someday. All the air was sucked from my lungs. Something wasn’t right.

“Elle,” he said my name again and it was like a plea. “Please look at me.”

Ever so slowly I turned around, and I quickly glanced away. He was standing in the doorway, unmoving. For no good reason, the world seemed to right itself, no longer tipping and throwing me off balance.

Light and shadow painted him as he always had been. I didn’t have to see him to know what I was looking at. Broad shoulders, chiseled jaw, and the strong lines of his face were the first things that came into view. His face, with the scar just below his eye, was both a warrior’s face and beautifully exquisite, at the same time. And his eyes, those ever-changing sometimes brown, sometimes green eyes, were eyes I wanted to get lost in. If he smiled at me they would crinkle ever so slightly, and everything hard and rough about him would instantly soften.

I made sure to keep my eyes anywhere but on him. “Why did you come back? I told you the last time that I wasn’t going to do this back-and-forth anymore. I want you to leave.”

“I never left.” His words were a whisper.

“Don’t lie. You did. You couldn’t handle the truth and you left.”

“That’s not true. I told you, your inability to carry a child doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

My chest constricted and pain stabbed my lungs. I couldn’t breathe. I wasn’t certain my heart was even beating, as many pieces as it was in.

“Look at me.”

At his command, I had to raise my eyes. My head snapped up to completely take him in. And when I did, for a moment, just one, the room went black. I wanted to die. I knew I had been so wrong, and that I should fall to the ground and beg forgiveness. Pinching my eyes closed, I tried to stop them from stinging, but that was useless. I had to see him. I opened my eyes and stared at him through blurry, wavy vision. Before me was a bone-weary man. Logan had a black eye, his head had been shaved, and he was wearing the same clothes he had been wearing on Saturday.

Yet still, when I met his gaze, the heat in his eyes was so intense I thought it would burn right through me.

He took a tentative step my way.

My knees buckled and I had to grab the dresser. “Logan, what happened?” I tried to ask him, but my throat tightened so much my words would only come out as fragments of a whisper.

His voice was gruff as he spoke. “I’m so sorry. I would have been here if I could have. I never would have left you doubting me. You have to believe me.”

The tone in his voice told me nothing he was saying was a lie.

I clenched my hand to my heart and let my painful sobs convey what I couldn’t at this very moment. I didn’t know what happened to him, but I knew he was telling me the truth. Something had happened that had kept him away from me. And here I thought he’d left me. The reality of how wrong I was shattered my already broken heart.

As if reassured I wasn’t going to turn him away, he rushed to me and fell to the ground. He was on his knees and his arms were wrapped tightly around me. “Elle, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks before I could stop them and I, too, crumpled to the floor. “I thought you couldn’t handle what I’d told you and you left me.”

His hands went to my face. “No, no, no. I would never, ever leave you. I love you more than I love anything in this world.”

“Oh, God, Logan, I love you too,” I whispered, and then buried my face in his neck. I let my sobs rise from my belly, and I cried for everything that was happening in my life, and in his. I wanted this man so desperately and I knew he felt the same about me, yet I’d let my own insecurities drive me to doubt that.

“Don’t cry, baby, I’m here. I’m here,” he whispered in a soothing tone.

We stayed like that, in each other’s arms, for a long, long time. When I felt strong enough to pull away, I did. My fingertips traced the discoloration under his eye. My palms caressed his head. Somehow I managed to speak around the painful feeling in my throat. “What happened to you?”

His lips sought my forehead, slid down my temple, eased over to my ear. “Later, can we talk about it later?”

I threw my head back in answer so he could kiss down my neck.

Soft, velvety-smooth lips grazed my skin and left wetness in their wake. As they grazed back up, butterflies swarmed my belly and it felt like they might escape.

When his mouth found mine, he sighed, and his arms went around me as tightly as they could. “I should take a shower.”

“I’ll come with you,” I offered. I just couldn’t bear to be without him.

He shook his head. “I’ll only be five minutes.”

I started to protest, but his finger brushed my lips in the most soft and sensual way so that I knew it wasn’t rejection. But what was it? We’d never been shy about getting naked in front of each other. And for that matter we’d never really cared where we fucked. On the floor, on a table, on the couch, or against the shower wall, unless we were making love; then Logan preferred to be in the bed.

All sense in my mind was gone. Completely demolished by the events that had taken place, and his refusal to allow me to join him made my stomach twist. It was evident something was going on in his head and that didn’t soothe me in the least.

Logan kissed me deeply before he got to his feet. I touched my lips with my fingertips and felt them tingling where his lips had just been. Once standing, he walked over to the open blinds and closed them. Before he left the room to shower in the hall bathroom, he grabbed some clothes out of his drawer.

While he was gone, I settled on the bed and leaned my head against the pillows. The last few days had been a roller coaster of emotions. In the dark of the room, I reflected on my actions and chastised my behavior.

Why hadn’t I looked for him?

What had happened to him?

Where had he been?

Did his disappearance have something to do with the Blue Hill Gang?

It must have, and the thought sickened me.

The bed dipped, and I was surprised I hadn’t heard the creaking of the floor. Logan crawled up to the top of the bed and lifted the sheet. “Come here,” he beckoned.

My skin tingled and I didn’t hesitate to join him under the safety of the soft fabric. “Logan, are you okay?” I asked, still wondering and still worried.

Without hesitation he scooped me in his arms and kissed my head. “I am now. I just need to feel you for a little while, just like this.”

He kissed me again.

And again.

And one more time before he pressed my head to him.

I stayed like that for a long while, and then I couldn’t stand it any longer and lifted slightly to look at him. It was dark and all I could see were shadows of his face. His hair was gone and even without it he was breathtaking, or maybe without it he was even more breathtaking. I couldn’t tell, nor did it matter. All that mattered was that he was here with me. “I’m sorry I doubted you.”

His head began to shake. “Shhh . . . no more talking about it right now, please.” The tremble in his voice told me just how wrecked he was. Not one to cry, his emotional outlet came in different forms, and right now I knew that form was me.

I straddled him and ran my palms over his now short hair, and then I found his face and his mouth with my lips and kissed him all over. I found myself whispering to him in the dark. “I need you so much, Logan.”

He was silent but his hands roamed my body, pulling my shirt off, and then tugging my jeans down.

Naked on top of him, I couldn’t stop kissing him. I needed to feel him against my lips to believe this was real.

His hands found my slick flesh, already wet for him, and his fingers teased the folds of my clit. Soft. Gentle.

Slowly, I lifted his T-shirt over his head.

His fingers continued to tease me and I reveled in how good it felt.

Through the material of his sweatpants I could feel his cock swell, and I slid down his body so I could kiss him there too.

My lips left wet marks on the fabric all along his hardness, and then I pulled down his sweatpants and kissed the bare skin of his cock. My hands and my mouth worked in tandem down its length to his balls, and back up. When I took him in my mouth, he made a mewing sound like he was home, and everything came crashing down all around me. The enormity of our time apart felt like a weight I couldn’t bear. I needed to see him. To hear him tell me how he felt with his eyes and his mouth.

Abruptly, I stopped what I was doing and crawled up the bed to turn the light on. When I did, I knew immediately why he hadn’t wanted me to shower with him and why he’d closed the blinds.

“Oh my God, Logan,” I gasped.

He reached for the light. “Turn it off, Elle.”

I shook my head. “No, tell me what happened. Where did you get all of these bruises?”

Logan reached for me and rolled us over so he was hovering over me. “I didn’t want to do this now,” he sighed. “I was pulled over and detained by some cops who I’m pretty certain are on Patrick Flannigan’s payroll.”

I gasped. “Why?”

“For Agent Blanchet and her task force, although she claims she knew nothing of my extended stay and poor treatment while there.”

The squeak that left my throat was completely incomprehensible. “Treatment. Oh, my God. Logan. Are you sure you’re okay? Should we take you to the emergency room?”

He smoothed my hair. “I’m fine. I really am. And I told you, I’ll tell you everything, just please, not now. I just can’t think about it right now. I just want to be with you.”

I believed him and I understood. I wanted to be with him too. I wanted to touch him. To feel him. Every beautiful inch of him. “Turn the light off,” I told him.

There was no hesitation in his compliance.

“Logan,” I whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Talk to me.”

“Please, Elle, not right now.”

“No, not about what happened to you. Tell me how you feel about me?”

He fell back onto the mattress with a sigh that sounded so erotic it made my own body tremble. “That’s easy,” he said. “Ever since I met you, you’re all I can think about. It’s like you’re the air that I need to breathe. The reason my heart beats. Being with you makes me feel like everything in this fucked-up world we live in is right side up instead of upside down.”

“Oh, Logan, I feel the same way. I was so lost without you this past weekend.”

He sucked in a breath that I knew was one of guilt.

I didn’t want him to feel that way. I wanted to make him feel good. To relieve the suffering. I went farther. “What do you feel when you kiss me?”

“Like you’re the universe giving me what I need.”

I loved that. I pushed my boundaries even farther. “How do you feel when I touch your cock or wrap my lips around it?”

He groaned a noise that reverberated through my soul.

And after hearing it, I was done talking. He could show me how he felt. I sat up and shifted my body so that the smell of him intoxicated me. When I was right where I needed to be, I pushed my hands under his ass to lift him closer to my mouth and then I took him all the way in.

“Oh, fuck, Elle, that feels so good. Take me as far as you can. All the way.”

I did as he told me and took his cock down my throat as far as I could. Over and over. Tip to base, my mouth sucked him, my fingers stroked him, my lips and teeth and tongue moved together.

Soft words and louder groans told me how much he liked it and I kept going. I wasn’t going to stop until all his pain was overtaken by pleasure.

When I sensed he was close, I asked him, “Do you want to come in my mouth or inside me?”

His hips thrust upward. “I want to come inside you,” he whispered, as if worried his words would trigger an adverse reaction.

They didn’t. This kind of dirty talk was how Logan connected with me, and it had become one way in which I connected with him too. Sure, we communicated outside of bed, but in this way I knew what he felt for me was exactly what I felt for him. Today we both needed this.

I sat up and pulled him up with me. “That’s good, because I need you to be inside me,” I whispered into the dark.

He had me on my back and was sliding his cock in me within moments of my words. “You’re so wet for me.”

I ran my nails down his back. “Only you.”

In and out.

His cock moved.

Slowly at first.

And that deep shock of connection only we shared was the first thing I felt followed by a sizzling awareness that there would never be another for me in my lifetime. Logan was it. He was the man perfectly made to fit me.

“You’re so tight. You feel so good,” he growled.

Feeling his body all over mine was what I needed. I let go of everything except making sure my hips met his over and over. His pace picked up steadily, yet still, it wasn’t too fast or too slow.

Flesh on flesh.

Frantic.

Grasping.

My moans couldn’t be contained. It felt way too good.

“You like that?” he asked.

“Yes. Don’t stop,” I pleaded and then, out of nowhere, trembling spasms of pleasure started to sweep over me. My fingers clutched his shoulders as the tremors kept coming.

Over and over, like electric shock waves that felt way to good for any one person to be able to enjoy.

Logan groaned at the slight gouge of my nails in his flesh.

I couldn’t help myself.

The sound only tipped me farther over the edge. My orgasm continued and my entire body started to shake.

He drove himself deeper, moved faster, and my pussy responded by clenching around his cock.

“Oh, God, Logan. Don’t stop.”

The sweet pleasure rippled through me again as he pounded harder, faster.

“Fuck!” he called in a shout that matched my cry, and I knew then that he, too, was coming. He murmured my name, over and over, a little louder each time.

Hearing it made me feel like my blood was singing.

Once we were both spent and gasping, he shifted his weight off me and rolled onto his side.

I turned to face him.

We stared at each other for at least five minutes.

My hand caressed his cheek. “Talk to me,” I said. “What are you thinking?”

He kissed my fingers, each of them, and held my hand tightly. “Do you trust me?”

There was only one answer to that question. “Yes.”

Without hesitation he gathered me close and breathed into my hair. “I don’t think Michael or his family are who you think they are.”

I didn’t miss that he called him Michael and not O’Shea, as if to soften the blow. “I know,” I whispered.

Logan shot up. “Did he do something to you?”

I shook my head. I couldn’t tell him about Michael’s proposition. Not in the state of mind he was in right now, but I did tell him about Heidi and the note I’d found in her drawer.

“You need to stay away from him.”

I took his hand. “I can’t do that, Logan. I’m worried about Clementine.”

“Do you think he might hurt her?”

Panic started to creep into my soul. “No, not physically. But emotional scars can be just as devastating, and I couldn’t live with myself if I allowed that to happen. We have to find out what’s going on.”

“We will.”

“Do you promise?”

Logan gathered me close once again and brought us down to the pillow. “Whatever it takes.”

Whatever it takes, I repeated to myself, and then I leaned in to kiss him but found myself rubbing my face against the stubble on his jaw. I wanted to memorize every single thing about him. The angle of his jaw. His scent. The feel of his skin. His touch. The way his mouth curved at the corners. His lips. The things I’d struggled with trying to visualize exactly right the last two nights—I knew I’d never allow myself to forget again.

Whatever it takes.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

DAY 33

LOGAN

The workday was over, but at the same time it was also just beginning.

I’d already removed my jacket and was loosening my tie when I pulled open the boutique door.

Elle was deep in concentration, sitting on the stool behind the cash register, counting the money in the drawer. She glanced over and held a finger up. “Would you turn the ‘closed’ sign around?”

I did as instructed and made my way across the wooden boards with slow, deliberate steps until I reached her. “I think you’ve forgotten something,” I whispered in her ear from behind.

She nudged me with her elbow. “Two hundred, one, two, three, four, three hundred.”

“Like a hello.”

I couldn’t see her face, but I knew she was grinning.

The pull and surge of sexual tension was thicker than ever between us. Yesterday we’d made up for the time we’d lost over the weekend. We also probably had one of the most candid discussions about O’Shea we’d ever had. I thought she was finally on the same page as me when it came to the kind of man he really was. If she wasn’t yet, I was pretty certain she would be after tonight. We’d agreed we were both all in, which meant I wasn’t going to try to protect her from the cold, harsh truth, and the reverse was also true.

Tonight would be her first hands-on experience with the investigation that was already well under way. I was meeting with the guys and we were going to discuss what came next. I’d already told them about Blanchet and the acidifier. I also told them about what Elle had seen in O’Shea’s study. There was a very likely chance the missing drugs were in his possession, but we needed proof before Blanchet would make her move. There was also the issue of Clementine. Elle was worried about what would happen to her and asked that I wait before saying anything to Blanchet until she’d secured her role as Clementine’s guardian. That was a tall order, because who knew what he’d do? At the same time there was more to all of this, and waiting until we could figure it out wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. There was something bigger here—I just didn’t know what.

My patience wore thin as I waited for her to finish. My need for her attention seemed to mount with every passing second. Who the hell she had turned me into I didn’t know anymore, but at the same time I felt more alive than I’d ever felt in my life.

Dropping her off this morning to go into work wasn’t easy. After everything that had happened, I wasn’t ready for us to be apart. I drove her to the boutique since we had something to do after work. It made sense, and I really wanted to be with her as much as possible.

When I couldn’t wait any longer, I nipped at the soft skin of her neck. “I don’t like being ignored,” I growled.

Elle switched from the stack of twenties to the stack of tens, but I knew she was very aware of my presence because the wobble in her voice gave it away. “Five hundred, ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, seventy—”

Her stool was a red leather swivel one from Italy. The showroom had become populated with leather items similar in nature. She kept counting, but as soon as she set the pile of tens down, I snagged her wrist before she could pick up the fives and turned her toward me.

She swatted me across the ass. “Now I have to start over.”

“Hey now, don’t tease,” I warned.

Those emerald-green eyes almost gleamed when she looked at me. “Hi, you’re early.”

She was incredibly beautiful, and for a few moments I couldn’t believe she was mine. Long enough that I had to pull in a breath, because I’d forgotten to breathe. “I have a lot of making up to do,” I confessed, instantly turning the moment from flirty to serious.

My guilt about what I’d put her through over the weekend wasn’t going anywhere. I did have a lot of making up to do.

She looped her arms around my neck. “Stop saying that. It wasn’t your fault.”

I leaned down and kissed her long and hard. I loved the taste of her, not just the cherry flavor of her lip gloss but also the actual taste of her tongue and her mouth. We were both breathless before I pulled away. “I want to take you to eat before we meet the guys. What do you need help with?”

“I just need to finish the deposit and turn everything off.”

Something caught my attention in the case beside us and my eyes darted to it. The glass cabinet held the sex toys display and the shelves were completely full. Diamond dildos, platinum vibrators, strings of pearls, and some things so exotic I wasn’t even sure what they were called. “You received the snakeskin handcuffs from Singapore?” I asked, raising a suggestive brow.

She glanced toward the case, chewing on her lip. “Yes, everything arrived early this morning.”

Three steps and I was in front of the unlocked case and opening it. One reach and the cuffs were in my hand. I turned around with a rueful smile on my face. “I’d like to purchase these.”

She gave me a contemplative look and bit her lip. “Sorry, I’ve already closed out the drawer.”

I took the one long stride that separated us and closed the distance. “Surely, there must be a way I can pay for these.” I dangled them in the air.

A weary aspect had entered her eyes but I tried to push her past it.

“We could barter.”

Another smile prodded my lips. “Barter, as in trade?”

She breathed very close to my mouth. “That’s what the early traders intended the word to mean.”

Amused, I replied, “I’ll bite. What are you looking to receive in return for the goods in question?”

“Funny you should ask, because we also just got these.” She turned on her heels and opened the glass case. On one of the shelves there was a stack of silk pieces of cloth in different colors. She picked up the red one and held it in her fingers. “Control.”

I raised a brow. “Control?”

She gave me a slow nod. “Control.”

I laughed, almost sardonically. “Christ. I don’t think I can do that.”

Elle gave me an impassive shrug and took the cuffs from my hands. “Okay then.”

Just as she was putting both items in the case, the click-clack of high heels told me either Rachel or Peyton was coming up the stairs.

I snatched them from her fingers quickly and searched for her purse. It was where it always was, under the cash register. I shoved them inside.

“Do we have a deal?” she asked.

“I’ll think about it.”

Again the impassive shrug and I had to admit, my cock twitched. She was turning me on and I hadn’t even agreed.

Peyton was standing at the top of the steps just as I tucked Elle’s bag back in place. Her coat was on, her purse was on her arm, and I thought maybe, just maybe, the conversation about my new look would be bypassed. But in case it wasn’t, I had my story down. After all, I did have to recite it with my pop’s friends and my clients numerous times throughout the day.

As soon as she hit the main floor her jaw dropped. “Logan, your hair!” Peyton exclaimed in shock. Today her own hair was tinged blue, which matched one of the shades in her multicolored coat and earrings. She looked a little Smurf-like, but what did I know about fashion?

With one hand tightly gripping Elle’s, I rubbed my head with the other. Declan hadn’t informed Peyton about anything that was going on. It was safer for her that way. “I lost a bet,” I said with a slight forced grin.

“You look like Jax Teller when he got out of jail.”

If only she knew how close she was. Still, I had no idea who she was talking about, and I gave her a puzzled look. “Sorry, Peyton, but I’m not sure who he is.”

“Charlie Hunnam from Sons of Anarchy.”

My look remained the same.

She shot a glance toward Elle, who also shrugged.

“Never mind. I guess neither of you are a fan,” she said, almost exasperated.

A mirror was on the counter near me and Peyton pulled out her lipstick and came a little closer. “Oh my God, Logan, your eye. What happened?”

Elle squeezed my hand and then turned around to finish counting. I knew she didn’t like lying to Peyton, even if it was for her own good. “A boxing gym mishap. Nothing to worry about. I’m fine,” I told her.

“Same day you made the bet?”

“Yep.” I kept it short.

“Looks like you lost all the way around.”

I said nothing, just grinned.

Beep. Beep.

“That’s my mother. We’re on the hunt for the perfect wedding dress.”

“Wedding dress?”

“Her mother’s getting married,” Elle laughed.

And if that news didn’t make me feel completely out of it! I knew I had disconnected over the last couple of weeks, but I hadn’t realized just how much.

“In like two weeks,” Peyton said, rolling her eyes. “Nothing like short notice, but when love hits there’s no denying it.” She shifted her gaze to Elle, who was done counting the day’s receipts. “Isn’t that right?” She winked.

Elle actually blushed, which I found adorable.

Beep. Beep.

“I’m coming. I’m coming! She’s so impatient. I have to run. Have a good night, you two.”

“You, too,” I said.

“See you tomorrow,” Elle called.

Like a flash, Peyton opened the door and was gone.

“Are you ready to go eat?” I asked, rubbing my stomach. I was starving.

Just then the bells chimed and a young man wearing a news cap came in carrying a bouquet of roses. “Delivery for Elle Sterling.”

“That’s me.” She smiled, and I could tell she thought they were from me.

They weren’t.

The kid walked over to her and handed them off. “Sorry I’m so late. You’re the last delivery of the day. Have a great night.”

“You, too,” she said still smiling.

“God willing,” he said, and I found his response completely odd.

As if he knew what I was thinking, his eyes found mine, and he stared at me his entire trip back to the door. His eyes were icy blue and he had a familiar look about him, but I couldn’t place him. Under his cap, I could see he had dark hair. A black Irish, as my gramps would have called him.

Elle picked up the card and when she read it, her face fell.

“Who are they from?” I asked, suspicion in my voice that even I hated to hear.

She slid the small card back into the envelope and set the flowers down. “Michael,” she said. “He just wanted to thank me for helping him with Clementine last weekend.”

A noise escaped my throat and I couldn’t stop the wave of nausea that seemed to run through me. I took a deep, steadying breath.

“Logan, don’t.”

I looked away. “Don’t what?”

“I can see you shutting down. You know he and I are going to come into contact with each other. It’s impossible to avoid him. Not if I want to keep seeing Clementine.”

Infuriated, I tried to push the anger away. I pulled in another deep breath and tried to think of things differently. She didn’t ask to get the flowers.

Okay, it still irked me, because she did get them.

And I didn’t send them.

Different take.

She didn’t want him. She wanted me.

And that was the truth.

I let the air seep from my lungs.

Elle crossed the room to the display of handheld satellite radios shaped like small purses from Japan that could really jam. Instead of turning off the one that was playing music, she turned it up. “Do you like to dance?” she asked out of the blue.

I didn’t want to let her distract me. but I was tired of arguing about him. I had decided to trust her and until O’Shea could be sorted out, either as bad or worse, I had to stop my shit. I made a conscious decision then to let this go.

For now, anyway.

I leaned back against the antique counter that once sold tickets for a carousel in Vienna and watched her hips sway in the short black dress she was wearing. It made her legs look a mile long. “When I was in college I spent my summers in the Hamptons and my friends and I used to hit the clubs, but I haven’t done that in a while.”

Her hands went above her head and her entire body started to move slowly.

I pushed off the counter and made my way over toward her. I didn’t know the song that was playing, but it didn’t matter. When I got close enough, I offered my hand. “May I have this dance?”

She smiled at me and her smile reached her eyes when she extended her hand. “I didn’t mean you had to dance with me.”

I pulled her close to me, right up against my body. “I don’t have to do anything. I want to.”

She bit her lip.

My hands anchored her hips and we danced slowly in a circle, our feet moving half an inch at a time. She’d told me one time that she hadn’t gone to her prom. I could give her the prom. If someday she wanted something grander I’d bring her to the Met Ball. Fuck, I would give her everything she’d missed. I wanted her to experience it all.

We moved well together, those two pieces of a puzzle that fit just right.

After a while, I took it up a notch, changing moves from slow dancing to more dirty dancing. My thigh slid between hers and we continued to move together. Everything around us disappeared and it was just the two of us in our wonderland.

Her hands slid from my shoulders up to cup the back of my neck. She rubbed the spot where once she’d been able to run her fingers through my hair. My hair was gone, but her touch was hot. I felt branded. Like she knew I needed to know we belonged only to each other.

Heat flared where my groin rubbed against her lower belly. I had to kiss her. I slid my hands up her back to tangle in her hair, and then I tipped her head back so I could slide my lips down her neck.

She made a noise that had my hands skirting the hem of her dress, but I stopped myself. I didn’t want everything we did to end up in sex. I wanted to show her we could be together and not end up naked. It just seemed like the mature thing to do when one was trying to have a real, grown-up relationship.

But fuck, it was hard to stop my fingers from twitching. She, too, was fighting the driving desire. I could tell. Her eyes were squeezed closed. Her lips were parted. And her nipples were like small diamonds protruding from the fabric of her dress.

My lips found her ear. “When we make it to New York, I’ll take you to the Rose Bar. It’s a great place to go dancing.”

She kept moving. “I think I’ve heard of it.”

“Jeremy owns it. It’s a Jet Set property.”

The lace of her dress flapped with our movement and somehow I managed to keep my hands at bay. “I had no idea he was that famous,” she joked.

I laughed. “Not famous, just a friend.”

“I liked all of your friends who came to be with you for Killian’s funeral. The way you talk about them I know they mean a lot to you.”

They did.

But then so did she.

“And they liked you.” I slid one of my hands up to the center of her back between her shoulders and then dipped her low. I had to stop before I wasn’t going to be able to. I kept her there for a few moments and then pulled her back into my arms. “I hate to end this, but we should probably get going.”

She was still gazing at me, biting her lip.

My body was starting to react to hers and I felt my own lips part. I quickly let go of her and shook my desire off. “Come on, we don’t have much time to eat before we have to meet the guys. Where do you want to go?”

Elle looked flushed. “How about the Hornet’s Nest?”

I gave her a little tap on her ass. “Sounds great. Now let’s get moving.”

Many choices in my life have been hard to make . . . none harder than passing on sex. Great sex. Sex with Elle . . .


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

ELLE

“So it’s decided then?” Miles asked quietly.

Logan was glaring at everyone. He was all coiled power as he stood over the table in the break room at Molly’s. With his tie removed, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and the first couple of buttons of his white shirt undone, his muscles seemed to flex with his every movement. “No, it’s not,” he barked.

Declan cocked his head and looked toward Miles.

In response, Miles slid a piece of paper across the table and Declan picked it up and read it out loud. “Compound agent found on outside packaging is a perfect match to compound agent found in vehicle registered to Logan McPherson.”

“I know what the fucking report states,” Logan muttered, flopping down in a chair beside me and grabbing my hand. He laced our fingers together and I rubbed his skin, hoping it might calm him down. Agent Blanchet had given him a copy of the report with the information she had on him before she released him. He could be in a lot of trouble. This was my fault and there was nothing I could do to help him. I felt guilty. I felt helpless. I hated it. I had to do something.

“Then you know we don’t have much of a choice because I don’t care what that bitch told you, this is some persuasive evidence that you committed a felony, and you know as well as I do, she’ll use it if she has to.”

I shivered at the thought of what Logan had done for me. How he’d risked his entire future for the choice I’d made. And even though I’d do it again as long as it meant keeping Clementine safe and out of harm’s way, it didn’t temper my guilt.

Logan’s eyes burned into me and I knew he could see my despair. With a squeeze of my hand, he gave me a small smile. I gave him one in return to reassure him I was fine. Even so, he still flung Miles a filthy look.

Just then, my phone rang. I let go of Logan’s hand and quickly reached for my purse to silence it. I’d received three blocked calls at dinner. Including the one from yesterday, that made four in two days. Logan insisted on answering them himself, but whoever was on the other end hung up at the sound of his voice every time.

“Give it to me,” Logan said through gritted teeth.

I shook my head. “Let’s just ignore it.”

Miles and Declan were having their own conversation and weren’t aware of what was going on. “Maybe Elle can help,” Declan said, drawing my attention back to the table.

Miles cocked his head as if he understood what the glances and glares were about and then slid a pad of paper my way. “Can you show me what the keypad looks like?”

I knew it was my decision whether or not I tried to get into Michael’s panic room, but I still found myself glancing back to Logan. When I saw his face was twisted up in anguish, my heart banged in my chest. I hated what this was doing to him, but I knew it had to be done. We had to find out the truth. Both Logan’s and Clementine’s futures depended on it. With that in mind, I averted my gaze to the empty paper in front of me and proceeded to draw the rectangular box as I remembered it.

When I was done, my heartbeat had not yet slowed. If just the very idea of what I had agreed to do was making me nervous, how was I going to react when I was actually doing it? With a deep breath, I slid the paper back over to Miles. “The outside was stainless steel, the inside was black with blue number pads. Above the numbers were a red, a yellow, and a green light.”

He looked at my drawing. “It appears to be a standard digital two-relay keypad with a magnetic lock.”

“Which means?” Logan asked with a harshness in his tone that made me wince.

Miles ignored Logan’s hostility. “It means once you enter the assigned code, the number sequence will deactivate the magnetic lock, and the door will open. If the keypad is programmed to toggle mode, then when you enter the same code it will either release the lock again or reactivate it.”

“I don’t understand. Why would Elle have to release the lock again?”

“These types of locks are complicated. Once the lock is deactivated, there are two possible outcomes. The door could automatically close itself after thirty seconds or it might remain in the open position.”

“How will I know which one to expect?”

The sigh Miles gave told me the news wasn’t good. “You won’t. It’s programmed during the initial installation and I have no way of knowing.”

Logan cursed and scrubbed his jaw.

Stiffening my spine, I tried not to worry. Logan was doing enough of that for the two of us. “Okay, so worst outcome, it closes on its own. All I have to do is reenter the same code to get out. I got it,” I said, my throat thick, my tone sounding choked.

I hated the weakness I was showing.

“There’s one minor caveat.”

Logan cursed again.

“If the alarm was not installed in toggle mode, and the door has closed, then there will very likely be a different release code. If you can’t figure it out and you continually try, you could trigger the second relay. Most of the time, the relay is wired to the existing home burglar alarm and will set if off.”

Then Michael would know what I was up to.

“Can’t she just lodge the door open?” Declan asked.

“No, an alarm will sound if the door is programmed to close itself.”

The fluorescent lights in the ceiling bounced off Logan’s handsome face and I could see the torment in his expression. “So you’re telling me if the release code isn’t the same as the entry code, she’ll be stuck in the panic room.”

“Yes.”

“And there’s no way for you to determine this before she goes in there?”

“No. It all depends on how the door was initially set up, which unfortunately we don’t have any way of knowing.”

“Fuck that then. She’s not going in there. We can’t take that risk,” Logan said. Then he added, “I’ll do it.”

“No,” I gasped. “Michael would know.”

“She’s right, Logan,” Miles said, then he looked toward me. “Do you think you know the code? It would be a series of four numbers.”

My brain was thinking it through and I talked out loud. “His computer password was Clementine’s birthday, which was six numbers. It would make sense that the code for the panic room would be similar. Maybe just the month and date or the month and year?”

The corners of Miles’s mouth tipped up. “Sounds logical.”

Miles was all muscle. Large, broad, and ripped, he was intimidating looking. He also had way more girth than Logan’s lean body bore. But Logan didn’t seem intimidated by this. He didn’t seem to notice or care. My guess was that they were equally powerful.

“And if she’s wrong?” Logan asked tersely.

Miles, on the other hand, seemed oddly nervous in the presence of Logan, especially tonight. Perhaps it was due to Logan’s natural brooding demeanor or his obvious dislike for Miles’s plan. I wasn’t really sure, but as usual, he answered quickly. “If the house and panic room alarms are linked, a breach will trigger, and the entire house will be activated. If it is connected to the BPD, they’ll be alerted to an intruder. If they aren’t linked, then the lock will blink in a series of red flashes repeatedly until—”

“That’s it!” I yelled, clasping my hands together and grabbing the attention of all three men in the room.

Logan’s hand gripped my knee. “What’s it, Elle?”

“That night I saw someone in Michael’s study. I saw a red blinking glow. It had to be the keypad. And what if the person was my sister? She could have been trying to break into the panic room.”

Logan nodded in agreement.

“But she must not have gotten in. That’s why I saw the red blinking light. If Lizzy couldn’t guess what the code was, then it can’t be Clementine’s birthday or her name or anything of significance to do with her daughter.”

Everyone around the room looked grim.

Logan leaned forward and put his elbows on the table and his head down.

As it started to register, I realized that wasn’t good news at all. “How many attempts can I make until the light is activated?” I asked Miles.

“Three; after that it will lock you out from even attempting a new code and continue to blink until a bypass code is entered.”

“Shit!” Logan said, slamming his hands on the table. “She has to stop after two attempts. O’Shea isn’t stupid. If he sees the red light blinking, he’ll know someone was trying to break in and it won’t be too hard to guess who.”

Miles hunched over his laptop and hit a few keys. “You’re right. I say we put that idea aside for now, but at least we know that the panic room isn’t connected to the home alarm, which is good news because then O’Shea won’t get an alert.”

My phone beeped, this time with a text. I would have turned it off, but I was worried Michael might be trying to reach me, and I needed to be accessible for Clementine. I pulled it out of my purse again. The text read, Blessed are those who do not walk in step with the wicked or stand in the way that sinners take or sit in the company of mockers.

Shivers went through me.

“Let me see.”

I handed it to Logan.

He stared at it for the longest time. Perplexed, angered, and worried, he shoved my phone in his own pocket. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“Another message?” Declan asked.

Logan nodded. “A Bible verse. Doesn’t make much sense.”

“The Priest?”

“Would seem that way.”

“Can I see?” Miles asked.

Logan handed him the phone and Miles stared at the screen for a bit, as if in contemplation.

With Logan’s trust fund now accessible to him, he could afford to pay Miles and had asked him to work full time on this. Miles had agreed and taken a leave from his security job at the hotel. Sliding the phone back to Logan, he seemed to blink away his thoughts and went on. “Let’s focus on something different, like trying to gain access to O’Shea’s computer. Maybe we can learn something from what he has in his files that will help Elle come up with what the code could be.”

Logan nodded in agreement.

“Okay, what do I need to do?” I asked.

“That’s easy. Hang on,” Miles said, and then started tapping his keyboard.

The muscle in Logan’s jaw was tight with tension and his shoulders were rigid. I leaned over and placed my hand on his thigh and whispered, “Hey, it’s going to be okay. I’ll be careful.”

He sucked in a deep breath and took my hand. “I don’t like this at all. If there was any other choice, you’d stay clear of O’Shea altogether.”

I squeezed his hand. “You know I have to do this,” I whispered.

He gave me a nod and stood up. I watched as he paced the room and then came back to his empty chair and gripped it with his hands. “What are you looking for, Miles?”

“O’Shea’s IP address.”

“You can find that?” I asked.

He gave me a grin. “I can do just about anything.”

“How?”

Miles turned the computer toward me. “It’s something I learned a long time ago working a short stint in white-collar crimes. Do you have an old email from him?”

I nodded and took control of the keyboard, logging into my Gmail account. “Here’s one,” I said.

Miles faced the computer again and started tapping some keys. “And . . . I got it.”

“Won’t he know?”

“Not at all,” Miles reassured me as he turned the laptop around. “Here you go. Just enter his user ID and password and we’re in.”

My fingers were shaking and I think Logan knew how nervous I was, because he moved behind me and placed his warm hands on my shoulders. This helped calm my nerves, and I typed Michael’s email address in the user name box. I had used that the other day and it worked. Then I typed Clementine’s birthday in the password field. Incorrect password flashed across the screen.

“Try again.” Miles pointed to the screen.

Slowly, I typed it for the second time, careful to hit every right key. Incorrect password flashed again. I glanced up, feeling defeated. “He must have changed it.”

“Are you sure you have the right password?” Miles asked.

I nodded and swallowed, more nervous than ever. Maybe Michael was more suspicious than I thought he was. Or maybe he had traced the site I had been on and knew I was lying to him. I hadn’t divulged any of the lies I’d told to Michael yesterday to either Logan or Miles.

“Do you think he writes his passwords down anywhere?”

“I’m not sure, but I know he jots a number of things down. I’m going over there tomorrow to have breakfast with Clementine. I’ll go in his office then and look around.”

The noise that escaped Logan’s throat sounded like a growl. “If he’s on to you, he’s not going to leave his password anywhere.”

I tried to calm him by grasping his hands, which were still resting on my shoulders. “You’re probably right.”

Miles said, “Chances would be slim anyway, but the other thing you could do is install a program on his computer that will allow me to monitor his keystrokes so I can gain access that way.” He started to tap the keyboard again and then pulled a small thumb drive from the side. “Insert this in one of his computer ports and when it loads, then hit install. It’s untraceable and the next time he logs on, I’ll be able to see every stroke.”

“Elle, I don’t want you doing this,” Logan hissed as he took his seat beside me.

I needed to come clean. To tell him I doubted that Michael would ever hurt me. That he wanted me to be with him. But the fact that I had entertained those plans when I thought Logan had left me made me feel so guilty that I had a hard time getting the words out. Before I could push them up my throat, the door to the employee lounge flung open.

“Sorry about that, boys,” Frank said, dragging his arm across his forehead. “Molly’s going to burn the fucking place down with all these new electronics she’s installing. Her latest gimmick is some fancy margarita machine that—” His eyes fell on me and for a moment they seemed haunted. I’d seen that look before on Sean McPherson the first time he saw me. The ghost of Emily Flannigan, I thought this time. It should have bothered me, but it didn’t. Logan assured me I was nothing like her beyond a superficial similarity and that what he felt for me had nothing to do with her.

There was a chorus of hey, how are you from around the table.

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know we were in mixed company,” Frank said, and he wiped his hands on his jeans before walking toward me and extending one. “Frank Reilly.”

I smiled at him. “Elle Sterling.”

I’d seen him once before, but he wasn’t paying attention to me that night. He’d just wanted his daughter away from Logan. I wondered if with Patrick in jail and Tommy dead, he still felt that way.

“So what did you need?” He directed his question toward Logan, extending his hand and then pulling Logan toward him for a slight hug.

Frank was a big, billowy man. He’d been an informant for the BPD for years and had been the link between Agent Blanchet and Logan while Logan was being coerced to assist the DEA. As I watched the interaction between the two men, I couldn’t help but observe the fondness Frank felt toward Logan. Odd; up until now I thought he didn’t care for him.

But then again, he had allowed the break room at his pub to serve as the meeting place for this renegade task force, which, depending on what was really going on, could put him in harm’s way.

“Got a minute to sit down?” Logan asked him.

“Yeah, sure,” he said, and took a seat in one of the flimsy folding chairs that surrounded the small rectangular table.

The room was a hodgepodge of items that looked to be worn-out pieces from days better seen in the pub. Broken beer signs hung on the wall. The table was warped and the wood laminate was peeling off. Of the six chairs surrounding it, only two were sturdy enough to hold any real weight. I was worried the ones Miles and Frank were sitting in might just collapse.

“I want to pick your brain,” Logan started.

Frank eyed him warily but gave him a slight nod.

“My grandfather told me a story once about Mickey O’Shea.” He paused for a moment, and I knew the thought of Killian McPherson still made his heart heavy. I could see it on his face. With the slightest shake of his head he pushed the sorrow away. “He told me that when Mickey was a young man he went to prison, and that when he got out of prison he started up his own gang,”

“Yeah. They were small-time, though, a skeleton crew of twenty men at most. At the time, Paddy Flannigan was his number two. I don’t know how much income they generated. I know they were extorting protection payments from the strip clubs, which is how Paddy got the idea to run his businesses through them, lots of cash I guess. But back then, they ran the cash through Mickey’s mother’s flower shop.”

Logan nodded as if he already knew that.

Declan sat up straight.

And Miles eased his chair closer to the table.

“What do you know about Mickey?”

Frank looked uneasy.

“What?”

He shook his head. “I can’t say.”

“Is it about his gang?”

“His wife,” Frank said flatly.

Everyone perked up. “What about her?” Logan asked.

Frank closed his eyes for a moment before speaking. “Have you seen a picture of his wife?”

I had, but everyone else around the room shook their head.

"Rose O’Shea was a knockout. Picture Maureen O’Hara mixed with Lana Turner and eyes the color of the clearest blue sky.” He seemed to shake his head at the very thought of her but then cleared his throat, probably when he remembered I was in the room. “She was one of those women who turned every man’s head no matter if he was in love, straight or gay, and she knew it. She loved the attention and often sought the company of other men. Word on the street was that she was a tease, which was ironic because she claimed to be such a good Catholic girl. Went to church twice a week.”

Something like anticipation crested under my skin. The way he was talking drew all of us in, even the man I loved sitting beside me.

Logan crossed his arms over his chest and stretched those long legs. “Do you know how she died? I mean people say it was gang related, but that’s all. Never any details.”

Frank exhaled and looked away. “I do, but I swore on my life to keep it to myself.”

Uneasiness moved through me. Whatever it was didn’t sound good at all, and I wasn’t sure any of us should know.

Logan eased forward. “Anything you can tell us about Mickey would be helpful.”

Frank looked contemplative.

“Listen, Frank, this is going to sound crazy but I have reason to believe Patrick’s former gang, the Dorchester Heights Gang, is reassembling. And that maybe Mickey is running it, going by the name ‘the Priest’ to keep his identity secret.”

Doubt passed over Frank’s face like a shadow.

“It sounds crazy, but it’s not completely out of the question,” Logan said.

Frank was shaking his head.

“Think about it—over the past few years the drug trafficking on the streets of Boston has been pegged to one supplier, but no one knows who he is. Cocaine use has more than doubled across all income levels, which means someone with a substantial network is supplying it. What if it’s been Mickey this whole time using former Dorchester Heights members? The ones Patrick didn’t welcome into Blue Hill?”

My stomach twisted into a thousand knots. Clementine’s grandfather running one of the biggest drug rings in the history of Boston meant that if word got out, she would be in constant danger. Kidnapping threats. Death threats. Mob danger. And to make things worse, I had no idea what Mickey felt for Clementine, if anything. At least I knew that Mickey wasn’t involved in his granddaughter’s care as far as I had observed. In fact, aside from my sister’s funeral, I’d only seen him one other time, over at Erin’s for her son Conner’s birthday. I’m not even sure we ever spoke another word after we were introduced there. Still, the thought that he might be leading a secret life didn’t make me feel good about Clementine’s environment.

Frank stood up and walked over to the sink in the corner of the room. He opened the pine cabinet beneath it and rummaged around for a bit before he pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. He raised the bottle. “Anyone else need a drink?”

Logan gave a shake of his head and leaned back on the wooden chair. I worried it might not withstand the pressure and tried not to wince.

“I’ll take one,” Declan said.

“Me too,” I chimed in. I wasn’t a drinker, but thinking about Clementine in possible perpetual danger drove me to want one.

With a quiet thump, Logan brought his chair upright and leaned forward. “You okay?” he whispered so only I could hear. It was as if he was thinking the exact same thing I was and also didn’t like what that meant.

I nodded and put my hand on his knee. Just touching him made me feel so much better.

Frank continued to rummage around.

The room waited in quiet anticipation.

Logan placed his hand over mine, as if in reassurance that he’d make everything okay. The sentiment touched me. What we had together was so real, at times I had a hard time believing it. With Logan in my life, I knew what Charlie and I once shared wasn’t real love at all because real love doesn’t fall apart when someone is broken. Real love toughs it out . . . no matter what. Besides, according to Logan I wasn’t the least bit broken, and I chose to believe him.

The liquid poured easily into the glasses Frank found above the sink and went down even easier. Logan’s touch had already started to settle my nerves and this finished the deal.

Frank, on the other hand, downed one, then another glass. When he finished, he looked toward Logan, who seemed to have switched gears and suddenly gained patience. A slight trickle of perspiration broke on Frank’s forehead. “It’s not Mickey. I’m almost certain of that.”

Logan looked perplexed. “What do you know, Frank? What makes you say that?”

He gulped another sip. “This is dangerous information. What I’m about to tell you has to remain in this room. Promise me it won’t get out.”

Logan raised his right hand. “I promise. I swear on my own life.” He glanced around and Miles and Declan did the same, and then his eyes landed on mine. I didn’t raise my hand. I didn’t have to; he knew I’d never do anything that would hurt him.

Frank’s words sputtered out. “He’d never run a gang once run by Paddy Flannigan. Never. Besides, he wouldn’t have any trusted members. No one would work for him.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Everyone knows his wife died because of him. He broke code and didn’t protect his family. No one would work for a man like that.”

“What really happened, Frank?”

“His wife took a bullet meant for Paddy.”

Everyone’s eyes widened to the size of saucers.

Logan twisted in his seat and his right foot was tapping furiously on the floor. “Are you certain about that?”

Frank nodded. “It happened right here, in my pub, in front of me.”

“Who pulled the trigger?”

His response was an empty, “Mickey.”

What?

I felt like the room was spinning. All the air was sucked from my lungs. I think I gasped. A chill went down my spine and I suddenly felt very cold. Mickey and Rose were Clementine’s grandparents, and learning details of their tainted past made those knots in my stomach tighten even more.

Logan moved closer to me and the gesture warmed me instantly. I couldn’t believe how much I needed him.

“What happened, Frank?” he asked, with a softness in his voice that surprised me.

Frank squeezed his eyes closed. “It was 1989, just after the New Year. The weather was miserable and the pub was empty, so I sent the bartender home. I’d thought about closing early, but my wife had just left me and the thought of going home to an empty bed wasn’t appealing. In walked Paddy and he ordered his usual. He came in a lot back then. I used to joke with him that I was his therapist and was going to start charging. He and his wife were having trouble and I was no stranger to that.”

Logan narrowed his eyes in concentration. “So you and Patrick Flannigan were friends?”

The hollow laugh that escaped Frank’s throat sent chills through me. “Friends. That would be a stretch of the word. I did what I had to in order to stay on his good side. Molly’s was between Blue Hill and Dorchester Heights turf but hadn’t been claimed by either. That was enough to make me his best friend if he wanted me to be.”

“You were afraid he was going to make you pay for protection?” Declan asked.

He nodded. “Fuck yeah, I was. Listen, things had changed by then. The Irish Mob was no longer about the cause; the IRA had long been forgotten. Like now, it was about profit, but it was also about pride. I was lucky I hadn’t been forced to pay for protection like everyone else around me. I didn’t care whose friend I had to be; I just wanted to keep it that way.”

Declan raised a hand. “I’m not judging. My old man paid right up until the day Patrick Flannigan turned his back on everything Dorchester Heights for his shiny new Blue Hill Gang. That’s the only reason we were able to save enough to expand our business.”

Sympathetic looks passed between the men.

Logan squirmed a little, knowing he was the catalyst behind the merge, but in this case, it turned out to have had a positive impact on at least one family. “Go on, Frank. What happened next?”

“An hour or so had passed and he was pretty wasted. The door opened and Rose O’Shea came in, dressed to the nines. She was wearing a tight black dress, high heels, and a brand-new fur coat. I noticed it because I found it hard to believe Mickey could afford something like that. She strode right over to Paddy and sat down. Like it had been arranged. He ordered her a drink and they started talking. I didn’t know if the two of them knew each other, but Rose had come in enough that I was aware nothing but trouble could come out of her flirting with him. Sure enough, it didn’t take long for her to down a few martinis and for them to disappear into the bathroom.”

My heart was in my throat. What if Michael was like his mother?

“What happened next happened so fast, it’s all a blur. Mickey came in looking for Rose. The place was dark, but when she came out of the bathroom it was easy to see what she had been up to by how disheveled she was. Her hair was a mess and her red lipstick was smeared all around her mouth. Mickey lit up like I’d never seen him. The two were always physical, don’t get me wrong—her slapping him, him pulling her out of the bar by her hair—but that night, the anger on his face seemed to transform to hatred.”

My pulse started to race.

“‘Your kid got arrested tonight,’ he’d barked at her. She acted dumbfounded and he turned red as he eyed her.

“Rose started to throw a tantrum. She called him a liar. Blamed him for not loving the kid. Mickey’s laugh was bitter when he told her that her kid was just as vile as her. She called him weak, pathetic, said he wasn’t a real man. Out of nowhere, he charged at her, calling her a whore, a bitch, screaming at her, yelling. When he reached her he slapped her so hard she fell back, but before she hit the ground he grabbed her by the arm and the hair and started to drag her toward the door.”

I dared a glance around the room, but everyone was focused on Frank.

Frank was in his own world. “That’s when Paddy came out of the john and drew his gun. Told Mickey to let her go. Mickey shoved Rose away and went for his own gun, but Rose stumbled forward just as Mickey fired at Patrick and she took the bullet, right in the back of the head. Died instantly.”

Everyone was in a state of shock.

My hand flew to my mouth and I gasped.

Mickey killed his own wife.

Michael and Erin must not have even been teenagers at the time. Michael never spoke of his mother, but her picture was everywhere in his house; he obviously loved her. Erin never spoke of her either, and as far as I knew she had only that one photo of a family of five in her house and none of only her mother. The older boy in the photo must have been the son Mickey was referring to who had been arrested.

The words sins of the father echoed through my head. And for the first time, Logan’s theory that Michael had killed my sister didn’t sound so insane. I couldn’t dismiss the thought.

Logan pushed to his feet. “Kill a man’s dog, he’ll kill your best friend; kill a man’s brother, he’ll kill your mother; take a man’s girl, and he’ll kill you,” he muttered.

“What?” I asked.

“Something my gramps told me once.”

Frank nodded. “Old unwritten code of conduct, but in Mickey’s case he killed his own girl.”

“He must have blamed Patrick,” Declan commented.

“I’m sure he did, but he was so much weaker than Paddy, there was nothing he could do about it. He didn’t have any power. His own gang had already collapsed years before when he went after another gang’s leader for flirting with Rose, and both gangs tore each other apart. He was just a florist by then. He really was powerless.”

“I heard about that. Do you think Killian knew how Rose died?” Logan asked in a tone that was steely and sharp.

Frank slowly shook his head. “No one knew but the three of us. They both disappeared right after and I called the BPD. I claimed a guy wearing a ski mask came in, shot her, and then ran. They never questioned me. Gang violence was everywhere.”

“You never told anyone else?” Miles asked.

“No! My life and my daughter’s were on line. I knew to keep my mouth shut.”

“You don’t think Mickey could be pulling Patrick’s strings somehow?”

“I don’t see it,” Frank said.

“So why would Patrick kill his own son?”

“I don’t have a fucking clue,” Frank answered.

“Like you said, a life for a life,” Miles said to Logan.

Miles had grown up in Southie and still lived there. He was a beat cop before he went to work for the Gang Unit; he knew the way the streets worked here in Boston in a way I never would. But then again, so did Logan.

“That has to go much deeper than any of us could even have imagined,” Logan said.

His words were spoken in an eerie context. One that made my pulse thunder through me and my heartbeat become so erratic, I thought my heart might pop out of my chest. I was clenching my palms so tightly that the indentations from my short nails were sure to draw blood.

My mind was spinning.

Would this information impact Clementine?

I started to feel like there was a black cloud over me that was never going to clear.

Uncertainty made me wary.

Worry controlled me.

Fear owned me.

If knowledge was dangerous, this was deadly information.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

LOGAN

The back door to Molly’s had served well as my escape route over the past four months, but today I needed it more than ever.

My lungs felt like they were filled with rocks and I couldn’t breathe. I pushed the door open with a force that made it bang against the brick wall.

Out in the cool night, air seeped into my lungs and I took two controlled breaths.

In.

Out.

I arranged my thoughts in my mind. A distant memory was nagging at me. One I’d been trying to place since Frank first mentioned Mickey O’Shea’s wife.

 

Darkness was everywhere.

The night was so still, the water looked like a sheet of glass, the sky like a blank slate, and the wind was dialed down to a mere warm breeze.

The perfect summer night for chillin’.

I kicked my feet up and stretched my arms behind my head, letting my body rest comfortably on the canvas cushion beneath me. Relaxed in this way, I was in prime position for the swaying motion of the boat to lull me to sleep.

I was wiped out. My grandfather and I had spent the day moving fast through the open water and finding the best spot to fish. Now, we were cruising on the sea of glass, doing nothing, and I could tell my grandfather wasn’t ready to head back in yet. I didn’t care; I had nothing better to do, and the truth was, I liked being out on the open water. It made me feel like my world wasn’t crashing in all around me. Whether it was hormones kicking in or the simple fact that my parents didn’t get along, and their constant arguing was making all of our lives miserable, I didn’t know, and really, I didn’t care. Life just sucked.

Sure, I loved hanging out with James, but being able to get away from the sailing lessons and polo matches of the Hamptons was like a breath of fresh air. I could breathe out here. I wasn’t suffocating in fine linen or choking down a glass of Perrier.

My paternal grandfather, Killian McPherson, had come to my mother’s family estate in Southampton to bring me back to Boston. Good thing, too, because even though I didn’t have my license yet, I knew how to drive, and I was contemplating taking my grandfather Ryan’s Bugatti out for a spin.

Killian McPherson and I had a tradition. September second marked the anniversary of his and my grandmother’s wedding. Ever since my grandmother’s death, my grandfather disconnected from the world on Labor Day weekend, and he just so happened to take me along with him every time.

The bitter argument my parents had over where I was going to start high school sent my mother fleeing from Boston in early July and she had taken me with her. But another one of my parents’ longstanding disagreements wasn’t going to keep my grandfather and me apart, even if Grandpa Ryan was around. The two older men hated each other. Then again, they were so completely different; there was no way they couldn’t.

Whatever.

Exuding a confidence that always left me in awe, he scouted the area. Fully satisfied that we were nowhere, which was where he wanted to be, he twisted around. “Have your parents agreed where you’ll start high school yet?”

I sat up straight, digging my sneakers into the floorboards for traction. “I told my mother I wanted to stay in Boston even if she chose to remain in New York, and like some sort of miracle she agreed to let me attend Boston’s Blackstone Academy. For now, anyway. My father told me later she only agreed because I’d been wait-listed at NYC Prep and Collegiate, so we’ll see what happens.”

“NYC Prep, isn’t that where James goes?”

I nodded. “If I have to leave Boston, I’ll hold out until I get in there.”

“Just stay on the straight and narrow, Logan. That boy seems to sniff out trouble.”

I laughed and said nothing. James and I were way more alike than my grandfather wanted to know.

He maneuvered the boat around one last time and then shut the engine off. The way he drove this boat with such ease left me in awe every time I watched him. He was just a powerhouse. A very tall, well-built man with a strength that was greater than that of anyone I knew. It wasn’t his size, though, that mattered. It was the power that oozed from him that allowed him to command the attention of anyone he came into contact with.

I’d never seen anything like it.

Turning all the way around, he ran a callused hand over the stubble of his white beard. “Well, since you’re staying in town for a while anyway, I want you to come work at the News Parlor a couple of days a week. It will keep you out of trouble and I could use the help.”

My brows popped. The News Parlor was my grandfather’s store. He sold mainly lottery tickets, newspapers, and magazines, but there was a roped-off section that I was dying to get into. I’d been asking to work for him for the past year and he shot me down every time. “Really? You mean it?”

“Do I ever say anything I don’t mean?”

I couldn’t hold back my smile. “Will I be working on Dorchester Avenue or at the track?” I asked. Suffolk Downs was an awesome place and I loved when he took me there.

“Where do you think?”

“Dorchester,” I responded with a sigh. It was worth a try.

He grinned. “I knew you were smart.”

“Did you ever hire that girl who lives next door to you?”

Those dark eyes narrowed on me. “She’s older than you and she’s seeing that boy Tommy Flannigan. I don’t want you getting involved with that shit. He’s nothing but trouble.”

“She says she’s not seeing him, but I don’t care either way.”

It was his turn to raise a brow. “Then why do you want to know if I hired her?”

In my most I don’t really care tone, I answered, “Just curious. She seems pretty smart. I might learn something from her.” That was a lie. She had big tits and I wanted to feel them, along with the rest of her body.

“Well, as a matter of fact, I did. And everything else aside, inter-office romances, for lack of a better word, are never good business.”

I kicked my feet up again against the chair in front of me and crossed my arms. “Who said anything about romance?”

He rose from the captain’s chair he fit so well in and swatted me across the head. “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter.”

My grandfather might not have finished high school, but he was the smartest man I knew. With a shrug, I looked at him and answered truthfully. “I’m not. I’m dead serious.” I didn’t elaborate. I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend, but I knew if I told him that I was just hoping to score, that wouldn’t help me get the job.

The huff of laughter he gave me as he sat down beside me warned me another one of his stories was coming. “Well, there’s something going on in that head of yours and I think its fair time I warned you . . . beware of the power of the dame.”

With a glance in his direction, I rolled my eyes. “Gramps, please, anything but the birds and the bees.”

I’d been jerking off for enough time now that I understood how everything worked. I didn’t need him explaining it to me—again.

He shook his head and kicked his own feet up. “It happens before you know it. A woman can pull you in and get under your skin just like that. We all like to think we’re immune, but before we know it we’re under their spell. And then they own you in a way you never would have thought possible.”

“That won’t happen to me. I’m not interested in dealing with chicks that way. Relationships are way too much work.”

The sky was the perfect shade of black and twinkling with stars as he stared up at it and closed his eyes. “Yes, they are a lot of work, but learning to appreciate the beauty and the beast within women will take you far. It’s something I can’t drum into you enough.”

The laughter bubbled out of me. “Did you just say beast?”

Slowly, he opened his eyes and he looked my way. “Let me tell you a little story.”

I settled in. This could take a while.

“All women are beasts. You just have to know how to tame them or when to let them go.”

“Come on, Gramps, that sounds ridiculous.”

“No, it’s not. Let me tell you a little story about a woman who tore dozens of men apart. If that’s not a beast, I don’t know what is.”

I nodded. “Go on.”

“Many years ago there were these two gangs. Both were up-and-coming, both fighting for the biggest piece of the pie. Punch Leary was the head of the Charlestown Mob and he thought he could annihilate the Savin Hill Gang by distracting Mickey O’Shea.”

“Distract him how?”

Gramps was shaking his head. “By going after his wife.”

“What happened?”

“What happened, my boy, was a full-blown war. That wife of Mickey’s was a dame, a tramp, but it didn’t matter. Mickey O’Shea didn’t react the way Punchy thought. He wasn’t distracted; he was determined. And he went berserk. Kidnapped Leary and held him captive in some greenhouse miles from the city and slowly beat him to death. Kept him alive long enough to kill his entire crew. And he didn’t just annihilate them; he stalked them. Made them aware of what was coming. One by one, he taunted them, black roses showing up everywhere, letting them know they should dread the upcoming day. It went on until every last one of that gang was killed and then finally Punchy.”

Curiosity got me. “How’d those guys let things get so far out of hand?”

His dark eyes blazed with memory. “It was the beast. That woman. Savin Hill wasn’t going to stand for another man trying to take one of their women. After that the Charlestown Mob vanished, but the war incapacitated Savin Hill so much they didn’t survive too much longer, and it was all over some broad. Now, I’m not saying she wasn’t gorgeous, because she was. Regardless, what I’m trying to tell you is that there have been wars waged over taking, or even attempting to take, another man’s dame. Never get involved with a claimed woman, even if she’s Helen of Troy. Come to think of it, especially if she’s Helen of Troy.”

Greek mythology had been the curriculum for my entire last half of eighth grade. For once, here was a topic I knew all too well and I couldn’t keep my smart ass from rearing. “Moral of the story, then: beware of the Trojan, and not the one that comes in the small square foil.”

My grandfather took my arms and pulled me closer to him. “No, Logan, this is no joke. Listen to me, and listen to me well—kill a man’s dog, he’ll kill your best friend; kill a man’s brother, he’ll kill your mother; take a man’s girl, and he’ll kill you.”

He looked so serious I couldn’t help but flinch. “Gramps, I’m not interested in Molly that way. It is really too much bullshit to deal with. Chicks just aren’t worth it. You don’t have to worry about me.”

Silence filled the space between us as he let go of my arms. And then his hearty laughter echoed through the night sky. “Mark my words . . . someday you’ll change your mind.”

My phone buzzed and I carefully pulled it out of my pocket to sneak a peek. It was James and the text read, I finally scored.

“See, you know I’m right,” my grandfather gloated.

The smile on my face wasn’t meant for Gramps, but he didn’t know that and I wasn’t about to tell him what it was for.

The lecture that would ensue would be endless.

And I’d had enough of those for one night.

 

The wind picked up and snapped me back. My mind still a whirl, I tried to think this through. If Mickey had sought retribution for someone messing around with his wife, what would he have done if he killed his wife because of another guy—because of Patrick Flannigan?

Even if Frank didn’t think so, Mickey O’Shea could very well be the kingpin to this entire operation. He had motive and reason to go after Flannigan. But why wait so long? It didn’t make sense.

The Priest was someone, and if not Mickey, who? Michael? Payback for his mother’s death? Or someone else entirely?

I didn’t know the answers but was going to find them out. Frank gave Miles some names of former Dorchester Heights Gang members and he was going to ask around. We had to be close. There were too many coincidences. Too many connections. Too many deaths. And way too many threatening phone calls.

Shuddering, I moved faster through the alley. Elle’s hand was safely in mine. I needed to get us away from here, from the chaos. I had to escape this madness if only for the night. Still, even as I thought it, I knew it wouldn’t happen. Elle had to stay out of this. She shouldn’t be taking risks. I had to convince her. Before we turned the corner onto Tremont Street, I stopped. “We need to talk.”

Elle was shaking her head. “Logan, I know what you’re going to say and you know I can’t stay out of it. I have to protect that little girl, now more than ever. What if Lizzy married Michael because he was like our father? I don’t remember what my father was like with us when we were little. Maybe he was just as loving as Michael is with Clementine now. And where will that leave her?”

Elle was practically hysterical and although I didn’t want to understand her driving need, I did. In fact, I felt protective over Clementine myself.

“I have to be there for her, to make sure nothing bad happens to her.”

I pinned Elle against the brick wall. I needed to calm her down. Standing in front of her, I looked down into her terrified stare. “I promise you I will help you to ensure she grows up happy, healthy, and normal.”

Her eyes burned into mine. “You can’t make me that promise, Logan. There is no way you can do that. This is all me. I have to do this myself.”

The scent of her skin, the warmth in her tone, the pull of her body—they were all I needed to reassure myself that I could do this, that I could help her. I had to. I pressed my hands to the wall above her head. “Elle, I don’t want you to do anything tomorrow when you go visit Clementine. It’s too dangerous. Let Miles and me figure out a way to get the information we need and deliver it to Blanchet.”

She shook her head violently, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I know I’m the reason you’re in this situation with the DEA, why you’re still involved, but you can’t do anything with what you find out about Michael until I secure Clementine’s future. I mean it, Logan. You can’t.”

I lifted her chin. “Hey, don’t cry.”

Her head dropped to my shoulder and she started babbling. “If something happens to Michael, I don’t know what will happen to Clementine. I won’t be able to live with myself knowing I might have been the one to wreck her entire life.”

I pulled back. “Hey, that’s not going to happen.”

“It might. I don’t think Michael has named anyone as her guardian yet. If he goes to prison, she could become a ward of the state until custody is determined.”

“He hadn’t filed—”

She cut me off. “Promise me, Logan. Promise me.”

I clasped my hands to her face. I couldn’t stand to see her so upset. “I promise, Elle. I promise.”

Her eyes were wild now. “Even if Michael catches me, he won’t hurt me. He has no idea about the two of us and besides . . .” Her voice dropped off.

“Besides what?” I asked.

She stared at me for the longest time and then dropped her gaze. “He wants me to move in with him. He thinks I can help him become DA and then judge. He said if I do that, I can be a bigger part of Clementine’s life. That I could help raise her.”

The words were unexpected. They were like a hard punch to the gut, and once again I couldn’t breathe. “What the hell are you talking about?” I bit out.

She flinched at the harshness in my tone. “When I thought you left me, I spent the weekend at his house and he made me a proposition—if he could have me, I could have Clementine.”

Everything around me seemed to be moving. The earth was no longer steady. There was a great divide between Elle and me. My world felt like it was falling apart. I fixed her with a turbulent look. “He . . . propositioned you? And what, you’ve been considering it while fucking me?”

“What?” she asked in shock.

I said it again. “Have you been considering his proposition while fucking me?”

“I can’t believe you’re asking me that.”

My hands went back to their position above her head and I pounded my fists against the concrete. “You didn’t answer me, Elle.”

There was a hesitation in her movement when her palms lifted toward my chest. I wasn’t certain if she was touching me. I couldn’t feel anything. I was numb. She lifted her head to the sky. I did too. It was filled with a million twinkling lights and if I could reach up and grab some, I’d hand them all to her and assure her everything would be all right.

But I couldn’t.

A horrible sense of foreboding washed over me. She was going to accept his proposal. My gaze swept her, lingered on her lips, and I could see that truth in the way her green eyes dulled, in the way her shoulders slumped, in the way she had yet to touch me.

Outrage burned in my blood. “Why won’t you answer me,” I demanded.

Her eyes flashed to mine but she just stood there, staring at me, saying nothing.

Something in the air shifted.

I was losing control again.

I couldn’t stand the thought. I knew I was being too loud. I knew I shouldn’t be so hostile. I knew what she was going to say. And that was just it: she was everything to me, and I was going to lose her.

With that thought in my mind, I turned and started for my vehicle. Oddly enough, I yearned for the day when I thought I was the threat to her safety. When her being with me was the problem, because at least then I had a solution.

She grabbed my upper arm. I thought she meant to slap me or push me—I wasn’t sure. I froze. Her touch was doing something to me, snapping me out of the daze I was in. She placed her other hand on my other arm and stood in front of me, staring at me like I was the devil. I think she was talking, but the blood was swooshing so loud in my ears, I couldn’t hear.

I was going to lose her.

I’d just found her and I was going to lose her.

She shook me. “Don’t do this, Logan. Don’t shut down on me,” she pleaded.

I’d lost myself in my thoughts.

“I love you. Nothing has changed. I only told you that so you could understand that I’m not in danger around Michael. That I can use what he wants to get closer but I would never do anything to jeopardize what we have. Never. Do you understand me?”

I blinked. “You’re not going to agree to his terms?”

Without hesitation she placed her palms on my chest. “No. I could never do that. I love you too much to lose you. But you have to trust me. You have to let me get closer to him. I’ll stall him while I secure my place in Clementine’s future.”

I stroked my thumb over her bottom lip. “As long as he keeps his hands off you, I will try to come to terms with the plan Miles has laid out. But Elle, if he so much as touches a hair on your head . . . I might just kill him.”

And this time, I meant it. I might not have had enough resolve to kill Tommy Flannigan with my bare hands, but if O’Shea violated Elle in any way, I couldn’t be held responsible for my actions.

Her hands slid up my chest and dug into my shoulders. “He won’t, Logan, I know he won’t. He won’t force me to do anything. He’s not like that with me.”

She was trying to convince me or maybe she was trying to convince herself, but either way, it wasn’t as if I had a choice. “Okay, Elle, I’ll go along with it as long as you promise to be careful.”

She lifted on her toes and kissed me sweetly, softly. “I love you,” she said again.

This time I said it back. “I love you, too.”

I just hoped it was enough.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

DAY 34

ELLE

His breathing was steady and I timed mine to his.

In.

Out.

I’d been awake for hours, talking myself off the ledge I’d found myself balancing on.

I was worrying my lip.

I hadn’t lied to Logan, but I also wasn’t certain about what I’d told him.

I told him what I thought to be true. And the whispers in my head said everything was going to be all right. It was the logic in my brain that told a different story. I wasn’t quite sure Michael wasn’t going to pressure me the way I’d convinced Logan he wasn’t. My hope was that I could continue to stall him while convincing him Clementine’s future needed to be secured.

I had no idea if I could pull it off.

Lying on my side, watching him, I put my hand to Logan’s chest and felt the beat of his heart. It was strong and unfaltering like him, and it helped to soothe my ravaged nerves.

His hand on my back started to stroke my skin, and that, too, soothed me.

He’d woken up. I knew I shouldn’t have stirred him before dawn, but he’d already told me he had to leave early and I needed him this morning.

As if he could sense this need, or maybe because he just needed me too, he kissed my head and then disentangled himself from my limbs so he could slide down to face me. On one elbow, he said, “Good morning. You’re up early.”

I kissed his lips. “I couldn’t sleep.”

I was done not being honest.

My signal must have been crystal clear because his mouth latched onto mine instantly.

He’d made love to me once last night and fucked me twice. Laying claim to me in a way he didn’t have to. I was already his—heart, mind, body, and soul. There was no denying it.

His lips continued to move against mine, but the kiss was slow and sweet.

Wanting more, faster, I thrust my tongue inside his mouth and then took his hand and placed it on my breast.

“Elle.” He whispered my name against my mouth.

“Logan,” I breathed.

His thumb started rubbing my nipple to an aching tightness.

He shifted and I clawed at his arms. I wanted this. I wanted him to bury his cock as far inside me as he could. I didn’t want slow and sweet, not this morning, I wanted hard and fast.

For a moment, he stopped and just gazed at me. He, himself, was a sight. His chest ripped, smooth, gloriously defined. Arms perfectly shaped. Legs strong.

My body pressed forward.

When I made contact with his, he flipped me onto my back and hovered over me, fingers almost magical as they reached between us and found my clit.

Caressing my pussy, his movements quickened, and then he started rolling my clit in little circles with his thumb while he tasted my mouth like he never had before. Desperate. Needy.

I felt the same.

A storm of desire hit me like a hurricane-force wind.

My hand reached down and found his beautiful length. I stroked it. Felt it. Circled it. As soon as I did, he groaned in such ecstasy I was beyond turned on.

“Logan,” I moaned breathlessly, thrusting my hips up to meet his cock.

In an instant, he cupped me from behind and pulled me closer. I was all too happy to rub up against his hard, thick cock.

“Not yet,” he whispered in my ear. He proceeded to tease me and kissed his way down my neck. When he reached my breasts he held them together to kiss the plumped flesh, both at the same time.

The sheets felt warm beneath me but he felt even hotter. It was a heat I yearned for and one I knew would never burn me.

His lips started to trail farther down my body and his throat made murmuring sounds of appreciation. No one had ever made me feel the way he did. Like I was special. Like I was the only thing that mattered. Like I was the one who kept his heart beating, his lungs breathing.

His hands moved in conjunction with his tongue, both at a busying pace, and I found the anticipation exhilarating. My body was at ease with his hands, lips, tongue, and teeth all over it.

Goose bumps rose on the bare skin of my hip bone when he passed over it and my body practically quaked when his finger started stroking my clit again. I bucked and wiggled beneath him when his warm breath teased me this time.

Lightly, ever so lightly, he stroked me again. It was tantalizing. It was teasing. It was delicious torture.

I found myself spreading my thighs as wide as I possibly could. I opened for him. Offered myself to him. And as soon as I did, he greedily took what was already his by sliding a finger inside of me and licking me with his tongue at the same time.

His groans of appreciation aroused me even more. The fact that I could elicit pleasure from him while he was giving it to me still messed with my head. I couldn’t believe two people could be so in sync with one another.

My belly jumped when he put his mouth right on me and I rocked my hips when he added another finger.

“You like that?” he purred.

“Yes,” I called out.

His hands were on me, his mouth was all over me, his tongue in me, and when I started to buck beneath him he held me down, never once stopping the exquisite pleasure he was administering.

If there was a heaven, I was in it. Every time with him brought new levels of pleasure and I was peaking once again. Up high above the clouds, stars burst behind my lids, pleasure shot through my veins. My legs tingled all the way to my toes, my arms all the way to my fingertips. He was my sun, my moon, and my rock-steady earth. I needed him in a way I knew I shouldn’t. It made me weak, but I couldn’t fight it. Instead I came beneath him and let the pleasure take me to that place I never wanted to leave.

I cried out. “Oh God, Logan. It feels so good. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t want him to stop. I wanted this feeling to be enough to take me through whatever was going to happen with Michael because I knew, down deep in my soul, it wasn’t going to be as easy as I wanted it to be. And I was going to take a piece of this with me to remind me not to trade my soul to the devil.

Logan nuzzled me for a moment before moving back up to bury his face in my neck. It was as if he was cementing that small gift in my soul he’d just given me when he placed his hand on my heart. I, in turn, put mine over his and held it for the longest time.

His erection was hot against my thigh and when I felt I could speak I told him, “Fuck me.”

“Nothing I want to do more,” he responded in that voice that caused butterflies to take flight in my belly every time.

He pinned my hips down and pushed the first few inches of his cock inside me. Ecstasy filled the room in the form of moans. He held me in place. Watched me as he thrust inside me a few more inches. Pleasure swept through me. I wanted him so much that I had to rock my hips to get more of him inside me. “More,” I breathed.

Repositioning himself, he drove his cock in deeper. My legs wrapped around him and my ankles locked together at his back. He was pulsing inside me and I loved it. My fingers went to his scalp and I pressed them against it.

The sounds of the sheets rustled beneath us. While he thrust all the way inside me, our movements were wild, wicked, out of control. Our stomachs slapping. Our eyes watching each other with such burning desire. In this moment, there was nothing else. Just him. And me. And the need to connect. To be one.

I could tell we were both close. When his breathing became ragged and he was about to come, I found myself on the brink again as well. I arched my back to meet his thrusts. He moved faster. And then he shuddered at the same time I climaxed. We were perfectly in sync and we came together in the most beautiful way. It almost made me cry.

The irony of it all was that we were made for each other, and who knew if we were going to be able to stay together. My conviction about my ability to fool Michael was waning and I knew if push came to shove, I’d do whatever I had to for Clementine.

All I could do was hope it didn’t come to that.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

LOGAN

My father was on to me.

I didn’t want to have to tell him what was going on, especially now that the stakes were higher and the DEA had threatened me. His life seemed less stressful and he was 120 days sober now. I worried that telling him I wasn’t out of danger might push him to drink.

That was how I found myself speeding down the highway at seven in the morning. With Patrick put to rest since he was behind bars, I still had to investigate the Priest and Michael O’Shea, but I had to do so before and after office hours.

One of the conversations that purposely didn’t make the table last night was that Miles had looked into www.evanmarks.com and it turned out it was a male escort service. Miles had found a charge on O’Shea’s credit card from that very site. How he got the credit card number beat the shit out of me. His brilliance far exceeded my knowledge of the Internet in any capacity, but I’d take whatever he could come up with.

After verifying Michael’s identity with the male escort indicated on the credit card receipt, Miles arranged to meet with him. In exchange for divulging what had happened when he met with O’Shea, the escort wanted a twenty-four-hour stay at the Onyx near TD Garden, complete with two escorts of his choice—before he’d meet with us.

I was happy to oblige.

I hadn’t mentioned it to Elle yet because if it panned out like the last lead, it might give us nothing, and the last thing I wanted to do was burden her with more wasted shit about Michael, but I would tell her as soon as I left today. I had to. I had promised to keep her in the loop.

I pulled up to the swanky boutique hotel and tossed the valet my keys. “I shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes.”

“I’ll keep it out front then, sir,” he responded when I handed him a C-note.

That’s what I was hoping for. Time was of the essence. I had to get into the office by nine.

I pushed through the revolving door and found Miles sitting in one of the plush red chairs. Red seemed to be a theme and I couldn’t help but think I should bring Elle here. There was a red bike in the lobby, red chairs, and specks of red in the black swirled carpeting. On second thought, it looked like the devil’s haven. “Hey, man, you ready?”

Miles stood and wiped his hands on his jeans. “He’s in room 423. I called up and told him we were on our way.”

We started for the elevator. “I’m sorry if I was a dick last night,” I offered up.

Miles pushed the up arrow. “Don’t worry about it. I know you’re under a lot of stress.”

The doors opened and we stepped in. “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “And don’t say the money. I can see how invested you are.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I almost died when I was shot in the line of duty and it changed my perspective on life. I no longer wanted to fight crime on the street because I realized it wasn’t only the bad guys who were getting hurt.”

I nodded my head. He wasn’t wrong about that.

“I look at it like this—some cards that are dealt are shit and if I can help someone who deserves it get a better hand, that’s what I’m going to do.”

I offered my hand to him. “Thanks, man.”

When he shook it, I drew him close and pounded his back. I was never one for affection until I met Elle and I still wasn’t a touchy-feely kind of guy, but this just felt right. The doors opened and we dropped the contact. That was enough of that.

I glanced up and saw a hooker and a tranny leaving a room. I glanced toward Miles. “I think that’s our room.”

“And there goes what you paid for,” he huffed under his breath.

I raised a brow. “Hope he’s happy enough to sing like a canary.”

Miles laughed.

I laughed too.

Nothing was funny, but it felt good to find an ounce of humor in all this chaos.

Before the door fully closed, Miles shoved his foot in between the door and the jamb.

The dude opened the door and my eyes immediately went to the animal-print robe he was wearing.

“You Derrick?” Miles asked.

He pulled his robe closed to hide his junk. “That’s me.” He stepped to the side. “And you must be Miles.”

He nodded. I preferred no introduction and Miles kept it that way.

I stepped in and knew I was never bringing Elle here. Everything was trimmed in red, but the pillow on the bed that read “Wicked Smaht” sealed the deal. The pillows were decorated with a Boston accent?

I walked over to the bathroom and glanced in. It was empty and I gave Miles a nod.

He opened the closet. “Clear,” he said.

I nodded again.

“I’m alone,” Derrick said and flopped on the bed. “So how can I help you?”

With my arms crossed, I leaned back against the red lacquered dresser.

Miles took a seat in the chair opposite the bed. “Tell me what you know about Michael O’Shea.”

The dude twisted his lips. “The name doesn’t ring a bell.”

Miles looked annoyed as he pulled out his phone. “This guy.” He flashed Derrick a picture of O’Shea’s Facebook profile, and just the sight of his dark hair and icy blue eyes had me seeing double.

Derrick looked hesitant.

Frustrated, Miles went on. “It’s the same picture I sent you when I contacted you.”

With his blond, chin-length hair falling forward, he slicked it back with his palms. “Yeah, right, that dude. I remember him.”

Miles’s glare almost made me cringe. “You’d better. That’s why you’re here, to tell us what you know, not because we wanted to splurge on your sex life.”

He straightened his spine and gave Miles a wry smile. “By the way, thank you for that.”

If looks could kill, Derrick the dude would be dead. “Start talking,” Miles demanded impatiently.

“What do you want to know?”

“When did you meet with him?”

He scratched his chin. “It was four, maybe six weeks ago.”

“How did he contact you?”

“Through my email on Evan Marks.”

“What was the purpose of the email?”

“He told me he was looking to watch his wife get off and that he wanted to tape it.”

“He phrased it just like that?”

He laughed. “No, I doubt it. He was much more uptight.”

“What exactly did he ask you, then?”

Derrick ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t remember his exact words, man. Something like he wanted to schedule an appointment for him and his wife, and was it okay with me if he taped the encounter.”

“Do you still have the email?”

“No. I can those daily.”

Miles gave him a look.

He shrugged. “Can’t take the chance of a scandal. You have to understand, I get contacted with messages like that all the time.”

My stomach felt like iron bars and that someone had just clanged them.

Miles sat up a little straighter himself. “Okay, so you see a lot people, and yet you remember Michael O’Shea?”

The doubt was in his voice. I could tell he thought this guy was bullshitting us.

“His eyes, man. They were icy blue, almost haunted. Kind of gave me the creeps.”

Miles seemed to believe him then. “Okay, so what happened?”

“I met them in a hotel room and he sat in a chair like you are in right now and never got up, and I mean never got up. His wife answered the door, his wife and I got it on, and she walked me to the door afterwards. He watched and didn’t even jerk off.”

Miles still had his phone in his hand. “Is this the woman that was with him?”

Derrick nodded in confirmation.

This meant it was Lizzy with O’Shea during the time she was supposedly missing.

Miles glanced at me, then back toward him. He’d drawn the same conclusion. “Did she seem like she was into it or more like she was being forced?”

He crossed his legs at his ankles. “To be honest, I’m not really certain. She seemed okay but not completely into it. I mean she consented, went along with it, got off, got me off, but said nothing.”

“Did you think she was high or drunk?”

“She definitely wasn’t drunk. High, I couldn’t really say. She was just really sad.”

Miles shifted a little in his seat and I was ready to jump out of my skin. “Do you remember anything else unusual?”

He gave another small laugh. “The dude started reciting some kind of prayer while we were going at it.”

Miles’s eyes shot to mine. “Do you know what prayer?”

“Something about repenting for her deeds.”

“Anything else?”

“Look, threesomes are more my thing. That whole night was just freakin’ bizarre. It was like they were putting on a show and neither one of them wanted to be there. Other than that, no, nothing unusual happened. Straight-up sex. Nothing kinky. He paid me, he never asked to see me again, and never contacted me again.”

Miles stood.

I straightened.

“Thanks for the info.” Miles handed him his card. “If you think of anything else, call me.”

The dude didn’t get up. “Yeah, no problem.”

I started for the door and Miles followed.

“Hey,” Derrick called. “I have the room for the morning, right?”

“Yeah, man. It’s all yours,” Miles answered.

There was nothing about what I’d just learned that made me feel any better. In fact, I felt myself twitching everywhere and I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

“Why would he do something like that?” Miles asked.

“I have no fucking idea.”

My mind was warped. I couldn’t think straight right now. My thoughts couldn’t even be vocalized. O’Shea was with Lizzy when she was “missing.” He’d never told Elle about it. He’d videotaped this fucked-up event for a reason.

I mean why?

What the fuck?

We walked toward the elevator and Miles managed to at least say what I couldn’t. “What the fuck kind of guy does that with his wife?”

“The one who wants to lay claim to my girl,” I muttered.

He pressed the button and turned his head toward me. “What did you say?”

“The same one who wants Elle,” I said and closed my eyes.

The very thought was enough to drive me crazy.


CHAPTER THIRTY

ELLE

I opened the back door of my townhouse with my hands full.

I had my laptop on one shoulder, my purse on the other, and a giant plush elephant clutched in between. Logan had picked it up yesterday for Clementine. It was so big it had to be the size of her. I’d been unsuccessful in replacing Rosie and although Clementine had long forgotten her once precious rattle, he hoped this would fill any void the lost toy might have created.

It was really sweet.

Much to my chagrin, when I glanced toward the dark sky filled with gray clouds, I knew it was going to rain again. Boston in the spring was proving that my investment in a good raincoat was well worth it. I’d also picked up a red rain hat and red rain boots. Luckily, I had already shoved the hat on my head before stepping foot outdoors, but unfortunately my rain boots were at the boutique.

I took in the beautiful green colors that surrounded me—the trees, the grass, the stems of the flowers. Everything was starting to get so green and lush. I loved the Northeast and couldn’t believe I’d spent so much time anywhere but here.

After a few moments of taking in the fresh air, I turned on my heels to lock the kitchen door. When I did, I felt something strange beneath my soles. The giant elephant was blocking my view but still, I managed to glance downward.

Black rose petals covered the stoop. Hundreds of them. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I felt a chill that was not from the cool temperature. I glanced around. Nothing. No one. Where did they come from?

That unease I’d felt earlier crept right back inside my soul.

Worrying my lip, I locked the door and hurried up the sidewalk to the street. The Porsche was parked behind the Mercedes, but there were no signs of anything or anyone unusual.

Today I was taking the Mercedes and as I rushed toward it, my mind was whirling. What I knew about black roses came from reading books and watching movies. Possibly total folklore, they meant to symbolize a warning for something like an impending death or a plot for revenge. Were these left for me or were they a prank by some neighborhood goth kid who dabbed black food coloring in his grandmother’s rose garden? I tried calling Logan to tell him about it but the call went right to voicemail. I hung up. I was being silly. I’d tell him about it later.

I eased down the accelerator. Was it just my imagination, or could I smell the woodsy, pine-like smell of the outdoors in the car? I glanced around. Nothing. Odd. I was really losing it.

Driving fast, it still seemed to take me forever to get to Michael’s. As I pulled onto his street, I looked in the rearview mirror and told myself I had to focus on what was important. I had to be brave. For Clementine.

I parked out front and double-checked that the thumb drive was still in the pocket of my black palazzo pants. I’d selected an outfit where the pants were loose and the top sheer so as to hide any evidence of what I was carrying on my body and draw attention up to the top. It wasn’t the best plan, but I also hoped it wasn’t one that was needed. Hopefully, Michael would stay at work during my weekly breakfast date with Clementine—he always had. But then again, he hadn’t propositioned me before now and wasn’t awaiting an answer, either.

Knock. Knock.

I didn’t want to scare Mrs. R and just go on in. This was her first week and she was still learning the ropes. In fact, I hoped Michael had reminded her to give Clementine only a small snack until I arrived.

There was no answer and I knocked again.

For some odd reason, I started to sweat even though it was cold outside.

The lock finally gave way and I felt a swoosh of relief. The door swung open and Mrs. R stood before me in her plain taupe pants, white blouse, and practical shoes. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back in a tight bun. She was very proper. Like an English nanny. I both liked and disliked the idea of it. I wanted Clementine to have the freedom to express herself while understanding the rights and wrongs of the world. I wasn’t certain Mrs. R would allow for the former, but at least I knew I would.

She moved aside. “Good morning, Miss Sterling. Clementine has been waiting for you.”

I stepped inside. “How’s everything going with her?”

“Very well. Thank you for asking.”

I had the oddest feeling that I was like a stranger to her. Of course she didn’t know me, but still, she knew I was a part of Clementine’s life. When I’d first met her, I thought she would be ideal for Clementine, but maybe my state of mind wasn’t exactly in top shape then because today she seemed cool, aloof. It was as if she didn’t like me for some reason.

“Mommy!” Clementine called, barreling toward me at toddling speed with her juice cup in her hand.

“Don’t run,” Mrs. R warned, but her smile told me it was concern in her voice and not the need for obedience I’d heard in my father’s voice every day of my young life.

I dumped everything in my hands and bent down with my arms extended. When Clementine reached me, I scooped her up and kissed her. “Good morning, silly girl. How are you today?”

Her hands clasped my cheeks and she opened her mouth for another kiss. Open-mouthed kisses were her thing. She breathed on me and she smelled of Cheerios and orange juice. A scent I had grown to cherish.

I held her tightly, the wave of love I felt for her as powerful as blood. She might not have been mine, but I felt like she was. “Look, I have a new friend to join your others.” I set her down and handed her the stuffed elephant.

She giggled and threw her arms around the soft fur. “Rosie,” she beamed.

My heart leapt at how much she loved her new Rosie.

“Mrs. Sterling, would you like me to prepare her breakfast now?” Mrs. R asked.

Still in the foyer, I glanced around at how tidy everything was. In the family room, all the toys were in the toy chest, the board books were placed neatly on the shelf, and Clementine’s stuffed animals were nowhere in sight. “Oh, no, we do that together, but thank you. Did Traci come?”

She tidied her bun. “She came Monday and will come again tomorrow.”

“Oh, it’s just everything is so neat.”

Mrs. R’s eyes lit up. “Yes, Clementine and I did some straightening up of her things yesterday. They were in quite a disarray.”

Panic set in and I didn’t know how to stop it. “She has to be allowed to play,” I found myself saying, knowing I was being ridiculous.

“Mommy,” Clementine said again, but when my eyes darted down to hers she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at Mrs. R.

A twinge of jealousy struck and it was followed by unreasonable disappointment.

Mrs. R bent to Clementine’s level. “Now sweetie, we discussed this. I’m Nanny and,” she pointed to me, “this is Aunt Elle.”

Clementine was oblivious to the entire conversation as she pretended to give Rosie some juice, but I could see in that moment that Mrs. R truly cared for her and that my tension was tainting my view of the situation.

“How about I bring Rosie upstairs to your room to join your other friends in our tea party and you go make breakfast with your aunt.”

She was correct. I was her aunt, not her mother.

I plastered a smile on my face and took Clementine’s hand. “Come on, let’s get those pancakes going.”

Mrs. R gently took my arm. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m trying to make the situation clear for her. We were in the park yesterday and she was calling every woman there ‘Mommy.’ I’m certain she misses her own mother and with no one constant woman in her life, she sees everyone as her mommy.”

The sucker punch came out of nowhere, but I knew it wasn’t intended to hurt me. Clementine did have a parade of women in her life. Nannies, housekeepers, Michael’s sister, me, but none were here all the time. “No, not at all. You did the right thing.”

Clementine and I went into the kitchen while Mrs. R left us alone and went upstairs. As always, I enjoyed my time with her. We made the batter, cooked the pancakes in the shape of princess tiaras, and then ate them with lots of syrup.

I shoved my own issues aside. Mrs. R was good for her. She was stable and reliable and could see what I had failed to see.

“How was it?” she asked Clementine as she entered the kitchen.

“De . . . lick . . . is,” she said, rubbing her tummy.

My heart fluttered. She was cute beyond words.

“If you don’t mind, Miss Sterling, I’m going to take her for a walk before the rain starts. It looks like it might just storm all day.”

I was washing the frying pan. “Please, call me Elle, and that’s a great idea. I’ll just finish up here and be off. I have to get to work by ten.”

“You can leave those. I’ll clean them up later.”

I pushed the hair from my face. “I’m almost done.”

“Okay, then, we’ll be off.”

I wiped my hands on a towel. “Give me a kiss, silly girl.”

In her shiny patent leather shoes she came over to me. “Bye, bye.”

I gave her a big squeeze and kissed her. “I love you and I’ll see you this weekend.”

She gave me that open-mouthed kiss and then took Mrs. R’s extended hand.

As soon as I heard the door close, I ran into Michael’s office.

Sightless eyes were watching me, or that’s how I felt as I plugged the thumb drive into Michael’s computer and a series of letters and numbers flashed before me. The bar at the bottom moved at a snail’s pace. I dug my fingernails into my palms as it inched ever farther toward one hundred.

Five.

Six.

Seven.

I glanced around and noticed the bouquet of roses on Michael’s desk.

“That’s it,” I thought, and ran toward the tile that hid the keypad.

With shaky fingers I tried to move it. Nothing happened. I tried to turn it. Nothing happened. Had he relocated it?

Feeling defeated, I pushed in as I went to shove away and the tile popped open. I entered 7673—the numbers that corresponded to Rose, Michael’s mother’s name. The dead woman whose pictures were everywhere. The mother he had obviously loved.

I couldn’t believe it, but the bookcase to the left of the fireplace slowly started to open. My heart was racing and I bit my bottom lip in an attempt to steady my shaking body.

Anticipation clogged my throat. I wanted to run inside and see what all the fuss was about, but I was cautious and I waited for it to fully open. My eyes glanced back to the computer screen and the bar read 100 percent. Torn between the safe room and the computer program, I decided to eject the thumb drive first.

Once I did, I turned back and the door was still fully opened. I shoved the thumb drive in my pocket and wondered how long I should wait to see if it closed on its own. I should have asked Miles. I patted my pockets for my phone but it was in my purse, which was out in the foyer, and there was no way I could leave Michael’s office with the door to the safe room, panic room, or whatever you want to call it the way it was.

It remained fully open. I stared at it. It hadn’t closed by now and I knew it wasn’t going to. I was certain of that. I saw a large five-prong handle on the inside and knew it was there for someone to pull it shut and lock the door quickly by turning it.

Bracing myself, I took a tentative step forward . . . nervous but filled with hope that going inside would lead me closer to the truth.

One step.

Two.

Three.

And I was inside.

It was smaller than I had imagined. Twelve by twelve at the most. The air smelled musty and dry like the basement. But it was neat and clean. The walls were a deep blue. There were three clocks across the one directly opposite me. Each was labeled—Tokyo, London, and Washington. Under them was a desk that stretched the entire length of the room. Two monitors were located on each end of the desk. To my right was a couch sandwiched between open shelves with bottles of water, cans of fruit, and first aid supplies. There was another couch sandwiched between cabinets.

Curious, I started with those.

The center of the room was clear and if Michael had money or drugs hidden inside the room, they’d have to be in there. My pulse was thundering in every pressure point in my body as I moved quickly. If Michael came home and found me in here, I’d have no excuse that would ring true. Clementine wasn’t even in the house.

The bottom cabinet was a refrigerator that was empty. The top held a few guns, ammunition, and flashlights. The other cabinet was completely barren, but salt crystals were on the bottom of it. There was also a safe on the top that I wasn’t even going to try to open.

The desk held the monitors and a keyboard. I clicked the enter button and was shocked to see rooms in the house pop up as well as the front and back doors. In plain sight were the kitchen, the family room, and Clementine’s bedroom. Thank God, none of the other bedrooms were being monitored. Still, it made me a little jumpy to know Michael could watch me almost anywhere.

Oh, God, could he see me now?

I was just about to give up and run when a sheet a paper with what I knew to be my sister’s writing caught my attention. Her letters always looked printed in all capital letters and they were easily identifiable. My heart stuttered a little as I reached for it. It read:

 

Gabby,

You must have known how much I need you right now. Things in my life are a mess. I need to get away. Please bring Clementine, a bag of her things, and as much money as you can. Meet me later tonight at 615 One Park Lane. Don’t tell anyone, especially Michael, and please, be careful.

 

Love, Lizzy

 

Tears stung the back of my eyes and I sucked in a breath to hold them back. My sister had tried to contact me and somehow Michael intercepted the note. The wave of sadness I felt was excruciating.

“Miss Sterling, are you still here?”

My eyes darted toward the door and I spotted a sealed vanilla envelope on the desk labeled Clementine’s Paternity. I had no time to look through it now, though; Mrs. R and Clementine were back and I had to get out of here. Frantic I was going to be caught, my hands were shaking hard and my mind was a scattered mess.

Clop, clop, clop, like a little racehorse I heard Clementine’s small footfalls on the wooden floor in the foyer.

Snapping into action, I shot like a rocket out of the door. The door. How was I going to close it? I hoped it was programmed as Miles had described. Holding my breath, I reentered the code and then closed the panel that covered it.

“Miss Sterling.”

I felt a flicker of terror. Was I going to get caught?

The panic room door continued to close and I hoped it wasn’t noticeable that I’d been inside. With no time to dwell over it, I tore toward the office doors, which, thank God, I’d shut before sitting at Michael’s computer, and placed my hand on the knob. My heart was in my throat. A quick glance back told me I’d left the desk the way I’d found it and that the panic room door had completely closed. I heaved a sigh of relief and shut the door behind me. Then I crept out into the hallway and saw Mrs. R and Clementine in the hall powder room.

Mrs. R hadn’t seen me, and I tiptoed toward the kitchen and then turned on my heels. I drew in the deepest of breaths that I could and said, “I’m still here.”

She peeked out of the bathroom. She was soaked from head to toe and so was my little princess, who came surging for me when she saw me. “Mommy.”

Mrs. R was still looking at me. I shrugged and gave Clementine a little huff of laughter. “What happened? Did you get rained on?”

“Wet,” she giggled.

I laughed harder and held my hand out. “Come on, I’ll take you upstairs and get you changed.”

“Oh, I can do that, Miss Sterling.”

“Please, call me Elle. And you get dried off while I take care of her and then I need to get going.” Peyton opened on Wednesdays, so I could be a little late.

The rain had become a downpour by the time I pulled away from Michael’s house. The minivans, swing sets, and porch swings along the road were a blur. Rain or shine, I didn’t care. I was just relieved that I’d made it out of there without Michael coming home and without getting caught by Mrs. R.

That woodsy, pine-like smell was still potent in the car. I glanced in the backseat and saw nothing. When I got to the boutique, I’d have to check the trunk. Something had to be in there.

Taking the shortest way, I turned the corner and I swear I saw Michael’s car heading in the opposite direction, toward his house. I hoped I was wrong.

When I felt like I could mask my overwhelming need to vomit, I fumbled for my phone and called Logan.

“Are you okay?” he answered, worried. “I saw you called and tried you back. Why didn’t you answer?”

Even through everything, the sound of his voice made me smile. “I couldn’t, but listen, I’m on my way to the boutique and everything went well. More than well, in fact.”

“Did you install the program?” he asked, clearly concerned.

Suddenly, I felt a little proud of myself. I’d done it. “Yes, and I got into the safe room.”

“What the fuck, Elle? I told you not to do that.”

“I know, but the code hit me and I had to try.”

His words were laced with anger. “I said it was dangerous. What don’t you understand about that?”

I wanted to argue with him, but I knew he was right.

“It was a stupid thing to do,” I agreed.

His sigh was heavy.

“Do you want to know what the code was?” I tried to extinguish his anger.

“Yeah.” His tone was still off.

“It’s Rose, Michael’s mother’s name.”

“Son of a bitch.”

There, he was fine. I laughed. “Can you believe it?”

“No. But you still shouldn’t have gone in there. What if you had been caught?”

The car in front of me engaged its hazard lights. I pulled around it. “Since when do you talk in the hypothetical?”

“Since there was no plan A or plan B,” he answered matter-of-factly.

The light turned yellow and I pressed the gas. “Okay, okay. Do you want to know what was in there or not?”

“Of course I do. Were the drugs still in there?”

“No, I looked everywhere. There were those crystals on the floor in one of the cabinets but nothing else. However, I found a note in there, and it was from my sister to me asking me to meet her. Michael must have gotten to it before me.”

There was knock on his door. “Meet her where?”

“At some address at One Park Lane.”

“Hang on,” he told me.

The rain started to fall harder and I turned the windshield wipers up. “Okay,” I said.

“Put him in the conference room and see if he wants some coffee, I’ll be right there,” Logan said to who I assumed was Sheila, his receptionist. “I’m back. Sorry about that.”

The car in front of me came to an abrupt stop and I slammed on the brakes. The car behind me honked.

“Where are you, Elle? Are you okay?”

“Yes, it’s just raining so hard I can’t see two feet in front of me, but I’m almost to the boutique.”

“Take it easy, okay? I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“You’re sweet, you know.”

“Now, you’re pushing it.”

I laughed. “You are. Are you ready for the address?”

“Yes, shoot.”

“It was Six-fifteen One Park Lane.”

“That was one of the three buildings that cokehead pointed out to Miles.”

All the spots were taken near the boutique and I found myself weaving up and down the side streets. “I want to go with you when you go,” I said.

“No way.”

I decided to give in and pay to park in a lot. I hated the high cost and very rarely did it, but the rain was cause enough to splurge. The lot I found was farther away from the boutique than I would have liked, considering I didn’t have my rain boots. “Logan, please.”

“No, Elle. Let Miles go with me and then I’ll bring you there later if there’s anything to see.”

I switched the ignition off and fumbled for my debit card. “Do you promise?”

“Yes.”

My bags were on the seat beside me and I pulled them onto my shoulder. “Oh, by the way, Clementine loved her new Rosie.”

“Did she call her that?”

The lot was deserted. Everyone must have been waiting out the storm indoors. I opened the door. “She did.”

“She’s the sweet one,” he joked. “Listen, I have to go. I’ll call Miles after I meet with this client and let you know what we’re doing. I have a few other things to fill you in about.”

Water swooshed across my shoes with my first step onto the pavement and I swiped my card to pay the hefty twenty-dollar parking fee. I knew better than to complain to Logan about it because he’d offered more than once to pay the yearly astronomical fee for the parking lot just around the corner from the boutique.

I started to move faster. The quiet of the normally bustling streets of Boston was eerie. “Logan, one more thing.”

“Yeah, sure, what is it?”

“It’s probably nothing, but when I opened the back door this morning to leave, it was covered with hundreds of black rose petals.”

“Where are you?” he asked, panicked.

He took me by surprise and I stuttered. I wasn’t exactly quite sure.

“Where are you?” he was yelling.

“I’m walking on a side street, heading toward the boutique.”

It sounded like he was moving. “Listen to me and don’t argue. Get back in the car, lock the doors, and come straight here. I’ll meet you outside.” The wobble in his voice told me to listen.

My legs buckled beneath me. “You’re scaring me.”

“I’m headed outside. I want you in your car and driving—now! Are you at the vehicle yet?”

The rain was coming down so hard it was whipping against me and it was hard to see. “No, I just turned back.”

“Reschedule my clients for the day,” I heard him say.

“I’ll call you when I’m in the car,” I said.

“No! Stay on the phone with me.”

My heart was beating erratically. “It’s just ahead.”

“Okay, keep walking as fast as you can.”

Panic like I’ve never felt gripped me. I hit the key fob and unlocked the door as fast as I could. “I’m getting inside. What’s going on?”

“I’ll tell you when you’re safely inside and the door is locked.”

“I’m in,” I said, my voice nothing more than a whisper.

“Start driving. I’m outside waiting for you.”

That woodsy, pine-like smell was still in my car. It was stronger than ever now and it no longer smelled like the outdoors, but more like the expensive aftershave I can remember my father wearing on special occasions. I wanted to gag. I couldn’t stand it.

Just as my head turned to see what it could possibly be, an arm came around and covered my mouth. Terror plagued me. I tried to scream, but all that came out was a muffled sound. My eyes darted to the rearview mirror. There was a man wearing a black ski mask in my backseat. Icy blue eyes were all I could see.

Fear assaulted me.

My pulse started to thunder out of control.

All I wanted was for my defense mechanism to kick in.

My heart beat wildly as I figured out what I had to do.

The phone fell to the ground when I raised my arms to attack. But we weren’t standing, and he had an advantage. As a result, my movements were jagged, not coordinated like they should have been. When I reached back to tear his eyes out, pull his hair, cause any bodily injury I could, he pressed something sharp against my face—a knife. “Don’t move,” he said through gritted teeth.

I knew better, but I tried to knock the knife from his hand by jabbing my elbow upward. His response was immediate and he pressed the blade harder. Along with pain, I felt warmth tricking down my face. He’d cut my cheek. How bad, I had no idea. Tears leaked from my eyes.

Then, in a rage, I went a little crazy. My hands going to my cheek, to the roof of the car, reaching behind me. My wild actions were enough to knock the knife from his grip, but in response he started to strangle me. I wasn’t going to be able to get away from him. All my training, all the strength I thought I possessed, and I wasn’t going to be able to fight him off.

“Elle?” I could hear Logan’s frantic voice.

My attacker’s hand was no longer on my mouth and I screamed, “Help! Help!”

In an instant he was covering my mouth again, this time with something thick and cottony. It smelled sweet and I immediately began to feel nauseous.

Moments later, his mouth was at my ear and I could smell the foul scent of his breath permeating my membranes even through the chemical scent. “‘They said to him, teacher this woman has been caught in adultery, in the very act. Now in the law Moses commanded us to stone such women; what then do you say?’”

My sounds, although muffled, had to convey my fear.

“You’re much stronger than your sister. I thought you weaker. I thought I’d only have to hold on to you for a day or so. That all I had to do was convince you of the value of monogamy. I didn’t realize you were snooping into affairs that have nothing to do with you.”

I shook my head no.

He tsked. “Don’t lie. He hath punishments for those who dare do so.”

Again, I shook my head.

“I overheard your phone call. I know that you were looking around at things that are none of your business,” he said in a whisper.

I tried to deny it, but nothing came out.

He removed the cloth from my mouth. “What do you know?”

“Nothing. I swear. The only thing I care about is Clementine.”

The cotton was back in my mouth.

This time my gag reflex was triggered and I tried to push air from my mouth. I didn’t like the sound of his voice at all. It was disguised in some way. It was familiar yet not. It was like he was deliberately trying to change it.

“You’re the one who’s been calling me,” I tried to say.

Just then, everything around me became hazy. He let go of his hold on me. I wanted to open the door and run, but it was too dark. I couldn’t see anything. The sound of the rain on the roof of the car seemed to be amplified and I felt like I was drowning, like I was lying on the sidewalk and the water was rushing over me.

I wasn’t breathing. I gasped and sucked in a breath. Air. I needed air. The window. Could I open it? I tried to find the button on the door, but my fingers wouldn’t move that far. The horn, what about the horn? I should pound my fists against the horn. But my body was sluggish and by the time I placed my hands on the center of the steering wheel and pressed, no sound came out. Wait, I wasn’t pressing; I couldn’t.

My limp body was like a puppet and he was tugging the strings. I could feel what he was doing, but I couldn’t fight it. He pulled at my coat, took my arm out of it, and then he tore my top. I heard the sound of buttons popping and a cool draft hit my shoulder. I heard the familiar sound of a wrapper being torn, the flick, flick of nails against plastic, and then smelled the all-too-familiar scent of Band-Aids.

It was the nightmare of my mother’s diabetes all over again, except I wasn’t diabetic and he was going to give me insulin.

In a hopeless attempt, I tried to move away. I couldn’t.

The needle plunged into my arm. It felt cool as the liquid swooshed through my veins, and then in the next moment I felt like I was falling. Falling into a deep, dark hole.

My father’s face flashed before me. “You’re so weak!” he yelled.

And this time I couldn’t argue with him, because he was right.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

LOGAN

As the crow flies, Beacon Hill was only a hop, skip, and a jump from Dorchester Avenue.

At the most, it was ten miles.

Given Boston traffic, it was going to take me fucking forever to get to her, and in the pit of my stomach I knew I didn’t even have five minutes.

Black rose petals.

They meant dread.

That was all I knew.

A chill ran down my spine, my stomach lurched, and my pulse skyrocketed. I hoped I could reach her in time. But as soon as I stepped out the door, I knew I was fucked.

The sky was dark, black clouds circling overhead, and the rain was pouring down like sheets of ice. It was fucking hailing out and the temperature was dropping by the minute.

Her sharp, agonizing scream echoed in my head and I ran as fast as I could to my vehicle. Just as I started it, the passenger door whipped open.

Fuck!

My gun wasn’t on me. It was locked in my desk drawer back in the office and my other one was in the glove box right in front of where . . . my father was now sitting.

“Pop.” I blinked in surprise.

He pounded the dashboard. “Go, go, go!” he yelled.

My hands gripped the steering wheel. My heart thundered and I pressed on the gas full power. “Call the cops,” I ordered.

“No, we can’t do that, son.”

Of course, he was right. Who knew which cops would be dispersed and whose payroll they were on?

I wove in and out of the traffic, the cars moving at a snail’s pace with their hazard lights on.

“Watch it!” my father yelled.

Suddenly, I skidded to a stop at the traffic light and the burning red circle seared into my brain like a hot poker. I was being way too emotional to think this through tactically. The jerk and skid checked my emotions, though, and focused me on the task at hand—getting to Elle.

In one piece.

“Where are you headed?” my father asked.

“The boutique,” I managed.

The urgency in his voice told me he must have heard me on the phone with Elle. “Take the back way to Ashmont Street and then cut through the small alley to get to Neponset Avenue.”

I nodded. “Call Declan—tell him someone grabbed Elle in her car. She’s in the Mercedes and it was parked . . . fuck,” my throat was tightening, “I don’t fucking know where she was parked.”

My father pulled out his cell.

“And tell him to get a hold of Miles,” I managed to say even though my throat was almost fully constricted now.

“Declan, are you at the coffee shop?” he said. “Okay, we have a problem . . .”

Elle’s cries echoed in my head and I found myself driving blindly through the haze.

“Logan, turn here!” my father yelled.

Fuck. Pay attention, asshole, I told myself. I took a right and then an immediate left and got my head back in the game.

“He’s out looking for her now and Miles is on his way. They’ll both probably beat us there.”

I laid on the horn at the slow traffic in front of me. “Move, move, move.”

“Go up on the sidewalk, get around the cars, and take the next right. That will get us to 93 faster in this traffic.”

My tires climbed the curb and I moved around the cars on the pavement until I got to the turn he’d told me to take. “What are you doing here?” I finally asked as I swerved around the bend in the road and went over the railroad tracks somewhere in Boston I’d never ventured.

He spoke calmly and rationally. Nothing like me. “Logan, I don’t know what you’ve been up to but I know whatever it is, it’s dangerous. I heard the terror in your voice from my office and followed you. Now tell me what’s going on.”

I chanced a single glance toward him. “That’s just it, Pop, I don’t have a fucking clue what just happened. She told me she’d found black rose petals on her back step this morning and a sinking sensation hit me like a ton of bricks. A story Gramps told me.”

“Yeah, they were the calling card of the Savin Hill Gang back in Mickey’s short heyday. Left as a warning.”

Ring. Ring.

It was my cell, and the name Miles flashed across my dash. I pressed the accept button on my steering wheel. “Tell me you’re there. That you’ve found her.”

“No, I’m in Beacon Hill though. Her vehicle isn’t anywhere outside the boutique. Declan’s on foot combing the side streets, I’m almost to the end of Charles, and then I’ll start looking in the parking lots. Listen, Peyton saw Declan and wanted to get him out of the rain. He had to tell her Elle was missing and now she’s near hysteria. What do you want me to tell her?”

“Fuck!” I slammed the steering wheel.

My father’s voice filled the car. “Miles, let’s not say anything right now until we figure everything out, but she shouldn’t be anywhere alone.”

“Yeah, I agree. I’ll tell her to lock up the boutique and go to Mulligan’s Cup. The streets are a ghost town, but Declan said the café was packed. She should be safe there.”

It was odd listening to the conversation, because the one thing about the Irish Mob that had really changed over the years was that they never made a move in public. The days of shootouts in public places were over. Not enough police protection. Not enough men in their pockets. Therefore, Miles’s plan for Peyton was a good one.

“Keep in touch,” my father told him, “And we’ll call when we’re closer.”

“Roger that,” Miles said and hung up.

The familiar blue and red sign for Interstate 93 was just ahead. That meant less than eight miles to get to her, but it could have been the entire two-hundred-mile distance of 93, which ended in St. Johnsbury, Vermont, that I had to travel because the traffic on the highway was at a complete and total standstill.

“Fuck!” I cried out.

The sigh from my father told me he felt the same. “Turn around and go back to Dorchester Avenue.”

“It was worse there.”

“We’ll double back to Washington Street and then over to Blue Hill Avenue.”

“That’s at least ten miles out of the way.”

“Logan, trust me, son, it will get us there faster.”

I threw the car in reverse and looked backwards as I zoomed the wrong way off the on-ramp. I felt raw and nervous inside in a way I never had. Back on the road, I hit the gas, spraying water, speeding to the corner, and turning left so fast that I almost fishtailed up Washington Avenue.

My father gripped the handle above the door but said nothing else.

I kept control of the Rover and when the light ahead turned red, I hit the gas and powered through the intersection.

Nothing was going to stop me from finding Elle.

Not now, not ever.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

ELLE

The sun was shining.

Clementine was chasing me through a field of dandelions as fast as she could.

“Mommy,” she called. “Please slow down, I can’t keep up.”

I was in front of her, trying to get away. I couldn’t slow down. I wanted to be with her but I knew I shouldn’t.

“Please, please, Mommy, don’t leave me.”

My heart stung and I turned around. I couldn’t stand it and I had to comfort her. To explain to her it was safer for her not to be with me. I bent down and picked a dandelion and handed it to her. “Blow, just blow,” I said. “And everything will be okay.”

She took it and blew on it, but still she wouldn’t stop crying. Although I knew better, I reached my hand out for her to take, but instead of feeling her smooth, baby-soft skin, I touched something damp, gritty. Dirt. The ground. Sand. I couldn’t tell. All I knew was that I wasn’t in a field and a hammer was pounding against my brain.

I tried to move but couldn’t. It was as if my arms and legs weren’t attached to my body. Chemical fumes stung my nose. I was aware I was somewhere, I just didn’t know where. I couldn’t see anything but that retched blackness.

With all my might, I concentrated harder. Slowly, my consciousness was coming back.

Something was around my eyes, but it wasn’t thick enough to prevent me from making out shapes. Trees. Flowers, maybe.

The smell of chemicals was everywhere in the air.

I could hear noises. Water running, maybe.

A figure stepped toward me.

I didn’t dare even try to move now.

“I think she’s waking up, Father. What do you want me to do with her?” an unfamiliar voice said.

“I’m not ready for her to begin her repentance yet. Keep her quiet so I can concentrate.”

That was the voice I’d heard in the car. I‘d heard it before. I still couldn’t place it.

“Why don’t you use the same sermons you prepared for her sister?”

“She’s not a drug addict. We don’t have to take her through withdrawal to repent for the unholy sins she committed on her body.”

“What about her adultery? Perhaps you could use the lessons you already designed to atone for the sin of adultery.”

“Enough! She’s not an adulteress—yet. My goal is to prevent her from becoming one. I need some time to think. Her repentance must be unique to her.”

Was I in church? What was going on? I started to squirm. Tried to scream.

“Give her another injection so she doesn’t get away from you like her sister.”

My sister. He had taken my sister?

Frantic and scared, I scraped at the ground beneath me. My hands were tied together, but still I tried to heave myself up. I wasn’t weak. I did know how to defend myself. I could take him . . . if I could just figure out which way was up and which was down.

Before I could distinguish direction, that horrible Band-Aid smell was back in the air and I heard a flick, flick.

“No, please no,” I pleaded.

With a yank of my hair, whoever was beside me sat me up. “Shut the fuck up or you won’t like what I do to you.”

“Leave her alone. I told you I don’t want you to touch her. You’d be mindful yourself to recite your own lessons and repent for your own weaknesses.”

“Yes, Father.” His tone had completely changed to subordination.

“Let me hear it,” that familiar voice ordered.

“Now?”

“Yes, now.” I heard a slam and flinched.

Fingers crept to the back of my neck and I was left hanging there by my hair. “‘To preserve you from the evil woman, from the smooth tongue of the adulteress. Do not desire her beauty in your heart, and do not let her capture you with her eyelashes; for the price of a prostitute is only a loaf of bread, but a married woman hunts down a precious life. Can a man carry fire next to his chest and his clothes not be burned? Or can one walk on hot coals and his feet not be scorched?’”

“Very good, now remember that.”

My body slammed against the ground as the one holding me dropped me like I was nothing more than a child’s stuffed animal. “Now, be a good girl and stop moving around,” he hissed low in my ear.

Good girl.

My mother used to say those words to me when my father was on a rampage. It was her coping mechanism. I didn’t understand it then, but in later years I did. It was the only way she knew how to deal with my domineering father. She couldn’t fight him; all she could do was try to make me understand that if I followed the rules I would be better off. “Now, Gabrielle, be a good girl and finish your peas and you won’t have to sit here all night. Now, Gabrielle, be a good girl and be brave; it will be over before you know it. Now, Gabrielle, be a good girl and don’t cry. You know he wants you to be tough.”

I wanted to scream. I hated those two words. I didn’t listen then and I wasn’t going to listen now.

I squirmed and flailed my body. He yanked my shirt up, exposing my bra to the cool air. Vomit got stuck in my throat. His fingers were on my stomach and he was pinching the skin. I didn’t whimper. Instead I tried to fight him off, but I knew it was hopeless.

The more I fought, the more his hands wandered, so I stopped. The feel of his hand drifting down ever so slightly to the waistband of my pants frightened me more than anything else. Please, please, please God, don’t let him rape me. I knew of all the things that had happened in my life, that would be the one thing to send me over the edge.

I hadn’t prayed in years, but I was praying now.

If I was in a church, maybe God would hear me.

As if my prayers were answered, I felt the sharp prick of a needle and liquid started to spread through my body like fire.

“Good job, son. Now, allow me to concentrate. We have to save her because she’s going to be our savior.” The voice was clearer now, not so disguised.

If only I could remember it.

If only the ground wasn’t so cold.

If only the blackness wasn’t sucking me in.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

LOGAN

“This is a bad idea,” Miles warned.

I shot him a look.

“Let me go in there alone.”

“No fucking way.”

Elle had been missing for almost eight hours. I’d gone ahead and notified the authorities, but they hadn’t had any luck either. With nothing to go on, there wasn’t much they could do. There was no evidence of a struggle. Nothing to go on. Nowhere for them to look. Miles’s influence got a bulletin out quickly, but even so, there was no sign of her or the Mercedes—anywhere. The fucking rain hadn’t let up and that wasn’t helping. I was desperate, and if confronting O’Shea led me to her, I didn’t really give a fuck what it cost me.

I’d sell my soul to the fucking devil if it meant saving her.

Taking the doorknob in my hand, I wanted to rip it from its socket. The adrenaline rush from my pent-up rage was what was keeping me going. I flung the door open, and Miles put his hand out to stop it from slamming against the wall.

“Hi, can I help you?” A tall blonde with big tits stood from behind her desk.

I breezed by her. “I need to talk to O’Shea.”

“Do you have an appointment with Mr. O’Shea?”

The door to his office was closed and I burst in. “Where is she?”

The prick was sitting there, all pompous with his reading glasses on like he didn’t have a care in the world. At my appearance, he removed his glasses and his brow creased. “Who?”

My body was all taut energy and I was ready to snap. “You know who. Now cut the bullshit and tell me what you want.”

He stood up in his finely tailored suit looking all polished and put together. “It’s Logan McPherson, right?”

“You know who I am. Now tell me where she is,” I barked.

He cocked his head to the side as if confused. “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

My nerves were shot. I was running on pure adrenaline. And I had no reason to care about anything but where the fuck Elle was. I stepped toward him. Anger flowed through my veins. “Elle, asshole, now where is she?”

He looked at his watch. “As far as I know, she’d still be at work.”

“Well, she’s not. She’s missing.”

“She was at my house visiting my daughter this morning.”

I stepped even closer, and Miles put a heavy hand on my shoulder. “And shortly after she left, someone attacked her and took her.”

His skin seemed to pale. He was a good actor, I’d give him that. He grabbed his office phone and hit a series of numbers that I could only assume had to be her cell phone. After about a minute, he pressed the receiver and hit some more numbers. “I’m calling the boutique now.”

Silence.

His empty hand clasped the desk.

A moment later he hung up. He tried another number.

What maybe her home phone?

“She’s not going to answer. She’s gone. Now stop fucking around. Where is she?” I said through gritted teeth.

Something darkened in his eyes as he listened to a ring that wasn’t going to be answered. “I don’t know. Did she go home sick?”

“She’s not fucking sick, someone took her. Tell me who.” I lunged toward the desk, but Miles grabbed me.

“Calm down, buddy. Getting physical isn’t going to help.”

I tried to shove him off me. O’Shea was my ticket. He was the one who was going to take me to her. He had to fucking know where she was.

O’Shea ran a hand through his hair. “How do you know Elle?”

I stopped trying to lunge for him. “It doesn’t matter.”

He seemed a little disoriented. “Why do you think she’s missing?”

That’s when I snapped. I flew across the room and pinned him to the bookcase behind his desk. “Because she is. Because I was talking on the phone with her when someone took her. I heard her crying for help and now I can’t find her.”

“I don’t know where she is, I swear.” He was gasping for breath and his words were barely a whisper.

“Fuck,” I cursed and let go of him. I wanted to collapse where I stood because I had no other direction.

O’Shea straightened his tie. “I care about her. I wouldn’t hurt her.”

My chest tightened so much it ached. I wanted to pummel him just for saying that, but I had to think about Clementine, and Elle’s relationship with her. I might have already damaged it and I knew I shouldn’t cause any further destruction.

I turned toward Miles, who was shaking his head at me.

“We’re wasting time here—let’s go.”

Miles gave me a nod and stepped toward O’Shea, who was looking like he was in a fog. He ripped a piece of paper off the legal pad on his desk and wrote something on it. “Here’s my number. I used to be in law enforcement and I’m trying to find Elle. If you think of anything that will help or if you hear from her or anyone concerning her, give me a call.”

With clenched fists, I shook my head and sprinted out of that office.

Maddening futility enveloped me.

I felt crazed.

Wild.

Insane.

Out of control.

My pulse was pounding louder than the rain, drowning out everything but the memory of her scream.

As soon as I hit the sidewalk, I felt it. My world was tilted. I took off with my fists flying and my feet stomping on the bricks of the sidewalk. Faster and faster I went. My legs cramped and my stomach knotted, but I didn’t stop. I didn’t falter. Until I realized I had no destination.

“Logan! Where are you going?” Miles called after me, gaining strides on me with my new slower pace.

The rain was coming harder, making it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead.

His hand grabbed my shoulder and jerked me back.

I stared at him, having forgotten the purpose of that visit to begin with until I saw his face. “Did you plant the bug?”

Lightning flashed like a warning to get off the street. “Yeah, I did. Now come on, man, let’s go to your old man’s and see if he makes any calls.”

We were both freezing, shivering even, as we turned around and headed for the car. “Sorry for losing it back there,” I said. “I knew he wouldn’t tell us anything, but I didn’t think he’d be so fucking convincing.”

“I don’t think he was lying.”

Thunder rumbled through the sky. “Are you shitting me?”

He shook his head. “Up until my recent retirement from the force, I’d been grilling suspects for years, and they have a tell about them when they’re lying. O’Shea didn’t have one. In fact, he looked more terrified than he let on. I could see it in his eyes. I honestly don’t think he’s involved, but I’m not so sure he doesn’t know who is.”

I had to give credit where credit was due; Miles was always one to keep a level head. “Okay, so what if you’re right? What’s next?”

“We wait and see what he does. If he knows anything he’ll make a move soon.”

Rain slid down my face and into my mouth. “Yeah, it’s not like we have a choice.”

“What about the sister’s place? Do you want me to go alone?” he asked.

“No, I want to go. Maybe we can find something that will help us.”

“Yeah, okay. Let’s make a quick stop there. I can monitor O’Shea with my phone for now.”

I shook my head to get some of the water off it.

We got to the Rover and Miles took the keys from me. “I’ll drive.”

I handed them over without complaint.

Once we were inside, we sat there, in silence, listening for something, anything, to come from O’Shea’s office.

As he started driving, he turned to me. “We’re going to find her.”

“I know,” I said.

There were no other words I could say, because the thought of never seeing her again was too much to even think about.

When we first met, I thought we were better off apart.

But it didn’t take long for me to realize we were so much stronger together.

Now, alone just wasn’t even an option.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

ELLE

Long and lean. Dauntless. Fearless. He was right in front of me. I lunged for him, twining my arms around his neck, feathering kisses across his face, his cheek, his chin, his nose, his scar, his lips—warm, lush, soft, blissful.

Logan. Logan. Logan. I said his name a million times.

My body felt cold, though; even in his arms I couldn’t get warm.

I held him tighter, but the chill was still inside me.

 

I was so cold.

Awareness started to sink in. He wasn’t with me. I was alone.

My eyes heavy, I wanted to open them.

Curled on my side, a sharp pain radiated though me.

I felt beneath me.

There was a rock there.

I tried to move it.

I tried to move myself.

I could do neither.

My throat was scratchy. My mouth was dry. My skin itched. My body ached all over. The chill I had been feeling had settled in my bones.

I was cold, so cold.

Muted voices were incomprehensible.

My head jerked toward them.

They were too far away for me to see any more than two figures. One dark and looming, the other tall but much thinner, wirier.

It was then I noticed that I was no longer bound or blindfolded.

Okay, where was I?

I glanced around. There were windows everywhere. Plants. Dirt. Sprinklers.

I was in a greenhouse.

Shadows approached me. It was dark and hard to see.

Suddenly, hands gripped me. I wanted to fight them off.

I wanted to be strong.

I just couldn’t.

That smell was back in my nose—the expensive aftershave and foul breath.

My stomach retched.

One of the men pulled me upright and sat me in a chair. His face was covered again with that ski mask. “Good, you’re awake. I’m almost ready for you.”

I opened my mouth and found I could speak. “Ready for what? Why am I here?”

“You’re here so you won’t make the same mistakes your sister made. You need to understand the value of remaining faithful to the one who loves you.”

His voice. It was the same voice from the phone calls. “What are you talking about?”

“Not what, who. Michael,” he snapped. “If you can see the path set forth for you, you won’t have to worry about the wee little one and her future. Walk down that path, and walk toward Michael.”

“Clementine,” I whispered.

He ignored me and went on. “You’re also here to learn you must stop meddling. If you can learn the value of these things through God’s word, then you will live through this,”

My whole body quaked.

My brain was fuzzy.

This man had taken my sister.

“Let me go!” I screamed.

He laughed.

Make him feel something, Logan had told me when he took me to the boxing gym just last week and I showed him my moves.

With all my might, I lifted my leg and kicked my foot right into his groin.

He yelped and leapt back, grabbing himself.

Another set of hands were on me. The wiry one’s, the younger one’s. He got right in my face. I knew him. He was the young man who’d delivered flowers to me last night. Without hesitation, he pulled me up by my blouse and slapped me. “You bitch.”

I thrashed back. Kicking, screaming, hitting.

It did nothing.

“Sit her down, I’ll get the rope,” the man in charge barked.

The younger one manhandled me, groping and touching me in places he didn’t have to before he had me in the chair.

The man in charge wrapped a blindfold around me and then tied my wrists behind my back. “Here, silence her. We’ll try again in the morning.”

Moments later there was that horrible Band-Aid smell back in the air and I heard another flick, flick.

“No,” I pleaded. “I’ll be good. I’ll be good. I’ll be good. I promise.”

My blouse was lifted. Fingers smoothed across my skin. Feeling me. Making me want to scream.

“Watch yourself, son.” The voice came from a distance.

The fingers ceased. He was pinching the skin on my stomach. Then I felt the sharp prick of a needle and liquid started to spread through my body like fire again.

“Not the entire vial, you fucking idiot. We can’t afford to lose her. We need her alive.”

This time I didn’t whimper.

I didn’t cry.

I didn’t try to get away.

I wanted to.

But I was too tired.

I was weak.

I’m sorry.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

DAY 35

LOGAN

Talking was overrated.

For hours I’d paced like a caged tiger and listened to Miles and my father try to talk me down from the ledge I was dangling from.

“We’ll find her. She’s going to be okay.”

Arteries pumping with adrenaline, muscles bunched, ready to spring into classic fight style, I had no direction and that was enough to drive any man crazy, let alone a man whose girl had been taken.

We’d moved from my pop’s to Miles’s place. Miles was sifting through all the shit on O’Shea’s computer. He’d logged on about an hour ago and Miles had gained access. It was late and I was going fucking nuts. I’d looked at every file and seen enough of O’Shea’s videos that I knew he was arranging these escorts for a reason and not for his sick pleasure.

As soon as my old man left, I found myself doing something I rarely did—taking refuge in a bottle of scotch.

I had to do something.

I was going crazy.

Time was passing and nothing, still nothing.

I had no leads.

My mind was so fucked that I had to escape the madness, even if for a little while. I wasn’t a drinker, so when I say a bottle, I don’t mean it all went in my mouth. Some landed on me, some on the floor, some on the couch.

But come on, I’d watched sex tape after sex tape of Lizzy, and other men, all the while O’Shea sitting by watching. Whatever the reason, there couldn’t be one strong enough to justify this shit. It was then that I realized just how fucked up O’Shea really was. And Elle had slept in the same house with him. The very thought sent me right over the edge.

Eight more hours and I could call Blanchet. When I’d called her earlier, she hadn’t turned me down like I thought she would. Hadn’t told me it wasn’t within her duties to find missing persons. All she told me was to pursue normal police channels and if Elle was still missing after twenty-four hours, to call her back. Obviously, the police couldn’t find Elle and I couldn’t find her on my own either. No matter what the consequences of getting the DEA involved, if they were able to find her, I’d deal with the fallout when it came.

I threw myself down and closed my eyes.

Where the fuck was she?

Someone was shaking me. “Come on, Logan, get up.”

My eyes came unglued in the blind-darkened room. I quickly looked around. I was in Miles’s townhouse. I must have passed out. My pulse was pounding. My hair was damp. My white T-shirt was glued to my sweat-plastered skin. “It’s like a fucking sauna in here.”

Miles opened the blinds. “You’re sweating all the alcohol out of your system.”

“Is that what it is?” I squeezed my eyes shut. Pressed the heels of my hands into my eye sockets as hard as I could, hoping that would help.

Miles nudged me and shoved a cup of coffee in my face. “O’Shea just arrived back at his office. Go take a shower. Your father stopped by earlier and left you some clothes. They’re on the counter. He said he had a couple of early clients and he’d be back.”

Even the cup was warm when I took it. “Anything?”

He shook his head.

There was a knock on the door, and I practically bolted out of my seat and swiped the bottle from the floor to shove it under the couch. Last thing I needed was for my father to see me like this.

Miles eyed me as he swung the door open. It was Declan and Peyton, not my old man.

“You look like shit,” Declan commented.

I gave him a slow nod and then glanced at the clock. It was just after eight. Two more hours and I would be sitting in Blanchet’s office.

“Good morning,” Peyton said. Declan had told her most of everything last night.

“Morning.” I looked toward Declan. “Don’t you have to be at work?”

He strode to the kitchen. “Charlene opened up and agreed to work the day. I’ll drop Peyton at the boutique and meet your old man.”

“Want a coffee, Peyton?” Miles asked.

“No, thank you,” she answered, and then looked at me with eyes like saucers. “Still nothing?”

I gave her a slight shake of my head. “Nothing. I’m going to take a shower. I’ll be back.”

“Anything on the computer?” I heard Declan ask Miles.

Jogging up the stairs, I felt my stomach turn and took the steps two at a time. The bathroom door was close enough that I was able to get to it to block out his answer. Yeah, there was shit on that computer. Nothing that could help me find Elle, but enough for me to know she needed to stay as far away from that freak as she could.

The bathroom was tiny and I pulled the shower curtain open to turn on the water. After I pissed about a gallon of what had to be the booze, I hopped in. Yesterday was a complete waste of a day, and today didn’t look promising.

Every lead led us nowhere.

I held onto everything I could. The feel of her lips on mine, the kisses she blew to Clementine when she spoke with her on the phone, the sound of her voice.

And yet I worried those very vibrant things would be crushed by the fact that she was missing and I couldn’t find her.

My old man and Declan were going to watch Mickey’s floral shop for unusual activity. I’d talked over with my old man the possibility of Mickey resurrecting the Dorchester Heights Gang. Just like Frank, he highly doubted it. Said Mickey had lost his drive when his gang folded. What he was going to do, though, was visit Patrick. It was doubtful he’d tell my old man anything but on the off chance he would, it was worth the visit.

Then there was O’Shea. He’d cut loose yesterday after we left. Turns out he went home. The monitoring device that Miles had left in his office didn’t give us shit. He didn’t so much as sneeze before he left.

The videos from his computer, though—fuck, I couldn’t block them out no matter how hard I tried.

In them, it was O’Shea and Lizzy and a second man, but that man was never the same. One video was with Derrick, and what he’d told us about his encounter was true. The hotel rooms were always different but Michael was always sitting in a chair, watching, and then praying. Some verse about bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other. Miles looked it up. It was Colossians 3:13, a scripture on forgiveness.

Perhaps forgiving adultery?

I had no idea.

The videos had all been taped within a one-week time span.

Regardless of the date, they all played out the same. O’Shea sat in his suit. Lizzy turned the camera on and opened the door, where a man would be standing. He’d go in and they’d get right to it. The fucking was different, but her face the same—saddened. When it was over, the hired escort would leave, O’Shea would take Lizzy’s hand, and they would pray. Then the camera would turn off.

It was like some kind of test.

Only once did the camera remain on after the little prayer session, and it appeared as if it was left on by accident.

 

Lizzy stood beside Michael and reached to turn the camera off, but it didn’t turn off.

He took her in his arms.

“No more,” she cried.

He kissed her head. “This was the last time. I promise.”

“I can see Clementine now?”

He shook his head.

“Michael, please, you promised.”

“It’s not my choice. He doesn’t think you’re ready.”

“But I did what you asked.”

“That’s just it. You didn’t pass.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you see? You aren’t strong enough to fight off the evil. You shouldn’t have fucked those men.”

“But you told me to!”

His eyes glassed over. “Turn it back on—he’ll know we talked.”

“What’s this about?”

“Turn it on.”

She reached again but the camera didn’t turn off. She had to be doing it on purpose—like she planned to use it for it something. Then she went back to stand beside him.

Once again, he took her into his arms, but this time he asked, “Do you feel repentant?”

She raised her chin, but not in defiance, more in resoluteness. “Yes.”

“Do you still want to fuck other men while married to me?” he asked.

“No, Michael, I don’t want to. I love you.”

“Then why do you?”

She stared at him.

“Tell me!”

“You told me to,” she cried.

“But I didn’t tell you to fuck Tommy while you were married to me and you did.”

“I said I was sorry. I’ve said it so many times. I don’t love him. I love you.”

“Are you sure?”

Just then there was a knock on the door.

Neither moved to answer it.

“Open the door, Michael, it’s time for me to take her back.”

“No,” Lizzy cried.

And Michael seemed to be crying too.

It was then that he shut the camera off.

 

Everything about it disturbed me. Him, Elle’s sister, the random johns, the praying, the demands, and the guy behind the door. After seeing the videos, I couldn’t even discuss them. My stomach had lost its contents more than once last night and my nerves were on the brink of being fried.

He was one fucked-up person.

And Elle was tied to him in a way I couldn’t sever.

Knock. Knock.

I turned the water off. “Yeah.”

“O’Shea just got a call from the Sudbury Police Department. The Mercedes turned up abandoned near the old Fort Devens Annex early this morning.”

“The wildlife refuge?”

“Yeah, that’s the place.”

“I’ll be right there,” I yelled.

“I’ll be in the car,” Miles said.

Like lightning, I bolted out of the shower. I didn’t bother to dry off before I put my clothes on.

My heart thundered in my chest. I hadn’t asked him if . . . I let the thought hang there where it was.

Outside, Miles was in his car. An old Mach One Mustang. I wasn’t sure what year it was, but I knew it was older than my old man’s Porsche.

I hopped in without hesitation. “Any sign of Elle?” I asked, worry clear in my voice.

He gunned it and the engine roared. “No. I called an old buddy on the force in Sudbury; no signs of anyone, anywhere.”

I took a deep breath.

“I also called Blanchet.”

My head whipped in his direction.

“It was close enough to the twenty-four hours.”

“And?”

“Turns out Michael reported her missing early this morning.”

My head snapped in Miles’s direction. “O’Shea reported her missing?”

That wasn’t good news at all. That meant he really didn’t know where she was.

“We’re monitoring his office calls, so if anyone contacts him there we’ll know.”

Unable to take anymore, I shook my head. “And what about calls to his cell and house?”

“I’m working on that.”

“When will it be done?”

“I had to ask for help. I got four guys on it. Hopefully within the hour.”

I pointed ahead to the road, where I eyed the cars stacked up, their red taillights a glowing line, their exhaust trailing white flares of smoke. The day was overcast and cold again. The traffic looked bad for miles, and it was at least an hour drive to Devens without it. I linked my hands behind my head. All I wanted to do was plow through the cars.

Like magic, Miles reached under his dash and pulled out a siren.

“No fucking way.”

The grin on his face was one I’d hardly ever seen. And he opened his window and jammed that thing onto his roof.

With a small glimmer of hope that had no right being anywhere in my chest, I looked over at him. “I fucking love you, man.”

“You better. I’m breaking so many laws right now.” He punched the gas and off we flew through the traffic, weaving in and out and around the line of cars.

We hadn’t even known each other a month, and he was putting himself out there to help me, which only proved it wasn’t how long you knew someone that mattered but the relationship you forged.

And the one I’d forged with Elle was unbreakable.

I was going to find her.

We were going to spend the rest of our lives together.

Interstate 90 was a breeze to get to on the Miles Express. My gaze was out the window, my mind a scattered mess of thoughts. Elle had to be okay. Why hadn’t anyone heard anything from her kidnapper, though? That’s what bothered me the most. If she wasn’t kidnapped for a ransom of some kind, why was she taken?

There was a green and white sign on the side of the road that read boston university school of theology. “Holy fuck!” I pounded the window with my fist.

Miles jerked his head my way but kept up his speed. “What is it, man?”

My head snapped back as if Miles could read the sign even after we passed it. “When I went to see Tommy in prison and he told me he suspected O’Shea had killed his wife, he said something I totally disregarded as babble.”

“You know the police have no evidence that leads to O’Shea. He has a tight alibi, so chances are it was babble.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, but that’s not what I’m saying. Tommy told me the Priest had taken Lizzy.”

Route 2 was ahead and Miles eased off the gas. “I’m not following.”

“What if all this time we thought Lizzy abandoned O’Shea, she hadn’t really left him but she’d been held captive?”

Miles’s head nodded slowly. “I’m following you now, but what about the videos? They were filmed last month.”

I sighed. “I know, but if those men were tests of some kind?”

“And she failed.”

“She’d have still been held. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“What about when we saw her on the hotel footage with Tommy?”

“Maybe she’d gotten free and that’s why she was sneaking around. Why she was trying to contact Elle, but not Michael. Why she didn’t see her kid.”

Miles nodded. “It makes sense. It also makes sense that the Priest was the man behind the door in the videos.”

“And the one calling Elle.”

Miles nodded again.

“We have to find the Priest.”

“Another visit to Michael?”

I nodded. “Once we get back. What other choice do we have?”

“Not many. I’ve exhausted my resources. They’ve all heard of him but no one has seen him, nor do they know where to find him. I can bring in some guys from the Gang Unit, but it’s going to cost you.”

“However much, I don’t care.” I checked my watch, the one my grandfather Ryan had given me, and for once was thankful for the trust fund he’d set up for me, for the fact that money would never be an obstacle in getting Elle back.

“And Patrick?” he asked.

“My old man is set to meet with him this afternoon.”

The rain had stopped about thirty minutes ago. Finally. And was replaced by blasting sunshine. With the change in weather, we arrived at the wildlife refuge in record time considering we were coming all the way from the East End.

A blue-shirted county sheriff’s deputy was blocking the way down the road, the road the Mercedes was found abandoned on.

Miles rolled down his window. “Hey, man. Can you let me pass?”

Rolled-up sleeves, buzz cut, and iron face, the guy appeared at the open window. He took a swig of water from a plastic bottle he was holding and then shaded his eyes and peered in. “Miles, my man, I thought the car looked familiar.”

Miles held his hand out and the two shook.

“I’d love to help you, but I need to know why.”

Miles nodded in understanding. “The woman who was driving that car is a personal friend and I’m trying to help find her, private work.”

The deputy pounded the hood. “I don’t have to tell you not to touch anything.”

Miles gave another nod.

“Carry on then, and if I can be of any help, let me know.”

It was crazy how police connections worked.

Two uniforms comparing paperwork on the dirt road gave the tow truck driver a thumbs-up. Since Elle was reported missing, and the car she last drove was found abandoned, crime scene investigation was on site. Just as we pulled up, their vehicles started rolling away, as did the other sheriff cars. “Keep your mouth shut and let me do the talking,” Miles warned.

I paused and then said, “Yeah, sure.”

He opened his door and cruised over to them.

I followed.

The remaining guys were both young, had to be fresh out of the academy when Miles retired. “Hey, Miles Murphy. Not sure if you remember me—”

The uniform with a build like a boulder stuck his hand out. “Miles Murphy, of course I remember you, you’re a legend. Took a round in a gang turf war in the West End and lived to tell the story.” He turned to the other officer, who was even broader shouldered and more barrel chested. “You remember the story, don’t you?”

“Yeah, of course I do. How can we help you?”

Miles lowered his chin and nodded toward the clipboard in the linebacker’s hand. “I’m working the case of a missing woman and she was last seen driving the Mercedes you just towed off. Find anything that might help me find her?”

There was no hesitation in his response. “Nothing really. Small amounts of blood were found and we’re sending them off to the lab, but CSI initial analysis showed two different blood types. Purse, laptop, and wallet for a,” he glanced down, “Gabrielle Sterling were found, which rules out a simple mugging. There are signs of a struggle but really, not much more.”

Suddenly, the sun seemed blazing hot even though it was only April. I couldn’t speak if I wanted to. I couldn’t move if I were asked to. What if someone just took her and we never hear a word about her again? What if she just vanished? Who would care—other than me? O’Shea would move on like he had since his wife went missing. Elle had no family to speak of—except for that little girl she loves. The one she adamantly wanted to keep safe. Who would make sure Clementine was safe?

Somehow, some way, I knew I would.

Miles’s expression was blank. “Anything else I should know about that might lead me to where the perp came from?”

The other cop scratched his head. “No, that’s about it. But leave me your number. If something comes up, I’ll give you a call.”

“Hey, thanks, man, I really appreciate the help.”

The two officers nodded and the linebacker said, “And if you come across anything, you’ll let us handle it, right?”

“Yeah, of course.”

The other one indicated me with his finger. “Who’s this, by the way?”

The Sheriff’s car that was blocking the road started down the path.

Miles blew off the question. “We’d better let you get to it. Thanks again.”

Back in the car, it took all I had not to lose it.

My head felt heavy.

My vision slightly blurry.

My heart strained.

Memories of Elle burned in my eyes. The way she’d wiggle out of my hold. Blow me a kiss as she went off to work. Laugh on the phone.

She was so full of life.

The landscape blurred as we headed back to Boston. We were about halfway when Miles broke the silence. “Let’s head over to the address Elle gave you yesterday.”

“There’s no point to that,” I muttered, staring straight ahead.

“Well, we’re going anyway.”

I shrugged.

He kept on. “Do you think it takes a special dye to make roses black?”

I shrugged again, gaze on the landscape now. “I’m not . . . I don’t . . .” I had to clear my throat, try again. “I’m not sure.”

“We need to get a sample of the rose petals, have the dye run, and then query that to see what stores sell it.”

I didn’t look at him and muttered, “There could be hundreds.”

“It doesn’t matter. At least it’s a starting point. Also, the Mercedes was found out in nowhere land. Why?”

“Who knows? The perp could be west, north, south, or back in Boston and trying to throw us off for all we know.”

“Yeah, but like I said, it’s a starting point.”

I looked at my watch. She’d been missing twenty-four hours. Things weren’t looking good. “A starting point.” My laugh was harsh.

The car swerved to the side of the road.

“What the fuck?”

Miles got out, came around to my side, opened the door, and yanked me from my seat.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

He shoved me.

I shoved him back.

With his hands, he took ahold of me. “You are Killian McPherson’s grandson—act like it, for fuck’s sake. The Killer would be rolling in his grave if he saw the shape you were in over a chick.”

“Fuck you.” I shoved him harder.

He moved toward me and put me in a headlock. “She’s just a chick. Either decide you want to find her or give up, but don’t fucking waste my time.”

“She’s not just a chick!” I shouted.

His hold got tighter as I struggled to free myself. “Then what is she?”

“The woman I love!” I managed to scream.

He released his hold of me and started back for the car. “Then start acting like it.”

With my hands behind my head, I paced the side of the road, and then with new resolve got back in the car. “Let’s do this. Let’s find her.”

His cell rang. “Murphy here,” he answered.

Silence.

“Organic soil amendments?” he questioned.

“Yeah, okay, thanks for letting me know.”

“What’s going on? I asked.

“Initial lab results have identified either compost or manure in the carpet fibers of the trunk, the backseat, and the driver’s floor mats.”

I looked at him questioningly.

“Fertilizer, like the kind used to grow plants and flowers.”

My mind snapped back to the memory I had the other day of the story my gramps had told me.

“Holy fuck, that’s it.”

“What’s it?”

“How fast can you get us back to Boston?”

I knew where she was. All we had to do was figure out where the fucking greenhouse was that Mickey O’Shea had held Punchy Leary captive. Elle had to be there.

Morning faded into afternoon.

Hours passed.

I paced, feeling like a storm growing stronger and ready to lash out.

Miles worked tirelessly on searching county records for greenhouses. There were way more than we had suspected, and none were deeded to Mickey O’Shea.

He was going through the list again, in more detail.

“Fucking A,” he bit out.

I was behind him in an instant. “What?”

“There’s a greenhouse about fifty miles east of Sudbury owned by a Rose Corporation. Do you think it could have any connection to Rose O’Shea?”

“Yes, it has to. Let’s go.”

“It’s a good two hours away, Logan. Let me call the Sudbury Sheriff’s Department and see if they can send someone closer.”

“No, I want to find her.”

He stood and gripped my shoulder. “You did, but you have to let someone else get her. Someone closer. Someone with authority.”

Gearing up, I stared at him, daring him to stop me.

He stepped closer. “Logan, listen to me. I know you’re going crazy right now, but her life could depend on this. We don’t have any backup. We don’t know what we’d be walking into. Let the authorities take care of this.”

“Make the call.” I conceded.

Although I hated to admit it, he was right.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

ELLE

My fingernails bit into my own skin.

Digging, gouging, tearing, trying to free myself.

I was an animal being held captive.

No, I was a girl, a good girl.

Wait, I was a woman.

 

As I rose to consciousness, I wasn’t sure how long I’d been here. I wasn’t sure about anything. The only thing I was certain of was that more than likely I was going to die, and it was going to be sooner rather than later.

Muted voices were incomprehensible, but I didn’t care anymore. I was shrouded in darkness and I couldn’t fight it anymore. It wasn’t my choice. My body was making the decision for me. I hadn’t eaten. I’d been injected with insulin at least three times that I knew of. My confusion was evidence that hypoglycemia was setting in. It was a symptom I knew well. One I’d helped my mother overcome many times. Except, I knew the outcome when untreated. And it wouldn’t be long before my brain shut down.

Far in the distance, I thought I heard sirens. No, I wanted to hear sirens. I wished I heard sirens.

Suddenly, the voices became clearer. “Get the fuck out of here, now.”

“What about the girl?”

“Leave her.”

Oh, God.

“Don’t leave me,” I tried to scream.

But the sound of a car’s screeching tires and the silence in the room told me they were gone. And that I was all alone.

Logan’s face flashed before me. I spoke to him. I love you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’m just not strong enough.

The whistle of sirens seemed to be closer.

Hope rose in my heart.

There was the sound of a door.

More voices.

Talk louder. I can’t hear you.

Then my body slammed against something hard and I heard a thud. I think it was me. I wanted to open my eyes. To see where I was, but I just couldn’t.

I was weak.

More hands were touching me. I wanted to scream. I did scream, but I don’t think anything came out.

Words were echoing all around me.

The moon was strangling the sun—no, the sun was strangling the moon.

Tires were spinning.

I was in a car.

No, I was on a train.

Another thud.

I could see.

Lights were bright above me.

I was moving again. Fast. Really fast. I was back on the train.

Or had I been in a car?

This time I focused on only one of my senses—hearing, for now. I concentrated hard and when I did, I could make out what was being said.

“She’s in and out of consciousness.”

“Drug overdose?”

No, I don’t do drugs. I was trying to talk. Could they hear me?

“I don’t think so.”

No, they couldn’t. “Call Logan. I need Logan,” I said.

“How’d she get here?”

“Sudbury Sheriff’s Department brought her in.”

They weren’t listening to me.

“Symptoms?”

“Sweating, tremors, palpitations.”

“Pupils?”

“Dilated.”

“Sounds like insulin shock. I need a CBC, stat.”

A pinch.

“Her pulse is steady.”

Was I in a hospital?

Yes, yes I was. But was it too late?

I couldn’t think anymore.

And then everything went black again.

Time passed. I had no idea how much or how little.

There was an incessant swooshing noise that woke me up.

My eyes flew open.

I felt a bit drunk.

Yet still, I could see things. There wasn’t a mask of darkness around my head anymore—the blindfold was gone.

I could hear things more clearly—they were no longer muffled.

The sounds were coming from machines.

One in particular making that beeping noise that made me want to scream. I’d heard it only once before—when I was in the hospital having my kidney removed and ended up barren.

It was tall and obnoxious and it stood beside me, blinking red numbers, and it was then that I noticed the long plastic tube that ran up from the back of my hand to the pole.

Panic gripped me.

Where was I?

I was on my back, propped up. The material beneath me was utterly foreign. It was white and stiff, and smelled faintly of bleach—I wasn’t on a hard, damp ground anymore.

I wasn’t in heaven.

I wasn’t in the fiery pits of hell.

I was in the hospital.

How?

My head pounded as I tried to remember what had happened. I struggled to sit all the way up. I needed a phone. I had to call Logan.

Everything was a scattered mess in my head; even his number was a jumble. I was dizzy, light headed, and still I reached for the phone that should have been beside my bed but there wasn’t one there.

I glanced around.

The small amount of rectangular blue sky I could see through the slats of the blinds to my right told me it was daytime. I had no idea what day it was, though, or how long I’d been here.

Clementine. Would she have been waiting for me?

Anxious, I folded the covers back as gently as I could and sat on the edge of the bed. I had to find a phone. I glanced down. My fingernails still had some dirt under them; my legs were clean but bruised, my arms the same. I touched my face. It stung—my lips, my cheek, my nose.

The pole worked well as a crutch for support and I wheeled it into the bathroom before I would make my way into the hall. I looked in the mirror to find a bandage across my cheek; my lips were cut and bruised, and my nose looked slightly burned.

A murmur of voices from outside my door put me on alert. I hurried back to my bed, my pulse skipping.

Who was coming?

When the door handle turned, I held my breath, hoping it was Logan.

But how would he know where I was?

Familiar eyes greeted me. As if I’d been struck by lightning, my body jerked. His eyes. They were the same icy blue eyes as the man who had taken me.

I felt the blood drain from my face.

The room began to spin.

My fingers gripped the sheets.

The noise coming from the machine now sounded as loud as a hammer and I wanted to smash it.

My breathing felt irregular and I took a huge breath. Blinking a few times, I talked myself off of the ledge. Of course, I knew it wasn’t Michael who had abducted me. It couldn’t have been. I’d have known if it was.

Still, fear crept around the periphery of my mind.

“Elle, you’re awake.” He rushed over to me, his cell ringing as he crossed the room.

“Where am I?” I asked. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion and I wasn’t sure my words would make sense.

His arms were around me and he was hugging me.

I felt nausea rise in my throat, but swallowed it down.

His cell rang again. The ringing of the cell phone was agitating. Still ignoring it, he pulled back and grabbed my hand as if relieved to see me. “You’re in a hospital in Springfield.”

An anxiety I couldn’t name formed in my chest. I tried not to flinch but I did, and I ended up pulling my hand back. I closed my eyes and attempted to reject the feeling that he had anything to do with my or my sister’s abduction, but in this moment, he was a stranger. Nothing made sense.

His phone was driving me crazy. “Answer it,” I said rather harshly.

With a heavy sigh, he pulled it from his pocket and glanced at it. His features darkened in the strangest way, but he still didn’t answer it. Instead he switched the ring to vibrate and focused on me again. “Are you in pain?” he asked. This time there was a new tone in his voice. One I’d never heard.

Hushed.

I didn’t like it.

As if my lack of response was a yes, he started for the door. “I’ll get the nurse.”

“No, not yet.”

I could see his phone vibrate in his hand. I wanted to ask him if I could use it. I wanted to call Logan, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to explain myself. Still, I stared at it the entire time he poured me a glass of water. “How’s Clementine?” I asked, more concerned about her than ever.

With the glass in one hand and his phone in the other, he handed me the water. “She’s fine. Here, drink this.”

Once I’d taken a sip, I looked up at him. “How did you know I was here?”

His sigh gave away his concern and he sat in the chair next to the bed. “I was at the Sudbury Sheriff’s Department when units were dispatched to the scene.” His last words trailed off.

I looked at him strangely. Town names didn’t matter to me. I could have been on Mars, that’s how far away I’d felt.

“I was worried about you. You were missing and I’d filed a missing persons report. I was notified when the Mercedes was found and I wanted to talk to the men who impounded the vehicle, directly.”

With a shudder, I forced myself to talk even though I didn’t want to. “I wasn’t missing. A man took me, Michael, a man who told me I had to walk down God’s path, a path that leads to you.”

Silence stretched between us. “Shhh . . . you don’t have to talk right now. I’ve told the police we’d go down to the station tomorrow in order to give you some time to think, to get everything straight in your head,” he finally said.

Straight? How did he know it wasn’t straight? It wasn’t, but I hadn’t told him that. Did he know who had taken me, who had taken my sister? Any calmness I might have had in me, any patience or tolerance, had been left on that dirt floor wherever I had been. I felt raw inside and I wanted answers. “Michael, the man who took me said he had taken Lizzy, too.”

His phone was buzzing again and when he glanced down at it, all the color drained from his face. And then just like that, like what I’d said wasn’t news to him, he jumped to his feet. “Listen, I need to go,” he said, and headed for the door.

“Michael!” I called.

He turned back. “The doctor said you should be released tomorrow. I have something I need to take care of, but I’ll be back later to check on you.”

“Michael!” I called again, but the door closed.

What just happened?


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

LOGAN

I was a force to be reckoned with.

As I strode down the hospital corridor, nothing or no one was going to stop me from seeing Elle.

As soon as Miles had gotten the call that Elle had been found, he slapped the siren on his car again and we took off. Unfortunately, no one would violate HIPAA policies, so I had no idea how she was. All I knew were three things. She was alive. She had been admitted and was on the fifteenth floor. And I was going mad.

My legs couldn’t move any faster. I wanted to run, but didn’t want to draw attention to myself. I hadn’t stopped at the desk, hadn’t checked in. I snuck by with my hat on and sunglasses on my face. Somehow, I managed to slide right past the reception area without so much as a whisper. I wasn’t going to take a chance at being denied access.

The hospital was huge and it took fucking forever to navigate. When I got in the elevator, there was no button for the fifteenth floor. I turned around to find a nurse with a cup of coffee in her hand. “Excuse me, how do I get to room fifteen ten?”

She gave me a smile. “Take the red elevator to the third floor, follow the sign for the green elevator, then take that one to the fifteenth floor.”

Something tight in my chest exploded like a grenade.

I thought it was my heart, blown into a million pieces.

This journey was taking way too long.

What if she needed me right now?

“Thank you,” I said, and this time I ran.

At the door to the room, I came to a stop and braced myself for the fact that O’Shea might be there already. When Miles made the call, he had learned that O’Shea was at the Sudbury Sheriff’s Department. He was more than an hour closer than us.

Resolve, resignation, hatred, and rage were just a few of the emotions that passed through me. Tempering all of them, I took a deep breath. I wasn’t going to stay in the shadows anymore. I couldn’t. Elle was mine, and I was going to claim her for all the world to see.

Elle and I would deal with the fallout of O’Shea finding out about us, together.

A small huff of laughter escaped my lips. I talked the talk, but in the end I knew I’d do what I had to in order to make sure Clementine remained in Elle’s life—even if that meant stepping away.

Pushing all the shit aside for now, slowly, I pulled the door open.

My heart was a drum banging in my chest as I eased it open. The room was dark, and emotion flooded me when I saw her lying so still in the bed. So much so, I almost dropped to my knees and prayed. Something I hadn’t done since my grandmother was alive.

It really was Elle.

She was alive.

Somewhere deep in the fiery pit of my soul, I doubted it was really her. I feared that because I was a sinner, my punishment was going to be losing her.

Absolution.

Redemption.

I vowed to seek both.

Her profile was beautiful and I stopped where I was to just stare at her. The woman in front of me was more than an alignment of features. She had become the one thing that kept my heart beating and my mind sane.

I needed her.

Before I moved any farther into the room, I looked around over the rim of my sunglasses.

No O’Shea.

When I was certain I was the only person in the room, I took my sunglasses off.

As if she could sense me, her head snapped in my direction. “Logan!” she cried.

I rushed toward her and my stomach fell when I saw the bruises on her face. Not because of how she looked, but rather because of the pain she must have endured. My fists balled at my sides and anger welled beneath the surface of my very being. “Elle,” I said, my own voice broken, gruff. When I reached the bed, I fell beside her and took her hand. “Elle, I can’t believe it’s really you.”

She struggled to sit up.

“No, don’t move,” I insisted.

She ignored me and reached her arms out, her hands reeling me in. “Logan,” she cried again.

There was no hesitation as I moved to embrace her. Gently, so gently, I lifted her chin before I pressed her body to mine. “Are you okay? Tell me you’re okay.” That voice wasn’t even mine.

She nodded through the sobs and slammed her head to my chest. “I am, now that you’re here.”

Suddenly, I was a live wire. My world, the one that had seemed tilted, cracked in her absence, was righted with her in my arms, and despite knowing this was nowhere near over, I couldn’t help but feel happy.

I wasn’t a poet, nor was I a romantic, but at that moment everything seemed just a little brighter.

I climbed onto the bed. I had to be beside her. Her tears were bordering on hysteria and I needed to help calm her down. I lifted her head, careful not to look too closely at her wounds right now or the thought of them having been inflicted on her might just cripple me. And I couldn’t afford that handicap, not here, not now.

“Oh, Logan.” She said my name again as if I were her savior.

I wished I had been.

I wished I’d found her yesterday.

No, I wished I’d gotten to her before anyone took her.

I wanted so badly to rewind time and be the one to take her place.

“It’s me. I’m here. I’m here.”

“How . . . how . . . did you find me?” she cried.

I reached to stroke her hair. It was matted, and a mess, caked with dirt.

Oh, fuck. What had happened to her?

Again, I forced myself to focus. She needed me and she needed the calm me, the one that had never existed until she entered my life. “Later. I’ll tell you everything later.”

Her body was trembling despite the warmth in the room. “He had eyes like Michael’s, the man who took me, he had eyes like Michael’s. He told me he had taken my sister to set her on the right path, to repent for her sins, and that he had taken me so I could avoid the path she had taken.”

My mind flipped back to being at her sister’s apartment yesterday, which, according to the leasing office, she’d had for almost three years. There were some men’s things in it—enough to indicate Tommy had been living there. Yes, she must have committed adultery. But who would hold her captive because of that?

The lease was in her maiden name, and was signed when she first moved to Boston. Employment records from Lucy’s corresponded to that date. Facts indicated that she blew into town, got a job at Lucy’s, and formed some kind of bond with Tommy. Where O’Shea fit in, who the hell knew?

It seemed that even after she married him, she spent a great deal of time at her apartment. The rent had been paid in cash every month through January. February, March, and April hadn’t been paid, and an eviction notice was getting ready to be processed.

I slipped the agent five hundred to lose the eviction paperwork for a few days. I didn’t want the place cleaned out just yet. In there we’d found the missing garage door opener to Michael’s place and signs of a struggle. The place smelled like bleach and antiseptic, as if someone had cleaned it thoroughly, and not that long ago. But what struck us as odd was the Bible on her counter. It seemed out of place based on what I’d seen and what I’d known about Elizabeth O’Shea. As soon as we’d left, I’d called Blanchet to let her know about the apartment.

“The Priest,” I said without even realizing I’d said it.

Her eyes widened as she looked up at me. “He’s the one who took me.”

She already knew this.

I nodded. I knew it too. “Who he is, is the missing piece to all of this.”

“But why take Lizzy and me . . . I don’t understand why.”

I squeezed her tightly. “Neither do I . . . but I will.”

“Logan, I was terrified. After all my self-defense classes I still couldn’t protect myself. I never even had a real chance. They kept injecting me with insulin to keep me quiet.”

“They?”

Still trembling, she nodded. “There were two of them. One was the boy who delivered the flowers to me. The other one wore a mask.”

Blood pulsed in my ears and my calm façade began to crack.

As if she had to get it out, she went on. “I knew what too much insulin would lead to. I’d lectured my mother about it all the time when she became reckless with her injections. And that sound, the sound of nail against plastic, I knew what it meant each and every time. I begged them to stop. I promised to be a good girl. I promised, but they still kept doing it.”

I had to man up. I was having a hard time breathing, but what kind of sick fuck does that to someone? “Elle, baby, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Tears streamed down her face. “They used to do that to psychotic patients in the twenties to experiment on them.”

I swallowed—hard. The lump in my throat was making it difficult to breathe.

Before I could say anything, the door started to swing open. The nurse’s back was to me and I bolted off the bed, my hand behind my back ready to take action if I had to—hospital or not. I relaxed when I saw a tray of food in her hand.

“Miss Sterling, you’re awake.” The nurse smiled crossing the room to open the blinds. Once they were open, she turned around and then glared at me. “I don’t believe visitors have been authorized.”

“What happened to her? What state did she arrive in? What did the doctors say?” All my questions, the ones I didn’t want to ask Elle, came streaming out.

Her glare reached around me to Elle. “Is this man bothering you?”

Elle’s laugh was a surprise, but the sobs that followed were not. “No, he’s the only thing in my life that seems sane right now.”

At that she relaxed. “I’m glad to see you’re feeling better,”

“We’ve talked?”

“Yes, I brought you up here. You were quite out of it, though, so it’s not a surprise that you don’t remember. You kept asking me to call Logan, but I couldn’t make out his last name or the number you were giving me.”

“This is Logan, Logan McPherson.” She pointed to me with a smile on her face that eased all the pain I was feeling in my heart.

The nurse’s smile only grew, and she set the tray on the table beside the bed and then went over and took Elle’s pulse. “You need to eat. Perhaps this handsome man could make sure you do. I’ll go notify the doctor that you’ve woken so he can come by and check on you.”

Elle pushed the tray away. “I can’t eat. My stomach is really upset.”

The nurse pointed to a needle on the tray beside the food. “The doctor ordered Zofran. It will help, I promise.”

Elle went to stand. “I need to use the bathroom first.”

The nurse nodded and assisted her.

Closing the door, the nurse stepped back into the room. “Now, I’m going to bend patient confidentiality and answer your questions. Just know I don’t do this on a regular basis, but Miss Sterling was asking for you. First, I want to ease your mind. She was not sexually assaulted.”

Relief flooded me. I’d been a coward and unable to ask Elle myself.

“Upon arrival, she was very close to slipping into an insulin coma, but thankfully she was brought into the ER just in time. There doesn’t appear to be any sustaining injuries. The cut on her cheek looks like a knife wound but should heal with very little scarring.”

I flinched as visions of Tommy in my grandfather’s kitchen came to mind.

“The doctor will suggest having a plastic surgeon take a look at it. I’m not so sure that’s needed, but it’s up to her.”

The door opened and my Elle stood there, looking so frail and thin. Her cheeks looked hollow, her skin pale, and her eyes dulled.

“She was slightly dehydrated, but the IV has helped with that. She still needs to take in a good amount of fluids in the next few days. I hope I can count on you to make sure she gets what she needs.”

I nodded.

The nurse insisted on helping Elle to the bed, but I stayed close to her side. As soon as Elle was back on the bed, the nurse inserted the needle into the IV. “Now, this will make you drowsy, so I’ll make sure the doctor waits a good two hours before coming by to check on you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

She gave Elle’s arm a pat and mine a squeeze. “Listen, I don’t get involved in my patients’ business, but whatever happened, I hope you tell the police. It’s noted in your chart that your statement was vague upon arrival and that you postponed questioning until tomorrow. Please go down there and do it. I’d hate for this to happen to anyone else.”

I looked at the nurse. “You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll be escorting her personally.”

She glanced back down. “Oh, okay. It states here a Mr. O’Shea would be doing so.”

“His mistake,” I noted, and I couldn’t help but wonder what his involvement was.

The nurse left and when I swung my eyes back to Elle, that’s when I noticed the bruises on her legs and couldn’t hold back my loud gasp.

“Logan,” Elle whispered.

I looked at her face.

“I’m okay, really I am.”

“I love you,” I said, and had to fend off the tears that I felt welling in my eyes. I’d never cried in my life, but looking at her bruised and battered was going to break me.

She reached for me. “I love you, too,” she whispered, and then pressed her lips to mine.

It was something I had wanted to do but wasn’t sure I should. Her lips looked so battered and bruised. The thought of why they might be turned my stomach and I couldn’t ask, not yet.

She flinched at the contact and I kissed my own fingers and gently placed them on her lips. “This is me, kissing you.”

Tears welled in her eyes again, and she kissed her own fingers and placed them on my lips. After a few moments, she took my face in her hands. “You don’t look so great.”

I had to laugh at that. “Yeah, I’ve had a rough night.”

Moving faster than she should, she wrapped her arms around me, and I let her hold me for a long, long time. I held her too and in her arms I gained strength. She brought it to me. I knew then we had a lot to discuss. When I finally let go of her, I cleared my throat and pulled a chair up so I could swing the food tray around to feed her.

She put her hand out. “I can do it.”

I smiled at her. “I want to. And while I feed you, I want you to talk to me. Tell me everything and anything you can remember. Then I’m going to help you take a shower. And after that I want you to get some rest. Once you’re discharged we are going to go down and talk to Blanchet. This is much bigger than me and Miles, and I think it’s time we let the authorities handle it.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am.”

The sun slammed through the window and she squinted.

“Here, I’ll shut the blinds.”

She shook her head and reached for the sunglasses that were hanging from my long-sleeved T-shirt. “I want to feel the sun on me. It feels so good. I was cold for so long.”

That fucking lump was back in my throat and my hands were shaking as I tried to feed her the chicken broth.

She opened her mouth and accepted the spoonful. She swallowed slowly.

As I went to give her another, I said, “Listen, before you start, I need to tell you something.”

Fear riveted her and her entire body went rigid. She stopped me from giving her another spoonful by taking hold of my hand. “What is it? It’s not Clementine, is it?”

“No,” I said immediately.

She relaxed.

“I went to see Michael. He didn’t believe me that you were missing, so I told him I was talking to you on the phone when you were abducted. I didn’t tell him anything else about us, but I’m sure he can figure it out.”

She took her hand away and indicated I could continue.

That was a good sign.

I scooped another spoonful.

After she swallowed it, she said, “I think you are right. It’s time to come clean about everything. Michael loves Clementine and I know even if he’s angry with me, he’ll do what’s best for her. In the end, he will.”

I wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince me or herself, but I agreed with her.

She ate everything on her plate and told me what she remembered, which wasn’t much. I helped her shower and then put her back into bed. She didn’t have any clean clothes, so a clean hospital gown had to do for now. Once she fell asleep, I’d slip out and head to the lobby. Miles was downstairs and I needed to fill him in. And I was also certain he wouldn’t mind heading back to Boston to grab a few things—including one very important thing.

“Lay with me,” she whispered.

“I’d do anything for you,” I said as I took my place next to her.

“Even jump through fire?” she asked sleepily as her head found my chest.

“Jump through fire, leap from the tallest bridge, scale buildings, anything.”

“My hero.”

I wasn’t her hero.

Or her white knight.

But I knew what I could be and as corny as the thought was in my mind, I was going to be . . . her Prince Charming.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

ELLE

A tiny detail sat on the outskirts of my consciousness.

It was right there but I couldn’t place it. I was in the bathroom when it hit. I’d just woken up and Logan wasn’t back yet. Feeling clearer-headed than I had earlier, I replayed the events of the past few days in my head. It wasn’t long before my mind felt overworked trying to pull everything together and I wished Logan were here to bounce my thoughts off of.

Unfortunately, that tiny piece of the huge puzzle was lost before I could figure out what it meant. Frustrated, I stared into the white porcelain sink, trying over and over to bring it back.

I didn’t know how long I’d been standing in front of the mirror. Just looking. Thinking. Concentrating. Until eventually, I gave up and let my mind wander. I wondered if I’d have a scar. When I could kiss Logan without my lips scorching in pain. If the day would come when he could look at me without feeling racked with guilt. This wasn’t his fault. Whatever this was.

“Elle?”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

The voice caught me off guard. I gripped the sink, feeling panicked. Shifting my eyes around the small space, I knew I had no choice but to answer. There was no escape.

Still, I didn’t move.

Michael tapped on the bathroom door. “Elle?”

“Yes, I’ll be right out,” I called in a shaky voice.

Why was I frightened? I had no reason to be. He said he’d be back. Why hadn’t I thought to call and tell him not to come?

Stupid.

Stupid.

Stupid.

Logan had left me his phone in case I needed anything while he went down to talk to Miles, but that left him without one. My instructions were to call Miles if I needed anything, but the phone was on the table beside my bed.

Standing straight, I opened the door. It was when I looked at Michael that the small fragment I’d been trying to recall from somewhere in the back of my mind came to me in a flash. The memory was of me getting out of Michael’s car after Lizzy’s funeral. I was trying to avoid a conversation I didn’t want to have with him and was rushing for the door when a man called out to Michael. I twisted my head and the man calling to him had icy blue eyes, the same eyes as Michael. The same eyes as the ones I had seen in the rearview mirror. And his son was with him, the same boy who had groped me and injected me with insulin. Seamus. The man’s name was Seamus. Michael called him that.

I felt myself pale and squeezed my palms shut.

“What is it?” Michael asked.

Pensive, I stepped out into the room very aware that I was naked beneath my gown and hating it. It made me feel vulnerable. I shook it off and decided it was time I came clean and that Michael did as well. “Who was the man who came to the house after Lizzy’s funeral with all the flowers?” I asked sharply.

Michael’s entire demeanor instantly turned aloof. “How would I know? There were a lot of people there that day.”

I knew he was lying.

“Why do you ask?”

My mind was wandering again, back to the picture in Erin’s house, the one with the family of five—Michael, his sister, his mother, his father, and the fifth unknown. I changed tack. “Do you have an older brother?”

Michael took a step toward me. “What are all these questions about?”

I stepped back. “Do you?”

For a moment, neither of us moved or talked. “Have you thought about my proposition?”

Stunned, I couldn’t even comprehend why he’d bring that up now. “No, Michael, I haven’t. I’m sorry, but someone just kept me captive and injected me with insulin until he could figure out how to put me on the right path.”

Blatantly ignoring me, he matter-of-factly stated, “You have something I need and I have something you want. It seems like such a simple choice, but still, I need to hear your answer.”

“I don’t understand why you’re changing the topic,” I said, exasperated.

He took a deep breath. “There are so many things you don’t understand.”

I sighed. “Then help me—tell me what I need to know.”

“Elle, before I leave here, I need to know your answer. That’s all you need to know.”

I threw my hands up. “Why? Why before you leave here do you have to know?”

“Clementine’s safety depends on you saying yes,” he said in a broken voice.

Panic tore through me. “That’s not true. You’re using her to get what you want.”

He frowned. “I wish I was.”

No more. I couldn’t take any more of this tiptoeing. He had to stop his lies now. “I’m in love with Logan McPherson and I want to be with him, not you.”

Physically shaking, he ran his fingers through his dark hair. “I figured as much when he barged into my office looking for you.”

I shook my head. “Then why did you still ask me about us?”

“Because I need an answer.”

My knees felt like rubber. “It’s no, Michael, it’s no.”

That fear seemed to grow on his face. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

I needed to sit down, so I made my way to the bed. Once there, I turned to him and softened my gaze. “Please, don’t take Clementine away from me. Don’t punish her for my choices. She needs me in her life.”

He seemed so distant, even though he was just across the room. “If you’re not standing by my side before the District Attorney nominations, her life will be in danger and there is nothing I can do about it.”

I got to my feet and ran over to him. “What are you talking about? Tell me what you mean.”

Five seconds had passed before he spoke. “I can’t.”

My fists were pounding against his chest and tears were leaking from my eyes before I knew what I was doing. “Stop saying that. Just tell me. Tell me now.”

As if defeated, he closed his eyes. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“The beginning, Michael. Start there.”

He nodded, and after a few seconds he began to speak. “Your sister and I didn’t fall in love. She was a prostitute I used for sex on a few occasions and although I fell in love with her, she never really loved me. She couldn’t, because she was in love with someone else.”

“Tommy Flannigan?” I asked, already having determined Lizzy had some kind of connection with him from what Logan had uncovered.

Another nod. “He wasn’t right for her. He couldn’t help her turn her life around, and that was what she needed.”

I had nothing to say. I was certain she did need that, but experience had told me no one could do that for her; she had to want to change.

“And yet she loved him anyway. He was her pimp, for fuck’s sake. He used her to make money. I hated that. Couldn’t stand it. He didn’t want her to clean herself up, didn’t want her to get off the drugs; all he wanted was for her to keep her mouth on other guys’ dicks.”

I’d never heard him talk like that. “What changed, Michael? If she didn’t love you, why did the two of you get married?”

“I’m getting to that. Like I said, we knew each other.”

My temper flared. “Yes, you were one of those dicks she kept her mouth on.”

“Don’t judge me, Elle. At least I wanted to help her. And I tried many times to get her to walk away from that life, but she wouldn’t. When I was done trying, I gave her my card and told her if she ever needed anything, to call me. For the longest time, she didn’t. But then about two years ago she got picked up on a possession and prostitution charge. That’s when she contacted me. I took her case free of charge, vouched for her, and bailed her out of jail—the court contingency was that she come work for me, my contingency was that she stay away from Tommy. She didn’t really have much of a choice. It was me or jail time. So she agreed to my terms. And as the days went on, she was doing so much better. Every day I could see the light shining brighter in her eyes.”

An overwhelming sadness stabbed at my chest for what she had become.

“At that time in my life I was just starting to think about running for District Attorney and I thought having a woman beside me would be beneficial, so I asked her to marry me.”

I’d surmised that Michael and Lizzy, although married, weren’t truly in love, so this wasn’t a surprise. “Why her? You could have had anyone, I’m sure.”

“There was something about her that I couldn’t let go of. Not only was she beautiful, but also I really, truly believed that I could fix her. Change her life. And I thought maybe she could change mine. You know, the whole ‘two lost souls’ thing. I had a lot of hope back then, hope that she’d learn to love me.”

I hated hearing this. Lizzy and I had both been so broken.

He went on. “The offer I made her was more than fair. All she had to do was marry me, play the dutiful wife, help me get the nomination, and stay clean. In return, I’d give her forty thousand dollars for each year she stayed with me. It really would have been a picture-perfect campaign—selfless attorney helps struggling woman and they fall in love.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Manufactured love for the polls?”

He went on. “It didn’t start out that way. I told you, I really did love her.”

My eyes widened. “So my sister married you for money?”

He nodded. “Sadly, yes.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“It wasn’t long after I’d made my offer that we went down to the courthouse and got married. About a month later she discovered she was pregnant. I didn’t question who the father was. A baby was going to change everything. At first I thought the pregnancy would bring us closer together, but it didn’t. I found her withdrawing more and more. I tried to help her, but she wouldn’t talk to me. She stopped coming to work, said she was too tired. Then she started to disappear for days at a time, only to turn up hungry and exhausted. I never asked where she’d been. I knew where—to see him. I think that’s when I gave up on her. Turned my mind off to love and focused on my career. With a family, I would more than likely be able to climb the political ladder so much quicker.”

My jaw dropped and my body shook. “You took your tragic situation and made it about politics?”

“No, Elle. I took control of my life and tried to make something out of it.”

“Spin it however you want.”

“You weren’t here. You didn’t see the way she treated me, the way she’d talk to me. She had absolutely no respect for me or for what I’d done for her.”

“Why’d you let her stay, then?”

“She was pregnant. I couldn’t kick her out. I knew if I did, she wouldn’t take care of herself. So day after day, I endured all the crap she threw my way. After she had Clementine, things only got worse. By then, I’d stopped trying to make her happy. One day, out of the blue she threatened to leave me, take the baby, and run away with Tommy.”

“But Clementine was legally your daughter. Lizzy couldn’t just take off with her. You had rights too.”

He laughed. “Your sister didn’t care about the law. I knew there was a very real possibility that I could come home one day and find her and Clementine gone and that I’d never see them again. I couldn’t have that. Clementine meant everything to me. That’s when I went to someone for help who didn’t care about the law either.”

“What kind of help, Michael?”

“Someone who could offer Tommy the job of a lifetime.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your sister used to tell me the oddest things, either during one of her rages or later, once she had calmed down. One time she had told me that Tommy wanted to be successful on his own and break free of his father’s hold. He really felt that his ticket out of the Flannigan shadow was the drug market. I knew this, and I used this information. Within hours of your sister telling me her plan, Tommy was offered one of the very coveted positions as wholesaler for Boston’s biggest drug supplier. There was no way he was going to leave town and give that up. And with him staying, I wouldn’t have to worry about Elizabeth leaving. This would give me a chance to get her help and for us to cement as a family. Or so I thought.”

Shock wasn’t even what I was feeling. “You’re an attorney, Michael. You uphold the law. Why would you even know a person who runs a drug empire?”

His eyes, so icy blue, had tears in them. “Elle, if I would have known that it was going to cost me your sister anyway, I would never have let Seamus back into my life.”

My heart was in my throat. “Who is Seamus to you, Michael?”

“You already know, Elle. He’s my older brother.”

My own shock finally seemed to register as I put it all together in my mind. Seamus ran Boston’s drug empire. Seamus was the Priest. Seamus was the one who’d kidnapped me. Seamus was Clementine’s uncle. The delivery boy was his son. Clementine’s cousin.

Oh God.

Tears were leaking from Michael’s eyes and he grasped his hands with his hair. “I can’t take it anymore. I just can’t.”

“Take what?” I screamed.

He flinched and words stumbled out of his mouth. “Ever hear of selling your soul to the devil?”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“That’s what I did when I asked Seamus to give Tommy a job. I had no idea my political aspirations were so significant to my brother. It turns out, they were even more important to him than they were to me.”

I was losing him. He wasn’t making sense. I needed to pull him back. In a softer voice I said, “Michael, finish your story, please. What happened after you got Seamus to give Tommy a job?”

His facial features tightened. “Things got worse instead of better. I asked Elizabeth to stop seeing Tommy and she ignored me. She was around less and less, and I couldn’t get her to stay at home. She wasn’t even spending time with Clementine. Then one day I got a call from the nanny that Elizabeth had come home and made her leave. That wasn’t like Elizabeth. She didn’t like to be alone with Clementine. I frantically called Seamus to find out if Tommy was still working for him. Once he reassured me that he was, I rushed home and found her packing. When she saw me, all she did was ask for the money I owed her.”

“The forty thousand?” I asked, trying to understand what my sister could possibly be thinking. Why she’d want to uproot her child for a life on the road. She should have known better.

Michael scrubbed his face. “Yeah, and I went crazy. Called her some names and told her to go to hell. That’s when she told me to go fuck myself. That she didn’t need my money. That soon she and Tommy would have enough to never have to worry about money again. I laughed at her. That’s when she told me she had five million dollars’ worth of drugs in her car. While she packed, I took the drugs and put them in the panic room where she wouldn’t be able to get to them. I had to. There was no way I was letting her leave the house with Clementine. When she started loading the car, and figured out what I’d done, she freaked out on me, went nuts, and then drove off alone. She had done it all the time; I thought she’d be back in a few hours once she cooled down.”

I stood there, wordless. She was so much like my father. I hated that.

“But she didn’t return and I started to get worried. I thought she took off for good, and that’s when I called you.”

I felt sick. “That’s when Seamus had taken her?”

He nodded. “I didn’t know it at the time, but yes. It turned out Seamus had picked up Elizabeth right after she left the house that day. My call had alerted him. It was my fault.”

I had no sympathy for him, although he looked truly regretful. “So when you called me, you didn’t know where she was?”

He shook his head.

“When did Seamus tell you he’d taken her?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “About a month ago.”

“You knew where she was a month ago and yet you kept letting me think she was out there alone? Why would you do that?”

“How could I tell you any of this? Tell you what I’d done. I begged Seamus to let her go. He said he would when she was ready. He wanted her to repent for her sins and prove she would no longer be an adulteress.”

My mind was a whirl. “What about Patrick’s threats? You had the drugs; why didn’t you just give them back when he made the demand?”

“I couldn’t. By then Seamus had already sent a team in to package the drugs and have them delivered to his warehouse. When I received the threat from Patrick, Seamus told me he’d get me what I needed by the deadline.”

“But he only sent half the drugs to the boutique?”

“I know. He said he was worried that the DEA was watching and he wanted to make certain the delivery arrived safe. We know how that ended up.”

I shuddered. Thankful he didn’t really know.

“Things went from bad to worse after that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Elizabeth somehow escaped from Seamus and she started calling me. Threatening me. She wanted the drugs back. She even broke into the house, trying to get into the panic room.”

“The note,” I said. It slipped from my mouth, giving away the fact that I’d broken into the panic room.

He nodded, seemingly surprised. “Yes, she left you a note in the Mercedes, but I found it first. And then you found it—in my panic room.”

“Is that why your brother kidnapped me? Because I broke into your room?”

A shake of the head.

“Then why?”

Michael averted his eyes.

“Why?”

He sighed, resigned. “After his son delivered flowers to you, and saw you with Logan, Seamus was worried you were going to walk away from me. Believe me, I had no idea he’d taken you. I even went to the police.”

My breath, coming faster, blew the first word away. “But who I choose to love isn’t Seamus’s concern and I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”

“I know that,” Michael whispered. “But now he’s resorted to threats against Clementine to keep us together.”

“We were never together.”

“In his mind, we should be.”

“Tell him to find you someone else.”

“I’ve tried. Presented my secretary, the nanny, a few others, too. He had me run them through a few of his loyalty and faithfulness tests; none of them could pass. Since they wouldn’t say yes to my first order, the second test could never even be administered.”

The website. It made sense. Pick one. Show loyalty and obedience. I felt a little sick. “I must have failed too, then.”

He nodded. “He wasn’t testing you; to him you were the perfect match for me. He just needed to instill his family values in you.”

I threw my hands up. “Fuck him. Why does he care so much about who you end up with?”

Resolve seemed to overtake him and he spoke like he wasn’t talking to anyone. “I already told you, Seamus’s political aspirations for me were bigger than even my own. Mayor. Senator. White House. He saw his ability to rule more than Boston through me. To show my father he could be so much more than my father had thought he could be. However, if I was going to climb the political machine, he knew I needed a woman by my side and he thought, no he thinks, you are the perfect woman to fill that role. I’ve already told you this. You’re the key. Say yes and Clementine will remain safe.”

I stood open mouthed. Was Michael playing me? “I’m not going to say yes, Michael. But you have to be able to stop him from doing anything to Clementine. She isn’t a part of this. You have to talk him out of it.”

He was shaking his head.

“Talk to him!” I screamed.

“I have.”

“Then go to the police.”

“I can’t.”

“Why can’t you?”

He shook his head violently as if he wasn’t going to tell me.

“Michael!” I was hysterical now. “Why can’t you? She’s your daughter, it’s your job to protect her!” I screamed even louder.

As he spoke, his shoulders began to shake. “I know. I know. But my choices have been stripped away from me, Elle. You don’t understand.”

Everything I saw was red. “No, Michael, your choice is to keep her safe, no matter what you have to do. Go to the police. Tell them everything.”

Kill him, I thought.

“I can’t.”

“Then I will.”

He shook his head. “You can’t.”

“Why not?”

“He’ll know I told you and then he will go after Clementine.”

“He almost killed me.”

“Elle, he’s obsessed with having connections. He thinks that’s how he is going to grow his empire. Nothing is going to stop him.”

“You have to turn him in,” I begged.

His laugh was dry. “Like I said, you don’t understand.”

My fists balled at my sides. “Then tell me.”

His eyes closed again and minutes passed before he spoke. “That Saturday morning that your car was at the mechanic’s and I went there, that was when I found the note Elizabeth had left for you folded on the visor in the Mercedes. That night I didn’t go out of town like I told you, but I went to the address on the slip of paper.”

My stare was one of complete anger.

“I didn’t mean for it to happen. She was threatening me. Blackmailing me—the drugs for Clementine. Was she kidding me? She couldn’t take care of Clementine. She had no idea what that even meant. But yet, she kept taunting me, threatening to steal her away, and I lost control. All I was doing was trying to shake some sense into her. To calm her down. She wasn’t thinking clearly. Clementine needed stability and she couldn’t provide that. She insisted she could. She kept threatening me. She was hysterical.”

My stomach lurched.

“She didn’t like what I was saying about her relationship with Clementine and she started clawing at my coat. Clementine’s rattle fell out of my pocket and she picked it up like it meant something to her. Like she really was her mother. Biologically she might have been, but that’s as far as it went. I tried to make her see that, but then she went wild, denying what I’d said like it wasn’t fact, she started hitting me, punching me, screaming at me. I had to defend myself so I shoved her back. That’s when she fell and hit her head. She was dead instantly and there wasn’t anything I could do. If I called the police, I’d go to jail, I knew that, so I called Seamus to help me get rid of her body, and now he owns me. You see, there’s nothing I can do. He owns me.”

My entire being was shaking. Inside and out. Tremors rocked me. Anger tore through me. I shoved him. “Killer.”

He looked at me then with resolve and regret in his eyes. “I know. But listen to me, Elle, I can make this right.”

I slapped him. “You killed my sister.”

Tears streamed down his face. “I never wanted any of this to happen. Just know that you’re the right person to take care of Clementine, to be her mother. I’ve spent the day arranging it all. Promise me you’ll take her and leave Boston. It’s the safest thing for her, and when you do, and she grows up happy, never tell her about her mother or me. Tell her she had parents who died loving her but nothing else.”

“What are you talking about?” I screamed.

He grabbed my arms. “Promise me,” he cried.

I stared at him blankly.

“Promise me you’ll take care of her,” he cried again.

I shrugged out of his hold. “I promise. I love her. You know I’d do anything for her.”

My assumption was that he was going to turn himself in.

Just then, I heard the door open and Logan yelled, “Elle!”

That’s when Michael pulled a gun from his suit jacket.

Terror shot through me.

I didn’t know what to do.

Michael pointed the gun.

“No!” I screamed.

“Elle,” Logan called for me again frantically.

I turned my head for only a fraction of a second. “No, Logan, go. Get out of here.”

Ignoring me, the look on his face was determined. He looked fearless, dauntless, as his long, lean body rushed toward me.

I screamed again, “Logan, leave the room!”

He wasn’t doing it.

“Stay clear of the gun!” I cried.

My head was bouncing.

From Logan.

Toward Michael.

And back.

I didn’t see the gun go off, but I heard it.

An icy chill slivered down my spine.

The gunshot shattered the atmosphere.

The sound was deafening.

My ears were ringing.

I’d never realized just how loud a gunshot could be.

Blood splattered all over me. Warm, yet so chilling. It covered me from head to toe.

I was screaming, but nothing was coming out.

Pure terror was all I felt.

My entire body shook and I couldn’t move.

Whose blood was covering me?

Mine?

Logan’s?

Michael’s?

I turned back and that was when I saw Michael on the ground. He’d killed himself. Strong arms wrapped around me, pulling me backwards, trying to turn me around. There were voices, screams, sounds, but I couldn’t make out the words. All I knew was that I was pressed against a hard body.

Logan’s body.

Everything was white noise. The walls, the blinds, and the window were splattered in red and the floor looked like it was bleeding.

My stomach revolted.

My feet were off the ground.

What happened next . . . I don’t remember.

Slowly, so slowly, the walls closed in around me and then finally, I was lost between them.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

DAY 36

LOGAN

Prince Charming I wasn’t.

He was supposed to walk into the room where his sleeping beauty lay and kiss her. Or at least that was how Declan thought the story went. My plan was to do that and then slip my grandmother’s ring on her finger.

That’s not what happened.

Rather, the ring sat in the silver box waiting for the right time and instead of being with Elle, who needed me right now, I was sitting in a room with Blanchet, Miles, and a team of DEA agents who love drawing on a fucking whiteboard all day.

There had been some wrong assumptions made, Mickey O’Shea being the Priest one of the biggest. But I was confident now that we had all the dots. It was connecting them to compose the right picture that was slow in coming together.

My old man had gone to see Patrick and surprisingly, Patrick told him everything. That Seamus wanted vengeance on Patrick. For his mother’s death. For being sent away to Ireland. For his whole fucked-up life. That Seamus had kept his identity a secret so that when he was ready, he would come out guns blazing and annihilate the Blue Hill Gang. Tommy’s fuck-up with the drug fiasco had only served to accelerate his plan and only made it sweeter.

A voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “This is the only photo we have of Seamus O’Shea, otherwise known as the Priest,” Blanchet said, pointing to a copy of the picture from Erin’s house that Elle told her about when Blanchet went to see her in the hospital this morning. “Immigration is sending us over a more recent one but it hasn’t arrived. Details surrounding this man are sketchy at best, but it seems he was a miracle child, born seventeen months after Mickey O’Shea,” she pointed to a picture of an old man taken walking into his flower shop, “went to prison.”

O’Reilly, the poor sucker who was appointed her subordinate, coughed out, “It’s called conjugals.”

She narrowed her stare at him. “Prison records show Rose visited her husband every Sunday for the three years he did time but during family visitation hours only.”

He cleared his throat. “Sorry, go on.”

Another guy raised his hand and then glanced down at the report in front of him. “It says here Mickey was sentenced to five years.”

She shook her head and flipped the page of the report she held. “Early parole for good behavior.”

The red marker scratched against the smooth surface. “Juvie records show the young Seamus caused a lot of trouble. Didn’t go to school. Break-ins. Fights. Public disturbances. Then Rose O’Shea is gunned down in a bar and subsequently the bad seed is shipped off to Ireland to some seminary school, supposedly never to be heard from again.”

“So what happened?” an agent called out.

The she-devil herself was in full form and ready with every answer. “Immigration records show him reentering the United States about three years ago, with a wife and kid in tow.”

“Should we assume he didn’t go to seminary school if he was married?” O’Reilly asked.

“You don’t assume anything because if you do, you’ll be wrong. He went to seminary school in Dublin and just before he was to be ordained, he disappeared. No one knows what he did between the year of his disappearance and his reappearance in the U.S., but sources say he has strong ties to the Continuity Irish Republic Army, which is more than likely his pipeline for the drugs.”

“And you said he’s known on the street as the Priest?”

She nodded in confirmation but her eyes said, “No shit.”

I almost laughed out loud.

“How could the DEA have been unaware until recently?” one of the agents shouted out.

“You tell me,” she sneered.

“And we’ve never had eyes on him?” another guy asked.

She shook her head. “As far as I can tell by flipping through old reports, he was a myth. No one ever laid eyes on the Priest, so the DEA assumed he wasn’t real. Something conjured up to take our attention off what it should be on. Happens all the time. We have so many leads that go nowhere and so many hyped-up heads of drug rings that never existed. According to these reports, any investigation into the Priest led to a dead end.”

“Makes no sense,” someone mumbled.

Irritated, Blanchet slammed her fist down. “All I can say is either he was really good at staying underground or all of you are really stupid.”

O’Reilly stood. He had some balls. He strode over to the whiteboard and started writing. “Seamus O’Shea is still at large. We believe him to be traveling with his wife and son. No known direction.”

“We have this composite of his kid,” Blanchet added, pointing to a taped-up photo Elle helped a sketch artist render.

“Looks like another sick fuck,” one of the guys muttered.

That earned him a look from Blanchet. “Let’s stick to the facts. Text messages and voicemails from Seamus O’Shea on the day of Michael O’Shea’s suicide clearly show threats made toward his sister-in-law, Elle Sterling, and his daughter.” She pointed to screen shots taken from his phone.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

“Are they still in danger?” someone interrupted.

“Not that we have reason to believe. As far as we can ascertain, the reasons for the threats had to do with Michael O’Shea’s political career and well, since there won’t be one, I would surmise they should be out of danger.”

Miles was leaning against a window with his arms crossed. “What do you say we concentrate on finding Seamus O’Shea?”

Blanchet’s head snapped in his direction.

The room quieted.

And then she gave him the slightest smile of agreement.

Another agent raised his hand like we were in class.

Blanchet nodded.

He pointed to the board. “What does Seamus O’Shea have to do with Tommy Flannigan’s murder?”

“A life for a life,” I muttered.

Blanchet looked at me.

“It’s an old mob saying.”

“Whose life?” he asked.

The last thing I was going to do was get Frank involved, so I shrugged and said, “I have no idea.” I did, of course. Mickey must have told Seamus what happened years ago, how when he went to shoot at Patrick, Rose got in the way, and then once Seamus was holding the cards, he ordered Patrick to have his own son killed to avenge his mother.

A life for a life.

I’m sure Patrick had a choice, just as my father had years ago. His life or his son’s life.

There’s always a choice.

Blanchet started writing on the board again.

Hands went up.

Miles took the lead and answered most of the questions. In time, he would share Mickey and Rose O’Shea’s tragic story with the DEA. Just not yet. We needed some time to let things settle for all of us first. For Clementine’s sake, Elle wanted the O’Shea name out of the press as much as possible. I understood that.

I watched Miles in action.

Where Blanchet was good, Miles was better. But since she officially worked for the DEA and he didn’t, he had to follow her command. I had a feeling that it was just a matter of time and soon he’d be on her team or possibly managing her. Either way, combined, they both had enough of the facts, and I was certain together they would bring Seamus O’Shea to justice.

With Seamus O’Shea on the lam, and no political hopeful in his pocket anymore, we all really did believe Elle and Clementine were no longer in danger. I had to give it to Michael O’Shea: in the end, he took care of his family the only way he could.

He had made the right choice.

Completely over all of this, I rose to my feet. “If you’ll excuse me, I don’t think I can be of any more help.”

She nodded. “Thanks, McPherson. You’re free to go.”

The way she said it, I knew what she meant.

My father was free. I was free. Elle was free.

Finally, Elle and I could be together without outside forces pulling us apart.

And if that didn’t sound like a happily ever after, I didn’t know what did.


CHAPTER FORTY

DAY 85

ELLE

I had never been much of a romantic.

I’d never even thought about it. My time was spent searching the world for treasures. It was odd, but it wasn’t until Logan entered my life that I thought about the person I was before him as being a nomad. A gypsy. Traveling around in search of nothing yet never stopping.

Sure, there were times I’d watch romantic comedies and get that little high that comes with happy endings, read chick lit for the sheer pleasure of smiling, and once I think I might have thought the idea of ice-skating in Central Park while holding someone’s hand could be fun, but in all honesty that was as far as my romantic thoughts had ever gone.

Until now.

While I lived with Clementine at Michael’s house, Logan stayed at my place. We had both agreed that easing Logan into Clementine’s daily routine was the best way to move forward. Also, with Michael’s absence, I didn’t want to compound her confusion by moving her out of her home right away.

Small, baby steps, we both agreed.

A saying that never could be applied to our relationship. We’d started full blast, but over the past several weeks we’d learned how to temper the inferno that lived within us both. It was fun. We actually went on the most incredible dates. Real dates. He picked me up and we went out to dinner, sometimes to the movies, and other times we went sightseeing. We double-dated with Peyton and Declan, something I had never done nor had Logan, and sometimes we brought Clementine on our dates.

We also indulged in classic movies from the eighties that for most kids were a rite of passage. Neither of us had a normal childhood, so this was all new to us. Logan bought a Best of the Eighties DVD complete set and it included The Breakfast Club, Pretty in Pink, Back to the Future, Sixteen Candles, and so many more favorites of that decade. At the end of each date, he would drop me off and kiss me good night. The kisses were never soft and sweet, though; they were much more reminiscent of the very first night we met.

Hot and heavy.

Breathtaking.

Unforgettable.

Mrs. R had stayed on, which allowed me to go to the boutique and work on transitioning it over to Peyton. The plan was that I’d remain the owner, but she’d be my managing partner, and once she was ready to be independent, I’d sell her the boutique. And since I was easing out of my duties, I had the luxury of sneaking off during my lunch break and meeting Logan at my place, but today we had a completely different agenda.

Today was the start of our new life.

Logan and I would be saying our goodbyes to everyone.

And leaving Boston.

It was early, around eight, and he was waiting for me on the stoop to my townhouse. With a kiss, he took my hand. “Morning.”

Butterflies bounced within my belly. “Good morning.”

“Come on, we have a lot to do today, so let’s get started.”

I followed him, and as I watched him open the door, I thought, I’d follow him anywhere.

He turned back before entering. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked tenderly.

I nodded and let my gaze devour him. The soft tone of his voice was such a sharp contrast to the strong man standing before me. Logan was wearing a black T-shirt that hugged his torso and faded jeans that hung low on his hips. His arms were chiseled in such a way that didn’t make him appear bulky in the least. He was all long and lean and hard. Powerful. Strong. Competent. There was no one else in the world I trusted more than he to help me raise Clementine.

“It doesn’t matter to me. You know that, right? I will love her no matter who her biological father is,” Logan said.

I nodded again. My heart in my throat, because I knew he meant that with all his heart and soul.

The envelope marked Clementine’s Paternity that had been in the panic room was in my hand, and Logan and I were standing in front of the fireplace in a home that was soon to be owned by someone else. I’d be turning over the key today at noon to the real estate agent. The townhouse was completely bare, except for him and me, and a fire in June.

With trembling fingers, I tossed it into the flames. That envelope contained DNA results that Michael had run. Logan and I both knew there was a very likely chance Tommy Flannigan was Clementine’s father, but it was equally as likely to have been Michael, or someone else entirely.

We both watched as it went up in flames.

Blood isn’t thicker than water. It took me seeing the way Logan interacted with Clementine and seeing the sacrifice Michael made for his daughter to really believe it. After all, I’d grown up in such a completely different environment. A place where carrying on the bloodline was all that mattered—no matter what the risk.

Logan pulled me close. “Are you sure you’re ready to leave Boston?”

I smiled at him gleefully. There was no hesitation in my voice at all. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

His laughter was such a beautiful sound. “Say that again,” he whispered.

“Yes. Yes. Yes,” I said with even more excitement in my voice.

It was he, and I, and Clementine, and we would be starting fresh in a new city.

His fingers were stroking my thighs. It was finally summer, and I’d worn a pair of lightweight khaki shorts and a silky white top. Easy, breezy fashion is what Peyton called my wardrobe. I’d never thought of it like that before, but she was right.

Those competent hands moved up my body, over my hips, my belly, my breasts, up to the buttons of my blouse. Goose bumps covered my body.

“Are you cold?” he asked coyly, his warm breath scathing my neck.

I laughed. “No, it’s summer.”

His grin was wider than mine. He knew what he did to me.

My laughter came to a halt when his mouth fastened itself to my neck. I tipped my head back to allow him full access. Just the way he knew I liked, his tongue trailed down to the buttons he had undone and his teeth skimmed my skin along the way. When my blouse was completely opened, he dragged his tongue all the way back up to my mouth.

“Are you sure you’re not cold?”

“No,” I said, a little breathless.

“You’re practically shivering,” he said around his kisses.

“It’s the way you’re touching me.”

I could feel his mouth turn up with satisfaction. “Come with me,” he said.

I looked at him questioningly.

“We have some time.” His voice had that husky edge to it.

I loved that sound.

With my hand in his, he led me up the stairs to my now empty bedroom. He seemed a little nervous when he opened the door. With a step back he shoved his hands in his pockets, and curiosity had me looking inside. My hand flew to my mouth and I gasped when I did.

Last night it had been completely empty. Today it wasn’t. There was a blanket in the middle of the floor, with small red tea lights surrounding it and twinkle lights hanging from the ceiling. My heart felt so full it was banging around my rib cage.

He reached for my hand and led me inside.

I licked my lips. “And you say you don’t have a romantic bone in your body.”

He shook his head. I think he was blushing, and if that wasn’t the most adorable thing.

It didn’t last long because his mouth was back at my neck and his hands were taking my shirt off, then my bra, then my shorts and panties. “God, I need you,” he breathed.

And God, I loved to hear it.

In a blink I was completely naked and he was fully dressed. I couldn’t have that, so with much haste, I stripped his clothes off.

Gently, he picked me up and carried me to the center of the room, laying me down on the blanket and hovering over me.

I looked at those hazel pools, so much greener today. We’d been through so much, and every night when Clementine and I said our prayers, I thanked God for him, for the day he came into my life.

His hand went between my legs. His fingers slid against my slick flesh, then inside me, and I moaned. “I love when you touch me like that.”

He moved in and out in a rhythmic pattern that could easily bring me to orgasm in a matter of minutes.

And he knew it.

My own hands sought his beautiful cock, fully erect and ready for me.

“Not yet,” he said. “I want to hear the noises you make when you get turned on, when you come, and I can’t concentrate when you’re touching me.”

I laughed. I knew exactly what he meant.

Logan teased me, moving slowly, feathering soft strokes over me with his fingers and circling his thumb with just the right amount of pressure.

I trembled on the edge and I knew he’d take me over when he felt the time was right. I let him know how much he turned me on, with my sounds, my nails, my arched back, and then finally, I exploded and my orgasm rocketed through me. “Logan!” I cried and took a breath before calling out his name again.

When we were together, everything went away but the two of us. The intimacy we shared was erotic and beautiful and joyful, and made to last a lifetime.

My body was still tingling when he thrust inside me.

I loved the feel of when he first filled me. The way his body shook from head to toe, the sounds he made, the way he made certain not to crush me.

He moved slowly.

Up.

Down.

In.

Out.

I met him thrust for thrust, and I knew how much he was enjoying it by his groans of pleasure. Loving how I could turn him on, rev him up, make him lose control, I started to move a little wildly beneath him, and he did the same above me.

We were two pieces of a puzzle that fit together perfectly.

Our union felt so incredible.

Raw and real and sensual.

If oblivion was a place we could go, he took me there.

It wasn’t long before his breath got hoarse in my ear and he slid his hand between us to caress my clit.

My fingers practically clawed his back it felt so incredibly good.

We moved harder, faster. Skin slapped and mouths sucked.

I moaned in delight.

He cried out, “Elle! Oh fuck, Elle.”

“Logan,” I called.

“Come with me.”

I already was. “I am. I am. I am.”

I closed my eyes and behind my lids the universe opened up. Stars, moons, planets, and comets surrounded us in my empty bedroom.

Logan thrust inside me once more with a shout, and then stopped with a shudder. He moved a second later, once, twice, then stopped again. When he dropped his head to the crook of my neck, he said, “I love you.”

My own planetarium show came to an end and as I tried to catch my breath, I held on to him as tightly as I could. “I love you, too,” I said in a whisper.

“You okay?” he asked.

Funny, I’d forgotten all about the floor until that moment.

“More than okay,” I said and kissed him.

Beep. Beep.

Beep. Beep.

Beep. Beep.

“Fuck. Shit. Fuck. Shit,” Logan cursed as he jumped to his feet, not exactly startled by the car horn but rather flustered.

Blinking, I sat up and watched as he shoved his feet into his jeans and then scurried to the closet and opened it.

“What’s going on?”

“Get dressed, fast.”

He was in such a state of distress, I did what he said without question. My nerves got a little frazzled, but it didn’t seem like he was worried. It seemed like he was nervous. I buttoned my blouse and said, “What’s going on?”

He blew out the candles and looked at that expensive watch that he seemed to have become fonder of. “They’re early.”

“Who is early?” I questioned, combing my fingers through my hair.

Logan had a bag in his hand, and he pulled out the red blindfold we’d taken from the boutique months ago but had not used.

I raised a very curious brow.

He shrugged and the corners of his mouth tipped up. “I thought we’d have time for this, but now I have to ask you to put it on.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“Please,” he begged and stepped toward me.

I held a finger up. “Hang on. You were going to let me blindfold you?”

He nodded. “That was the plan, but then I got lost in you.”

I bit my lip. “I didn’t mind, really.”

His grin was devilish as he strode toward me. “Turn around.”

With a shake of my head, I waved my finger back and forth. “No, no, no, you turn around.”

Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.

“Please, I promise you can use the blindfold and the handcuffs on me later if you just turn around and let me put this on you now.”

He was vowing to give up control one night in the future. I didn’t have to think twice. I stuck my hand out in shaking position.

He raised a brow.

“Deal,” I said.

He shook his head and then my hand. “Deal.”

With the blindfold over my eyes I was surprised it didn’t freak me out, but it didn’t. I always felt safe with Logan.

Step by step he guided me down each stair, and when we were at my front door he opened it.

Music started to blare and I heard the sound of Peyton’s laugher. “Declan, turn that off,” she chided.

“Dumb ass,” Logan muttered.

I heard other voices too. “What’s going on?” I asked Logan.

He tugged my blindfold and it fell to the ground. “Well, this is not how this was supposed to happen, but I’ll just have to roll with it.”

Everyone we knew—Frank, Molly, Sean, Declan and Peyton holding hands, Rachel and her boyfriend, Miles, Erin and her husband and kids, and even Mrs. R and Clementine—were standing in the street with red balloons in their hands. “I thought we were supposed to go see each of them.”

Logan shrugged. “I thought it would be better this way.”

I nodded. I had to agree it was. I’d come to love each and every one of these people and I was going to miss them, but I’d made a promise to Michael and I intended to live up to it.

Logan gave a slight nod toward the crowd and then they all backed away to reveal a shiny red Prius. “Bon voyage!” they yelled.

Tears stung the back of my eyelids and I brought my hands to my mouth. “How did you even remember I’d wanted one in the midst of everything going on?”

His grin was cocky. “A very wise man once told me that it’s the little things that make the biggest difference.”

I threw myself at him. “He wasn’t wrong.”

Logan twirled me around on the stairs and then tossed me over his shoulder and started to carry me to the car.

“Hey, this isn’t very romantic.”

He laughed. “I told you I wasn’t good at romance.”

I think I might have been giggling and crying at the same time because he couldn’t have been more wrong.

When he opened the driver’s door, he set me down and smiled at me with that smile that from the very first time I saw it made my stomach flip.

“Mommy,” I heard Clementine say.

“I got her.” Logan closed my door and extended his hands to Mrs. R, who brought her to him. He strode around the car whispering something to her and then the two of them got in on the passenger side.

I smiled at her. “Hi, silly girl.”

“Shiny,” she kept saying.

I was laughing. “It is very shiny.”

“She’s not talking about the car,” Logan said, holding her on his lap.

I glanced into the backseat and all I saw was a car seat.

When I turned back around, Logan had his hand around Clementine’s. “Open it,” he whispered.

She did.

I gasped.

“Elle Sterling, will you marry me and let me be a part of your and Clementine’s life?”

My jaw dropped. My body shook. Never in a million years was I expecting this. Happiness surged through me and I was fighting to hold back the tears. I couldn’t remember a time in my life ever feeling like this.

“Say yes, say no, say anything,” he said, sounding mildly distressed.

“Yes,” Clementine answered.

My laughter and joy turned into big, sobbing tears as I struggled to talk. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

The ring was the absolute most beautiful thing I had ever seen. “Logan, it’s exquisite,” I said through my tears.

He slid it on my finger and it fit perfectly. “It was my grandmother’s and before my grandfather died, he gave it to me and told me he wanted you to wear it. Somehow, some way, he knew you were made for me.”

I threw my arms around him and Clementine and found his lips. “That’s because he knew we were made for each other.”

When Clementine would have no more of being constrained, Logan opened the door and handed her to his father. Then he turned back and honked the horn. As if it was a signal, everyone let go of their red balloons.

Clementine was clapping her little hands together like it was a show.

I watched as the sky filled with my favorite color. The color I always saw as hope.

“You ready to say goodbye?” he asked.

I nodded. I knew we wouldn’t be saying goodbye forever. There would be visits. But it was time to go.

The three of us were starting a new life together away from the madness of Boston. I never in my life would have thought I’d have a family of my own. I never in my life would have thought I could be so happy. But here I sat in my new car, with my new fiancé, and my newly court-appointed daughter, and life couldn’t be any sweeter.

The sorrow that brought us here would always remain in my heart, but I wouldn’t wear it on my sleeve.

I was stronger than that.

We held hands and watched through the windshield until we couldn’t see any more balloons, and then we turned toward each other.

Logan ran his finger over the slight scar on my cheek.

I ran mine down the one under his eye.

War wounds.

Tragic memories from our past that we would never forget but together would be able to put behind us.

Together.

Not apart.

Not alone.

Together.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

DAY 275

LOGAN

Brooklyn is the place we call home.

Here, I found myself no longer divided between worlds.

My grandfather Ryan owned an authentic brownstone built around the turn of the century by his father’s father and when he heard how much Elle loved the architecture of Beacon Hill, he gave it to Elle and me as a wedding gift.

It’s odd because before I met Elle, I never wanted to get married, but with her, I couldn’t even tell you anymore why.

We married in the Botanical Gardens with fewer than thirty guests. We both decided on something small and meaningful. The vows we recited included Clementine, and she even stood up at the altar with us.

My father had moved to Brooklyn as well, and together we opened McPherson and Son Family Law.

Elle chose to run her online boutique from home to be closer to Clementine and I try to stay home one, sometimes two days a week to pull my share and give her time. She loves her life and her circle of friends. She’s even recruited them to help her. Phoebe, Lindsay, and Lily go with her as she combs through antique stores looking for the best of the best.

I’d been thinking about my grandfather Killian a lot lately. He was a man of great wisdom and guidance. Sure, I knew he was an outlaw, but that was a part of his life I never saw. To me he was one of a kind. A man who loved his grandson. And there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t miss him. I’m thankful, though, for the time he spent with me because those memories are what will keep him alive in my mind forever.

There’s this pizza place in Brooklyn called Paulie Gee’s. Elle and I took Clementine there last week.

It was then that I saw it on the menu, and for the first time since my grandfather’s death, I laughed at the thought of him. “Forget the pepperoni, kid,” he used to say, “Corned beef is the way to go.”

I would never try it and always made a face in disgust.

Today, I came here alone. “I’ll have the pizza with corned beef,” I said to the waitress.

She was older and smiled. “You must be Irish.”

I nodded, proud of my roots.

As I waited for my pizza, I pulled the note from my pocket that was in the safety deposit box along with the ring. Do not open this until you smile when you think of me was written across it.

I set it on the table. He had given his life for what I’d done and that was one guilt I’d never shed.

The television was on over the bar and a news alert flashed across the screen: Record-breaking drug bust in Boston shuts down the biggest cocaine ring to hit the streets since the seventies: DEA officials to comment soon.

I smiled. They got Seamus, that son of a bitch. He’d been MIA for months. Video footage showed Blanchet and Miles with DEA-issued jackets leaving a church.

I sat back in the booth and crossed my feet at the ankles. Chapter closed on that son of a bitch. Miles always said he wasn’t stopping until he could put him away for life. Now it looked like he got what he needed and finally nailed the bastard.

When my pizza arrived, I stared at it for a bit and remembered that little boy who sat across from the old man and never took a bite. I folded a slice in half the way he did and brought it to my mouth. I smelled the corned beef. Not so bad smelling, I thought, and then took a bite. “Not so bad, old man,” I said aloud with a smile.

I wiped my hands and opened the envelope, sliding the piece of paper out. With a deep breath, I read it.

 

Logan,

Choices are made and consequences paid. It’s the smaller man who dwells and the bigger man who moves forward. I’ve spent my life making one bad choice after the other, and the only choice I can say that I never regretted was marrying my Millie.

I’ve tried to teach you the things I faltered in, so that hopefully you wouldn’t take the same wrong steps I had. It wasn’t until after you left today that I realized I don’t have to worry about you. You are your own man. Strong. Confident. Competent. And I hope I had just a little to do with it.

But it’s time for me to join my love.

Don’t let my choice crush you.

Don’t be sad that I’m gone.

Don’t dwell.

Know I’m where I’m supposed to be.

I love you.

 

I swallowed down the emotion I felt and read the note again. After I finished reading it for a third time, I couldn’t help but think my grandfather was a man of infinite wisdom.

The road I had taken in life wasn’t always easy. In fact, sometimes it was extremely difficult. Still, in the end he was right . . . I truly believed we all ended up where we were supposed to be.


EPILOGUE

DAY 1,220

ELLE

“Cover your eyes.”

“They are covered, Mommy,” Clementine insisted.

“You have to squeeze your fingers together.”

“They are.”

I put my hand sideways over my eyes with my fingers touching each other, not splayed apart as hers were. “Like this, silly girl.”

With her fingers wide she looked at Sean. “Grandpa, tell her I can’t see this way.”

He raised his brows, fighting back his grin. “Elle, she can’t see like that.”

I rolled my eyes as I walked toward the front door and muttered, “She’s got you wrapped around her little finger.”

Logan was waiting on the other side of the door and I hurried to swing it open wide. Carrying the small blue bundle in his arms, my husband stepped inside. My heart skipped a beat when I looked at him. Passion. Love. Lust. Desire. And family. It was all standing right in front of me—long, lean, and incredibly sexy. His grin was absolutely adorable, as was he, and what he was holding.

I looked down. “Clementine, are you ready to meet your new baby brother?”

The pitter-patter of little feet had long since morphed into the thump-thump of what she liked to call big-girl feet. In her miniature classic Converse sneakers that she had to have because they matched her daddy’s perfectly, she ran toward Logan and her new baby brother. “He came, he came!” she yelled in excitement.

Logan crouched down as she approached him. “Clementine, meet Killian.”

I lowered myself beside Logan and adoringly gazed at our new son and my incredibly sexy husband. The adoption had been arranged, but we weren’t expecting Killian to be born until next month. When we got the news, we didn’t tell Clementine about his early delivery because we wanted to surprise her.

Her eyes were wide as she looked at him.

“What do you think?” I asked.

She twisted her lip.

“Clementine?” Logan prompted with unwarranted concern in his tone.

She put her little hands on her hips. “Daddy, I told you I wanted the one with the curly hair.”

All of us burst into laughter.

Infectious as it was, she didn’t laugh. Instead, she eyed Killian and then pursed her lips. “Where’s the button to push? I want to see what he says.”

As if on cue, Killian Sean McPherson began to cry.

Clementine covered her ears. “Turn it down.”

I took her hand and lowered myself to her level. “We talked about this, silly girl. He’s not a Build-A-Bear.”

She seemed to contemplate this for a long while.

“What do you think, Mommy?” Logan asked, placing a soft kiss on my lips.

“I think we all have some things to learn, Daddy,” I said, kissing him back.

This had Clementine now covering her eyes. “Not again,” she whined.

We both shook our head.

She was just too funny.

Logan stood and held his free hand to her. “Come with me, Clementine. You and I are both new at this baby thing and we need to figure out how to feed him.”

Her grin grew incredibly wide. “Oh, Daddy, I already know how to do that.”

Looking absolutely adorable himself, Logan said, “Well, maybe you could show me.”

Clementine looked over at me. “Mommy, could you please get us a bottle? I have to teach Daddy how to feed my new baby brother.”

Tears stung the corners of my eyes. “I have one right here,” I said as I reached in the diaper bag I had set next to the door when I came in before Logan to prepare Clementine.

I watched as Clementine and Logan, with baby Killian in his arms, made their way to the couch, matching sneakers and a matching bounce of optimism in their steps. And when they sat down and Logan helped Clementine onto his lap so she could show him how to hold the bottle, my tears could no longer be contained.

“We’re very lucky,” Sean said, placing his hand on my shoulder.

“Yes, we are,” I managed to say and squeezed his hand.

The days had turned into years, and everything bad that had happened around Logan and me when we first met now seemed like a lifetime ago.

Just then the cuckoo clock on the wall chirped and my eyes went to his hazel pools. Every time it went off, Logan rolled his eyes, and it made me laugh. This time was no different.

As I stepped toward my family, the one thing that ran through my mind was that all those years ago I had been wrong about love.

It really does conquer all.
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PROLOGUE

FOUR MONTHS BEFORE

LOGAN

Mile after mile, I ran. Faster, feet pounding against the broken asphalt, breath crystalizing in the air. I’d been fleeing along the edge of the road for what seemed like eternity. Trucks zoomed past me, taillights fading in the distance, and still there were no sirens.

The moon slipped behind a cloud and left me moving blindly. Finally, a whistle filled the darkness. It was what I’d been waiting for.

Let’s see how bad they want this.

I spun in the opposite direction and spotted the familiar red and blue lights. With a quick jump, I vaulted over the damaged guardrail and found myself tumbling down a steep ravine.

Landing on my stomach, blood dripped from my nose, and the taste of rust flooded my mouth. I didn’t take the time to wipe it away. I had to keep moving. I’d started this game and I was going to finish it.

Quickly, I leapt to my feet and began to run again. When a sharp burning and throbbing pulsated in my right ankle, I knew my speed would be impaired. I must have twisted it in the fall. With everything I had, I tried to ignore the pain.

Adrenaline pumped through my bloodstream, making my heart race and giving me the strength I needed. I was no longer on the pavement and my terrain was harder to navigate. Trees, broken branches, and the sickening smell of the stagnant river surrounded me. I pushed onward.

It could have been worse—at least there wasn’t any ice.

Still, it was fucking freezing out here. Snow fell around me. Chilled to the bone, I tugged my hat farther down over my ears.

I didn’t stop, though—I had to keep going.

When my eyes were streaming from the cold and my leg muscles began to seize up, I knew my body needed a break. I’d find cover and play the wait-and-see game.

The dilapidated abandoned warehouse a few yards away seemed like my best choice. The hinges were rusted and appeared broken, but when I yanked on the door, it wouldn’t open.

With a sigh, I stomped my salt-stained shoes in the slush I was standing in and looked around.

No sign of them, yet.

They’d be here soon enough.

My lungs burned as I bent over with my hands on my thighs in an attempt to catch my breath.

Poised to move in any direction, I thought about my decision to bait them.

Smart?

Stupid?

I couldn’t believe the game of cat and mouse I had entered into—with the Boston Police Department nonetheless.

But I’d had enough. They’d been following me around for almost a week. Their more-than-obvious tail was bordering on harassment. Pushed to the limit, today I’d decided it was time to find out what it was all about. I was going to force their move. I left my vehicle and took off. They were tracking me, but what they were waiting for to approach me, I had no idea. At this point I had two choices—approach them or keep going. Since I didn’t want to make it easy, I kept running.

Time seemed to be at a standstill as I looked around again. I knew they were close. Yet, as I searched my surroundings, there were no signs of life; everything around me was dark except for the golden glow from the cables of the Zakim Bridge.

The bridge.

I couldn’t believe I’d ended up on the West End. That was more than a slight hike from the tip of the South End, where I’d started all this.

What time was it anyway?

Before I could look at my watch—the one my grandfather had given me, the one worth more than most of the houses in the surrounding area, the pretentious Patek Philippe with an authentic enamel dial and custom-made rubber watchband, the one almost a match for his own—a yellow beam of light shined down on me.

I guess the BPD finally decided to make their move.

A heavily Boston-accented voice carried through the wind. “Put your hands in the air where we can see them.”

“Fuck me. Really? You’re going to arrest me? For what?” My gaze scoured the area until they came into sight.

There were three of them and one of me. I didn’t plan to keep running. I didn’t need to, but even if I wanted to, there was nowhere to go. The riverbank was on one side and they were on the other. The trio moved closer and drew their weapons. I responded with equanimity and raised my palms. Still, not a single one of them lowered a gun. Step by step, they moved toward me. When they were about five feet away, I decided to help them out and face them, but before I could, the tallest figure lunged for me.

He pinned me to the wall. “I just wanted to talk. I wasn’t going to arrest you until you assaulted me. But thanks for giving me a reason.”

“I was putting my hands behind my back, asshole,” I grunted.

“Right,” he snickered.

Nostrils flaring, the fatter one grabbed me by my collar and yanked me to him. “Stop resisting.”

What the fuck?

A quick punch to the gut and a kick to my leg had me belly down in a matter of seconds.

Most men would have been scared shitless, but not me. I grew up living in two very different worlds, the only similarity being power and greed. To look at me, you wouldn’t believe I was capable of doing the things I had done. Born with a silver spoon in my mouth, I was the grandson of one of the wealthiest men in New York City.

It wasn’t my trust fund background that anyone had to worry about, though. I was also the grandson of the former head of Boston’s Blue Hill Gang—a piece of me I had tried to renounce. That I wanted to escape. But my family ties kept me bound. The Irish Mob might have changed since my father’s father ran things, but there were some things that never changed.

I’d been raised in both worlds and these cops knew it. They were counting on the Blue Hill Gang part of me to greet them. That’s not what they were going to get. “What exactly do you want with me?” I asked calmly, exuding that civility I’d been reared in. When no one answered, I pressed on. “Why have you been following me?” Although I knew my heavy breathing was starting to betray my calm façade, I didn’t care. And besides, in the mood they were in, I doubted they noticed my breathing at all.

When one of them ground my face into the icy concrete, I knew he was more than aware of my forced calmness, and he didn’t like it. He was trying to rattle me. Which cop it was, I couldn’t tell. But then he muttered, “Did I tell you to talk?” with that thick accent of his and I knew who it was.

The reserve I’d been holding on to faded as soon as the coppery taste of blood seeped into my mouth for the second time tonight. Unable to restrain myself, my jaw tightened and I spoke through my teeth. “Do you know who I am?”

His laugh was cold, mirthless. “Do you think I give a shit?”

A large boot stepped forward and a voice of authority drew their attention. “Not here, not now.”

Spit landed near my head as cuffs were slapped on me.

The cuffs were clenched good and tight around my wrists and I winced. There was no hiding the fact that I felt pain. My skin scraped mercilessly against the metal when I was yanked to my feet and I knew my wrists were already raw. Regaining my stability, it no longer seemed so dark. The neon green of the TD Garden billboards lit up their faces. And the sight wasn’t pretty.

Anger.

Hatred.

Disgust.

The fatter one glowered at me with narrowed eyes. “Wearing a five-thousand-dollar suit doesn’t make you any less of a piece of shit.”

“Fuck you.”

A shot to the jaw—my head swung and my face ached.

A jab or three to the stomach—it felt like every fist in the world was punching me.

The sock to my gut had my lungs swinging from my rib cage.

A club to the back of my knees took me to the ground like a pussy.

But it was the swift kick in the ribs that had me swallowing hard and gasping for air. “Fuckkk.”

I looked up.

There was one.

Two.

Or all three of them on me—I wasn’t sure.

“Get up,” one of the men barked.

Blood was still dripping from my mouth, but this time I couldn’t wipe it off even if I wanted to. One of them attempted to pull me up, but I shrugged off his help. I could get myself up.

Fuck you very much.

When I was on my feet again, I squared my shoulders and looked each of them in the eye, memorizing their faces should our paths ever cross again.

“Who’s putting that shit on our streets?” one of them asked from the shadows.

The fatter one took a step closer. “Who’s running the operation? Who’s involved?”

I stared at him blankly and said nothing.

He moved even closer and barked, “When’s the next shipment arriving? Who’s it coming from? Where’s it landing?” I could smell coffee on his breath.

A tirade of questions I couldn’t answer.

Trying to tame my emotions, I lowered my eyes to study the ground. “I don’t have a fucking clue what you’re talking about.”

Hissing loudly, he lurched forward, drew his gun, and pointed it in my face.

Shock arrested me.

What the fuck was this?

What was obviously the more sensible cop pushed the guy’s arm down and muttered, “Follow procedure. Eyes are on us. We aren’t even supposed to be the ones asking the questions.”

Abruptly, the one with the gun still in his hand moved back, but his dark, cold eyes never left mine as he holstered his weapon and zipped up his police-issued brown leather jacket. “Just bring him to the car.”

At his words, the flashlight shined again. “With the trouble you caused me tonight, you’re fucking lucky someone else wants you.”

“Who wants me?”

My only answer was three smiles.

“Wants me for what?” I pressed.

The yellow glow of his flashlight pointed toward an unmarked car with the back door swung wide open. Someone was waiting inside. Not just someone. A woman. Long red hair, long legs, and red high heels that matched the color of her lipstick.

“Who the fuck is she?”

“Blanchet,” one of them mumbled under his breath with a snicker.

Another of the pricks shoved me her way. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do may be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to consult an attorney before speaking to the police and to have an attorney present during questioning now or in the future. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you before any questioning, if you wish. If you decide to answer any questions now, without an attorney present, you will still have the right to stop answering at any time until you talk to an attorney.”

I turned to face the cop before getting into the back of the car. “I know my rights. I am a fucking attorney.”


CHAPTER ONE

DAY 1

ELLE

Imprinting, according to folklore, begins when you are gravitationally pulled toward another. When this occurs, your connections to everyone else become secondary. You’ll do whatever it takes to protect the one you love. Keeping that person safe is the only thing that matters.

Imprinting doesn’t only apply to romantic love interests. I imprinted on Clementine the moment I laid eyes on her.

At first sight, she took my heart.

Her lips were so pink.

Her skin was so soft.

Her big blue eyes so beautiful.

And her heart-shaped face was perfect.

The minute I saw her, I knew I loved her—that I’d do anything for her.

Now, her little hands patted my cheeks as she babbled on. I took one of them and kissed it. “Ready to see Daddy?”

Clementine’s legs started kicking against my hips and her entire body quaked with glee.

She loved her daddy.

It was the first day of spring and I might have been a little too anxious for the warm weather. I attempted to take Clementine to the small playground around the corner from Michael’s office to watch the kids play, but the wind was too much for her.

Due to our early departure, it was closer to five o’clock than six when we entered the reception area of the Michael O’Shea Law Firm. Michael had fired his secretary this past Monday, and he had yet to replace her. And the paralegals left promptly at four thirty every Friday. So as I’d expected, the office was empty.

Michael’s door was closed as usual. I removed our jackets and hung them on the iron coat tree before knocking lightly.

“Come in,” he called.

I opened the old wooden door and it creaked loudly enough to make me cringe.

Michael looked different than usual. His dark hair was sticking up everywhere and when he raised his gaze from the yellow legal pad beside the stack of papers on his desk, I could see how tired he was.

“I hope you don’t mind that we’re a little early?” I asked.

He glanced at his watch. “I’m expecting a call from someone anytime now. Can you just bring her home and I’ll meet you there?”

He seemed more distracted than usual, too.

Clementine held her tiny arms out and cooed, “Daddy.”

“How’s my girl?” he beamed as he stood. His suit was neatly pressed, his tie in place, his shoes shined. But his thirty-five years were showing. Lines creased his brow and there were bags under his eyes. For the first time, I could see the toll the past three months had taken on him.

“Sure,” I answered him, and then I set Clementine down. “Just let her say hi and we’ll go.”

Clementine turned one last month, and took her first step shortly after that. Ever since, she doesn’t like to be restrained. She toddled toward Michael in her hot-pink patent leather shoes and I couldn’t help but smile.

Suddenly, the front door burst open. The echoing sound of the doorknob slamming against the wall made me whip around. A man stood in the doorway, anger and hatred shooting through his eyes, looking like whatever he wanted was personal. Michael’s office was located in an old brownstone in Boston’s South End, and I considered the neighborhood relatively safe.

Until then.

Instantly, fear flowed through my veins. Horrified, I froze. My purse. My purse was all the way on the other side of the room. Clementine. All the air seeped from my lungs as terror ripped through me. I had to get to her. My head spun back around to calculate just how far away from me she was.

Not that far. My rubbery legs inched backward. She was between Michael and me.

The crazed man didn’t seem to notice me, though. His eyes were on Michael, who was standing in the doorway to his office beside me. As soon as their stares locked, his voice boomed. “O’Shea, what kind of game do you think you’re playing?”

His Boston accent was thick like Michael’s, but his words were crystal clear. My heart stopped at the malice in his tone.

Fury covered Michael’s face. “Sean, I’m not playing any game.”

Michael knew the man?

The man’s face screwed into a different position and his stance remained dominating, although his demeanor seemed to ease slightly.

Pitter-patter.

No, Clementine, stay in Daddy’s office, I thought.

Pitter-patter.

The two men continued to stare at each other.

Taking the opportunity, I twisted and bent to scoop up Clementine, but Michael had beaten me to it. He enfolded her in his arms.

Thank God.

Thinking more clearly than me, he turned her away from the madman.

Voice gruff, the man asked, “Then what exactly are you up to?”

This had to be about her.

“We talked about this earlier. I told you everything I knew. There’s no need for an outburst.” Michael spoke curtly, somehow managing to keep his composure even in the face of potential danger.

Had he done this before?

Even though the man’s anger seemed to have dissipated, my terror wasn’t pacified in the least. The only thing I could think of was getting Clementine out of here and into safety. I began to assess the situation. My purse was with my coat on the rack over near the stairs, right next to Sean. That was out. I knew Michael kept a gun in his desk drawer, but as soon as I left the doorway, it would alert Sean. That was out too.

When Sean’s gaze shifted from Michael to Clementine, then to me, his features softened and his demeanor changed.

I think he was noticing Clementine and me for the first time.

With deliberate focus, he stared at me for more than a beat, and a shiver ran down my spine. His stare lingered and then he blinked rapidly, as if he were seeing a ghost. Almost as if he were snapping out of a trance, his eyes became remorseful and he stepped inside. “We need to talk.”

I flinched, bewildered as I slowed my breathing. I took a moment to study him. If he hadn’t come in here all guns blazing, I would have thought him harmless. He appeared to be in his mid-fifties. Dressed in a dark suit, crisp white shirt, smooth silk tie, and wingtips, he looked nothing like the madman he’d seemed to be.

My heart finally started beating in time with my breathing, as Michael looked over at me, and with a nod, indicated I should follow him. He then slowly started walking toward the waiting area, the farthest point in the room from this Sean. I trailed behind. As soon as we reached the waiting area, he handed me Clementine. “Don’t be worried. I won’t be long.”

“Should I take her home?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No. Just wait for me. Everything’s fine.”

I nodded, looking for evidence in his face that he wanted me to do something else. It wasn’t there. I knew better than to ask if he wanted me to call the police.

Clementine squealed, not at all happy with the change-off as Michael hurried back into his office and the well-dressed man followed behind him. As soon as the door closed, shouting erupted. I couldn’t make out what they were arguing about, but I would have bet it wasn’t over a case.

I tried to harness my heavy breathing so my concern wasn’t obvious to the baby. Clementine, however, was oblivious to the danger and wiggled in my arms. I took a few deep, calming breaths before I set her down. I knew Michael would never do anything that would endanger her, and that knowledge helped push me through the uncertainty.

Walking toward the foyer, I retrieved my bag and pulled out a package of animal crackers. “Are you hungry?”

She toddled over to me and reached for them.

“Hang on, let me open them, silly girl.”

The bag didn’t seem to want to tear. Michael’s former secretary’s desk was a few feet away and I crossed them quickly to find a pair of scissors. I opened the middle drawer. It was empty. I opened the one above it. It was filled with Michael’s yellow legal pads. When I pulled out the center drawer, I hit gold. His former secretary had left her scissors. I grabbed them and cut open the bag.

“Mine, mine.” Clementine was reaching for it.

I handed it to her and put the scissors away. When I did, a small, tented piece of legal paper fluttered out of the shallow drawer. I shouldn’t have opened it when I picked it up, but curiosity got the best of me. It read, “Pick one.”

Okay.

The bottom half was torn off so I didn’t get to see the list to choose from.

“Juice,” Clementine asked.

I put the note back and shoved the drawer closed.

While I searched in my bag for her juice cup, Clementine quickly darted for the stairs. I dropped the bag on the first step and let her crawl up them, hovering above her. “One, two, buckle my shoe. Three, four . . .” I sang to her as she took each step.

My heart had just stopped beating wildly in my chest when I felt the weight of someone’s stare prickle my neck. I quickly whipped around and let out a small gasp. There was a man, younger than the one who’d just stormed in, standing in the entranceway. I should have been afraid after what just occurred, but I wasn’t.

He didn’t look like he wanted to hurt us.

As I took him in, the air was once again ripped from my lungs, but for an entirely different reason. I drew in a breath and wasn’t sure if my reaction was the adrenaline high I was still on or if it was because he was utterly, unquestionably perfect from head to toe. Handsome face. Strong jaw. Sensuous lips. Beautiful eyes. Broad shoulders. Flat stomach. Narrow hips. And long legs.

He stared at me just as the other man had, and concern began to stir in my belly. I picked up Clementine and remained where I was for a moment, trying to decide whether I should leave or stay.

I couldn’t read him at all.

His voice was soft yet husky when he finally spoke. “I didn’t mean to startle you. The sign said to come in.”

Despite my inability to read him, I felt secure enough to walk down the stairs. “It’s fine. I just didn’t hear the door.”

His smirk threw me for a loop. “You were busy . . . singing.”

Exhaling, I ignored the slow flush I felt spreading all over me. “I guess I was.”

The handsome man’s eyes swept over me as he said, “You carry quite a tune.”

Warmth radiated all the way to the tips of my toes. That voice did something to my insides. Something that made my stomach dip. Not knowing what else to do, I laughed.

I sounded ridiculous.

And I needed to focus.

To snap out of it.

His chuckle in response was soft. I found myself staring at him again.

“Down, down,” Clementine demanded, forcing me to pull my gaze away.

“In a moment, silly girl,” I reassured her, and then once I handed her the cup I’d taken out of my bag earlier, I glanced back at the handsome stranger. “Are you looking for Michael?”

The heat in his eyes was undeniable.

“Actually, my father.”

There was a strange feeling coursing through my body from head to foot. It had my head spinning. Finally, his words registered and I refocused.

Was he looking for the madman?

“Sean?” I asked in a surprisingly calm tone.

His slight nod told me I was right. My eyes studied him, as if my body somehow wasn’t in sync with my mind. I couldn’t help myself. He had a small jagged scar just under the inside corner of his left eye, but it didn’t detract from his incredibly good looks. As I stared, I could see the similarity between him and the older man. Same square jaw, chiseled nose, same face shape.

But his hair wasn’t peppered with gray. Instead it was the color of the most delicious chocolate. Brushed forward on his forehead, feathered toward his cheeks, and shaped perfectly around his ears, in such a way that he looked professional yet hip at the same time. But more than his hair, it was his eyes I noticed. They were the most vibrant hazel eyes I’d ever seen.

And they were still looking back at me. “So he is here?” he asked.

With a nod, I gestured toward Michael’s office. “He seemed . . . upset.”

Long lashes fluttered as his eyelids shut and then quickly reopened. “I hope he didn’t do anything stupid.”

“I hope you understand, there are no second chances.” Sean said sharply.

The door had creaked open, and a heated conversation floated toward us.

“I do,” was Michael’s short but tense response.

The handsome stranger strode toward his father, his face now a picture of restrained anger. Sean spotted his son and narrowed his eyes. “I told you to wait in the car.”

His son squared his broad shoulders. “And I told you to wait for me to park.”

Clementine, still on my hip, was oblivious to the bitter exchange as she reached forward toward the handsome stranger. He was closer now, and the playful grin he gave her made my stomach flutter.

His eyes went from her to me, and I could feel the weight of his stare. I shivered under its intensity.

The moment was broken when Sean huffed and shot Michael one last glance. “I’ll deliver your message and be in touch.” He then rushed by me, glaring at his son. “Let’s go,” he ordered.

His son nodded toward Michael, and then he cut his gaze back to me. He was staring again.

I found myself staring back.

And I studied him further. His brows were slightly darker than his hair color. His skin was smooth. There were faint, very faint, freckles on his nose that perfectly matched mine. And his slight beard was scruffy in a way that looked like he shaved daily, just not close, or maybe it was a five o’clock shadow.

Looking at him made my body feel like it was made of Jell-O.

“Good night,” he said. And then just like that, he turned and walked away.

My heart stilled. “Good night,” I whispered.

I couldn’t help but watch him. He had a slight swagger that made him fit right in on the streets of Boston. That walk had my eyes still glued on him as he strode out the door. On his neck and the way his short, wispy hair exposed his nape. On his pants and the way they hung low. On his tight ass. On his long and lean body.

I very rarely found anyone even mildly attractive, but I found him extremely so. I wondered how old he was. Not that it mattered. Still, even after the door closed, I couldn’t get the picture of him out of my head.

I tried to turn my mind off.

To focus on what mattered.

But it was extremely difficult to do.

The gravitational pull I felt toward him was just undeniable.


CHAPTER TWO

LOGAN

“What the fuck?” I barked.

My father kept walking and ignored me.

Furious, I grabbed his arm. “I said, what the fuck was that?”

Of all the things I’d helped him do for the Blue Hill Gang over the years, we’d always steered clear of women and children; they were off limits.

My father turned and glared at me. “Don’t ever challenge my authority in public like that again.”

Remorseful, I dropped my grip. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have done that in front of them, but you crossed the line.”

He started to pace. “I thought he’d be alone.”

At least he was rattled. “Maybe the next time you go off half-cocked, you’ll make sure you know what you’re walking into.”

The sunlight was fading but I could still see the lines on my father’s face. This kind of shit was wearing him down. He stopped and looked at me. “Look, Logan, I appreciate your help, but I told you on the way over here, I want you to stay out of this.”

The anger I had just managed to suppress flared up. With a step toward him, I pushed my finger into his chest. “You don’t get to decide when I’m in and when I’m out.”

“I saw the way you looked at her,” he said, his voice more even now.

I shoved him, still pissed as fuck that he went in there. As soon as he saw the woman and child, he should have bolted. “I didn’t look at her in any way. You don’t know what you’re talking about. All I want is for you to slow down and think before you involve people who don’t need to be involved.”

Maybe I had looked at that woman in a certain way, but it didn’t mean shit. I might have grown up in two very different worlds—one where wealth bred cordiality and one where violence led the way—but somehow there was a part of me that wasn’t divided, and that part would never fuck another man’s wife.

My father’s laugh was dry. “Slowing down isn’t an option and you know it. Just stay away from her,” he warned.

With an uneasy feeling, I said, “Promise me she will be left out of whatever Patrick has planned.”

He shook his head. “That’s not my call. He already thinks O’Shea needs a little motivation, which is why he sent me. Besides, Logan, chances are good that with what’s on the line, Patrick has already looked at different ways to solve this problem.”

I got right in his face. “I mean it. Make sure she’s not one of them.”

Visions flashed before me. Kidnapping. Rape. Torture.

My father looked around as if someone might be watching. “You know I can’t. That’s not my place. Besides, my visit today was strictly social.”

“Right,” I muttered under my breath.

He pointed his finger at me. “You need to calm down.”

Irate, I balled my fists at my sides. “Don’t tell me what I need.”

If that horrible gut feeling wasn’t worrisome enough, my father looked equally as troubled. “Go cool off. I’m going to see Patrick and I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be anywhere even in his vicinity. I’ll catch a cab.”

I didn’t argue. “Fucking best idea you’ve had in a while.”

My cell started to ring and without a second thought, I walked past him and left his ass.


CHAPTER THREE

ELLE

“Who was that?”

As the thought escaped my lips, I cringed that I’d spoken it out loud. Michael wasn’t paying attention to me, though; he was already putting his coat on, and his aloof demeanor snapped me out of my daze.

Either he hadn’t heard me or he was ignoring my question. I waited patiently for an explanation but as the moments passed, I knew one wasn’t coming. Especially when he reached over and took Clementine from me.

Once she was fully in his arms, icy blue eyes darted to mine. “You shouldn’t have brought her here early.”

I peered at him. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” he responded tersely.

“Were you expecting him?”

“No,” he snapped. “He called earlier and told me he’d call me back later, or I would never have had you meet me here.”

I’d bitten back my irritation long enough. “Do you want to tell me what that was about?”

Michael grabbed Clementine’s coat from the hook and put it on her. “You know what that was about.”

His tone told me everything I needed to know.

This was about her.

He sighed and then spoke softly. “The mess she left behind is catching up with me sooner than I anticipated. I thought I had more time.”

“What did he say?”

Michael closed his eyes. “He told me time’s almost up.”

“What are you going to do?”

He stared at me without answering.

“Who is he, anyway?” I asked as a new wave of terror overtook me.

The diaper bag was on the floor and he picked it up. “Someone you don’t want to piss off. It’s best if you pretend you never saw him.”

“What’s his full name?” I pressed as I slipped my trench coat on and then my hat.

Michael opened the front door. “Sean McPherson.”

The cool wind hit my face and it blew my hat off when I stepped outside. “What does he do?”

“He’s an attorney in Dorchester.”

I walked down the steps and waited on the brick sidewalk. “That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

“It doesn’t matter what he does. What matters is that you stay away from him.” He sounded annoyed.

It pissed me off.

“I got that the first time you told me.”

Without a second glance, he looked away.

I was exasperated but knew he wasn’t going to say anything else. We’d been having the same type of conversation for the past three months.

“Where’d you park?” he asked.

“Around the corner.”

Michael’s Mercedes was sitting right in front of us. He nodded his head. “Get in. I’ll drive you there.”

I shook my head. “No, I think I’ll walk.”

“Are you okay?” he asked as he unlocked the doors.

“Yes, I’m fine. I just need some air.”

Michael bent to buckle Clementine into her car seat and I flashed him a disgusted look. I couldn’t believe he was really going to pull the “it’s for your own benefit” crap.

When Clementine was secure in her seat, he turned toward me with remorse in his eyes. “I’m not purposefully keeping you in the dark.”

With my brows raised, I responded emphatically, “Yes, you are.”

Again, he glanced away. “Okay, you’re right. I just don’t want you involved.”

“But I already am.”

Michael shook his head and took a step toward me. “Stop saying that.”

I sighed in frustration.

Michael gently put his hands on my arms. “Don’t let McPherson rattle you. He went to school with my father; they’re old friends. He’s a hothead, but he wouldn’t hurt me.”

I wasn’t so sure.

Having had enough, I shrugged out of his hold and stepped around him to kiss Clementine. “See you soon, baby girl,” I said to her and nuzzled her nose.

I hated saying goodbye.

Michael opened his door. “You all set for tomorrow?”

“I’ve just got a few more things to do. I’m heading there now to finish up.”

He gave me an encouraging nod. “Let me know what I can do to help.”

I smiled and said, “I think I have it all under control.”

“I know you do. You’ve done a fantastic job.”

Praise wasn’t what I looking for. The wind was cold and I dug into my pockets for my gloves. “Thanks.”

“’Bye, Elle,” he said, staring at me for a beat. When he got in the car and started it, he glanced at me before shutting his door. “I’m sorry I was short with you earlier.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I told him.

Michael closed the door and turned back to check on Clementine.

He was a good father.

I waved goodbye as the tires rolled forward, and then I put my gloves on and shoved my red felt hat farther down on my head.

As I walked up the sidewalk, I occupied my mind by trying to avoid getting my heels stuck in the cracks between the bricks.

It gave me something to do—I was feeling restless. I wasn’t used to staying in one place for so long and it was beginning to catch up to me.

I gave up on not ruining my favorite boots when the late March drizzle began to fall and I had to move briskly to avoid getting too wet. As soon as I turned onto Tremont Street, I immediately saw that my rear tire was flat.

“Crap,” I muttered as I stood there and the rain started falling harder.

I looked around for shelter. The corner bar I must have passed at least a dozen times was only a few feet away. I decided to go in and call AAA from there.

I didn’t want to bother Michael about something I could take care of.

My damp, thin raincoat clung to my body and I reminded myself I should really buy a coat that was functional, not just fashionable. Shaking my head, I hurried toward the door to Molly’s Pub, getting wetter and wetter with each passing moment.

As soon as I entered the vestibule, it was quiet enough for me to make the call. The operator connected me to the nearest station. “The mechanic will be at least thirty minutes,” the attendant told me.

Contemplating what to do, I decided on a drink. “That’s fine. I’ll be at the bar at Molly’s.”

“Wait,” she called. “What number should the mechanic call when he arrives?”

I gave her my cell but doubted I’d hear my phone. The music was already pretty loud from here. “Also, in case he has to come in, I’m wearing black—black raincoat, black pants—oh, and a red hat,” I added.

She huffed and sounded annoyed. “Normally we ask that you wait by your vehicle but since it’s raining, I’ll let him know how to recognize you if he can’t reach you.”

“Thank you,” I told her before hanging up.

Once I’d tucked my phone back inside my purse, I pulled open the interior door to reveal a very crowded bar. Not only was I certain I would never hear my phone, but there was also no way the mechanic was going to be able to spot me in here.

I’d have to keep my eyes peeled for him.

The large room was dimly lit, glowing with soft white light. There was a steady pulse of music. A small dance floor was filled with people. Most were standing close and talking, others were already dancing. The DJ booth was already manned and larger than the dance floor. Still, the bar was the showpiece. Glass lit shelves displayed bottle after bottle of liquor, in addition to glasses in every shape and size.

The space was eclectic. The dark paneling and old-fashioned parquet wood floors flowed into the modern space from the vestibule. I liked it.

The pub, as it was called, was more like a club, and it was jam-packed with the happy hour crowd. I considered leaving but decided against it.

It had been a long week, and one drink was deserved.

As if moving in slow motion, I tried to push through the crowd.

I wasn’t dressed like the other women. Wearing leggings, boots, and a simple long-sleeved cream-colored blouse that buttoned up the front, I was dressed for winter even though it was spring. Most of these women had stripped out of their work jackets and sweaters to reveal sexy camisoles or sheer tops. They had planned for their night out.

The large bar was so crowded that I had to squeeze my way through to it. A shove, a push, another shove, and I’d been turned around. That’s when I saw another room that was also dimly lit, but seemed a lot calmer.

Unbuttoning my coat, I made a beeline for the space, ignoring the men who stared and women who leered. Booths lined the walls and there was a smaller bar with dozens of beer taps behind it. Still crowded, but nothing like the other side; I could at least move without being jostled. Luckily, a space opened up at the bar, and as I walked toward it, the female bartender glanced up from the person she was talking with.

It wasn’t her I was looking at, though; instead my eyes landed on the patron sitting at the bar. I knew who it was immediately. I’d studied his backside no more than thirty minutes ago. It was the younger McPherson. He appeared to be sitting alone, chatting with the bartender.

My heart skipped a beat and I automatically slowed my approach.

Obviously curious, he twisted his head around when the bartender’s eyes lingered on me a little too long. And when he saw me, he gave me a small smile.

That smile.

Wild, gorgeous, sexy.

Heart-stopping.

The current I felt surging between us earlier now reappeared with a jolt. It was unsettling. It made me think I should turn around, but I couldn’t.

The magnetic pull was too strong to ignore. This was a dangerous situation. Uncharted waters. In the past, I’d never felt a strong enough attraction toward anyone to worry what it might mean. There had never been sexual chemistry for me with anyone else.

I never really cared.

It was better that way.

If there had been, I would have fought it.

But, right now, I couldn’t.

Ignoring my intuition, I took off my hat. I immediately regretted it. The bottom half of my hair hung sodden against my partially unbuttoned flimsy raincoat while the top half sprang to life. I was certain my normally ginger-colored locks looked tangerine.

The younger McPherson didn’t seem to care. He stood and pulled out the empty bar stool next to his, motioning me toward him.

While my body urged me forward, my mind fought it every step of the way.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, and the sound of his voice made my spine tingle.

I wanted to be offended, but his tone wasn’t in the least bit harsh. “Following you.” I tried to sound nonchalant but I think my voice was more raspy than matter-of-fact, and I let out a slight laugh.

He didn’t seem to notice that I was joking and I saw his jaw tense.

I sat down. “Relax. I’m kidding, just kidding.”

Relief softened his features and he offered me his hand. “We haven’t officially met. I’m Logan.”

Logan. The young McPherson had a nice name. It suited him. He seemed formal in his choice of words but informal in his dress. And the hard lines of his body contradicted the softness of his voice.

I shook his hand. “Elle.”

“So, Elle, where are O’Shea and the baby?”

Odd question, I thought, but answered anyway. “They went home.”

With a raised brow, he asked, “What brings you into Molly’s?” He paused for a second and the corners of his mouth quirked. “Besides following me,” he said with a slight laugh of his own.

I withheld my laughter and frowned instead. “Flat tire.” I pointed out the wall of glass to the pretentious white Mercedes SUV parked out front that I had yet to get used to and noticed a second door. Interesting—what I’d thought was a remodel might actually have been an addition.

Logan looked out the window and then glanced around. When he noticed I was watching him he said, “That really sucks.”

“Yes, it does.”

“I can change it for you,” he offered.

I looked at him. His face was as breathtaking as he was charming. “Thank you, but that’s not necessary. I already called Triple-A.”

Logan glanced around again and finally leaned against the bar. “Then I’ll buy you a drink while you wait.”

His confidence turned me on.

My eyes slid down his body. I shivered—cold to the bone and more aware of his movements than I should have been.

In what seemed like a lifetime ago, when the rare urge for male companionship would strike, I’d simply go into a bar and pick up a man. It was easy. An art learned over years—lipstick bold, skirt short, heels high. Men liked women who looked sexy. They flirted with me. Bought me a drink. Complimented me on my eyes, my hair, my body. They didn’t know they didn’t have to—that was why I was there, after all. To have sex. No questions. No repeats. And even better, on my terms, which meant little conversation and no phone numbers. Relationships just weren’t in the cards for me.

I wasn’t certain Logan McPherson met those no-strings-attached criteria, but then again, my life was different now. And that’s why I needed to leave. My resolve wasn’t as strong as it had once been. My emotional blockade had been slowly crumbling since Clementine entered my life. I had to leave. Yet, I didn’t.

He continued to gaze at me, waiting for me to respond to his offer.

I knew I shouldn’t give in, but I didn’t have the willpower to turn him down. Words eased out of my mouth that shouldn’t have. “Sure. Something to warm me up,” I answered, rubbing my hands together.

With a single nod of his chin, he looked down at me for a beat or maybe two. Then he scanned the bar again. Even distracted, he was mesmerizing. After a few moments, he turned around and motioned for the female bartender he had been chatting with when I first arrived.

Although the other side of the bar was packed, this side wasn’t quite so crazy. However, the tables were completely occupied. As soon as she slid two plates of burgers and fries to a waitress, she hurried toward him. “What can I get you?”

I swiveled around in my seat and noticed a cup of coffee in front of him and another in front of me with a red lipstick stain on it. I wondered if that was why he was searching the bar.

Was the person who had been sitting here returning?

A girlfriend perhaps?

“Two shots of Jameson,” he said.

“Coming up.” The bartender’s smile was wide when she looked at Logan, like she thought she might just hit the jackpot later. It irritated me. She stretched and her flat belly visibly reflected in the mirror in front of her. I caught Logan’s gaze tracing the lines of her body as she reached higher, exposing more skin, and that irritated me more. But then I realized it was my gaze he was watching.

Our connection wasn’t broken as the bartender set two shot glasses between us and slowly began to pour the amber-colored liquid.

When she finished, I broke our gaze with a laugh. “You’re staring.”

He didn’t seem to mind that he’d gotten caught. “How about you take your coat off.”

Again, not a question.

“No, I’m fine. I won’t be staying long.”

The music seemed to be getting louder and he edged a little closer. “Uh-huh. The garage told you they’d be here in about thirty minutes, didn’t they?”

“They tell everyone that,” the bartender blurted out.

My eyes darted to her in annoyance and then back to him. The young McPherson didn’t find her intrusive behavior funny either. Then again, other than the cute wave he gave Clementine earlier, he seemed so serious. “Thanks for the drinks,” he said dismissively.

She took the hint and returned to the other end of the bar.

His gaze traced the lines on my face and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was trying to guess how old I was. “She was right—all the garages around here tell you it will take much less time than it actually does.”

“Why would they do that?”

He raised a brow. “Why does anyone do anything—for money. The economy is suffering in South Boston. All the small businesses are hurting for cash and want to make sure they secure your business.”

“Well, I guess I’d better take my coat off, then.”

The raincoat had soaked through, so ridding myself of it would be a relief.

Someone pushed toward the bar behind me just as I stood, nudging me forward an inch or two. Logan reached to grab my arm so I wouldn’t stumble.

His touch made me gasp. Concentrating on calming my nerves, I didn’t notice that my blouse was wet, and most likely see-through, until my coat was off.

His eyes darted to my chest.

Yep, definitely see-through.

Without taking his eyes off me, he took my coat and shoved it beside his. We were both still standing, facing each other, very, very close. People on either side of us pushed us even closer as they wormed their way toward the bar. His eyes looked darker than I remembered, and his chest seemed to rise and fall more quickly than it did before.

“Aren’t you going to drink that?” He nodded toward the shot.

My knees felt a little wobbly and I quickly sat down before they gave out. “Yes, I think I will.”

Logan handed me one of the shots. “Irish whiskey. If it doesn’t warm you up, it will definitely put hair on your chest.”

With a small laugh, I took the glass and his fingertips grazed mine. My body tingled, but I ignored the feeling and with a tsk I said, “I hope not.”

He blatantly eyed the front of my blouse.

The heat of his stare was just too much and I found myself uncharacteristically downing the shot without a second thought. The liquid burned my throat, but it was worth it because my body began to warm instantly. Whether it was from the liquor or him standing so close, though, I wasn’t sure. When I was done, I slammed the glass down.

His slow grin caused a sweet ache right between my thighs. As if he knew it, he inched even closer. Leaning forward, he whispered, “No hair, I hope.”

Again, I sputtered out a laugh. “No, I think I’m safe,” I managed around my giggle.

His eyes now on my face, he passed me the other shot.

I held my hand up. “No, that’s yours.”

Finally, he sat down, which put some distance between us. Not much, but some. “Two shots are guaranteed to light a fire inside you.”

I was already heating up.

For a moment, we seemed to be trying to get a read on each other. After a beat, I shoved the glass back toward him and said, “Thank you, but I’ve had my limit.”

Bemused, he asked, “Only one? That’s your limit?”

The deep tenor of his voice caused my heart to pound, and I couldn’t help but notice how his eyes gleamed bright when the words escaped his throat. I played along and raised a brow. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

His low chuckle ticked my eardrum. He pushed the shot away. “Absolutely not. I wasn’t going to let you drink it anyway. You’re driving.” He winked.

“Oh, you’re an alpha male, are you?” I teased.

Logan’s laugh rasped. “Absolutely not.”

I tilted my head sideways in doubt.

There was a twinkle in his eyes. “You don’t believe me. I’m wounded.”

I found myself giggling.

“O’Shea,” the bartender called from behind the bar.

The name didn’t register.

“White Mercedes SUV. Flat tire,” she called out louder.

Finally, it did and I raised my hand and shouted, “That’s me!”

She leered at me and pointed to the door.

I turned to see a man in a blue quilted jacket. I’d completely forgotten about him. Guess with my hat off, I was lost in the crowd and he couldn’t find me either. “Looks like they arrived quickly,” I quipped, the corners of my mouth turning up slightly.

Logan glanced at his watch, which looked extremely expensive. “Twenty minutes—that has to be record timing,” he commented, the inflection of his voice much flatter than it had been.

Rushing, I hopped off the stool a little too fast and the room started to spin, causing me to lose my balance.

Logan jumped up and grabbed me. Our bodies were aligned in such a way that we were thigh-to-thigh, belly-to-belly. It was then that I noticed just how tall he was. Six foot one was my guess. While he steadied me, he spoke and his warm breath caressed my neck. “Whoa, I see why you’ve got a one-drink minimum.”

“I’m fine,” I said, trying to find my balance.

“Where are your keys?” he asked.

I stared at him.

I didn’t know him.

I shouldn’t trust him.

I didn’t trust anyone.

“Where are your keys?”

A command, this time voiced as a request.

Something in his eyes made it seem okay, and with a little hesitation, I pulled the ring from my small black bag but held on to them.

With his finger pointed at me, his tone quieted. “Sit back down. I’ll take care of this.”

Concerned, I found myself hopelessly trying to excuse my behavior. “No, really, I’m fine. I skipped lunch and got dizzy for a second. That’s all.”

That stare scorched me again and for a moment I think he considered leaving me my keys.

But then I went to take a step forward and felt my equilibrium spin off kilter again.

Wow, that shot really went to my head.

Logan grabbed them and with almost a triumphant smirk, he was twirling the key ring around his finger before I even realized it. “Let me be the alpha male you think I am and take care of this.”

Even though I laughed, I thought that was probably a good idea. Still, I was anything but a damsel in distress and didn’t want to appear that way. I blinked a few times before conceding. “Thank you.”

That smirk remained as he slid his coffee cup my way. “Here, drink this. I haven’t touched it yet.”

I gave in much too easily as I reached for the cup of black java. “Okay. I’ve already given them all my info.”

The mechanic gestured toward the door and as Logan followed him outside, I watched his swagger. Concern poured through my veins. Sure, he was handsome, charming, maybe a bit brooding in the sexiest way. Still, I’d gone without physical attraction my whole life. Never really wanted to feel it. Only rarely went looking for it. Most of the time I didn’t need it. But the way my body reacted to his terrified me. I couldn’t fight it even if I wanted to.

Not even when I’d met my very first boyfriend right out of college had I experienced such a lustful reaction. Then again, that’s what had made Charlie so right for me. We were both looking for companionship and the sex was secondary. In hindsight, look at how badly that ended. Sadness swept through me as the memory of him seeped from the place I’d stored it long ago.

 

“Hey love,” he said the first time he laid eyes on me.

His charm got me right away.

He looked like a Charlie. Dark hair, big build, medium height, beautiful eyes. Charlie was a businessman from London with the sexiest English accent I’d ever heard. We were both working for the International Trade Center in Paris when we met. He worked in finance and had been transferred just weeks before I’d arrived. This was my first job after college and I was so nervous. It couldn’t have been more perfect that I’d found him. During the day we both worked. He went to the office while I visited local exporters, purchasing the finest merchandise to sell in the States. At night and on the weekends, we explored the city together. We became best friends and since I’d never had one, I treasured him.

Over the course of my four-month stay, we did what I never thought I would do: fell in love. Unable to stand the idea of not having him to talk to every day, I made Paris my home base. ITC didn’t care where I conducted business, so for the next year, I traveled to international markets, always returning to find Charlie anxiously waiting for me.

When the day came that he began to talk about marriage, I was forced to tell him what I had yet to confess. Charlie did his best to accept that hard truth but in the end, I knew he wouldn’t be able to. As the weeks passed he started to pull away. I even thought about ending things before he eventually would, but I just couldn’t.

He was my first love, my only love. I was young and naïve, and I mistakenly thought love conquered all.

I learned the hard way that it couldn’t be farther from the truth.

 

“I wouldn’t bother.” The bartender’s voice brought me back from the darkness of my past.

I swirled around on my stool to face her. “I think you have the wrong idea about us”—I paused to read her name tag—“Molly.”

She dumped both of the cold coffees down the sink in front of her. “I saw the way you were looking at him and I just thought you should know he never gets attached.”

If only she knew that made him all the more perfect.

“I appreciate your warning, but like I said, it’s not what you think.”

A hand touched my back and I felt a spark as Logan leaned forward. “What’s not what you think?”

Feeling oddly shy, I barely glanced at him. “You and me. I was just telling Molly that she had the wrong idea about us.”

He sat down and I felt those hazel eyes zero in on me.

Shedding the shyness that a woman my age had no business feeling, I met his gaze. I must have been crazy, seeing in his expression that he hoped she didn’t have the wrong idea about us. I blinked, knowing my interpretation couldn’t have been right.

Logan tapped the bar with his fingers. “Don’t listen to anything Molly has to say. She grew up next door to my grandfather and thinks she knows me.”

Molly hit him with the towel she had slung over her shoulder. “I do. We’ve known each other practically our whole lives.”

He threw her a warning look I didn’t understand and then shrugged. “True, but after I was fifteen, I only visited once a year at Christmas and one month every summer. So you tell me, how well can you know me?”

She frowned; obviously she didn’t agree with him. “Better than most people.”

He tossed her another warning look.

“Molly,” an older man bellowed from a doorway behind the bar.

She rolled her eyes. “Coming, Dad.”

The man lifted his chin. “Logan.”

“Frank,” Logan replied flatly.

“I’ll see you around. I have to get back to my club. My father prefers to be over here,” Molly said with a glimmer in her eye.

“Yeah, sure.” Logan’s tone didn’t give anything away.

“Molly,” the man said sternly. “The DJ is having some technical difficulty.”

With another roll of her eyes, she replied, “Coming, coming,” then she turned back. “You’d think my father would know what to do when the breaker blows.” With that, she hurried toward the older man and followed him through the door, which must have connected to the club-like side.

Logan swiveled on the stool and his knees touched mine. More sparks shot through me. I wondered if he felt them too. If he did, they must not have bothered him because he didn’t move away. “So I’ve got some bad news.”

I tilted my head. “Oh, no, what is it?”

“Don’t shoot the messenger, but there’s no spare tire and the vehicle is going to have to be towed to the station.”

“Can’t he just patch it?”

He shook his head. “No way. I saw it and it’s beyond repair.”

I looked at my watch and sighed. Michael probably already had Clementine home by now. Distressed, I said, “Are you sure there’s nothing they can do? I need to get to work tonight and it’s a little far to walk.”

Logan became very serious. “The tire isn’t repairable. He has to order a new one. Unfortunately the station doesn’t stock the one that fits your SUV. He says it will be ready tomorrow afternoon. It’s doubtful any garage around here stocks an expensive tire like that, but do you want to call your husband and see if he knows of someplace else you might want to try? Because there is no way you should walk anywhere this late.”

“My husband?” I laughed out loud.

Logan furrowed his brows. “Yeah, O’Shea.”

I laughed again. “Michael isn’t my husband.”

His eyes flickered in surprise. “Sorry, I just assumed.”

I swore I saw a shadow of doubt so I held my left hand out. “See, I’m not married. No ring.”

Strangely, relief seemed to cross his features.

I’d already checked out Logan’s hand back at Michael’s office and I hadn’t seen a ring, or a tan mark, or an indentation, so my assumption was the young McPherson wasn’t married either. But the lipstick-stained cup meant he might have a girlfriend.

“Is the little girl your daughter?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No. Clementine is my niece. Michael is married to my sister.”

Is, was. I wasn’t really sure which, since she was MIA.

Logan didn’t look confused, but I still thought I should probably explain. “My sister has been in rehab for the past three months, and—”

Before I could finish the well-rehearsed lie Michael had told me to tell everyone, the door opened, and with the music on pause the mechanic’s voice bellowed through the bar, “O’Shea! Elizabeth O’Shea.”

“That’s me,” I said, this time to the man in the blue quilted jacket calling my sister’s name. I was Gabrielle Sterling. Long ago called Gabby, now called Elle. But after so many months, I was used to being called by my sister’s name. It was the name in which the car was registered and the name on the Triple A card. It was the name on the credit cards I used. It was the name associated with everything in her life. It was the name I never got a chance to call her.

Logan looked at me questioningly.

My plan was that I would use her credit cards and car only temporarily. Until my business got up and running. Unless she returned first, then I’d be more than happy to return them both. I didn’t like my situation, I didn’t like relying on Michael, but if I wanted to stay stationary and be near Clementine, I didn’t have much of a choice. I gave Logan a little shrug. “Michael’s letting me use her car until I get my own.” That was all he needed to know.

He said nothing.

I didn’t like how my statement sounded and felt very uncomfortable admitting it to him. “I should take care of this. Thank you for the drink,” I said, standing and reaching for my keys.

He placed them in my palm. “Tell him to take the car. I can drive you wherever you need to go.”

“No, that’s not necessary. I’ll just ride with him to the station and call for a rental. I’m sure they have a company they work with.”

Looking nervous, he shook his head. “Not a good idea.”

My eyes locked on his and all I could see were the brown flecks surrounding his green irises. They were mesmerizing. My tongue felt tied for a moment, but finally I spoke. “Why do you say that?”

“I’m not really sure—something about him seems off.”

“Oh, the alpha male thing,” I gave a huff of laughter. “I’ll be fine.”

Concerned, he said again, “I’d rather you didn’t ride with him.”

I wasn’t sure what to think but felt I should trust his judgment. “I’ll take a cab then. I can’t ask you to drive me around. You know what? Maybe I should just call around and try to find someone who has the tire in stock.”

He looked at his very expensive watch, then back at me. “Like I side, doubtful. The tire is too expensive for most shops to keep in stock. Besides, it’s a Friday and after six. Good luck getting anyone to answer, even through Triple-A.”

He had a point.

“Just let me help you,” he insisted.

“I don’t want to inconvenience you. Like you said, it is Friday night. Don’t you have a date or somewhere else to be?”

The lipstick-stained coffee cup came to mind.

He stared at me and then ever so slightly shook his head. “The only thing you’re interrupting is my planned date with the Four Seasons room service menu. But since you’re going to let me take you out to dinner, I think I can forgive you for that one transgression.”

Wariness crept over me. “How do I know I can trust you?”

His grin was wide. “If you don’t know that by now, I can’t help you answer that.”

I tilted my head in contemplation.

Logan was determined, and he continued to watch me.

A fleeting, what-do-I-have-to-lose thought had me smiling at him and then when he smiled back, I thought about how long it had been since I shared a moment like this with anyone.

Why not? So what if I’m attracted to him? Dinner is dinner; it doesn’t mean things between us need to go farther if I don’t want them to. Even if it does, so what if we fuck? That’s what two people do who are attracted to each other. My terms. My rules. I’ll make that clear. One night and we could both move past this strange attraction. It could work out perfectly for the both of us. And besides, I did skip lunch and I’m hungry.

My eyes slid toward the mechanic, who appeared to be losing his patience, and without further hesitation, I nodded in agreement. “Dinner it is. Just give me a minute.”

As I walked, I felt Logan’s eyes on me and knew the attraction was mutual, but for some reason that knowledge didn’t make me second-guess my decision. I quickly looped the oversized silver and black fob off my key ring and handed it to the mechanic. “Here’s the key. Can you deliver the vehicle to where I work at 40 Charles Street tomorrow once it’s ready?”

He nodded and then scribbled down the address. “The total will be four hundred and sixty dollars—that includes the delivery fee of fifty dollars.”

Once upon a time, I might have winced at the amount for a single tire, but leading a life of domesticity was expensive, as I’d come to learn over the past three months. Without hesitation, I pulled out my credit card, or rather my sister’s, and handed it to him.

Michael and I had an agreement: he’d cover me until my new business got on its feet and I could pay him back. In return, while he did what was needed to make things right for what Lizzy had done, I would help him with Clementine. She had a nanny, but with her mother missing and out of the picture, she needed as many constants in her life as possible. Michael of course, did his best, but he did work a lot. Things were going to have to change soon, but since my arrival I had created a routine with her that worked wonderfully—Wednesday morning breakfasts, Friday afternoon walks, Saturday night sleepovers, and Sunday dinners.

The mechanic handed me the pink carbon beneath the yellow original.

“Have a good night,” I said.

He gave me a nod. “You too.”

Hmmm . . . he seemed fine. I’m not certain what Logan found to be off about him.

The music had started to blare again, this time even louder. “Ready?” Logan’s warm breath was in my ear before I’d even turned around. I heard him just fine, as if my body had become attuned to his in this short period of time.

That should have worried me. But the shiver that ran down my spine erased any worries. With a slight turn of my head, I responded, “I am, but you don’t even know where you’re taking me. I could be asking you to drive me across town for all you know.”

The crowd had seeped into this room without me even noticing and it was no longer the after-work crowd. This was the Friday night crowd. The space between the booths and the bar acted as a second dance floor. Bodies pressed together. People moved. Sweat dripped down women’s bare backs and men’s necks. The tempo seemed to overtake everyone and lust was in the air.

Did he feel it too?

The pounding pulse of the music had me lost for a moment. I almost considered pressing myself against Logan and wrapping my arms around his neck so we could move together in a sinful manner.

Logan, on the other hand, didn’t seem to share that idea. With his jacket on, he slid beside me and handed me my hat and coat. Bringing me back to the conversation I’d almost forgotten about, his mouth was at my ear. “That’s not true. I know that first we’re going to eat at a much quieter place I know around the corner. After that, I’m happy to take you wherever it is you work that you considered walking to because you had to get there so badly. And later I’m taking you back to your place.”

There was an edge of expectation in his voice that coming from another man might have caused me to walk away, but from him, it seemed harmlessly flirtatious.

“Lead the way,” I said, needing to escape this orgy-filled place that seemed to be affecting my libido in the strangest of ways.

Leading us through the throng of bodies and out the door, he turned and asked, “Do you know what the Irish say about green eyes?”

“That they’re always smiling?” I guessed.

He shook his head. “That they leave an invisible trail of magic surrounding everything they see.”

I laughed sarcastically. Little did he know, nothing could be farther from the truth.


CHAPTER FOUR

LOGAN

“What’s so funny?”

She averted her gaze. “Nothing.”

Elle wore a sad smile that told me her laughter was anything but genuine. And for some insane reason, that only made me want to fuck the sadness right out of her—right where we stood.

Aside from the demons I could see in her eyes, she was sexy as hell, and even though I knew better than to be captivated by her, I couldn’t help myself. There was just something about her. And knowing she was unattached . . . That didn’t help things in the least.

With a shake of my head, I opened the door. The sky was dark, but at least the rain had let up. I looked around but didn’t see anyone. Even so, I pulled out my knit cap and tugged it over my head.

If someone spotted me with her, we were both fucked.

Paranoid?

Nope.

I knew something wasn’t right as soon as I saw her tire. Someone had slashed it. And there was no way it was a coincidence. Patrick must have already found out about her and I was pretty sure that mechanic’s shop was on his payroll. “This way.” I directed her to the right, veering down the closest alleyway.

Her big green eyes weren’t just looking at me; they were watching me, much in the same way I had been watching her since she first turned around at O’Shea’s office.

“What?” I asked.

“Where are we going?”

“To an authentic Irish pub.”

Elle eyed me suspiciously.

“What?” I found myself asking again.

“You mean that wasn’t one?”

“Ha, once upon a time it was, until Frank let his daughter take over. Molly rented the abandoned space next to the original structure and ever since has been slowly converting the place into a dance club.”

She whipped her head toward me with an excitement in her eyes that I could have eaten up. “I knew it. I could tell the moment I walked in.”

“Yep, it’s obvious, but Frank refuses to give up the pub even if the club is encroaching on his space.”

She was still facing me, and there was another glimmer in her eye.

“What?” I asked yet again, this time raising a brow.

She bit her lip. “Are you even old enough to drink?”

Surprised, I almost choked. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“No, I’m not.” She wasn’t about pretense. It was a welcome change. And it was such a turn-on.

Amused, I asked, “Just how old do you think I am?” I walked ahead and turned to face her. I wanted to see her expression when she answered.

She hesitated a moment before answering, “Not quite twenty-one.”

“Ahhh . . . you’re killing me.”

She smiled. “I’m totally serious.”

I kept walking backwards. “You’re a few years off. I’m twenty-seven.”

Her eyes swept over me again and then narrowed in doubt.

The alleys were empty. No one was around, and I felt myself start to loosen up. No one was going to see us. I put my hand on my heart. “I’m wounded. You don’t believe me?”

With a hint of smile she said, “No, I don’t.”

Now I found myself reaching into my back pocket and pulling out my wallet. Opening it, I handed her my driver’s license. “Here you go—definitive proof.”

She bit her lip as she studied it.

I wanted to bite it for her. I wanted to taste her lips on mine. I wanted to feel her skin and touch her hair. It wasn’t only one thing that attracted me to her; it was everything about her. The way she smelled, the sound of her voice, the way she walked, the way she made me laugh. I shouldn’t be admitting it, not even to myself.

Her grin widened. “Yes. It appears you are older than twenty-one.”

“Phew. Now I can sleep tonight knowing you believe me.”

She tried to contain a giggle with a hand over her mouth.

I stopped and she almost ran into me. “And you?” I countered, leaning inches from her lips.

She handed me my wallet and stepped back. “How old do you think I am?” she teased.

I took my time. I knew we should hurry off the street. I knew I was being stupid. But I didn’t want to rush this moment. I was enjoying it too much. “I don’t know. Come here.”

She easily followed my lead.

I dragged her under the streetlight and let my eyes sweep over her. I didn’t have to, though. I’d already memorized her features. She had a small nose, heart-shaped lips, smooth porcelain skin with a smattering of freckles on her nose, hair the color of cinnamon, and a body that would make any hot-blooded male look twice. I scratched my chin. “Hmmm . . . I’m not sure. My age. Maybe a year or two younger.”

She threw her head back. “Just a few minutes ago you thought I was old and married.”

Practically mesmerized, I watched her carefree style. She wasn’t like most women. Or most of the women I came in contract with—the ones from the New York City upper echelon who prided themselves on packed social calendars and their looks. She seemed tough. Able to take care of herself. She seemed to be a fighter, like me. “First of all, I only thought you were married. You’re the one putting the word old with married,” I playfully countered.

She pulled her lip between her teeth in contemplation. “You might be right,” she conceded.

Our eyes locked and I had to lick my lips as she chewed on hers again.

“What did you say?”

She rolled her eyes.

My grin couldn’t be erased even if I tried.

“I turned thirty last December,” she blurted out.

“An older woman.” I winked.

She started walking.

When I took my place beside her, she glanced over at me and nonchalantly joked, “Just call me Mrs. Robinson.”

My cock twitched at the thought of her seducing me—the game of a young college boy and an older experienced woman definitely had my attention. And although I’d already let my intentions for the evening be known, hers weren’t clear and I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to make sure she was on board with the fact that we were going to fuck. So I raised a brow and told her, “I’d love to.”

Headlights lit up the alleyway and a car started to slow. My guard instantly went back up. My body tensed and my stance changed. The car passed and someone got out. My eyes focused, my hands ready for action, I watched as an older Chinese woman pounded on the back door of a nail salon. False alarm. Still, the moment between us was broken. Awareness took over where I had allowed playfulness to wrongly occupy my mind.

With my hands shoved in my pockets, I put my head down.

What was I doing?

Once the car passed, I looked at her. She hadn’t noticed the car or my reaction. She was still lost in our Mrs. Robinson conversation and her response caught me off guard.

She was blushing.

I hadn’t been expecting that.

And right then, I knew I was in trouble.


CHAPTER FIVE

ELLE

I glanced up at the sign above the restaurant—The Hornet’s Nest.

How appropriate. I shouldn’t have agreed to have dinner with Logan. After all, he was the son of the man Michael had just told me to stay away from.

Yet I couldn’t fight the sexual tension between Logan and me. I’d never felt anything like it. And I wanted to give in.

But I knew better. Life had taught me that lesson long ago.

Don’t get too close or you will get burned.

The restaurant was tucked away down an alley just around the corner from Molly’s. It was out of the way and off the beaten path. I was thankful. There would be little chance of running into anyone who knew Michael. I hadn’t decided what I’d tell him, if anything.

Logan pulled open the door and as I walked past him, I could feel my cheeks still blazing. I had no idea what my schoolgirl reaction was all about, but it had to come to an immediate end. I intended to put my mind to it. But that wasn’t what happened. Instead, I stumbled to a stop when his hand grazed my back.

Thank God he was reading a list of tonight’s specials and hadn’t noticed. With nonchalance, he stood beside me. Luckily, I quickly regained my composure as I observed the restaurant. Polished wood paneling and brass fixtures made the place appear slightly less bar-like. Whereas Molly’s pub side looked like a hole-in-the-wall brewery, this place looked like an authentic American-style Irish pub.

“Shall we?” Logan motioned toward a booth in the back corner. He stripped off his jacket as I slipped out of my raincoat, and he tossed them both on the red leather bench. My gaze lingered over him and my pulse raced as we sat across from each other. The leather seat might have been worn, but I melted into it without a problem.

My nerves had my palms seeking the cool, smooth surface of the table separating us. My focus flicked away from Logan and landed on the menus that sat against the wall. Logan’s gaze followed mine and he handed me one before I could reach for it. “It’s nothing fancy but they have the best burgers around, if you like burgers.”

I opened my menu. “Cheeseburgers happen to be one of my favorite foods.”

He looked pleased.

Just as I started perusing the menu, the waitress approached. “What can I get you to drink?”

Still feeling the effects of the shot, I decided against alcohol. “A Coke, please.”

“The same,” Logan said. “And I think we’ll both have the special cheeseburger and fry basket.”

The waitress looked at me. “How’d you like your meat cooked?”

“Medium.”

She looked at Logan. “The same,” he answered.

She walked away and I glanced at him. “You’re at an Irish pub and you don’t order beer with your burger?”

Amused, his chin was down but his eyes lifted to mine. “No.”

“Isn’t that part of the whole Irish experience?”

“You know, I never thought of it that way, but I guess a Guinness does typically accompany a burger in a joint like this.”

I dropped the subject. He didn’t drink. It was obvious—he hadn’t touched that second shot of Jameson’s at Molly’s. And I had a feeling there was more to it than he wanted to let on.

My thoughts started to wander.

He was a lot like Charlie.

Practical in his thinking.

Short and to the point.

Serious but also funny.

Charming.

However, there was that one difference: looking at him made me breathless. This strange sexual chemistry that existed between us hadn’t been there with Charlie and me.

Aside from Michael’s warning, Logan was just what I needed to help cure the restlessness I had been feeling lately.

Yes, I was in trouble.

“Here you go.” The waitress delivered our Cokes and I picked up my straw to help disguise the yearning I thought must be obvious.

“So tell me about yourself, Mrs. Robinson,” he asked. Logan knew what he was doing. How to set the tone and make the moment intimate.

I opened my straw and playfully blew my wrapper at him. “That’s enough of the Mrs. Robinson business.”

The comfort level between us was as high as the sexual tension. I’d never sat like this with a man I was attracted to and felt so at ease. Not even with Charlie. I almost felt like I was sixteen and out on my first date. Nervous in a way, but excited.

Growing up, I hadn’t been allowed to date, not that I ever would have wanted to anyway. No, my childhood memories wiped any dreams of knights in shining armor and Prince Charmings right off the table. I always looked at it like this—you either became someone like your parents or stayed as far away from being anything like them as you could. My sister became the former. I became the latter.

Logan’s fingers crunched the wrapper and he flashed me a flirty grin. “Let me try that again. Okay, Elle, how about you tell me about yourself?”

I fought past my emotional reaction to the question and turned the question around. “How about you tell me about yourself first, Logan.”

He reached his arms out. “I’m an open book.”

With my mouth barely around my straw, I mumbled, “For some reason, I doubt that.”

Just like me, he was able to compose himself in a moment’s notice. It was obvious; we were both good at hiding things. Which was exactly what he did.

Smirking, he said, “Fine, don’t believe me. Ask me anything.”

First-date questions should be easy. Like, what’s your favorite color? What do you like to read? But I wasn’t one for pretense. Small talk wasn’t my thing. I had questions I wanted to know the answers to. And besides, we both knew this was no first date. I put my elbows on the table and tucked my hands under my chin. “Okay. Why are you driving your father around?”

Quite abruptly, he turned his head toward the door before turning back to meet my gaze and whispered, “His driver’s license was revoked. One too many DUIs.”

Plausible. Still, I contemplated his answer. “Then why didn’t you drive him home after you left Michael’s?”

Elbows on the table, he leaned forward. “Because he’s a fucking hothead and he pissed me off, so I left his ass.”

I tried not to laugh. I was certain the situation wasn’t funny. Instead, I moved my head closer to him. “Sounds like you are too.”

He shrugged. “Sometimes I am, but I try not to be.”

I liked that he didn’t have a filter—it made him seem more honest.

On to question two of I didn’t know how many. I had way too many questions for the man who was somehow connected to my sister and Michael. “Why are you staying at the Four Seasons if you live in Boston?”

Logan picked up his glass and sipped from it. “I don’t live in Boston. I live in New York City. I’ve been coming here to help my father out with his practice for the last six months, but his house in Dorchester Heights is a shit hole.” When he finished speaking, any amusement he once had in his hazel eyes was gone. Seriousness had replaced it all. “Anything else?”

Yes, I had a million other questions. I wanted to know who he was and what he did. What he knew about Michael’s situation. Deep down, I really hoped Logan wasn’t involved in what my sister had gotten herself into, but it seemed after what happened earlier, he had to be. My laundry list of questions would have to wait. I could see in his eyes that my time was running out. I leaned back in the booth. “I do have one more question.”

Eyeing me wearily, he heaved a sigh. “Go ahead.” But then he threw me a smile to let me know he wasn’t completely annoyed—yet.

My stomach did a flip and I think he knew it. I knew I should watch my body language. I might be giving off a vibe I could never live up to. Sucking in a breath, I asked my final question. “What is it you do to help your dad out?”

My mind was coming up with all kinds of things that should have worried me.

A hit man.

A drug runner.

A bookie.

“I’m a lawyer,” he said matter-of-factly.

Okay, I so wasn’t expecting that. I eyed him skeptically. He wasn’t dressed like Michael or even his father. Sure he had the white shirt, but that was where the similarity stopped. His white shirt molded to his toned chest like perfection, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, top two buttons undone. He wore distressed jeans that looked almost lethal on him. Add black suede sneakers and a casual black coat. Hot. Casual. Mouthwatering. Yep, other than the white shirt, he was not dressed like an attorney at all, or at least any attorney I knew.

He chuckled, and then as if reading my mind, he reassured me. “I am. I wasn’t seeing clients today. But trust me, I graduated from law school two years ago and currently work for the Ryan Corporation in New York City.”

Shocked, it took me a moment for his words to sink in. “The Ryan Corporation? Like in the largest international hedge fund management company in the country?”

He smiled. “That’s the one.”

So did I. “I’m impressed.”

Nonchalantly, he lifted his gaze to mine. “Don’t be. My grandfather owns the company and my position in the legal department was created solely for me. Associate counsel, Litigation and Employment. It’s a bullshit job.”

I was sipping my soda and almost spit it out of my mouth. “Your grandfather is . . .” I paused as it clicked.

“Logan Ryan,” we said in unison.

Logan. I got it.

“You know him?” he asked, seemingly surprised.

Wrenching my eyes from his, I said, “Well, not personally, but when I worked for the International Trade Center, he was our biggest client.”

Logan nodded in recognition. “Ah yes, he has a penchant for collecting exotic things.”

“So what are you doing in Boston helping your dad if you have a job in New York?”

Logan’s body stiffened, but he answered anyway. “When my father was arrested, I told him if he got back on the wagon, I’d come up here every Thursday and Friday and help salvage what was left of his practice. Like I said, my job at the Ryan Corporation is a joke, and to be honest, I much prefer working with my father’s clients. They’re people who need help.”

Surprised by his candor, I asked, “Then why don’t you work in Boston full-time?”

He shrugged. “That is a long story.”

Well, either way, it sounded like he made an honest living. Yet something in the back of my mind still nagged me. I wondered what part of the mess my sister had created his father was a part of and, in turn, what involvement, if any, Logan had. But I wasn’t about to just ask. The situation was way too delicate. And I was smarter than that. As I sat across from him, though, I had to question—was I? I wouldn’t be here if I were.

“I don’t understand. Why not just—” I started to ask, but he cut me off.

His expression hardened. “I think that’s enough about me.”

I felt myself flushing. I may have gotten a little carried away.

Expectedly, and within moments of shutting me down, he said, “Your turn.”

Mentally switching gears, I tried to think about what I could tell him. I never talked about myself. I hated it, so instead I lied. “Honestly, there’s not much to tell. What you see is what you get.”

He eyed me dubiously. My lie was just that—a lie.

I wasn’t surprised that he doubted what I’d said. I would have too.

The truth was, I often wondered if the word damaged wasn’t inked across my forehead for any man who might be even mildly interested in me to see, because they always seemed to know something was off.

Could Logan tell I wasn’t whole?

Much to my relief, he smirked and then nudged me under the table. “You’re not playing fair. I just spilled my life story and you’re giving me one of the oldest lines in the book? Come on.”

He hadn’t spilled his life story, but he did tell me more than he had to. I’d give him that.

“Here you go.” The waitress set two red plastic baskets down, each containing a huge burger and way too many fries. “Anything else?” she asked.

Logan glanced over at me just as my gaze darted to the ketchup. “I’m good.”

“Me too,” he said.

“Enjoy. If you need anything else, let me know.” She slipped the check on the table and left us to our meal.

Logan was handing me the ketchup before I had a chance to reach for it.

I raised a curious brow.

Was he reading my mind?

He shrugged. “I saw you eyeing it.”

With a quick twist, I removed the sticky white lid. “Can’t have fries without it.”

Logan seemed amused as I pounded the bottom of the ketchup bottle, failing miserably to make a pile in the middle of my fries. Nothing was coming out.

“Here, let me show you.” Instantly, his hand was across the table and I willingly relinquished the bottle to him. When he took it, he held the glass at the neck and tipped it in such a way that the thick red liquid poured out easily.

“How?” I harrumphed.

His hazel eyes lifted seductively. “The secret is knowing where the sweet spot is.”

My stomach did a full belly flop.

Oh. My. God.

Feeling heated, I knew a slight blush was coloring my cheeks. I sucked in a breath and willed all these strange feelings to go away. When I felt at ease again, I finally met his eyes. “Good to know.” I tried to act as if I was unaffected by his sexual innuendoes, but I knew I was failing miserably.

“More?”

My eyes widened.

“Ketchup.” He grinned.

Yeah, he knew what he did to me. I lifted the bun on my burger. “Of course,” I said as cavalierly as I could.

With that insanely hot smirk on his face, he poured some on top of the cheese before he pulled back.

I busied myself by cutting my burger in half and settling my napkin on my lap, but I couldn’t escape my turn for long. I was certain of that. With each passing moment, I could feel his focus on me. I took my first bite. “Mmmm,” I moaned out loud, unintentionally.

Logan sucked in a breath.

I couldn’t look at him.

“You like it?” he asked.

“Yes,” I answered once I’d swallowed.

Nervous flutters, more like tremors, had taken up permanent residence in my belly. And when he reached across the table and dragged his finger slowly up my chin to my lips, I nearly jumped. My entire body felt alive and I swear I could feel my skin sear at his touch. He pulled his finger away, and I saw it had ketchup on it. I’d never even felt it dripping from my mouth. I licked my lips where his finger had just been. Again, he gave me a knowing smile, and then when he knew I was watching, he inserted his finger in his mouth and sucked it clean.

My pulse raced at the sight.

I felt like a horny teenager, and I’d never been a horny teenager.

My heart pounded in my chest and I decided talking was going to be way easier than whatever this was. “I grew up in the military. My father was a brigadier general.”

I must have surprised him, because he paused mid-bite. “You’re a military brat?”

My huff of laughter was dry. “Anything but.”

That familiar smirk was back and I was beginning to think he only used it when he didn’t believe me. But he didn’t ask me anything else about that. Instead he asked, “Where was your father stationed?”

I dipped a fry in my ketchup. “Everywhere. My sister and I were born in California. That was my father’s home base, but he preferred international posts, and always volunteered to step in when a temporary base commander was needed. I grew up a little bit everywhere—in Germany, France, England, Italy, and Singapore. There were a few other countries, but we weren’t there long enough to say we lived there.”

Compassion filled his eyes. “Fuck. You moved around a lot. It must have been hard for you with the constant changing of schools and always having to make new friends. I know I used to hate just being shuffled back and forth between New York and Boston.”

I gave him a practiced shrug. “My sister hated it. I saw what that did to her. She was older than me and I didn’t want to be like her. But after a while, it was hard not to hate it. Every base looked like the last, but it wasn’t. I never had any friends. Then, when I was a teen, I found something that I loved about the constant moving.”

Curiosity gleamed in his eyes. “Oh yeah, what?”

I took a bite of one of my fries. “Instead of worrying about trying to make friends that I knew I’d have to leave, I threw myself into the countries and studied them. Their traditions. Common phrases. What each country valued. What they produced. I immersed myself in their cultures.”

He raised a brow. “Wow, I’m impressed.”

Already more than full, I pushed my basket away. “Don’t be. It wasn’t a life I’d wish on any child. I just tried to make the best of it.”

“Your mother and father didn’t know how much you and your sister disliked it?”

I gave him another dry laugh. “I’m not sure. I doubt it would have mattered if they did. My father only cared about himself and my mother was too concerned with making sure the General was happy.”

This was more than I’d spoken about my family in years, and to be fair, my mother wanted to keep my father happy to maintain a sense of calm in our household. She was more of a victim than anything else. I felt guilty not explaining that. But that would only lead to places I didn’t want to go.

“Where are your parents now?” he asked.

The question surprised me. I hadn’t thought of my mother or my father as parents in so long. Again, the need to speak honestly overtook me. “My mother’s dead and I haven’t spoken to my father since the day I left for college. I have no idea where he is.”

Something came over me. I had to get out of here before I broke down. With trembling fingers, I picked up the bill and looked at the total.

When I reached into my purse to leave some money, Logan grabbed the check from me. “I asked you out. I got this.”

“Thank you. It was really good, but I need to get going. I’ll grab a taxi.” I suddenly felt like I should get away from him. He was making me feel things I didn’t want to be feeling. Thoughts of my parents seemed to be strangling me. I quickly jumped to my feet.

Concern glimmered in his eyes and he quickly rose and pulled out his wallet, tossing two twenties on the table. “No, I’m done. I’ll take you.”

I wanted to argue but my mind was a jumble and before I knew it he was behind me, holding my coat out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” His warm breath brushed against my ear and shivers danced down my spine.

Dispelling the urge to lean into him, I pulled my hair out of the collar of my trench coat. “You didn’t. I’m fine.”

I clearly wasn’t.

I hated my past.

I hated my father.

I hated my mother for putting up with him.

I hated my sister for leaving me.

But I hated myself even more.


CHAPTER SIX

LOGAN

She was anything but fine.

Yet I wasn’t any good at consoling people. I didn’t know what to say or do. Besides, I was pretty certain she wasn’t looking for comfort. She was tough, and although I understood why, I also knew what she’d told me wasn’t the only reason. There was more to Elle than she let on. Hey, I got it. She had some demons she didn’t want to let out. And I certainly didn’t want to be the one to unleash them.

I raced in front of her, taking the lead. “Come on, let’s go.”

She nodded but didn’t say anything.

Didn’t I feel like a real shit.

Melancholy seemed to swallow me whole.

Fuck.

The rain was falling harder than it had been earlier and I watched as she put that red hat on again. It was soaking wet and I was certain it wasn’t helping to keep her dry, but she seemed to like it, so although I didn’t say a thing, the sight made me smirk.

Once we were outside, we both kept our heads down. She followed me through the alley and back toward Molly’s. I paused for a moment at the corner and looked around before reaching in my pocket and unlocking the SUV. The taillights of my black Range Rover blinked up ahead. I had unlocked the doors at a good distance so when the rain started falling even harder, I moved faster, making sure she was right behind me. We reached my vehicle in the downpour and I opened her door. Elle didn’t look at me as she got in quickly. I didn’t stop to talk; I just wanted to get off the goddamn street. I ran to the other side and hopped in. When I did, I looked over at her just as she was wiping the rain from her face, or was it a tear?

Both of us were wet. Both of us were out of breath. The air in the car was cold. But the heat that rose as we looked at each other was scorching. For a second, I considered making a move on her, but then, the longer I watched her, the more I realized things between us weren’t going to be that simple.

She looked vulnerable.

It wasn’t something I could handle.

I just wasn’t expecting it.

She was a fighter.

Or so I had thought.

I had to avert my gaze. I knew then that I couldn’t see her after tonight. There were only two categories of women for me—the just fuck and the never fuck. Somehow, she didn’t seem to fit in either and that was dangerous. As if the situation she was in weren’t already dangerous enough, she didn’t need my involvement in her life fucking her up more.

Patrick Flannigan was a heartless, greedy bastard and O’Shea was on his shit list. Add me to the mix and she was in real danger. Many years ago, my grandfather, Killian McPherson, had ordered me to keep my distance from Patrick and ordered Patrick to keep his hands off me. Since I hated Patrick, I dutifully obliged. Since my grandfather was in charge at the time, Patrick was forced to obey. But Gramps was in a home now and no longer here to act as a buffer between Patrick and me. I was on my own. For that reason and so many more, I knew better than to get too close to Patrick.

My father’s well-being was one of the many reasons.

But for her, I’d have to take a risk.

I’d have to step closer.

My own consequences be damned. I was going to make sure she wasn’t a part of O’Shea’s issues. But I had to be smart about it. I had to figure things out first. For my father’s sake.

What did she know?

I was getting ahead of myself. I had to ease into the information. I stopped thinking and started the car. “Where to?” I asked. My voice sounded low and I hated the weakness I was allowing to bleed through my words.

She, on the other hand, seemed to gather strength in the silence and spoke strongly. “A small boutique on Charles, just past Revere.”

I pulled out into the traffic and turned the radio on. The Sex Pistols blared loudly. “Sorry,” I said, quickly turning the volume down.

“You don’t have to turn it down. I like it.”

Unabashedly crude, intensely emotional, and meant to exhilarate and offend at the same time, I guess it was the perfect sound for the mood we were both in.

We rode in silence and I hummed along to the lyrics until I couldn’t stand the quiet any longer. She was staring out the window and I could tell she was somewhere back in time in her mind.

I wanted to get her out of that dark place. I considered how. I thumped the steering wheel, trying to decide what to say. The car in front of me stopped and I skidded to a halt. “Sorry,” I said.

The rain was falling and she was watching it, seemingly unfazed by my sudden stop, but then she looked over. “What?” she asked.

Out of nowhere, I started blurting out things about myself I never told anyone. “When I was growing up, I hated my parents. My mother was controlling; my father was docile, always caving in to her every whim to keep her happy. Even through all the fighting, they stayed together. I was fifteen when they finally divorced and it was because of my actions. That was a dose of reality and it not only forced me to grow up fast, but it forced me to get over the hatred even faster. Everything changed for me that year. The guilt I felt over what I’d done, what I caused, was a bitch to handle, and I didn’t handle it well for a long time. It was so many years later when a friend told me that everything happens for a reason, and the more I thought about it, the more I had to agree. My parents needed to separate. They were both so unhappy together and so much happier apart.”

“So you ended up making amends with your parents?”

My laugh was dry. “I guess you could say that. Now, I avoid my mother. I can’t stand her pretentiousness and she can’t stand my unwillingness to concede to the haughty lifestyle she lives. So we’ve both agreed it’s better if we limit our conversations. “

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s for the best. And besides, my father and I have a closer relationship than I ever thought we would, so things aren’t all that bad.”

What the hell was wrong with me? Why was I spouting useless information about myself to her that I was certain made no sense?

“What happened when you were fifteen?” Her eyes were focused and sharp when she spoke this time.

I shook my head, not willing to dare go there. “It was a long time ago. It’s not something I want to talk about.”

She cleared her throat. “I get it. I want you to know, I wasn’t really honest before. I didn’t really hate my mother. I felt sorry for her but I didn’t hate her. Not when she was alive, anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “Like you said, it was a long time ago.”

I stopped at another light and reached across the console. I thought about grabbing her hand, but that seemed too much like pity. So instead of taking her hand, I removed her hat and tossed it on the floor behind me. “It’s all wet. You’ll get sick if you keep it on your head.”

She smirked at me. “I like that hat.”

“I know,” I said, smirking back.

The doubtful look on her face was so cute. “And how do you know that?”

“You keep putting it on. It’s obvious you’re attached to it.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m attached to it.”

I raised a brow.

“Well, maybe a little,” she said with a laugh.

The fact that I’d made her smile made me smile.

As soon as I resumed driving, I took a left onto Arlington, and she went back to staring out the window.

The brick row houses with fancy doors, decorative ironwork, brick sidewalks, narrow streets, and gas lamps told me we’d crossed into Beacon Hill. I have to say, of all the areas in Boston, I really liked this neighborhood the most. I grew up here but never spent much time here. I was always shuffling between Manhattan’s Upper East Side and Dorchester Heights.

Finally, she spoke. “It’s up here on the left.”

I pulled into the open space just outside the boutique at the base of the hill. “The House of Sterling,” I read aloud. “Is this the place?”

“Yes, it’s mine. It opens tomorrow.”

“It’s yours?”

Her smile was bright. “It is.”

“What do you sell?”

Excitement was all around her. “Imports from all the countries I’ve been to.”

The rain was coming down in buckets. “Nice. I can’t read what the window says.”

Her spine seemed to straighten in pride. “It says, ‘The finest things life has to offer.’”

“Well, Elle,” I glanced to the sign and back to her, “Sterling, I have to assume, show me the finest things life has to offer.”

She threw me a small smile and instantly, the mood had lightened. “You assume correct, Logan McPherson.”

I liked the way she said my name. I wanted to ask her to say it again and then wanted to punch myself for thinking that.

Lame.

What was I—twelve?

And a girl?

When she reached behind me and grabbed her hat, I just shook my head.

That red hat.

It was late, and everything was closed, the street empty. Still, I moved fast, but funny, she moved even faster. As soon as I’d opened her door, she bolted around the car to a small overhang just next to the sign. She fumbled for her keys and I squeezed under the overhang behind her. I was close. Really close. Close enough that I could feel the curves of her body brushing against mine.

I couldn’t help but be turned on.

I peered over her shoulder like she might need help, in an attempt to move even closer. It was a dick move and even though I knew it was, I couldn’t help myself. It was a case of body taking over mind. Mentally slapping myself, I glanced down and noticed her hands were shaking and that she couldn’t get the key in the lock.

“Here, let me.” I could be a gentleman.

Elle turned her head and her warm breath gusted across my neck. That’s how close she was. She turned back but didn’t hand me the key, so I reached out with my hand and covered hers as I guided her fingers toward the lock. With my hand squeezing hers, I turned the key and as I did, an overwhelming desire to take her right there overwhelmed me.

The door opened but I didn’t step back.

She didn’t step forward, either.

We both stood there, our bodies aligned in such a way that it would be hard to argue that we didn’t want each other.

It would be harder to argue that we weren’t going to fuck.


CHAPTER SEVEN

ELLE

“Is that you, Elle?” a voice called.

With his hard body pressed against mine, and arousal flooding me in a way it never had, her voice took a moment to register. But when it did, my eyes flew open. “Peyton, where are you?”

“I’m just coming upstairs,” she called.

I was surprised she had even heard us. When anyone was downstairs it was impossible to hear anything upstairs. Peyton swore the place had been a bomb shelter at one time.

I stepped inside and the heat of Logan’s body wasn’t far behind. “Why are you still here? You said you were leaving with Rachel hours ago.”

Her heels clacked against the wood of the steps. “More merchandise arrived just as we were locking up. I sent Rachel home but decided to stay.”

“The De Bolivar soaps? I told you to call me when they arrived.”

Her crown of out-of-control shiny brown curls peeked through the banister of the open staircase. “No,” she laughed, “and I don’t know why some soap made with South American olive oil interests you so much, but what arrived is so much better. Check these out. I don’t know which one I prefer. Maybe you can help me decide.” She emerged from the stairs proudly holding a diamond ring dildo in one hand and a platinum vibrator encrusted in emeralds in the other.

My cheeks felt flush immediately. Hers turned even brighter red when she spotted Logan standing beside me. I looked at him, and the smirk on his face that said so much more than I wanted to know right now.

Surprised I wasn’t alone, Peyton quickly put the dildo behind her back. “Maybe you don’t need this one.”

“Oh, I’m not so sure about that,” Logan said half a moment later.

She pulled it back around to hold it in front of her, high in the air. Her shirt lifted and the colorful tail of a peacock peeked from under its hem. She had a few tattoos; I had thought about getting one once of a dandelion but never did.

Admiring her display, she remarked, “It is pretty big.”

My mouth dropped to the floor when Peyton did a double take like she was sizing it up and comparing it to Logan.

Logan didn’t miss the suggestion. “Yeah, although I’d like to say I’m bigger, I don’t think I can.”

We all burst out in laughter.

Shaking my head, I said, “Peyton, this is Logan. Logan, this is Peyton, my assistant.”

“And best friend,” she added while her eyes scanned Logan curiously.

I could tell she thought I’d been holding out, and it almost made me laugh. “Logan and I just met at Michael’s office. I had a flat tire and he offered to drive me here.”

Suspicion loomed deep in her eyes, but still she set the items on the nearest table and offered her hand. “Nice to meet you, Logan.”

“Nice to meet you too, Peyton,” he said, rather charmingly I might add.

They shook hands, and then she picked the vibrator and dildo back up. “I was just leaving. Do you want these in the case or do you want to wait for the,” she paused and looked at Logan, “other items to arrive?” She was almost giggling.

Logan’s smirk only grew. “Other items like?”

“The Gold Tickler from Italy and the String of Pearls from Asia.” I just put it out there. I figured, why not?

“Oh, and don’t forget the snakeskin handcuffs from Singapore and—”

“I think he gets the picture,” I said, cutting her off.

“Oh please, keep going,” Logan teased.

She actually was about to continue.

“Peyton,” I admonished. “I thought you were leaving.”

She handed me the items. “See you bright and early.” She hugged me. “I can’t believe it’s finally here.”

I squeezed her tightly. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

I hired Peyton almost two months ago when I rented the space. She has a degree in merchandising, a skill I greatly value. Ever since I hired her, we’ve spent every day together sifting through the inventory from my online boutique and searching for even more extravagant items.

Peyton put on her coat. “I hope to see you again,” she said to Logan.

He nodded hesitantly. “You never know.”

Sounded like we had the same plan.

I took the exquisite sexual items and walked toward the center of the boutique. With each step, I could feel his eyes on me. Shivering, I scanned the room and forced myself to focus on admiring the work I’d done.

The space wasn’t huge, but it was big enough. I’d refinished the ebony wood floors and purchased inexpensive wood tables, both of which complemented the simple glass fixtures and extensive shelving exquisitely. The style was shabby chic. It was eye-catching. Enticing. It was my dream come true.

“Where exactly will the sex toys be displayed?” Logan asked with a sinister purr in his voice.

Sensing I was only going to be even more turned on if I saw his face, I didn’t turn to face him when I spoke. “Over here, next to the counter in this antique Chinese glass case.”

I knew he was approaching me with that long, lean body of his when I smelled his delicious scent. “I have to ask. How much do the items in your hand retail for?”

Drawing in a breath, I unlocked a drawer behind the antique counter that once sold tickets for a carousel in Vienna and set the items inside it. “Each will be tagged one thousand dollars.”

Logan gave a low whistle. “Nice. At least it’s not as much as Beckham’s gift to Posh back in their day.”

Laughing, I gave in and glanced over at him. “No, I highly doubt, even with my mad selling skills, that I could sell a million-dollar item. To be honest, I’m not even certain these will go, but Peyton insisted we give them a try.”

The smile he gave me felt electric. “Oh, they’ll sell. In fact, you might want to order a case of those.”

Discussing devices used to provide pleasure should have been awkward, yet somehow it wasn’t. “Do you know something I don’t?”

With folded arms, he leaned back against the counter. “About the wealthy residents of Boston, absolutely. And here’s a small suggestion.” He bobbed his chin toward the ornate Chinese glass cabinet beside him. “Put those items out tomorrow, and as soon as a customer asks the price, casually mention your supply is low, and I bet they buy them up.”

I raised a brow. “Experienced in high-society sexual dynamics, are you?”

His grin was devilish. “You might say that. I also have a few friends back home that as soon as I mention upscale sex toys, I’m sure will be interested.”

I tilted my head. “Will I have to pay you commission?” I was seriously flirting with him now.

There was just something about him.

We were facing each other and the noise he made from deep in his throat rumbled through me. “I’m sure we could work something out.”

My cheeks flamed and I wasn’t a blusher, or I hadn’t been before I met Logan.

“Show me around.” His tone was commanding again.

I couldn’t understand why I liked it.

I shouldn’t have.

More than happy to escape his lustful stare, I circled the counter and pointed. “To my left I have rugs from Persia, silks from China, and perfumes from France. To my right I have the finest cotton sheets from Egypt, English soaps, Wiley Wallaby gourmet licorice from Australia, Himalayan gourmet salt, and Hacienda La Esmeralda coffee beans from Panama.” I continued around the space, pointing out all the finest things I’d managed to find around the world.

Logan was right next to me and I watched as he picked up a few items with keen interest, whistled at one or two, and raised an impressed brow every now and then.

When I finished, we ended up back at the vintage cash register stand and near the sex toys I’d locked away in the drawer beneath it.

He glanced into the empty cabinet meant to house them. “I’m telling you, I’d put those items out for opening day.”

I tilted my head. “You would, would you?”

His gaze was bold. “Trust me.”

The key was on the counter and I unlocked the drawer. “Maybe you’d like to buy one? For someone in your life, I mean.”

“Wh-what?” he stuttered with a laugh.

A shyness lingered in his eyes that made me yearn for him.

He stepped closer to me and I breathed him in.

With shaky fingers, I opened the drawer.

Logan leaned even closer and whispered, “If I had someone to buy one for, I would.”

I chewed my bottom lip as I hurried to transfer the items, secretly ecstatic I now knew for sure he didn’t have a girlfriend. “Okay, done.” I sighed with relief.

His eyes were warm as he looked around, taking everything in. “Elle, this is really incredible. And I’m not just saying that.”

The compliment moved me and I searched for how to respond.

“How long did you say you’ve been in Boston?”

Um . . .”Three months,” I answered, not certain I had mentioned that and if he’d make the connection to or knew that my sister wasn’t really in rehab . . . that she was missing. That she had been . . . for three months.

Logan casually leaned back against one of the display tables, his palms flat on the wooden surface. “Where were you living before you moved here?”

Feeling more at ease, I leaned back against the counter behind me. “Nowhere.”

Curiosity glittered in his eyes.

I shrugged. “I was somewhat of a nomad. A gypsy, is what Peyton calls me. I had a small place in San Francisco but I rarely ever went there. For the last five years, I’ve just traveled the world and sold my treasures on the Internet.”

Logan picked up a silk scarf that lay on the table and ran his fingers over it. “You liked moving around so much after your childhood?”

“It was the only life I knew until I came here.”

“Weren’t you lonely?”

I shook my head and gave him a forced smile. “Isn’t everyone in their own way?”

Forcing his own smile, he said, “Well, I think what you’ve done is really impressive. And I can see you really love it.”

Things seemed to be getting serious between us again and I felt myself needing to push him away. “I don’t want to keep you. I can walk home. It’s less than a mile from here.”

He stepped forward and tugged my hat off. “I said I’d see you home and I’m a man of my word.” He glanced over his shoulder out the window. “And besides, this,” he held my hat up before setting it on the counter, “isn’t going to keep you dry. Nor is your trench coat with the winds as high as they are.”

He had a point.

I laughed. I’d laughed a lot with Logan. “Okay, then would you like to help me move these boxes downstairs?”

Logan looked at the stacks of cardboard boxes, some empty, some not. “Sure, I’ll get the heavy ones.”

“So chauvinistic,” I teased.

He pretended to be pained and placed his palm on his heart. “And here I thought I was being chivalrous.”

I clapped my hand to my forehead. “What was I thinking? Of course you can carry the heavy boxes.”

Logan moved closer to me still. “Are you mocking me?”

I squeezed his biceps. Electricity struck and my flirty voice fell. “No, not at all. Just testing your strength.” Breaking the connection, I bent to lift a box. “I’m much stronger than I look, you know.”

He raised a brow and then purposely shifted his gaze down my body. “I bet.”

The heat between us was palpable and I found myself setting the box back down so that I could take my coat off, but then feared I might have looked weak. “I am. Yoga, Pilates, kickboxing, boxing, Tae Bo. You name it, I’ve done it.”

The corners of Logan’s mouth tipped up. “I don’t doubt your abilities. Something tells me you have mad self-defense skills and can hit your target as well.”

I tilted my head to the side. “Wing Chun and point blank.”

It seemed like I was boasting as soon as the words left my mouth. “Not that I’m bragging,” I added.

He ran his fingers up the sleeve of my blouse. “Not at all. I respect the fact that you know how to protect yourself.”

“I didn’t have much choice.” My expression must have portrayed my anguish, even though I hoped it hadn’t.

Immediately, Logan asked, “Why? What happened?”

With a shrug, I dislodged myself from his hold and nudged past him to the boxes. “Too long and too sad of a story to share now.”

There was no way to explain my life easily. That since I was fifteen, I’d basically been on my own. And that I’d had to learn to protect myself because I didn’t know what to expect. That since then, I’d only ever relied on one person—Charlie. And that didn’t end well. So ever since, I’d believed the only person I should rely on is myself.

Logan seemed impervious to my mood. Either that or feelings weren’t his thing.

Not that they were mine.

He removed his jacket and moved his head from side to side as if preparing for a workout before rubbing his hands together. “I think I’m ready. Where do you want the boxes?”

Okay, definitely impervious.

Our conversations were up and down. They went from brutally honest, to serious, to funny in the blink of an eye. And as I looked at him now, I had to laugh. In fact, I couldn’t stop laughing. He was easy that way. He made things easy. I liked that.

“Downstairs.” I pointed.

He hefted the box I’d just set down. I went for the empty ones.

Just because.

Boxes at my sides, I saw the metal tucked in his waistband as soon as he stepped in front of me. His shirt mostly covered it, but I was good at catching things like that. I didn’t say anything. After all, I, too, carried protection everywhere I went—it wasn’t tucked in my pants, but it was zipped inside my purse.

We made almost a dozen trips up and down the stairs. Our conversation was light. We talked about Boston, the weather, and baseball. Once all of the boxes were out of sight, he helped me break down the ones that were empty and restock the items into inventory that I didn’t need upstairs. Finally, I made one last lap around the boutique. “I think it’s ready.”

He followed the path I had taken. “I think you’re right.”

The cuckoo clock from Germany started to go off. The little bird popped its head out and as soon as the music started to play, the dancers spun with the music and the bell ringers rung their bells. Nine times this cycle continued.

Logan stared at the clock. When it finished, he looked at me. “I hope to fuck that sells right away.”

I crossed my arms and tried to look insulted, but I couldn’t fight the smile.

He snapped his fingers and pointed one at me. “See, you feel the same.”

Knowing exactly what he meant, I moved toward him and lowered his finger. Sparks flickered when I touched him. I dropped my hold and recovered. “I refuse to speak ill of any of my treasures, but I do hope the clock finds a home quickly.”

Logan smiled softly. “Speaking of homes, it’s time I take you there. I’m sure you have a long day ahead of you tomorrow.”

I did.

Still, I couldn’t help but think about him in ways I knew I shouldn’t for so many reasons. And the main reason wasn’t even the gun he was carrying. I glanced out the window, pondering what was going to happen when he got me home. I noticed the rain had let up, so while I put my coat on, I left my hat behind.

Logan and I had spent only four hours together, but it felt like so much longer. I felt like I knew him. Not well, but I’d gotten closer to him than I had to anyone in years. Michael and Peyton didn’t count—they were people brought into my life by circumstance.

But then again, if I thought about it, I supposed he was, too.

“Where to?” Logan asked as he got in the Range Rover.

Still pondering my last thought, I answered quietly, “Thirty-six Melrose Street.”

Logan knew where he was going. He did a U-turn and headed south on Charles, then made a right on Melrose. We were in Bay Village and on the quiet tree-lined street in no time.

“It’s right here on the left.”

He stopped in front of the brick row houses, and I indicated the end unit with the red door and black painted steps.

“That’s mine.” I pointed.

Logan searched the deserted street before he got out and came around to open my door. I stepped out and started walking, assuming he would be coming in.

Again, he stopped and studied the street as if assessing the neighborhood and the building.

When I threw him a curious glance, he simply said, “It’s nice.”

Suddenly very nervous, I fumbled for my keys. “I like it. It’s one of the only original row houses still standing in Boston. The architecture and very cheap price is what sold me. It’s small and needs a lot of work, but it’s more of a home than I’ve had in a long time.”

The way he looked at me, I felt like he was staring through me. “I’d love to see it sometime.”

More than ready to do this, I turned and unlocked the door, pushing it open but not stepping in. “How about now?” I whispered.

Logan focused on my mouth but didn’t answer me.

I was already nervous; I didn’t invite men into my personal space, and his silence was making me uncertain. I rephrased the question. “Would you like to come in for a drink?”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I don’t drink. With two alcoholic parents, I quit long ago. Figured it gave me a better chance of not turning out like either of them.”

“Then coffee? I know you drink coffee.” My nerves were showing and I was babbling.

Logan pounced. He caged me within the open door, his arms gripping each side of the jamb as his mouth neared my ear.

Frightened wasn’t the word to describe what I was feeling. Aroused fit much better, as desire shot right to my core.

Warm breath gusted down my neck as he exhaled a string of raspy words. “If I come inside, you and I both know what’s going to happen.”

The hush of the night sky made everything he said seem hotter. Yes, I did know what would happen, and I wanted it. “Logan,” I gasped.

His mouth was practically on my ear when he spoke again. “But you have a big day tomorrow and even though I want to fuck you like I’ve never wanted to fuck anyone, I also respect you enough to know I shouldn’t cross over your threshold. Not tonight.”

Crushed, I felt my body stiffen as rejection wove its way through me. Who said no to sex when it was being offered with no strings?

Logan stepped back and lifted my chin. “Hey, that doesn’t mean I don’t want you. You know I do.” He let his words trail off. “You know it.”

Obviously my disappointment had shown in my body language. Yes, he’d said that, but I couldn’t help but feel unwanted. The night had started out with expectation in his words. And now this. What had happened? Had I shown him too much of the real me?

When I didn’t respond, because frankly I didn’t know what to say, he stepped into me, close again, so close that there was only a breath between us. He stared at me, really stared at me, for the longest time. When I blinked, his hands shifted and he grabbed my face. Crashing his mouth to mine, he forced me to part my lips.

Electricity sparked. I felt dizzy. Even though his mouth was moving in a harsh manner, his lips felt soft, tender even. His tongue met mine and the minute it happened, I felt a tingling travel down my body all the way to my toes.

I couldn’t help the low moan that escaped my throat. Desire was taking me over, but I tried to stop it. He’d just told me he wasn’t coming in.

This was just a kiss.

A good-night kiss.

But oh, what a good-night kiss.

Whether it was on purpose or simply reflex, his hand traveled down my body, sending me all kinds of mixed signals. One signal that was quite clear was that this feeling, whatever it was, had consumed him as well.

Whatever his intention, it felt good, even if it was just the slightest of touches. Unexpectedly, he found my hand and laced his fingers between mine. His lips still moved against mine with a fervor I savored. Somehow, he managed to drag our hands inside my coat and under my blouse. We were skin to skin—his knuckles against my bare stomach.

Yes, I wanted him. I wanted him like I hadn’t wanted anyone before. Enough to let him take me in the doorway of my home, but then I remembered he had already said no. No, just that he wouldn’t come in.

As his kisses grew harder and his grip tighter, I knew if I didn’t pull away he might just try to put his cock inside me right here.

The worst part? I might have just let him. “You have to stop,” I whispered against his lips.

A deep sigh escaped his throat and then he tugged at my lip one last time. My lips felt swollen, but I missed his mouth on them.

“I know, but I don’t want to,” he whispered back.

Masking my disappointment, I gave him a slight smile. “And we already determined I have to get to bed.”

With a drop of his forehead to mine, he breathed heavily. I was doing the same. His hands, though, stayed where they were, still under my blouse. He hadn’t forgotten they were there, either. Purposefully, he swiped his thumb across my abdomen and played with the waistband of my leggings.

With an ache between my legs that was anything but sweet, I gave him one last brush of my lips.

This was the hardest good night.

I craved his touch.

I wanted to feel him skin to skin.

All of him.

But I did have a big day ahead of me and needed to get some rest.

Besides, I was confused. And after that kiss, I knew if he came in, there wouldn’t be any sleep. So I did what I didn’t want to do. I took the one step up and broke his hold of me. “Logan McPherson, I had a really nice time with you tonight.” It was all I could say.

He stepped back and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Elle Sterling, the feeling is mutual.”

I smiled at him sweetly.

Logan didn’t return my smile but instead turned and walked toward his Rover, getting in and driving away without ever turning back.

We didn’t exchange numbers or make plans to see each other again. It was when I realized this that I figured it out—we had both known all along that it could never be.

And what I’d thought was a good-night kiss was really a goodbye kiss.


CHAPTER EIGHT

LOGAN

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I slammed the wheel.

I wanted her. Wanted her more than I had wanted anyone in a very long time. I had tried to turn it off. My emotions were like a chick’s.

Hot.

Cold.

Up.

Down.

Where was my fucking head? I had to stay focused. I knew I needed to get to my father and find out what Patrick had planned for O’Shea, but then after that kiss, I wasn’t able to pull away.

She was doing something to me that I didn’t understand.

Twisting me in a way that I shouldn’t have wanted to be twisted.

Thank God she had come to her senses.

It was late when I opened the door to the house that had once belonged to my grandfather. Killian McPherson had lived here for almost fifty years, and half of those years were with his wife. Sadly, my grandmother died of cancer when I was five. All I remember about her is that she took me to church and taught me how to pray. And that when we went, her white hair was always pulled tightly back and she wore the same blue dress. That woman was the love of his life and he never remarried. In fact, he never brought another woman to this house, and he lived here alone until my father moved in once he and my mother divorced.

All the lights were off. “Pop, you here?”

There wasn’t any answer. I looked in his office. It was empty. I ran up the stairs to his room. He wasn’t there. I came back down and opened the door to the family room. Nothing. He wasn’t back yet.

I flicked on the television and sat on the couch.

I’d wait for him.

A hand on my shoulder woke me. “Logan, what are you doing here?”

I blinked and looked at my watch. It was almost one in the morning. “I came by to talk to you. Why are you home so late?”

He rubbed his hands on his pants and sat on the chair beside me. “Patrick wasn’t at Lucy’s when I arrived, but he told Tommy I was to wait.”

Lucy’s was not only the largest but also the best-known strip club in Boston. It was also the Blue Hill Gang’s headquarters.

It was only one of twenty other strip joints that fronted Patrick’s illegal operations run under the corporation eerily named All My Women. Sick fuck. The strip clubs, or gentlemen’s clubs as my pop preferred to call them, were named after women all right, but the women were cartoon characters. There was Betty’s, Veronica’s, Wilma’s, and a slew more I couldn’t recall.

Tommy, the prick, was Patrick’s son and just as big of a douche as his father. He and I never did see eye to eye, and while he had reason to hate me, I had reason to hate him more.

Worried, I clicked on the lamp sitting on the table and studied my father. “Have you been drinking?”

He shook his head. “No, but I wanted to.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Did the prick pour you one?”

He nodded. “Left the bottle on the bar in case I changed my mind.”

It wasn’t the first time.

Scowling, I let my anger out. “Son of a fucking bitch. That’s it. You’re not going there without me anymore.”

My father slammed his palm on the table beside him and the lamp shook. “Logan, I can take care of myself. I told you I want you to stay out of this. And besides, you know you can’t set foot inside there or anywhere near that little prick.”

Knowing he was right, and feeling empathetic after my outburst, I said, “Don’t you get it? Now that Gramps is gone he’s trying to break you.”

My father’s jaw clenched. “Let him try. I’m not as weak as he thinks.”

“Pop, you have to get out before you can’t. Things are different now. The stakes are so much higher with Gramps gone. He’s got you doing things you’ve never done and you know you shouldn’t be doing them.”

He sat back in the chair. “You don’t think I know that?”

I grunted, “I’m not so sure.”

His voice rose. “Well, I do. And you also know I can’t get out.”

Frustrated, I stood and went to glance out the window. “It’s been twelve years. I think that’s long enough to be Patrick’s personal counsel, liaison, or whatever the fuck he calls you.”

My father leaned his head back and shut his eyes. “Son, you know it doesn’t work that way.”

Practically growling now, I spat, “Fuck him and fuck the way he thinks things should work.”

My plan had better be successful because if it isn’t, I just might kill the motherfucker. Then where would I be?

“A life for a life,” my father muttered.

Feeling like I might explode, I punched the wall. My hand started to throb instantly. “Fuck.”

Shaking his head, my father went into the kitchen and came back with a bag of frozen peas. “You need to calm down. Put this on your hand and have a seat.”

I took it and sat on the couch. In a much calmer voice, I said, “Tell me exactly why you went to O’Shea’s like a madman today and what he told you when you were there.”

My old man let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know, Logan. There were a few factors that played into my demeanor today, but mostly I’m just tired of people getting hurt. And if this son of a bitch thinks he’s going to get a pass from Patrick because he’s blaming his wife or because his old man Mickey O’Shea, Patrick, and me grew up together, he needed to know neither means shit to Patrick. I wanted to make that crystal clear right off the bat.”

“Did you get his attention?”

“I don’t know. I hope I made him weigh his options because if he doesn’t stop thinking out of his ass, he might not even get enough time to try to right the wrong he claims his wife caused.”

Sympathy?

I got it.

He didn’t want any undue harm to come to anyone else.

And finally, I was learning something that mattered. “What makes you speculate O’Shea thinks he might get a pass?”

My old man steepled his hands. “It’s just a feeling I got on the phone.”

I treaded lightly. “Tell me more.”

“It’s the way he’s handling this whole situation. He’s not stupid. Either he thinks he can get out of this or he has an ace up his sleeve.”

“What do you think the ace might be?”

“Who knows? His wife, maybe, or the source.”

I gave him a questioning look.

“Some time ago, I was in a meeting with Patrick when Tommy burst in and announced he’d discovered an underground drug operation taking place on Blue Hill turf with a woman as the front man. Patrick didn’t ask questions. Just told Tommy to take care of it, find the source, and squash it.”

“Patrick leaves something like that for Tommy to take care of? Are you kidding me?”

“There’s been so much underground drug activity going on over the last few years, Patrick is tired of dealing with it.”

“But he chose to lead the gang.”

“I know. But Patrick only wants to deal with the girls, the goods, the numbers, and protection. The rest is up to Tommy.”

“So what happened after Patrick told Tommy to take care of it?”

“Months later, Tommy shows up out of the blue and tells Patrick he tried to find the source by playing the chick, but it didn’t work out the way he thought. Patrick flipped out and told Tommy he didn’t want to hear it, he just wants him to take care of it. Later I asked around. It turned out the girl not only somehow lost the drugs, but she lost the cash Tommy had paid her for them as well, and the worst part is, shortly after that, she went missing.”

“Who was the chick?” I already knew the answer.

My old man closed his eyes. “O’Shea’s wife.”

Interesting. Maybe she wasn’t in rehab like Elle had said. “Do you believe she somehow lost the drugs and money?”

He opened his eyes. “Do you?”

“It sounds like she was working with someone who double-crossed her or she stashed them both for later and then disappeared.”

My old man nodded in agreement.

“Where does O’Shea think she is?”

“He says he knows as much as we do. She just up and disappeared. He claims to have known nothing about the operation she was running, and says he doesn’t know where the drugs or the money are that she told Tommy she lost.”

I scrubbed my jaw. “Do you believe him?”

He flung me a look. “No reason not to. He hasn’t been involved in Blue Hill affairs at all—ever.”

“But?”

“But, no reason to believe him, either. The whole thing is weird.”

“What exactly does Patrick want from him?”

“He hasn’t told me, but my guess is he wants both the money and the drugs as compensation. I overheard Tommy say he wants the girl.”

“All three? That’s insane.”

“O’Shea’s wife disappeared with Blue Hill money and what were also, technically, their drugs. Patrick wants retribution.”

“And O’Shea. What was his answer when you told him his payday would be coming?”

“He didn’t have one. He kept quiet.”

“But he knows he needs to deliver something soon?”

“He does. I told him twice. He also knows that if he doesn’t, something bad is going to happen. All I can say is, he’s been warned.”

“And even after you delivered the message, he was still acting calm and cool, like it was no big deal?”

My father nodded.

“Do you believe he has a huge trump card to present if he doesn’t deliver all three things? Because, come on, he can’t be that stupid.”

His shoulders lifted. “He could be just buying time, hoping his wife turns back up before the deadline.”

“Or maybe he does have something in his back pocket as you mentioned earlier, like the missing drugs and money that his wife stashed away.”

He pursed his lips. “Yeah, could be either. Not sure.”

“Does he have money to front if all else fails?”

My father shrugged. “I can’t imagine he has the kind of money he’s going to need.”

I didn’t know O’Shea, but I could see his arrogance a mile away and I knew if he didn’t lose it, he was going to get someone killed. “What do you think Patrick will settle for?”

“It’s possible O’Shea knows who the big supplier is and plans to spill it to Patrick when the time comes.”

My eyes widened. “Would that be enough to satisfy Patrick?”

“In the short term, maybe. It depends on who it is and what O’Shea knows about him.”

My head was spinning.

When Patrick declared O’Shea’s payday, all the cards would be on the table, but until then, we could only speculate.

Putting all the unknowns aside for now, I focused on the known. “Someone slashed her tire.” I didn’t have to clarify who the her was. After what happened earlier, I was certain he knew.

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure it was slashed. I saw it.”

“Logan, you don’t know it was Patrick or Tommy who did it.”

With a shake of my head, I admitted, “It would be a huge coincidence if it wasn’t.”

“Listen, son, I have to say, I don’t think Patrick knows about her.”

I looked up. “What did Patrick say to you when he finally showed tonight?”

“Not that much.”

“Then what was the summons for?”

My father sat beside me. “Just flexing his control. Nothing out of the ordinary. He wanted to know how my visit with O’Shea went so he could plan his next move. Nothing we couldn’t have taken care of over the phone.”

“Did he ask about the girl?”

My old man shook his head. “Like I said, O’Shea’s wife has been missing for three months. Whoever that woman is that was in his office tonight, she couldn’t have been her. O’Shea wouldn’t be that stupid to have her walking around in the open when he knows she’s wanted by the Blue Hill Gang. That girl must have been a nanny or girlfriend.”

I recoiled at the word girlfriend and couldn’t stop the jealousy that spiked in my veins. “She’s not his wife,” I said flatly, trying to pull my shit together.

My father scrubbed his jaw. “That’s what I thought. Like I said, he’s not that stupid.”

“She’s not the nanny or girlfriend, either.”

His eyes narrowed on me. “Logan.”

“Look, she has nothing to do with this. I want her left alone.”

“You don’t know she’s not involved.”

He was right, I didn’t—but my gut told me she was an innocent. I ran a frustrated hand through my hair. “If you thought she was his wife, what’s to prevent Patrick from thinking the same thing?”

“Nothing.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought too.”

“Who is she, Logan?”

“His wife’s sister. She’s new in town.”

“And you know this information how?”

Confessing, I answered, “I ran into her.”

He narrowed his eyes once again. “You ran into her?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“And you don’t think she’s involved?” he snapped.

For once, I stayed calm. “No, I don’t think she is. What makes you think Patrick doesn’t know about her?”

My father shrugged. “I stayed clear of mentioning her and Patrick didn’t say jack about her. Just mentioned the missing wife. Asked if she’d been found and if O’Shea said anything about her.”

Clearly, my interest had been evident. “What did you tell him?”

He drew himself up. “I told him the wife hadn’t been located as far as I knew and that O’Shea was still claiming to know nothing about her disappearance. But Logan, Patrick already knew about the baby girl.”

“Do you think he has someone besides you on O’Shea?”

He looked out the window. “It’s possible, but baby news is easy to find out.”

“If he does have someone on O’Shea, maybe he’s following anyone close to him and that’s who slashed her tire?”

He pulled the curtains closed. “Like I said, it’s possible, or maybe some punk on the street did it and you’re overreacting.”

I was done with that conversation. I knew I wasn’t overreacting. “Maybe. Did Patrick say anything else tonight that mattered?”

With a deep sigh, he told me, “He declared the payday.”

“What? When?”

“He’s giving O’Shea until next Friday. Seven days. If he doesn’t have the money, the drugs, and his wife by then, I’m to deliver a message.”

Troubled, I squeezed the frozen bag with my fingers. “What’s the message?”

A weighted silence fell between us.

“Pop, tell me,” I said softly.

Shifting his eyes toward the closed curtains seemed to make it easier for him to speak. “He’ll let me know.”

“Cocksucker,” I muttered.

The television was still on and my father stared at it. “I want you to go back to New York and stay there. I’m fine. I can handle the client load and I can handle Patrick.”

I leaned forward and put my elbows on my knees. “I can’t do that.”

Cautious now, he spoke softly. “Why?”

I looked up. “Because of her. I can’t explain it, but I don’t want her or that little girl hurt.”

He drew in a breath. “They aren’t your concern.”

“I can’t leave.”

“Just say it, Logan. The woman looks like Emily.”

Unable to stand the pain of the memories, I pushed up and headed for the doorway. I knew that was coming, but still, I wasn’t going there.

My father’s reaction was to follow me. He just wasn’t going to let it go that easy. He also knew I’d never stand in the kitchen willingly and talk about it, so he had limited time to make his point.

But feeling like I owed him an explanation, I stopped just before I opened the door. “Yes, she does. But my reasons for being concerned about her aren’t what you’re thinking.”

I could tell he didn’t believe me.

“Pop, I’m not attracted to her because she looks like Emily, but I am attracted to her. And I’m afraid for her because she does look like Emily. I’m afraid of what will happen if Patrick—or worse, Tommy—notices the similarity.”

“Yeah, I am too,” he sighed.

That wasn’t reassuring at all.


CHAPTER NINE

ELLE

Cries in the night.

That’s what I remembered most from my childhood. The root of my self-pronounced aversion to desire. With the memories ripped open so unexpectedly, I had a hard time sleeping.

Nightmares.

My nightmares.

They kept waking me up, forcing me to remember what I’ve tried so hard to forget. My fists gripped the sheets and I fought the panic they evoked, but it was too late—they’d already surfaced.

 

“I asked you to take your clothes off,” he barked.

“The doctor said we should wait at least two weeks.”

“It’s close enough.”

“But Henry, the doctor said—”

“Do you think I give a shit what advice some doctor is giving you? You’re my wife and I’ll fuck you whenever I want to.”

“Have you been drinking, Henry?”

“This isn’t about my drinking.”

“But it is. I’m not sure you’re thinking clearly. It hasn’t been that long since I lost the baby.”

He huffed in frustration. “Susan. Not this again. It’s the same thing every night. Now I’ve waited long enough. Take your clothes off or I’ll rip them off.”

My mother protested. “Henry, I’m not ready.”

Under his breath he muttered, “You never are.”

“That’s not true. I’m just not sure I’m up to it.”

“Fine, then lift your nightgown and turn around.”

My mother sighed.

My father’s voice was soft when he spoke again. “Come on, baby, I need to be inside you. It’s been weeks. You know how crazy I get when I can’t have you.”

I was confused by the silence, but then a few minutes later, I heard the mattress shift.

I was six and in my bed, clutching my teddy bear. The walls were so thin. When the creaking started, my big sister crawled in beside me and hugged me. “Don’t listen, Gabby. Don’t listen,” she whispered. She always blocked out the noises at night. I never could. I didn’t like to hear my daddy angry and my mommy upset.

There was a thumping against the wall and my mother started to cry. I couldn’t help but listen. I wanted to help her.

“What’s he doing to her, Lizzy? Why is she crying?” I whispered.

“Shhh . . . close your eyes. Think happy thoughts. Don’t listen.”

I tried, but nothing could block out my father’s words. “I provide for you. Why can’t you just take care of my needs without all this horseshit all the time?”

“I try, Henry, I do. I can’t help how I feel, though,” she whimpered.

Skin slapped against skin. “You like it this way. Tell me you do.”

“Henry, please,” my mother cried.

Sweat covered my body. I wanted to climb through the walls and tell him to leave her alone. “We should go help her,” I told my sister.

“No, never do that,” my sister warned. “Do you hear me?”

I nodded.

I heard my father laugh. “That’s it, beg for it.”

I wondered if everything was okay now, but then I heard the thumping against the wall, and it was getting louder and coming quicker.

“Please stop,” my mother cried.

He let out a huge sigh. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Could you please just stop complaining? Every time, Susan. Every time it’s something.”

“It hurts.”

“You know, Susan, if you can’t give me what I want, then you can damn well spread your legs when I tell you to or take it this way.”

“Henry, please. It’s not like that.”

“Fuck, can’t you give me anything I ask for?”

Her sobs grew. “Please don’t blame me for losing the baby.”

The thumping stopped.

“Who else should I blame? You lost my son. And now that it’s time to try for another, you’re not ready. How will the Sterling name carry on? This is on you, Susan.”

“The doctor said we should consult with her before we decide on another pregnancy. She says my diabetes is continuing to weaken my kidney function and the miscarriages are a result of that.”

“Fuck that. You’re a strong woman. She’s just being overcautious. They’re all like that.”

The thumping started up again and this time my mother was crying even louder. I could tell she was in pain.

“What’s he doing to her?” I asked Lizzy again.

She was still squeezing her eyes shut. “Just something a husband and wife do together when they love each other.”

“But it doesn’t sound like Mommy likes it.”

“Sometimes you do what you have to for love, Gabby. You’ll see.”

The pounding ceased. “Stop your fucking crying. Just turn around and put me in your mouth,” he barked.

The mattress shifted again. Then my father started moaning. “That’s it. That’s it baby. See, you do know how to make me happy.”

 

My father, the well-respected General. He demanded of his family what he expected from his men—order, discipline, and obedience.

He was vile.

Evil.

Sick.

A sex addict and a control freak.

And my mother was no match for him.

Sweat covered me as I fought to block the memories, but they wouldn’t stop assaulting me.

 

Lizzy and I were asleep in our room.

We were in England and I was almost eight.

That day we’d run through the meadow near our house and picked hundreds of dandelions. My mother wasn’t feeling well and we’d brought them to her. We’d also put some in vases in our room and in the kitchen, too.

My mother had a small baby bump; she always seemed to have one, but it never got much bigger than it was at that time. Her diabetes seemed to hinder each pregnancy that came after my birth.

I heard the front door open and the sound of my father’s boots. “Susan!” he bellowed. He was used to my mother waiting up for him. She never went to bed without him.

My mother called to him. “I’m in our bedroom, Henry.”

His footfalls echoed down the hall. “You went to bed?” he sneered.

The bed squeaked. My mother sitting up, I assumed. “I’m sorry. I was really tired. I left your dinner on the stove.”

“I’m not hungry,” he said.

Everything was quiet for a bit and then I heard our door lock. I knew what that meant and anger welled deep within me. I ran to it and turned the knob. “Daddy?” I called.

A minute later I heard my father. “You went to bed without me,” he said again, but this time it wasn’t a question.

My mother answered, “Henry, I’m sorry.”

My father was eerily silent.

“Daddy?” I called again.

Lizzy grabbed me and covered my mouth. “Gabby, you have to be quiet or he’ll use the belt again. You know the rules. Go to bed and don’t bother him and Mommy.”

I glared at her, but her eyes were squeezed shut. She was doing what she always did—blocking it out. I didn’t care how many times he told me I was misbehaving for screaming out in the middle of the night or for pounding on the door, feigning I had to use the bathroom. There were times I just couldn’t take it.

“Henry, please, not tonight,” my mother begged.

It sounded so familiar.

My father said nothing, but soon we heard the familiar thump. It seemed to go on for hours that night. I couldn’t stop crying. I cried a tear for every one that my mother shed.

I hated him.

After a long while, Lizzy opened her eyes. She grabbed one of the vases and opened a window. “Come on, Gabby. Make a wish.”

I walked over to her. “We have to help Mommy.”

“We can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because it will make things worse. All we can do is wish we could.” She handed me the vase she had in her hand. “Here, take one.”

I plucked one of the dandelions from the water.

“Blow. Just blow. It will make everything better,” she whispered.

I knew it wouldn’t.

And it never did make anything better but after that night, every time we were locked in our room, Lizzy would open the window and pretend she was blowing on a dandelion. She was able to escape into another world that way.

I never could.

 

One after the other, the nightmares of my childhood kept coming. I couldn’t block them out. He was a monster who demanded more of my mother than she could give. I might have been the one who killed her, but he drained the life right out of her.

Finally, I sat up in my bed and turned the light on. My body was covered in a cold sweat and I stripped my damp clothes off.

I hated that feeling of helplessness. How I’d wanted so badly for my mother to stop crying. For my father to stop what he was doing to her. So many nights. So many times my father had locked my sister and me in our room and taken my mother in ways that let him have full control. His driving need sickened me.

Sometimes he was loud, sometimes not. My mother would beg him to be quiet, but it was his house and he’d do as he pleased. And that’s just what he always did. Sometimes it was fast; sometimes it went on for hours. It was always worse after a miscarriage. To this day, I still have no idea how many miscarriages my mother had.

When I was younger, I was terrified of the cries in the night; unlike my sister, I wasn’t able to block them out by pretending to make wishes on dandelions.

As I grew, though, that changed. Anger ate away at me and I found myself spending my time praying I wouldn’t turn out like him. After all, my sister had. And addictive behaviors were hereditary. Funny how I’d worried I’d be a sex addict. Nothing could be farther from the truth.

In fact, it wasn’t until Charlie and I broke apart that I really understood that I could repress desire. That was not healthy either, though. It bred loneliness in a way I hadn’t really noticed until tonight, when Logan had lit me up from the inside and I realized just how alone I was.

Tossing and turning, I knew sleep was impossible, so I got up. Moving around, I felt uneasy and found myself crossing the room. For some reason, I peered out the window.

It was dark, but I swore I saw someone out there.

I squinted.

It wasn’t just someone that I saw.

My mind had to be playing tricks on me.


CHAPTER TEN

LOGAN

Emily.

Dead Emily.

Elle might bear an eerie resemblance to Emily but she was nothing like her. Unlike Emily, I could tell Elle hadn’t been sheltered, coddled, or treated like a princess. She didn’t think she owned the world or that it revolved around her. No. Rather, she wore a protective shell and had a fierceness about her that I knew grew out of need. A need to not only protect her physical well-being but her emotional one as well. She was strong and independent and didn’t seem to rely on anyone except herself. I hoped that continued to hold true, because relying on O’Shea would be a mistake. It wasn’t something I could prove. It was something I felt.

After I left my father’s, I had an overwhelming need to check on her. To make sure she was okay. I just doubted the slashing of her tires was a coincidence. There was something going on, but what, I had no fucking clue.

That was going to change.

The street was void of people as I pulled down it. I was easing by her place and noticed a light was on upstairs. Slowing, I looked around. The glow of that light illuminated a dark figure in the bushes.

I jerked my SUV to the curb and flew out the door. It was darker than fuck. The streetlights didn’t do shit to overpower the gloom of the weather. Whoever it was had already moved around the building before I reached the sidewalk. I was almost certain the perp was unaware of my approach. Quietly, I skimmed along the sidewall, the rain steadily falling and blurring my vision with every passing second. As I blinked the water away, I saw movement. The figure had just rounded the building. I ran and then stopped at the corner to peer around to the back. The perp stood on a small porch, two steps high. He had something in his hand. I pulled out my SIG Sauer and hugged the wall as I quietly crept along the brick. I’d jump him and find out who the hell he was and what he was doing here.

Suddenly, the back porch light flicked on and the door opened.

Elle appeared in the entry.

“Stay inside,” I snapped.

The figure, covered in black from head to toe, jumped down the two steps and took off at a dead run into the small park that butted up to the back of the building.

I tore after him.

“Logan!” Elle screamed.

I turned back, my heart in my throat. “Close and lock the fucking door.”

“No, Logan, don’t. Leave her alone.”

Her?

By the time I turned back, there was no trace of anyone having been there. Bay Village was dense with row houses, iron gates, and so many alleys. I had no idea where the perp had gone once he’d—she’d?—slipped into the park.

I tucked my SIG back inside the waistband of my jeans. “Fuck.”

Elle stepped outside with a small gun in her hand pointed at me.

“Put that away,” I ordered.

She stared at me. “What are you doing here?”

I stopped at the base of the stairs and surveyed the area one last time. There was nothing but the darkness. “Let’s get inside.”

She steadied her arms and kept her finger on the trigger. “Why did you do that?”

I wanted to get out of the fucking vast space. “Elle, let’s go inside and I’ll explain.”

She was still pointing her .22-caliber at me.

Impatience took over and I mounted the porch stairs.

Her hands started to tremble.

I knew she wasn’t going to shoot me. “Give me the gun, Elle.”

She didn’t move. “No. Tell me what you’re doing here.”

To pacify her, I raised my hands surrender style. “I went to see my pop after I left you and on my way back to my hotel, I found myself needing to make sure you were all right.”

She shook her head. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I can’t explain it. It was a feeling. But it’s the truth. I was driving by when I saw a light on upstairs and then saw someone near the front door. That’s when I got out of my SUV, but they were already around the building.”

“Why were you after her?”

I looked around again. “Who?”

She moved her shoulders as if the position was uncomfortable. “My sister.”

I gave her a puzzled look. “You think that was your sister?”

“I’m . . . I’m not sure.” Her hands were shaking even more now.

Maybe she was nervous, or maybe it was because she was barely dressed and had to be freezing. Maybe it was because I was supposed to believe her sister was in rehab. I didn’t. Still, I played along . . . for now. “I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.” I reached and gently took the small pistol from her hand. “Come on, let’s get inside. We’ll talk there.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You don’t have to be,” I whispered back.

She was still. I couldn’t tell if she was in shock or if something else was going on in her head.

I opened the screen door and placed my hand on the small of her back. I liked the feeling of it there. I shoved the wayward thought away and focused instead on ushering her inside, on keeping my movements impersonal.

The door opened into the kitchen, which was open to the family room. Once I flicked the light on, I looked at her. She was barely dressed. Impersonal. Keep it impersonal. Don’t worry about how she’s dressed, or not dressed as is the case. I spotted a blanket and made my legs move toward it. Water seeped onto the hardwood floors from my sneakers, and once I’d grabbed the blanket I wrapped it around her. Then I found a towel and cleaned up the water on the floor.

Keep busy.

A to B to C.

I couldn’t let my mind wander.

I had to think with my head, and not the one that was roaring at the close proximity to the unbearably sexy woman beside me.

She seemed to be zoning out as she stared at me.

“How about I make us that coffee?”

She nodded.

Okay.

Pot. On counter. Check.

Water. Sink. Check.

Coffee.

She was watching me. Knew what I needed next. “It’s in the cupboard,” she said, pointing above the pot.

My eyes lingered on her bare legs. They were long and lean.

Coffee. Check. Check. Check.

She sat at the table that divided the kitchen from the living area. She was facing me, but her head was turned toward the door.

The kitchen was somehow new but old-looking at the same time. Obviously it had been recently remodeled with new appliances, but everything else looked old, even the chandelier over the island. The white cabinets and deep-veined marble counters were a stark contrast to the dark floors and redbrick walls. Paintings and photographs of flowers blowing in the wind decorated most of the wall space. They were a mixture of modern and traditional.

I scanned the rest of the area. It was sparsely furnished but looked more than adequate. A single dark gray sofa, white carpet, red pillows, and large wooden tables filled the living room. The open staircase with its Plexiglas guard made it easy to spot the second floor.

I marked the points of entry to the single large room. A door to the south leading to the backyard from the kitchen, a few windows down the east side, a window to the north, and the front door. No other points of entry. Nothing to the west, as another townhome was conveniently located there. If only she didn’t have an end unit. The points of entry would be fewer. I wanted to check upstairs but decided I’d wait a bit.

As I pivoted to see if the coffee was ready, I noticed a door just under the staircase that most likely led to the basement. It had a lock on it but it wasn’t engaged, and as I moved toward the refrigerator, I casually crossed over to the lock and turned it. I eased back and opened the fridge, where I spotted a bottle of creamer. I poured two cups of coffee and brought them, along with the creamer, to the table.

“Sugar?” I asked, like it was my house. Like I knew where it was. Like I was Martha fucking Stewart. I rolled my eyes at what this girl was doing to me.

She shook her head and then covered her face with her hands.

Distress emanated from her. Without a second thought, I sat beside her and pulled her hands away. I couldn’t help but notice how soft her skin was and how much I liked the feel of it. “What’s going on?”

She straightened her shoulders. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve been sitting here trying to figure out if that was my sister or just my imagination.”

Looking for answers, I asked, “What makes you think it was your sister?”

My father told me Elizabeth O’Shea was MIA. Was the intel wrong?

“Nothing. It’s just . . .” She stopped and rubbed her hands together in a nervous gesture.

“Go ahead. Tell me.”

She shook a little. “I’d been having dreams about her all night when I finally gave up on sleep and decided to get up, I looked out the window, and I swear I saw her. But now that I’ve thought about it, I’m not so sure if it was my sister or my imagination putting her face on whoever it was.”

I pushed her coffee closer to her. Her face was bare of makeup and her hair wild. She looked utterly beautiful and vulnerable at the same time. The vulnerability scared the shit out of me.

Focus.

I had to focus on finding out what I could, in order to keep her safe. “How about we back up. Why would your sister be lurking around your house in the middle of the night?”

With both hands around her cup, she glared at me. “How about you tell me what you and your father have to do with Michael?”

Well, that was an abrupt about-face. I put both elbows on the table and leaned forward. “Elle, I want to help you, but I can’t do that if you won’t talk to me.”

Lifting the cream, she poured some in her cup and handed the bottle to me. “Why should I trust you?”

I tipped the creamer and added a small amount to the jet-black liquid. “Because I’m sitting here. Because I care about what’s going on. Because I want to help.”

“Tell me what you and your father were doing at Michael’s office.”

She was suddenly all business.

Assessing the situation, I leaned back in my chair and stretched my legs as I tried to decide the best way to go about this. I looked at her. At my cup of coffee. And back at her. “My father is legal counsel to a man involved with Michael and he came to brief Michael on a . . . situation.”

Her eyes bore into mine. “You mean the drug issue?”

My nod was hesitant, but enough that she knew the score.

Elle drew in a deep breath. “How does a boy from New York get involved in a Boston drug ring?”

“If you’re talking about me, I’m not involved.”

She raised a doubtful brow. “Who is this man who sent your father?”

Hesitation furrowed my brows.

“Tell me.”

“Patrick Flannigan,” I said, not really sure why.

Nothing registered. She didn’t know him.

I sipped my coffee. She really knew very little and that was how it should stay. I felt the need to clarify something. “Elle, there are some things you are better off not knowing.”

She held her hand up. “I’m tired of hearing that. My sister was into something illegal and if dangerous people are involved, I have a right to know.”

Ruffled, I ran a hand through my hair. “You’re right. I don’t disagree. At the same time, I’m here because I want to help you, not hurt you. But you need to let me do that.”

She gave me a slight nod. “Fair enough.”

The blanket had fallen off her shoulders and tiny nipples were protruding through the thin fabric of her top. My cock hardened, and I had to shift in my seat and reset my focus. “So tell me about your sister.”

She pulled the blanket up. “First tell me who you think that was. Were they trying to hurt me?”

With a jerk forward, I had a strange urge to grab her hand. “I don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to figure out. And I’m finished with you firing questions at me. I want to be honest with you, but I need you to talk to me first.”

Annoyed, she wouldn’t let up. “I will. After you tell me who you think that was.”

My temper was flaring and I took a moment to calm down. “Straight up?”

She gave me the barest hint of a nod.

Ready or not, it was time to lay it on the line. “Your tire wasn’t just flat, it was slashed. I hate to say this, but I’m almost certain it was deliberate.”

Elle gave me another nod, this one no more certain than the last, and she shivered at the same time. Tough shit—there was no time to sugarcoat the truth, not that I would have done so anyway.

“It just seems way too coincidental that with everything going it was some random perpetrator. Whoever it was must have been here to leave a message.” As soon as I said the words, the knot I felt in my stomach prevented me from forging on. Clint Eastwood sounded great, but in reality the Dirty Harry thing was wearing thin. I didn’t like to see her in this state. She looked way too vulnerable for my liking.

Frowning, she circled her finger in the air. “Go on.”

Did she just give me an order?

And had I just said vulnerable?

Composing myself, I told her what I knew. “He came here to scare you in some way. That’s about the only thing I’m one hundred percent certain about.”

“Buy why?”

“More than likely to send Michael a warning through you.”

Her inscrutable countenance gave little away.

Frustrated, I cast her a wary look. “Now it’s your turn. Tell me why you think it might have been your sister.”

Elle’s bravado seemed to deflate as soon as I put the conversation in her court. With a hand on the table, she stood up and went over to the couch, still wrapped in the blanket and carrying her cup with her. Once she settled herself, she looked over at me and I could see the gloom on her face. “My sister’s missing. We don’t know where she is. I lied to you earlier. She’s not in rehab.”

I nodded. I already knew that, but I was glad she’d come clean. “Why the lie?”

She drew in a breath. “Michael is worried that if he reports her missing and the police find her, they’ll figure out she’s been involved with illegal activities and arrest her.”

“So, he claims to be protecting her, but what if she’s in trouble? What if that was her?”

“I don’t know. I have to trust Michael on this. I haven’t seen my sister in fifteen years. There’s a chance I might not even know her if I saw her. But talking to you earlier tonight opened up some old wounds, and she has been on my mind more than usual. Like I said, now that I’ve had time to think about it, I really don’t believe it was her.”

Feeling like an asshole for pushing, I stood and walked over to the sofa, sitting on the opposite end. “Do you have any idea where your sister is now?”

She pulled the blanket from her shoulders. “No. My only guess is that things got too tough for her to handle and she ran off.”

I tried not to look at her sexier-than-fuck body, but my own body had a mind of its own and I could feel my blood coursing hot through my veins. “Tell me what you know.”

Elle turned sideways to face me and pulled her legs up, covering herself with the blanket again. “Not much. Almost four months ago I got a call out of the blue from my sister. I have no idea how she got my number, though we do have a mutual acquaintance in California. Like I said, we hadn’t seen each other or spoken in fifteen years. When she called, she told me that she thought she was in trouble.” Elle took a deep breath.

“Go on,” I prompted.

With a slightly hesitant nod, she did. “She asked me to look after her baby if anything happened to her.”

A tear rolled down her cheek. I wanted to wipe it away but I didn’t. “Did she say what she thought might happen to her?” I asked.

Elle folded her hands together. “No. I was in shock that she was even calling me and even more shocked by what she was telling me. I would never have guessed she’d be married, let alone that she’d have a child. Before I knew it, she was telling me she’d be in touch and then hung up before I could get any further information out of her. When I tried to reverse the number, I couldn’t. I had no idea what part of the world she was in. Our friend in California couldn’t give me any info. So I did nothing.”

“What else could you do?” I asked.

“Something. Anything. Look for her. I don’t know,” she said tightly.

My mouth opened, then shut. I wasn’t sure what else I could say.

“You probably think I’m heartless.”

Again, I resisted the urge to reach for her hand. “I don’t think that at all.”

Her face went a little blank, like it had in the car. Silence filled the space between us and I let her have a moment. If she was anything like me, memories had surfaced that she didn’t want to remember. Finally, she took a breath and spoke. “It’s just . . .” She waved her hand in the air. “Lizzy disappeared from my life and never looked back. When things got tough, she left.”

“Were you close?”

She looked a little lost. “Yes and no. For so long she’d been the big sister, the protector I needed, but then as we grew older, she rebelled against my father and just kept getting into so much trouble. She was three years older than me, but sometimes I felt like the older one. Still, we’d shared so much in our childhood that I thought we were connected forever. I was wrong, though. She knew I needed her, yet she left, and after that she never called or told me where she was. I never heard from her until that day.” She paused for a moment to gather herself.

My muscles went stiff as I watched the pain she felt flash across her face.

A few seconds later, she put a finger to her lips as if trying to quiet herself down.

The gesture made my heart pound like that of a wounded animal. It killed me, but there wasn’t anything I could do to ease the pain of the past. This I knew all too well. All I could offer her was my ear. “It’s okay, Elle. Go on.”

As if determined to brush off the feelings, she lifted her chin. “One day I got a phone call from Michael. He told me who he was and asked me if my sister had been in contact with me. I guess he’d found my number among her things. I told him she had, but nothing else. He asked if she was with me and I told him no. That’s when he told me she had left the morning before and never came home. She was missing and he was worried about her. I’m not sure why, but I felt compelled to come to Boston. And once I did, once I met Clementine, I couldn’t leave. It wasn’t until after I decided to stay that Michael told me what she had been involved in and explained why he hadn’t involved the police. It made sense, then, anyway. Now I’m not so sure.”

Elle’s bare toes were sticking out of the blanket and her fingers were clutched around her knees. Her nails were glossy but she wore no color. They were short but shaped. I could tell she didn’t care about the shit that didn’t matter. In New York, I’d spent so much time around artificial beauty—boob jobs, plumped lips, fake nails, haute couture. In Boston, I never even looked at women. She was like a breath of fresh air.

Focus, asshole.

Focus.

“What does O’Shea think happened to her?” I asked.

“We’re being honest with each other, right?”

I nodded.

“According to Michael, she was running some kind of white-collar drug op. He said as far as he knew she had been clean since Clementine was born, but then started up with the coke again. Something happened and her last deal went bad. He thinks she’ll come out of hiding sooner or later. Or he’s hoping.”

“Where was she getting the coke from?”

If I had to guess, I’d guess Tommy was involved or that there was some connection to him. My guess is that although Patrick didn’t condone it, Tommy was much more involved in the drug market than his father had a fucking clue about.

“I don’t know. All I know is that according to Michael, she was selling to Michael’s colleagues and connections before she disappeared.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you sure it was her and not O’Shea?”

I didn’t have a fucking clue who it was. Up until the point that my gramps went into a home last year, Patrick kept my father on the easy shit—his role, as counsel, was to make sure Patrick’s businesses used for money laundering looked legit, liquor licenses were granted, real estate issues were taken care of, prostitution charges were avoided, and payoffs were made. Nothing to do with the drug side. The side that Patrick liked to think didn’t exist. The side that Tommy ran.

It was still no surprise Pop had been ordered to make contact with Michael, though. My father had also always been sent to deal with the more influential people of Boston. He had the finesse, my gramps used to say. So at first, when he was told to pay O’Shea a visit, I thought it was no big deal.

Hell, I even volunteered to drive him there.

My false assumption had been that either Michael had reneged on a gambling debt and needed to pay up or did some damage to one of Patrick’s girls and had retribution to pay. Or who knew—it could be any other kind of bullshit that Patrick wanted to flex his ego over.

It was a common thing.

It wasn’t until we were on our way to see O’Shea that my old man told me it had to do with 250 kilos of missing cocaine. Five million dollars was no small chunk of change for anyone. But a total outstanding debt of ten million—the drugs and the money used to purchase them—was obscene.

Yeah, I choked on that.

“It was her,” she said, refocusing me. She was angry now. “Michael didn’t know anything about it until she told him the day before she disappeared. She put their child in jeopardy.”

Scrubbing my jaw, I asked, “Do you know O’Shea is out there trying to make deals?”

“Look, Logan, Michael is a really good guy. All he wants is to keep Clementine safe and make everything right, but he has kept me pretty much in the dark. All I know is Lizzy pissed the wrong person off and Michael is trying to fix it.”

Doubtful, I tried not to let my suspicions bleed through my words. “How does he plan to do that, Elle?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. He won’t say anything other than that he has it under control.”

Wary, I stood up, wondering how far I should go. I paced over to the window and glanced out of it. O’Shea was a fucker. If he was going to tell her something, he could at least make sure she understood the severity of the situation. “You know the clock is ticking?”

She swallowed. “I figured that by your father’s visit earlier tonight.”

I looked at her but said nothing at first. My mind was spinning with which was the worse of two evils. Then I decided that if Patrick had someone on O’Shea, they already knew about Elle. Making myself cut the shit, I walked over to her and crouched down. “Can you stay with O’Shea for a few days?”

“Yes, I’m sure he won’t mind. I stay there a lot to be with Clementine. But why? What’s going on, Logan?”

The idea of her with him made me mental, but it was the better option over her being alone, or worse, her with me. “I’m not certain, but I don’t think you should be alone. I’m going to stay with you tonight just in case anyone comes back.”

“Why? Who do you think is going to come back?”

“I honestly just don’t know, but something isn’t right.”

“I can take care of myself.”

Tough as nails. “I’m sure you can, but for my own peace of mind, I’ll stay, just in case.”

She stared at me with narrowed eyes but said nothing. If she was frightened, she wasn’t going to let me see it.

“Now that we’ve got that settled, I’ll go upstairs and check things out. Then you can head up there for the night.”

Her features softened. “Then what?”

“I’ll need a few days to look into what’s going on. Once I know for certain, I’ll tell you everything. In the meantime,” I picked up her baby gun and palmed it, “we need to get you something a little bigger than this.”

She shrugged. “It works fine.”

With a shake of my head, I put the gun down. “You know how to use it?”

“Yes.”

“Okay then, it will do until we can get you something better.”

She took my hand. “Why are you doing all of this for me?”

I leaned forward and brushed a piece of hair from her eyes. “This thing you’re involved in is more dangerous than you know, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

In that moment, I had an overwhelming urge to kiss her. To push her back and bury myself in her. To fuck her worry away. The thought struck without warning. I wanted to take care of her.

That was a dangerous thought.

I jumped to my feet. “I’ll be right back.”

She nodded and looked at me with those watchful eyes.

My thoughts scattered, I turned away and strode to the stairs.

On the second floor, the light was on in one of the two rooms. I peered into the first one. Nothing. It was completely empty, as in no furniture, and the closet door was open. Then I looked into the hall bathroom. Other than the frosted glass shower, there was nowhere for anyone to hide. Finally, I went to the front room. It was her room. There was a brick wall painted off-white, two large glass lamps, an oval braided throw rug that looked worn, a plain comforter, and various paintings and pieces of art with splashes of red in each of them.

It felt like her.

What I knew of her, anyway.

And I knew then that she liked the color red.

I checked the windows. They were all locked.

Opened the closet.

Went into the bathroom attached to her bedroom. It was small, with just an old-fashioned tub, a sink, and a toilet. No shower. No linen closet.

There was no one up here.

The staircase wasn’t wide, nor was it narrow. I occupied my mind with facts about her place as I descended the stairs. If I didn’t, I know what I’d do when I got near her again. My body hummed a tune all its own when she was close. To be more accurate, my cock had its own heartbeat.

As I took the last stair, I kept my eyes down. I’d send her up to her bed without really looking at her. That had to help. But fuck me if I’d be able to sleep. My soles hit the hardwood and I couldn’t control my urge to sneak just a peek of her. When I did, I saw that she was snuggled up in a ball on the couch, fast asleep.

Okay.

With a slight change of plans, I checked all the doors. Closed the blinds. Turned the lights off.

It was three thirty. As soon as daylight hit, I’d leave.

I sat on the other end of the couch—it was that or the kitchen chair—and slid my SIG Sauer on the end table next to me. My head fell back and I decided to close my eyes for a few minutes.

In what seemed like moments later, the couch shifted and some kind of cry filled the room. I snapped my eyes open and switched the lamp on.

It was Elle.

A tortured moan ripped from her throat and her knuckles were white as they gripped the blanket that was wrapped around her.

I reached for her. “Elle, you’re having a nightmare. Wake up.”

She didn’t wake.

I crawled over her and shook her gently. “Elle, wake up.”

She was squeezing her eyes shut. “Stop it. Stop right now.”

I ran a hand down her face and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Elle.”

She opened her eyes and shot up.

“You’re trembling. Are you okay?” I asked in a hushed, whispered tone.

In this single moment, I wished I were better at this. Wished I knew what to say to make her feel better. But the truth was, I had no fucking clue.

She didn’t say a word. She just looked at me with that vulnerability she was usually good at covering up and the only thing I could think to do was hold her.

I don’t know why.

Falling to the couch, I pulled her to me. At first I felt awkward, but she was shaking so much, I just wanted to help her calm down. I stroked her back with one hand and her hair with the other.

She clung to me like I was her lifeline. I held my breath, afraid to move. When I felt her steady breathing, I finally relaxed a bit. I don’t even think she ever really woke up.

I covered us both and found myself still holding her. Wanting to make all her hurt go away. Needing to keep her safe. I didn’t let go.

Her body formed to mine in the most perfect way. One of her arms wrapped around my waist and one of her legs was tucked between mine. With her against me, my body felt strange. Alive. Like it had been brought back to life.

I knew then that I’d do whatever I had to do in order to keep her safe.

I also knew that staying away from her was the best way I could do that.

I just hoped to fuck I could.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

DAY 2

ELLE

Ring. Ring.

The incessant ringing of the telephone jarred me from slumber.

But it was the strong arms, warm body, and rhythmic breathing enveloping me that made me jerk my eyes open.

Oh. My. God.

I ignored the intrusive sound and peered up. Logan McPherson. How had I ended up sleeping in his arms? But more importantly, why did I feel so safe?

The phone cut off and then started up again.

Oh shit. What time was it?

The thought that I might have overslept and missed the opening of my store launch had me jumping up and lunging for the phone.

I looked over at Logan, who had just sat up and was scrubbing his jaw. “Hello?”

“Elle, it’s Michael. Are you okay?”

Logan was in a white T-shirt, his button-down tossed to the side of the sofa sometime during the night. “Michael, I’m fine. I was going to call you this morning to talk to you.”

“If it was about the car, you don’t have to. The garage already called to notify me that the window of the Mercedes had been broken and it wasn’t noted at pickup. I was obviously confused, but it was quickly cleared up when they told me about the flat tire. Why didn’t you call me last night?”

“The window?” I questioned.

Logan was stretching, his washboard abs peeking between the hem of his shirt and the waistband of his pants. When he heard the shock in my voice, he immediately stood and walked over. “What?” he whispered, his warm breath ghosting across my neck.

My mouth shut, my mind clouded, and my body felt aflame. God, everything about him was molten lava, hot to touch and ready to erupt.

When I didn’t answer, he repositioned that long, lean body of his so that he could hear. Closer, and closer still until his hand covered mine, and he was obviously satisfied.

That didn’t help at all.

Now our bodies were so close that I not only became very aware of just how little clothing I was wearing, but just how much I wanted him.

Michael was still talking. “The driver’s side, evidently. The garage wants me to stop by and verify that there is no interior damage from the rain before they begin the repairs.”

Shaking the fuzziness from my brain, I realized how stupid I had been. “I’m sorry. I had the garage tow it because there was no spare. It must have occurred in the process.”

“Are you okay?” Michael asked again with concern.

I didn’t want to discuss what had happened last night over the phone. “Yes, I’m fine. But can I come over after I close the boutique? There are some things I’d like to talk to you about.”

“Yeah, sure, of course. Listen, do you want me to pick you up and take you to work?”

Muscles rippled beside me with Logan’s slight movement. “No, I can walk but thanks for asking.”

“You sure?”

My eyes were on the impressive muscle tone beside me. “Yes, I could use the exercise. I’ll be inside all day.”

“Okay then, since Clementine is already awake, I’ll head over to the garage as soon as I get her fed and changed to sign off on the estimate for the damage. They said they could still deliver the vehicle today, but it would be a bit later with the additional repairs that are needed. I told them that was fine since you were working until six anyway.”

The sea of white still encompassed me. “Thanks, Michael.”

“Elle,” he said in a low tone.

“Yes.”

“You should have called me.”

Logan’s body stiffened at that and he moved away from me.

“We’ll talk later,” was my only response. After all, he was right. I should have.

Logan was rinsing out the coffeepot, and as soon as I hung up he said, “I’ll drop you off at the boutique. What time do you have to be there?”

I looked at the clock on the wall and sighed. I really had wanted to walk but time wouldn’t allow for that. “About five minutes ago.”

With a rumble from deep in his throat, he turned around and his hazel gaze raked my length. “You’d better hurry then.”

I felt the heat in his glance and the warmth chased my chill away. “Yeah, I will.”

Logan bobbed his head toward the stairs. “I’ll be here waiting.”

I gave him a slight smile. “Thank you . . . for everything.”

Our eyes connected, but eventually he turned around and busied himself scooping coffee into the filter.

Not quite a full minute later, I managed to unglue my gaze from him and make my way up the stairs to hop in the shower. Standing naked as the warm water flowed over me, I couldn’t help but think of Logan. The way he moved. The way he spoke. The way he watched me. The way his body had been wrapped around mine so protectively. I remembered waking from a bad dream and him trying to console me. How I’d ended up in his arms, I didn’t recall, but it didn’t really matter.

No matter what he said, I knew the truth—we were on opposite sides.

And that meant there was no way we could be together.

Logan had never showed anything but concern for me. Yet, he’d come with his father to give Michael a warning. What came after the warning was what concerned me. And would Logan be involved with that?

I had no reason to believe he would. I didn’t want to. But I had to push the intoxicating man from my mind and face reality. My first step toward that was to concentrate on getting ready. I wanted to look hip for my boutique opening but was in a hurry, so I had to compromise.

I pulled on a pair of black skinny jeans and found an off-white flouncy blouse to wear under my black leather jacket. I went with chunky ankle boots and quickly blew my hair dry to calm some of the wildness. I coated my lashes with mascara and dabbed on some clear lip gloss.

When I looked at myself in the mirror, I envisioned Logan putting his arms around me. Running his fingers through my hair. Kissing my glossy lips. Tucking his hands under the flare of my top.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

“Stop it,” I chastised myself.

And besides, I had bigger issues to think about, such as who slashed my tire and broke my window, and who had been lurking around my house last night.

With that in mind, I stepped into my closet and pulled a tote down from the shelf and then threw a few things into it. I was going to take Logan’s advice and stay at Michael’s, at least for the night.

Thirty minutes had elapsed when I started down the stairs.

Not bad.

Logan was fully dressed and on his phone, quietly talking over near the door that led to the back. As soon as he saw me, he hung up. I knew better than to ask.

My .22 was on the counter. He opened the chamber to check if it was loaded. I already knew it was.

My larger purse was beside me and I reached to take the gun.

That was not what he had in mind. Instead, he emptied the chamber. “Let me show you.”

“Logan, I know how—” I started to protest, but he wasn’t listening.

His long, lean body was behind me in a matter of moments and his hands were on mine, raising them. “Aim and shoot.” He squeezed my finger against the trigger, firing off dry rounds. “You don’t hesitate. You understand?”

I nodded and concentrated on the weapon in my hand, not the powerhouse of a man practically holding me.

His strong body pressed to mine. His competent hands were showing me how to take care of myself. He didn’t appear to be holding anything back—he knew what he was doing to me, to my body. The thought snapped me out of my haze. “Logan, I know how to use a gun.”

Moving to the side, he reloaded it. “I’m sure you do. It’s just that last night, you were aiming that gun at me but I knew you had no intention of pulling the trigger.” He set the gun on the counter and stepped into me. “If I were anyone else, you’d be dead.”

I bit my lip. “I . . . I wasn’t ever going to shoot you.”

“Why?” He didn’t even blink.

Because I want you madly. Because I can’t stop thinking about you. Because there’s just something about you. I couldn’t say any of those things. Blinking those thoughts away, I said, “Because I knew you weren’t here to hurt me.”

He stepped even closer. “No, you didn’t.”

All I could do was shake my head. I did know it. I could feel it.

“Listen, if you don’t plan to pull the trigger, then you never aim. If you think even for a minute anyone is a threat to you, I want you to shoot first and think later. This isn’t a game. These people don’t dick around. Do you hear me?”

I nodded. I was a little freaked out, but I wasn’t going to admit to that. I wasn’t sure just how much danger I was in. Maybe he was a little paranoid. Either way, I needed to stay strong. “Yes.”

His voice softened and his demeanor changed. “I don’t mean to scare you, but these guys are professionals. They creep around in the dark, lurk around corners, hide in alleys. Don’t go anywhere alone.”

“Who are these people? Are they going to come into my store?”

He shook his head. “They won’t do anything out in the open and they may not even be after you.”

“Then why are you telling me these things?”

“I just want you to stay safe. Do you understand? Stay safe.”

“I understand,” I said, sounding a little breathy.

His hands gripped my hips and he pulled me to him.

I went more than willingly.

His lips hovered over mine. “You have to stay safe,” he repeated.

Just then my cell phone rang. I jerked back and reached for it. It was Peyton.

“I’m on my way,” I answered.

“I can’t believe you’re not here yet. Did you hook up with Mr. Big Dick?”

“Peyton!” I admonished. “I’m just running a bit behind. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Okay, but when you get here I want all the details.”

“’Bye,” I said, trying not to smile and wishing there were details to spill.

He took my phone and hit some buttons. “Here’s my number. Call me if you need anything. If you can’t reach me, I’m at the Four Seasons. I’ll leave your name at the desk.”

I took the phone back. As soon as I shoved it into my bigger purse, he handed me my gun. “This too.”

I put that in my purse as well, and grabbed the smaller purse. I’d switch everything else later. “I’m ready.”

He nodded toward the front door and grinned at me. “Come on, then, let’s get you to work.”

I should have been scared.

And I was.

I should have been worrying about why all of this was happening.

And I was.

But right now I just wanted to bask in how much that grin melted me.


CHAPTER TWELVE

LOGAN

The clock was ticking.

Seven minus one. Six days left. Six fucking days until Patrick makes his move.

Time had given me clarity. Whoever had been harassing Elle was doing just that. If Patrick were trying to strike, there would be no close encounters. And if it were Tommy . . .

With a shiver, I shook that thought away.

I’d know if it were him.

Lost in my thoughts, I glided into the parking lot of the garage where Elle’s car was towed last night. The place was more like a compound. There was a row of five bays on one side and five more bays directly opposite those, with an office connecting them. Once I parked, I looked toward the only open bay and saw O’Shea standing near Elle’s car. He had his kid in one arm and a piece of crumpled paper in his other hand.

Fuck.

I had hoped to beat him here and scope out the inside of Elle’s vehicle before he did. Whoever broke the window did so after I had seen the car—either on the way here or after it arrived. Still, my head was clearly not in the game last night. How the hell had I missed the piece of paper? Unless I hadn’t. When I checked the car last night, I know I looked around, including in the backseat, where I tossed some toys aside. It couldn’t have been there then.

Shoving my thoughts aside, I watched as O’Shea spoke briefly with someone near Elle’s car. The guy wore a blue quilted jacket but also had a tie on, so I assumed he was the manager. O’Shea seemed twitchy. He was bouncing the baby nervously on his hip. She was playing with the large silver rattle attached to a red ribbon that I moved off the seat last night. Despite the manager edging toward the door that must have led to the office, O’Shea seemed to have no interest in following him. The mechanic reached inside and pulled out a clipboard.

O’Shea turned and I put my hat on and slid down in my seat. I probably didn’t have to; my windows were pretty heavily tinted and he didn’t seem to be on alert. O’Shea had stepped out of the bay when he stopped and turned back around. The manager was holding up the clipboard. O’Shea took it and scribbled something, his John Hancock more than likely, and then quickly walked out.

The manager wandered back toward the door and I watched as O’Shea shoved the paper he had been holding into his pocket and then loaded the baby in his own car. I needed to see what the hell was on that piece of paper. The way he was acting was shady at best, and instinct told me it wasn’t just a receipt for his dry cleaning. I wanted to follow him, but if Patrick was already tailing O’Shea, him finding out I was stalking O’Shea wasn’t going to be pretty.

His tires practically squealed as he pulled out of the compound. He was obviously in a hurry.

I couldn’t help but wonder why.

My greatest obstacle was time. As I was pondering my next move, I spotted the mechanic from last night getting ready to close the bay.

Bingo.

Moving quickly, I strode over to him. “Hey dude, remember me?”

He glanced up, rope in hand. Jerking his head toward Elle’s car he said, “Yeah, I talked to you about this Mercedes SUV last night.”

I nodded. “I just wanted to check on it. Make sure you were able to order the tire.”

He scratched his head. “Let me find out.”

As soon as he started walking over toward the office door, I darted for the Mercedes. I knew I wouldn’t find anything, but I wanted to have a look-see for myself. Sure enough, the window was completely busted and glass shards covered the seat and floor.

“Hey, there you are.” The mechanic looked me over like I’d been the one to bust out the window.

“Yeah, sorry. Just wanted to have a better look in the daylight. What’s the ten on the tire? Did you get it ordered?”

“You’re all good. It should be here soon,” he said, my explanation apparently not appeasing him. “Anything else I can do for you?”

“No,” I said walking backwards, edging away from him before he asked too many questions or called anyone else in. “Thanks again.”

“Sure, anytime.”

I hopped in my Rover and hightailed it out of there. As I drove, I prayed like hell O’Shea mentioned his stop at the garage to Elle and in turn she trusted me enough to tell me about it. I needed to know what was on that piece of paper. Was it a threat? A warning? From Patrick? From Tommy?

By the time I reached my suite at the Four Seasons, I was utterly wiped. I needed to catch a few z’s before heading to my father’s to discuss the best way to have a face-to-face with Patrick in order to find out what he had in mind for O’Shea.

The amount of effort Patrick was putting into this whole thing told me he wanted something more than just the net out of the five mil. I knew how he operated. He sent his associates first and then shortly after failure of delivery, Tommy would show up. And nothing good could happen then. Yet, Tommy had been sitting on this for almost three months. That alone told me there was something in it for him. A connection? A product? A pipeline? I didn’t know what, but I was going to find out. And if, by chance, it was about the money, I’d give Elle, who in turn would give O’Shea, what I had in my accounts; it wasn’t much, but it might buy some time.

That reminded me, I had to call my grandfather Ryan and tell him I wouldn’t be back in New York this week. There was no way I was leaving Boston.

I flopped on the couch and pulled out my phone to make the call, but then thought an email would be so much easier. Logan Ryan had already revoked my access to my restricted trust fund. It didn’t become legally mine until I turned thirty. My maternal grandfather was cutting me off until I severed all my ties with the Blue Hill Gang. Too dangerous to access that kind of cash, he reasoned. If I told him I wouldn’t be back this week, chances were good he’d put a hold on my paychecks, too.

I typed a simple email that said I had a case that could possibly detain me and hit send. It wasn’t entirely a lie.

There was a mixture of guilt and resignation in my mind as I headed for the Liberace-style bathroom. I sat beneath the heat lamps as I glanced around. The large Jacuzzi tub and black marble shower with six jets and rain head were way more than I needed on a daily basis. Sure, I’d grown up surrounded by luxury, but sometimes it was a little over the top.

Many months ago, after I received the call about my father’s arrest, I’d checked in here. I went for a standard room, but then Grandpa Ryan made an appearance, and before I knew it, I was upgraded to this suite. I scratched my head. How the hell had I agreed to that? Right, you never said no to Grandpa Ryan.

At first, he covered the hotel bill. Then last week, he called me into his office after my weekend visit here and told me he’d been checking on my father’s progress. Since he appeared to be doing well, it was time for me to leave him on his own and concentrate on my own job. He wasn’t asking.

That was the first time I’d seen that side of him and I tried to bite my tongue at the audacity of that arrogant old man, but I didn’t do a great job and I knew my anger bled through my response. Although I was in no way disrespectful, when I returned to Boston, the front desk asked for a new credit card, since it seemed the one on file had been declined. I didn’t bother to call my grandfather; I knew it was his way of telling me he was in control. I also knew then where my mother got it. It obviously ran in the family.

Well, fuck him. I did have my own money.

Still, it was probably time to break down and move over to that shit hole my dad was living in, because the cost of this place together with my New York apartment was putting a huge dent in my funds. Although I had to say, last night my pop’s house looked in better shape than I’d seen it in years. Then again, maybe last night was just the first time I looked at it differently.

No matter how clean he tried to make it, though, nothing would ever erase what had happened there or the blood that had been spilled. What Tommy had done was an act of revenge that he never wanted me to forget.

He had succeeded in that.

I cranked the water as hot as I knew I could stand it and tried to wipe my mind clean of what he’d do to Elle if he saw her and worse, much worse, what he’d do to her if he saw her with me.

Fuck.

Stripping off my clothes, I stepped into the large glass expanse and let the water flow over me, welcoming the familiar burn that was never enough to really make me feel clean.

And thought of Elle.

Beautiful.

Natural.

Smart.

Tough.

Vulnerable.

Vulnerable enough that if I couldn’t have taken her when I dropped her off last night, I knew I could have when her body covered mine as she slept, or this morning when she stood next to me practically naked. Those visions of her made my cock throb so much it hurt. But I craved her for more than just a single fuck.

And that just wasn’t possible.

I was already hard just thinking about her again, her long, lean legs, her perfect body, her small, tight ass. The water ran onto my hair, down my face, and fell to the drain. Before I knew it, I wasn’t paying attention to the water. Instead I had my cock in one hand, my balls in the other.

It had been a while since I’d fucked anyone. This shit with my father and Patrick had my mind on other things. But damn, my body needed this. I wanted her hand to curl around me and feel how hard she made me. I wanted to tell her what she did to me. Whisper in her ear. Scream it if I had to.

That wasn’t happening, though, so I settled on this.

I closed my eyes and gently rubbed first around the head, and then down my shaft. I fisted my balls in my other hand.

Fuck, that felt good.

Because I couldn’t help myself, I pictured her doing it. Her in the shower with me and us free to explore each other in any way we wanted. God knew, I wanted to explore her. All of her body. I grabbed my shaft and moved up toward the tip. I wanted her hands to be the ones gripping me, not mine.

Water droplets from the shower pounded down my body and acted as lube, making it easier to move faster. I thought of her, her face, her body, how much I wanted to touch her, where I wanted to touch her.

Oh, fuck.

I imagined driving my cock into her sweet pussy and it made me want to come hard and fast.

Oh, fuck yeah.

My fist pumped at a quicker pace and I licked the water from my lips. I thought about slowing down but I was already too far gone.

My forehead fell to the shower wall and I grabbed my balls tighter, twisting my cock to feel a little pain.

Oh, fuck.

Pressure welled deep within me and a tingling radiated down my spine.

I was going to come.

I was going to come.

Oh, fuck.

As my orgasm sped higher and higher, so did the pleasure—it felt like electricity was shooting through me. That unbelievably good feeling mounted and I couldn’t hold on any longer.

I clutched on tight and let myself go.

As I came, my cock twitched so fast, it felt like a spasm, but so incredibly good. I exploded at the thought of her and the intensity of my orgasm shocked me. When the feeling rose again, I couldn’t believe it.

I wasn’t finished.

This time I really let myself go—crossing that threshold to another world and reliving the same feeling again and again until I was spent. Just the thought of her milked me for everything I had.

Afterward, I slouched against the glass and thought that if this was all I could have of her—a hand job given by my own palm with her in my mind—I’d take it.

It felt that fucking good.

As my breathing returned to normal, so did my senses, and I chastised myself. I shouldn’t be thinking of her at all, especially in that way.

With a sudden urge to want to chop my dick off, I lathered up with soap, rinsed off, and got the fuck out of there.

I didn’t bother to shave.

Wrapping a towel around my waist, I wiped the steam from the mirror and stared at my reflection, the scar under my eye opening up the memory that grabbed me before I could shut it down.

*

“You sure your family doesn’t mind if I stay at your house?” she asked.

“Fuck no, my pop’s passed out somewhere by now and my gramps isn’t home.”

It was the summer after college graduation and I was spending it with a bunch of my friends in the Hamptons. At a party, I had met a girl named Kayla who I wanted to get to know better. It had been the first time since Emily that I had taken any real interest in any chick.

After about a month of dating, I liked her enough to ask her if she wanted to road trip it to my hometown of Boston with me. It was last minute. I was on a drug run for my friends. It was supposed to be quick. Drive to Boston, spend the night at my gramps’s, pick up what I needed, and turn around and go back.

Kayla was excited to tag along and packed quickly, but then had a number of stops she wanted me to make before we actually got on the road. I was a bit annoyed but rode with it. By the time we pulled into Boston, it was late and Kayla complained that she was hungry. I remember thinking how high maintenance she was and that I wasn’t sure the relationship thing was for me. Still, I took her to a local pizzeria in Dorchester to get something to eat and put those thoughts on pause for the night.

It was around eleven before we finally reached Gramps’s place and I unlocked the door that led to his kitchen. Just as I stuck my key in the door, I remembered what it was I really liked about Kayla. It was her aggressiveness. She wrapped her arms around my waist and her hands drifted down. With my cock taking over my thoughts, I turned toward her and started kissing. We stumbled inside in a tangle of tongues, arms, and legs. I seriously doubted we’d make it past the kitchen.

I reached behind me to close the door but before I did, I felt another pair of hands on my shoulders and thought, what the fuck. Out of nowhere, I was shoved forward. I whipped around to see a gang of guys bursting in. There were four of them. I tried to shield Kayla, but one grabbed her from me as the other three went after me. Lunging forward, I made it to the counter and managed to clutch a kitchen knife from the wooden butcher block. This time when the three of them tried to secure me again, I flipped around and blindly stuck the blade somewhere.

“Fuccckkkk, he stabbed me!” one of them screamed.

Everything happened so fast after that. The knife was still in my hand. It didn’t go deep enough that I couldn’t withdraw it. When I tried again, somehow one of them managed to take it from me. He brought the blade right to my face. “Stop struggling,” he ordered.

Heart racing, I felt like a caged animal. My breathing constricted and I was having difficulty drawing air as I fought to free myself.

The one with the knife got real close, trying to scare me. I was lost in my own rage—fear wasn’t even under my radar. I just knew I had to get Kayla out of there. I didn’t know who these guys were, but I knew what they wanted wasn’t anything good. The scuffle continued, and then he managed to slice the blade across my face, just under my eye.

Pain singed my every nerve.

Yet Kayla’s screams had me fighting even harder.

“She’s next if you don’t stop!” the dick yelled.

That’s when I ceased my struggling.

Three guys held me in place and the fourth restrained Kayla with her hands behind her back. Once they had us where they wanted us, one of them announced, “All set.”

Stumbling through the door with glassy eyes, just as I’d remembered him, came Tommy Flannigan. He grinned like a sick motherfucker at Kayla and then pointed his finger at me. “Are you a fucking moron?”

He was coked up.

Fear finally made its way up my throat and I could feel sweat beading on my forehead. I once again struggled to get free.

Tommy closed the door and took a step toward Kayla. When she started screaming again, Tommy grabbed a kitchen towel and shoved it in her mouth.

“Leave her alone,” I spat.

Tommy nodded his head to the guy holding her and turned around. He swiped the bloody knife from one of the guys holding me and strode back over to her.

“Leave her alone!” I yelled again.

He ignored me and sliced open her blouse in one fluid movement.

Jerking forward, I felt my anger burning like fire as it flowed through my veins. “Fucker, look at me!” I screamed.

Tommy slowly turned around, that sadistic grin still on his face. “You must be fucking stupid to risk being seen around here with a chick.”

“Leave her alone,” I said again.

“You should have thought about that before you decided to stick your dick in her.”

“Tommy, this is between you and me. Let her go.”

His laugh was vile. “That’s where you’re wrong. It’s between you and my sister, but she’s not around anymore to handle the problem. Now is she, Logan?”

“Tommy,” I seethed.

He shook his head. “I can’t have you disgracing my sister’s memory by being seen around town with skanks.”

I kicked, I shoved, I fought against the three guys holding me but couldn’t loosen their hold. Finally, I stopped and looked at him. “Tommy, I’m sorry. You’re right. Emily didn’t deserve that.” I tried to reason with him even as the bile rose up my throat.

He glared at me.

“Tommy—”

He held his hand up, then found another kitchen towel and tossed it to one of the guys. “Plug his hole.”

Blood was dripping down my face as I fought against being gagged. I needed Tommy to think of Emily if I was going to have a shot at stopping what he was about to do. But I was completely powerless once I couldn’t speak.

Tommy stripped the rest of Kayla’s clothes off and my heart banged in my chest when I saw the terror in her eyes. Time seemed to move slowly as her muffled noises tore at me. My anger flamed and I became a wild animal, kicking, clawing, struggling to get free.

This only seemed to spur Tommy further. I watched as he twitched and his face grew more and more excited. I knew I needed to become a blank canvas, but I just couldn’t. Then Tommy licked his tongue up Kayla’s throat and something inside me went ballistic. At the sight, I stopped, letting my eyes go vacant; I tried to mentally remove myself from the situation.

Tommy’s entire focus was on me. Good. That was good. He was trying to figure me out. Let him try. I withdrew further and further. He narrowed his eyes, watching me. Bewildered, he approached me as if I might attack him. Ironic. But then he snapped and stepped close to Kayla and held up the knife. “Watch this, McPherson.”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

“Open your fucking eyes or I’ll slice her open.”

My eyes slammed open.

With the knife, he carved the letter E in her stomach.

She was screaming and I was fucking helpless.

I was going to fucking kill him.

When he finished, he took her purse and pulled out her wallet, then her license. “Kayla Williams of 1115 Park Avenue, if you so much as breathe a word of what happened here tonight, we’ll find you and your family and kill you before you can even dial nine.”

Her eyes were round with fear. She was terrified.

Tommy then turned back to me. “You see, Logan, all of your skank whores need to be marked. To know what a vile creature they let inside them. Do you understand that, Logan?”

I didn’t respond.

“Do you understand me, Logan?”

Again, I didn’t respond. I was going to kill that motherfucker, but even as I thought the words, I knew I wouldn’t. I may have lived in two different worlds, but some lines should never be crossed. But I’d make him pay. Somehow, some way, he was going to pay.

“Since Mr. Silver Spoon here doesn’t want to answer, how about we play a little game of question and answer.” He looked at the guy to the right of me. “Would you want to fuck her after he did?”

“Fuck no,” the cokehead said.

“You?” he said to other guy holding me.

“No fucking way.”

“You?” he asked the guy who had my head in a vise grip.

“Not if she were the last skank on earth.”

Tommy turned back to the guy holding Kayla. “That leaves you, my man. You’ll take one for the team, won’t you?”

The bastard grinned from ear to ear. “Only if he gets to watch.”

I kicked. I tried to pound my head against either of the guys holding me and then the one behind me, but nothing I did gave me the leverage to break free of all three of them.

“Hey, Logan. Too bad your parents didn’t neuter you when they had the chance.”

Up until this night, I had never wanted to respond to anything or anyone in such a violent manner. I never wanted to be like my grandfather. But as Tommy bent Kayla over the kitchen table, something snapped and I knew I’d never be the same.

I watched, helpless, as she struggled and he manhandled her. He tied her hands behind her back and then he spread her legs with his boots. When he took off his belt and secured one of her legs to the table, I thought I was going to be sick.

She hadn’t done anything.

She didn’t deserve this.

The other guy unbuttoned his pants and then grabbed her by the hair.

Tommy whirled around with a smile on his face and the knife in his hand. He bobbed his chin to the guy behind me. “Pull his pants down. I’ve been thinking and I don’t think it’s too late to neuter this dog.”

This was my chance. As soon as he let go of the chokehold he had on me, I was going to annihilate every single one of these fuckers.

“On second thought, let me.” Tommy grinned.

I thrashed, but the three guys tightened their grip.

“You got him?” Tommy asked.

I saw one nod.

Tommy took the knife and dragged it up the inside of my thigh, stabbing right through the fabric of my jeans. Blood seeped into the denim as he worked his way up my thigh.

Kayla was screaming loudly now. Her gag must have fallen loose. I couldn’t see her. Couldn’t see what that asshole was doing to her, but I could hear it.

Pain tinged the fringes of my existence and my senses started to dull. But I made myself stand straight. I was not a pussy. I was going to get out of this and regardless of what I’d thought, I was going to kill Tommy Flannigan.

Before he made it all the way up my leg with the blade, the kitchen door flung open. Frank Reilly, my grandfather’s next-door neighbor and also Molly’s pub owner, was standing there with a shotgun in his hand.

Thank fuck. Thank fuck. Thank fuck.

“That’s enough, boys. It’s time for you to leave.” He pointed his rifle between Tommy and the guy who was bent over Kayla.

Blood was dripping onto the floor. From my face, from my leg, and from Kayla’s stomach. The guy who had his dick out of his pants turned around, and red footprints from Kayla’s blood were left behind.

Tommy looked at my gramps’s neighbor. “Get out of here, Frank. It’s not your business.”

Frank was a tough guy. Big. No-nonsense. He didn’t take shit from anyone.

He looked at Tommy and shrugged. “Just thought you should know, I called your old man. He’s on his way to get you. I also called Killian. He’s on his way to kill you. So you have a couple of options to choose from. No skin off my back whichever you decide.”

With that he turned and walked out.

Tommy bobbed his chin for the door. “Leave him and his whore girlfriend. Let’s get out of here—Declan’s in the car waiting.”

They let go of me and I lunged for Tommy.

He held up the knife. “Touch me and you’re dead.”

“Fuck you,” I spat once I’d pulled the towel from my mouth.

He smile was evil. “I’d watch my back if I were you, because the next time I see you around my town with another skank disgracing my sister’s name, it won’t end up as pretty as this did.”

My fists clenched at my sides and I started for him.

He held up the knife and pointed it toward Kayla. “I’m not fucking around with you.” He limped backwards out the door, slamming it as soon as he crossed the threshold.

I wanted to go after him, but Kayla was still bound and hysterical. I untied her and immediately pulled my bloody shirt off to slide it over her trembling body. I didn’t want to leave her and I didn’t want to move her.

She flung her arms around me and clung to me as we both spilled the blood that Tommy had shed.

Her cuts were superficial, but the emotional damage was anything but.

To her and me.

 

The day that Emily died will always remain a permanent point of reference for me. My life ever since has been “after” . . . but the run-in with Tommy was a day I’ll never forget, and it, too, became an “after.” Both marked an alternate path my life would take. Both had an impact on me. Yet that day with Tommy made me a different person.

We hadn’t called the police. Things weren’t handled that way and besides, Patrick had the Dorchester cops in his pocket. Rather, he and my grandfather roughed it out. The problem was, Patrick was already unofficially running things, so the punishment didn’t match the crime. My gramps had one foot out the door and didn’t have much of a choice but to agree to the terms. Patrick had sanctioned what Tommy had done as due retribution. As if he wouldn’t. My gramps allowed the incident to pass, but ordered no further engagement with me by either Patrick or Tommy, on any level. I also was forbidden from going anywhere near Tommy and he was forbidden from coming anywhere near me. Neither of us violated the order. We both knew better. I hadn’t been in the same room with him or Patrick since that night.

But that was about to change.

The thought of him had me seeing red. I pounded my fist so hard against the bathroom mirror that it cracked down the middle. Blood seeped between my fingers. I didn’t give a shit.

Tommy was going to be trouble with his second-in-command status. Sure, he was older now, but he was still a cokehead. What made it worse was that he was a cokehead with power. With troops. With eyes everywhere. And to boot, he was more ruthless than those before him had been. Women were his favorite targets. He was a motherfucker, a ticking time bomb, and a cold-hearted killer.

The truth was, now that my gramps had left the ranks, there was no way Tommy was going to stick to the treaty made years ago.

It was just a matter of time.

This situation might speed it up, but either way, he would be coming for me.

I’d be ready this time.

I looked at my scar one last time.

His time would come, but until then . . . he couldn’t see me with Elle.

Ever.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ELLE

“McPherson?” she gasped.

I nodded around a sip from my water bottle.

“You’re certain his last name is McPherson?” she asked again, spearing the credit card receipt that the last customer had just signed.

“Yes, Peyton,” I said exasperatedly and set my bottle down.

Cracking open a roll of quarters, she kept going. “As in Killian McPherson?”

I brought my voice down. “I’m not sure. Who is he that the name has you fifty shades of crazy?”

It was the first break we’d had all day. It was close to three and the boutique’s grand opening had been unbelievable. Sales were more than I had ever expected for my first day and the traffic in and out was insane.

Peyton closed the cash register drawer and whipped around. “Didn’t read up on Boston before you moved here?”

I blinked. “No.”

Peyton grimaced. “Oh, right, your sister. Sorry.”

“Focus, Peyton. Who is Killian McPherson?”

Her face resumed its normal charm. “Killian, the Killer, McPherson was the original leader of the Blue Hill Gang.”

My brows popped. “Okay. Are we talking motorcycle club or street gang?”

“Neither. They’re the Irish Mafia,” she whispered.

“What type of material is this?” a woman holding a set of sheets in her hands asked.

My mind was spinning. The Mafia. My sister had been involved with the Mafia. Logan was related to someone who was once in charge of underworld organized crime. Was Logan part of it too? Is that why he was so concerned about what could happen?

“It’s Egyptian cotton,” Peyton told the customer, and I was relieved. I wasn’t certain I could talk right now, my throat was so tight.

“The fabric feels so coarse,” the woman commented.

“The material softens with each wash. And it resists any type of pilling. The sheets are very durable, and extremely breathable. I highly recommend them. Egyptian cotton is known for its ability to create extra-long fibers so they not only feel luxurious on your skin, but they can last for decades.”

My mind was thinking back to episodes of The Sopranos, made men, earners. I just couldn’t see Logan being a part of anything like that. He was cultured, not brutish, although he was brooding. No—still, I didn’t see it. He had to be more like his other grandfather, the one from New York City that he had told me about. Yes, that made sense.

Having talked myself off of the ledge, mention of his name had me thinking about him in other ways. His rough fingers digging into my skin, his soft lips on mine, his hard body pressed to mine. Even if he was a killer’s grandson, that didn’t mean anything. We couldn’t control who we were related to—I knew that all too well.

Voices brought me back.

What the hell was wrong with me? I should stay away from him.

Peyton glared at me while she talked. Although I was only half listening, I was still impressed. She had done her homework. “Isn’t that correct, Elle?” she said, narrowing her eyes at me.

“Yes, it is,” I smiled sweetly, having no idea what I was agreeing to.

“I’ll take them. Do they come in lavender?” the woman asked.

Peyton glanced toward me with a little kinder expression this time. “I’m certain we can order that color for you. Right now we only have them in gray, cream, and light blue.”

“Oh, I didn’t see the light blue,” the woman said.

Peyton rounded the table. “It’s right here.”

“Very nice. I’ll take them.” The woman was practically giddy.

I rang her up and then handed her the beautifully wrapped package, tied with our signature red ribbon and adorned with a red bow.

Once she was gone, I turned to Peyton and shoved Logan’s deliciously deep voice from my mind. “What else do you know about the Blue Hill Gang?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “They swept the streets of Boston in the seventies and focused their efforts on racketeering, loan-sharking, and illegal gambling. Years later they merged with the Dorchester Heights Gang. Lots of rumors as to why, but no one knows for certain. Now some guy named Patrick Flannigan runs the gang and they own most of the strip clubs in Boston. I don’t really know anything else. I’m sure you could Google them.”

Google them!

I didn’t have to. I felt like I knew too much already. I was worried Michael was involved with them, and the thought scared the living shit out of me.

“Hey, who knows, they might not even be related,” she said, brushing past me and making a beeline to the table with the scarves. It was in disarray and her OCD must have kicked in.

Patrick. Logan mentioned him yesterday. Patrick, the head of the Irish Mob, had something to do with my sister.

I felt sick.

As Peyton folded scarves, I thought about what she’d said, but I already knew Logan had to be related to him. It was the only thing that made sense over the past twenty-four hours. I stared at the intricate golden design of the cash register as my thoughts overtook me. This was so much more dangerous than I had thought. What had my sister gotten her family into?

“Elle, it’s Michael.” Peyton held out the phone that was right next to me.

I hadn’t even heard it ring.

I took it. “Hey, Michael, how’s Clementine today?” My voice was shaky.

“She’s fine.”

“Oh, good. I need to—”

“Listen, Elle, there’s been a slight change of plans, though. I had to drop her off at Erin’s house earlier today and I’m in New York.”

“New York?” I asked, leaning back on the counter.

“Client emergency. Do you mind picking her up and staying with her at the house? I should be home tomorrow afternoon, or early evening at the latest.”

Feeling restless, I moved to stand behind the cash register. “Yes, sure, of course. You should have brought her here, though. You know your sister has her hands full with the new baby.”

“It was so last minute that I hated to bother you. After I tried the nanny and she didn’t pick up, I called Erin. I have to run. I’ll be unreachable most of the night. Leave me a message if anything serious comes up.”

I searched for a pen. “Sure thing. Where are you staying?”

He had already hung up.

I felt my body slump in exhaustion.

“Everything okay?” Peyton asked. She had moved from the scarf table and was now straightening the sample bottles of perfumes and lotions lined up on the glass shelves next to the empty cabinet that had displayed the sex toys. Logan was right—they’d sold quickly.

I felt like I was in a daze. “Yes. Michael had to drop Clementine off at Erin’s and wants me to pick her up there.”

She spritzed the air with one of the scents. “I thought you said Erin doesn’t like to keep her.”

I breathed in the Jo Malone white lavender scent—it was my favorite. “It’s not that she doesn’t like to keep her. I think it’s more that she has a lot on her plate.”

“Why didn’t he just bring her here?” Peyton asked, sounding shocked that he hadn’t.

My temper was short and snapped. “I don’t know—maybe because it is our grand opening and he assumed we’d be busy with customers.”

She ignored my response and pressed on. “What about the nanny? Do you think he’s screwing her?”

Straightening my shoulders, I walked over to the empty cabinet beside her and locked the door. “No, I don’t. He said he tried her first but she didn’t answer.”

She twisted her lips. “See? He is screwing her.”

I rubbed my tired eyes. “No he’s not. You’re watching too much television.”

“Miss, how much are the rugs?” An older gentleman held two in his hands.

“I got this,” Peyton volunteered.

I pushed up from the counter and took a few deep breaths. I hadn’t even gotten to tell Michael about what happened last night. And now I had the whole have you been keeping me in the dark because the Mob is involved thing to discuss with him.

“I’m back.”

I turned to see Rachel holding a cardboard tray of caffè lattes and couldn’t be happier.

“You’re the best.” I smiled as I took the one marked Elle.

Rachel was a bubbly, determined, petite blonde with a lot of spunk and sass. Almost as much as Peyton, but not quite. She was still in college, had a serious boyfriend, a 4.0 average, and was pretty funny. I hired her to work part-time after three minutes of speaking with her.

She set the tray behind the counter. “I need to sweep up the coffee beans that spilled on the floor before Peyton sees them and blows a gasket.”

I laughed at that and took a welcome sip of my latte.

The store was quiet for the first time all day and I took a moment to think about everything that was happening in my life. There were so many strange things going on that the simple fact that a guy I’d just met might be involved with the Mob didn’t really faze me like it should have.

The old butler bell Peyton had affixed above the door to alert us when someone was coming in chimed, and I glanced up to see a man in a blue quilted jacket walking in.

My car. I had completely forgotten about it. Thankfully, Michael must have at least gone to the garage before he had to leave to sign off on the additional repairs.

“I have an auto delivery for Elizabeth O’Shea,” he said.

“That’s me.”

In this moment, it felt more wrong than ever pretending to be my sister. What if that was her in my yard last night? What kind of trouble was she in? Where was she? Did she need me?

“It’s parked up the street,” he said.

I took the keys he was handing me. “Thank you.”

A crowd of women walked in as he left, and the rest of the afternoon sped by with so many customers. Peyton and I never had a chance to talk privately again.

At six thirty, Rachel, Peyton, and I finally walked outside, all complaining that our feet were killing us. Rachel’s boyfriend was waiting for her in his car and as soon as she spotted him, she fled, yelling, “See you Tuesday,” as she got in.

Peyton and I both stood there smiling at her.

I turned to Peyton. “Wow. What a great day.”

“High five.” She raised her hand.

I slapped it. “You were amazing today.”

“No, you were.”

Feeling smug, I lifted my chin. “I do know my shit.”

She threw her arms around me and gave me a tight squeeze. “You are great at this. The soft opening was amazing. Now you have two days off—take the time and relax. You deserve it after the hours we’ve put in getting ready for the opening. I don’t expect to see you here until we reopen on Tuesday. There is nothing for you to do until then. You need a break. You’ve been going nonstop for weeks. I’ll come in tomorrow and restock, and then stop in on Monday to check the deliveries.”

“You sure?” I asked, feeling guilty leaving her to do all the cleanup.

She nodded. “I’m sure. You got any plans?”

“No,” I said emphatically.

“Not going to see Mr. Big Dick?”

I gave her a little shove. “Stop calling him that.”

“Well, are you?”

“Honestly, I have no idea.”

“Hey, he doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to be involved with the Mafia, so I wouldn’t worry about that.”

I smiled at her and answered, “I’m not.” I wasn’t sure if that was true, but wasn’t sure it wasn’t, either.

Peyton had no idea what was going on with my sister. In fact, I’d told her she was in rehab for drug use, like I’d told everyone else. I felt bad lying but knew it was for the best. The fewer people involved, the better.

“Good. If he asks you out, go.” Apparently, Peyton wasn’t finished with the conversation about Logan.

I rolled my eyes.

“I mean it. Just ignore what I said earlier. That was stupid of me to bring it up.”

“Already forgotten.” I winked.

She gave me another squeeze. “Have a good night.”

“You too.”

Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “I plan to.” She made a rather vulgar movement with her hips.

“Not that good,” I added with another wink.

“It’s our first date, and it took him a month to ask me out, so I won’t get my hopes up.”

I had to laugh. “You’ve gone on more first dates in the short time I’ve known you than I’ve gone on in my entire life.”

Not that dating had ever been on my mind.

She responded with a hearty dose of laughter. “What can I say, I love men—just not the same one for long.”

As we started to walk in different directions, I half turned. “Oh, and you’ll call me if any good deliveries arrive?”

There was a wicked gleam in her eyes. “Yes, I’ll call you if the sex toys are delivered. Are you antsy to check them out?” She winked.

“Peyton,” I admonished. “No.”

She shook her head. “Whatever you say. Oh, and Mr. Big Dick would be a great place to start.”

No words. I had no words.

“I’m talking about the dating scene.” She tossed the words over her shoulder with a giggle. “Not the sex toys. But both would work.”

The thought hadn’t escaped me.

But it wasn’t going on a date with him that had been on my mind.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

LOGAN

It wasn’t the same table.

The floor had been ripped up and replaced.

Yet the kitchen still held the ghosts of that night.

My father set his fork and knife down. “Logan. What’s on your mind, son?”

I’d been silent about Elle and O’Shea since I’d arrived over an hour ago. I’d even agreed to eat dinner with him, which I never did.

Not here, anyway.

I pushed the plate of chicken and rice away and tried to pull my shit together. I needed to man up. I couldn’t sit at the fucking kitchen table in my father’s house and eat dinner?

I lifted my eyes to his but kept my head bowed. “That it’s time for a face-to-face with Patrick.”

He slid my plate back toward me. “That’s not a good idea.”

Man up, I reminded myself. I raised my fork to my mouth but with each bite I chewed, I felt more and more like I might explode. “Why not?”

He plowed a hand through his hair. “You know why.”

My fists clenched under the table. “So what? His prick son has a hard-on for me. It’s not going to change anything.”

In frustration, my father shoved his chair back and pointed his finger at me. “I’m warning you, Logan: you go anywhere near Patrick or Tommy after all these years and mention O’Shea, it will set off all kinds of warning bells.”

I stood up. Paced to the counter. To the refrigerator and opened it. To the sink to pour a glass of water. Fuck, he was right. Besides, he was stuck in Boston for life for what I’d done; I couldn’t risk getting him into trouble either.

His eyes were on me.

Tracking me.

I could tell.

Finally, I asked, “What if I give you the money to deliver to Patrick?”

My father practically choked. “You know we’re talking about ten million to settle the score?”

I leaned against the counter. “Yeah, I do.”

“Even if you had that kind of cash handy, why would you give it up for someone you just met?”

I shrugged. “I can’t explain it.”

“Do you have that much?”

Uncertain, I shoved my hands in my pockets. “No, but I should be able to get it.”

With slow strides, he crossed the kitchen and stood next to me. “Involving your grandfather Ryan will come with all kinds of strings. And even if you get the money, I don’t know if it will help, son. It could backfire. We don’t have a clue what O’Shea is up to or what it is Patrick is really after. I have to say, I’m almost certain Patrick is looking for something more than the cash.”

Hiding my surprise that he didn’t dismiss me right away, I pressed on. “But, if nothing else, you think it could be an option?”

He tapped his fingers on the counter. “It’s a risky option. I have a meeting set with Patrick on Tuesday to go over operations. Let me see what I can get out of him. If it’s the girl or the source he wants, there’s a chance not even the full kitty will suffice to settle the score.”

“You really think he won’t take the ten million as settlement?”

Another shrug. “Like I said, I just don’t know. In the meantime, I’ll ask around to see what kind of operation O’Shea or his wife might have had going on. How big it was. What, if anything, anyone knows.”

I nodded in agreement and started the pacing again.

With narrowed eyes, my father pointed his finger at me again. “But you have to stay out of it.”

Every muscle in my body was taut. “I told you, I can’t do that.”

His jaw clenched. “I know what you said and now I’m telling you, if you want my help, you’ll lay low. In fact, I think you should pay your grandfather a visit.”

Playing stupid was never my game. I knew what he meant, so why I chose to answer the way I did, I have no idea other than the fact that it was on my mind. “Good idea. I think I’ll go see Killian.”

Exasperated, he picked up the pot of rice and started toward the sink. “I’m not talking about my father and you know it.”

Still, playing stupid or not, his remark irked me. “And I’m not going to New York.”

He heaved a deep sigh.

The argument was all too familiar and I had to get out of there. The more I paced the floor, the more it felt like the ghosts were closing in.

In a huff of frustration, I headed for the door. “I’ll call you later.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

ELLE

I approached with caution.

The car was parked right where the mechanic said it would be.

I had one hand in my purse, as it was getting late, the area was unfamiliar, and I was uncertain as to the safety of my surroundings. As soon as I got in, I locked the car and looked around the interior. I was worried about what I might find, but it looked just like it had before last night.

Once I was satisfied, I didn’t waste time staying parked on the street. The sun was setting and although I’d never been afraid of the dark, tonight I felt like it was somewhere I didn’t want to be.

The traffic was light and the ride to Erin’s house in Weston didn’t take all that long. Her neatly trimmed hedges and classic colonial home looked every bit Erin’s style. She was a woman who had married her high school sweetheart and whose life had been overtaken by her children. Erin was a bona fide soccer mom who also held a position on the PTA board. She took care of four kids, a husband, and their house, and she never had time for herself. I wasn’t sure if I envied her or pitied her.

It didn’t matter—that would never be my life.

I rang the doorbell and immediately heard the sound of little footsteps coming my way.

The door swung open. “Put ’em up or I’ll shoot,” William drawled.

William was Erin’s oldest and at seven, he was quite a little man.

I raised my hands. “Don’t shoot.”

Disappointment flickered on his face. “That was too easy, Elle. Next time you have to draw your own gun.”

Little did he know, I was toting a real gun in my purse. “You mean like this?” I pretended to have a gun pointed at him.

“Whoa, you’re fast,” he said, his eyes like saucers.

“Elle, is that you?” Erin called from the kitchen.

“Hi, Erin. Yes, it’s me.”

“Come on in. Clementine is just finishing dinner,” she said.

“Race you to the kitchen,” I challenged William.

He promptly took off, practically mowing over Conner on the way.

“I want to play,” Conner said. Conner was five and always wanted to be doing what his older brother was doing.

While they sped ahead, I walked past the family room, which was completely littered with toys, and stepped on a Lego or two in the hallway. Erin’s house was always chaos, but the kids always seemed to be laughing and having fun.

Given that, I guessed, what did a little mess matter?

I passed dozens of pictures on the wall. Mostly of the kids, who obviously ruled the household. I stopped at one in particular. It was of a family of five. I knew it was Michael and Erin and their parents, but I wasn’t familiar with the third child. He was an older boy, and his eyes were just as ice blue as Michael’s and his mother’s. I would ask Erin, but she didn’t like to talk about her parents. She and her father didn’t get along, and for that matter, neither did Michael and his father.

The kitchen was in the back of the house and I knew just when the boys reached it.

“I win!” William yelled.

“No, I win,” Conner countered.

“I think you both won,” I said from the archway.

I knew better than to look around but I still did, growing a bit uneasy at the mess. Bottles, cups, and bowls covered almost every inch of the counter. Pots and dishes filled the sink. Crayons and markers were all over the table, and I couldn’t help noticing someone had decided to try his hand at sketching on the wall.

Finally, my eyes landed on a little treasure. Clementine sat in a booster chair with a tray of food and beside her in a high chair sat Braden. Braden and Clementine were practically the same age. I think Braden was a month or two older.

Erin turned around in her chair. She was wearing sweatpants and her fiery red hair was in a disheveled ponytail. She looked how I felt—exhausted. Taigh, who was six weeks old, was at her breast. I think she was still breast-feeding Braden and I wondered how that worked.

“Mama!” Clementine shrieked when she saw me.

My heart stilled and panic struck at the same time.

With uncertainty, Erin’s eyes darted to mine.

“She’s never called me that before,” I managed to say, not sure how to respond to either Erin or Clementine.

Erin waved her free hand dismissively. “It’s the only word Braden knows. They’ve been copying each other all day. She even wanted to drink from my breast.” Erin let out a laugh. “And he wanted to drink milk from her sippy cup.”

Okay then.

Perhaps that was all it was. With a smile, I crossed the room to greet the happy little girl. “Hi, sweet girl. How are you are today?” I cooed.

My heart still wasn’t beating as it should and I had to fight back the urge to cry. She wasn’t my daughter. She had a mother. And hopefully her mother would be returning to her soon. But all of that didn’t make the moment any less special.

“I couldn’t get her to eat the peas,” Erin said, switching breasts.

I looked at Clementine’s tray and had to laugh. Green mushy blobs were everywhere. “Yes, I can see that.”

Erin blew a loose piece of hair out of her eyes. “At least she ate all her applesauce and macaroni and cheese.”

Clementine’s navy-blue dress showed signs of both. “Thanks for feeding her.”

“Mommy, he hit me.”

“No, Mommy. He hit me.”

The older boys were yelling from the other room, but it didn’t seem to faze Erin a bit. “John, the boys are fighting and they need a bath anyway. I’d like to go to early Mass tomorrow,” she called to her husband, who must have been elsewhere in the house.

I hadn’t realized he was home. John was a doctor and usually took call on the weekends. Weekend call made it easier for him to be home at night during the week, and it was important for him to see his children. He was a nice, respectable man who took care of his family with more than just money.

“I’m on it,” John answered from somewhere upstairs.

His response didn’t surprise me—he was always helping with the boys.

So different from how I’d grown up.

“Come on, boys,” John called. A moment later I heard laughter and the boys giggling as they ran up the stairs.

“I want to go first,” William said.

“No, I do,” Conner whined.

With a tight grip on the sticky handles, I carefully removed Clementine’s food tray.

Giving the kitchen my full attention now, I couldn’t help but think about what a stark contrast this house was to the one I grew up in. Everything in our home always had to be clean, orderly, in the right place. We had to eat everything on our plate, we weren’t allowed to yell or scream, and we always tidied our own messes. And my father never helped my mother with anything except for disciplinary issues.

I wanted Clementine to grow up in an environment like this. Not one where order ruled over chaos and one man reigned supreme.

“Will you take her tomorrow?” Erin asked, jostling me from my thoughts.

I lifted Clementine from her seat. “Take her where?” I asked.

“To church. I know Michael tries not to miss a Sunday.”

“I don’t typically attend Mass with him.”

“Oh,” was her only response.

I didn’t add that I gave up on God a long time ago.

Clementine put her hands on my cheeks, reminding me that this wasn’t my dark past. I shook off my thoughts and looked at her. “Let’s get you changed, silly girl.”

Erin was patting the baby’s back.

“Is his reflux any better?” I asked.

Just then, projectile vomit answered my question. Erin grabbed a burp cloth and wiped the baby’s mouth. “Not at all.” She juggled the baby and cloth without frazzle or tears.

“Can I help?” I offered.

She shook her head. “No. Clementine’s diaper bag is on the couch in the family room. There’s a pair of pajamas in there and a change of clothes, but I have to warn you, she didn’t take a nap. She was too busy watching the boys.”

Erin was no-nonsense and had all her ducks in a row.

“Thanks for the warning.” I smiled.

Clementine was pointing to the milk on the floor. “Messy,” she said.

With a laugh, I leaned my forehead to her. “Speaking of messy, little miss, pajama time for you.”

Erin had Taigh laid across her thighs and was patting his back again. “You’re good with her, you know.”

I looked at her and how good she was with her kids and then at Clementine’s smiling face. “You think?”

The baby burped again, and this time Erin caught the small blob of spit-up with the cloth diaper in her hand. “No, I don’t think, I know. I can see it. Elizabeth always seemed afraid around her, like she might break her. But you’re different.”

I shrugged. “Isn’t everyone?”

She cradled Taigh in her arms. “Yes, that’s true. I’m sure when Elizabeth returns she’ll embrace motherhood. Any word of when that might be?”

The lies were getting to me.

I couldn’t answer her because I had no idea if Lizzy would return and, if she did, what kind of shape she’d be in. I shook my head. “I’m going to get her changed now so I can pop her straight into bed if she falls asleep in the car.”

Erin stood and set the baby in the bouncy seat on the counter. “Elle.”

I turned back.

“I don’t think I’ve told you how much I admire you.”

“Me? Why?”

She picked up some dirty dishes from the table. “You put your life on hold and moved here to help take care of your sister’s daughter. Not everyone would do that.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “That’s just it, Erin. I didn’t put my life on hold.” I kissed Clementine. “I started living it.” I didn’t explain any further. I couldn’t. Some emotions were too painful to discuss.

On shaky legs, I turned and left her in the kitchen as she bent to clean up the vomit on the floor.

The family room was quiet, but I could hear water splashing upstairs and Erin talking to Braden and Taigh as she cleaned up.

Their house was messy but it was anything but a mess.

It was filled with laughter, not tears.

It made my heart warm to know Clementine was part of a family that was happy.

And that’s the way every child’s life should be.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

LOGAN

The place smelled like piss.

Brighton House was the top facility for elder care in Boston.

And it still smelled like piss.

I hated coming here and hated not, in equal measure.

Gramps didn’t really have to be here, but after his last fall, my uncle insisted on it. Uncle Hunter is my father’s older brother. He was the one who’d been able to stay away. He went to college, and then made his own way, free and clear of his Blue Hill Gang ties. My father had done the same. That is, until my stupidity drew him in. I was the only reason he was pulled into a world my grandfather didn’t want him to be a part of. And I lived with that guilt every day.

Gramps didn’t try to stop it, though.

He couldn’t.

Rules were rules.

A life for a life—dead or alive.

I wasn’t there for the conversation my father had with Killian, but I was certain it went something like it’s either him or me.

Maybe that was why Gramps didn’t try harder to fight it.

Nobody could have seen what was coming. That Patrick owning my father would bring my grandfather down. Looking back now, it seems so obvious. Once Patrick had my father, Gramps was under his thumb. With the tables turned, Patrick moved quickly, merging the smaller Dorchester Heights Gang with the infamous Blue Hill Gang. That’s when he unofficially began running things. Gramps was the boss by declaration, but everyone knew Patrick made the decisions.

I stood in the doorway to Gramps’s room and just watched him for a few minutes. His mind was sharper than a tack. But sadly, it was his body that was giving out. After years of fighting, I don’t know how many gunshot wounds, and myriad broken bones, he had a hard time getting around.

Dark eyes glanced over.

I gave him a nod. “Hey Gramps, how’s it going?”

The old man tore himself away from his crossword puzzle. “Logan, back so soon?”

I walked in and took a seat on his bed. “Yeah, I guess I missed you.”

Gramps looked more than delighted to see me. “Buttering me up?”

With a shake of my head, I just grinned at him.

He shifted in his favorite chair as if he couldn’t get comfortable. “No matter—that’s always good for an old man to hear.”

“You okay?”

He nodded. “Just been sitting too long today.”

I smiled at him. Old age had a way of softening even the hardest of men. And Killian McPherson was one of the hardest.

When he was on the street, that is.

When he was with me, he was just the man who wanted to make sure I knew how to take care of myself. Since Uncle Hunter never married and my father never remarried, I was his only grandchild, and he hated that the guys referred to me as the Silver Spoon. A few suffered broken bones as soon as those two words escaped their lips in his presence. He didn’t mind my trust fund ties, but he wanted me to fit in both of the worlds I was raised in. He was all for cotillion and mixing with New York City’s high society, but he also wanted me to learn the ropes of Boston, more specifically those of the Blue Hill Gang.

My parents believed they could shelter me from the latter; he knew that wasn’t possible. So he took it on himself to teach me what I needed to know. He’d tell my parents he was taking me for ice cream and we’d go to watch a fight instead. He’d tell them he was bringing me to a Red Sox game and we’d sit with one of his bookies while he’d show me the ropes of illegal gambling. He’d tell my parents we were going camping and we’d spend the weekend sparring. He taught me how to shoot, to fight, and to take care of myself.

At the time, I was young and I didn’t know any differently. I looked up to him. I liked to be with him. Thought of him as my hero. Looking at him now, I know he’s done bad things but he’s always loved me. He’d do anything to protect me.

The truth of the matter is Grandpa Ryan might have taught me to be book wise, and Gramps McPherson might have taught me to be street wise, but both are skills I’ve never underestimated. And honestly, both worlds are ruthless in different ways. Grandpa Ryan uses money to get what he wants, whereas Gramps McPherson used to use muscle. Psychoanalyzing their worlds wasn’t going to change anything. The bottom line was that after everything I’d done in my life, and the trouble I’d caused my family, I now walked on the right side of the law and wanted to stay as close to it as I could.

Shaking off these thoughts, I rubbed my palms on my pants. “I need to talk to you.”

He put the newspaper on the table and tucked the pencil behind his ear. “I’ve seen that look only twice before in my life.”

I bunched my brows.

What the hell was he talking about?

“Once when I looked in the mirror after the first time I met my Millie, and again when your father came home from college with your mother at his side.”

Okay, so maybe his mind was going.

My huff of laughter wasn’t deliberate. “I’m not in love, Gramps. You know me better than that.”

He eased forward with a groan. Moving around was difficult on him. “Pull that chair over here and sit closer.”

The look in his eyes told me I’d better do as he said.

Once I was sitting directly in front of him, he placed his hand on my knee. “I’ve taught you many things, Logan, but I think I neglected to teach you that you don’t decide when you fall in love. Love decides that for you.”

I lowered my head and raised my eyes. “What’s the matter, old man, got chicks on the brain? Don’t tell me the cute blonde who gives the hand jobs while she bathes you has been standing you up?”

Gramps gave me a wicked laugh. “Think I’d still be here if that were the case? She makes her rounds, don’t worry.”

I couldn’t help my smirk. There was the guy I was used to.

“I assume you’re not here to ask me about the birds and the bees, so cut the shit and tell me what you are here for.”

I gave him a hesitant nod.

“Go on.”

“There’s this girl.” I cringed at the first words that left my lips.

He slapped his hand on my leg and smiled like a motherfucker.

I held my hands up. “Wait—it’s not what you’re thinking.”

Gramps had triumph in his eyes as he eased himself back, looking very proud. “It never is, my boy, it never is.”

I scooted my chair back and rested my forearms on my thighs. “Let me start again. Patrick had my father go on a drug warning last night.”

As soon as I said the words, I felt the temperature in the room drop, and it had nothing to do with the thermostat. The old man’s eyes darkened as the playfulness I’d just seen evaporated into the hard man from the street. Faster than sin, he took the pencil from behind his ear and plunged it into the chair cushion. Some kind of animalistic growl left his throat, and then he brought himself to his feet. “That wasn’t how we left things. Take me to see Patrick,” he barked.

Looking into his dark eyes had me jumping up. “That’s only going to stir shit up and you know it.”

“Now!” he demanded.

“Talk to me first. Listen to what I have to say,” I pleaded.

His disposition didn’t change and his scowl remained.

Worried things would only get worse, I reasoned with him. “Please, this isn’t about your son. I’ll take care of him. He’ll be fine. I’m here because I need some advice. Some insight. Or innocent people are going to end up hurt or, worse, dead.”

Gramps reluctantly sat on the edge of his bed. “Go on.”

I told him everything that I knew that had taken place so far between Patrick, O’Shea, and Elle, which wasn’t much. Even about how much Elle looked like Emily. I kept my voice even, but it broke more than a few times. Finally, I shared my plan to bail O’Shea out if I had to.

He listened intently. When I finished, he scratched his chin and seemed to think hard for a few moments before he spoke. “Let me get this straight. Someone has been funneling cocaine through the high-society circuit and when Patrick got wind of it, he went ballistic because he doesn’t own a piece of it; and then true to form, he put Tommy on it, who in turn questioned everyone, beat doors down, made threats, but whoever was running the ring remains a ghost on the street.”

I nodded. “Yeah. Makes me think he’s running more than just the small, wealthy circle.”

“I have to agree. This source is bigger than even Patrick thinks.”

I was certain he was right.

“And you think it could be this chick you mentioned?”

“Yeah, O’Shea’s wife. I’m not one hundred percent on that, but that’s what I’m told.”

He harrumphed, since his old-school beliefs meant a chick could never pull something like that off. “I don’t think so.”

“Gramps,” I started to say, but he cut me off.

“And O’Shea, he’s that Black Irish Mickey, the florist’s boy?”

I had to shake my head. No one used that term anymore but him. He had this thing about the Irish having dark hair. Some old wives’ tale that they had a little bit of the devil in them. “Yeah, that’s him. He’s an attorney.”

“Is he anything like his old man?”

“He has dark hair.” I smiled.

“You know what I mean, smart-ass.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know either of them, but in what way do you mean?”

“Devout Catholic. Never misses a Sunday Mass or a confession. Carries a rosary with him too. In fact, if I recall correctly, he had a delinquent son he shipped off to Ireland at a young age to prepare for seminary school years ago. That’s what a fanatic he was.”

“To each his own I guess, but like I said, I don’t know the father or the son. I do, however, think this son is a douche, but a devout Catholic, that I doubt.”

Gramps raised his brows. “You say,” he grinned, “this douche is claiming he isn’t involved with the drug ring at all?”

“That’s what he told Pop, but I’m not so sure.”

Gramps shook his head. “I’m with you. Not sure I’d believe him.”

The tiredness in the back of my eyes faded at the realization I might be right. “Why do you say that?”

Shifting on the bed, he brought his large frame to the head and settled back. “I can’t say, really. It’s a feeling based on what I know of his old man. When Mickey O’Shea was a teenager, he was a small-timer hoping to hit it big. Always doing stupid things. I warned your father to stay away from him in school. And it was a good thing I did. At nineteen, just after he got married, Mickey did a five-year stretch for hijacking a fleet of trucks. His first big job and he gets caught right out of the gate. Fucking idiot. When he got out, he started up his own gang with Patrick Flannigan as his number two. Some shit went down with his wife, and after that the gang folded. Lucky for him, his mother had passed and he took over her flower shop. I have to say, I was surprised that he gave up on making his fortune on the wrong side of the law and settled for domestic life.”

“So he dropped out just like that?”

He shrugged. “As far as I know. Then his wife was killed in some gang-related incident and honestly, I haven’t heard much about him since. But if the young O’Shea is anything like his old man was, he’s a dreamer hoping to hit it big the easy way.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so, Gramps. O’Shea seems to be doing well on his own. I asked around and he’s thinking of running for District Attorney next year.”

“Doesn’t mean it isn’t him.”

“He claims it was his wife who set up the drug ring with his friends.”

“Well, talk to her.”

“Can’t. She disappeared three months ago and from what I can piece together, no one knows where she is.”

“And you’re in love with her?”

“No, Gramps. I told you, I haven’t met his wife.”

His eyes narrowed on me. “I’m old, not senile. I’m not talking about the wife and you know it. I’m talking about the one that looks like Emily.”

Cringing, I paced around the room. “Gramps, I only told you that about Emily so you’d understand where my concern was coming from. I’m not in love at all. But last night someone slashed his sister-in-law’s tire and then later tried to break into Elle’s place.”

“And how much longer are you going to pretend that look on your face isn’t what I thought it was when we first started this discussion?”

I shook my head, getting a little aggravated with his misdirected focus. “Give it a rest, old man. I’ve already told you, there’s nothing there.”

He stared at me, his mood contemplative. “I’ll let it go for now, but only because there are more important things to focus on. Was she hurt? Were there any messages left?”

I leaned against the wall. “No, she wasn’t hurt. I’m not sure about any messages.”

His wheels were spinning. “Then it wasn’t Patrick or his prick son, for that matter. The one thing you can count on is that they are lowlife scum. If it had been them, there would have been no doubt it was.”

I sighed. “Yeah, that’s what I think. Which is why I think there’s time to get Elle and her family out of this.”

The hardness was back in his features. “Come over here, sit down, and listen to me.”

By the time I slid the chair over and sat, I was all worked up again.

Gramps leaned forward with that scowl on his face. “I’m going to tell you right now, you give O’Shea that money and you’re opening up a can of worms you won’t be able to crawl out of. First, it means you’re getting involved in the drug ring, and you know as soon as the DEA sees you on that radar, they’ll be up your ass. And second, I know Patrick. He’s not going to let that debt be settled so easily. Even if it was O’Shea’s wife running things, O’Shea obviously knew about it. Patrick will use him until there’s nothing left and once he’s useless, Patrick will dispose of him.”

Harsh words, and I didn’t want to process them. “But he has a little girl. What if she gets hurt?”

My grandfather shrugged coolly. “Collateral damage never bothered Patrick.”

Furious, I stood back up and began pacing. “And the wife’s sister?”

Again with the cool demeanor. “More than likely, she’ll be dead by association, and anyone else who he’s close with.”

I slammed my hand against the wall.

“Admit it, boy. She’s the one?”

Annoyed, I turned to face him. “The one what?” I barked.

His face creased. “The one that has got your insides twisted all up. Whether you want to admit it to me or not, at least admit it to yourself.”

Sighing, I couldn’t believe I was saying this. “So what if she is?”

He drew in a deep worried breath. “Walk away, Logan,” he almost pleaded.

I crossed the room and stood in front of him. “I’m not doing that.”

Silence filled the space and I could see the harshness in his facial expression fading. Finally he spoke. “That’s what I thought. Tell me, what’s your father’s involvement?”

I brought my temper down a notch as well. “Minimal. He’s just the messenger. Even if Patrick wanted to involve him further, he doesn’t trust him enough.”

Gramps nodded. “That’s good. He won’t get hurt that way.”

He knew I was stronger than my father. After all, he made me that way. Not only in the physical sense, but in my fortitude as well. Gramps hadn’t taught my father the ways of the street. My grandmother wanted her boys to have a different life and he’d agreed. But as time passed, he learned that wasn’t always possible and he worried for me, which is why he took me under his wing. He taught me what he’d neglected to teach my father. That’s why my awareness and resolve was more like a soldier’s, whereas my father was like a new recruit, not entirely brought in.

Unfortunately, my father also used booze as a crutch, and that was a dangerous thing. Then again, having your life turned upside down would do that to a guy. And working with Patrick had done just that to my old man. As soon as he started, my mother found out and demanded I stay in New York full-time and attend school there. It wasn’t like I had much of a choice. My father made me go. I wanted him to move there too. He couldn’t, though, and I knew it. So instead, he was forced to lead a life he’d never wanted.

All because of what I’d done when I was fifteen.

I looked at my grandfather and braced myself for the fallout. “I’m going to have to talk to Patrick myself.”

The old man rose so fast, he had me by the shirt collar before I knew what was happening. In a beat, he pushed me back and slammed me against the wall. “You even think about going to see him and I’ll kill you myself.”

I stayed where I was. Shocked that he had that much fight left in him. “What else can I do?”

When he released me, he almost collapsed.

I grabbed him and helped him back to the bed.

Once he was sitting, he said, “Bring that chair over here.”

I again moved the fucking chair.

With my ass on the hard wood, he pulled my face close to his. “Here’s what you’re going to do.”

I listened intently.

Absorbing every word.

The old man knew best.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

ELLE

Something wasn’t right.

I pulled into the side driveway of Michael’s corner lot and put my car in park. With a flick of the switch, the interior light turned on and I proceeded to search the floor. It wasn’t there.

My garage door opener was missing, and for some reason the button programmed into the vehicle hadn’t worked in weeks.

Feeling slightly panicky, I opened the glove compartment. It wasn’t there either. Maybe I’d stuffed it in my purse. After all, I did it all the time when I’d take Clementine for walks. I reached for my bag and realized it wasn’t the same purse I’d used this week. That one I’d left behind at the boutique.

Clementine had fallen asleep in her car seat and I wanted to get her in her crib and avoid the cold while doing so.

To be certain the repair shop hadn’t moved it, I lifted the center console lid and rummaged through it.

Something sparkled.

My eyes dipped down and I reached inside. When I picked the charm up, my fingers trembled. Sucking in a breath, I pinched the silver and turned it around. But I didn’t need to. The glistening of the small speck of a diamond was all I needed to see to know for certain. Still, I read the inscription anyway.

It was the charm from the bracelet my sister had given me for my tenth birthday. The same one I threw at her the day she left.

My heart stilled as the memory flooded me and I tried to hold back the tears.

 

“Happy birthday,” my mother and sister sang as the candles flamed before me.

Just as I was blowing them out, the door swung open and my father strode in. I froze in mid-blow, but the candles went out anyway.

Traitors.

His eyes darted to my mother. “You couldn’t wait?”

“It’s almost ten, Henry, and the girls have school tomorrow.”

He disarmed and left his gun on the counter where he always did. We were living in Germany at the time and since we’d just arrived, we didn’t really know anyone, so we had no one to invite to my party.

Not that we ever would have invited anyone anyway.

“Let’s eat the cake,” he said, more jovial than he’d been in a long time.

My mother smiled at him and started cutting it.

It was strange; I felt like we were a family. That didn’t happen often.

My father moved closer to the table and gave her a kiss. “Did you give Gabby her present?” he asked my mother excitedly.

She sniffed him and twisted her head. “No, not yet. Where have you been?”

His demeanor changed instantly. “I told you, I had a meeting. Now let me give Gabby her present. Where did you hide it?”

My mother looked upset. “It’s in my purse. I’ll get it in a moment.”

As my mother was cutting the cake, my father disappeared into the mudroom, where my mother always hung her purse.

Everything had a place in our house.

My mother gave me the first piece and then turned around to hand my father a slice, but he hadn’t returned yet. I guess she never realized he’d left the room. “Henry?”

“He went to get my present, Mommy,” I said excitedly.

There was a growl-like sound from the mudroom. “Susan!”

My mother paled right before us.

A thud had us all jumping.

“What’s the matter, Mommy?” Lizzy asked.

She set the cake down. “Go to your room, girls.”

“But Mommy, I haven’t finished my cake or opened my present.”

Lizzy stood and tugged on my nightgown. “Come on, Gabby.”

I shook my head.

My father appeared in the doorway holding a round, pink compact in his hand. His eyes were dark and his demeanor was now terrifying.

“Go, girls,” my mother said, beckoning us. “Now.”

Lizzy pulled me along and I went, but my eyes never left his.

“Susan,” he said again, even more sternly.

“I can explain, Henry.”

Before I was out of the kitchen doorway, I saw him take the handle of his gun and start pounding on the compact. Small pills were being crushed. I watched him, and then he glanced up and saw me. “You are supposed to be in your room,” he barked, and took a step toward me with his hands on his belt.

“No, Henry. No!” my mother yelled.

My sister pulled me harder and I followed her. With each step I could hear my father behind me.

As soon as she closed our door, he locked it.

He locked us in.

“Susan!” he yelled.

I heard her patter down the hallway. “Henry, we need to talk about this.”

“How long?”

There wasn’t an answer.

“How long have you been taking birth control pills?”

“Not as long as it took you to find another whore,” she spat.

His laugh was wicked. “I wouldn’t have to seek pussy elsewhere if you’d let me inside you when I need you. But that’s about to change right now, Susan. No more options for you. Now tell me, how long?”

My mother was whispering and I couldn’t hear her.

“My house. My rules. Get to our room, now!”

“Henry, we need to talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about. I’m going to have to punish you. I can’t let this go. You’re deliberately keeping something from me that I really want. What kind of wife does that to her husband?”

Even my sister had sat on her bed and was listening. We were both scared. We’d been punished with his belt a few times. Would he do that to our mother?

Their door shut.

“Give me your wrist,” he said. “Give it to me, Susan.”

“You don’t have to tie me up, Henry. You can have me.”

“I can have you? I can have you! You’re mine. I don’t have to have your permission. I’ve let you get away with your ‘I have a headache, I don’t feel well, the girls are awake, I’m really sick today’ excuses long enough. From now on, when I want you, you’re mine. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” she said calmly. She wasn’t as upset as she usually was.

“I thought we had an understanding, Susan.”

“So did I.”

He laughed. “What? You’re upset because I’m putting my dick in someone who wants me?”

“Yes. You promised me you wouldn’t do that again.”

“I have needs that you can’t meet. When you can, I won’t have to seek alternate outlets. But Susan, you’re distracting me from the issue. The problem isn’t me or who I have to fuck because you can’t satisfy my needs. It’s what you’ve been doing behind my back. I provide for this family and you grow it. That was our deal. I’m doing my part but you’re not doing yours. Do I have to stop providing for you to understand? Leave you and girls on your own? With nothing. Would you like that?”

She didn’t answer.

“Do I?” He yelled louder.

“No,” she cried.

I knew she was scared to be on her own. I’d heard her talking to someone about it once.

“I didn’t think so. Now give me your ankle.”

I left my bed and went to sit next to my sister. “What’s he doing?”

“I think he’s tying her up.”

“Why?” I gasped.

She shook her head. “Because she doesn’t want to have any more babies.”

That thumping started again, but there were no cries from my mother and no yelling from my father.

It was scarier than when there were.

My sister ran to the window and opened it. “Come over here, Gabby.”

I did.

She opened her dresser, which was beside the window, and handed me a small box with a red ribbon around it. “Here, happy birthday. This is from me. Mommy let me buy it with my babysitting money.”

I looked at her.

“Open it.”

I did. Inside was a delicate silver chain with a silver disc on it. On one side was a tiny diamond chip. On the other the words, “Blow, just blow,” were engraved.

“Blow, just blow, Gabby. Everything will be okay.”

I turned the charm around and pretended the diamond chip was a dandelion and blew.

We heard the thumping off and on all night. I’m not sure if we fell asleep or not, but around seven the next morning, our door unlocked.

“Get yourselves ready for school, girls, and make some breakfast. The bus will be here in thirty minutes,” my father commanded.

My mother always had our breakfast ready and walked us to the bus stop. I opened the door and saw my father walking into the kitchen. I tiptoed to my parents’ bedroom door and knocked, but my father was back before I opened the door. “Your mother isn’t feeling well. Now go on and get moving. You don’t want to miss the bus.”

I did as he said.

My sister had to babysit after school for our neighbor and when I came home, my father was there. He didn’t have a shirt on and he was dressed in the same pants he had been wearing this morning. Beer bottles cluttered the table. I knew he hadn’t gone to work.

He looked up from the papers he was reading. “You got homework?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Go to your room and do it. And Gabrielle,” he said.

My body started to tremble.

“When Elizabeth gets home, have her make you some dinner and go straight to bed. Your mother will get you off to school in the morning.”

His words were slightly slurred, but I understood we were not to disturb him.

I nodded again and walked down the hallway. Instead of going to my room, though, I went to my parents’ room. I didn’t knock. I just opened the door. My mother was lying on the bed, not moving. I was petrified.

Until she glanced up.

She must have been sleeping.

“Go, Gabby, go. Please,” she pleaded.

Her tearstained face was all I could see and I hated that she’d been crying.

“Go, before you sees you in here.”

Terrified, I looked around the room. The rug had been moved to the foot of the bed and rope was tied around the posts, but everything else seemed in place. Not understanding what was really going on, I shut the door and ran to my room. A few minutes later I heard the lock of my door.

That thumping that drove me mad started right afterward. This time my father was louder, groaning and talking to my mother. “I’m sorry, Susan. I don’t want to hurt you, but I need to be inside you.”

“I’m fine,” she said, no inflection in her voice.

“You’re not. I can tell.”

“I want to see the girls.”

“Tomorrow. This is for your own good.”

“How is keeping me away from my children for my own good.”

“It’s the only way I can think of to make you understand I have needs, too.”

What am I not giving you?”

“Besides a son to carry on my name, your attention.”

“You are always at work,” she muttered.

“Yes, Susan, I’m at work and my work is stressful. I can’t afford to be so tightly wound. There are times I need you to help relieve my stress and you just refuse me. If you want me to be able to continue to provide for this family, you have to be available to me more than you are.”

She muttered something.

“Don’t be mad.”

She didn’t respond to his form of apology.

“Don’t be mad, baby.”

Still, no response.

He said it again. Over and over, until I couldn’t stand the sound of his voice.

When I thought I might scream, I ran to the window and held up my bracelet. Blowing on it, all I wished for was that the incessant thumping end.

Something had happened that day. Some kind of switch had turned off for my mother. She was never the same after that. She didn’t cry anymore at night. Sure, I heard the thumping, and my father’s words, “I need to be inside you,” but that was all I ever heard again. Her cries in the night were gone.

 

Clementine started to cry and jolted me from the space in my head.

Had my sister been in the car, or had the charm been there the entire three months I’d been driving it?

I wasn’t sure, and I wasn’t sure if I would ever know.

Clementine’s cries continued, and I pulled her juice cup from my bag and handed it to her. She smiled. Happy and content once again, she leaned against the seat and drank from her cup.

Locked out of the garage, I backed down the side driveway, rounded the corner, and pulled up to the curb in front of Michael’s regal-looking brick home. There were no front lights on, and that made me nervous. They were on a timer, so they should have been on.

Was I being paranoid?

I contemplated for several seconds what to do before deciding what was best. I’d hurry up the walk to unlock the house and turn the lights on before I brought Clementine in.

She’d be safe. I wouldn’t be far away and I wouldn’t be long. I looked back at Clementine. She was chewing on the cup now. “I’ll be right back, silly girl.”

With a quick turn, I removed the keys from the ignition. My hands were shaking as I took the gun from my purse. Locking the car doors, I hurried up the walk.

That’s when I saw a shadow flicker across the only room in the house that had a light on. It was Michael’s office and he often forgot to turn it off, but the movement was what frightened me.

I gripped the gun tighter.

Logan had said, “Shoot to kill,” and that’s what I planned to do.

Was it my imagination, though?

Tree branches from the wind maybe?

A red light seemed to be blinking in the study.

I stared through the window, trying to figure out what it was. I couldn’t. Was I really seeing something? Was it my imagination? When I saw the same shadow again, I knew what I was seeing had to be real.

I scanned the dark street and my entire body started to tremble. Without a doubt, I had seen movement in Michael’s office. I was now certain that someone was inside.

I glanced back at the car and the thought of Clementine being alone terrified me. I started to run to get to her, but I tripped on a step on the pathway, which landed me on my back.

Pain tore through me and I wasn’t certain I hadn’t sprained something, but my fear was greater than the pain. Forcing myself to move, I got up and somehow managed to stumble to the car. When it was within reach, I used it for leverage to help guide me around to my door.

Once inside, I pressed my foot on the gas hard. I had to get out of there. About ten minutes later, when I reached a busy intersection and the adrenaline that had been pumping through my veins slowed, I slumped forward. Feeling the weight of everything going on, the only thing I knew for certain was that I couldn’t take the chance of anything happening to Clementine.

And that’s why I was going where I was going.

It was the only place I could feel safe.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

LOGAN

I lifted the lid to my laptop and fired it up.

My fingers hovered over the keys.

I typed two words, four syllables, Michael O’Shea, and then hit the delete key over and over.

I made another attempt, retyping the same words.

There was a knock on my hotel room door and without overthinking it, I pressed send. I shut the lid to my computer and then grabbed my SIG. I approached the door with caution and stood to the side. “Who’s there?”

“Logan, it’s me, Elle.”

My heart thundered in my chest.

I knew her voice before she even said her name.

What was wrong?

What had happened?

I tucked the gun behind my back and swung the door open as fast as I could.

She stood there with one of those folding strollers that cradled a sleeping Clementine in it, a bag on each shoulder and her purse right at her hand.

Good girl.

My heart clenched as I allowed myself a quick look at her before scanning the hall.

She looked terrified. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know where else to go. The front desk had my name and sent me up. I hope you don’t mind.”

My eyes came back to her and our gazes collided. Again, I allowed myself just a quick glance. She looked to be physically unharmed. Without hesitation, I quickly stepped into the hall. Holding the door open with my bare foot, I looked to the right and then the left. I didn’t see anyone. “Elle,” I said, taking her bags from her and urging her forward. “It’s fine. But why aren’t you at O’Shea’s?”

Had my assumption been wrong? Was he incapable of caring for Elle and his daughter?

With urgency, she pushed the stroller inside. “He’s not there.”

“Where the fuck is he?” I asked way too loud.

Elle turned to face me.

That goddamn vulnerability was all I could see. I had to drop my gaze just to keep my distance. I felt an odd need to get close. See her even closer. Make sure she was really, truly okay.

“I didn’t know where else to go,” she said again, this time even more shakily.

The fear in her voice rattled me, and I stepped closer to her and grabbed her arms. As soon as my fingers wrapped around them, I felt a flame light from within me that hadn’t stirred in years. After that, I couldn’t stop the flood of feelings that were coursing through me. Seriously, what the hell was going on with me?

Control.

I was all about it.

I had to regain it.

I drew in a deep breath and let it wrap around me. With my armor in place, I slowly looked her up and down one more time. She didn’t appear to be hurt. “What happened?” I asked, making certain my voice was at an even keel.

Tension eased from her and she let out a relieved sigh. “Can I put Clementine somewhere and then we can talk?”

Keenly aware that the two of us being alone in a hotel room probably wasn’t the best idea, I shoved the remaining strange feelings I had deep down within me. Just a slight chink in my armor. Nothing to worry about. But the protectiveness that was surging under my skin might be. Needing to ensure her and the baby’s safety, I reached behind and turned the lock. The entire time I never let my gaze leave hers.

Forcing myself to be mechanical, a moment later I said, “Yeah, of course. Do you want to lay her on my bed?”

Elle looked at me with uncertainty.

I nodded at her. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to her. If she didn’t know that, I’d show her. I twisted to put the chain on the door and when I turned back, I looked at her again. She was still looking at me. That look was putting more dents in my armor. Mentally punching them out, I crossed the room and set her bags on the table in the corner. With a flick of my eyes, I saw she was still looking at me. She was weary, worried. I felt compelled to reassure her. “It’s okay, Elle, she’ll be safe in there. I promise.”

Elle was exhausted, I could tell. The circles under her eyes weren’t the only sign. I could see it not only in the way she looked but the way she moved. Possibly realizing I was assessing her state of duress, she dropped her gaze and attempted to push the stroller across the plush carpet. When she couldn’t, she gingerly bent down to pick up Clementine, but just as she was about to scoop her up she stiffened and winced, her hand reaching for her back.

She was hurt.

Fuck me.

Not being able to stand the thought of her in pain, my feet moved like lightning to where she was standing. “Here, let me,” I said, and without really thinking it through, I picked up the sleeping baby girl. But once she was in my arms, I started to panic. I’d never held a baby before. I wasn’t sure what to do. She was lighter than I would have thought. And so much more fragile than anyone should be.

My uncertainty was rising.

And like an idiot, I just stood here.

“Is that the bedroom?” Elle pointed.

“Yeah,” I breathed, trying to keep my shit together.

What had happened to her?

Elle walked into the room and turned the lamp on.

My feet moving on their own, I followed her.

Standing stiffly, she pulled back the covers and placed pillows on each side, leaving an opening in the middle.

“Here?” I bobbed with my head toward the gap.

“Yes, this way she won’t roll off.”

Roll off!

Fuck.

I carefully set the sleeping baby where I was instructed. I sighed in relief once she was safely out of my arms, but I couldn’t stop staring at her. She was a beautiful little thing.

Elle pulled the covers over her and made sure the pillows were secure. “Let me just get her blanket and see if I can find Rosie.”

I followed her out of the bedroom and watched her rummage through one of the bags. “Rosie?”

She glanced up. “It’s a large silver rattle shaped like an elephant’s face that dangles from a red ribbon. For some reason she’s attached to it.”

With that, I turned back to what had been eating at me. “What happened to your back?” I asked, unable to wait one minute longer to find out.

I had all kinds of things running through my mind.

She pulled a few items out of her bag. “I tripped on a step. I’m fine, really.”

Irritated at her cavalier attitude, I snapped, “When did this happen?” I wasn’t sure she was telling me the truth.

“Just before I came here,” she told me.

My eyes scanned the length of her body, looking for further injuries. I was forced to stop when she found what she needed, because she turned and headed back into the bedroom and out of my sight.

Not knowing what to do, I picked up the phone and dialed room service.

“How can I help you tonight?” the voice answered.

“Can I get a bucket of ice, some bottles of water, and a burger and fries?”

Elle came out of the room and pulled the door partially closed.

“How would you like the burger cooked, sir?” the operator asked.

“Medium.”

I wasn’t sure if she’d eaten, but I knew she needed ice.

“We’ll send it up,” the operator said.

“Oh, and can you send a few cartons of milk?” Babies drink milk, or most do, I thought. I hung up, then looked over at Elle, who was searching her bag. “Does Clementine drink milk?”

She gave me a small smile. “Yes, she does. But she should be out for the night.”

“I’ll put it in the refrigerator then, just in case.”

She nodded and went back in the bedroom. I felt like she was gone for hours before she emerged and carefully took a seat on the sofa.

I wasted no time. “How about you tell me what’s going on?” I tried to keep my voice down.

“It’s probably nothing,” she answered.

I sat on the sofa—not too close, but not that far away. “Tell me what happened. Where is O’Shea?”

She took a pillow and placed it behind her back. “Michael called me late this afternoon. He got called to New York City. Something last minute. It’s not unusual.”

“The fucker left you alone with the baby?” I seethed.

She reached over and placed her hand on me. “Logan, he still doesn’t know anything about what happened yesterday. I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell him yet.”

The heat of her fingers on my thigh caused my pulse to race. I looked at where her hand was. My blood was roaring as the lust I was feeling coursed through my veins. She was trying to calm me down and instead I was getting aroused.

I shifted awkwardly in my seat. I couldn’t think while she was touching me. Needing to lose the connection, I shuffled to my feet.

I was such an asshole.

Elle quickly folded her hands together in her lap and I swear I saw a thankful look on her face. Had she done that without thinking? Did she feel what I felt?

Still way too close, the flames from the stoking fire were roaring. I glanced at her and hoped they would die soon. With a slight shake of my head and a step back, I refocused on what was important. “That’s bullshit. He shouldn’t be leaving you alone with his kid.”

What was his game? I’d seen him at the garage. What was on that paper? Did the fucker run?

She just stared at me like I was the crazy motherfucker.

Okay, so I was being a dick. I needed to let her finish. I drew in a breath. “Sorry, go on.”

She still looked at me.

I put a hand up. “I’m cool.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, Elle.” I tried to keep my voice tight.

“I might just be unnecessarily acting paranoid.”

“Tell me,” I urged.

“Well, after I picked up Clementine and we got to Michael’s house, my garage door opener was missing from the car.”

“And then what?” I asked her, impatient to get to it.

“I drove around to the front and noticed the lights were off. That’s unusual. They’re on a timer. I got out to check the house before I brought Clementine in and that’s when I saw someone inside. Or I think I did. I saw shadows moving in Michael’s office. I didn’t stick around to make sure. I just turned and ran. That’s when I fell.”

My heart in my throat, I hated to even ask this. “Was someone chasing you?”

She shook her head vehemently. “No, I didn’t see anyone. I didn’t go any farther than the walkway, though. As soon as I was certain I saw movement, I ran to my car and drove here. I’m sorry, Logan. I didn’t know what else to do.”

She was more scared than she was letting on. I went and sat beside her, closer this time. “Hey, don’t be sorry.”

“I didn’t know what else to do,” she repeated again.

Nothing mattered but making sure she knew she’d done the right thing. I took her face in my hands. “You did the right thing.”

We looked at each other.

Her lips parted. My breathing was heavy.

Was I really considering kissing her?

The knock on the door had me pulling my hands away. It saved me from making a dumb-ass move.

Elle, however, jumped.

“Hey . . . it’s okay, it’s just room service. I told you, you’re safe here,” I reassured her. I wasn’t being entirely honest. Yes, she was safe here, but she wasn’t safe with me. And somehow I had to tell her that.

The guy in white stood there with a tray. I didn’t let him past me. I searched the hallway, saw no one else, signed the slip, and then I wheeled the cart in myself. “Thanks,” I told him.

“Have a good night,” he replied.

With the door closed and locked up tight again, the first thing I did was grab a towel and pour some ice in it. Tying it up, I handed it to her. “Here, put this on your back.”

She took it and slid it behind her to rest on the pillow and then leaned on it. “Thank you.”

“Did you eat?” I asked, keeping my distance.

Close was bad. I couldn’t seem to control my libido.

“No, but I’m not hungry,” she answered.

Ignoring her comment, I took the plate of food and set it on her lap. “You should eat.”

She lifted the lid. “I’ll share it with you.”

My whole body tightened. Share. I could do that. Put the food between us. Keep my thoughts on what mattered. Back to mechanical steps, I put the milk in the refrigerator and brought two bottles of water over. I set them on the coffee table and sat down. Trying unsuccessfully to not really look at Elle, I grabbed the ketchup bottle and poured some out on the plate, then grabbed a fry. “Your turn.”

She pinched a fry and dipped it in the ketchup. She seemed calmer, more relaxed, and I was glad. “Can I ask you something?” she said after a few bites of the burger.

I leaned back on the couch and saw her eyes travel the length of me. My blood started pumping again. “Yeah, sure.” I shifted in my seat.

After chewing, she asked, “Are you related to Killian McPherson?”

I should have hesitated. I should have hated dirtying her with the knowledge. But I didn’t. It was a gateway into what I had to tell her anyway. And hopefully, once she knew, it would make her want to avoid any sexual involvement with me. She needed to stay close to me, though, until I knew she would be safe. I dropped my head but raised my eyes. “Yeah, he’s my grandfather.”

Stunned, she set the plate down. “Logan, are you in the Mafia?”

That was direct.

My head snapped up. “Fuck no.”

She didn’t look convinced.

Somehow, I found myself leaning toward her. It was like I was a magnet, drawn to her, no matter how much distance I put between us. “First of all, the Mafia is Italian. The Mob is Irish. Not that it matters. But anyway, my grandfather and my father worked really hard to make sure I kept my distance. I’m not a part of that organization. And my father is just what I told you, Patrick’s legal counsel. Nothing more.”

She pulled the towel filled with ice from behind her back. The cubes started falling out. “Then why were you with him last night?”

I took the towel from her and scooped the cubes up. “Here, let me fix it.”

She shook her head. “It’s fine.” She was staring at me, waiting for me to explain.

There was no denying the way we’d crossed paths. “Things have changed recently for my old man, and I’ve been going with him on ‘calls’ whenever I can.” I tried to tell her as much as I could without telling her more than she needed to know.

She rubbed her fingers around her eyes. “Look, Logan, I already know my sister must have been involved with something really bad or Michael wouldn’t be jumping through hoops to try to fix it. And by doing so, I can only guess that now Michael is involved in something equally as dangerous. The question is, should I be worried for myself and Clementine?”

The towel was dripping on my pants, so I set it in on the table, and then I stupidly moved closer. “I’m not going to lie to you or try to make you feel better. I’m going to be honest. Yes, you should.”

“Now you’re really scaring me.”

“I don’t want to, but you need to understand how dangerous this situation is. What do you know about the drug ring?”

She pulled her legs up. “Nothing. I don’t know anything.”

My eyes met hers. Was she lying? I had no idea, but I chose to believe her and tell her what I could. “Patrick Flannigan, the guy who runs the organization my father works for, is the one that told my pop to pay O’Shea a visit. It was a warning, not a social call. Patrick is a dangerous man and his son, even more so. O’Shea might not realize it, but he is in over his head. You have to believe me about this, Elle.”

She sat still, as if absorbing my every word.

“What’s he doing? What’s his plan?”

My question jarred her. She twitched a bit and then reached for a bottle of water. “I don’t know.”

I narrowed my eyes at her.

“I don’t. He doesn’t tell me anything.”

That only made the guy a bigger ass in my eyes. I took a deep breath. “Any chance you can take Clementine and get out of town for a week or so?”

She took a swallow of water and seemed to move subconsciously closer to me.

My body reacted to her close proximity. My eyes were focused on her. I couldn’t help but watch the path that the liquid took as it moved down her throat. Every minute I spent with her, I found myself wanting her more and more.

I couldn’t stop it.

I wanted to ease her pain.

But it was my cock that was really feeling the pain of it. It was rock hard. And tough shit, there was no relief coming anytime soon.

It took her a second, but she looked at me and I cleared my lustful thoughts. “No, I can’t. I just opened the boutique. I couldn’t possibly leave. I only have Peyton and Rachel to help me with it, and besides, I have nowhere to go even if Michael lets me take her.”

“Okay, I get it. But you have to think of yourself. I want to help you, but I can’t if I don’t know what he has planned. You need to sit down with O’Shea and make him tell you what’s in his head.” I had to be straight. There was no dancing around it. He didn’t have time to fuck around.

She nodded. “I’ll try.”

“You have to tell me what he tells you.”

She looked hesitant.

“That’s the only way I can help you.”

“Logan, I just don’t know. I’m risking a lot by being here, but something inside me tells me I’m safer here than anywhere else. What I don’t get, though, is . . . why do you want to help me? Aren’t we supposed to be on opposite sides?”

I shook my head. “No, we’re not on opposite sides. We’re on the same side. I promise.”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

I brushed some hair from her face. I knew I shouldn’t be touching her but I had to. “Because all I want is to keep you and that precious little girl sleeping in the other room safe.”

She leaned into my touch and I felt it everywhere in my body. “I don’t understand. Why? Why would you help us?”

There was no way I couldn’t be honest. Not when she was this close to me. Not when her voice was pleading with me to tell her. “Because, Elle, you remind me of someone I should have helped but didn’t. Someone I failed.”

Our eyes locked. I swear her lips parted. I know I felt my own mouth open and I couldn’t stop my tongue from sneaking out and licking my bottom lip. In my mind, I was imagining how much better she’d feel about all of this if I could drive my cock deep inside her. What a fucked-up thought. I shook it away.

Finally, I cleared my throat. “I want you to stay here tonight. And then tomorrow, when O’Shea gets back, you’ll talk to him. I can’t help you if I don’t know what he’s planning to do. But Elle, you can’t tell him you’re talking to me. Not yet.”

She nodded in silent agreement as if she didn’t want him to know either.

Interesting.

“You take the bedroom. I’ll sleep out here.”

She nodded again. “Do you mind if I take a shower? It’s been a long day.”

“No, go ahead.”

Oh fuck, the things I was already picturing.

Elle stood up and I watched her as she grabbed her bags and went back into the bedroom. She paused at the door. “Thanks, Logan. For everything.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” I said.

If she knew what I was thinking, she wouldn’t.

She disappeared into the darkness and I refocused. My dirty mind aside, I couldn’t help but think to myself, Please trust me.

Trust in what I told you.

Trust me when I tell you how dangerous this is.

Because if you don’t—we’ll both be dead.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

ELLE

Nausea twisted my gut.

If what Logan had told me was true, and Michael was in over his head, he wasn’t wrong—we were in trouble.

And something told me there were no lies in Logan’s words.

Michael had told me just enough, hinting at the danger but making it sound like everything would be okay. Was he being overly optimistic or was Logan being paranoid?

I just had no idea.

Stepping inside the large space, I left the door open a crack from the bathroom to the bedroom in case Clementine woke up. I dimmed the bathroom lights and looked around. Marble covered almost every surface and the heat lamps in the ceiling were supposed to warm me, but the chill I was feeling wasn’t one that could be cured by supplied heat.

My clothes felt like they weighed a hundred pounds as I stripped out of them and let them fall to the floor. When I turned on the shower faucet, the water sprayed from jets in every direction. I stood outside the shower and decided to allow my skin the luxury of being warmed by the steam as the water got hotter.

When I felt ready, I stepped inside. A bar of soap sat in a small alcove built into the shower along with bottles of shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. The soap and shampoo had been used, but not the other two. I cracked open the body wash and the scent of lavender filled the large space.

The liquid seemed to caress my body as I smoothed it on, almost as if it might help wash away the danger that lay ahead. The water beat down on me from all directions and I enfolded myself in it. In this sanctuary, I could let myself be afraid. I could cry because I was scared. I didn’t have to be strong.

The emotions I was holding in gave away, as did my wall of strength. Like a rag doll, I limply slid down the wall of the shower. After a few moments, I cradled my head in my hands and let the tears flow. I cried for as long as I could and when I knew I had no tears left, I resolved to cry no more. It was time to be strong, if not for me, then for that innocent little girl sleeping soundly in the next room.

Fortitude was a virtue I knew well and, as I forced myself to rise to my feet, I reminded myself of that. Finding the shampoo, I scrubbed and rinsed my head. When I looked at my fingers, they were wrinkled, and I wondered just how long I’d been in the shower. Running my hands through my silky smooth strands, I scrubbed some more and then rinsed again, finally adding the conditioner and rinsing one last time.

My mind felt freer by the time I turned the shower off. Logan assured me we’d be safe, and for a reason I didn’t want to examine too closely, I believed him. Logan—what was it about him? What were these feelings that were whooshing through my belly just thinking about him? Was I genuinely attracted to him, or was my reaction simply a by-product of the fear I was feeling? The answer could easily have been yes to both questions.

Steam filled the air in the room. Something came over me in the haze—lustful visions that I couldn’t control. When I stepped out of the shower, I tried to block the image I had in my head of Logan’s parted lips—soft, sensual. As soon as the cooler air hit me, my nipples peaked. I ignored the desire that was blooming within me and reached for the fluffy white towels that were just beside the counter.

First, I wrapped my head in one and then my body. The terry cloth absorbed the water instantly but I still rubbed one corner over my skin to dry it thoroughly. The arousal I had been feeling blossomed beneath the surface of each place I rubbed and I made sure to leave no place untouched.

The air was still hazy and the mirror was coated in steam. That was fine; I didn’t need to see myself. I knew the state of affairs. My skin was pink from the heat, my body was clean, and my mind was on the man who would be sleeping in the next room tonight.

Squeezing my eyes closed, I bent forward and gripped the counter. I had to think clearly. I couldn’t allow anything or anyone to cloud my judgment.

“Are you okay?” His voice was low, rumbly, and my insides came even more alive at the sound.

Surprised, I stood straight and turned around. My heart leapt into my throat when I saw him occupying the doorway. In the midst of all this chaos, he was a welcome breath of fresh air.

“Yes, I’m fine. Sorry if I’m taking too long. I’ll hurry.”

He leaned against the doorframe and his long, lean body was all I could see. “No, that’s not why I’m here. I knocked lightly but you didn’t hear me.”

I drank him in from head to toe, not sure how to stop what was coming over me. “It’s okay. What did you need?”

“I didn’t want to disturb you, but I saw you were out of the shower and thought you might freak out if you didn’t see Clementine in the bed.”

I stepped forward, freaking out more than a bit.

Logan spoke, though, before I could express my concern. “Nothing to worry about. I wanted to let you know,” he jerked his head toward the bedroom, “I had housekeeping set up a crib and I moved Clementine into it. I hope you don’t mind.”

My vision became blurry from all the steam, or maybe it was the gratitude I felt from his constant vigilance over Clementine and me. “Thank you.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked again.

As my body reacted to his presence, warmth overtook me, and my desire heightened with each passing second that his eyes were on me. I didn’t try to hide it. I didn’t want to. “I was just thinking about you, actually.”

He grinned at me, and something that seemed like shyness glimmered in his expression. “About me, in what way?”

Pure male was all I heard in his words.

I didn’t answer.

I didn’t have to.

After studying him, I surmised it was hesitation I saw, not shyness. While his face appeared to remain reserved, his body told a different story.

I traced the lines of it. He wore a long-sleeved black T-shirt that clung to his broad shoulders and flat stomach. His black cargo pants hugged his lean waist, and the bulge in those pants let me know how much he wanted me. His thighs may have been lost beneath the fabric, but I had to bet they were equally as exquisite.

When my gaze returned to his, he slid his focus painfully slowly down my body.

It was as if I could feel the heat of those hazel eyes with each inch they traveled downward, and I wanted to feel more of it. The longer they lingered, the more my body reacted. When his eyes returned to mine, I felt this strange pull that I couldn’t explain if I had to, but all I knew was that I had to have him.

Recognizing I might never get the chance again, I acted without another thought.

I wasn’t going to hold back.

I was prepared to go all the way.

Focused on just that, I took the towel from my hair and shook my head so that wet strands of ginger locks covered my shoulders. Then I tugged on the fabric that wrapped my torso and let it fall to the ground.

Logan drew in a ragged breath and slowly stepped over the threshold and into the bathroom.

I waited, breathing hard, heart pounding, as he carefully closed the door and turned the fan on. A whirring sound encompassed the space at the same time it drew the humidity from the room.

His long strides had him in front of me in a matter of seconds.

In a state of delirium, my hands grabbed for his waistband and I wildly pulled the snap open. I couldn’t stop myself even if I tried. I wanted to see him naked. I wanted to see every square inch of his body and then I wanted to feel it against mine.

“Elle, this isn’t a good—”

I put my finger on his lush lips. “Shhh . . . no talking. Not now. We’ve done enough talking.”

Uncertain perhaps, he met my eyes questioningly.

Even though I was completely naked, I was unabashed.

Certain.

I wanted him.

He wanted me.

I’d never felt this kind of want before and I needed to see it through.

I prayed he wouldn’t say another word. I didn’t want anything to jar me from the euphoric state I had somehow entered.

This close to him, I could see the exact shape of the scar beneath his eye. I could also see the brown flecks in his green eyes, so many they transformed the color to hazel. They glistened in the dim light and mesmerized me.

In this moment, we weren’t on opposite sides, we weren’t strangers, and we weren’t denying the oddly intense attraction that had been there from the start. We were just two consenting adults who wanted to fuck.

Logan seemed to feel the same. He dropped his gaze and didn’t speak a word as he molded himself to me. His touches were like sparks of electricity that tingled all of my nerve endings. I felt them everywhere.

One hand went to my back and the other curled behind my neck as he pulled me to him. Still contending with the magical feel of his hands, the contact made by his mouth was unexpected. It was on mine so fast that I started to sway in a dizzying combination of lust and want. The soft, tender feel of his lips was delicious. Our mouths moved in tandem and our tongues met as we devoured each other with the hunger we both felt.

I tried to ignore the fact that I’d never felt this way.

I needed to get out of my own head.

And I did. I let thoughts of him sweep me away. Strange thoughts. Like how I wanted to taste him from his lips to his feet, how I wanted to drag my tongue down his body and lick every bit of him.

My fingers fumbled with his zipper and I faltered when his hands shot right between my thighs.

Raging doses of hormones were in the air. Bucking wildly, his hips pressed against mine, and his cock felt like steel against my lower belly. We’d both been overtaken with the need to fuck, and he urged me back until my ass was flush against the countertop.

“Let me take care of you.” His voice was rough like gravel.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

I didn’t want any talking.

Thank God, there were not more words. The only thing that followed was touching. By the time I could think again, his fingertips were already stroking my pussy and it felt way too good to think about stopping.

With skill, he rubbed small circles around my opening, getting closer with each one. “Fuck, you’re so wet,” he groaned.

No talking during sex was always my rule. Normally, I would have dictated the terms up front and left by now due to their violation. Yet instead of backing away, I found myself moaning, what, I’m not even sure. Before I could figure out what I was saying, he pushed a finger inside me. He wasn’t in a hurry as he plunged deeper and drew it back up all way to my clit. He repeated this over and over, and I responded to every delicious movement he made.

I was thankful for the whirring of the fan because I couldn’t stop the noises I was making. I wasn’t sure if it was the way he moved or the fact that a man hadn’t had his hands on me in so long, but the feeling was intoxicating.

I felt lost to my body.

To him.

To what was inevitable.

When he inserted a second finger inside me, I gasped, but when he moved his hand in the same way that he had before, I cried out.

My lips were still on his, and our breathing was becoming heavier and heavier.

As his hand continued to pleasure me, I tried to reach for his zipper again, but then he inserted a third finger and started circling my clit with his other hand and I lost my mind.

He was fucking me with his hand, and the sensations were building and building. I abandoned any thought of touching his cock and held onto his shoulders to keep myself upright.

When I bit down on his lip to stop myself from screaming, his kisses turned rougher. His lips traveled from my mouth, along my jaw, and down to one of my breasts, and his teeth skimmed along the way as well. The sting felt good as he licked it away.

Pleasure began to course through me in a way I’d never felt. Sparks of sensations lapped at my core over and over. Perhaps it was what happened when danger, terror, lust, want, and need all mixed together, or maybe it was just him. But when those tiny sparks came faster and faster, I felt my pussy tighten around his fingers. The pleasure was unbelievable, and I came with such intensity that each spasm was like a shudder that rolled into the next but at a higher level, and I had to bite my lip so hard to stop from screaming that I could taste blood.

As my orgasm slowed, I let go of my hold on his arms and reached for his zipper again. “I want to see you naked,” I said breathlessly.

I couldn’t believe I said that.

But I did.

He dropped his forehead to the crook of my neck. “You don’t know what you’re doing. What this means.”

I leaned back to look at him. He wouldn’t raise his eyes, but I could see that his face was almost pained. “I don’t care about any of that right now.”

He shook his head. “Elle, there’s so much you don’t know about me.”

I took his face in my hands. “And there’s so much you don’t know about me. But right now none of that matters.” I eased my lips back to his and started licking around them. As I dragged my tongue down his jaw, I slid my hands under his shirt, and I swore I felt him shudder.

Logan stepped back, and I wasn’t sure if he was still torn or had decided to leave. He wouldn’t look at me.

All I could see was his heart beating wildly. “Logan, it’s okay. It’s just you and me in this small room.”

It was obvious he was waging a war with his own demons. I’d waged enough of those in my time to know one when I saw one.

He nodded, and then he pulled his shirt over his head.

I stared at the smoothness of his skin and couldn’t wait to touch it. I admired the twin dark circles on his chest and wanted to taste them. I counted the rips in his abs—six. I sketched with my eyes the lines of his hip bones that jutted into his pants and reached to trace them.

Logan slid his pants and boxers down at the same time and let them fall to the ground. My fingers didn’t waver as they continued to glide down the path I had started upon. I stayed on task and dropped to my knees so as not to get off course. What was it I’d thought in the back of my mind when I first saw him? He was a man who could bring a woman to her knees. I wasn’t wrong.

I licked my lips at his naked form. He had another scar on the inside of his thigh, very close to his private parts, and I wondered what had happened. But it didn’t matter, because he was still beautiful. A very faint, thin line of hair led down to his cock, which was jutting out in the most magnificent way. He was big, really big, and the thought of tasting him made my mouth water.

With my tongue, I traced the line I had just drawn with my finger. When I reached the inside of his thigh, he pulled me back up.

His gaze was so intense, it was practically smoldering, and then he buried his hands in my hair and kissed me with those lush lips. As our mouths moved, our bodies drew closer and closer still.

After a few minutes, he lifted me and as I automatically wrapped my legs around his waist, I felt movement swirl in my stomach. It was a feeling I hadn’t felt in a very long time and for one single moment, I thought about stopping this.

When he reached for the counter and grabbed a condom, I pushed the past back where it belonged, in the past.

He stepped toward the shower and opened the glass door, turning the water on and adjusting the knobs so just the showerhead sprayed.

Although I was certain Clementine couldn’t hear us, I was thankful for the added buffer of the water.

I’d never let her hear anyone having sex.

Two long strides and my back was against the wall.

“Hold on to me,” he commanded.

Without even flinching, I snaked my arms around his neck and watched as he ripped the condom open with his teeth. He tried to roll it on while still holding me at his waist, but it was an impossible feat.

“Dammit,” he said in a low voice.

I pulled back and looked at him. My mouth and throat went dry. He was all hard lines, chiseled abs, such a strong, lean body.

I shivered at the sight.

While the water lapped us, his hair fell forward. He looked incredibly sexy—unshaven, naked, and soon to be mine.

I couldn’t believe I was even thinking this way.

With the oddest urgent need, I dropped to my knees again and whispered, “Let me.”

His face was the epitome of seriousness as he handed me the condom.

My fingers were shaky when I took it, but I still managed to slowly roll it over his silky smooth shaft.

Once the condom was on, I couldn’t resist touching him. I closed my fist around his big cock and could feel it throbbing. With deliberately slow movements, I stroked up and back down.

He bit down on his lip and watched me. I was careful to keep one hand at his base and keep the condom in place.

Something erupted inside me when he thrust his hip forward. I was doing this to him. Turning him on. Making him feel good.

Oddly, I’d never really cared about anything like this before.

Feeling needy, I increased my pace.

He tipped his head back, thrusting his cock into my fist and letting out a muffled noise that made my body quake.

His hair in his face, the stubble on his jaw, the look in his eyes—it was all too much. My clit started to throb again and I wondered if I was going to orgasm without any manipulation.

I squeezed my eyes closed, unable to curb the overwhelming sensations washing through me.

“Hey,” he lifted my chin. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, unable to speak. I couldn’t find my breath.

He must have sensed I was on the edge or maybe he was, because he pulled me to my feet, took my hands in his, and raised them over my head. He held them in place with one hand and then guided his cock into me with the other.

Oh. My. God.

While his lips found mine, his mouth devoured me and his cock began to fill me.

A peaceful blissfulness washed over me. I was thirty years old and I had never felt this kind of passion. I honestly didn’t think it existed.

He pushed inside me slowly. A little at a time.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

Heaven.

“Oh, fuck, you’re so tight,” he moaned.

At first, alarm rose in my belly, but somehow I managed to push it away. My gaze flickered over his jaw, his hair, and landed on his smoldering eyes. Needy, I jerked my hips forward, urging for more, and suppressed the fact that he was talking.

He laughed and groaned at the same time. The one sound I knew I’d never forget. He pushed deeper and then again slowly withdrew.

My hands were bound and I wanted them free so I could reach behind him and push him all the way into me.

He was breathing hard and so was I, but we still kissed, opened mouthed, tongues touching, teeth clashing.

Logan dropped his hold.

Curious as to why, I peeked up at him.

He blinked the water from his eyes. “Wrap your arms around my neck.”

The deep sound of his voice.

The way he spoke.

It didn’t bother me . . . and I didn’t hesitate.

As soon as my body surrounded his, he lifted me again and . . . oh God . . . he sank deep inside me. I snaked my legs around his back and this way, in this position, his cock fit in my cunt in the most perfect way.

His thrusts were quick.

They felt so good.

His kisses rough.

They felt so good.

His grip tight.

It felt so good.

Moving together, we fucked hard and fast. And all the while, incredible bursts of pleasure crested through me, making my entire body shake.

My orgasm struck fast and shut my mind down. Tiny explosions behind my eyelids took over, and in that moment there was nothing else that mattered but him and me and the way our bodies responded to each other.

Logan started to come in the midst of my orgasm. I could feel his body still and felt that one, last deep penetration before he called out my name.

My name.

I loved how it sounded groaned in ecstasy.

It was the perfect ending to an incredible union.

With my clit pulsing around his cock and my body wrapped around his, I wanted to stay like that forever.

It was strange, but in the moment, I didn’t care about what could never be, or what might be.

This feeling was what I had been searching for.

My experience with Charlie had taught me many things, but most of all it taught me love would never be a part of my life. I was fine with that. It’s not like I ever thought it would. He was unexpected. At the risk of sounding cold, he was a nice distraction from my struggle to figure the whole sex thing out. Sex with him hadn’t been the focus of our relationship, which was what had been most appealing about him.

After him, though, I felt compelled to continue with my quest. Although a self-repressed sexual being by nature, I spent years chasing after what my father needed so desperately from sex that he bled the life out of my mother to get it. I tried everything I could but never found it. I slept with men for the sole purpose of finding it. Once, I even slept with two at the same time. I had a cock in my mouth and one in my cunt. And still nothing. I used vibrators, cock rings, and a drawer full of toys chasing that high that was supposed to come with sex. I had begun to think that it wasn’t for me to experience. And then, with a man I’d just met, a man who by circumstance should have been my enemy, I found it.

And the worst part was that it took me experiencing it to know for certain that my years of searching were futile—that in no way was that feeling the reason my father fucked my mother to death. Because what I just experienced was entirely mutual. It was as much about what I gave as what I took. And that is what made it so incredible. In my parents’ case, that was in no way what was going on between them.

Some things in life will just never make sense.


CHAPTER TWENTY

LOGAN

I hadn’t smoked in years, but I needed a cigarette.

I didn’t want to move, and it appeared Elle didn’t either.

With my cock buried deep inside her, I felt invincible.

But as my breathing started to recover and the high of my orgasm faded, reality came crashing down.

I was a fucking idiot.

I was anything but invincible.

She was anything but safe.

And I’d just done the one thing that was certain to cause her harm.

It didn’t matter when I fucked around in New York City. The Blue Hill Gang didn’t extend their reach that far and besides, it’s not like I went looking for pussy. I let it come to me. Hell, most of the time I didn’t even know their names. They were women looking for a break from the boring social circles we traveled in, and for some reason I was their guy. It worked for me. They’d call my name as I fucked their brains out trying to drown out the memory of Kayla’s screams. I never took numbers, never made promises to see them again, and I never went back for seconds.

But with Elle something was different, and it scared the shit out of me. Now, even after I was completely sated and spent, I knew once wasn’t enough with her. I had known it all along, though. It wasn’t just that I wanted more; I needed it. She had lit a small flame inside me that I thought had died long ago, and I wanted her to keep that fire alive.

I wasn’t ready for this to end, so I slid a hand to the back of her neck and drove my fingers into her damp hair, and then I took her mouth eagerly once again. I kissed her passionately, furiously, drawing every ounce of pleasure I could from her—I kissed her the same as I had when I’d been fucking her.

Like it was the first and last time.

Because it was.

She moaned, and I ate up the satisfaction I knew she was feeling.

It felt good to make someone happy.

After more than a few beats, I stopped kissing her. I didn’t want to, but I had to. I was out of breath and so was she. But mostly I stopped because reality kept creeping into my head. My highs and lows were becoming more unstable, the endorphins waning the longer the time span from my orgasm.

Elle used it as her cue to pull away. “We can’t stay like this.”

The high building again from the sound of her voice alone, I looked down. I didn’t see why not. It was the only time we could. The thought of one more time had my cock stirring in her pussy again. Keeping the mood light, casual even, I shrugged and offered, “I’m up to it if you are.”

Why beat around the bush?

She gave me an amused laugh, and it was the most beautiful sound, a sound I knew I’d never forget. “Is that a challenge?”

I raised a brow, and having a feeling she didn’t back away from challenges, I teased, “It can be.”

“Your legs must be tired,” she said with the sexiest, raspy tone that I don’t think was on purpose.

I nipped at her neck. “Nope.”

She tossed her head back. “Your arms?”

I couldn’t remember the last time I was playful with a woman.

If ever.

Then I remembered. “Oh fuck, your back.”

“I’m fine,” she said, but I could tell by the way she was twisting that it was bothering her.

I gently set her down and reached between us to hold the condom in place as I pulled out of her. I missed the warmth instantly and I could tell she did too.

As soon as I opened the shower door to dispose of the condom, my eyes landed directly in front of me and I froze.

I was a dumb fuck.

How the hell had I let my wall down?

I couldn’t do that.

I knew better.

I tried my best to put it back up. Staring longer at the sight of the crack down the mirror I had made earlier certainly helped. It served to remind me who I was, and what I shouldn’t be doing. I was the grandson of the once head of the Irish Mob who had made an enemy of the now head and I knew I couldn’t be seen with any girl around this town, especially not this girl. Somehow, some way, Tommy would find out, and I didn’t want to think about what that meant.

His day would come.

“Hey, are you okay?” Elle asked.

I dared to look at her.

I shouldn’t have.

When our eyes met, all I saw was the smile slip from her face.

I really was an asshole.

Dropping my gaze, I grabbed a towel and handed it to her. Completely pissed at myself, I avoided looking at her and answered, “Yeah, I’m fine.”

The chill in the air said I wasn’t.

She wrapped the towel around herself and then opened one of the bags she must have set on the floor earlier. “I should get dressed,” she said quietly.

I could tell she was putting up her own wall.

The tension in the room left me feeling guilty. I dried off and pulled my pants on, then turned to her and lamely said, “I have some things to take care of. I’ll be out in the other room if you need me.”

Her mouth thinned and I could see her armor go all the way up. “Yes, sure, of course.”

I was being a dick and I knew it.

The awareness of my actions cut like a knife.

Odd.

It had never bothered me before. I did what I did because I had to, and I’d grown used to it. Numb to any reaction. I shook off the strange feeling and looked at my watch. “Almost ten.”

Elle nodded. “I think I’ll just go to bed.”

I turned around to walk out the door and didn’t even look back before I left. I felt like I was bleeding. I wanted to kiss her. To say good night. But I couldn’t, because I knew if I looked into her green eyes and watched them fill up with some unknown emotion, I’d scoop her up and pull her in my arms and tell her I was sorry for being an asshole. The cold routine was for her own good, though.

That I wanted her but couldn’t have her didn’t matter.

I feared that if I spent another minute with her, I’d tell her why.

And then what would she think of me?

The closed door between the living area and the bedroom acted as a buffer between us, which was good because I needed to think clearly about the situation. And not the one that had just occurred. The one we were both in with Patrick, and Tommy, too, of course.

Someone stalking Elle made no sense. It wasn’t Patrick’s style. I started to wonder if maybe she was being paranoid. The shadows she saw could very easily have been caused by the wind. But where the fuck was the garage door opener? Had whoever broken into her car taken it? I’d have her check for that first.

It was the logical step.

I pulled my body onto the couch and threw my head back on the small pillow. Exhaustion eased its way into my bones and I allowed myself to close my eyes.

Screaming woke me up.

Elle’s voice.

My heart slammed like a rock against my chest and terror raced through me. I bolted up, grabbed my SIG, and ran for the bedroom door. I wanted to kick it down but thought better of it and eased it open instead. Light spilled into the dark room from the living area and I shot a 360-degree glance around. The baby girl was sleeping soundly in the crib, but Elle was thrashing in the sheets again.

No one was in there with her.

Thank God.

After I realized she was having another nightmare, I rushed over to the bed and set my gun down on the night table, where the digital clock read 2:31 in the morning.

“Get out. Get out. I never want to see you again!” she yelled.

I might have thought it was me she was yelling at if she hadn’t had a nightmare just last night. The thought it could be me was like a heavy weight on my shoulders and I instantly regretted my retreat just a few hours ago. I stared down at her and kept my voice quiet. “Elle, wake up. It’s just a dream.”

Her fingers were gripping the sheets so tightly that I could see the material pulling. I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Elle, wake up,” I whispered.

She sat up.

Confused.

Exhausted.

Vulnerable.

My head spun a little bit and I realized I’d been holding my breath. Dumb ass. What the fuck was wrong with me? I had to man up.

She looked at me and seemed to blink everything into focus. Then her eyes darted to Clementine.

“She’s fine,” I whispered reassuringly.

Elle was shaking, her body still experiencing the trauma of the nightmare even though she was fully awake. “What’s going on? Why are you in here?” she asked frantically.

The covers were tangled and tossed to the side. I pulled them up and sat beside her. “Elle, talk to me. What were you dreaming about?”

She shook her head.

“Who do you want to go away? Did someone hurt you?” My voice was unbelievably calm considering the thumping of my pulse in my throat.

Her eyes bore into mine, searching.

Something inside me said, Fuck reason. She needed someone. It wasn’t her fault it was me that was here. That’s when I did it. I moved closer to her. But that wasn’t enough to relax the taut muscles and scared look on her face. To try to help, I pushed her hair from her eyes so she could see me. “It’s okay. Tell me,” I said, my voice low.

Elle took a deep breath and blew it out. “She left me alone with him. She knew what he was like and she left me alone with him. That’s why I hated her.”

My brain started to spasm at what exactly that meant. “Who, Elle?”

“Lizzy. My sister. She left me alone with him. Right after my mother died, my sister came to my hospital room and told me she had to leave.”

I already knew who she was talking about, so I clarified, “She left you alone with your father.”

She nodded.

I struggled to speak as my stomach knotted. It felt like I had balls of rubber bands in there and they were bouncing from side to side. “Did he hurt you? Is that why you were in the hospital?”

Elle shook her head. “I begged her to stay. When I knew she wasn’t going to, I blamed her for what had happened. I knew it wasn’t her fault. But then she told me she’d send for me when she got her life settled and I lost it. I told her not to bother. I never wanted to see her again, and then I took off the bracelet she had given me and threw it at her like it never mattered. It mattered. It did matter. I told her if she walked out that door, never to contact me. Why would I do that?”

I pulled her to me and tried to soothe her. “Shhh . . . Elle, we all say and do things sometimes that we regret. I’m sure your sister knows that.”

Her tears were spilling down my bare chest as she shook her head. “No, she didn’t. If she did, why did she wait until she was in trouble to contact me?”

I had no response for her, but I was compelled to lie down and pull her to me. Stroking her back, I kissed her head and tried to ease her pain. I didn’t know exactly what had happened but whatever it was, it had impacted her life. And I felt somewhat to blame for invoking those memories. I shouldn’t have questioned her about her parents last night when the vibe was clear from the start that her relationship with them was fragile.

Her breathing started to settle and she flung her arm across my chest and held on to me.

A panic started to rise in me and I considered jumping up.

That would be the biggest asshole move I could ever make.

At least I knew that.

I talked myself off the ledge. It was okay. She needed me. I could be there for her. It didn’t have to mean anything else.

Did it?

Fuck.

I had to admit it.

The truth was, no matter how much I tried to distance myself from her, physically or emotionally, she was already in me.

It was too late.

No amount of space was going to stop what I was feeling.

I was fucked.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

DAY 3

ELLE

Clementine cooed in the early morning light.

I panicked, wondering if Logan was still in bed with me.

Uncertain, I opened my eyes and peeked.

He wasn’t.

I should have been relieved, but I wasn’t sure I was. Logan was messing with my mind. I’d never met anyone like him. He radiated sex appeal but could turn it off in the blink of an eye. I shouldn’t have cared—but I did. He’d opened something in my mind that had me thinking that way. He turned me on. He’d awakened something in my body that had me wanting him. That worried me.

Clementine was still babbling and I rolled over to see her cute little face staring at me through the rails of her crib. She was a good sleeper, but as soon as the sun came up, so did she.

Forcing myself out of bed, I took the few steps toward her. “Good morning, silly girl. You ready to get up?”

“Up,” she said, the strange environment not bothering her in the least.

I smiled at her. She was so easygoing. She was also parroting back more and more words. When I reached for her, she let out a loud cackle.

“She’s happy in the morning.” His voice was smooth like honey and made me shiver.

I turned with her in my arms to see Logan leaning against the doorframe with a cup of coffee in each hand. My pulse quickened at the mere sight of him. He was showered and dressed in another pair of black cargo pants and a long-sleeved white T-shirt. He looked rakishly rogue. My hands itched to glide under his clothes and touch his naked body. Such an odd feeling. His hair was still slightly damp and I remembered how soft it felt under my fingertips. I wanted to feel it again. He’d shaved, but I’d never forget how good his stubble felt against my skin. Really good.

Clementine reached for him and my heart fluttered.

She found him irresistible too.

Shaking the feeling off, I gave a slight laugh and told him, “I think she likes you.”

Logan strode my way with the swagger back in his step that had been missing last night when he left me in the bathroom. “You think?”

I reached for the cup of coffee he offered me. “You’re afraid of her.” It wasn’t a question. “You don’t have to be.”

He sipped from his cup. “I wouldn’t say I was afraid. It’s just that I’ve never been around babies.”

“I see.” I looked up and right into his eyes.

Out of nowhere, his lips pressed to mine.

The kiss he gave me was unexpected. It was sweet. I liked it. Clementine seemed to like it too, because she grabbed for his lips.

Shock tore through him and I had to laugh again as she twisted her fingers in his mouth.

Logan gently pulled them away. “She probably shouldn’t do that.” He wrinkled his nose. “You know, germs and all.”

I chewed on my lip to stop from laughing. There were two ways to look at it, after all, and I didn’t want to tell him but I was certain worse things had been in her hands.

He pointed his finger at me. “Don’t say it,” he said, grinning.

With a shrug, I set my coffee down and walked into the bathroom to grab the diaper bag.

“Does Clementine eat regular food?” he asked. “I ordered eggs, pancakes, and toast.”

I glanced over my shoulder. “Yes, she does. Let me change her and we’ll be right out.”

He nodded. “There’s a whole pot of hot coffee, too.”

I smiled at him. He smiled back. When I turned around with Clementine on my hip, he had just reached the door.

His smile widened when we appeared back in the bedroom and he gave a slight wave before walking out. It might have been for Clementine, but I returned it.

I don’t know why.

He slid his tongue around his lips in a heated response.

And my heart skipped a beat.

Logan disappeared into the next room and I set the baby down, all the while my pulse aflutter. Before I changed her, I took a few deep breaths and then sipped on my coffee to try to calm it down.

What was this thing between us?

I wasn’t about to overanalyze it, but I knew we needed to eventually talk about it. Something was causing him to war with his emotions, and he should know that he didn’t have to worry about me.

I wasn’t looking to attach myself to him.

I wasn’t looking to attach myself to anyone.

Once I’d changed Clementine, I decided to at least brush my teeth, but then I looked at myself and thought a comb would be a good idea too.

The mirror had a crack down the center and I wondered what had happened, but not for long as Clementine led the way into the living room. I had her bag, which contained her sippy cup, the fail-safe Cheerios, and her toys, so she was all set.

Logan was sitting on the couch with what I could only call “old school” Vans up on the table, reading something on his phone. A cart of overflowing food was next to him, along with one of the small cartons of milk he had ordered last night.

He peered up at me.

With his eyes on me, I poured the milk into the cup and made Clementine a plate. I didn’t have a high chair, so I set everything on the coffee table and let her pick at her food while she played. I knew it wasn’t ideal, but it worked and it made her happy.

Once she was settled, I poured myself a hot cup of coffee and added some cream, then took a piece of toast and went to sit on the chair.

Logan patted the seat next to him. “Sit here.”

I shrugged casually, surprised but not. Hot and cold seemed to be the beat in which he breathed. “Okay.”

After I sat, he pulled his feet from the table and leaned forward, turning his head to see me. “So here’s the thing, I’m not really good at anything when it comes to women except fucking.”

I practically spit my coffee out. “That was . . . honest.”

His eyes caught mine and trapped me. Hazel irises that looked more green than brown today had so much more to say than what he had just said.

There was something in them, something that made him the way he was.

I wasn’t one to judge.

The napkin was close and I wiped my mouth. “Logan, I’m attracted to you, and I think I can safely say you’re attracted to me.”

I heard the smile in his voice. “That’s an accurate assumption.”

My words came out very matter-of-factly. “We fucked. If we fuck again, I wouldn’t mind it and if we don’t, that’s life.”

Logan’s gaze darted toward Clementine. “Should we be saying fuck?” He’d lowered his voice to a whisper.

I looked at her happily busying herself transferring the pancake squares I’d put on her plate to the table and then whispered, “Probably not.”

He leaned close to me. “You didn’t let me finish.”

Was he dismissing what I’d just said?

“There’s more to it than that,” he continued.

I put my finger on his lips. “There always is. Thank you for comforting me last night. I’m sorry I lost it on you. There’s just so much going on right now, I’m having a hard time keeping my emotions in check.”

He opened his mouth and licked my finger. “You haven’t mentioned the shower.”

Heat crept up my cheeks from his words.

I was really getting tired of my schoolgirl reaction.

Logan glanced over at Clementine, who was now sitting on the floor with her toys, not paying any attention to us, and crashed his lips to mine. The kiss was short this time but it was rough, sensual, and took my breath away.

I gasped, as that strange feeling coursed its way through me.

“In case you needed reminding,” he added.

I took a few deep breaths and cursed the desire that was running through my veins. No, I certainly didn’t need reminding. I needed more. And now was so not the time to get all hot and bothered. The question was—would there be another? I looked at him. “Has anyone ever told you, Logan McPherson, you’re a contradiction of emotions?”

His expression fell. “More than once.”

Confused by not only my own emotions, but also his, I nodded. “Well, at least we’re on the same page,” I said, and then I stood up. “Do you mind if I take a shower?”

His eyes darted to mine and the heat that I saw in them was almost volcanic. “Yeah, sure,” he managed to say through a voice full of gravel.

His mind was right where mine was—somewhere it couldn’t be right now.

With one hand on my back, I bent to scoop up Clementine.

“You can leave her here. She seems perfectly content playing in between bites of food.”

I looked at him. “You sure?”

“We’ll be fine.” He looked up at me. “And there’s some Advil in my bag on the bathroom vanity if you need one.”

I headed for the bedroom. “Okay. I’ll be quick.”

“Hey,” he called.

I glanced over my shoulder.

“It will happen again.”

For a moment, I was confused.

But then what he meant clicked at the same time he mouthed, “The fucking.”

Shivers ran up my spine as arousal flooded me even more. If the words were meant to be a promise, I found myself looking forward to it. This man was complex and yet I felt I understood him. I didn’t know what drove him, but I knew the multitude of emotions behind his reactions were complicated for a reason. Defense mechanisms of some sort was my guess. I think I got him because he was a lot like me.

As soon as I entered the bathroom, memories from last night, his hands on me, his cock inside me, the way he moved, were everywhere. Once the water was hot and steamy, I stepped in and palmed the bar of soap I knew he had rubbed over his skin. I did it until it lathered and then I smoothed it all over me.

It was odd.

I was certain that we would fuck again, too, but everything else in my life held a chilling uncertainty. The words I had spoken to him were true, though. I wanted to be with him again, but that was all there was to it. I was damaged goods. My father so much as told me that the first time he saw me in the hospital after the surgeries. He had said, “I told you not to do this, Gabrielle. No man will want you now.” I think he might have even had a tear in his eye. It was the only one I ever saw him shed, although I did hear him crying many nights after my mother’s death.

In his own way, he truly believed what he had told me to be true. At the time, I hadn’t believed him, but years later his words rang true with Charlie.

The water cascaded over me and I turned my face into the spray. Once I rinsed all the soap away, I quickly toweled dry and dressed in the running clothes I had thrown in my bag yesterday when I thought I’d be staying at Michael’s. My plan was to get up early and run in the park, but that was before I knew I’d have Clementine with me.

I brushed my hair and pulled it back in a ponytail, then decided the Advil was probably a good idea.

The black toiletry bag sat on the vanity and I opened it. The bottle of Advil was right beside a partially empty box of condoms. An odd wave of jealousy hit me from out of nowhere. That was one emotion I’d never had to deal with.

Where was this coming from?

Logan’s words whispered in my head—“I’m not really good at anything when it comes to women except fucking”—and my fists clenched at my sides. The thought of him with someone else was something I couldn’t think about, whether it was before or after me.

Those kinds of feelings weren’t healthy. Not for me. Not for him. Not for us.

I swallowed the pill in one gulp and turned the bathroom light off. Out of sight, out of mind.

Sunlight gleamed through the bedroom window in abundance. Maybe spring was making an appearance today. I grabbed my phone to check the weather and saw I had a text from Michael telling me he’d be back late afternoon and that he would be stuck in mediation all day. I texted back that Clementine was fine and we’d see him later, and then pulled up the weather app. With the prediction of a sunny, 60-degree-high day, I decided it was a perfect day for a walk in the park.

The living room was quiet and as soon as I walked in, I knew why.

Logan was hovering near Clementine with his shirt pulled up to his nose, exposing those washboard abs I had run my fingers over last night.

I wet my lips at the sight.

It took me a moment to find her, but Clementine was hiding behind one of the chairs, making the noises that I knew only too well.

A soft giggle escaped my throat and caused him to glance up from his vigilance over her.

The look on his face was one of sheer horror. “I don’t understand it. How does something so small smell that vile?”

Laughter rolled through me as I waved him away from her. “She likes to poop in private.”

He raised his hands in defeat. “No problem by me.”

Leaving her alone to let her finish, I started to gather our things.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Packing up. It’s time for us to go.”

“Elle.”

My gaze shot to him at the sound of my name. I liked the way he said it.

“O’Shea back?”

“No, he texted me that he’d be home late afternoon.”

Logan crossed the room. “I don’t want you going back to his house until he returns.”

Goose bumps rose on my arms under my fleece. “Logan, this has to stop. All of this talk is making me paranoid.”

The most serious hazel eyes stared back at me. “It’s not paranoid if you are in trouble. Your sister, and now Michael, got into bed with the Mob and didn’t deliver. Patrick doesn’t tolerate fuck-ups for any reason. I don’t know the specifics, but there’s a reason O’Shea is still alive, and the only reason I can think of is that it has to do with a shitload of cash flow. And once Patrick secures that pipeline, who the fuck knows what he’s going to do.”

I looked automatically toward Clementine, suddenly fearing for her safety. “Patrick is the Mob boss?” I couldn’t believe I was even having this conversation. “The same Mob your grandfather once headed?” I accused.

His eyes closed as if that fact haunted him, and he gave a slight nod. “Yeah, but things are different now. Patrick Flannigan runs things with his only son, Tommy. They’re both sick bastards and you need to stay clear at any cost.”

This picture Logan painted sounded so dismal. From what Michael had told me, it all sounded so simple. But then again Michael never mentioned the word Mob or Mafia, either.

Hot breath blew across my neck. “We need to figure out if someone was in O’Shea’s house. I’d have already gone there, but if Patrick is watching the house, he can’t know I’m involved.”

Fear bloomed to life within me. This was the two sides coming to a crossroads, and it was clear Logan was on one side and I was on the other. What wasn’t clear was why he was trying to step toward the divide.

He lifted my chin. “Elle.”

My name was spoken again with concern in his voice. Everything about him was incredibly confusing and as I looked into his eyes, I wished it weren’t. “What happens if he finds out?”

“He can’t.”

“And if he does? Will you have to choose sides? Should I be afraid of you?”

Logan inched closer. “What kind of question is that?” he snapped.

“One I need to know the answer to before I spend another minute with you.” I regretted those words the second they left my mouth.

Everything about him went hard. “If you don’t already know the answer to that, then maybe you should just leave now.”

I wasn’t surprised by his response. He’d asked me to trust him and now I was questioning everything about him. It was just that the situation I was finding myself in was nothing any level of preparation could manage, and I couldn’t stand that. I’d endured helplessness with my mother because I was too young to do anything about it. But when I feared for myself, I taught myself how to fight back. This was different. Clementine could be in the car with Michael and he could get run off the road. He could be anywhere, at any time, with her, and out of nowhere danger could strike.

Clementine pulled on my pants.

I hadn’t even realized she’d moved beside me.

I looked down.

“Don,” Clementine cooed.

Which was her way of saying “done.”

I picked her up. “Okay, silly girl, let’s get you changed.”

My eyes softened of their own volition as I glanced back at Logan. “You have to understand the situation I am finding myself in isn’t only about me,” I glanced at my niece. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said that, but you need to see things from my point of view.”

His demeanor made me want to reach out to him, but I didn’t. We had to trust each other; it wasn’t one-sided. He was going to have to realize that.

“I’m going to go change Clementine and then take her for a walk in the park. No one knows I’m here. I’ll be safe. If you want me to leave, I’ll put our things in my car. If not, then when I get back we can head over to the boutique and see if the opener is in my other bag.”

Logan grabbed for my hand and looked at me for a few moments. “Look, I’m sorry, but I had to warn you. It was time you understood just how serious this is.”

I didn’t want to sound as scared as I was, so I went for strong. “I think I’m well aware of just how serious this is, but there’s more to it.” I looked at Clementine. “I’m not only responsible for myself here.”

“I know that.” His voice dipped low.

My body was trembling as my strength diminished, but I clung to it and crossed the room quickly. I had to get out of that room. Away from Logan. Behind the closed door of the bedroom, I set Clementine down and found myself crumpling to the bed.

What had my sister done?

Where was she?

Did she know her child was in danger?

Anger flared up inside me, and it was what I needed to pull myself together.

I had to make sure Clementine would be safe.

I didn’t need a man messing with my head.

I’d avoided it too long to let it happen now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

LOGAN

Terrific, I thought.

When she slammed the door, I couldn’t breathe. I felt as if I’d stabbed myself in the heart.

Guns, I could handle. The torture of high-society galas—a piece of cake. Fuck, even the threat of physical pain didn’t faze me anymore. But women—I didn’t know a damn thing about how to cope with their feelings. Just the word feelings had my stomach in knots.

I let out a forced breath. At least I’d told her just how serious things were. She needed to know. Thinking about it now, I felt a surge of relief. And something else—a strange feeling I couldn’t quite describe.

Fucking feelings.

Toughening up, I looked at the situation realistically. Elle could be angry with me if she wanted, but she wasn’t going out alone. I winced that I’d told her she should leave. Like I’d let her. There was no fucking way that was happening. I needed to learn to tame my temper around her because I could tell she wasn’t going to make excuses for me.

Time to get ready. I grabbed my sweatshirt, hat, and sunglasses that were thrown on the chair from the other day, and then I slipped my gun into my back holster where I always carried it.

While I waited, I glanced out the window. The Charles River was glassy with the sun reflecting off it. Spring was close and the dead of winter was gone. I stared out at the Boston skyline and the in-between stage the city was in. Most of trees were bare, but some were starting to bloom. Within the next month, the Public Garden would be filled with blooming cherry blossoms and the swan boat would be in full gear. Busying my thoughts with random facts about the city helped distract me from what was blooming within myself. That was one thing I didn’t want to come to life.

I won’t say she snuck up on me, but let’s just say I didn’t hear the pitter-patter of Clementine’s tiny feet, until I felt someone tugging on my pants.

“Up,” she demanded.

With a glance down, I froze like a deer in headlights.

She tugged again. “Up,” she repeated.

She wanted me to pick her up?

With uncertainty, I glanced toward the doorway just as Elle entered the room. “Come on, Clementine—we’ll go outside where you can see the ducks better,” she said.

When I looked back out the window, I noticed the flock of ducks. Funny, I hadn’t before. “You want to see them?” I asked Clementine, pointing out the window.

The cute little thing nodded with glee.

Unable to deny her, I picked her up under her arms and put her on my hip like I’d seen Elle do.

She leaned toward the glass until her forehead was touching it and started saying, “Duck, duck, quack-quack.”

Her excitement was contagious and with a genuine smile on my face, I turned toward Elle to say something but paused for a moment just to look at her. Her hair was pulled back, but still it appeared untamed.

Beautiful.

Like her.

The thought of taming her or better yet, never taming her, had my blood pumping. Her ginger locks still bounced, even tied back, as she wheeled the empty stroller to the door. They were mesmerizing. I watched her until I realized she was gathering her bags and getting ready to leave. And then my heart felt like it was swinging at a ball and missing the contact with each try. Like I just couldn’t win no matter how hard I tried, but this time, I really wanted to.

With a gruff voice, I said, “Hey, leave that stuff. We’ll figure out what to do with it after we take a walk through the Public Garden.”

It was my way of apologizing.

“We?” she said with a tense, forced smile.

“Yes, I’m coming.” My eyes lingered on hers and I figured I should add, “If that’s okay.”

Elle shrugged coolly. “I guess so. If you want to.”

I was going whether she said yes or no. Still, I was glad she hadn’t said no. However, the frosty response didn’t feel so great. I don’t know what I expected, though. I’d been a real ass. I had some amends to make—obviously. Yet the only way I knew how to handle awkward situations with the ladies was through humor, so I smirked and said, “By the way, we call it the Garden, not the park.”

Her return smile was genuine. “Right. The Boston Public Garden or the Boston Common. I usually run along the paths on the shores of the river and I haven’t ventured into either yet.”

“You’re a runner?”

She nodded. “Yes. Since I got here, I’ve been training for the Boston Marathon. I didn’t know I’d be here, so I didn’t register for it this year. But next year, I plan to run in it.”

I glanced down when a little sneaker kicked my thigh. I’d forgotten I was holding Clementine. “No shi—” I stopped myself from cursing. “No joke, I haven’t missed one in years. What’s your qualifying time?”

She pulled her lip to the side with her teeth as if thinking. “I’ve been consistently running three hours, fifteen minutes.”

“That’s fantastic.”

With a shrug, Elle settled her things and took a hesitant step toward me. Her body language told me she didn’t want to be close.

Was it anger or fighting the want?

I needed to know.

“What is the qualifying standard for women over thirty?” It was an innocent enough question. One that I knew would ease the stifling atmosphere in the room in case it was anger.

She narrowed her eyes at me and snarled, “There is no bracket for women over thirty and by the way, I’m just barely over thirty.”

I studied her face in the soft light. Even with her features bunched up, she was stunning. Beautiful. Natural. My body started to ache for her to be nearer. With nonchalance, I lifted a shoulder and a brow. “That’s right. We’re in the same age bracket.”

“Stop with the Mrs. Robinson jokes. There’s only three years between us. That in no way makes me that much older than you.”

Good. The tension was eased.

I gave her a slight smile. “I guess you’re right.”

She walked over to me and extended her arms to take Clementine. She was careful to leave enough space between us. It didn’t matter. I was drawn to her the moment she entered the room and with paper-thin spaces between us, I couldn’t stop myself from making that physical connection with her that somehow I craved.

“Elle.” I drew out the single syllable and dragged on the tail of it, turning her name into a plea.

“No, Logan.” Elle shook her head and without taking Clementine, took a step back.

My hand grabbed her wrist and tugged her closer. Clementine was oblivious as she stared out the window with both hands on the glass now. With a need I couldn’t explain, I kissed her.

Maybe sensing it was coming, Elle didn’t open her mouth for me. It didn’t stop me from kissing her. My lips parted and I gusted hot breaths over her mouth. I urged her closer with the hand that held her in place. She didn’t struggle to get away. With the tip of my wet tongue, I probed between her lips until she couldn’t fight it and opened her mouth to let me in.

The kiss was harder than it should have been, and when my tongue swept inside her mouth she moved even closer.

I almost felt as if she was shaking.

Elle suddenly jerked her wrist from my grip but didn’t move away. “No, Logan, we can’t,” she said softly, our mouths still so close they almost touched with each word she spoke.

I pulled my head back a little so I could see her. “Why not?”

I knew why I shouldn’t be with her, but not why she thought she shouldn’t be with me—that’s what I needed to know.

Her eyes closed for half a heartbeat. “Because I can’t think straight when we’re this close.”

I wanted to respond with something witty like I can think for the both of us, but I knew humor wasn’t the answer. I reached inside myself to figure out what was, but before I could determine that, I was interrupted.

Little hands reached out. “Momma.”

With a proud look, Elle took Clementine.

I stared open-mouthed at what she’d just called Elle.

Elle fidgeted a little and said, “She was with her cousins yesterday and is in a phase where she repeats everything she hears. They called for their mother all day, so now she’s doing it. It will pass.”

I nodded, not so sure about that. Not that I knew anything about kids, but Clementine looked at Elle like she was her mother and Elle looked at Clementine as though she liked it. I felt a sharp pang of hurt when I thought about what would happen when Elle’s sister returned.

“Ready to go?” Elle asked, strapping Clementine into the stroller.

She’d put as much distance between us as she could as fast as she could.

I zipped up my sweatshirt, pulled my hat on, and slid on my sunglasses. “Yeah, let me push that,” I said, indicating the folding contraption she had set Clementine in.

Every muscle in my body flexed as soon as we hit the sidewalk. It was one thing to be alone with Elle; it was entirely another to be out in public. I could feel the thudding in my chest. My fingers were white knuckled wrapped around the handles of the stroller. When a gust of wind blew across my neck, I stiffened even more. With a glance from side to side, I quickly pushed across the street and toward the entrance to the Garden. Making sure Elle could keep up, I stopped and took her hand, placing it with mine on the stroller handle, and she didn’t pull away.

I liked the warmth of her skin near mine.

As soon as we hit one of the entrances and entered the Public Garden, I felt a wave of relief. We looked like every other couple out for a Sunday morning walk to enjoy the breaking weather and admire the early buds of the magnolia trees.

Slowing the pace, I stopped at the first monument we came across.

“William Ellery Channing,” Elle read and glanced at me.

“He was one of our country’s foremost Unitarian ministers.”

She raised a quizzical brow.

I pushed forward. “Hey, I had to come here every year on school field trips. Whether I cared to know or not, I had to learn the name of every monument and why they’re here.”

She laughed.

I liked the sound.

We strolled a bit and stopped at the 9/11 memorial. Knowing that needed no explanation, I let her glance at it for a moment and I looked too. When she was ready, she urged me forward.

I noticed something about Elle: if we pretended to be two people getting to know one another and let go of all the shit that was really going on, she was relaxed. Sure, the sexual tension was still there, but I knew that wasn’t going anywhere no matter what we did unless what we were doing was fucking, which we weren’t. Even now, the way my skin felt heated where her hand was touching mine, I knew she felt it as much as I did.

She leaned in closer when I veered toward the footbridge.

I pointed. “Look, Clementine, the ducks.”

The excitement in my voice had Elle’s head snapping toward me in surprise.

I shrugged. “What? I can’t be excited about ducks?”

She laughed. “I like this side of you.”

I looked at her with an eyebrow slightly tilted. Quizzical. “There’s no other side of me.”

She let her thumb slip around mine, and I felt the intimacy of this minor connection almost as if she’d wrapped her arms around me. “If you say so, but just so you know, I think it’s cute.”

Just yards from the base of the bridge, I stopped and gave her a chaste kiss. It was as if I was compelled. I couldn’t help myself. When we started walking again, I watched the rise and fall of her shoulders as she tried to catch her breath. We affected each other in the most intense way. I, too, had to intentionally relax my breathing.

The three of us stood in the middle of the footbridge and gazed over the railing for the longest time. The joy Clementine radiated at seeing the ducks was contagious, and something inside me had me pulling Elle closer as the little girl stood between us.

Not wanting the moment to end, I led us to a place I thought they would both like—the Duckling Sculpture. And I was right. Excitement gleamed in both their faces and Clementine squealed in delight. The statue was made of bronze and featured nine ducks: Mrs. Mallard and her eight ducklings.

The fact that I remembered that from my childhood blew me away.

But what blew me away even more was that no matter how wrong this thing was between us, right now it had never felt more right.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

ELLE

I stared at that mouth. Those lips . . .

Oh my God.

My heart was beating so fast.

My breathing felt erratic.

He was so masculine. So sexy. So attractive.

Did he know it?

I didn’t think he did.

It wasn’t just the way he walked, or talked, or looked. It was his body language. His mannerisms. The ease in which he moved. It was everything.

We were strolling back to the hotel and talking about the Boston Red Sox. Mid-sentence, he looked over at me through the fringe of his lashes and smiled. It was devastating. Charming. “Don’t you agree?” He asked.

I was melting. That look warmed me all the way to my toes. I had to swallow hard to fight off the lustful feelings flowing through my veins.

Logan bumped my shoulder and said, “Should I be worried that I’m boring you?”

“No, not at all.” My voice had dipped low and husky. It was a voice I’d never heard before. “I do think the Sox will turn it around this year.”

A slow, lazy smile spread across his face. “You were listening.”

It was confirmed—he absolutely had no idea what effect he was having on me.

We reached the hotel before I knew it. As we strode through the lobby my mind was on him. On his smile. His scent. His low-slung pants. It wasn’t like I was thinking about some unreachable fantasy. I was thinking about him. And me. And fucking.

As we got into the elevator and it started to move, I became all too aware that my body was humming, buzzing with need. In the confined space, it was taking all of my strength to fight against the lustful desire that was trying to make its way deep inside me. I’d told myself to push him out of my thoughts, but how could I do that when he was right beside me, exuding whatever it was that kept drawing me to him?

Logan glanced over at me and I knew the moment he became aware of my lustful trance. I felt the blood rush to my face, and I swallowed hard. My parted lips and heavy breathing were a dead giveaway. Not to mention my nipples felt like diamonds, and there was a steady pulsing between my legs that was beginning to ache.

He leaned closer.

He knew now what he was doing to me.

My clit was throbbing.

Space.

I needed space.

Thank God, the elevator doors opened and I used that as my cue to put some distance between us. With long strides, I stepped out ahead of him and but then turned back to see how Clementine was doing. Her eyes were closed and her head tilted to the side of the stroller. She’d fallen asleep on the walk back to the hotel.

Why I let it happen I don’t know, but my gaze rose, and again I found myself staring at those lips. Those lips that had to send women everywhere reeling—I knew they did. With a dry throat, I managed, “Looks like she decided it was nap time.”

Logan dropped his own gaze. “Will she wake up when I move her?”

I smiled. “No, she’s a good sleeper. She’ll sleep a solid two to three hours.”

He looked at his watch and seemed to be calculating something, as if time was of the essence. “How about you stay here with her and I’ll head over to the boutique and see if the garage door opener is in your bag?”

I contemplated the suggestion for a moment but found nothing wrong with it. “Sure, but I’m almost certain it must be.”

The more time that went by, the more I began to think I was overreacting.

Logan stopped in front of his hotel room door and pulled his key card out. Intently, I watched him. I couldn’t seem to drag my eyes away from him. Once we were inside, he pushed the stroller to his bedroom. I watched as he transferred Clementine to the crib. He was getting more comfortable with her, although he still looked worried that he might break her.

I couldn’t help but laugh at that thought.

He turned around and peered curiously at me.

With a lift of my brows and a rise of one shoulder, I shrugged it off and then reached for the blanket that was at the end of the bed. As I covered her, I met his eyes and whispered, “Thank you.”

Feeling warm, I unzipped my fleece and tossed it where the blanket had been. His eyes turned hungry as I circled the bed and a shiver danced down my spine. This attraction between us was too much. I didn’t know how to deal with it.

Dropping my gaze, I waved him out of the room. My purse was on the table and I went for it. It was best if he left. Digging inside, I found my keys and pulled them out. I took the key for the boutique off the loop and handed it to him. “Here you go. The boutique is closed on Sunday and Monday, but Peyton might be there. Just in case she’s not, the pass code for the alarm is . . .” I faltered.

He was standing right beside me. Excitement stirred in the air. He was so close that I could smell his heavenly scent. He smelled of the soap in the shower and he smelled like pure man. For some insane reason, I wanted to bury my nose in his neck and sniff him.

Shoving the key in his direction, I finished, “two-five-six-nine. If you forget it, just spell blow.”

Instead of taking the key and leaving like I thought he would, Logan swirled it around his own key chain and set it on the table. Then he stepped even closer. So close our bodies were almost touching.

I wanted them to be.

Then they were.

Like magnets, we were drawn together.

He had leaned forward just a bit and then his fingers were on my face, tucking a stray piece of hair behind my ear.

Feeling electrified, my body jerked as his flesh came in direct contact with mine, and my breath caught at the intensity of the physical connection.

“I want you,” he whispered at the same time he lightly nipped at my bottom lip. “Right now.”

I nodded, silently telling him I wanted him too—and right now.

The feeling of his lean, muscular body pressed against mine only served to further ignite my desire. With a desperation I didn’t understand, I pulled myself closer. Close enough that my hard nipples pushed against his unyielding chest.

Logan made a sound of approval deep in his throat.

I wanted to close my eyes but couldn’t. I had to see him. I looked up into his eyes, those light and dark eyes, and lost myself in him.

He looked at me like nothing else mattered but having me.

I shivered from that look alone.

It wasn’t long before his hands were running up my sides and when he lifted me, I wanted this like I’d never wanted anything. Responding in the only way that made sense, I wrapped both my arms and legs around him and then did just what I had wanted to do—buried my face in his neck. With my lips touching his skin and his scent invading me, my senses came alive. The edges of his hair tickled wonderfully against my cheek. The feel of his hands, now firmly grasping my hips, seared me as if he were branding me. His heavy breathing was all I could hear.

What came next happened so fast. We were moving. He was setting me down on the sofa. His hands were dragging up my body to the hem of my shirt. He lifted it over my head, leaving me almost bare. Putting his hands all over me.

My body hummed with pleasure. My belly tightened, thighs trembled, and my clit pulsed. With shaky fingers I unzipped his sweatshirt and he helped me take it off. Then I grabbed the hem of his T-shirt and his chest was bare too. Now, both our hands were all over each other.

With a lick of my lips, I allowed my eyes to graze over him—he was the most handsome man I had ever laid eyes on. No, handsome didn’t convey how devastatingly good-looking he really was. Maybe ruggedly beautiful better described him. I’d have to come up with the perfect phrase. He was soft and hard at the same time, muscular but not overly so. The line of his jaw, the shape of his nose—they were hard, but his features were softened by those incredible hazel eyes outlined in dark, thick lashes.

My gaze slid down. Seeing the lines in his muscles made my heart beat fast, watching the flexing of his biceps had me biting down on my lower lip, and the way his abs rippled down into the waistband of his pants caused my body to clench with a need that I’d never felt.

Logan dropped his gaze. I noticed yesterday in the shower that he didn’t look into my eyes when he was fucking me. Today, I was coming to the conclusion that was also true when it came to foreplay.

It was fine. I didn’t want to talk. He preferred not to look into my eyes.

We both had hang-ups.

I understood that.

I accepted that.

But right now, they just didn’t matter.

He made up for his avoidance of eye contact by moving in a way that told me he was determined to have me. He pulled off my sneakers and tossed them to the ground and then he took off his shoes. In silence, he lowered himself onto me, and there was no denying how much he wanted me.

Heat flared in my belly.

I forced myself to believe we weren’t on opposite sides and I focused on his movements.

Everything became this man.

Everything he did was all I could think about, including the way he slid his hands to the back of my neck and pulled the ponytail holder from my hair. I even thought about how although he wasn’t gentle, he wasn’t rough. I especially liked the way his fingers tangled in my locks and tipped my head back, exposing my throat.

Oh God.

Then he slid those soft lips down my skin and his fingers followed.

I felt each beat of his breath and mine.

Logan didn’t stop until he reached my bra, and when he did, his tongue licked the lacy edges of the fabric and then his fingers pushed one of the cups to the side.

Excitement danced in my belly.

My nipples were tight, like hard steel tips. No, they were hard, aching steel tips. When Logan skimmed his thumb over one, I sucked in a breath and nearly gasped. But when his mouth closed around it, and I felt tongue, teeth, and lips all at the same time, I practically whimpered.

It felt so good—warm and wicked.

Eventually, my squirming must have given away how much more I needed, because Logan stopped his ministrations to my breasts and worked his way back up to my throat. That torture was equally sweet as he sucked the sensitive skin between his teeth along the way. The bites didn’t hurt, but they did send sensations ripping through me.

We were on the sofa and room was limited, but still I bucked beneath him with writhing need. Like a lioness out of her cage, I felt wild. My hands found the back of his head and I threaded my fingers in his hair. Tugging it, I pulled him to my mouth where I wanted those lips on me.

He groaned, and that was when his hands slid down from my breasts to my hips to inside the waistband of my pants. He didn’t take them off right away and although I wanted him to, I didn’t want his mouth to leave mine either.

Luckily, it didn’t have to.

He somehow knew what I needed and his palm pressed against my clit on the outside of my panties. Again, I writhed beneath him. I’d never felt this sexually charged. I was thirty years old, a self-proclaimed sexually repressed adult, and I was melting beneath this man like a sex-starved teenager.

Soon, I was reduced to nothing but a body of tingling nerve endings. The way his fingers slid inside my panties and found my slick heat electrified me from head to toe. He knew what he was doing, though; he took his time, teasing me, gliding up to caress my clit and back down.

Over and over.

He remained quiet except for the sounds of sucking in a breath and a few groans.

I’m not sure if he read my signs or didn’t want to talk because he feared waking Clementine, but either way, I was glad for it.

This was far too enjoyable to end. In truth, I’m not sure I could end it.

Breathless, I moved my hands to his bare shoulders and slid my tongue down his throat, and just like he had, I pulled his skin between my teeth. I might have been rougher, he might have a mark—I wasn’t sure. I just couldn’t control myself.

His responding groan told me he was burning just like I was, and his body language told me not to stop, so I didn’t. Not until I had to. Not until I couldn’t focus on anything but his fingers dipping inside me. The way it felt when he slid them in and out. The circling of his thumb, the movement of his hand, the wetness I could feel dripping onto my panties.

I couldn’t believe it but I was going to come—like this—beneath him, with our pants on and his hands inside my panties. Oh, yes, I was going to come, right now. I didn’t do this. I hardly ever came from a man’s touch alone. It took moving mountains, hours of men trying, to make me come. Yet I was already tipping over the edge.

Sensation after delicious sensation was all I could feel. And they were coming one after the other, fast and furious. So much so that my fingernails dug into his skin as dizzying amounts of pleasure surrounded me. Logan didn’t stop. He kept the pace up and I rode his hand.

And then I completely shattered, biting my lip to stifle my cries as my clit spasmed over and over, each spark of pleasure causing me to cry out.

Logan kissed my neck and slowed his fingers as my body shuddered beneath him. When my grip on him let up, he cupped me as he had in the beginning, his palm pressed tight to my sex.

My body was limp and sated. I felt amazing, but then I made the mistake of thinking how I’d never enjoyed a man making me come like I just had. The thought caused me to freak out a little.

Was I now going to be a sex addict like my father?

I tried to catch my breath but couldn’t at first. When Logan went to kiss me, I turned my head and his mouth landed on my cheek. Mine landed in the crook of his neck. Since his eyes were closed, I’m certain he thought it was just mechanics.

With a deep inhale, I caught his scent and immediately started breathing more steadily. He calmed me without even knowing it and wanting more of him, I moved my mouth to find his. I wanted to lose myself in him again.

Even though my body was limp and languid, his lips on mine were all I needed to restoke that fire that was already burning within me. Not only did I want to feel more of what I’d just felt, I wanted Logan to feel the exact same thing. The idea of give and take was what stopped me from thinking what my mind had just been skating around.

With desperate urgency, I found his pants and unzipped them. He helped me out again by shoving them down. When he stood before me in only his black boxer briefs, my arousal escalated to an alarming level.

I needed to touch him.

There.

My fingers grazed along the outside of the soft fabric and he was long and full. I just had to see him. With a prowess I had only ever made myself exhibit in the past, I eased off those Calvin Kleins. I was doing this willingly. My sexual interest in Logan was anything but forced. In fact, I had to take a moment to admire him. The leanness of his body didn’t reflect the fullness of his cock. I wanted him.

Sex was next on the table. It was a fact. Since my limbs were no longer in a Jell-O-like state, I reached for him and stroked him up and down. He was silky soft and really hard. Logan made a noise and I looked up. As soon as our eyes collided, he dropped his mouth to my ear. His voice was tight, low, and thick with need when he whispered, “Let’s get your pants off.”

I couldn’t have wanted anything more.

He said nothing more—I was glad. I wasn’t sure what I’d have done if he had. That’s not true. I would have stayed, because that one glimpse into his eyes told me everything I needed to know. It was an odd mix of emotions I saw there—fear and lust, maybe. Whatever it was, it was enough to make me want to understand him.

Without hesitation, as soon as I stood, he moved behind me and slid my pants down. I shuddered the entire time his hands glided over my hips and down my thighs. When my pants and panties were off, he blew a warm breath in my ear and kissed my neck. I shuddered again. Something about the intimacy of the way he kissed my neck had my stomach fluttering. If I were romantic, which I am not, I’d say that although he was bold with his body, to the point of being unfaltering, he was almost tender, sweet even, with his mouth. It was that whole hot/cold, hard/soft thing I’d pegged him with last night.

Logan glanced around the room. “Follow me.” His voice was just as soft as it had been a few moments ago.

It didn’t bother me that he’d told me what to do; in a way his words had almost been posed as a question, as if he knew I wouldn’t take being ordered around well.

The space was vast but surfaces to fuck on were not. We had the couch, which could work, but it was rather narrow; we had the wall, or . . . I spotted it right away . . . we had the table, and condom in hand, that’s where he was taking me.

Both of us completely bare in the middle of a Sunday afternoon, he led me to the corner table with no hesitation. My breath grew louder with each step. When we reached our destination, I bent myself over the slick surface without daring to look at Logan. It was the position that made the most sense and I really just wanted him to fuck me already.

The heat of his body radiated behind me and I could hear his own ragged breaths. They mimicked mine. I waited for him to touch me with an anticipation that surprised me. With the sounds of our mingled breaths the only noise in the room, I placed my palms flat on the cool surface. Time seemed to take forever to pass. What was he doing? I wanted to look but didn’t at the same time.

Finally, I heard the tearing of paper, the manipulation of latex, and then his hands were on my hips, followed quickly by the warmth of his chest all over my back. The feeling rocketed though me and I felt every muscle in my body clench in need. He felt amazing on my skin. The kind of blanket I never wanted to shed.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” His mouth was warm and at my ear again.

I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for the freak-out I was certain my brain would have, but it never came. I was okay with this—with him talking to me during sex. Well, technically we weren’t having sex yet, so maybe that was why.

Gripping the edge of the table, I nodded and spread my legs wider, pressing my naked body farther back against his very ready one.

His exultant groan echoed in my ear, but then his mouth was gone. Luckily, it hadn’t gone far. His teeth began grazing my shoulder and his fingers found my clit at the same time. Twin bursts of pleasure sizzled under his touch. I bit my lip to stop from crying out.

He played with me—his fingers outlined my clit and his tongue moved across my back in slick, steady waves.

“Please.” The faintly spoken word slipped out. I’d never begged for someone to take me, but I was begging him now.

I wasn’t certain he’d heard me, but then the hand that was on my hip was gone and moments later I felt the thickness of his cock between my legs. He pushed into me painfully slowly. I contemplated taking control and slamming myself back, but his hands were on my hips, holding me in place.

With steady movements he eased in and then out again. In, then out. Giving me a little bit more. Going deeper each time. When he was completely inside me, I thrust my head back. “Please,” I repeated, “I need more.”

His low groan was at the sweet spot he’d found behind my ear and as if he wanted to make sure I got just what I wanted, he stood straight and with his hands tightly gripping my hips, he slammed into me. Hard. Slow and easy was gone. Fast and furious took over.

Again, I had to bite my lip to stop from crying out.

It felt so good.

I wanted great.

His fingers gripped me, pinched me almost, as he slammed into me. Still, it wasn’t enough. I wanted more. I wanted him deeper. I wanted him faster. I wanted all of him. He was holding back, I could tell. I needed to feel this. Wanted it so badly, I could taste it like I could taste the blood from my bitten lip as I licked it away.

Feeling unleashed, I fought against his hold on my hips and pushed my ass back. Everything exploded from there. He pulled back and thrust. His cock slid so deep inside me, deep into places I was certain no one had been, and I felt like I was soaring.

My toes curled into the carpet at such an angle they were cramping. My hands gripped the edge of the table so hard that it was cutting into my skin. His fingers were pressed into my hip bones so deep I was certain I’d bruise.

I didn’t care about any of that.

This was the first time I’d ever let myself go. The first time in the twelve years since I’d lost my virginity that I’d even wanted to. That night was a night I’ll never forget, but it was anything but unforgettable. I had two months until high school graduation, until I was free of my father, and still I acted stupidly. I let all the strength I’d built up to guard myself crumble without a fight and gave in to his sadistic way of life.

 

My father was up to his typical fuckery, but that night the sounds were louder than usual. He was fucking some whore in our living room. He never took his women into his own room. No, they always stayed in the main parts of the house and it was always late at night. I didn’t understand it. We’d moved back to California by then and his room wasn’t the same room he’d shared with my mother. Maybe it was the bed, or the memories. I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was used to the endless women, but since my mother’s death he hadn’t been overly vocal, and I’d grown used to that too.

That didn’t mean I didn’t know what he was doing. The occasional “Oh yes” was hard not to hear, and the “That’s it, don’t stop” told me more than I needed to know. Sure, I heard him often enough, but nothing like I’d endured during my childhood. And to be honest, I didn’t care about those women or what he did to them.

Up until that night, the very idea of having sex made me physically ill.

But that night, his grunts and groans turned me into someone else. He was calling this woman Susan. He was begging her to take her clothes off. It was his and my mother’s wedding anniversary and I thought he’d really lost it. What kind of game was he playing with this woman? Her name couldn’t possibly be Susan.

When he said, “But baby, I need to be inside you,” I lost it. I couldn’t take it anymore. Although I knew better than to leave my room, I did it anyway. I was seventeen now. What was he going to do? Whip me with his belt? I doubted it. Kick me out of the house? I could only be so lucky.

With my heart pounding in my chest, I stormed right out my door and right into the living room. I didn’t think about what I’d be walking into. Or maybe I didn’t care. Who knows?

My father was strewn on the sofa with his uniform pants at his ankles and those black tied shoes that echoed throughout the house whenever he walked were still on. A naked woman sat on top of him, facing those damn shiny shoes. He had a nearly empty whiskey bottle in one hand and the woman’s ponytail in the other.

The sight sickened me.

She was riding him but stopped when she saw me in the entryway. “You want to join us?” she purred.

My father jerked her ponytail. “Did I tell you to stop?”

“No, sir,” she answered. She was young, not much older than me.

“Did I tell you to talk?” he said, even harsher.

Had he been like that with my mother?

God, I hoped not.

The thought sickened me and I swallowed the lump in my throat. I dropped my gaze and looked away. Wanting to escape, I moved toward the front door on shaky legs. I had to get out of there.

I was almost free when he snapped, “Gabrielle.”

I froze. Even as a near graduate, he still frightened me.

“Don’t be so weak,” he muttered.

“I’m not weak,” I shot back.

He looked at me like he had when I was younger and disobeyed him, like when he’d whipped me with his belt—the same belt that was now at his ankles—and in that moment I was weak. However, his words were nothing like the “you will be obedient” speech I’d received with each lashing. No, his slurred words cut deeper than that belt ever had. “You might want to stay and watch to learn a few things from a pro. Being good at sex is the only thing you’re going to have to offer a man.”

Sex. His whole being seemed to be about sex. I hated him. I hated my sister for being weak and leaving me with him. And in that moment, I hated my mother for letting it go on so long. Why wasn’t she stronger?

And what was it about sex that turned him into the monster he was?

With nowhere to go, I ran to one of the gyms on base where I’d been training with a number of new recruits. In the years since my mother’s death, I was determined to be strong. Stronger than my sister or my mother ever were.

Strength wasn’t only physical—I knew that. But I also knew it would protect me. And I needed something to protect me.

The place was open twenty-four/seven and I knew someone would be there who’d want me. That night I picked a man and gave myself to him. It hurt, physically and emotionally, but it was quick. When it was done, I felt more lost than I had before—it meant nothing. I felt nothing. Sex really was meaningless.

 

Logan’s breath blew warm across my shoulder, and I made myself push that dark and tainted memory from my mind. With him everything felt different. Maybe I had been wrong. Maybe, just maybe, sex could be meaningful. Maybe I had been going at it the wrong way this whole time. I had been looking for what it was that turned my father into the man he was instead of allowing myself to figure out what I needed from the act itself.

And with Logan I knew what it was. I wanted to give myself to him and in turn to feel what it was like for someone to give himself to me. We might have just met, we might only be fucking, but we were both pouring ourselves into what we were doing.

Together, we moved with wild abandon; we gave freely to each other. It was the give and take that mattered the most and I loved every minute of it.

Beating hearts with pulling and pushing bodies and ragged breathing was what we were, and I relished in it.

His desire-laced voice whispered, “Let go.”

By the time those two words traveled and his breath blew hot against my skin as his mouth sought out my ear, I was already tipping, ready to free-fall into the pleasure that was building within me. My pulse pounded. My heart beat rapidly. His words pushed me over the edge rather than forcing me to retreat. I even had to bite my lip to stop the passionate cry I felt in my throat.

In an unexpected move, his bare chest met my bare back and he reached for my hands, intertwining our fingers and pulling our connected hands toward our connected bodies. The tenderness of the moment was too much and I couldn’t stop the strangled cry I’d been holding back.

With my eyes squeezed tightly shut, my body took over and I could do nothing but feel. With all thoughts destroyed, I absorbed the delicious fullness of having him inside me. Without warning, an unexpected sensation overtook me. And it didn’t pass. Each joyous beat of my climax drove that glorious feeling of having him inside me higher and higher until I was soaring in ecstasy.

Logan’s thrusts slowed as soon as my pussy began to tighten around his cock. His fingers squeezed mine when his body stilled. His grunting sigh echoed beautifully in my ear as he, too, experienced what we both obviously needed—a release.

He dropped his head into the crook of my neck and for a few minutes, we stayed that way—me cocooned in his warm body bent over the table. I wasn’t sure what would happen when I turned around. Would he run like he had last night?

Once I caught my breath and my legs stopped shaking, I shifted my stance. I didn’t want this moment to end, but I knew it had to. Logan pulled out of me and I turned around. Perhaps conveniently, perhaps not, he twisted to take care of the condom.

I leaned against the table and watched him. I thought about gathering my clothes. I should have been embarrassed standing there naked, but I wasn’t.

He wrapped the very used condom in a napkin and tossed it in the trash can near the bar. Focusing on the task at hand, he slipped into his boxers and started to gather the rest of our clothes. I should have helped him, but something kept me glued to where I stood. I thought now that the act of intimacy was complete and the tension between us eased, he’d just toss me mine.

Imagine my surprise when he crossed the room. That tension that I thought was gone was stronger than ever. We both felt it. I know we did. The draw to touch other, the need to feel each other, to somehow know each other, was stronger than ever. Denying it would be futile.

With the same tenderness I’d felt from him earlier, Logan tucked a piece of hair behind my ear and then shocked me by looking into my eyes. I didn’t know what I saw in this, but I wanted to know.

I opened my mouth to say something. What, I had no idea. Before I could, he broke our intense connection by lowering his lips to mine in a soft kiss. His lips lightly moved against mine. There was no tongue, no clashing of teeth, and still it made me shudder.

When he broke away, he handed me my clothes and started dressing himself. “I need to get to the boutique. I don’t want you to leave and go to O’Shea’s until I’m back. Okay?”

The room smelled of sex; we smelled of sex. We weren’t even fully dressed and he was leaving? I wasn’t needy by any means, but I felt a little disappointed. I stared at him as he shoved his legs through his pant legs. “Yes, of course. We’ll wait for you to get back.”

Pulling his shirt over his head, he paused before tugging it all the way down. “Are you all right?”

I snapped out of my daze and started dressing. Not really. I didn’t know what I was, but what else could I say? “Yes. I just feel ridiculous about this whole missing-garage-door-opener thing. I doubt it’s in my other purse. You’re probably wasting your time.”

He zipped up his sweatshirt and picked up his keys and mine. I thought he’d head toward the door, but instead he strode over to me. When he was standing right in front of me he said, “No, I’m not. Just because a few hours quietly passed doesn’t mean anything has changed. O’Shea is in a load of shit and there will be consequences if things don’t go the way Patrick wants them to go. That’s why we need to get ahead of this.” He put his hands on my upper arms. “You need to find out what O’Shea has promised to deliver.”

I nodded. “I’ll talk to him tonight.”

Seemingly satisfied with my response, his expression changed. Logan was now looking at me in a new and different way. It was that way men look at women when they know they have a hold on them—half boyish charm, half devilish mischief. “Then we’ll talk even later tonight.”

I got the look then.

And I was more than up to a late-night “chat.”

“I’d better go,” he said.

I nodded. “Wait,” I called.

He froze at the door.

Not certain what he thought I wanted, I tossed out, “Don’t you want your hat and sunglasses?”

“No, I’m good.”

And then he was gone—out the door without a single glance back.

Again, I felt disappointed.

What did I want from him?

Nothing, I told myself.

But I knew it was a lie.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

LOGAN

I was like a junkie.

I knew I should stop, but I just couldn’t seem to get enough. She was a drug and I was hooked. Withdrawal was going to be a bitch when this was over. She’d gotten under my skin. In my head. It was a fact I couldn’t ignore. It was a fact I needed to be mindful of.

I sniffed and cleared my mind of all thoughts of her—for now.

Pulling out my phone, I looked at the three missed calls and called my father.

“Logan?”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“I’ve been calling you.”

“Sorry. I was kind of tied up.”

“We need to talk.”

“I know. Look, I’m sorry about yesterday. I shouldn’t have stormed out like that.”

There was a closing of a door. “Don’t worry about it. Listen, I just got back from Brighton Place. Killian was a little wound up.”

I held my breath, hoping my father hadn’t told him what we discussed. “Really? Why?”

“I don’t know. He seemed restless. The nurses said he’d been put on a new medication and that could be why.”

Phew. I took the turn a little too fast and had to lay on the brakes. “Are you going to be in the office in the morning?”

I could hear the sound of bags rustling through the line. “Yes, I have a nine A.M. meeting.”

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I just went grocery shopping. I figured you’d be in town all week and hoped you’d come for dinner a few of the nights. How about we start with tomorrow night.”

Guilt nagged me. I shouldn’t have taken off on him yesterday. “I’ll try, but listen, we need to discuss O’Shea. I’ll be by in the morning after your appointment.”

“Okay, Logan, but nothing has changed.”

Traffic was light and I got to Charles Street fast. “Let’s talk then. ’Bye, Pop.”

“Goodbye, son.” He sounded worried. I hated that he did, but I also knew it wasn’t going to get any better anytime soon.

What we had to do wasn’t going to be easy.

Most shops at this end of Charles Street were closed on Sunday, so the area was pretty deserted. As soon as I put the SUV in park and glanced up, I saw movement inside Elle’s boutique.

Gun ready, I crept down the empty street until I got to the window where a sign read, closed. Peering in, I rolled my eyes and relaxed. Peyton was hunched over the counter, staring into a box.

Relieved, I tucked my gun back inside my waistband and rapped on the door. She didn’t look up and I noticed a pair of earphones in her ears. The door was unlocked, so I walked in.

“Peyton,” I called casually. I didn’t want to frighten her, but she was so absorbed in her work, she still hadn’t looked my way.

She had a yellow pad of paper to her side and a pencil tucked behind her ear. She glanced up and practically jumped. Realizing it was me, she pulled her earphones from her ears and placed a hand over her heart. “Logan, you scared the living shit out of me.”

Feeling bad, I raised my hands to ease her fears. “Sorry about that. I knocked.”

She took off her red-framed glasses and set them down. “What are you doing here?”

“Elle asked me to stop by and grab her purse. She left it here and needed something from it.”

Peyton pulled her lip into her mouth and mischief glimmered in her eyes. “Did she now?”

The diamond chip in her nose sparkled. I had to give it to her—she was a spunky little thing. She couldn’t be any taller than five foot three nor could she weigh more than a hundred pounds, but her presence wasn’t one anyone would look past. With a grin, I answered. “Yes, she did.”

She raised her brows suggestively, practically wiggling them in a way that let me know she was assuming that we’d got it on and was happy about it.

I wasn’t a kiss-and-tell kind of guy, so I gave her nothing more.

Still, she waited until it was clear there would be no further information, then sighed and circled the counter to open a drawer. Setting the black bag in front of her, she smirked. “Look at that—it appears she did leave it here.”

Feeling validated that she believed me, I walked toward her.

The pencil that was behind her ear was now tapping the counter. “Since you’re here, could you help me with something before you leave?”

With a slight hesitation, I answered, “I can try.”

An elastic band was around her wrist and she snapped it off to pull her curly dark hair back, revealing a rainbow of colors at her nape I hadn’t noticed.

She was bit of a wild child.

Giving direction, she bobbed her head toward a couple of large boxes over on the floor near the stairs. “Those boxes were delivered here yesterday by mistake. They’re for the coffee shop just down the street. Do you mind helping me take them there? I’m pretty sure they’re open until four.”

I glanced at my watch and then inside a fairly large open box to see dozens and dozens of sugar packets. They were probably too heavy for her to carry. “Sure, lead the way,” I said, stacking one on top of the other and hoisting them both.

“I can get one,” she laughed.

I threw over my shoulder, “I got them.”

“I really appreciate this. I’m a little OCD and can’t stand to have things lying around unnecessarily.”

I tried not to laugh at her. “No problem, Peyton.”

“And besides, they might need them,” she rationalized.

I shook my head. “You never know.”

She grabbed Elle’s red hat and put it on her head.

I gave her a sideways look.

“What? My hair’s a mess.”

Soon, we were walking on the sidewalk, heading north, up the hill. We crossed the first block, then the second, then the third. We passed store after store. We passed bikers and joggers, most of whom were headed toward the bottom of the hill, not up it.

Peyton was the chatty type. “How long have you lived in Boston?” she asked.

“On and off my whole life,” I answered. “You?” I added, feeling like I should return the question.

She gave me a quick glance. “We moved to Somerville when I was ten for my father’s job. He’s a Harvard professor.”

Raising a brow, I said, “Impressive.”

The sky had turned overcast, but every now and then the sun peeked through. She wrapped her arms around herself and I thought she was cold until she said, “Not really. He’s an ass.”

Not knowing how to respond to that I said, “Yeah, sometimes family sucks.”

“He fell in love with one of his students the first year we moved here and left my mother and me.”

“Like I said, sometimes family sucks.”

Wasn’t it the truth?

We paused at the corner to wait for the light. I was carrying around forty pounds, so it wasn’t that the boxes were heavy, but seeing over them wasn’t easy. I had to peer around the sides, and there were more and more people on the sidewalk the farther north we went. I turned my head. “I thought you said it was right up the street.”

She shrugged. “Sorry. I’ve never actually walked. When I drive it is, but we’re almost there, promise.”

I didn’t complain but wondered why we just didn’t drive.

“It’s right there,” she said, pointing across the street.

My heart started to pound in my chest. “When did Mulligan’s Cup move from Dorchester to Beacon Hill?” I asked, taking a deep, nervous breath.

Mulligan’s Cup was a family-owned coffee shop that, once upon a time, had been Mulligan’s Bakery. In the eighties, when coffee shops became the thing, they changed names and direction. That wasn’t what was causing alarm bells to go off in my head, though. It was the fact that the owner’s son ran with Tommy’s crowd. It was the fact that he was the one who’d waited in the car while Tommy attacked Kayla and me that night more than five years ago. And it was the fact that he was a punk I never wanted to see again.

“I don’t think they moved. I think they expanded,” she said, interrupting my dark thoughts.

I took a minute to calm myself down as we waited for the light to turn. Expansion, that was a good thing, and it didn’t mean Declan would be there. Either way, I went on instant alert.

When we walked in, I quickly glanced around for a place to set down these fucking boxes. I wanted to get the hell out of there. It looked like the coffee bar was the only open space. The place was extremely crowded, and I had difficulty navigating through the tables and chairs to get to it.

Peyton was in front of me. “Declan,” she called. “These are for you—they were delivered to the boutique by accident.”

Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Nearly out of my mind, I considered dropping the boxes right where I stood, but that would only make a scene.

Someone lifted the top one from my grasp. Not just someone. Declan Mulligan. He still looked like the punk he was. Even at twenty-seven, his jeans were still baggy and cinched with a black leather belt complete with small spikes. He wore a short-sleeved T-shirt, and I could see all the new ink he’d gotten since I’d last seen him not long enough ago. He had the same multiple piercings in his ears and lip, and it looked like in his nipples now, too.

Shock registered on his face and he looked anxious. “Logan,” he gasped in a voice that spoke of way too many cigarettes.

I might have sneered at him. I really don’t know.

He looked down at the box in his arms.

He should be fucking anxious. He was lucky I never went after him. He was lucky I didn’t kill him the day I ran into him a few years ago when I saw him with his old man at a funeral. He was lucky word on the street said he was no longer involved with Tommy.

Panic and fear in his eyes, he twisted toward Peyton. “You could have just called down here and I would have sent someone to get the boxes.”

She waved her hand in a flirtatious way. “I’ve been in and out all day and I wanted to make sure you had them in case you needed them.”

She’d used me in a ploy to see him.

She’d fucking used me.

The bastard actually smiled at her. “That was nice of you.”

I dropped the box I was holding on top of the one in his arms and then turned to Peyton. “Come on, let’s go.”

My voice was tight and she gave me an odd look. “Go ahead.” Her tone clearly said I was an asshole.

Great.

She hurried to Declan’s aid but he didn’t accept her help. “I got it, Peyton. Look, it’s really busy in here—let’s talk later.”

I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, willing patience. Then I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. “Peyton,” I said.

She turned toward me with a scowl on her face.

“I need to get back inside the boutique and get that black bag.”

Her eyes went back to Declan and she was clearly distracted. “Right, El—”

I cut her off. “I’m sorry, but I’m in a hurry,” I said as calmly as I could considering I felt like my skin was about to bust open with the hatred that rushed through me. I also didn’t want her to even breathe Elle’s name near Declan.

It wasn’t until Declan was in the backroom that she finally started for the door.

I really didn’t have time for this shit.

Hustling, I caught up with her. “Sorry about that, but I really am in a hurry.”

Angered, she stopped and turned to look at me. “I had the wrong idea about you. I thought you were someone nice.”

Ouch.

Feeling like I had to somehow explain, I said, “Declan Mulligan and I have a history. And not a good one.” A pang nudged my ribs. What if Declan told Peyton everything and she in turn, told Elle? I didn’t want Elle to know that side of me. To pity me. Or hate me. To look at me differently. However, I was pretty certain he wouldn’t tell anyone about that night. It didn’t make him look good. Deciding to cling to that argument made me feel only slightly better.

She started walking again. “Well, whatever. I just hope you’re not an asshole to Elle, because she deserves someone nice.”

Speeding up, I turned to walk backwards and face her. “I promise you I’m not, but I don’t think Elle would stick around anyone who was.”

The red in her face began to fade. “I’m going to choose to believe you because my first instincts never fail me. But I have to tell you, I’m not so certain that Elle’s instincts are always spot on.”

My own instincts started to buzz. What did she mean? There were too many people on the sidewalk and I kept bumping into them, so I turned back to walk beside her and blatantly said, “You mean Michael.”

Her eyes dropped and she gave me a slight nod. “In the three months I’ve known Elle, you’re the first guy I’ve seen her with. Well, besides Michael, and I’m sorry, but I think he’s a creeper.”

My pace picked up as if every second counted now. “Tell me why you think that.”

“He just reminds me of my father. His wife’s in rehab and I’m pretty certain he’s fucking the nanny, although Elle tells me no. And I know he wants to fuck Elle.”

My muscles stiffened; that last part had me seeing red.

Peyton waved her hand. “I shouldn’t have said that. Just forget I did.”

I gave her a forced nod and lost myself in my thoughts.

We walked the rest of the way back to the boutique in silence. I grabbed Elle’s purse and looked toward Peyton. I wanted to tell her to stay clear of Declan, but I knew she wouldn’t listen to me without an explanation and there was no way I could give her one, so instead I said, “Lock the door behind me. You shouldn’t leave it open when you’re in here alone.”

She responded with something that sounded like “point taken,” or maybe that was just in my mind and she’d actually said goodbye.

I waited until I drove away to pull over and look inside Elle’s purse. It was small, and the only things in there were a comb, a tube of lip gloss, and a hair tie. I dumped it upside down on the passenger seat just to be sure.

Nothing else.

Fuck! No garage door opener.

That meant whoever broke into Elle’s car did so with the intention of gaining easy access into Michael’s house.

The question was—why?

What was in there?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

ELLE

I knew almost every defensive maneuver in the book.

When to duck.

Where to weave.

How to dodge.

I’d studied so many different techniques over the past fifteen years, I was confident in my ability to defend myself. I also knew how to take the offense if needed. How to throw a punch—where to deliver a blow that would incapacitate a guy and let me get away. Firearms were nothing I was afraid of. I’d been taught to fire a weapon—how to stand steady and level my arms before squeezing the trigger.

In addition, I was a fast runner. I was confident I could outrun almost anyone.

My only deficiency? My size. And there was nothing I could do about that.

None of that mattered, though, when it came to guarding my heart.

It was utterly defenseless when it came to Logan McPherson.

That worried me.

The smile that bled across my lips as I parked my car in front of my townhouse was one I couldn’t hold back. Logan was sitting on my steps, waiting for me, and I felt my body go liquid when I opened the door.

Something was happening between us.

My stomach was a tangle of nerves as soon as I rounded the corner, and I swear my insides were slushing the closer I got to those ever-changing eyes.

What was wrong with me?

The response I received told me I wasn’t the only one feeling a little giddy. As soon as his eyes lifted, his smile quirked higher on one side, as if he was trying to charm me.

He didn’t have to.

He was doing something to me no man had ever done. Breaking me down. Reducing me to nothing but hormones. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, but right now my mind wasn’t in charge. My body was. And it wasn’t leaving me options, so I had to let my feelings take their own course.

It wasn’t like I had a choice.

His gaze flickered over me. Hot. Intense. Mesmerizing.

I melted a little more and I swear my toes curled in my sneakers.

Once Logan had come back to the hotel with the news that my garage opener was not in my purse, we talked a little about what that meant. It frightened me, but at the same time I felt safe with him. I just knew he’d make certain Clementine and I wouldn’t be hurt. I could see it in his determined eyes and I could hear it in the way he spoke.

Michael had called just before five to tell me he was home. He was anxious to see his daughter and I was anxious to talk to him. He hadn’t mentioned anything to indicate that someone might have been in the house, which must have meant nothing had been disturbed.

When I arrived at Michael’s, he was out of sorts. I was surprised. He was unshaven, looked exhausted, and it was more than clear that he didn’t want to talk about anything to do with Lizzy.

After I told him about last night, that I thought someone was in the house and that my garage door opener was missing, he shrugged it off to paranoia. When I told him Clementine and I spent the night in a hotel, leaving Logan completely out of the conversation, he told me how ridiculous that was.

He had me believing it, too.

He reminded me that his house was equipped with state-of-the-art security. And it was. He had alarms on every window and door. Call buttons scattered every ten feet or so that were wired directly to the security service. He even had a panic room.

He was right—there was no way someone was in his house, garage door opener missing or not. It was sealed up tighter than Fort Knox.

I’d let that conversation fall and waited until after Clementine’s bath to broach the subject of Lizzy’s ties to the Blue Hill Gang.

“Where’d you hear that?” Michael snapped.

I swallowed and told him Peyton had mentioned to me in passing conversation about Killian McPherson, and that I had drawn my own conclusions from there.

It wasn’t a lie.

It just wasn’t the whole truth.

Michael turned to me with an icy expression on his face. “I told you to stay out of it and I meant it. You know all you need to know.”

That was the end of our conversation.

Frustrated, I left shortly afterward, letting Logan know I was heading home.

“Everything okay?” Logan asked as I approached him.

His voice reassured me. Michael might think I was being paranoid, but I knew Logan believed me. Things weren’t adding up. Something more was going on.

His smile faded. “Elle?”

I realized I hadn’t answered. “Everything’s fine. It’s just that Michael wouldn’t tell me anything and he assured me no one was in his house.” With a frustrated sigh, I added, “I couldn’t find anything out.”

Logan was calm. “It’s okay. I honestly wasn’t expecting much. I’ll figure it out. I don’t need him.”

I gave a frustrated sigh.

Logan’s mouth was on mine so fast I wasn’t ready for the kiss and it made my knees wobble. Our tongues met. We were hungry for each other. His hands anchored my hips and mine gripped his shoulders as our kiss sizzled in the chill of the night.

His lips—soft and smooth.

His tongue—wet and wild.

I kept pace with the frantic way he consumed me, or maybe he was responding to the frantic way I was consuming him. I wasn’t sure. But soon it wasn’t enough. Needing more of him, my fingers traveled up to his neck and I twisted them in the softness of his hair. Playing with it, tugging it, making him groan.

I felt alive in his arms.

He needed more too. With what I think might have been a growl, his mouth left mine to trail along my jaw, down my neck.

It felt so good.

I loved it when he did that.

I wondered if he knew I did.

Giving myself to him, I tossed my head back to allow him full access. His teeth were sharp as he dragged them down my throat, but the moisture of his tongue soothed away any lingering sting.

In the faint distance, I heard my neighbor’s door open. I ignored it. But the sound of it slamming closed was impossible to ignore and I was forced to pull away. It was then that I realized I’d been so lost in Logan I’d forgotten we were still outside. In public.

Logan had told me he wanted to make sure I was safe inside my house, but we hadn’t made further plans for the night. Feeling bold, knowing what I wanted, I extended my hand. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

Logan kissed me again, almost as if in defiance of being made to behave in public. “That’s probably a good idea,” he mumbled against my mouth.

I laughed into his kiss. “I think we have an audience.”

The moment I spoke the words, Logan’s body stiffened and he pulled away, scanning the area left and right, front and back. “Let’s go,” he said in a serious tone, all playfulness gone.

Moving fast, he led me to my door. I unlocked it and as soon as we were inside, he closed and locked it. Fast as sin, I was pressed up against the door and his lips were on mine again, devouring me. Our mouths were glued together in a sensual, consuming kiss and I felt all of him. From his mouth on mine, to his hips holding me in place, to his thigh pressing between mine.

Something was bouncing in my belly and I shooed away the idea that it was butterflies. I was a grown woman, for God’s sake.

Grown woman or not, the heated moment had me breathing hard. I broke away, pushing lightly on his shoulder to give me some space to move. “Follow me.”

He did.

Up the stairs, down the hallway, to my bedroom.

Like two magnets, we were together as soon as the door creaked closed.

My bedroom was a reflection of me, much like my boutique. Nothing too frilly. Various paintings hung on the walls that I had collected from all the favorite places I’d been and loved. They were my treasures. In addition to the paintings, throughout my home I had sculptures, pottery, and various items I’d collected in my travels as well. In this room was also the last piece of my childhood I’d brought with me—the oval braided vintage rug that had belonged to my mother. My father had wanted to throw it away after she died, but I couldn’t bear to see it discarded. I’m not sure why I kept it, but I did.

Whereas my home was a reflection of who I was, my bedroom was even more of a reflection of my inner being. On the walls were the places that I’d searched for myself and found peace. Sharing this part of me with Logan seemed appropriate.

Logan tugged my shirt off. I pulled his over his head. I wanted to feel his smooth skin against mine, to touch and caress it.

Our lips crashed together again before our clothes even hit the floor. My head was spinning from the delicious taste of him alone, but the sensual feel of his hands on my bare skin made me even dizzier.

As our teeth clashed, he moved me backwards until the back of my knees hit the bed and I tumbled onto it. He didn’t let me fall, though—he was right there to catch me. For the first time with him, my back was against a mattress and his body molded to mine exquisitely.

We were all hands as we kissed some more. His were on my breasts. Mine were digging into his back, pressing against each muscle as it flexed.

I was so ready for this.

So was he.

I was surprised when he rose on his elbows and broke our mouths apart. I even tried to pull him back down to me, but I stopped when I saw him gazing into my eyes.

Warmth spread through me like fire.

His expression was so intense.

Without so much as a blink, I took the time to study him. His eyes appeared so vibrant, green rimmed in chocolate brown. Mesmerizing. I reached up and smoothed my fingertips over the arches of his brows. I could feel words sticking in my throat. I felt this urgency to speak. Something about the pain I saw in the depth of those pools. It was so strange. I’d never, ever wanted to talk to a man while he was hovering above me.

Garnering all of my courage, I urged myself to ask him about what I saw. It was now or never.

Before I could make my lips move, he tenderly pushed some hair from my face. The soft touch was unexpected, and I closed my eyes and let the feeling absorb into my whole being.

“I need to be inside you,” he murmured.

My eyes flew open. I became disoriented. Fuzzy. Unclear. Flickering emotions cascaded through me as a whirlwind of terrible memories sliced through my soul. Shocked, panicked, unable to breathe, I shoved him off me and bolted off the bed. “You need to leave.”

“Elle?” he asked, clearly concerned.

Gasping for air, I didn’t answer him. I didn’t look at him. Instead, I grabbed my top and ran down the stairs as the first fifteen years of my life assaulted me. My father. My mother. The words I heard spoken through the thin walls. The crying. The yelling. The grunts and groans. It was too much.

“Elle,” he called again, right on my heels.

It was dark and my mind started to spin. I turned, backing myself up against the door. Frightened. Afraid. I just wanted him to stop.

The silhouette came closer. I put my hands out. “Please, leave me alone. I won’t do it again,” I cried.

“Elle, what’s going on?”

The voice had no shape.

White knuckled, I dug my fingers into the doorframe. “Please,” I begged. “Please leave me alone.”

“Not until you talk to me.”

The voice amplified. It sounded angry. His eyes flashed. He was a tough guy. Too tough to let a woman tell him no. Too tough to let a little girl try to stop him.

Every muscle in my body was taut. I stayed still. Very still. I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. Maybe if I were quiet enough he’d just leave me alone. Leave her alone.

“Elle, it’s me. Logan. What’s going on? Where are you?”

I blinked as that soft voice broke through to me. “Logan?”

With tentative steps he approached me. His voice now soothing. “Elle, yes, it’s me. I’m not going to hurt you.”

My eyes began to readjust as I broke from the horror I dreamt about every day after my mother died and my sister left. “Logan,” I said again, needing to be sure it was him and not my father.

His fingers were on my face, stroking away my tears. “Yes, it’s me. Yes, it’s me. It’s me.” His voice broke as he repeated himself over and over.

I swallowed hard and tried to look away. He wouldn’t let me. He held my face in place. Shame and embarrassment were all I could feel. My heart pounded in my chest. What had I done? Why had I overreacted?

His fingers caught my chin as I managed to drop it. He wasn’t going to let me evade him. His touch soft and gentle, he lifted it and looked into my eyes.

I was begging myself not to burst into tears. I didn’t know if it was working, so I slammed by eyes shut. I couldn’t let him see me like this. This was the broken me. Not the one I had glued back together. Not the tough girl who didn’t let anyone in. I needed to get that girl back.

No one saw me like this.

No one.

Before I knew it, I was engulfed in his arms and my face was against his chest. “It’s okay, Elle. I’m here. You can talk to me.”

I pretended the water leaking from my eyes wasn’t tears. I pretended I was stronger than this person who needed this powerful man to hold her up. I pretended and pretended as he continued to soothe me, but then something happened—I felt safe.

And I let my barriers down.

When his constant soothing became too much to bear, I stopped pretending and collapsed in his arms, a sobbing mess.

Somehow we ended up on the sofa and I was curled in a ball against him.

“Elle,” he whispered after a long while.

I wanted to fade into the leather of the sofa and disappear. I couldn’t look at him. I was weak and pathetic. My father would be laughing at me if he could see me now.

When I didn’t respond, Logan lifted my head to look at him. His hands trapped my face and his eyes searched mine in a way they never had. “Tell me what happened. Did your father—” His voice cracked on the words, but I knew what he wanted to ask.

My throat was dry. “No, he never touched me, not sexually,” I croaked.

The sigh he made was more than audible. “Then tell me what happened to you. What did I do that triggered this? I need to know.”

With a deep inhale, I forced myself to be honest. Aside from Charlie, I’d never talked about this to anyone. I wanted to tell Logan. I sat up straight and looked at him. I wanted to at least appear strong when I told the sordid details of my past. “My memories start at age six. My father always worked late and my sister and I were usually in bed when he came home. Still, every night he’d lock our door, and the sound of the lock turning would wake me up. And then I’d hear him begging my mother to have sex with him. It didn’t matter if she said no; he wouldn’t take that for an answer. He was a sex addict. He needed it. She was the complete opposite and never wanted to give it. What I remember the most is . . .” I paused.

“Tell me,” he urged.

“Is him telling her that he needed to be inside her.”

Logan cringed and his face paled. “Oh God, Elle, I’m so sorry.”

I shook my head. “You didn’t know. It’s not your fault. You see, I’ve had this rule when it came to sex—no talking. I’ve always made it very clear. But I didn’t tell you. To be honest, I didn’t want to tell you.”

His brows furrowed in confusion. “Why?”

Bracing myself, I pulled back and wiped the twin streams of water from my cheeks. “You were different.”

He hesitated but still asked, “In what way?”

I was barely breathing, I was so nervous. I was always petrified of telling anyone anything about myself. I wouldn’t blame him if he had run. The perversity of my situation wasn’t easy to swallow. But he hadn’t run, not yet. He was still beside me, waiting for what else I had yet to say. It shouldn’t have mattered to me so much that he was, but it did.

What would happen after I confessed my strange reaction to him? I had no idea. But Logan wasn’t mine and if he chose to leave, I wouldn’t blame him. What was coming sounded beyond bizarre, even to me. “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”

His gaze gently flickered across my face. It was the first time he’d looked at me that way—like he saw me, not the person I reminded him of. It was like he was looking at me, not avoiding her. “No, Elle. No I won’t. Tell me.”

Ironically, I had to avert my own eyes before I could say it. When I was looking anywhere but into his eyes, I finally spoke. “Since the very first time I had sex, I thought I was like my mother.”

“What do you mean?”

I shrugged. “Asexual isn’t really the right word, but it’s close. Not really into sex. I had sex but I felt very little, nothing really. For years I was relieved, because at least I knew I wasn’t a sex addict like my father. One day I met a guy and he became my boyfriend. We were compatible in so many ways, especially in the way that sex was secondary. It wasn’t what drove our relationship. Our friendship did. But then we broke up and I fluttered again from man to man.”

Logan bristled slightly and I lifted my gaze. He was staring at me. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “Why did you break up?” he asked.

I wasn’t ready to share that part of me—the most broken part—so I shook my head. “Things just didn’t work out,” was all I said. I wanted to finish this, to tell him what I was feeling for him, but he had to understand me first. “After Charlie was out of my life, I started searching for what it was about sex that could turn someone into the monster my father was. My sister was afraid of my father and even though she always warned me to be quiet on those nights I’d woken up, there were times I couldn’t stand to hear my mother cry or to hear my father’s demanding voice. And during those times, I’d scream and scream and scream until my father marched in the room and whipped me with his belt. I didn’t care, though, because after he was done with me, he’d also leave my mother alone.”

Logan drew in a breath before he pulled me to him. I wanted to shrug him off, but not as much as I wanted to feel the safety in his arms. He kissed my forehead. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.”

Baby?

No one had ever called me by that term of endearment. The strength I had gathered was starting to weaken and I jumped out of his hold and to my feet. “I want to finish.”

Although he paled, he nodded in understanding.

I walked to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. I could feel his eyes on me the entire time, but I never looked back. Busying myself in the kitchen, I was allowing my strength to build. Once the coffee was done and I’d poured us each a cup, I felt much stronger. Turning back toward him, I could see that his eyes were filled with sympathy and something else.

I didn’t want that.

He took the cup I offered him and then I sat down next to him, with my own cup in hand. My hands were shaking, but I ignored it and took a sip of my coffee.

Clearing my throat, I finally continued. “Up until I moved here three months ago, that was who I was. A single woman who didn’t really care that much about sex but was searching for answers, so I pursued it from time to time.”

Logan tried to remain undaunted, but I could see the muscle in his jaw clench.

I set my cup down. “I’m only telling you this so that you can understand me.”

He nodded in understanding and then he opened his mouth, “Elle, I should—” He stopped, paused, drew in a breath, and then took a sip from his cup. “Never mind, go on.”

I did. “Last night when I was with you, that changed. For the first time ever, I felt alive. Involved. Not removed. I wanted to feel everything. I didn’t have to go through the motions. And even when you spoke, I was okay with it. At times, I liked it.”

Logan looked stunned. Uncertain.

I knew I should clarify. Let him know I wasn’t declaring my love or laying claim to him. “Please, don’t worry. It doesn’t mean anything more other than I really enjoyed having sex with you.”

The corners of his mouth tipped up.

A shiver slowly danced down my spine at the same time a wave of embarrassment crashed over me. Heat worked its way up my body, flaming all the way to my fingers and toes, until I couldn’t take another minute of his focus and covered and my eyes. “See, I’m crazy.”

Through my fingers, I saw him set his cup next to mine. Standing, he emptied his pockets and removed his gun, and then I felt him move closer to me. The air was thick and laced with so much of whatever it was that traveled between us. But he didn’t make the moment sexual. Instead, he pulled my fingers from my face and entwined them in his. When he spoke, his voice was soft, calm. “You’re not crazy. I feel this thing too. I don’t know what it is, but please don’t tell me I fucked it up.”

I shook my head. “Why would you still want to be with someone like me? I’m weak and pathetic.”

His fingers squeezed mine. Not roughly. More like passionately. “Don’t ever say that. Don’t even think it. You’re a strong woman who has been through a lot.”

My tears started again. “But I’m not. I’m broken and I can’t be fixed.” I almost told him the rest of my story, but I just couldn’t. Not now. Not today.

Logan’s lips found mine and he kissed me lightly. “You’re not broken,” he whispered.

I nodded, letting him know I was.

He kissed me again. “You’re not.”

He did it over and over, and eventually I started to believe him.

Maybe if I pushed that one part of me aside, I could be whole.

Even if it was only for a little while, I’d take it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

DAY 4

LOGAN

Headlights shined in the window.

My eyes scanned the two circles of white that dissolved into the darkness. Stuck somewhere between alertness and grogginess, it took me a moment to figure out where I was.

Elle’s.

Fuck!

Instantly, I snapped awake.

Drenched in a cold sweat and breathing hard, I managed to heave myself out of bed and over to the window without waking Elle. Taillights blinked down the road. I fucking hated that she lived on a corner.

The digital clock read 2:40 and I decided to slide back into bed for another hour. I should have already left. We’d redressed when I was planning on it earlier but then she’d asked me to stay. Now, I couldn’t. I wanted to tell her I was leaving before I actually did and I didn’t want to wake her yet.

I walked the line between right and wrong.

Sometimes towed it.

But tried really hard not to cross it.

Yet, her father was a man I might just kill with my bare hands if I ever laid eyes on him. To do what he’d done to his wife and children was unforgivable, and in his case I’d take the role of judge, jury, and executioner if I had to. I didn’t know him. Didn’t know his background. I didn’t have to—he, like Tommy, was a coward of a man who preyed on women to make himself feel more like a man, and like Tommy, he was a man I’d love to bring to his knees.

Tommy, though, was forbidden territory—her father was not.

My brain started swimming with everything going on in my life, but then her body found mine and we melded together like two puzzle pieces. I found a strange peace in the feel of her skin against mine. Giving in to it, I closed my eyes and let the calmness suck me in.

I jolted awake.

Fuck, it was dawn.

I’d only meant to sleep another hour. I shouldn’t have stayed here all night with my SUV parked right in front of her place.

I knew better.

I fucking knew better.

I did.

Needing a moment, I didn’t move. I stayed where I was, with my heart racing and my breathing as heavy as though I’d been running.

A few calming breaths had me thinking more clearly. Regardless of how reckless I felt right now, I wouldn’t have changed anything. There was no way I could have left.

She needed me.

Elle needed me and I had to be there for her.

With that very thought in my mind, I opened my eyes to look at her. She was in my arms and although I knew it was wrong, it still felt so right.

Last night we crossed a line we shouldn’t have. A line that brought us closer, and considering my current situation, that was unfair. She told me things about herself that were difficult, not only for her to say but for me to hear. She didn’t know what she was involving herself in with me. I was an asshole for not confessing my sins right then. She spilled her heart and I couldn’t even tell her what being with me meant to her safety. I wanted to. I tried to. I just couldn’t. I knew if I did, she’d make me go, and I wasn’t ready to say goodbye.

Not yet.

I had to hold on until Friday for her sake, and mine.

I had to keep her safe or I’d lose my mind.

That was the bottom line.

I drew a deep breath and exhaled.

When I did, a hand reached up and touched the side of my face. It was a delicate touch. A soft one.

One that I really liked.

One I should push away.

One I knew I wouldn’t.

I wanted to feel it.

I wanted to do more than feel it.

I wanted to own it.

The thought made me sit up.

Dangerous.

My heart was still pounding and it wasn’t slowing down.

I’d made some stupid decisions in my life and some not-so-stupid ones. The one to stay away from anyone who might get hurt because of me was one of the smarter ones. And I’d been doing that. Doing great at it. It had become my way of life. But it had seemed so much easier before her. Was she a “before” and “after” marker in my life? Was I destined to have an after Emily, a before Kayla, and now a before and after Elle?

Fuck!

The thought had my head spinning.

“Good morning,” she said into my ear in a low, slightly purring voice.

That was all I needed. I would take care of whatever I had to take care of, but right now, I needed her in my life. I’d never felt anything like what I was feeling for her with anyone else. I couldn’t let her go—not yet.

She was behind me, on her knees, with her arms wrapped around my waist. I had already been revved up from her earlier touch, and now I was instantly hard. Around her, it didn’t take much. If she thought I made her feel good, I wished she could feel how I felt with just the sensation of her fingertips.

Alive.

Electric.

Owned.

I twisted my body so I was facing her and then I lowered her down onto the mattress. I wanted to make her feel good and I was going to as long as she’d let me.

She blinked a little as if adjusting to the postdawn light, and when she looked at me with that seductive gaze, I knew she wanted me. Without hesitation I lowered my mouth to kiss her.

Her lips were soft.

Her mouth welcoming as she opened it to let me in.

Our tongues collided and all thoughts of anything but her left my mind. Needing her, I rolled on top of her. She felt so good. I wanted to tell her. I wanted her to know what she was doing to me right now. But I didn’t. I was careful to keep my thoughts to myself. Still, I wanted to let her know how much I wanted her. That my need to drive inside her was so deep, I couldn’t think of anything else.

That her crazy thoughts were my same crazy thoughts.

I might not be able to tell her with words, but I could definitely show her how I was feeling.

Control left me as that thought lingered in my mind. Devouring her mouth in gulping, sweeping movements, I had to have every part of her.

My pulse raced as my hands drifted up her body. From her slender hips, to that taut stomach, up to those perfectly shaped breasts. This was the first time that we’d be fucking when her niece wasn’t nearby and I hoped I drove Elle so far over the edge, she screamed my name when I made her come—over and over.

I wanted to give her that.

At least that.

We were dressed, and the first place to start was getting naked. I lifted my shirt over my head and her eyes watched me. I swear I saw her lick her lips. It was her turn and I pulled her top off, making sure to skim her skin with my fingers. She shivered a bit and I grinned at how her body reacted to my touch.

Refocusing, I looked at her. Her bra was black and lacy, and I sucked in a breath when it came into full focus. I think my fingers were trembling when I ran them around the fabric to her back to unclasp it.

With a simple toss, the bra hit her floor and her perfect breasts were all I saw. Overcome with the need to touch them, squeeze them, suck her nipples into small peaks, I had my mouth and hands on them in less than a heartbeat, but then I remembered to slow down.

I could take my time with her today and wring every ounce of pleasure out of her—make sure she knew how much she turned me on.

My fingers skated over her smooth skin and her body responded instantly. In a way I’d never watched a woman before, I watched her. This was as much for her as for me. I was captivated not only by her actions, not only by her beauty, but by her body language—she was telling me she wanted me in the only way she knew how.

Message received.

Holding each breast, I didn’t let my gaze wander as I lightly massaged them, pinching her nipples between my fingers when I did. Her eyes were hooded and I knew she was enjoying this.

The eye contact was too much, I felt a little too exposed, so I lowered my mouth, trailing my tongue down her neck, using my teeth to guide me.

She trembled with each inch downward and I knew just how much she liked it.

I kept going until I reached my hands. Keeping one in place, I let the other drift lower as my mouth took over its actions. With my tongue, I licked around her nipple over and over. She writhed beneath me and I went further, tugging it with my teeth and then pulling it into my mouth to suck on it.

Her skin tasted so good.

She arched her back when my free hand slid under the elastic of her sweatpants. My pulse was racing in anticipation of tasting her pussy. And I was tasting her pussy today.

Her body was responsive and the more I touched her, the more untamed she became.

She was letting go.

I loved it.

I couldn’t wait to do more, but I was taking this slow. Letting her decide if something was too much.

My mouth drifted to her other breast and I repeated my actions.

Lick.

Tug.

Suck.

At the same time my mouth moved, my fingers dipped inside her panties. She was so wet. So wet I couldn’t resist slipping a finger inside her right away.

She moaned when I did, so I added another. She moaned even louder this time and her hips bucked, so I added just one more. Stretching her, fucking her with my fingers, my own body felt explosive. I was worried I might come before I was even inside her.

She was still moaning and I lifted my head to see her again. I had to see her. Her body started to shake and her fingers gripped the sheets so tightly, her knuckles were turning white.

She was wild.

I bit my lip to stop from telling her to let go.

My fingers slid in and out. She was tight, wet, and ready. Her eyes closed and a blissful look overtook her. “Oh, God,” Elle cried out in pleasure.

Not yet, I thought. Not yet.

I removed my fingers. I wanted to replace them with my mouth. I wanted her to come with my tongue inside her, not my fingers.

Her eyes were wide now—questioning why I’d stopped. I answered quickly by letting my lips trail down her body. Taking my time no longer an option, I pulled her pants off at the same time.

She lifted her hips and assisted me. She was just as ready for this as I was. Her hands gripped my shoulders tightly and I swear she was urging me to move faster down to her pussy.

I obliged.

It thrilled me how much she wanted this.

Sweetness was on the tip of my tongue as soon as it circled her clit. She tasted unlike anyone; she tasted like something I wanted to taste more than once. I knew I was in serious trouble. Once was never going to be enough. I didn’t know if I could ever have enough of this.

“Logan!” she cried out when I found her clit with first my lips then my tongue.

My insides clenched, thrilled that she was vocally expressing how she felt. My hands wrapped around to her tight little ass and I pulled her closer to me. I didn’t just want to eat her . . . I wanted to devour her. Her body trembled and she called out my name louder and louder with each passing second.

I knew she had come, but once wasn’t enough. I went back, first slowly tasting her but only for a bite or two. Then I hungrily devoured her like I knew I had to.

She tried to push her body into the mattress as if she couldn’t take anymore.

I wanted to tell her to just feel it, but I didn’t.

I didn’t have to.

Her grip tightened in my hair and she cried out, “I need more of you.”

Those words had my cock throbbing to be inside her. Torn between finishing what I’d started and giving her what she wanted, I managed to pull myself away from her sweetness and stood up. Like a bolt of lightning, I shoved my pants off and stood fully ready in front of her.

She reached for me across the bed. Her fingers wrapped around my hard cock and I found myself starting to tremble.

Again, I had to take a few moments to admire her. Her smooth, pale skin, her seductive, stormy eyes, the cute sprinkling of freckles across her nose, her lush lips, and those perfect breasts—all her, all things I feared I would never stop wanting.

Finding my way back beside her, I let her set the pace. It was so unlike me to give anyone control, but I knew she needed to have it. Lying beside her, I collapsed on my back.

Her hand was still wrapped around me, stroking me, up then down, slow then faster, just the way I liked it. My eyes drifted closed and I let myself feel her. I think you could say I gave myself up to her. I was hers to do with what she wanted.

Oh. Fuck.

Her mouth was on me.

My cock was inside it.

The tip hit the back of her throat.

Her teeth grazed my shaft.

My balls started to tighten. I was going to come. I had to stop her. I needed to come inside her.

I moved fast.

Sitting back on my knees, I pulled her onto my lap. We were aligned perfectly, my cock nudged the flesh of her opening. Her hands gripped my shoulders and she lifted herself. Anticipation had my heart pumping. I’d never wanted to be inside someone so badly.

“Condom,” I whispered with a wince. Hating to have to speak. Hoping like hell I hadn’t just put an end to this.

In a raspy voice she made me look at her. “Logan,” she said.

I found her eyes.

She was fine, smiling even. She glanced toward her night table where my gun lay. “Is your wallet downstairs?”

With a nod, I dropped my head to her shoulder. No. No. No. Way to ruin the moment.

“I’m clean and safe,” she said.

I lifted my head and met her gaze. “I am too.”

I felt her fingers dig down into the bone of my shoulder at the same time her lower body rose and then eased down . . . right onto my cock.

Oh fuck.

Warm.

Wet.

Tight.

Enveloping.

Sensation after sensation paraded through me. I’d never been inside a woman without a latex barrier. The feeling was incredible.

I had to take control. I needed to be all the way inside her—from tip to base. I wanted to feel her around my entire cock. My hands gripped her hips and I eased her farther down on me.

More.

More.

It still wasn’t enough.

I needed more.

I could tell she did too.

This angle prevented me from slipping all the way inside her. Sliding my hands up her back, I eased her to the mattress and hovered over her. As soon as I plunged inside her, her legs wrapped around me.

That was it.

I was all the way in.

She was moaning.

I knew she felt what I was feeling.

I knew I was groaning, but I had to. I felt like a teenage boy. A horny teenage boy. I couldn’t control myself. I found her mouth to stifle the noise I was making but I was pretty certain her noises were louder, drowning me out.

“Look at me,” she commanded.

Her demand slowed my relenting pace but only for a moment, because as soon as I did look at her, lust and desire were all I saw.

I couldn’t hold back anymore. Thrust for thrust, she met each and every one. My cock pulsed and I pumped my hips into her. I lowered to my elbows, straining to keep control. She gripped my shoulders, holding on so tightly her fingernails dug into my skin and I could feel cool pricks of blood pooling around them.

I didn’t care.

Trying to push deeper, wanting to be as far inside her as I could, I kept my pace fast but even—quick thrusts that allowed me the luxury of not leaving her warmth for long. Everything about her was so sweet. The feeling of being buried deep inside her was one I never wanted to lose. A loud growl-like groan stuttered out of me as I tried to hold on for her, but I couldn’t. Letting go, I watched her face and hoped the bliss I saw on it meant she was coming too.

She was.

She moaned, “Oh God,” and I could feel her walls tightening around my cock.

The feeling pushed me off kilter.

It was unlike anything I had ever felt.

Absorbing it, taking it, owning it, I let myself feel it without fear.

She gasped, and I could tell her orgasm was rocketing through her like the magnitude of the one that owned me right now.

Then everything went quiet.

All I wanted to do was hold on to her for dear life, because I was pretty sure I was going to die in the unbelievable pleasure I was basking in. We came in unison, our eyes glued to each other. Looking at her, I knew she had no doubt as to who I was and how I was making her feel.

Fuck, it felt so good—seeing the ecstasy on her face, hearing it in the sounds she was making. After a beat, I let myself go. When I did, I couldn’t hear anything. It was the loudest silence I’d ever heard in my life. Out of nowhere, my vision went a little hazy, and there was a gentle ache that radiated around all parts of my cock—all reminders of the intensity we were sharing.

When I was spent, I dropped down and buried my face in her neck. After a few minutes I was able to move, and I rolled over and pulled her to my chest. She smiled against my neck and rested her head on my shoulder. I had to say something, so I murmured in her hair, “That felt so good.”

She lifted her head and her beautiful eyes danced in the light. “More than good.”

With a grin, I nodded in concurrence.

More than good, the truest words ever spoken.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

ELLE

What had I been missing?

If this was it, I had a lot of making up to do.

In the midst of all the chaos in my life right now, Logan was a welcome distraction. The post-sex glow I was feeling had to be plastered across my face like a neon sign. True to both our natures, we didn’t stay wrapped in each other’s arms for long. Cuddling, snuggling, nestling, or whatever you want to call it didn’t appear to be either of our things. We were lying next to each other, but neither of us was speaking.

Maybe we were both thinking about what had just taken place?

My phone rang and we separated from each other. I rolled onto my back. Logan shifted to his feet before me.

Distracted by him, I didn’t reach to answer it. The mere sight of him made my eyelashes flutter, my throat burn, and my heart pound. He hadn’t shaved and his hair fell forward as he moved, making him look impossibly sexy. The hint of stubble I was staring at had just rubbed against the sensitive skin of my face, my stomach, and everywhere else, but the yearning I felt for him was still raging—I couldn’t believe it but I wanted more.

Wasting no time, he pulled up his pants and zipped them. Standing before me bare-chested, he looked hotter than sin.

His eyes, as usual, weren’t on mine. Yet he must have felt my gaze because soon enough those lustful hazel pools were looking at me. He reached for his shirt but before he pulled it on, he leaned down and kissed me. “I’ve got to go into work this morning. I’m going to run back to my hotel and shower. Will you be okay here until later?”

I bit my lip. “Yes, of course.”

He eyed me and I wasn’t certain what he was looking for.

Did he want me to say I’d miss him?

At that, I laughed a little and jokingly quipped, “Don’t get too caught up in me.”

“It’s a little late for that,” he said with a wink.

My heart felt like it might explode a thousand times over. It was my turn to look away. He was too much to look at and I averted my gaze back to his body. I’d allow myself the luxury of this sexual affair. I deserved it. I also knew not to read any more into it than what it was about. Plain and simple, it was about the fucking.

My eyes drifted. I licked my lips at the sight of the way his pants hung low on his hips, and I took in the perfection of his chest, the muscles in his arms, the line of his collarbone up to his neck. The jaw I was desperate to kiss, to taste.

I could almost feel my hands sliding inside those pants and I sucked in a deep breath as I imagined the feel of his warm, thick cock—the one I’d just felt. My pulse was racing at the thought and when I finally raised my eyes back to his beautiful face, he was watching me curiously.

“Elle, your phone is ringing again. Maybe you should answer it. Whoever it is has called twice now.”

I was on the other side of the bed and as I rolled toward it, he grinned and reached for it.

He glanced down and handed it to me. “Here, it’s Peyton.”

I blinked out of my trance and tapped my screen. “Hello,” I answered, and let that warm tingle I was still feeling continue to caress its way through my veins while I forced myself to look at the clock. It was early even for Peyton to be calling.

Logan tucked his gun in his waistband and was walking toward the door.

“Elle, I hope I didn’t wake you. I know it’s early, but I’m in the hospital and wanted you to know I won’t be able to make it in to work today,” Peyton said warily.

My heart stopped and I quickly sat up. “Hospital? What happened? Are you okay?”

Machines beeping in the background told me she couldn’t be, yet she sounded like she always did—fine. “Yes, or I will be. Some jerk attacked me last night after I left the boutique. A few cuts here and there, but nothing major and certainly nothing to worry about. You know me—I’m tough.”

My pulse was literally in my ears. “You were attacked?” I gasped in question, unable to believe it.

Logan was stepping out of my room when his spine straightened and he jerked around. His body language had me concerned about more than just Peyton.

“Yeah. Some asshole looking to get his jollies jumped me and pulled me into an alley when I was walking to my car.”

Covering my mouth, trying to find my pulse, and feeling awful for her, I didn’t know what to say or what to ask. “But you’re not hurt?” was my only concern.

Stupid question. She was in the hospital.

Her voice was firm. “No, not really. He just scared the shit out of me.”

“What did the police say?”

She laughed. I swore she laughed. “They aren’t certain yet. I can’t ID him, so there isn’t much to go on. The creeper wore a ski mask and I didn’t get a good look at his build at all. It was just too dark. But I think I hurt him because when he took off, he limped away. The police think it was an attempted mugging gone wrong.”

I gasped again. “Did he take your purse?”

“No. Weird, right?”

“Muggers don’t usually attack you and then leave your purse behind. Why would they think that?”

“Who knows? If you ask me, the guy had an agenda.”

Still trying to process all of this, I asked, “What do you mean, he had an agenda?”

“I don’t know. Like it was a dare or a gang initiation. He grabbed me, pulled me into the alley, and with his knife, sliced through my clothing right to my stomach to start carving the letter E on it. Freak. Somehow, I managed to free the chopstick I had holding my hair up and then I plunged it into his thigh. He screamed, and someone started shouting at him. That’s when he ran. The person shouting was a homeless man. He hurried over to me and I gave him my phone to call 911. The ambulance arrived quickly and I was kept overnight for a dose of IV antibiotics, but I’m being released this morning.”

“Peyton, oh my God, a knife!” I cried. “But you’re okay? You’re certain?”

Logan was next to me now, looking really pale. “What exactly happened?” he asked, expelling all the air from his lungs.

Covering the microphone with my hand, I whispered what she’d just told me.

He bristled and looked like he wanted to jump out of his skin or maybe lose his stomach. “Ask her if he said anything,” Logan said.

Peyton was talking. “That man was really nice. I have to find him.”

Perplexed, I gave Logan a curious look. “Peyton,” I interrupted her.

“Right. I’m droning. Honestly, Elle, I’ll be fine.”

“Did the guy who attacked you say anything?” I asked her, wondering why Logan wanted to know that.

There were voices in the background. “Yeah, he told me to tell that dog he’d been warned.”

“Dog? That makes no sense.”

A noise escaped Logan’s throat. His hands were clenched into fists and he looked like he was a loaded gun and ready to shoot himself through the wall.

“Yes. I know. He was a crazy tweaker if you ask me.”

My mind became a maze of impossibility. “I’m so sorry. What hospital are you at? I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

The voices grew louder. “No, Elle, that’s not necessary. My mother is here to take me to her house. I’m so sorry, but I’ll have to miss a few days of work.”

Tears welled in my eyes. “Don’t you worry about work. What can I do for you?”

She inhaled a breath. “Nothing. Listen, I have to go—the doctor just walked in. I got everything restocked yesterday. There’s nothing for you to do today. Any deliveries made will be redelivered tomorrow, so you don’t have to go in. Tomorrow will be crazy enough for you.”

“Peyton, stop. Don’t worry—I’ll take care of everything.”

“I know. I know. I’ll call you when I get to my mother’s house.”

“Take care,” I said, and hung up.

“Tell me again, and don’t leave anything out—what exactly happened to Peyton?” Logan asked in a rush.

My voice became one giant exhalation as I told him everything, from the letter E on her stomach to what her attacker had said.

“He said the word dog. You’re sure?”

“Yes, why?”

“We have to go.” Logan’s voice was low and shaky.

Something tight twisted in my gut.

Concern.

Fear.

The unknown.

I felt myself start to tremble and pulled the sheets up to cover my naked body. “What are you talking about?”

With unrepressed determination, Logan was picking up my clothes and tossing them on the bed. My bra. My shirt. My panties. My sweatpants. “Get dressed now. We have to leave.”

Apprehension rang through me. “What’s going on?”

He stood tall, his shoulders broad, but wariness was all I could see. “Elle, please get dressed, pack a bag, and meet me downstairs. I’ll explain everything when I get you back to my hotel.”

I stood up, taking the sheet with me. “Logan, you’re scaring me. Do you think Peyton’s attack had something to do with Michael and Lizzy?”

With quick strides, he came over to me and put his hands on my shoulders. “No. Peyton was attacked because she was seen with me. Now do as I said and I’ll explain everything when we get to my place.”

Fear seized me. I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I knew he was telling the truth. The question was . . . should I stay with him or should I run?

“Elle, listen to me. We need to leave. And you have to come with me. I can keep you safe.”

Safe.

Could he keep me safe?

“What about Michael and Clementine?”

“They aren’t in any danger right now. Hurry, and I promise I’ll explain.”

Drawing in a breath, I looked at him again and knew I had to trust him. “Give me ten minutes.”

With a heavy sigh, he nodded and left the room.

The air felt thinner with him gone but not necessarily any easier to breathe.
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Logan eyed the cars stacked ahead as if trying to determine how he could maneuver around them. All I saw were their red taillights in a flashing line of stop and go that was never going to end. No alternate was available in the morning traffic and five miles or fifty didn’t matter—it was going to take an eternity to get to his hotel.

The day was overcast and colder than yesterday. Staring out the window, I watched the birds as they flew by, moving at a much faster speed than we were. I was feeling twitchy. I needed to know what was going on. “Talk to me.”

I could see his jaw clench. He was waging a battle from within.

“It’s okay, Logan, just tell me.

His chest rose as he inhaled a breath. “What I’m going to tell you isn’t going to paint me in a good light. I was young, and stupid. I thought I knew what I was doing, but you have to know how much I regret what happened.”

“What you did when you were younger won’t make me think any differently about you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

He let out a huff. “Trust me, it will.”

“Logan, please, tell me what you think happened to Peyton.”

He shifted in his seat and his eyes scanned every inch of me. The slow motion of his stare made my heart race even faster. He opened his mouth and it was as if a chill cascaded around us in the confined space. His tone was distant, direct, matter-of-fact. “It’s not what I think. It’s what happened.”

For as strong as I was, for as courageous as I wanted to be, I was suddenly very afraid. I pressed my lips together and stared out of the glass to wait for what came next.

It wasn’t what I expected.

His hand was on me.

Fingertips softly searching to lock between mine.

That scared me even more.

Ready to burst, I turned toward him. “Just tell me.”

Those hazel pools looked murky as they flashed at me one more time before he looked away and finally, he began to speak. “When I fifteen,” he started, “I met this girl. Her name was Emily.”

Something inside me felt like it might explode. I wasn’t sure what was coming, but I knew it wasn’t going to be anything good—it was in his tone.

“My mother was spending more and more time in New York City and my father and I were staying at my grandfather’s house a lot back then. Anyway, Emily was interested in me.”

I interrupted him. “Emily, is she the girl I remind you of?” I wasn’t sure why I thought that, but his tone was reminiscent of the tone in which he’d told me I reminded him of someone he’d once known.

He gave me a slight nod.

I wondered why I’d bothered to ask that question. I already knew she was. “Sorry, go on.”

He pulled his arm away and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. “I had a lot going on in my life with, my parents on the verge of divorce and my grandfather trying to introduce me to a world my parents wanted me to stay away from. I was a rebellious teen looking for an outlet. Looking to have a good time. Then I saw her. It was summertime and we were all hanging out in the park at the top of Savin Hill. She was there with her friends and the only one not wearing a bikini. I asked around. Who was she? Where did she live? Turned out Emily was not only the sister of a dude I hated, but she was forbidden. And if that didn’t make me want her all the more.”

“What do you mean, forbidden?”

“Everyone knew she was off-limits. She was from the other side of Dorchester Avenue. A Catholic girl who went to a Catholic school. She practically wore a chastity belt. What I didn’t know at the time was that she also happened to have lunatics for her father and brother. I liked the challenge, the danger of it all. It took some time, but eventually she latched onto me,”

I tried not to parallel Logan, the teen, with Logan, the man, but it difficult. Was that what I was to him—a challenge? The thrill of danger?

God, I hoped not.

“I know what you’re thinking. And no, that’s not what this is.” He motioned between the two of us. “I’m not that same lost kid anymore who thought he could rule the world with money and power.”

I pushed my doubts aside. This wasn’t about me—it was about him. “I’m fine. Go on.”

He assessed me for a long time.

I gave him a slight nod to let him know I was okay.

“For a while, I thought I loved her, but then I realized that was my friend James talking, making me think that. Don’t get me wrong; I liked hanging out with her. It made me forget everything else I had going on. But I wasn’t looking for all the shit that would come with telling her father or my grandfather, and she was cool with that until one day when she wasn’t. Out of the blue, she told me she wanted to tell them.”

I could see the confusion in his face, like he just didn’t get women and their changing their minds.

“After that, I started to get nervous. She said she’d keep us quiet, but I wasn’t so sure. Then she started to get more and more serious about us and she was throwing around words like love, marriage, and forever. The day she told me she loved me and she wanted to run away together, I broke it off.”

The words were spoken with such absolute distaste, the sound made me cringe.

He shook his head. “I mean for fuck’s sake, we weren’t even sixteen.”

“I take it she didn’t take the breakup well?”

He shook his head again. “No, she couldn’t accept that we were over. For almost two months, she kept coming over, calling me, crying to me that she wanted me back. She was like a stalker. I did my best to ignore her, but then she threatened to tell her father about us.”

“Did she?”

“Fuck no, I knew she wouldn’t. She was smarter than that.”

I was almost afraid to ask. “Logan, who was her father?”

In a mumbled voice he answered, “Patrick Flannigan.”

Two words that put everything in perspective.

I drew in a sharp breath, not liking where this was going at all. The car was stop and go but I felt like we were flying down the road, ready to crash into anything that got into our way. “Patrick Flannigan,” I gulped.

A slow nod.

“Was that when he was part of the Dorchester Heights Gang?” I asked, starting to wonder if Emily had anything to do with the merging of two gangs.

Another slow nod.

His knuckles were white around the steering wheel. “To say he was an overprotective father would be downplaying it. When he found out, I knew he’d cut my balls off. But I had to call her bluff, so I told her I didn’t really care who she told. As callous as it sounds, I was done with her. By then I’d learned just how selfish and self-centered she was and I couldn’t stand to be near her. Anything I had felt for her was gone. I just wanted her out of my life.”

Trembling, I knew something bad must have taken place. I turned my body toward him and with my voice nothing more than a squeak, I asked, “What happened?”

Logan wouldn’t look at me. “It was a Saturday and the Red Sox were on. I was at my grandfather’s house watching the game. I was the only one home when she came over. I didn’t want to let her in, but she left me no choice when she wouldn’t stop ringing the fucking doorbell. I remember it like it was yesterday. I flung the door open and left her there while I walked into the family room and flopped on the couch with my arms behind my head. She came in and handed me a piece of paper with all these different numbers on it. When I asked what I was supposed to do with it, she told me it was confirmation of her pregnancy.”

The flashing lights in front of us seemed to be getting closer and my eyes darted to the sneakers on his feet and the slamming of his right foot on the brake. His arm jerked in front of me as if he could hold me in place. We were inches from the car, but there was no impact.

He finally looked at me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

We were close to the hotel and I wanted to know what happened. “Logan, please just tell me what all of this is about? And why you’re telling me this story.”

He scrubbed his jaw and resumed driving. “I crumpled up the paper and threw it to the ground. I told her it couldn’t have been mine. We hadn’t fucked in months and I’d always used a condom. She told me she was three months along. That I should know condoms aren’t always effective. When I didn’t blink an eye, she insisted it was mine. I still didn’t believe her. Not that she was pregnant, and not that it was mine. I lost it then. I told her I’d had enough of her lies and to stop harassing me. I didn’t hold back. I told her what I thought of her and that I couldn’t believe she’d stoop to the oldest trick in the book to try to be with me. I couldn’t stand her—why would she even want to be with me? She cried that her father was going to kill her. Send her away to live with the nuns. I didn’t listen; instead I told her to leave and never come back. She ran into the bathroom and I didn’t bother with her. I wasn’t about to play her game. An hour later, I didn’t know if she was still there, but I got up to check anyway. That’s when I saw the blood pooling from under the door. I busted it open and she was lying there. Blood had arced up in splashes on the wall, the ceiling, and the side of the toilet. It was everywhere. It took me a moment to figure out where it was coming from. Then I saw it. She’d cut her wrists open—she’d killed herself, and it was too late to save her. I was too late to save her.”

There was no color. No light. No words. Nothing I could say.

The inflection in his voice told me of the pain he felt. Who was I to judge? And I still didn’t understand how he knew Peyton’s attack was because he’d been seen with her.

I reached over to him as he pulled up to the hotel valet. “Logan, you were a kid. How were you to know what she’d do?”

Ignoring me, he grabbed my bag from the back and got out without a word. My door opened and he stood there waiting for me. We stayed silent until we got to his room. I sat on the couch. He paced the room.

Finally, I spoke. “I don’t understand what this has to do with Peyton.”

He ran his hands through his hair. “I didn’t know what to do when I found her, so I called my old man. When he got to my grandfather’s, he called someone to come get me and told me he didn’t want me anywhere near there. I had no idea what he was doing, but found out later that he took the blame for her death.”

“What do you mean, took the blame? She killed herself.”

“In our house,” he muttered.

“But it wasn’t anyone’s fault.” I insisted.

“You don’t understand. A powerful man’s child doesn’t just die. They don’t just get shot, and certainly don’t just kill themselves. There has to be a reason. Always a reason. My father took that blame.”

My heart leapt. “How could he?”

“After he called 911, he called Patrick and told him what had happened. His version anyway. He told him Emily stopped by to see me but he didn’t know why. He knew it was going to get out that Emily and I had been together anyway, and he wanted to be the one to put it out there. He went on and told Patrick that when he told her I didn’t want to see her anymore, she started to cry, and then asked to use the restroom. He finished the story by telling him she’d been in there a while, so he’d gone to check on her, and that’s when he found her with her wrists slit, but it was too late. She was already dead.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“In Patrick’s eyes my father caused her distress. He was the reason she killed herself. And code mandates a life for a life. He thought Patrick would kill him but instead Patrick took his life in a different way. That day my father sold his soul to Patrick to save me.”

I was shaking my head. “But you didn’t do anything. It wasn’t your fault.”

“But it was—and my father knew Patrick would see it that way. I had gotten her pregnant. I was the one who didn’t believe her. I was the one who left her bleeding out in that bathroom.”

“Logan, she took her own life.”

He sat in a chair. Clasped and unclasped his hands before rubbing the back of his neck. “Don’t you get it? It was because of me.”

“Logan.” I said his name only. I could see the pain he was feeling, but I didn’t think worse of him because of this. He was a young teen. It wasn’t his fault. No one makes another person do something like that—people do it to themselves.

It was enough to make him glance up. “I’m getting off track. After everything happened, my parents divorced and I moved to New York with my mother. Patrick never spoke about the pregnancy and to this day, I‘m not certain he ever found out, but Tommy and his sister were close, and he knew.”

“Tommy never told his father?” I asked.

“No. I don’t why. Probably because he knew Patrick would beat the living shit out of him for letting something like that happen to his sister, or maybe because he knew Patrick would kill me and he wanted to punish me in his own fucked-up way. Who knows why? Anyway, a few years passed and I began to distance myself from that painful day, from what I’d done, and get on with my life. One summer, I came back here with a girl, and Tommy saw me with her. He followed me back to my grandfather’s with four other guys and they attacked us.”

“Oh my God, Logan.”

Logan ignored my compassion. He was in a trance, talking with no feeling whatsoever, just citing the facts. “Tommy had a knife and he carved the letter E in the girl’s . . . in Kayla’s stomach. He told me if I was ever seen around town again with any other girl, he’d do the same, or worse.”

Shuddering, I sat here absorbing what he’d told me. “Are you certain he attacked Peyton?”

He ran his hand over his stubble. “I’m sure, Elle. He called me a dog that night. I’m sure. Peyton had me go with her to Mulligan’s Cup yesterday and the guy who works there was with Tommy that night so long ago. He must have told him.”

“Declan?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “You know him?”

“Yes, he’s a really nice guy. And he likes Peyton. I can’t believe he’d do anything to hurt her.”

Logan stood. “Stay away from him.”

I nodded. I finally understood what he was worried about. Why he wore the hat, the sunglasses, whenever he went out. Why he looked around everywhere we went as if scouting the area. It was because he was. But I also knew I could take care of myself. “Logan,” I said before he walked into the bedroom.

He stopped.

“I can take care of myself.”

At that he turned around and reached into his back pocket, pulling out his wallet. He thumbed through the card slots and removed what looked like a tattered newspaper clipping. It was in color; maybe it was a magazine clipping. He handed it to me. On it was a picture of a girl who bore an eerie resemblance to me when I was younger. The headline read, “Young teen kills herself.”

My hand flew to my mouth. The similarity I bore to her initially seemed uncanny, but a closer look showed that while we shared the same ginger-colored hair and a smidgen of freckles across the nose, that’s where the likeness ended.

Logan gave me an intense look. “Tommy’s a sick fuck. I’m not as worried about what he’ll do to you because you’re with me. I’m worried about what he’ll do to you if he sees the resemblance.”

“Logan, we don’t look that much alike.”

“I know that. But from a distance there are similarities.”

My eyes closed in a subconscious effort to block out the fear in his voice. Out of nowhere, a thought struck. My eyes popped open. “Do you think he did something to my sister?”

An audible intake of breath was his response.

Like it was on fire, and burning me, I shoved the newspaper clipping as far away from me as I possibly could. “This isn’t your fault. I’m involved in this because of my sister, not you. This started before we ever met.”

He dropped his gaze.

“Logan,” I said softly.

His eyes surprised me. “I’ll find out where your sister is, Elle. I have a plan.”

Surprised, my brows raised in question. “What’s the plan?”

Not wasting any time, he stood and started back toward the bedroom. “I can’t tell you right now, but you have to trust me. I will keep you and that little girl safe.”

“And Michael?” I asked.

He just stared at me.

“Logan?”

Without another word, without an answer, he closed the door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

LOGAN

Reality slapped me in the face.

Even after a shower, my skin still felt like it was bathed in a cold sweat. My fingers continued to tremble with the disgust I felt for what I’d done all those years ago.

I hated that I’d had to tell Elle about it, but she had to know.

As I walked into my father’s law office, my legs were rods holding me up with each step, but I couldn’t feel them. I was on autopilot. I was gunning first for Declan, and then finally Tommy.

Tommy was close, but I had to believe he didn’t know about Elle because if he did . . . I couldn’t even think what that would mean.

Sure, I had a plan.

One that would protect her.

But my plan was shaky at best.

I had to put the pieces in motion.

Stacks of newspapers were piled on my father’s desk. The lights were dim and the gray clouds outside didn’t make the room any brighter. We’d had one wonderful day before March storms kicked up again. He was at his computer, reading glasses on, studying some documents on the screen.

“Anything?” I asked, not certain he was working on anything to do with Patrick or Tommy.

He slid his glasses down his nose to peer at me. “Actually, yes, I think so.”

Like a bat out of hell, I dashed around his desk and looked over his shoulder at the computer screen. “What?”

He twisted in his chair. “I met with Patrick’s accountant this morning and told him I needed bank statements for All My Women for the past two years.”

Exasperated, I said, “Why would you do that? He’s going to want to know why.”

“Relax, Logan. This isn’t my first rodeo. I fed him a bullshit story that the Financial Action Task Force is cracking down on certain types of wire transfers, looking for terrorist cells. I explained to him that I needed to see for myself exactly where Patrick was moving the money so I could advise him on what he should and shouldn’t be doing to avoid being targeted, or worse, being pinned as a terrorist.”

Chuckling, I shook my head. “You must have had Hal shaking in his shoes.”

His eyebrows popped in amusement. “More like shitting his pants. He emailed me the statements as soon as he got back to his office.”

“Sounds like you found something interesting.”

“I did. And not just the fact that the five million used to make the drug buy that went bad wiped out Patrick’s operating fund.”

“Completely?”

“Just about. That’s why he’s freaking out.”

“What else?”

My father turned back around and used his mouse to highlight something on the screen. “Look at this.”

I leaned closer and twisted my lips. “It’s a withdrawal.”

He highlighted a deposit. Then a withdrawal. Then another one of each. And then another.

“Okay, Pop, so someone is withdrawing a lot of money.”

He zoomed in on the withdrawal slip. “Not just someone. Tommy. The dumb shit has been depositing money and withdrawing more than the deposit on the next day for some time now.”

“Would explain the lack of money in the operating.”

“Yes, it does.”

I shook my head. “What? Is it Tommy’s idea of laundering?”

His brows rose. “Who knows, but he knows it’s forbidden in the organization. These are unsanctioned cash withdrawals and although they occur often during most of the statements I have, they started ramping up even more about six months ago.”

“How do you know Patrick is unaware of this?”

“Trust me, he is. Tommy is going to the bank and making the small deposits and larger withdrawals himself. Patrick would never allow that. Too risky. The dirty money has to be cleaned first—always. That’s Patrick’s rule. Patrick also doesn’t allow cash withdrawals. Funny thing is, Tommy stopped this activity three months ago.”

With a slow shake of my head, I said, “When O’Shea’s wife disappeared?”

My father turned back around. “Yes. But I’m not sure the two are connected.”

“But possibly?”

He shrugged. “The only thing I’m sure of is that something was going on behind Patrick’s back.”

“More drug buys?”

“Could be. Tommy knows Patrick doesn’t want Blue Hill relying on the drug trade to earn.”

“Do you think he’d be that stupid to defy his father?”

“I don’t know, Logan, but I’ve been thinking about this whole situation. Tommy first brought Patrick’s attention to the drug ring for a reason.”

“Because he needed the funds?”

“Yes, but why wait so long after the deal went bad to tell Patrick?”

“He tried to handle it himself?”

“There’s something else.”

“What?”

“I wish I knew. At this point Patrick wants his money back, but I’m almost certain he’s looking to eliminate whoever is running the renegade op. It’s like that person is some kind of threat to him or something.”

I leaned back on his desk and crossed my arms. “Okay, so how does this help us move forward with a solution?”

“It doesn’t. But if we can find out who O’Shea’s wife was working for and/or who she was getting the drugs from, we should be able to follow the trail up to the source, which will more than likely be the person in charge of the renegade operation. And if we deliver that person or persons by Friday, that girl you’re so concerned about should be safe.”

That girl.

She wasn’t just that girl anymore.

She was my girl.

Admitting it would be futile, though. What mattered was that I keep her safe. And that I would do, no matter what. “I know where to start,” I said.

My father looked at me skeptically.

I shoved off the desk. “Something happened last night.”

It took me fifteen minutes to tell him what happened to Peyton. He had so many questions—why was I there, what was I thinking, I shouldn’t even be near Elle. When the lecture started, I started for the door.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To see Declan Mulligan. I’ll call you later.”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

I indicated my appearance. “I’m in a suit—what am I going to do?”

My father said, “That doesn’t mean anything.”

“I’ll be smart.”

“Dinner?”

“Can’t tonight, but tomorrow night I’ll be there,” I responded as I left his office. I had no idea what today might bring. Plans weren’t anything I needed to have.

His heavy sigh could be heard down the hall.

My heavy sigh, though—that was what Declan should be worried about.

Tie pulled loose, suit jacket off, and sleeves rolled up, I found a place to park on ever busy Charles Street.

Mulligan’s Cup was open for business and full of patrons when I walked through the door. And Declan himself was working the espresso machine like he was born to brew lattes.

“I need to talk to you,” I said, bending over the counter.

“Yeah, give me a minute,” he responded without glancing up.

“In less than a minute, this fancy machine of yours is going to be on the floor.”

That got him to look up and when he saw my unhappy face, he paled, and then cranked a knob or two on the Italian masterpiece in front of him that had to cost at least thirty thousand. “Logan, look, I don’t want any trouble.”

“I said, I need to talk to you.” I was seething. My fingers gripped the back of the machine so tightly it shook. I would shove it to the ground if I had to—if it was the only way to get his attention.

He swallowed nothing in his throat and gave me a nod. “Charlene, can you finish this order?” he asked the girl behind the register.

“No problem,” she answered, eyeing me with distaste.

Declan took off his apron and bobbed his head toward the door leading to the backroom.

As soon as we were through it, I slammed him into the wall. “Why would you do that?” I said with disgust.

Sputtering, gasping for breath, he choked out, “I didn’t do anything.”

“Wrong answer.” I punched him in the gut.

Declan curled around my fist as all the air went out of his body. “Logan, I didn’t do anything. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

I pulled him up by the shirt collar. “You’re trying to tell me you didn’t put Peyton in the hospital?”

“No! What do you mean? What happened to her?” He coughed the words out, his concern clear in his tone.

Shoving him back against the wall, I looked him in the eye. “Someone saw me with her yesterday and last night she was attacked—by Tommy.”

He blinked rapidly as if trying to process what I’d just said. “Is she okay?”

I stepped back so I could better assess if he was lying to me. He looked genuinely upset. With narrowed eyes I hissed, “You’d better not be fucking with me.”

He raised his palms surrender style. “I swear, man, I haven’t seen Tommy in years. I’m staying clean and trying to run an honest business.”

I clenched my fists, trying to beat back the urge to knock him around a bit and see if he really was telling me the truth.

“What happened to Peyton?”

Calming myself, I leaned back against the counter. “She was attacked and left with an E on her stomach as a warning . . . to me.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck, no.”

Declan reached behind him, but I was on him too fast. My face was right up in his. “Don’t even think about it.”

“I’m not carrying. I was reaching for my phone. I want to call Peyton.”

Unsure, I patted him down.

“Logan, I told you, I’m not in that life anymore. And besides, I like Peyton—I’d never do anything that might hurt her.”

Images flickered in my mind of the long walk up the hill yesterday, of the dozens and dozens of people we must have passed. Was Tommy one of them? Was he combing the streets looking for the same thing his father demanded be delivered by Friday?

Drugs.

Money.

The connection.

What the fuck was it?

I found myself staring at Declan. “What do you know about Tommy and dealing drugs?”

He shook his head. “I told you, I’m out of that life.”

Air pushed from my mouth. “Come on man, I’m not stupid.”

“I am.”

“Tommy let you out?”

“Patrick did. He knew my old man needed help with his business and for some reason, he let me go. Said it was for the good of the neighborhood.”

Possible, but not probable. “Come on, Declan, don’t lie.”

“I’m not lying.”

“Then what’s the real reason you’re out and still alive?”

He sighed. “Tommy got shot a few years back and the guys he was with left him on the ground bleeding. I saved him and in return, Patrick let me out. But it really was to work my old man’s business.”

For some reason, I believed him. “Even out, I know you have to hear things. Peyton is an innocent girl who got caught up in Tommy’s shit. If you care about her, you’ll help me out.”

An unlikely ally, I was surprised when he said, “I heard he was dealing and had been seen over at the waterfront with a redhead a lot, but that was months ago.”

“Can you find out where exactly?”

“I can ask around, but I’ll need some time. I can’t just bring it up. I have to run into the right people.”

My mouth twisted. “Something is going down soon and we don’t have much time.”

His eyes told me he understood. “I’ll hit the neighborhood tonight.”

The room was organized and I reached behind him for a clipboard hung on wall. Tearing a corner from a sheet of paper, I wrote down my number. “Call me as soon as you hear anything. I don’t care what time it is.”

I was out the door when I turned back. “Hey—”

He was already on his phone.

For a minute, I wondered again if he’d played me and was calling Tommy.

As if knowing my thoughts, he held his phone. Calling Peyton flashed on the screen.

“Sorry about the misunderstanding.”

He gave me a nod and then turned his attention to his call. “Peyton, it’s Declan . . .”

The door closed and I reached in my wallet and stuffed a twenty in the tip jar. Charlene was still eyeing me, but at least she added a smile.

Once I was back in my car, I sent Elle a text.

Me: What color hair does your sister have?

Elle: Red, why? Do you think you found her?

Red.

Could Tommy have been in business with Lizzy? Was O’Shea on the up-and-up when he said he had nothing to do with what went down?

I texted Elle back.

Me: No, I haven’t. Do you have a picture of her you could send me?

Elle: I don’t have any recent photos, but I know there are some on Michael’s FB account. Hang on.

Elle sent me a link.

Me: Thanks. I’ll be back soon.

Elle: I’m at the boutique. I took a cab. I’m waiting for the deliveries and then I’ll meet you back at the hotel.

Me: I told you to stay put.

Elle: I’ve been here for months. It’s safe.

She had a point. As long as I didn’t go there and she wasn’t seen with me, she was safe—for now. My fingers hovered over my screen. I wanted to say something to her to let her know I was thinking about her. My feelings confused even me. I’d known her what, four days, and I wanted to know more of her. I’d told her about the darkest part of me, and she didn’t think I was a monster. Something was happening between us, but I wasn’t sure either of us knew what it was.

Me: Looking forward to seeing you.

Elle: J

A smiley face? What the hell did that mean? I shoved my phone into my pocket before I sent her back a matching one or worse yet, a wink, or who the hell knew, maybe an xoxo. If I didn’t get my thoughts under control, I might just be texting her a heart before I even realized it. My groan was loud enough for everyone in the vicinity to hear. I wanted to plug my own ears.

Pulling out, I focused on the traffic, the cloudy day, the people on the street. Anything to take my mind off the girl I was becoming way too attached to.

I spent the afternoon at the waterfront. What I thought I’d find there, I had no idea. I roamed Seaport Boulevard. I saw nothing out of the ordinary. I ventured into the hotel lobbies. I found shit. Wandered the waterfront. The only things there were boats and seafood.

By five o’clock, I’d had enough.

It was time to get back to the hotel.

And I wanted to see Elle.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

ELLE

I closed my eyes and leaned back against the couch.

My laptop was on my knees, my inventory pad beside me, and my cell close at hand. I felt drained and done with work. The crackle of the logs caused me to open my eyes. Setting my things aside, I looked around.

Logan’s suite was swanky. That was the best word to describe it. Modern black sofas, crystal chandeliers, fine abstract art, and beautiful side pieces to accompany it all.

The vanilla curtains blew in the breeze and the fireplace warmed me. I’d decided on opening the terrace door and turning on the gas fireplace. My nerves had my temperature fluctuating. One minute I was hot, the next I was cold.

Peyton had said she was absolutely fine, but I forbade her from coming to work until Saturday. She needed to take a few days off. If what Logan said was true, and I was certain it was, I wanted her far away from anything until after Friday passed.

Friday.

D-day.

I hoped Michael knew what he was doing.

He’d stopped by the boutique with Clementine and Sarah, the nanny, at lunch. Peyton had me seeing things that weren’t there, I was sure, but Michael did look pretty at ease with the nanny. He also seemed to be back to normal. He acted like nothing out of the ordinary was taking place in our life. He also acted like his wife hadn’t been missing for three months. I think he’d convinced himself that she really was in rehab. Both behaviors bothered me.

Cracking open a bottle of water, I checked the time—five fifteen. My stomach was growling, so I reached over to the pile of snacks I had brought from my stash at the boutique. The coffee table was littered with fruit roll-ups, granola bars, pretzel bags, and a few Snickers.

My fingers glided over each one before I decided on pretzels. They were the flat kind with salt-and-pepper flavoring. My favorite.

I pulled my laptop back onto my lap and in the search bar, feeling oddly curious, I typed in two words: sex addict. Not that I thought I was one. It’s just that for so long I’d thought of myself as almost asexual and now, after meeting Logan, that clearly was not the case. Still, naturally, I had to wonder if it was possible to move to the other side of the spectrum.

An article in Psychology Today magazine caught my attention. It was titled, “How to Tell If You Are a Sex Addict.” The article contained many stories of people who had thought they might be. I read them all but couldn’t relate to any of them. Still, I read on. I stopped when I came to a quiz with a series of questions:


	Do you find yourself unable to concentrate because you’re thinking about sex?


	Do you pay for sex? (Porn or prostitution.)


	Has your sexual activity ever caused problems for your family?


	Even when you’re in a relationship, do you still masturbate two or three times a day?




There were dozens and dozens more questions, but I stopped there. I was confident that I was most definitely not a sex addict. Who knows? Maybe I was just a normal woman with healthy sexual urges.

Munching on my pretzels, I liked that thought. Curiosity drove me to keep searching, and this time I Googled sex drive. The first article I read stated that the majority of Americans in their late twenties and early thirties have sex with their partner two to three times per week. There were tons more articles, all stating the same thing. Interesting. I was pretty sure Logan and I might have sex two to three times per day if we could.

That put a huge smile on my face.

I was biting down on another pretzel in fascination when I heard the lock. The sound caused my heartbeat to step up.

Slowly, the door opened.

My eyes were glued to it and then glued to him the minute he stepped through it. He paused in the doorway. Right away the air felt thick—just the way I seemed to like it as of late.

I licked the salt off my lips and stared at him. When he flew out of the bedroom this morning, he left so fast, all I saw was a flash of gray. Now, I could see him, really see him, and he looked edible in the designer suit he had on. And the tie loose around his neck with the first few buttons of his white shirt open only made him look even sexier.

I was becoming obsessed with this man.

Was obsession one of the questions in any of the quizzes I’d looked at, I wondered?

If so, I didn’t care. I wanted this man. And that had to be a normal, healthy, and happy reaction.

Logan looked over at me—his eyes on me like they had never been. “Hey.” His voice was smooth like honey.

Something fluttered in my belly—butterflies? No. I was a grown woman. I didn’t get butterflies. Yet they felt an awful lot like them. “Hi,” I said back. “How was work?”

“I spent the day at the waterfront,” he said, striding toward me, tugging his tie off as he walked.

My pulse raced. “Why were you at the waterfront?”

I breathed him in. I hadn’t realized it, but I think I might have missed him.

Logan moved my computer aside and bent to brush his lips against mine. “I’ll tell you later.”

I accepted his answer—for now.

His mouth felt warm above mine, and I closed my eyes, reminding myself this was only supposed to be about the fucking. And it was normal.

He pulled away and smiled at me. The way he was looking at me made my skin tingle.

That was when I knew I was lying to myself—this was about more than just the fucking.

I was falling for him.

“What are you reading?” He nodded his head toward my computer.

I quickly moved to slam the screen down, but he was faster. He grabbed it and sat beside me. With a wiggle of his brows he read the name of the article I had been reading: “Sex Drive: How Do Men and Women Compare?”

“Give me that,” I said, reaching for the laptop.

With a boyish grin that melted me, he shook his head. “You’re looking at porn.”

“Please,” I said rather haughtily. “I am not looking at porn. I’m doing research.”

“Number one,” he said. “Men think about sex more. Number two,” he went on. “Two-thirds of men admit to masturbating three to four times a week.” He chuckled at that.

The thought of watching him do it seemed highly erotic. “Do you?”

He sat back and ran his fingers through his hair and grinned. “Well, yeah, sometimes.”

“The answers to that question are either ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ not ‘sometimes.’”

His coyness was adorable. “I don’t really count how many times. Do you . . . masturbate three to four times a week?”

“Next question,” I said, feeling oddly embarrassed by that one. It wasn’t that I was immature; it was just that my reasons for masturbating in the past weren’t the same as Logan’s, and admitting that wasn’t something I was proud of.

His laugh was low. “It’s okay if you do. In fact, I wouldn’t mind watching you sometime.”

Suddenly it felt like 1,000 degrees in the room. The thought of that turned me on as much as the thought of watching him pleasure himself.

He laughed again, and it was low, and growly, and deep. “Number three.” He cleared his throat as if trying to ward off the laughter. “Sex drive increases with exploration.” There were a couple of clicks and then he turned the screen toward me. “Wow, look at that.”

My hands moved instinctively to cover my face. I wasn’t really feeling embarrassed, though, so I peeked through my fingers and saw he had clicked a link to demonstrate various unusual sexual positions. Dropping my cover, I commented, “Kinky.”

His grin widened and he pointed to a picture. “We’ve done this,” he scrolled down, “and this,” he scrolled some more, “and I think this. Oh, we should try this one.”

Rising on my knees, I leaned over and snatched the computer, closed the top, and set it on the table. I was really close to him. Really, really close.

He breathed in deeply and when he turned his head, his lips grazed my throat.

Heat flooded me.

“You smell so good.” Logan’s voice was hoarser than it had just been, the playfulness replaced with something more lustful.

“It’s lavender,” I told him, my voice husky too.

He breathed me in again. “I really like it,” he said, and dragged his tongue up my throat to my mouth. His lips felt so soft against my skin, his tongue so wet. He was easing me closer now and I was putty in his hands.

The fabric of my simple white blouse seemed to come alive as soon as his body covered mine. My nipples tightened and strained against it. The denim of my jeans also seemed to give way as my knees got weak with his legs between mine.

As soon as I felt his erection straining through the fine fabric of his pants, instant arousal spread through me like a wildfire out of control.

His tongue flicked my lips. “You taste good, too.”

“Pretzels,” I said, a little breathy.

Our mouths parted and the onslaught of needing to be closer, needing to consume each other, took over.

His tongue stroked mine.

I stroked his back.

Wet, wild, pleasure. That’s what I felt with his mouth on mine.

The kiss broke and left us both breathing hard.

He lifted a little to look down at me. “I know you have a lot going on in that mind of yours, but Elle, you don’t need to try to categorize yourself as asexual, sexual, or anything else.”

“You don’t understand,” I said and then leaned forward, my mouth seeking his. When I reached it, I found it closed to me. I felt a little disappointed.

Did seeing me reading that article worry him?

Logan’s eyes glittered green with small flecks of brown. “Let me finish.”

I blinked my stupid fears away and smiled at him. “Go on.”

He sat up.

I gathered myself together and sat up too.

He looked at me. “I don’t care what you were or thought you were. All that matters is what we are—together. And that is pretty great.”

“Do you really think so?’

He tilted his head to the side. “I’m pretty certain you know I do.”

We looked into each other’s eyes for a long silent moment.

“I don’t know why it matters to me. My whole life I’ve tried to figure myself out and just when I thought I had, whatever this is between us happened and I feel like I have to go back to the drawing board and figure myself out all over again.”

“Then let me help you.”

I gave him a huff of laughter. “I think I am.”

He wasn’t laughing. “You said this thing between us was just about the fucking. What if I told you I thought it was more?”

There was a feeling of ease with Logan. One where the truth was the only thing that needed to be spoken. No games. No beating around the bush. “I’d say I think it is too.”

“So can we agree to figure out what we are—together? Because I have to admit, this is all new to me too.”

I felt a weight lift off my shoulders. Maybe he had a point. I didn’t have to be asexual or sexually repressed or whatever it was I thought I was. It didn’t mean I was a sex addict either. Maybe, just maybe, I hadn’t turned out like either of my parents. “Yes,” I answered, and launched myself at him.

Just as my lips found his, my stomach roared with the loudest hunger cry I’d ever heard.

Our mouths connected, we both laughed.

“I need to feed you,” he said.

I sat up again. “I skipped lunch and I am a little hungry.”

As he rose to his feet, his full form took my vision—the width of his shoulders, the length of his torso, the narrow hips. I was hungry all right, hungry for him.

“Elle,” he said.

I bit my lip. “What?”

“I asked what you feel like eating.”

Okay, so I wanted to say you. “It doesn’t matter. Anything.”

The room service menu was on the desk and he glanced down at it. “Fish, steak, or pasta?” he asked.

I twisted my lip. “Pasta, I think.”

“Good choice. I think I’ll have that too. Spaghetti, linguini, or penne?”

“Spaghetti, please.”

“Carbonara, Arabiatta, Bolognese, tomato, aglio olio, or lemon capers.”

I laughed. “Too many choices. I’ll go with the traditional tomato sauce and a meatball.”

His eyes twinkled. “You’re easy.”

“I prefer simple,” I said saucily.

He shrugged and picked up the phone. “Easy.” He winked.

“I’d like to place an order,” Logan said into the phone.

I liked what this was between us. It seemed with our secrets confessed everything was lighter, easier, and dare I say fun.

His harsh tone drew my attention. He was still on the phone. “I’ll take care of it tomorrow, I said, for now, just deliver my order. I’ll pay with cash.” Logan’s voice was gruff and laced with anger as he slammed the phone down.

“What’s the matter?” I asked him.

He stalked toward the bedroom. “Nothing. I’m going to take a shower before the food arrives.”

Whoa.

Mood change much?

“Logan,” I said, my voice harsh.

He stopped.

“What we just talked about—the figuring out what we are, you talking to me is part of it.”

Even before I finished speaking, he had turned around. He drew in a breath. “I’m sorry. You’re right. My grandfather wants me back in New York and to get me there, he’s frozen my accounts. The front desk told me my company credit card was declined earlier today, and now they won’t allow me to charge to my account.”

Not expecting anything like that, I offered, “I have some money if you need it.”

His laugh was dry. “I’ll take care of it. I might have to move to my pop’s until I can talk to my grandfather, but trust me, I’ve got enough not to worry about paying this bill.”

Logan was out of the room before I could respond.

Why is it everything in life comes with a price? I thought.
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Logan didn’t need me to point out which one was Lizzy.

Her red hair gave her away.

While we were eating, he had filled me in about what the day had brought. Like him, I was certain the woman Declan had mentioned had to be my sister. I just wished I knew more.

“It was the only picture I could find,” I told him. I was on my phone searching for other photos of my sister on Michael’s Facebook page—Lizzy didn’t seem to have one—and as far back as I went, I still found only that one picture of her in some group shot with a bunch of people. I had no idea who they were. I found it really odd and it was bothering me.

“The one you sent me was fine—don’t worry about finding another. If Declan finds anything out, he can just point to her in the group photo.”

I didn’t like it. I wanted a picture of just her. I zoomed in on her face and cropped the picture and then texted it to Logan. “There. Just her.”

It made me feel better to be reassured Declan would be able to show Lizzy’s picture. It made her more identifiable.

Satisfied, I swallowed one last bite of deliciousness before I pushed my plate away and watched Logan across the table.

“What?” he asked, catching my gaze.

“So help me out—you did or you did not grow up with a silver spoon in your mouth?”

His laugh sounded anything but genuine. “Hell, no. I did not. The Ryan name has so many strings attached to it. Even my mother avoided it for as long as she could.”

“What do you mean?”

“My old man says she was different when they were younger. She didn’t care about what her father thought or the money or the differences in lifestyle.”

“What changed her?”

“Life, I guess. Growing up. Marriage. Having to pick what mattered more. Who knows? Don’t get me wrong: as a child I never wanted for anything, but between my gramps and my father, they made sure I understood money—and Ryan money in particular—wasn’t all there was.”

“I guess that means I can’t call you Richie Rich?” I joked.

Logan rose and prowled over to me. He put a finger to my chin and lifted it. “You can call me anything you want—when you’re naked.”

My body jerked when his skin came into direct contact with mine and my heart leapt at the desire in his eyes.

We’d both come so far in such a short period of time—I didn’t cringe or shut down when he talked to me in that sensual tone of his, and he was now able to look at me during sex. I didn’t know what that meant; all I knew was that I wanted to find out.

My gaze swallowed him whole. He was wearing a pair of nylon track pants and a beat-up old T-shirt, and to me he looked just as yummy as he had in his suit.

I wanted to eat him up, and this time I planned to.

Goal clear in my head, I stood up.

Without thought, we automatically drew closer. His hands slid beneath my arms to rest at my waist and his fingers splayed around my slight curves. His cock pressed hard against my belly.

Heat that had nothing to do with the fire roaring beside us flamed within me.

“Take me to bed,” I told him.

He didn’t hesitate. In one fell swoop he scooped me off my feet and tossed me over his shoulder.

My laughter was loud as he strode across the room. “Not like that.”

He was laughing too as he kicked the door shut behind him. “This was faster than carrying you any other way.”

No doubt about that. I was already on the mattress and lying on my back.

He positioned himself on top of me, propped up on his arms.

I reached up and tangled my fingers in his hair. “But not very romantic,” I whispered.

Lowering himself slightly, he just barely covered me with his body so he could kiss me on the mouth. “I’ll work on that,” he murmured, his voice sounding so damn sexy he could have said anything and I would have been fine with his answer.

It wasn’t like I was really looking for romance—I was only kidding.

Moments passed, seconds, maybe minutes, I wasn’t sure. I felt like I could have kissed him forever. My hands were running along his body. Searching. Exploring. My fingers traced the edges of his shoulder blades, felt the way his muscles flexed under my touch, cupped his ass.

In a way I didn’t understand, we just fit together so well. He was hard where I was soft. Tough where I was weak. Straight where I was curved.

My hands still on his ass, I urged him to sink farther between my legs. He gasped out a curse and the sound didn’t bother me in the least. If I thought about it, I rather liked it. His muttered curses told me just how much he liked what was happening between us. This was consensual. We both wanted to feel the pleasure that was only just starting to take root. The electricity that was sparking in small fissures and promised to turn into bolts.

When he obliged, I could feel his hard cock throbbing even through the fabric of our clothing. Seeking more, my hips tilted upward, and that’s when he practically tore my clothes off.

I attacked his clothing with the same energy.

We were both naked within minutes.

Skin to skin.

And his was smooth.

So smooth.

His body was beautiful. Maybe even perfect. If I could have spoken, I would have told him so. I tried a few times to say something as his mouth began to slide down my body, but I couldn’t.

When he took my nipple between his lips, I gave up. I let myself go. He was what I needed. When we were like this, we were in a bubble, and all the troubles of the outside world faded away.

The thought struck and I couldn’t push it aside. Was I a distraction for Logan? If I was, did it matter? Or maybe, just maybe, it was the reverse and he was a distraction for me. Again, it didn’t really matter. We’d agreed to take the ride, but neither of us had agreed to stay on and neither had agreed to get off.

I should have told him the rest of my secrets, but I’d told him enough for now.

I inhaled sharply as a tingling radiated from my core.

Soft, velvety smooth strokes lapped around my clit.

Oh God, that mouth.

That tongue.

The feeling was so intense, my fists clenched the sheets and I moaned from the sheer pleasure that was slowly sweeping through my body.

Wanting to see him, I glanced down. The dark fringe of his lashes brushed his skin just before his eyes lifted to mine.

They were so dark in the light of this room, the rims of brown so much more noticeable. It was as if his eyes were dilated with passion. I’d never seen eyes like his, ever changing based on his mood. They were a dead giveaway to his feelings, a weakness I wondered if he even realized.

I let go of the fistful of sheets in my hands. We all had our weaknesses after all, and he was slowly becoming another one of mine. I slid my fingers into his hair to tangle them around his locks. His hair was the perfect length to thread my fingers through.

Lowering his head, he parted my legs and dove inside me with thrusts of his tongue that made me feel like he couldn’t get deep enough.

The sound he made when my hands gripped his hair even tighter was almost primal. He slid a finger inside me, then another, and worked his tongue in conjunction with his fingers.

My body tensed as tiny flames of pleasure flickered from my core. My senses intensified.

His touch was hot.

His breathing sounded ragged.

And his lips were deliciously wet.

I started to pulsate everywhere.

Wait. I wanted to be the one doing this to him. That was my plan. How had he taken the lead? Remembering one of the positions from my computer screen earlier, I rose on my elbows. “Logan,” I said, my voice hoarse, uncertain. “I want you in my mouth when I come.”

Simple words to describe the act, but still they felt like they weighed a thousand pounds as they expelled from my mouth.

He looked up at me with the same uncertainty that had bled through in my words.

But I was certain. Telling him was the difficult part. I gave him a reassuring nod that let him know—yes, I wanted this.

Without hesitation, he shifted his body.

His warm breath was gone and I mourned the loss on my flesh, but soon enough his knees were at my ears. He took his cock in his hand and I gasped at the eroticism of it. I craned my neck up to catch it with my mouth, but he lifted higher.

“Just watch me.”

“I want to taste you.”

“No, I want you to come,” he said. His voice was so hoarse I could tell he must have been fighting against his own release.

I stared up at him in awe as his fist closed around his cock and he started pumping it. I was fixated on the movement. Spellbound at the simple beauty of his cock as he glided his hand up and down it. But then his tongue was inside me again and from a different angle, it was so much more intense. Probing and searching for my pleasure was what I felt he was doing. And he was doing it so well. It felt so good and even though I wanted to, I couldn’t hold on any longer. I had to let myself go. My head tipped and I arched my back as I started to ride the wave of my orgasm.

Logan didn’t stop, though—he pumped his cock while he continued to lick, suck, and kiss all of me until another orgasm hit immediately after the first. This time, my toes curled as an exquisite sensation overcame me, rocking me unlike anything I’d ever felt before. And in that single moment of ecstasy, my body trembled as it came alive under his touch and I cried out louder than I ever had with what could only be described as pure, undiluted pleasure.

Logan had let go of his cock to use both of his hands and I took the opportunity to reach up with the tip of my tongue and lick him.

“Oh, fuck.” The sound roared through the room.

In a roll that I’m not sure if he initiated or I did, I was on top looking down at him.

He grabbed my hips and tried to pull me toward his mouth.

That wasn’t what I had in mind.

My head fell and I started slow, swirling my tongue around his tip before sucking on it. At the taste, I realized how hungry I was for him. I licked every inch of him. When I sealed my mouth over him, he groaned and bucked up. Sure, I’d done this before, but never in this position. Always the guy’s hands were on my head to guide me.

I didn’t need that with Logan.

His body’s response was enough to guide me.

Each time I moved, I took him as deep as I could and each time he hit the back of my throat, he groaned. My mouth sucked, my fingers stroked, and my lips moved in all the ways I could tell he liked.

“Oh fuck. Just like that. Just like that,” he muttered and it didn’t scare me, it thrilled me to hear the pleasure in his voice. His muscles started to shake when my tongue revisited his tip. As I traced a path around the moistness already beaded there, he shuddered and tugged on my hips, quickly rearranging my body and pulling me up to him.

He was back on top of me, his eyes searching mine.

I was okay. I swallowed, my throat tight, my heart still beating madly. He was silently telling me that he wanted to be inside me. I could see it in his eyes.

I wanted that too.

Logan didn’t say anything, though. He just reached between us and brought the tip of his cock to my entrance. We wanted each other so much. We were insatiable, and each time seemed to be better than the last.

Oh, God.

My fingers curled around his biceps and as he slid farther inside me, the blunt tips of my nails dug into his skin.

He thrust into me without resistance.

I looked at him as he looked at me, and he slammed inside me so hard, I cried out in ecstasy.

We fucked like that more than once in the next few hours. I had a fleeting thought that he was marking me, claiming me, making me his. This was something new. No one had ever wanted me like he did. The intensity of the gestures themselves gave me butterflies. And I knew they were butterflies.

With that thought in mind, I was equal parts scared and thrilled.

I was scared because I knew things were happening too fast. Too much was going on in our lives for us to get wrapped up in each other. Yet, at the same time, I was thrilled because I had never felt so worshipped.

It had to be close to midnight before we were lying on the bed facing each other.

“You okay?” he asked with a grin.

I swear I blushed. “I think you know I am.”

I’d cried out in pleasure so many times, there was no way he didn’t know how sated I felt right now.

“You’ve only ever had one boyfriend?” he asked.

The question caught me off guard but didn’t throw me. “Yes. Just the one. Charlie.”

His body stiffened and I wondered if he was jealous. He had no reason to be.

“Charlie and I were best friends. We talked about everything. Liked the same things. Did everything together. But sex wasn’t what our relationship was about. It was a passing act and that’s why, at the time, I thought he was perfect for me.”

Logan seemed to be thinking.

“And you, how many girlfriends have you had?”

Still lost in his thoughts, he mindlessly answered, “Just the two. But I’m not sure you could call them that. I never put a label on either relationship. I preferred not to.”

Interesting. Relationships were never his thing either.

I ran my finger up the scar that marred the inside of his thigh and then over the one under his eye. “These are from him. Both of them, aren’t they?”

He nodded.

Neither scar stole away from the beauty I saw in Logan, but I knew they must have been constant reminders to him. My fingers found his and I squeezed them tightly. “Logan, nothing is going to happen to me.”

He drew in a sharp breath as if he wasn’t so certain.

“Why can’t the police take care of Tommy? You could go to them and tell them what happened to you years ago. Couldn’t they use that for Peyton’s case and maybe arrest him?”

He bristled. “It doesn’t work like that. Not in our world. There is too much corruption in the BPD, and too many bad guys on the streets. Too often, innocent people end up getting hurt.”

It was all a little surreal.

Logan’s real world was like a TV drama.

The thought saddened me. I kissed the scar under his eye. It was a part of him. Who he was. And no matter the healing, the scar left behind, the depth of the wound was deep. I knew that now.

It was late when his phone rang. Without hesitation he reached for it. “Yeah,” he answered.

Silence.

“I’ll leave now.”

Logan tossed his phone aside and kissed me sweetly. “I have to go out for a bit.”

I grabbed for his wrist before he was fully out of bed. “Who was that?”

Opening a drawer, he pulled out a pair of jeans and answered while slipping them on. “Declan. He has a possible lead on your sister.”

I hopped out of bed and started to dress too.

Logan eyed me carefully as he pulled a long-sleeved shirt over his head. “What are you doing?”

Fastening my bra, I told him, “Getting dressed.”

Sitting on the bed, he shoved on a pair of Converse sneakers that had seen better days and asked, “Why?”

“I’m coming with you.”

Tying his second sneaker, he stood up.

I had my white shirt on now and was looking for my panties.

“Elle.” He was right in front of me, crouching down to meet my eyes. “No, you’re not.”

“She’s my sister.” My voice pulsed with anger.

“And I’ll tell you what I find out as soon as I know anything. This is a fishing expedition. I have no idea if the girl Tommy was seen with was even your sister. And I have no idea who is hanging around waiting for her. I don’t want anyone to suspect you are even looking for her. As far as the world knows, you believe she’s in rehab. Leave it that way.”

Not that he didn’t have a point, because he did. I just didn’t like it. “You’ll call me as soon as you know anything.”

He kissed me in that sweet way he had a few times now. “Yes,” he whispered, and then he tugged me toward him by the front seam of my shirt. “And keep this on. You look sexy as hell in it.”

My blood ran warm like a shot of tequila going down after the third one.

Opening a drawer, he pulled some money out, then grabbed his phone and started for the doorway. I followed him into the suite and watched as he checked his gun before tucking it behind him.

Logan looked at me one last time and then he was out the door.

I glanced around at the vanilla-colored walls and heard a pelting of sorts. When I turned my head toward the massive bank of windows, I noticed the doors were still open and I could see hail as it hit the terrace. My sister always said when it hailed that God was shooting bullets from the sky.

I hoped that wasn’t a sign.


CHAPTER THIRTY

DAY 5

LOGAN

The legend of Killian “the Killer” McPherson was like a shadow over me.

Mostly it was dark and looming, but sometimes it was a blessing in disguise.

Everywhere I went, if people knew me, they moved out of my way. If I asked a question, they answered. If I needed something, they gave it to me.

Tonight wouldn’t be any different.

I was certain of that.

Still, there was a taut awareness in every muscle of my body. I felt confident. Ready to do what I had to in order to find out what the fuck was going on.

Declan was sitting in the lobby of the Seaport Hotel. He couldn’t look more out of place in the regal yet stuffy hotel that screamed aristocratic affiliations. Not that I looked like I fit in much more tonight.

“What’s going on?” I asked him, slipping into the plush beige club chair beside him.

He wiped his hands on his worn jeans. “Miles Murphy, my buddy who works security, said he’s seen someone matching Tommy’s description coming in and out of here with a redhead as little as three or four days ago.”

My brows rose in confusion. “Days or months?” I asked in clarification.

Declan’s silver hoop earrings glinted off the light of the chandeliers that flanked the room.

It made me a little jumpy.

“Days.”

Something keen to excitement whirled in my gut. “Does he know what he’s been doing here?”

Declan shrugged. “I asked if he saw anything suspicious, but he said no. He’s pulling security tapes for me to look at.”

I was impressed. “When will he have them?”

“His supervisor goes on break at one thirty. He said he’ll slip me into the security office then to take a look.”

I glanced at my watch. In sixty minutes I might finally get some answers.

Declan shifted in his chair. “So, I saw Peyton.”

“How was she?”

“She said she’s fine. She told me what happened, and there’s no doubt it was Tommy.”

I nodded in agreement. I didn’t have to ask him if he’d kept his mouth shut. I knew he had.

“She told me you’d walked her from the boutique to the coffee shop and back. Someone must have spotted you with her and then watched her.”

An unease was in the air. Or maybe it was my guilt. “Yeah, I know.”

Tension lined his face. “The flowers that you sent were nice.”

I nodded. I owed her so much more.

“You know, that night was the night I decided to get out.”

My skin prickled at the mention.

“What they did to that girl you were with, it made no sense.”

Something attacked me. Guilt. So fierce and raw and hard that I couldn’t breathe. I clutched at the fabric under my fingertips and couldn’t contain my snarl. “No, it didn’t.”

He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t have to. I saw what he was thinking in his eyes. He wanted to ask me why the fuck I would be seen on a popular Boston street with a girl after that night.

I’d been asking myself the same question, and stupidity was still my only answer. My head was so far up my ass worrying about Elle, no one else was on my radar. I couldn’t justify my mistake.

Time passed so fucking slow. For the rest of the time we sat in silence. Declan kept his eyes down, while mine scanned the area for any signs of Tommy or a drug trade operation. I saw neither.

“Hey, man, you ready?”

I jerked my head practically all the way around to find a guy in black security duds, built like a tank, rubbing his hands. He was definitely ex-military. From his haircut, to the frown on his face, to the type of boots on his feet.

Declan and I stood at the same time. “Yeah, let’s do this.”

The security guard’s eyes shifted to me and his nervousness was more than apparent. I was surprised, given his size, but maybe his worry was more about his job than me. “You didn’t tell me you were bringing someone along.”

Yes, definitely his job.

Declan cleared his throat. “Yeah, right. This is Logan McPherson. He’s the one looking for the dude I described.”

Implication—he’s Killer’s grandson.

I could tell the security guard was uneasy and I had two ways to go with this—intimidate the shit out of him or ease his fears. I wasn’t sure I could do the former and I preferred not to anyway.

It was late and the lobby was empty of visitors. I leaned over. “Show me what you got and there’s a grand in it for you.”

His shoulders straightened. “Follow me.”

We walked down a corridor, through a door marked employees only, and then down a flight of stairs. For a nice hotel, the offices were a shit hole.

Miles unlocked a door at the end of the hall and led us into an eight-by-eight room. There were a few monitors, a couple of computers, and large stacks of papers covering every inch of desk space.

“Over here,” he said. He sat in a rickety brown leather chair in the corner that creaked and punched a few buttons on the keypad in front of him. “Here—this is the footage from the last time I remember seeing him.”

On the screen, a black-and-white image just outside the entrance to the hotel presented itself. The date/time stamp informed me that this clip was taped this past Saturday at three ten A.M. My skin went a little clammy when I saw the prick. Tommy was the renegade supplier Patrick was looking for? Could it be? His limp was the first dead giveaway, followed by his short stature. Born with some disease that stunted his growth, he was always trying to make up for his physical impairments with his fists. Sure, he was tough, but that’s not what kept him alive. Everyone was afraid of what would happen if they dared touch him.

A few had over the years and it wasn’t them that suffered, it was their families—their sisters were raped, their fathers beaten, their mothers both.

I still didn’t know if it was Patrick or Tommy commissioning the warnings surrounding Elle, but I knew better than to attack Tommy in a physical way. I wasn’t afraid of what he’d do to me, but I feared what he’d do those around me. Especially Elle, if he found out about us.

Refocusing on the screen, I bit back the bile rushing up my throat. He hadn’t changed—dark hair bleached blond with roots the color of midnight, black bushy eyebrows, and beady eyes.

He was standing casually in the arrival area with a leg propped up against the limestone wall and a cigarette between his lips.

A cab pulled up and he dropped his cigarette and toed it out. A smile came across his lips as he started walking. A woman got out of the cab and he approached her. She was dressed in black, all black, but the red hair told me who she probably was.

Lizzy.

The angle of the camera only allowed me to see the back of her, though, so I couldn’t be certain. Tommy paid the cab driver and it was then that I noticed she had nothing on her—not a coat, not a purse—but she was holding something in her hand.

My mind rewound to the first night I met Elle. The perp in the bushes dressed in black with what I thought was a gun in his hand. Elle thought that the he was a she. Was she right?

“Can you pause it and zoom in on her hand?” I asked.

“Yeah, sure,” he said.

The image was blurry at best, but the metal clip and rectangular shape peeking through her fingers looked an awful lot like a garage door opener.

Everything started to make sense. That night it wasn’t Tommy or Patrick after Elle, it was her sister. And more than likely it was her sister in O’Shea’s house the following night. My mind seemed so much freer knowing Elle wasn’t on Tommy’s radar.

On the screen, the two walked into the hotel, and the image kept playing with little activity at that late hour.

“Okay, what else do you have?”

“I have some cuts from them entering the lobby, but that’s all I had time to find. I’ve seen him here quite a bit over the past months, but not her. It will take longer than a few hours for me to locate any more footage.”

“Show me the lobby.”

He hit a few keys and clicked his mouse. “This is a short clip.”

A different angle, a new camera. Tommy and the girl walking into the lobby and over to the desk. That’s all there was. A short view, five seconds at most. “Can you zoom in on her face?”

He rewound the footage and stopped when they first walked in. The image was clear. He was good. He zoomed in and I pulled my phone out and brought up the picture Elle sent me. I compared the two. It was her. No doubt about it.

“Do you know what room they’re staying in?”

“I asked the girl that worked reception that night. Since it was so late, it was easy for her to pull up the records of the encounter at the desk. Turns out he was checking out.”

Fuck!

“There’s a clip of them leaving and another of them getting into a cab. It shows nothing different from the other two. I can show you, but not now. I have to get you two out of here.”

I nodded in understanding. I didn’t want him to lose his job. “Thanks, man—that’s what I needed.” I pulled out my wallet and peeled off twenty one-hundred-dollar bills. Luckily, I had withdrawn ten thousand dollars before my grandfather sealed my access to my trust fund.

Miles was watching me with a cold sweat breaking across his forehead.

I handed it to him.

“That’s more than you promised.”

I picked up a pen and tore off a corner of one of the papers littered on the desk. I wrote my number down and my email. “The extra is for a phone call the minute you see either of them again. And if you don’t mind, email me whatever clips you can find.”

“Yeah, sure. Now, I need to get you guys out of here.”

We exited the same way we’d entered. He left us to walk down the corridor and into the lobby on our own. Exiting the hotel doors, I handed the valet my ticket.

Declan did the same.

The air was cold and the rain was coming down in sheets. I leaned back against the wall to wait.

“I want to help you with whatever you’re doing,” Declan said.

Exhausted, I turned to look at him. “You have and thanks. I can take it from here.”

He stepped closer. “Tell me what’s going on.”

I considered it for a moment. “I can’t do that.”

“I’m not afraid of him and I want to make sure what happened to Peyton doesn’t happen again—to her or to anyone else.”

It’s not that I didn’t understand where he was coming from, because I did. I just didn’t think it was the best idea to involve anyone else. “Watch over Peyton and I’ll call you if I need anything else.”

“I can help you. You know I can.”

The valet pulled up with my car. “I’ll call you after I get the videos.”

He nodded.

I slipped behind the wheel and took off. In the dark of the night, all I could see was Tommy’s face in my mind. I could hear his voice, “Watch this, McPherson.”

The level of fury building within me wasn’t going to help anything. I needed to stay focused, and waking the angry demon that lived inside me wasn’t going to help the situation.

I dug my fingers into the steering wheel as I sped back to the hotel. I knew what I had to do. Elle needed to go back to her life—without me. I closed my eyes, hating myself for the things I’d done that had put me where I was today.

But until I could take care of Tommy, she wasn’t safe with me. She might not be 100 percent safe with O’Shea, but I knew she was a hell of a lot safer with him than me.

Something felt off as I drove.

Was someone tailing me?

I took a swift turn and then another.

Looked again.

No one.

What the fuck was up with my imagination?

I had to cool it.

Concentrate.

Focus.

The lobby of the hotel was empty and I strode up to the desk, paid my bill with the cash in my pocket, and told them I’d be checking out in the morning.

When I opened the door to my suite, a chill ran through me. The terrace door was open, the curtains flapping against the wall. It was eerily quiet, and panic like I’d never experienced struck all at once.

My heart sped, my pulse raced, and a cold sweat broke out covering my forehead. “Elle!” I shouted.

No answer.

An image of Elle lying naked on the floor with an E carved into her stomach came unbidden. I ran to the bedroom. She wasn’t in bed. My gut twisted into a knot. I drew my gun and approached the slightly ajar bathroom door.

The light was warm and Elle was standing in her white shirt, just about to turn the shower on.

She was fine.

I had to say it more than once to convince myself.

Paranoia was a dangerous thing.

She was a dangerous thing.

She’d gotten under my skin, worked her way into my veins, and was now somehow making her way to my cold heart.

“Logan.” She jumped. “You scared me.”

Setting my gun on the counter, I inhaled a deep breath and rushed toward her.

She’d scared me too.

“Why are the doors open?”

She shrugged. “It was really warm in here and I wanted some air.”

Without a word, I backed her up to the counter and took her in my arms. I held her for the longest time before I pulled away. With trembling fingers, I unbuttoned her shirt and stripped it off her body. She was naked before me and so beautiful. As my eyes shifted, I could see myself in the cracked mirror over her shoulder.

I closed my eyes, unable to look. I didn’t want that constant reminder that burdened my skin to be anywhere in my thoughts.

“Hey, are you okay?” she asked.

My mouth was greedy on her neck. That sweet spot I knew she liked me to kiss was the first place I attacked. My hands roamed her body, never lingering, just needing to feel her everywhere.

Her head was thrown back and her words came out low. “Logan, did you find out anything about my sister?”

Breaking contact with her was a struggle, but I managed to lean back. “I did, but right now, I need you.” I couldn’t hold my words back. I hoped she understood.

She looked at me, and then as if she knew just how desperate I was for her, she started to unzip my pants. We moved together with the rhythm we had created and together we stripped my clothes off.

I was about to set her free, but I couldn’t suppress this need inside me to put my mouth all over her—to lick every part of her, to claim her, to mark her, to make her mine.

A noise escaped that beautiful throat of hers, something hoarse and raw, something akin to the way I was feeling—primitive.

My desire to fuck her was so fierce, I wasn’t sure my legs could hold us. Something was bursting inside my chest. Whatever it was, it was bold and unrelenting.

We were kissing and kissing and before I knew it, I had her up on the counter and her legs were wrapped around me. My cock was right where it needed to be. All I had to do was slide it inside her.

She swiveled her hips in a way that said, Fuck me, fuck me hard, and fuck me now.

I kept kissing her. Her mouth, her chin, her jaw, her throat.

My name slipped out of her lips in a sigh. “Logan.”

With my hands on each side of her face, I blinked a few times until she came into focus. When she was all I could see, what came out of my mouth was a surprise even to myself. “I want,” I said slowly, “to make love . . . to you . . . on the bed.”

The words were dry coming out of my throat and I had to swallow a few times before I could finish the sentence.

I wanted to say so much more, but for now, I settled for that.

She found my mouth again for one more kiss. “I’d like that too,” she said, a little breathless.

My arms were under her back and behind her knees. I was carrying her into the bedroom, in a gallant way, taking my time, looking down at her with each step. Her eyes met mine and I wondered if she was feeling anything close to what I was.

The look on her face when I lowered her down onto the great, big bed with the clean white sheets told me she did, and her actions reaffirmed it. She brushed the hair from my forehead and drew a line down my scar. Her touch was soft and gentle and as she pulled her fingers away, she lifted herself to kiss me there, right there, the spot that reminded me what I’d done every time I looked in the mirror.

However, when she looked at me, she didn’t see the monster I saw. Her eyes told me she saw something different, and it felt like another layer of the ice around my heart had melted.

“Make love to me,” she whispered.

I did.

We stayed in the missionary position with my body covering hers. I shivered a little with my first thrust and she did too.

I took my time. I didn’t rush things. I wanted what remained of the night to last forever. We moved together, slowly, making love over and over, until daylight flooded the room.

“Elle,” I murmured when I rolled off her.

She turned to her side to face me. She was beautiful in the morning light. I wanted to tell her what I saw when I looked at her. That even though we barely knew each other, I felt something for her I couldn’t explain. How she somehow lit me up from within. How the sound of her breathing was something I looked forward to hearing. And how her scent was one I couldn’t live without. But that wasn’t what I told her. Instead, I told her what I’d learned that night. That it was her sister the other night. That I thought it was her sister in O’Shea’s house, too. That if Lizzy was still close, so was Tommy. We talked about what her sister could have been after, but she didn’t have a clue. And finally, I told her that for her and Clementine’s sake, we needed to stay away from each other.

Gently, she stroked my hair and kissed my mouth. And then she killed me. “I know,” she said in a strained voice.

But neither of us spoke of when or how we’d do that.

In the early morning light, I pulled her close and stroked her back, softly lulling her to sleep.

When her breathing was even, I eased out of bed, tucked a few things in a duffle bag, and slipped out the door.

In the elevator, I brought up Declan’s number.

“Hello,” he answered.

“Hey man, I was wondering if you could do me a favor?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Elle is in my suite at the Four Seasons. Can you head over there and take her to the boutique? Tell her to stay at O’Shea’s house and call me if she needs me.” Although I hated the idea, I knew his house was like Fort Knox and she’d be safer there than at her place.

“Yeah, no problem. Charlene is here and can cover for me.”

“Don’t forget to make sure she knows who you are.”

“I’m not completely stupid.”

The elevator door opened. “Yeah, right. Sorry, man. I’ll leave the key at the desk in your name.”

“Okay, I’ll head over now.”

“And Declan, I’ll be at my father’s. Stop by tonight. If you’re still willing, I could use your help.”

“Sure, man. I’ll be there.”

“Grab Miles, too, if you don’t mind. I want both of you to connect with my old man.”

“Yeah, sure, no problem.”

A quick stop at the desk to leave the key and tell them I’d be back for my things and then I was walking out the door.

A sudden sadness hit me.

And I couldn’t help but hope I wasn’t walking out of Elle’s life too.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

DAY 6

ELLE

I wasn’t doing well.

It had been almost two days since I’d seen Logan.

Aside from a couple of text messages, we hadn’t been in contact. One message asked me if Michael had mentioned anything about Friday. My response was what it always was: no. And the other came just before I left work. It was informative only. He still hadn’t found my sister.

I wanted to hear his voice, to talk to him, to tell him the things I was feeling. But he had left me alone yesterday morning without so much as a note or a goodbye, and although I knew it was the best way for us to part, it still stung.

My fantasies that the truths I had yet to tell him would be accepted were just that, fantasies. And the space he had put between us helped to put that in perspective.

Using my key, I let myself into Michael’s house. I had decided to take Logan’s advice and stay at Michael’s for a few days to be closer to Clementine. I wasn’t certain what could happen with Michael or Logan and wanted to be near her.

It was after nine and I knew Clementine would be asleep. With Peyton recovering and Rachel working only part-time, I was working from opening to close. I set my keys on the foyer table next to the fresh vase of flowers. Michael must have gone to see his father again today at the florist’s shop. He’d gone almost every day this week and I wondered if his father was ill.

Next to the flowers was a picture of Michael’s deceased mother. She was beautiful, posed like an old-time actress in the photo, wearing a strapless sundress and sitting on picnic table with her legs crossed in her high heels. There were pictures of her throughout the house. Oddly, there were no pictures of him and Lizzy together in the house, though.

“You’re home late.” Michael, his rumpled suit, was sitting in a chair in the family room. He had a thick stack of papers in one hand and a glass of amber-colored liquid in the other. There was a yellow legal pad on the table beside him with notes or one of his lists written on it. Soft music played and the lamp beside him shined down only to give enough light for him to see whatever it was he was reading.

We exchanged glances. I hadn’t told him anything about Logan and I. I just knew he wouldn’t be happy about it and I couldn’t jeopardize my relationship with Clementine.

“What are those?” I asked for lack of anything else to say.

“Résumés for a new nanny.”

“Why? What happened to Sarah?” I asked, shocked at this news.

He swirled his drink in his hand. “She gave me her notice today. She’ll stay until I find a replacement, at least.”

The news made me wonder—first his secretary, now the nanny. Was there something I didn’t know?

“Maybe Lizzy will come home before then.” I didn’t know why I said it. I shouldn’t have. Logan had told me not to say anything. I knew Logan suspected foul play on Michael’s part, but he didn’t know Michael like I did. Still, even though I trusted him, something inside me told me to keep my mouth shut, so I did.

He sipped his drink and looked at me with suspicion. “Have you heard from Elizabeth?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s just I’m sure she misses Clementine.”

Michael set the stack of résumés on the table beside him and stood with his glass in hand. He strode over to the bar and picked up the crystal decanter. “Can I pour you one?”

“No, thank you. It’s been a long day. I’m going to change and make something to eat and then go to bed.”

With his glass full, he turned around. “I picked you up that shaved garden salad you like and a lobster roll with fries. They’re in the fridge.”

“B&G’s,” I said with a smile.

He nodded. “I knew you’d be tired and that you probably wouldn’t have eaten.”

“Thanks, that was really nice of you,” I told him and headed upstairs.

Clementine was fast asleep and safe in her room. I stared at her for the longest time. She was an innocent caught up in a mess, but I wasn’t going to let anything happen to her, nor was I going to let anything impact her blissful state. She was too precious. I swiped at my tears and kissed her softly. “I love you so much,” I whispered.

In my room, I slipped out of my clothes and into a pair of comfortable sweatpants. When I slipped on the white, oversized button-down that smelled of Logan, I held it to my nose. His scent was fading but it was still there. I wanted to see him. To talk to him. To be with him.

I shook off the feeling.

Pulling my hair on top of my head, I made myself think of other things. I needed to head back to my place tomorrow to get some clean clothes. I needed to do inventory. I needed to review sales.

Socks on my feet, I went downstairs. The family room was empty. Maybe Michael went to bed. My stomach was growling and I headed for the kitchen. I poured a glass of orange juice and sucked it down before I poured another. Then I opened the containers. I didn’t even bother to sit down. Instead, I stood at the counter and nibbled on the lobster roll in between forkfuls of salad.

Ummm, Boston’s seafood was so delicious.

“Is it good?” Unexpectedly, Michael was behind me and even more unexpectedly, his chin was almost resting on my shoulder as he looked down at my food.

Every part of me tensed and I quickly turned around. “Yes, I was starving. Do you want some?”

Out of character, he moved closer, caging me in. With the smell of alcohol on his breath, he said, “Are you offering?”

My heart was thumping, and not in the way it did when Logan was near me. I wasn’t afraid of Michael. I knew I could take him down with a swift knee to the balls. I didn’t want to have to do that. In the confined space he’d cornered me in, I casually reached back and picked up one of the containers. “Yes, here you go. I’m stuffed.”

He stepped back and took the food.

We both knew that wasn’t what he meant, but at least he pretended it was.

“I’m exhausted. I think I’ll check on Clementine and go to bed.”

“If you don’t mind, I need to discuss something with you.”

Anxiety tightened in my chest, but somehow I managed a smile. “Sure, what is it?”

“There are a few things, actually. Mind if we go in the other room and sit down?”

Panicked, I blurted out, “Is this about Lizzy?”

His expression went blank for a moment. “No, not directly. Are you sure you haven’t seen her or heard from her?”

I straightened my shoulders, drew in a breath, and forced myself to give him a slight smile. “No, I haven’t.”

With a bob of his head, we were both walking toward the family room. He stopped at the bar and poured himself another scotch. “You sure you won’t have just one?”

Sitting down, I found myself feeling awkward. “No, I’m good.”

His liquor glass was more than halfway filled without ice and I began to wonder how much he’d had to drink tonight. Michael turned and leaned against the bar. “There’s a very likely possibility Elizabeth won’t ever return.”

“You don’t know that.”

He sipped on his drink and studied me. I felt like he knew I knew something. “No, I don’t, but I have Clementine to worry about. I need to start thinking about my will. Who will take care of her if something happens to me?”

I looked at him, feeling pricks of tears in my eyes. “Michael, what’s changed? I don’t understand why we’re talking about this now.”

Michael’s gaze remained steady. “I think I made a mistake not going to the police. I thought I could find her and keep her out of prison for what she’d done. But now I’ve exhausted all of my available avenues and we still haven’t been able to find her. The private investigator has found nothing, her cell has no activity, and her bank accounts haven’t been touched. She’s gone, Elle. Gone.”

Knowing I couldn’t blurt out, “No, she’s not. She was seen last Saturday,” I bit my tongue instead and whispered, “She still might show up.”

He shook his head and the liquor swirled in his glass. “I can’t wait any longer. I’m going to go to the police on Monday and report her missing. I should have done it a long time ago. I can’t keep shielding her from her own destructive behaviors. It’s time I start worrying about my daughter and myself, and that means legally divorcing her so I can appoint someone as Clementine’s guardian.”

Whoa.

My shock must have shown. He’d never talked about my sister like this. Like someone he didn’t even like. Like someone he didn’t have any compassion for. I was finding it hard to take in.

“Elle, I think that person should be—” He paused to look at me. “Erin.”

What?

Hurt, I had nothing to say. He knew how much I love that little girl. How much I think of her as my own. Why would he want her to live with his sister, who already has four children and her hands full?

“Of course I’ll make provisions to make certain you have visitation, should something happen to me.”

My patience wearing thin, I fired, “Why are you telling me this? Shouldn’t you be discussing it with your sister?”

His voice as calm as an unruffled breeze, he answered, “I thought you might disagree.”

Blinking at him, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was somehow looking to blackmail me in some way. I hoped it was the liquor he was consuming that was sending the wrong vibe my way. Rising to my feet, I strode closer to him. “If you’re asking me if I want to be named Clementine’s guardian, you already know I do.”

There was a darkness in his eyes I’d never seen. “That’s what I thought, Elle. Now, there’s something I need your help with.”

Even though we were alone in the house, he turned the music up, and whispered.

I listened, nodded, and after much thought, hesitantly said, “I’ll think about it and let you know tomorrow.”

With his simple request on the table, he set his glass down and headed for the stairs. When he was halfway, he turned and said, “Good night, Elle.”

Pulse racing, once I knew he was in his room I scurried up the stairs and into the room I’d been staying in. I’d slept here many nights, but for the first time since I’d arrived in Boston more than three months ago, I locked my door.

After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I got into bed and held my phone close. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I called Logan. I had to talk to him.

It only rang once. “Elle, everything okay?”

I sunk further down onto my pillow. “I needed to hear your voice.”

There was a lot of noise in the background. He was out somewhere. “Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t sound right. Did something happen?”

In a whisper, I told him, “I need to tell you something.”

“Elle, I can’t hear you,” Logan said.

I opened my mouth to speak again.

“Sorry I’m late.” It was a female voice I didn’t recognize.

“Hey, can I call you back?” Logan asked clearly into the phone. Clearly to me.

Crushed, I answered with barely audible words. “No, you don’t have to.”

“Elle.” He said my name as if it pained him.

“I shouldn’t have called,” I said louder and hung up.

I remembered wondering that first night at Molly’s if he had a girlfriend, or a girl, or someone in his life. Was that the voice I’d just heard?

Deep.

Husky.

Sexy.

Was that the real reason he’d left me alone in his hotel room?

Tears were streaming down my face.

I felt like I’d been stabbed in the chest, right through my heart.

But really, what had I expected? That he’d tell me he loved me after knowing me for only five days?

I covered my face with my hands and relived the day my mother died, the day my kidney failed her, the day I was declared unable to ever give life, the day my father declared me useless.

Somehow, amidst my sorrow, I fell asleep.

Clementine was the only joy I had in my life now. I wouldn’t lose her.

Sometime later during the night I heard my phone ring.

I didn’t answer.

He left a message that if I needed anything, I should contact Declan at Mulligan’s Cup or Frank at Molly’s.

Obviously, that was his way of telling me to leave him alone.

Wish granted.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

DAY 7

LOGAN

I knotted my tie and looked in the mirror.

In my black Dolce & Gabbana suit, the Martini stretch wool one that my grandfather insisted I buy five of, a crisp white shirt, and a red tie, I was the epitome of high-society class.

Just the way my grandfather liked.

Although he preferred everyone who worked for him to wear gray, it was never my nature to truly conform, and if I did that today he’d know something was up.

I had, however, gotten a haircut and given myself a close shave.

He liked the clean-cut look.

A test smile showed that I’d brushed my teeth properly. They were white and gleaming.

I looked good enough.

Good enough to charm Grandpa Ryan, I hoped.

All he would see tonight was Logan Killian Ryan McPherson—the golden boy he had high hopes for. The man he hoped to groom to take over his empire.

That was never going to happen.

Under the appearance I wore so well, I wasn’t the man he wanted me to be. I’d never be that man. I had too much of Killian, the Killer, McPherson in my blood. And I’d never felt more like him than today. I had fire in my belly and steel in my spine.

I was determined.

Tomorrow was Friday, and I had yet to figure out why Michael wasn’t shitting his pants by now. A call placed to him from my father earlier today only confirmed that he was planning on delivering.

What—he didn’t say.

And we had no idea.

The information we’d gathered on Tommy had led us nowhere so far. I needed a backup plan. The details of how I was going to get the money to Michael were sketchy, but I’d work that out tomorrow once I had the funds secured. No matter what Patrick wanted, I knew if what Michael had wasn’t enough, offering more money would at least buy time.

Not much, but it was still time.

Disappearing with Elle was my only other option, and I knew she’d never go for it. So this had to work. Either way, it had to.

Declan had been able to track down a lead on at least one drug deal that went down at the hotel. He found the buyer, but getting him to talk, getting the details, was a different story. He was working on it.

With nothing else to go on, I had to visit my maternal grandfather in New York City. Tell him everything he wanted to hear so that he’d release his hold on my trust fund. Loosen the strings attached to it. I’d have to deliver on my promises, of course. But it didn’t matter. Selling my soul to him to get the money would give Elle the reprieve I needed to bring Patrick and Tommy down.

It would be worth it.

My grandfather would never see the blood in my eyes or the hatred in my veins. He was oblivious to anything but conformation. And besides, he thought it was for my own good for me to be like him.

How could he not see that I never would be?

What he also failed to see was that what he was doing to me was just as binding as my ties to the Blue Hill Gang.

Sighing, I buttoned my designer suit jacket.

Trust fund baby.

Blue blood.

Silver spoon

Heir to a fortune.

I was more than that but today, I would pretend I wasn’t.

Shoes on.

Watch on.

One last look and I was good to go.

Game time.

On a mission, I hopped in my SUV.

I-90 was a bitch.

I waited as long as I could to leave, but I needed turnaround time. It didn’t seem to matter if it was seven A.M. or seven P.M., as was the case, because the pavement was always jam-packed.

Exhaustion had crept into my bones and it wasn’t going anywhere, so another night of only a few hours’ sleep didn’t really matter.

It took over an hour to reach the I-84 exit.

Just as I was about to take the ramp, my cell rang. My dash lit up with a number I didn’t want to see. “Yeah,” I answered.

“We have a lead,” Agent Meg Blanchet said.

“What kind of lead?” I asked, extremely curious.

“We got that warrant to tap O’Shea’s office landlines early this morning. He got a call a few hours ago from a female, we’re guessing his wife, telling him his delivery had arrived.”

Like a crazy man, I swerved all the way into the right lane and zoomed off the interstate to turn around. “What were his instructions?”

The woman I knew as the she-devil cleared her throat. “He didn’t. He hung up without a word, like he knew his phone lines were being monitored.”

“Odd.”

“Yes, I agree. I think he switched to his cell and we don’t have the go-ahead to monitor that yet. Do you think you can contact his wife’s sister and see if she knows anything about this supposed delivery? We have a unit outside his house, and either O’Shea has slipped out of the house without us knowing or he went to bed and he’s not planning on going anywhere. The place is dark and we can’t see any movement inside.”

“He’s got a young kid—he wouldn’t leave her alone. Did you notice if Lizzy’s sister was with him?” I hated referring to Elle in that way, but the less the devil herself, Agent Meg Blanchet of the Drug Enforcement Administration, knew about what had transpired between Elle and me, the better.

Her laugh was abrupt, cold even. “He dropped the kid off at his sister’s earlier. But Logan, I would have thought you’d know the answer to the whereabouts of Lizzy’s sister before me.” She stressed Lizzy’s sister.

That’s when I knew I was fucked.

“I know you’re having a relationship with the missing woman’s sister. I’m not stupid. I just hope you’re not.”

With everything in me I wanted to tell her to fuck off, but then my father would end up in jail on the trumped-up RICO charges she was ready to pounce on. It was the ball she dangled over my head. The reason I was doing this in the first place. It was the reason she had me picked up four months ago. She’d hoped my bleeding heart over my father would persuade me to help her—and she was right.

The Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act allowed the DEA to gather enough circumstantial information on my father for him to be formally charged for crimes not committed by him but linked to him through his assistance. The only way he would be spared from being charged was if I agreed to cooperate with the DEA and get them all the information they wanted.

God help me, Agent Meg Blanchet, the she-devil with her red hair, red shoes, and matching red lips, has been yanking my chain for way too long, and I’d just about had enough. But then I thought about my old man behind bars and knew I had to keep going. I’d done everything she asked of me in terms of cooperation—met with her at Molly’s every week to give her updates on my father’s “calls” for Patrick, or at any time she deemed appropriate. She wanted Killian, or more accurately the Mob-linked crime information that existed only in his head, to further her case against the Flannigan family.

With much hesitation, soon after the night she brought me in, I talked to my gramps. I told him she wanted names, dates, and facts—information he’d never want to give. “To be a rat!” he’d screamed.

I left there that night convinced he wasn’t going to do it, but in the end, he, like me, couldn’t stand to see my father go to prison. We both knew he’d never come out still breathing. He was weak and he’d be eaten alive on the inside. Because of this, and this only, Killian agreed to meet with the DEA and we both agreed to keep this task I’d been strapped with from my old man. He didn’t need any more bullshit to deal with.

The final provision of my agreement with the DEA, the one that would free my father, the one that I couldn’t wait to deliver, was the information on the next cocaine shipment. They wanted to witness the exchange between buyer and seller. With that, there would be enough solid proof that Patrick and Tommy Flannigan were running the biggest drug ring to hit the Boston streets in years.

The only reason I’d been doing this bullshit for the past four months now was because with Patrick and Tommy behind bars, both my father and I would be free. And now so would Elle and Gramps.

I couldn’t wait.

“Let me see what I can find out. I’ll call when I know anything.”

She tsk-tsked. “I’ll be waiting.”

The line disconnected and my foot slammed down on the gas. At ninety miles an hour, I was back in the limits of Boston by eight forty-five. I tried Elle’s cell but she didn’t pick up.

Taking a chance, I decided to hit up the boutique first. She was still staying with O’Shea, so if she wasn’t there, she had to be at work.

Whether or not she knew anything, I’d already decided I would have to come clean and tell her what was going on. She had to get to O’Shea and find out where the product had been delivered. The drop point was key in the investigation, and the place and people would be used as the link to O’Shea, and in turn to Patrick and Tommy.

O’Shea would be collateral damage.

I knew Elle wouldn’t want anything to happen to him, but if he were smart, he’d make a deal with Blanchet. That wasn’t my concern—my concern was my father, and now Elle.

Where Lizzy fit in, I had no idea.

The pieces were sketchy.

She was somehow involved with Tommy, but whether it was with O’Shea’s knowledge or not, I didn’t know.

My cell rang again when I was about a block from the boutique. It was my old man.

“Yeah, Pop.”

“Hey, I have Declan and Miles with me. Miles did some recon and found out that before Elizabeth Sterling O’Shea got married—less than two years ago, I might add—she had been arrested a slew of times, for drugs, disorderly conduct, and the last time, a prostitution charge. And guess where she was last employed before marrying O’Shea?”

“I don’t know, Pop. Where?” My nerves were shot and I didn’t have time for twenty questions.

“Lucy’s.”

“That’s how she knows Tommy,” I guessed.

“Yeah, and I’m going to go through payroll and see how long she worked there.”

I dragged a hand down my face. “Might help.”

“There’s something else—I pulled up the records and you’re never going to believe who was the pro bono attorney assigned to her case.”

I slammed the steering wheel. “Son of a bitch.”

“Yep. Turns out O’Shea got her off and gave her a job as his secretary. Soon after they married, and seven months after that, she gave birth.”

“Seven months?”

“Yep.”

“So she was pregnant before she got married. That’s not a crime.”

“No, but her priors show years of arrests, usually drug-related charges. Then nothing after the baby. Seems she cleaned up fast.”

Maybe a little too fast.

Or maybe not at all.

“Thanks. I have some things to take care of, but I’ll be in touch.”

“Everything okay, son? I thought you’d be jumping at this information.”

I parked my SUV. “Yeah, it’s fine. I gotta run. I’ll call you later.”

I disconnected and walked toward the boutique. There was so much going on, I was finding it hard to focus on anyone—anyone but her.

The lights were on, but I didn’t see her. After I knocked, I figured she must be downstairs. I still had the key she’d given me on my key chain and decided to use it.

I knew I’d scare the ever-living shit out of her, but I needed to talk to her. I also needed to see her.

It had been three days.

Three days too many.

I hated what had happened when she’d called me the other night, but Blanchet had come into Molly’s and I—well, obviously I’d done a shitty job of covering us up.

Besides, I’d vowed to stay away from Elle until Friday.

But now, Friday was only one day away and if things went according to plan, we could soon be together without worry.

Together forever if we wanted.

Did I want that?

My mind was such a fucked-up mess. Still, I knew wanting her wasn’t some fleeting feeling. It was an ache getting worse with each passing moment that I didn’t have her. I felt like I could love this woman that I’d only just met. Was that even possible?

First the old butler bell chimed, which didn’t alert anyone to shit, and then the alarm started to chime, which at least she’d activated. I typed in the code B-L-O-W.

“Elle,” I called.

She didn’t answer.

Her red felt hat sat behind the counter, and seeing it made me smile.

Feeling oddly happy, I took the stairs two at a time as I descended them. Excitement stirred within me. My world had changed. Not only was it upside down but inside out. I wasn’t the same man who walked the streets of Boston alone. I never wanted to be that man again. Tommy would soon be locked away forever and then Elle would be beside me. Where she belonged.

Random, strange, somewhat foreign thoughts entered my head and unknown feelings swirled within me. She’d gotten under my skin, into my bones, and somehow had become a part of my soul. It could only mean one thing. Yes, I did love Elle and I was going to tell her so—right now.

The steps seemed like way too many. We were so close and still way too far apart. I turned the corner and—

My hands grabbed my head.

No!

No!

No!

My world started spinning on an entirely new axis.

There she was, on the floor, with a number of opened and unopened white plastic bags surrounding her.

Fuck!

I froze.

I couldn’t breathe.

I gasped and choked.

No. No. No.

I looked at her again.

Fuck!

Sometimes you know something’s coming.

You feel it. In the air. In your gut.

You don’t sleep at night. The voice in your head is warning you, but there’s nothing you can do to stop it.

That’s how I’d felt since the day I met Elle.

The problem was—my warning bells were all wrong.

“Elle?” I’m not even sure how I managed to say her name.

Alarmed, she jumped and realizing someone was downstairs, she scurried to close the bags.

“Elle,” I repeated.

Slowly, she turned. “Logan, what are you doing here?”

My heart stopped. My pulse faded. Shock was all I felt. “You knew?” My words came out in stuttered syllables. “You were part of it all along?” My voice held disbelief.

Elle shook her head. “No. It’s not what you think.”

The small bags of cocaine were all around her and the floor was covered in some kind of white crystals.

What did she mean it wasn’t what I thought?

I wasn’t fucking blind.

The cocaine had been transported in an endless amount of some kind of white crystals—into her boutique, and opened by her hands.

She was so fucked.

Suddenly, my head roared with the pain and anger of her deceit. I looked at her, my heart now as hard as steel.

“Shit!” I yelled. “Fuck!” I yelled louder.

“Logan, let me explain.” She was crying, stepping toward me.

I put my hand out. “Don’t come near me.” The pitch of my voice rose with each word.

There was no way I could stand to have her touch me.

Looking frantic, she kept walking. “You have to listen to me.”

Anger ripped through me. I kicked a chair and it sailed across the basement floor.

She came to a halt.

This was all too much.

I walked up the stairs. I walked back down. I walked back up again before settling on the down. Anger and rage and a terrible fear that I couldn’t help her now consumed me.

She was standing there like a deer in headlights.

Did she have any idea what being here right now meant?

I knew she didn’t. She didn’t know that right now, right this moment, she was in jeopardy of being put away for the rest of her life. And sure as shit, she didn’t know I would be the one to do it.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

I couldn’t look at her or those green eyes.

Where was the invisible trail of magic?

What were we to her?

Nothing?

In the darkness, every emotion I’d ever felt for Elle settled in the pit of my stomach, and like the sun’s rays, it lit me up from the inside and radiated throughout my entire body.

“Logan, listen to me. Let me explain.”

Disbelief beat in my heart. I couldn’t listen to her. I couldn’t even hear her voice. I couldn’t stand her or myself right now. I had to get out of here.

In a sudden burst, I opened my eyes and ran up the stairs.

“Wait,” she called, chasing after me.

Her voice made me turn but I didn’t stop. I saw the crushed look in her eyes, the one that matched mine, but still I kept going. With a harsh pull, I yanked the door open and flew right out of it. My feet hit the pavement. My ragged breathing was sucking in the cool air. The sky was dark, but I felt darker.

What the fuck had just happened?

Unable to contain my emotions, I screamed into the night, “Fuckkkk!” and thrust my hands toward the boutique window. When my eyes landed on it, she was there—standing in the window, watching me with fear—no, not fear, terror—in her eyes.

My cell started to ring and I pulled it from my pocket. The screen flashed, Blanchet.

This couldn’t be happening.

But it was.

When life gets you by the balls, it really gets you.

Five seconds.

I had a choice to make—my father or Elle.

And I had five seconds to do it.

Now how fucking fair was that?

Our eyes locked.

For an endless moment I thought this wasn’t happening. A shroud of dishonesty didn’t surround her. I hadn’t opened myself up to her only to be crushed. But then her guilt presented itself. Sparked through the window. Burned my skin. Sunk its way into my bones. Corroded everything we’d had.

As if she felt it too, she covered her mouth and her nose with her hands pressed together. I was too far away to see for certain, but I was pretty sure she was trembling.

Neither of us looked away.

My gut twisted into a thousand knots.

She had me.

She had me like no one ever had.

She had me hanging on every word.

She had me jumping through hoops.

She could have had me any way she wanted me.

Did she even know what she was doing to me right now? The way she was breaking me down, making me rethink everything?

In her eyes, I could see the panic, hear the pleading, smell the fear.

My resolve was being held together by a tattered string about ready to snap. Unable to look at her for fear it would, I turned around, and with a sharp intake of breath, I answered the call.

After all, I’d only ever had one choice.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

ELLE

My heart.

My racing heart dropped into my stomach.

My heart.

It was here and then it was gone.

I could still see it, though. Slick muscle tissue that pounded faster and faster while held in the palms of his hands.

He had the ability to crush it right here and now.

Crush me.

Did he even realize that?

My fingers splayed across the window. My eyes pleaded. My body begged. Words were leaving my lips, but I knew he couldn’t hear them.

Still, I spoke them.

“Logan, I love you. I would never hurt you. I didn’t know what Michael had planned. I just found out two days ago. I wanted to tell you. I reached out to you to tell you what Michael asked me to do. But you didn’t want me. Why are you here? Why are you acting like this? Why won’t you listen to me? Why?”

I was babbling.

Spilling everything I could. Begging him to listen with every ounce of my being.

He placed his hands on his lean hips.

Dropped his head.

Lifted his chin.

Looked at me.

Looked away.

I was still babbling.

Then, as if he could hear me through the glass, he tucked his phone in his pocket and took a step toward me. Then another. And another still. He didn’t stop until his hands splayed against the window right where mine were.

Mirror images of each other.

His stare locked on mine and we spoke to each other in a way we never had.

Deep.

Heartfelt.

True.

Not words.

Emotions.

Emotions that seemed to seep out of his eyes and into mine. Emotions that, if I was reading him right, mimicked my own.

Could that be?

After a moment, or two, or maybe three, he slowly removed his hands from the glass and the connection was lost. When he started to walk away, I knew I had read him wrong.

Like a rag doll, I collapsed to the floor on my knees. Burying my face in my hands, I cried for everything in my life I’d lost, for what I was doing, for who I was—the weak, pathetic girl my father had always known me to be.

“I am listening,” he said in that low, husky voice that did something to my insides.

Snapping my gaze, I looked over toward the door, the sound, him. His arms were crossed over his chest and he was standing in the open doorway, the door itself locked in the open position. He looked dauntless.

Had he heard me?

For the first time since we met, he seemed intimidating. Like a powerhouse. Strong. Fearless. Unyielding. Tougher than his beautiful face and body let on. “Talk to me. What was the plan? We don’t have much time.”

On shaky legs, I rose to my feet. “Much time for what?”

Logan stepped inside and pushed against the mechanism that kept the door open. Once it closed, he locked it and looked at me. His eyes were distant, his expression blunted by fear or maybe hatred.

I hoped not hatred.

Something pulsed beneath my skin—despair, sorrow, love, agony? Maybe all of those feelings rolled into one.

With quick strides, he closed the distance between us and I felt like we weren’t lost in this sea of a world where neither of us belonged. Yet, I knew we were. His hands on my shoulders sent that familiar energy zapping through my body and I knew that despite everything, he didn’t hate me. “Elle, I need to know the plan.”

My thoughts were humming inside my brain. “Logan, it’s not what you think. I didn’t know. All I knew up until a couple of days ago was that Michael said he’d handle it. I thought he meant legally, or—no that’s not true, I don’t know what I thought, but it wasn’t this. I had no idea what his actual plan was. If I had, I would have told you.”

“I believe you. I do. Now, please, tell me what he asked you to do.”

My breath was coming fast, but my words came even faster. “He told me that the coke would be delivered tonight or tomorrow morning.”

“From where? From who?” Logan cut in before I could finish.

“I don’t know. He never said and I never asked.”

“Where’s the delivery slip?”

I pointed to the counter.

He darted over to it and picked up the pink piece of paper, and then shook his head. “It was COD?”

I nodded. “Michael told me to pay with one of my company checks.”

He shook his head. “The only portion completed is the ‘ship to’ information. Any idea who sent it?”

Nerves rattled me. “No. The plastic bags were on a pallet and it was wrapped in cellophane. The driver cut open the sealed pallet and carried the bags in.”

Logan’s expression was raw. “What did O’Shea want you to do with them?”

“I was to break the bags down and bring the—” I couldn’t even say the word.

He leaned closer. “Coke,” he said for me.

I nodded. I swallowed. I was finding it hard to breathe. I’d never, ever, done anything like this. “Product home in the Mercedes and park in the garage. He was going to store it in the panic room.”

Logan’s eyes were intense as he stared down at me. “And then what?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “Then he’d give it to Patrick and Clementine would be safe from danger, from the kidnapping threats he’d received.”

“Kidnapping threats?” Logan’s brows popped.

“Yes. Michael told me that your father called him a few days ago and threatened that if he didn’t deliver the drugs Lizzy had stolen, there was a very good chance his little girl would be taken and held for ransom.”

That one simple fact brought it all back into perspective. I turned on my heels and headed for the stairs. I had to get the product to Michael.

To keep Clementine safe, I’d do anything.

Logan captured my hands and held my wrists to keep me from walking away. “That’s not true.”

Frowning, I glared at him. “Do you think I’m lying?”

We were both breathing fast. “No, I think O’Shea is. My father would never do anything like that. He’s lying to you, Elle. Don’t you see? He’s been playing you. It was his plan all along to do this, to include you at the end. It had to be.”

I lifted my chin, defiant, determined. Thoughts were churning in my mind and the more I thought about it, the less my bravado held strong. “No, Logan. He’s doing what he has to in order to protect his daughter.”

“Then where’d the coke come from?”

I looked at him. I’d already told him I didn’t know.

“He had to have had it stashed somewhere. Don’t you see—he’s been putting your life and Clementine’s in harm’s way.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Who the fuck knows? Waiting to see what he could get away with.”

I didn’t want to believe it, but where did all the coke come from?

“Listen to me, Elle. I’ve been working with the DEA for more than four months to help bring down the Flannigan family.”

Shock ripped through me. “Working, how? Why?”

“They threatened to arrest my father if I didn’t cooperate, and tonight is the night they are looking to bring it all home. They want the drugs, the location, the people involved, and they want me to furnish it.”

Crippling horror shook my entire body. I stifled my scream. My urgency to run was never greater. How could I take care of Clementine behind bars? How could I leave her? “No, Logan. No,” I cried hysterically.

My wrists were still imprisoned in his grasp, but his grip became loose and his hands spread, searching for my fingers. He was holding my hands. He was leaning his body against mine. He was whispering in my ear. I was an utter mess. Hysterical. Unresponsive. Terrified.

“I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I care about you.”

His words punched the air out of me. They were an echo. They were on repeat. He was saying them over and over until finally I heard him.

My gaze flickered up to his. “You care about me?”

He nodded but didn’t repeat it. “And you have to trust me. I will make this right.”

My world was shattering into a thousand pieces. “How? How can this ever be right?”

He pulled me closer still. His mouth was now hovering over my ear. “I’m going to take the cocaine and plant it at a strip club that Tommy and Patrick own. Then I’m going to call the DEA and tell them you overheard Michael talking on the phone and mentioned an exchange at Lucy’s. While I’m moving the coke, you are going to go to O’Shea and tell him you were mistaken and it wasn’t his shipment that arrived. It was something else for the boutique. Tell him you called the company and it had been subbed out to a third party, and that it is scheduled for delivery first thing in the morning. Don’t mention me. Don’t say anything else. I want you out of this. The DEA are watching the house, so if anything happens, look for the unmarked cars on the street.”

“What if Michael doesn’t believe me?”

“Don’t give him the chance to question you. He knows Peyton was hurt, right?”

I nodded.

“Tell him she called you and she didn’t sound good. Tell him you think you should go stay with her for the night and that you’ll be at work first thing in the morning. Then pack your bag and leave.”

“Can’t I just call him?”

He shook his head. “I want the DEA to see you go there so they can confirm you gave me the information after talking to O’Shea. Call me as soon as you talk to O’Shea. Then I’ll know I can call the DEA. Got it?”

My heart was beating so fast. My pulse was racing. This was beyond lying. This was deception. This was a high-stakes game I had no business being involved in. “Yes,” I managed.

He gave me a knowing nod and then released his grip on me. “Clementine isn’t home, right?”

“No, she’s not—she’s at Erin’s.”

Just then, as if it knew we needed a reminder of how we’d started out, that damn cuckoo clock from Germany started to sing.

In the midst of all the madness, he still gave me a grin.

I wanted to kiss him but wasn’t certain that was anything he’d want.

As if reading my mind, Logan kissed me, hesitantly. Lightly.

“Kiss me harder,” I said against his mouth.

He did.

And we kissed and kissed and kissed.

Rough. Teeth clashing. Chins bumping. Lips biting.

Breathless, we both pulled apart.

“What do I do after I pack a bag?” I asked.

Logan yanked out his wallet and opened it, handing me ten crisp one-hundred-dollar bills. “You go to the Mandarin on Boylston Street, at the intersection—”

“I know where it is,” I interrupted.

“Check in and use cash under the last name Smith. Leave a key for me. I’ll be there as soon as I’m done. And you said Peyton was coming back to work tomorrow?”

I nodded.

“See if you can get her to open up the boutique. By then the bust should be all over the news and Michael won’t be looking to make any deliveries to Patrick. Still, just in case, I’d rather you be unreachable until I can figure out what’s next.”

I nodded again. “What do I tell him after he learns the cocaine is in Tommy’s possession?”

Logan was silent for a few moments. “Tell him you don’t have a clue. He’ll have to assume the delivery was intercepted.”

I wanted to cry, my eyes desperate, terrified, darting toward the stairs where down below lay my future. If anything went wrong, I could easily be locked away forever.

Oh, God.

Did I say that out loud? I didn’t mean to.

“Elle, it’s going to be okay. You and Clementine will be safe. Now go—I got this. I’ll clean it all up.”

In a daze, I went to the counter to gather my things.

Safe?

Was that ever going to be possible?

I just didn’t think so.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

DAY 8

LOGAN

My hands were shaking as I pressed the up arrow.

My stomach turning.

It was after midnight.

And I’d just committed a felony.

A Class B felony, punishable by prison time.

A shit-ton of prison time.

I was an attorney who’d sworn to uphold the law and I’d just not only moved one hundred bricks of cocaine, but also interfered with a major DEA investigation.

Also on my mind, I’d moved one hundred of the two hundred and fifty missing kilos.

Was this really a new shipment?

Was it part of the missing deal gone bad?

If so, where was the rest?

I had no fucking clue.

Still, a major bust.

Enough to take down the Flannigan family?

I hoped so.

I’d done just what I told Elle I would. Packed up the coke, cleaned up the salt crystals, and then driven to Lucy’s. I had a stop to make along the way. I needed empty liquor boxes. I called Frank. Told him what I needed. No questions asked. He’d been an informant on the DEA’s payroll since the Tommy incident. He was also a messenger to Blanchet when I needed him to be. I knew I could trust him. The only thing he asked in return was that I stay as far away from Molly as I could. That was the least I could do.

It was well after midnight and the alley behind the strip joint was dark. Perfect. I was just starting to unload the coke into the boxes when that fucking phone call finally came. It seemed to take forever, and I was beginning to think I was going to have to abandon my plan and drive over to O’Shea’s to make sure Elle was in one piece. And more than likely kill O’Shea if he’d touched a hair on her head.

All went well, though, and she was safely on her way to the hotel. Moving quickly, I restacked the boxes outside the back door and took off.

Not the safest plan.

Not the smartest plan.

If anyone came around looking in the trash, I was screwed. But my hope was that the she-devil would make her move quickly. I made the call, kept it short, and hung up on Blanchet while she was yelling at me for not being able to witness the exchange, since the product was already at the drop.

Shaking it off, happy it was almost done but knowing it wasn’t over by a long shot, I used the key Elle had left for her “husband” at the desk and stepped inside.

In that moment, just as the door closed behind me, I felt an overwhelming sense of arousal. The room was small, just a giant bed, a closet, a bathroom that I knew she’d just showered in, and her, safe, and larger than life. The arousal I felt when I laid eyes on her wasn’t the kind of juvenile jolt a Victoria’s Secret catalog or Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue would have stirred up when I was fourteen. No, it was . . . I didn’t know . . . like my whole mind, not just my body, was suddenly overcome by everything she was.

She was wearing the hotel’s white robe and she was fidgeting with the terry-cloth belt. “Are you okay?” she breathed with a sigh a relief.

My gaze flickered hot over her.

She stopped her fussing. “I know you’re upset with me. I’m sorry.”

My whole life has felt like I’ve been suppressing my emotions and right now, I just couldn’t do it any longer. I needed a release. I needed something real. I needed . . . I needed her. I stabbed my finger in the air. “Stop that shit right now. I understand why you did what you did, but you should have told me about it first.”

She looked guilty. “I know. I’m not sure what came over me, but I heard that woman’s voice over the phone line and shut down.”

We stared at each other without blinking. “That was the DEA agent. You have to know I don’t want anyone but you. How could you not know that?” My voice was raised, rougher and tougher than I wanted it to be. But there was so much bottled up inside me, I couldn’t contain my anger and frustration. It was just leaking out.

Elle took a step toward me, her own anger now blazing in her eyes. “You should have told me what you were doing all along. You lied to me!”

My strides were quick. “No. I didn’t. I just didn’t tell you. I couldn’t! There was too much at stake.”

We were toe to toe like fighters in a ring. “You didn’t tell me. I didn’t tell you. What a pair!” Her voice was sardonic, laced with bitterness.

I looked into those green eyes. “We are a pair.”

She raised her arms out and gave a sarcastic laugh. “So, as a pair, where does this leave us?”

I gripped her upper arms, bringing them down. “Together!” I shouted.

“Together?” her voice was questioning but still filled with anger.

I licked my lips. I tasted salt. “You’re pissed at me because I was at a bar with a woman I hate?”

“No, I’m not pissed at all.”

My arms slid down her sides to her hips. “Then what are you?”

Her brave façade melted away instantly. “Relieved. Thankful. Grateful.”

“Then show me. Tell me. Or let me show you. Let me tell you how I feel. I need to be able to communicate with you, and conversations aren’t always the best way for me to do that.”

In a flash, she untied her robe and I stepped back so I could watch as she shrugged it off. “Fuck me. Tell me how you feel. Show me,” she whispered.

She was naked and my entire body was on overload. Amped on adrenaline, or love, or fear—I didn’t know which. I didn’t care. I just stepped toward her. “You sure?”

She swallowed, and this time the sound that left her throat was more like a purr. “Yes. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

Quickly, very quickly, I dropped to my knees in front of her and buried my face between her legs. “Because I need to taste you,” I told her with my nose at her clit, my tongue jetting in and out of her pussy right off the bat. Her sweetness was just too much. I couldn’t get enough. My hands skimmed the back of her thighs and I brought her closer.

Her hands went to my hair, lightly at first, barely skimming it. She said something. I wasn’t certain what, but it sounded like, “That feels so good.”

“I need to feel how wet I make you.”

She moaned so loud, I felt it down to my core and with that, I began to eat her up. Devour her. All along letting her know just how sweet she tasted.

Her fingers sunk further into my hair, tugging at it. She cried out and it was rough and raw. My hands were on her ass, holding her close, and I licked every inch of her pussy. Her moans were electrifying, and I hooked one of her legs over my shoulder so I could really get inside her. The flicks of my tongue were quick at first and then sliding it down, I buried it deep inside her with alternating sucks, licks, and flicks.

She was close. I could tell. “Come for me, Elle,” I commanded.

As if on cue, she cried out. “Oh, God, Logan, I am. I’m coming. I’m coming. I’m coming for you. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

Words spoken in the heat of the moment . . .

Music to my ears.
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I couldn’t deny that this was real anymore.

It was all too real.

Both sated and breathless, I drew in a shuddering breath and then pulled her closer so I could look at her. I swam for a minute in her gaze. She was flushed, her lips and cheeks pink. Beautiful.

She wrapped her arms around me and we held each other, kissed a little more, rolled around on the bed, and ended up a tangle of limbs. She was between my legs, curled against me with her body pressed snug against my chest, and my arms were wrapped around her protectively.

I gazed down at her. Opened my mouth. Closed it. How was I supposed to have a talk with her about us when I couldn’t even bring myself to start the conversation? It’s not as if I didn’t understand the value of talking. I did. Communication, whether in or out of bed, was going to be key if we were going to survive as a couple when the fallout came from what we’d done.

And sure as shit, it was going to come.

When it did, we were going to have to stand strong, and stand together, and hopefully conquer more than just the world we lived in.

Perhaps, if we were lucky, we’d conquer each other.

Her fingers caressed the bare skin of my chest. “So what happens when we don’t have to hide anymore?”

My laughter was loud.

She tipped her head to look at me. “Why are you laughing? I’m serious.”

My fingers wove into her hair and stroked it. “I’m not laughing at you. I’m laughing at my lame-ass self. I’ve been lying here trying to figure out the best way to start that very conversation and the words just flow effortlessly out of your mouth. Go figure.”

She breathed in. She breathed out.

It was my cue to talk and my turn to draw in a deep breath. “We said we’d figure this thing out between us together and I think we are. But in all honesty, I’ve never had a relationship with a woman for longer than a month. With you I don’t see an end. I see something between us that could last a long time and I want to give us a chance. I hope after everything, you feel the same way.”

Wow, I’d said it.

Her hand ran up to my face and she caressed my cheek. “Logan McPherson, if you’re asking me to be your Mrs. Robinson, I accept.”

I laughed. “No, definitely not. I’d much rather be the teacher.”

She rolled her eyes.

“But, Elle Sterling, how about you agree to be my girlfriend instead?”

She laughed. “Aren’t we a little old for that?”

I raised a suggestive brow. “Lover sound better?”

She wrinkled her nose. “That makes us sound too old.”

Feeling bold, I countered with, “Master?”

Her laugh was wicked. “I’ll pass on that one.”

Shifting my mouth, I kissed her fingers. “I have a few more, but I don’t think you’ll like them. That takes us back to girlfriend. Besides, there are men at my gramps’s nursing home who have girlfriends.”

She laughed.

Clutching her hand in mind, I asked again, “So, Elle Sterling, would you like to be my girlfriend?”

She stared at me.

“Don’t make me beg because I will.”

Elle grew serious. “I’d like that, Logan. Very much.”

I think I heard her whisper, “My protector,” and my chest puffed in pride. Then I kissed the corner of her mouth and spoke with honesty. “I know we skipped over all the preliminaries, but maybe it was better that way.”

She nodded in agreement. “First everythings are so blasé.”

“Not all first everythings,” I reminded her.

We both laughed and then allowed a comfortable silence to fill the room. We breathed together and for a few short minutes, the only sound besides the rhythm of our breaths was that of our beating hearts. For once, I could hear the outside traffic beeping and blaring but didn’t want to get up and check it out. We were together now, safe, and looking forward to what the future held.

“You hungry?” I asked.

She tipped her head to put her lips on my throat. “Very.”

I was pretty certain it wasn’t food she was referring to, but I was also pretty certain neither of us had eaten. And since I wasn’t anywhere near finished with having her, a shower and some food first would probably be a good idea. “Burgers?” I asked with a grin.

“With fries and ketchup.” She smiled up at me.

“Like there’s any other way.”

Rolling off the bed, I stepped back and looked her over, head to toe. I knew my smile was wicked and I also knew what it did to her. Shivers rocked her body and usually her lids would fall in the most seductive way. I gave her one last knowing glance before I picked up the phone and ordered room service.

She rolled over onto her back with a satisfied sigh. The sheet had slipped and she was naked under it. I thought about taking her again, but first I needed to take a shower. I leaned over to push her hair away from her face. “You’re so gorgeous, you know that?”

She propped herself up on her elbows and blew a wayward strand of hair from her face and then made a self-deprecating sound.

I laughed and pulled her mouth to mine. “You are. Now, I’m going to hop in the shower and come back and show you just how much I think so.”

This time her response was much more enthusiastic.

“I won’t be long,” I promised her and headed for the bathroom.

“Logan,” she called.

I turned.

“I love you,” she whispered.

My body seized up. I hadn’t spoken those words to a woman, ever. I might have said them to Emily when I was trying to get her in the sack, but they hadn’t been real; it wasn’t true love. It wasn’t this burn I felt in my chest when I looked at Elle. It wasn’t the fear I wore beneath my skin that something would happen to her. No, that wasn’t love. This, however, was.

Still, the words stuck in my throat. Burned, settled halfway. I was scared. Scared that if I said them, something bad would happen. And how ridiculous was that? Finally, I sucked in a breath. “I love you too, Elle,” I said, and turned back around with my pulse pounding and my heart beating wildly.

Some kind of bad feeling had rolled over me again. I shook it off and hit the hot water.

A towel around my waist and one at my shoulders, I came out of the bathroom ten minutes later, feeling much better. Elle was sitting on the bed with the robe wrapped around her and the Channel 7 news on.

“Breaking news,” the TV correspondent announced.

My head snapped to the screen. “Members of the powerful Flannigan crime family are among at least twenty-four people arrested tonight in a major drug raid. Details are sketchy, but a confirmed two million dollars in cocaine has been seized. We’ll bring you the latest as it unfolds.”

“It’s over?” Elle asked.

With a grin, I answered, “It’s over.”

Just then there was a knock on the door. “Coming,” I answered, slipping my pants on and pulling out my wallet.

Feeling on top of the world, I opened the door. A man was standing there with the cart of food and a single rose in a vase. I signed the receipt and gave him a fifty. My thoughts were drifting as I closed the door. Feeling like an idiot, I took the rose from the vase and handed it to Elle. “For you,” I said with a bow.

Her smile was wide. “Thank you, my prince.”

“King,” I corrected her with a laugh.

She raised a brow.

I shrugged. “King sounds much more manly.”

She pulled me in for a kiss that I could easily have gotten lost in, but I didn’t want our food to get cold and we had the rest of the night, and who knows, maybe the rest of our lives to do to each other whatever we wanted.

Nipping at her lip, I pulled away and rolled the cart closer to the bed where she sat. Feeling like the king of my own castle, I took her covered plate, presented it to her in a royal fashion, and then removed the lid. “For you, my queen.”

Giggling, she asked, “What’s this?”

My eyes darted to the plate.

She lifted a slip of paper that lay folded on it.

That feeling of fear came back full blown.

With a clunk, I dropped the lid to the ground and quickly swiped the note from her hand.

I didn’t want to alarm her, but something just didn’t feel right.

With trembling fingers, I unfolded the paper.

It read, “That E wasn’t meant for Emily.”

And just like that, my kingdom collapsed.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 

To Amy. Thank you for always believing in me.

To all the amazing bloggers that have dedicated their time to reading my books and sharing their experience with reviews. Please know that without your voice, it would be difficult to spread the word and to find new readers.

To all my readers. Thank you for allowing me to tell you my stories. It is truly a gift and an honor to occupy your mind for a few hours. I love your messages, emails, and reviews, so please keep them coming.

To those who have helped me tirelessly with this book. You know who are and thank you!

 

Much love,

Kim


FOR THE READER

 

Thank you for purchasing and reading this book. If you enjoyed it, please leave a short review on the site where you purchased it, or on any other book-related sites such as Goodreads or your favorite review forum. Readers rely on reviews, as do authors.


 

 

 

 

 

SET THE PACE

 

 

 

KIM KARR

 

 


 

SET THE PACE

 

The heart of this novel is based on the age-old nursery rhyme:
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This is me when I was three years old and my best friend—Chrissy (Christopher),

who is the inspiration behind the friendship in this story.


PROLOGUE

A TEST DRIVE

Jasper

NO WORDS CAN properly describe the feeling.

Adrenaline races through my veins. My heart thumps in my chest. My pulse is out of control. The anticipation is almost as good as the experience. Almost. I pump a little harder. Align my body. Move my hips. Steady my gaze. Take a deep breath. And then plunge.

My foot slams down on the clutch and my hand grips the gearshift. Just like that, the engine screams to life. I stomp on the gas and my tires start to spin. Immediately, the car takes off and the speedometer reads 10, 20, 30, 40.

Not fast enough.

I engage the clutch again and put her in second gear.

The speedometer reads 50, 60, 70.

Easing around the first turn, the throaty horsepower comes alive from under the hood and the tires squeal as if on the edge of adhesion.

Still not fast enough.

Clutch.

Third gear.

The speedometer reads 80, 90.

Clutch.

Fourth gear.

Finally, I reach 100, and I still have so much grip on the track that I can barely contain my enthusiasm. Now that I’m at the speed I want to be, I can properly assess my position. I’m in last place.

Fuck!

But Will is only a couple of lengths ahead of me and I’m gaining on him.

“Speed it up,” I tell him, talking into the helmet microphone.

“She won’t go any faster!” Will is yelling.

“No passing. Max was clear on that—he said no passing,” Jake whines.

I don’t say another word as I fire past Will and then Jake.

“What the fuck?” It’s Jake again, and he’s not happy that I just slid in front of him.

I let out a high-pitched laugh. “Sorry, Pretty Boy, but since when do I listen to Max?”

Drew’s moving fast and showing no signs of slowing down.

Faster. I have to move faster.

Pushing it as far as I can, I quickly creep up on Drew’s bumper but can’t get the upper hand. We’re approaching the second bend. Jake is right behind me. Now he’s passing me. I swear he just flipped me the bird.

“Hey, Pretty Boy, that wasn’t nice,” I laugh.

“I’m not in a nice mood,” he grumbles.

“Guys, that’s enough.” It’s Max.

We’re all ignoring him. I stare straight ahead and son of a bitch, I see the tiniest, slimmest crack between Drew and Jake. No right-minded person would risk it. Only a suicidal maniac. Luckily, I have big balls and I go for it.

Maneuvering my way in, I slam on the brakes when I get a little too close to Drew on the turn. My car doesn’t slow in the way I’d like her to, but I ignore that fact for now. Max can fix the issue later. I wait to cover the turn and then push her to her limits, leaving Jake in the dust.

Soon enough I’m awash in that exhilarating sensation when the tires feel like they’re gripping nothing at all, and I go flying past Drew into first place.

“This isn’t a race, boys,” Max’s agitated voice booms in my ears.

“What the fuck are you doing, Jasper? I’m the pace car!” Drew’s voice crackles through my speaker with frustration.

Pace car.

Race car.

None of them are driving the Storm.

Only me.

“Just having a little fun.”

A throat clears. “Jasper, let’s try not to spin out today, okay?” Max warns me.

Hands gripping the leather around the wheel so tight my fingers are numb, I grin and say, “I’ll do my best.”

“Hey asshole, you do know that’s what happens when you engage both the brake and the steering wheel at the same time while going more than one hundred miles per hour?” This time it’s Will showing me the love. Usually he’s the cautious one, the calm one, the one who is reasonable at every turn. Today he’s in rare form, and his sarcasm only makes my grin wider.

Again, I laugh. “Yeah, I think I know that by now.”

The four of us aren’t really racecar drivers, we’re best friends who just so happen to share a love of cars. A ragtag mix of marketing major, accountant, business major, and automotive engineer, Will Fleming, Jake Crown, Drew Kates, and myself have wanted to quit our day jobs since we started them and build an automotive company from the ground up that would be able to compete with the likes of GM, Ford, and Dodge.

And today is day one of that dream becoming a reality. With the sale of the part I named “Pulse” to a large retail automotive parts chain, I am now in the position to fund this venture.

The Pulse is a really simple piece of metal that to gearheads will change their lives. It’s a very small supercharger that when attached to the engine block pressurizes air intake to above normal levels, hence allowing the car to move faster. It’s something I designed during college and have been perfecting ever since. I never planned on selling it as an aftermarket part. My plan was to use it on my own concept car, the Storm, but it was a means to getting Lightning Motors off the ground, so I went for it.

Max, my old boss and now our chief spec designer and engineer, is on the sidelines today. He has helped me over the past two years assemble my dream—a car of thrilling contradictions. A car that will be every man’s dream. The Storm is just one of the fleet of prototypes I have in mind to launch. It’s a sports car that moves fast like a car on the track, but doesn’t make the consumer compromise on comfort and roadworthy traits.

Uniting thrilling contradictions to create something better, stronger, and faster has been my dream since I was fifteen. And the Storm does just this. It is all soft curves and hard edges—unique and unmistakable. Fast and can stop on a dime. And with the start of Lightning Motors, it’s almost ready for the assembly line.

“I think it’s time to bring it in, boys,” Max says.

I can’t do that.

Not yet.

I ignore his suggestion and go faster. Faster still.

The other guys are pulling off the track like good little boys listening to Daddy.

“You need to bring it in.” It’s Max again and he’s talking to me. If I could see him, I’m sure he’d be running his hand through his gray hair.

But I can’t pull off. I need to see what she can do. That’s why I’m here. So why not push her? See how far she’ll take me.

“That’s enough, Jasper. We’ve got all the data we need for today.” Now Max sounds really annoyed.

I should listen to him.

Instead, I press farther down on the pedal.

Still not fast enough.

Screw it! I’m going to mash the throttle.

“Slow down, Jasper! Something isn’t right!” Max yells.

Feeling the exhilaration of the moment, I can’t stop, and I go around the next curve like vengeance itself. Again, I’m not slowing as I should, and somehow I slide off the track entirely, but manage to get back on it. That’s the beauty of the Storm—control that is made for both the track and the street.

Now I’m going even faster but when my car starts drifting, I can’t seem to get control over the wheel. I yank it to the left, and finally I rein it in.

When I hit the last curve, a bobby pin at 15—the sharpest turn on the course—I slam on my brakes, yanking the wheel to make the turn, but nothing happens. The brakes don’t engage and I can’t change gears. Before I know it, I start to spin and spin and spin.

A dizzying sensation consumes me.

I close my eyes.

Open them.

Look twice.

The words DETROIT AUTO RACEWAY written on the wall appear to be upside down. No, it’s me. I’m fucking upside down and I’m doing more than spinning out. I’m flipping. I’m completely out of control.

Everything is a blur as I’m rotating on the track, walls coming in and out of view. My body is bumping and grinding. My hands are clamping vise-tight around the wheel. My foot is on the brake and I’m completely touching the floorboard. It doesn’t matter. It’s too late.

I’m spinning.

Weaving.

Rotating.

Suddenly, my view is blocked by an airbag, and in what feels like a fraction of a second later I’m no longer moving.

Disoriented, I try to look around. I’m secure in my seat but hanging upside down. Hood on the ground. Wheels in the air. Belly up.

Fuck!

Fuck!

Fuck!

There’s yelling. A lot of it. My body doesn’t feel right.

My head pounds.

My legs throb.

My blood feels like it’s burning through my veins, trying to find a way out.

I can’t move my left arm.

My ribs are screaming.

It’s dark. It’s light.

Someone is unbuckling me.

It’s dark. It’s light.

“Something isn’t right!” I hear Max yell.

“We need to get him to the hospital.” It’s Will, and he’s dragging me out of the car. “I think his arm is broken. Maybe his leg, too.”

“I already called 911.” Drew sounds alarmed. That’s not good. He’s never alarmed.

I’m in and out of consciousness, catching only snippets of what’s being said. Someone is taking my helmet off. “Jasper, you with me, man?” It’s Jake.

I try to talk but can’t seem to find the words.

“There’s brake fluid all over the track.” Max again.

Forcing myself to open my eyes, I ignore the pain flaming through my body. When I see Max pacing around me, I have to ask. “What’s wrong?”

Jake is holding my helmet and his hands are red. “You’re pretty messed up, JJ.”

I try to shake my head but can’t. “Not with me, the car. What’s wrong with the car?”

Jake starts talking to Will. A bunch of mumbo jumbo I can’t make out.

Feeling myself losing consciousness, I focus on the still pacing feet. “Max,” I call.

“This is my fault. I should have done a better job checking out the car before you took it out on the track.” Max sounds more than upset. In fact, he’s almost hysterical.

“Not your fault. Mine,” I manage to tell him.

He’s staring at the fluid on the ground. “No, Jasper, it looks like a brake line might have been cut.”

Sirens in the distance swallow my voice, but somehow I manage to beckon Max over. “What do you think happened?”

“Sabotage,” is the last word I hear before my world goes black.


CHAPTER ONE

 

PIMP MY RIDE

Three Years Later

Jasper

LET’S FACE IT—there’s one thing on every boy’s mind when he turns sixteen, and it quickly becomes a passion. For me, though, it became even more. It became an obsession.

I know where your train of thought has gone.

You’re thinking sex.

Well, you’re not wrong, but that’s not what I’m talking about.

It’s something that at times can be even more satisfying.

Don’t laugh.

It’s true.

It’s the need for speed.

That never-ending quest to make a car go faster, no matter how much of a piece of shit it is, or how magnificent it might be.

I can still remember the first time I lined up with dudes like me at a red light. I stared down the other drivers. I tightened my grip on the wheel. With my car in neutral, I revved my engine. I set my gaze on the road ahead and when that light turned green, I put the pedal to the metal—and got smoked.

That pitiful day I learned a humbling lesson. I learned that zero to sixty doesn’t come easy. I learned that I needed to be prepared before I got behind the wheel of someone else’s car thinking just because I knew how to drive fast, I could win. I learned at sixteen I wasn’t ready for anything like that.

However, from that day forward, my mission in life became crystal clear. I had to make a car that was better, stronger, faster.

Pimp My Ride premiered on MTV when I was seventeen.

My days as a street racer hadn’t quite taken off yet, but I’d had a taste of fast cars and I wanted more. There was this never-ending thirst to try it again and a real need to win the next time.

That show drew me in like a moth to a flame. Maybe it was the poor kid in me who wanted a fast car but couldn’t afford one. Maybe it was the glamour of watching a piece of shit go from nothing to everything.

I don’t know.

All I know is the show had a straightforward premise that was beautiful in its simplicity—take a boy with a beat-up car and orchestrate a massive and ridiculous upgrade.

The theme song explained it all in just a few lines. It went something like, “So you want to be a player, but your wheels aren’t fly. You have to hit us up, to get a pimped-out ride.”

It wasn’t the 24-inch spinner rims or plush leather interiors I cared about, though; it was how they made the cars move faster. What they used. Nitrous tanks. Turbo. How they reconfigured the engine. Valves. Pumps.

And at twenty-eight, my attention is still on speed.

Just like I stopped street racing, I stopped watching Pimp My Ride long ago, but that doesn’t mean I stopped wanting to be a player in the speed game.

I still want to be one.

Hell, I am one.

We all are.

It’s hard to believe that four poor boys from the other side of 8 Mile Road are on the rooftop of the super-swanky GM Renaissance Center throwing the party of a lifetime. And that tonight is about us. It’s about moving forward. It’s about Lightning Motors. It’s about finally building a new factory. It’s about the mass production of the Storm.

It’s about a new beginning.

Comerica Park to my right. Ford Field to my left. Joe Louis Arena off in the distance. The river below me. Detroit surrounds me, and she’s never looked so beautiful.

Suddenly, the music erupts. Lights turn from white to red to blue. Freestanding oscillating fans start to whirl to help suppress the midsummer heat. The night is about to begin. Girls dressed in white bikinis with stars on them parade out in sexy high heels, each with a body made to be seen. There are no holds barred tonight. Liquor. Food. Women. And the open sky.

The girls make a show out of walking up onto the stage, and then they take the corners of the blue silk cloth in their hands—the silk that covers the car—and hold tight.

My car.

Our car.

The Storm.

The spotlights anchor it as if it’s a work of art.

It is.

Slowly, my gaze assesses the rest of the stage. Banners with Detroit’s profile on them. vote yes signs. Everything is red, white, and blue. Fourth of July is over, but Detroit’s celebration has only just begun.

Scouting the area, the showman is nowhere to be seen. Everyone is waiting for him. Soon enough, I spot him coming through the door. Tux. Hair slicked back. Straight bow tie. Expensive shoes. The rich boy from Grosse Pointe. You can’t miss him. Although he’s not taller than me, he’s much bigger. Two-forty, I’d say. Football player girth like his father.

The music ceases. He approaches the stage with two sexy girls dressed in red standing on either side of him. Another woman, in a suit, is behind him and stands off to the side with a clipboard in hand. She’s new. I’ve never seen her in his entourage before.

He clears his throat. Adjusts the microphone. Looks out into the audience. Makes eye contact. Grips the podium. It’s like he’s ticking off a checklist. He must have passed public speaking with flying colors. “Hello, Motor City!” he shouts. “Tonight we’re here for a very special reason . . .”

My eye roll can’t be contained, but I have to hand it to him: he’s playing the part beautifully.

His speech drags on, though, and I’m finding it hard to stand still much longer. I feel the need to move around, but that would be rude. And I wouldn’t want to be rude. My gaze shifts from Will to Jake. Where the fuck did Drew go? I peer through the crowd but don’t see him anywhere.

Will nudges me and I set my attention back to the man in front of us.

“If there’s one thing that can give this city the future it deserves, it’s our shared love of cars.”

I nod my head in agreement.

Everyone claps.

I join in.

As his final words trail off, he looks to the girls behind him and gives them a nod. With bright smiles, they pull the silk away to reveal a super-shiny, super-sexy, red Storm.

After the unveiling, the crowd explodes in applause.

They’re cheering.

Hooting.

Hollering.

I take a sip of my drink and let it all sink in.

Years and years of hard work and a lifetime of dreams coming to life.

Everyone is so full of excitement.

No one more than me.

He smiles. Raises his hands. Tries to calm everyone down. Alex Harper has a flair for the dramatic.

“Pretentious prick,” I mutter under my breath.

Will leans in toward me. “Shut up. He’s our golden ticket to getting the factory up and running, and don’t forget it.”

I bite down on the swizzle stick that the bartender stuck in my old-fashioned along with a wink and an eyeful of what was beneath her tight white blouse. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

Alex is the city’s new mayor—the youngest one ever in Detroit. He’s handsome, energetic, and the man everyone is looking toward for hope. He does things differently than any previous mayor. Everything is bigger. Brighter. Worthy of celebratory status. Honestly, it’s what this city needs. Something to look forward to. He’s also the man everyone thinks can bail us out of the billions of dollars of debt we’re in.

Sadly, Detroit is one of only nine cities to ever file for bankruptcy in the United States, and even more sadly, it’s by far the largest city to ever go bankrupt. And it’s our new mayor with his larger-than-life presence who thinks he can turn things around.

Even if I hate to admit it . . . I think he just might.

Especially if tonight he’s able to persuade the City Council to vote in favor of the petition I filed with the city government just a week ago. A petition that will force the city to finally sell a piece of abandoned land over on 8 Mile Road. Land this town considers sacred ground because of the many deaths that occurred there.

There are many steps involved in achieving the end goal—making the mass production of the Storm possible and bringing wealth back to Detroit—but tonight’s vote is by far the most important. If the petition passes, and we’re able to purchase that piece of land at auction, it will be the first step we’ve been able to take forward in a long time.

With the drain of the past three years and the funds needed for startup, there won’t be enough money left from the sale of the Pulse to become fully operational. The challenge to come up with the rest of the capital to fund the private automotive factory seems daunting, but my hope is that investors will see what we see—that our state-of-the-art factory will change this city’s dynamics forever.

Currently, 8 Mile Road serves as a physical and cultural dividing line between the wealthier, northern suburbs of Detroit and the poorer part of the city.

My goal is to change that.

No, our goal is to change that.

A new factory means new jobs and new businesses to support our needs.

Increased prosperity for all.

Which in turn should help make the city safer.

The our, of course, is Will Fleming, Jake Crown, Drew Kates, and myself, Jasper Storm. Four poor boys who grew up just south of 8 Mile Road and despite the hardships of life, managed to come out on the other side.

Will bumps my shoulder. “Are you listening?”

“Not really. I thought his speech was over?”

He laughs. “No, not yet. Just listen. will you? He might say something you need to know later.”

I nod and direct my attention back to the stage. “Tonight, the City Council will vote on whether or not to allow the sale of a piece of land that holds tragic memories for a lot of people . . .”

Alex’s words hit me and despite what Will just said, I can’t help but tune him out.

Jake looks at his watch. “I don’t think I can listen to much more of this. How much time do you think we have until the vote comes in?”

I slam the rest of my drink back. “I was wondering the exact same thing.”

“Great minds—” he starts to say.

“You’re going to bail? Are you kidding me?” Will asks in astonishment.

Jake nudges him and shifts his eyes toward me, as if I can’t see it. Memories of years gone by aren’t for right now, though. Those memories have lived locked deep inside me for far too long, and once the word passed is stamped on the amendment, I’ll figure out how to deal with them. Hoping to avoid a lecture, I answer Will with a straightforward, “No, I’m not kidding.”

He rolls his eyes.

I lean toward Will. “That bartender is waiting for me.” I don’t know why I add fuel to the fire, other than that’s what I seem to do best.

My words have Jake craning his head toward the bar, trying to catch a glimpse.

“I’m sure she has a friend, or two,” I say and glance between Will and Jake.

“Jasper, for one night can you stop thinking about getting your dick wet?” Will hisses through gritted teeth.

“You must be shitting me. I haven’t been out in months.” Believe it or not, it’s true. I’ve been working around the clock.

Will makes a face.

I pop the cherry from my drink and taste the expensive bourbon, then I look at him. “Listen, Will, three years ago I almost died. So excuse me if I have a need to live each day as if it’s my last.”

Will rolls his eyes. “Stop with the I almost died shit, will you? It’s getting old.”

With a pat on his back, I say, “It’s not a lie, bro. You know I only speak the truth.”

“No, it’s not a lie, but I also know that’s not why you’re skipping out.”

I give him a look.

“You have to be able to talk about it.”

“Talk about what, Will?”

His demeanor softens.

With a raised brow, I almost dare him to say it, but I don’t want to hear it.

Fuck this.

Scowling, I turn and walk away. He won’t talk about it anyway, but he will bring up the accident. And excuse me but I don’t want to talk about that either.

I know what I did.

Three years ago when I got behind the wheel of the first Storm prototype on a test run, I crashed it.

And I almost died.

My inability to listen to Max’s pleas let everyone down.

Including myself.

I fucked it all up.

It cost us a lot.

Hours of reengineering.

Months and months of prototype rebuilding.

Every extra dime we could spare.

To this day, Max still claims foul play, but no one has been able to prove it or figure out why. That crash not only set us back in bringing the Storm to production, it cost me personally a lot too—six months of my life, six more months of physical therapy to rebuild strength, and every cent I had ever earned.

But the mental anguish that I still suffer is far greater. Fear of dying behind the wheel. To this day, I have yet to get behind the wheel of a car on the track. And I have yet to push the gas pedal past 70. Psychosomatic bullshit that I can’t seem to shake.

Still, Will is right. My need to escape right now has nothing to do with any of that and everything to do with the first eighteen years of my life—ten of which I never want to remember and the first eight I wish I could remember better.

With Jake on my heels, I haven’t even gone five feet before I walk right into Drew and a harem of red bikini–clad girls carrying trays of shots. So that’s where he went. I should have known Drew would be looking to get the real party started. He’s a big guy who says he has big needs. And he’s not kidding.

One of the girls steps forward. She looks certain of herself and right away I’m attracted to her. She has blond hair with blue strands, luscious-looking tits that peek out from her skimpy top, curves that never end, and vibrant green eyes. She’s a knockout.

“Where you going?” Drew asks.

“Nowhere now,” I say with a smile, and then give the girl who looks like she stepped out of a pinup my biggest grin. Her return smile makes me forget all about the bartender waiting for me.

“Good, because I reserved the penthouse at the Marriott next door for the night.”

I lick my lips at the thought of continuing this party in private with this girl. I swear she’s sticking out her chest for my benefit. She raises her tray and gives me a come-hither look.

Who am I not to comply? “Hi, Blue,” I practically purr to her as I take what she’s offering.

“Hi,” she returns with a flirtatious smile.

Out of nowhere, the spotlight lands on me.

Alex’s voice booms through the microphone. “And there he is, the man of the hour. The man who’s going to help turn things around, this city’s white knight, Jasper Storm.”

Is he shitting me?

White knight?

More like tarnished punk.

All joking aside, I don’t want anyone looking to me for anything. If no one counts on me, no one will be let down. Besides, he knows I don’t do the public thing.

“Come on up here, Jasper, and say a few words.”

I stand utterly still.

Will is behind me. “Come on, man. You can do this.”

I still don’t move.

“You can do this, JJ,” he repeats and then adds, “Just go up there, smile, and tell everyone thank you.”

I nod and grab another shot. “Later,” I mouth to the girl with the blue streaks in her hair, who for some reason seems to have backed out of the spotlight, and then I slowly head toward the stage.

Alex’s voice carries through the night and I can’t block it out. “Many of you might not know this, but Jasper Storm lost his father in the explosion at the Laneworth Automotive Parts Plant. It was an explosion that none of us will ever forget. Hundreds died. And tomorrow marks the twentieth anniversary of that dark day. The day that changed Detroit forever . . .”

I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment and consider bolting.

This time, though, it’s Will on my heels. “Don’t think about it. Just go up there and give everyone the show they’re looking for.”

I nod. I can do this.

I.

Can.

Do.

This.

The girl in the suit is waiting beside the stairs. She pushes her glasses up. “Mr. Storm, this way.”

I give her a nod. Her blond hair is pulled back. She’s petite, and I can’t help but think she’s attractive in a naughty secretary kind of way. Stupid thought. She belongs to Alex, I’m sure.

Will stops and stands right next to her. As I take the steps one by one, I glance at him. He slowly nods in support the entire time it takes me to walk across the platform.

The applause is almost too much. I want to say, “Don’t count on me for anything,” but I know that’s no way to get them to vote yes tonight.

Alex’s hand is outstretched.

I grab it and give him the strong, confident shake he’s looking for, and then he steps aside and leaves the podium open for me to fill the empty space.

With hesitation, I stand before it. “Hello, Detroit,” I say, but my voice doesn’t boom through the crowd.

Will points to the microphone and mouths, “Raise it.”

I do so and then clear my throat. I didn’t pass public speaking with flying colors, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want this as much as Alex does. I do. And because I do, I let all the bullshit inside my head go and lay it all out there.

“Let’s try this again. Hello, Detroit!”

Everyone claps and I wait for the noise to settle.

“Mayor Harper touched on a very dark time in Detroit’s history. I was eight the day my father died in that terrible explosion, and yes, tomorrow does mark the twentieth anniversary of that horrible day. But tomorrow can also mark the dawning of a new era, the start of something brighter for all of us. All you have to do is vote yes tonight and allow the sale of that land that forever reminds us of the loved ones we lost. Now is the time to transform that pain into something that will give us all hope.”

I allow my gaze to wash over the crowd.

Tears from many.

Eyes being wiped.

Scowls on the faces of others.

The explosion was something no one likes to talk about. Me included, but Alex wasn’t wrong in bringing it up. Maybe everyone needs a little reminder to push past the ugly.

“So what do you say, Detroit? Isn’t it time for a change? For our world to look a little brighter? I think so. And I hope you do too!”

Cheers once again erupt, but there are also a lot of sneers. Just as I start to walk off the stage someone yells, “You can’t bring him back, you know. You can’t bring your father back by rebuilding on the place he died.”

Like I don’t know that.

It’s a female voice and for a moment, I wonder if it’s my mother. It sounds like something she’d say if she ever talked about him. But she’s not here, so whoever it is, I acknowledge the statement with only a solemn nod and then I exit the stage.

Will’s hand is on my shoulder. “Great job.”

I also give him a nod.

“Mr. Storm, can I ask you a few questions?” It’s a male voice this time.

Since I didn’t expect to be giving a speech, I’m not prepared for the onslaught of public attention. I keep walking and say nothing. This isn’t my thing.

“Jasper, they’re calling you the city’s white knight. How does that make you feel?” This question comes from a different male voice.

Not great.

“Jasper Storm, can we get an interview?”

The questions just keep coming.

“We’ll answer questions tomorrow once the petition passes,” Will tells everyone, with a confidence in the vote he’s had since day one.

“Jasper. I’m Eve Hepburn. I’d like to know what it feels like to rebuild on a place this city has held sacred for so long.”

The words Fuck you sit on the tip of my tongue.

“Keep moving,” Will prompts.

High-heeled red shoes seem to be following me. “Let me ask my question in a different way. Why not build elsewhere?”

I want to scream, “Because something inside me won’t let the idea go. Because my father died there. Because I don’t know the fuck why!” But I don’t. Instead, I remarkably remain silent.

“Do you really think you’re doing the city a justice, or just yourself, by choosing that piece of property to build on?”

This bitch just won’t stop. I don’t even look at her. It takes all I have not to flip her the bird.

“Do you make it a habit to sleep with every woman you meet?” It’s the same voice.

What the fuck does that have to do with anything?

“You’re doing great. Drew and Jake are only a few feet away. Don’t say anything and just keep moving.” Will’s voice is calm. He must know I’m about to blow.

Glancing straight ahead, I don’t look at a single one of the reporters or photographers and ignore all of their lame attempts to get my attention.

Instead, my gaze lands on the girl with blue streaks in her hair holding a shot in each hand.

I head her way with one thing in mind . . .

I need to get the fuck out of here.


CHAPTER TWO

UNDER THE HOOD

Charlotte

LOOKING AT PICTURES of Jasper Storm is like exhaling a long, shaky breath. His name sounds like one, too: Jasper Jackson Storm.

He is without a doubt a lethal mix of visceral male testosterone and rebel. With his mess of light brown hair, matching light brown eyes that just look like they could peg you where you stand, and a body that must make every female in his vicinity yearn for him, there is no mistaking him in a crowd—that’s for sure.

The hotel room is small enough without Eve standing over my shoulder. I glance back at my roommate for the next two nights and force myself to not feel stifled.

She’s looking at my screen as the candid photos transfer from my inexpensive Canon to my computer so I can email them to my boss. “He really is good-looking. I’ll give him that,” she comments, pulling me from my inappropriate thoughts.

My belly flips as I turn back and continue to study the photos. “Yes, he is.”

“I might even go as far as to say he’s hot.”

I nod in agreement and shift uncomfortably in my chair.

“How tall do you think he is?”

With a shrug I answer, “Just over six feet.”

“How much do you think he weighs?” She calls the question over her shoulder as she heads down the hallway.

“One-ninety at the most, I’d say. He’s pretty lean.”

She pulls the straps of her shoes down, slips them off, and looks in the mirror. “Would you say he wears boxers or briefs?”

Making a list of what I need to accomplish, I’m not even sure how to answer her question. “I wouldn’t have a clue.”

“I’m going to say he goes commando. He just looks like the type.”

Pausing, I set my pen down. Now she has me wondering. “What’s with all the weird questions anyway?”

Eve gives me one of her signature fake smiles. “Curious, that’s all.”

My gaze returns to the pictures of him. Handsome. That’s how I’d describe him. Really handsome. Handsome as hell. Strong jaw. Sensual lips. Sharp profile. Long and lean, dressed in black slacks and a white shirt. Tie loose. Sleeves rolled up to his elbows and shoes that look brand new. Whether dressed up or down, there is no denying who he is. I swallow past the lump that forms in my throat.

Eve ducks into the bathroom, and I use the time alone to shuffle through the photos and really look at them. A few of him smiling. Some laughing with his head tipped back. One or two where I’d say he might be brooding. Others show him deep in concentration. But regardless of the emotion captured, all of them exude a confidence that can’t be denied.

“What do you think?”

Clicking the screen closed, I look up. “About what?”

“Him.” Eve has changed out of her skirt and into a pair of tight shorts that show off her long legs and curves beautifully. She’s definitely what most men would call a bombshell, and she knows it. Sauntering back into our room with her makeup bag in her hand, she stops for another glance in the mirror. “Well?”

“He’s seems nice.”

She starts to walk toward me but stops at the dresser and spritzes herself with her perfume. “Nice?”

I pull my legs up onto the chair. “Yes, nice.”

“Really, Charlotte, you’re too much. It’s just the two of us—be honest.”

“I am being honest.”

With a hand wave she says, “Whatever. I’m sure he’s many things, but nice isn’t a word I’d use to describe him.”

I give her a shrug and pull my sweatshirt tighter around me.

“I met this girl earlier who told me Jasper requested a smorgasbord of drugs to go along with the shitload of sex he was planning on having. She said it was an orgy in the making.”

Holding back my eye roll, I say, “And she told you about his potential illegal activity why?”

“I don’t know.”

I point my finger at her. “Exactly, because she’s making it up.”

“Whatever. Don’t believe me. You will soon enough.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Anyway, tell me again what happened in this town and why this ‘yes’ vote is so significant?”

Memories as clouded as the sky on a winter day assault me and guilt overwhelms me.

She stops in front of the small table I’m seated at and grabs a handful of nuts from the bag I purchased in the gift shop downstairs. “Charlotte, are you even listening to me?”

Rapidly blinking, I shift my gaze to hers and wish what I’m about to tell her wasn’t mostly true. “I already told you everything I know.”

She sighs. “I need to interview someone who knows more.”

No one knows I was born in this town. I need to do what I came here to do, and then get the hell out of here and back to my small apartment before anyone figures out who I am. Entirely sure our boss insisted we stay at the hotel for his own personal reasons, I sigh and pull my mass of frizzy waves to the side in order to avoid her stare. “I don’t understand what you need to know, Eve. You’re here to write about Lightning Motors and the car.”

She passes by me and I can smell her strong perfume.

“I think you were a little out of line earlier with your questions,” I blurt out.

She goes to the window of our hotel room and looks out at the Detroit River. “What makes you say that?”

“I don’t know, your tone maybe,” I say sarcastically. “I really felt the questions you asked were personal, and this isn’t a personal story.”

Spinning around, she glares at me.

“Eve. It’s not. It’s not about his height, his weight, his underwear preferences, or even if you like him. It’s not about him at all. The story is about the Storm and its introduction to the world.”

With a roll of her eyes, she pulls that perfectly shiny red hair back and ties an elastic around it. “I know what my assignment is, Charlotte, but like you, I’m interested in him.”

My features pull together. “I’m not interested in him.”

Her smirk isn’t to be missed. “Then what’s with all the pictures?”

“It’s my job to set the scene.”

“Yes, for the story, which you already told me is about the car, not the man.”

“Eve,” I try to reason, “it’s not the same.”

She raises a brow. “But it is. And besides, it’s my story and I can write it from whatever angle I think will draw the readers in.”

I flinch under the sting of her words and a strange feeling courses through me. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like it.

For a moment I think she’s done with the conversation, but then she walks past me and stops at the mirror again. “Do you think he ever fucks the same woman twice?”

“I have no idea,” I say with exasperation.

With a click, I open the window again and look at my pictures. She’s right. I should delete these. They’re too personal. Just as I highlight them all and begin to drag them to the trash, I stop. A picture grabs my attention. It’s of Eve, and Jasper is in the background just leaving the stage. I know when this picture was captured, and my heart drops when I see the despair on Jasper’s face. Eve asks me a question about his father, but I ignore it and fire one of my own. “Why do I feel like you’re purposely trying to hurt him?”

She finds me in the mirror and her stare pegs me. “You know he fucks a lot of women, don’t you?”

I raise a curious brow. “What does that have to do with the story we were sent here to cover?”

“Nothing, everything.”

“You’re not making sense.”

Sitting on one of the beds, Eve is about to put her very high red patent-leather slingbacks back on.

They’re Louboutins. I know because she told me. Who would ever pay that much for a pair of shoes? As she starts to slip her feet in, my eyes dart to her red-painted toes and the gold ring she wears around one of them. I’ve always wondered why people wear rings on their toes. It seems like they would hurt, or at the very least be bothersome. Yet, I’ve never seen her without it.

“He’s the man behind the car. Don’t you think the world should know what he’s like?”

“No,” I say adamantly.

Hair up or down? Obviously she’s unable to decide because she yanks the elastic from her hair and then shakes her head. “Well, I do.”

“What’s this really about?”

She bites her lip.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Eve and I haven’t known each other long. Two months ago she moved here from Toledo and I moved here from Mackinac Island, when we both landed jobs at The Detroit Scene. The Detroit Scene is an online blog that covers everything from politics to music to sports to cars. The blog is gaining readership, and we’ve had to work long hours to keep it that way. And although I’ve spent a lot of time with her, I still don’t get what makes her tick. I’m not even sure you could call us friends.

She shrugs. “We both went to the University of Michigan.”

How had I missed that fact? “And?”

“I may or may not have had sex with him once.”

My jaw drops. “What? Why didn’t you tell me that when we got this assignment?”

“Because it’s embarrassing.”

Raindrops against the window call my attention toward them. “In what way?”

“If you must know, he fucked me in the bathroom stall at a dive bar, took my number, told me he’d call me, and then never did. He’s just such a jerk.”

Refocusing on her, I say, “Eve, come on, what would you expect from an encounter like that? True love?”

She waves her hand. “No, and I don’t care about that anymore anyway. We were both young and stupid. Hell, most college kids are.”

I don’t believe her. “Then what’s this about?”

“Revealing the truth.”

“About what?”

“I already told you. Him.”

I find myself sitting up straighter. “What are you trying to reveal?”

“I think that’s obvious.”

“Not to me.”

She shakes her head. “Just how much of a sleazeball he is.”

Something defensive kicks in. “Eve, there is nothing about him at all that indicates he’s a sleazeball.”

“So player, manwhore, user, whatever term you want to use.”

“You’re focusing on his sex life. We’re here to write about his career. He’s a man who’s not even thirty yet with a huge accomplishment under his belt. That’s what we’re supposed to be focusing on.”

“You focus on what you think is important and I’ll focus on what I think readers want to know.”

“And what would that be, besides the unconfirmed rumors about his sex life?”

“I’m not certain yet, but I know there’s something there. Maybe I’ll include his poor relationship with his mother, for one. I talked to her earlier today and it was obvious their relationship is strained at best.”

My hands start to tremble. “You what?”

“I talked to his mother.”

“Why would you do that?”

Hands on hips, she huffs. “I already told you—for the story.”

“And?”

Her smile is wicked, but she shrugs. “Nothing really. I’m not even sure why she agreed to see me, other than I think she was drunk when she said yes and even drunker when I arrived.”

I say nothing.

“It was a complete waste of my time and aggravated my allergies, too. There was some lingering cigar or cigarette smoke in that house. I had to keep rubbing my nose to keep the scent from permeating into my nostrils. You know what that smoke does to me.”

I don’t, but I nod anyway. “So what happened?” I ask, worried she might have uncovered something about me.

“Aside from the feeling I got that Mrs. Storm doesn’t seem to excited with her son’s aspirations, she didn’t say much worth noting. She did, however, tell me that she thought Jasper was trying to live out his father’s dream for him. Whatever that means. Then, when I asked her about her dead husband, she got a little hostile and shoved me toward the door so hard I tripped on the carpet. I think she’s hiding something. I’m not sure what, but I want to find out. Anyway, read my blog post about that crazy visit later.”

“Your post? Have you written it yet?”

“No, not yet. I have to go through my notes and digest it. And besides, I’ll have more to write.”

“What else? What else will you be posting?” I sound nervous, and I hope she doesn’t hear it in my voice.

“Well, since you asked. Rumor has it that he recently attempted to seduce all the female council members in order to guarantee their vote.”

This time I roll my eyes. “Come on, Eve, just like the orgy, that sounds like a concocted story. You know better than to believe everything you hear.”

Her hands are now on her hips. “You saw him tonight. Clearly he still likes to sleep around.”

“Actually, I didn’t see him except when he was onstage. I left shortly after his speech.” Curiosity gets hold of me and I ask, “But what do you mean?”

“First there was the bartender who kept shooting him looks, and then there was the girl with the blue streaks in her blond hair and obvious implants wearing a bikini. He was all over them both.”

“Come on, Eve. You’re being ridiculous. It’s within his right to flirt. He’s a man and he’s not married.”

Opening one of her many bags, she pulls out her compact. “Forget it, you’ll never see it for what it is. Anyway, did you see the taller, older man who was standing with him and his buddies before the mayor made his speech but then disappeared?”

I nod. “The one in the navy suit with salt-and-pepper hair?”

She snaps her fingers and points to me. “That’s him. Do you know who he is?”

“I think his name is Hank and he owns HH Automotive Parts Plant.”

“Should that mean something to me?”

“Probably not, but it’s the only remaining independent parts plant in town.”

“Interesting. See, you do know more. I wonder what he has to gain, or lose, from all of this.”

“I don’t think anything. I believe he’s a longtime friend of Jasper’s.”

“Friend, right. I tried to talk to him about Jasper’s success and choice of location. He grunted that Jasper could build anywhere, but otherwise seemed uninterested and wouldn’t give me the time of day.”

“He was Jasper’s mentor. I doubt there’s much more to it than he is respecting Jasper’s privacy.”

“Still, I’d like to talk to him again.”

“Honestly, Eve, leave Jasper alone. You’re looking for something that isn’t there.”

Eve glances in the small mirror and then powders her nose. “You’re awfully defensive about him. Is there something about the two of you that maybe I should know?”

My heart starts to pound. She’s just too nosey and I need to shut up.

Reaching for her computer, she slides it into a very expensive-looking orange snakeskin case, and then tidies up her folders and books before she puts everything on the bedside table between both our beds.

“Where are you going?”

Stopping at the mirror again, she pops the top two buttons open on her blouse, allowing her more-than-ample cleavage to show. “To the party in the penthouse.”

There’s no sparkle coming from the side of her nose, and for a moment I wonder why she removed her diamond stud before I refocus. “Eve Hepburn,” I warn. “We’re here on business.”

“Charlotte Lane,” she responds with mock innocence. “I know that, but if you want to succeed in journalism you’ll do whatever it takes.”

I chew on my bottom lip in thought. “What do you mean, ‘whatever it takes’?”

She sighs and her eyes appraise me. “Listen, Charlotte, I know you’re from a small town, but I also know you’re smarter than that. I don’t need to explain. You really should come. When alcohol flows, so does so much more.”

All I can do is look at her in astonishment.

“Do you want me to wait while you change?”

Holding back my irritation with her, knowing there is no way I can show up there in case I’m recognized, I shake my head. “No, I’m not going to a party that I wasn’t invited to in order to flirt with a bunch of men to get information that I don’t think is even relevant.”

Eve shoots me a disgusted look and heads down the hallway. “Well, I am. See you later.”

Then, just like that, she’s gone.

And I’m left worrying what she’s going to uncover.

About me!


CHAPTER THREE

REVVED

Jasper

IT ISN’T A wet dream I’m having.

But that doesn’t mean I’m not hard just thinking about it.

Y E S.

Y E S.

Y E S.

The word is the only thing on my mind as I awake. Light streams through the window and I squint as I open my eyes. I can’t help but smirk when I see the word Y E S plastered on different pieces of paper all over the walls of the room. It wasn’t just a dream. It really happened. The City Council really did vote yes to allow the sale of the old Laneworth Automotive Plant out on 8 Mile Road.

I can’t fucking believe it.

And that yes means today we are celebrating—having a groundbreaking ceremony before we officially own the land. Like last night’s celebration before the vote, it was Alex’s idea. As mayor, he wants to celebrate, to raise spirits, to show this town change is coming, and I for once have to agree with him—it’s a great fanfuckingtastic idea.

Today is definitely jumping the gun.

I don’t care.

It really doesn’t mean anything.

Again, I don’t care.

Now Monday—that I care about.

On Monday, the property will go up for auction. But from now until then, we need to pray like mad that no one from the Lane or Worth families shows up to lay claim to their long-ago abandoned property before it hits the block. After twenty years, I don’t see that happening, though. All I see happening is the days passing in one big party and then on Monday, the four of us going to the auction to place our bid and the land auctioneer saying, “Sold.”

Music is blaring throughout the suite. “Turn the fucking music down!” I yell. When no one answers, I assume it must be still playing from last night.

It’s not until I roll over that I realize I’m alone.

Where’d they go?

Perhaps the bigger question is how the hell did I end up with two women in my bed last night?

Let’s see . . .

Blue with the smoking-hot body was flirting with me nonstop. Small, subtle things that were driving me wild—a stroke against my cock when no one was looking, a slide of her hand into that string bikini, a lick of her finger. She was making me insane.

After all the liquor and all the foreplay, I had an erection the size of Texas. I couldn’t take it anymore and even though the night was young, I called dibs on one of the two bedrooms in the suite and led her inside.

Vanilla was not in that girl’s vocabulary. “Take your clothes off,” she ordered before I even closed the door.

I was used to being the one in control, but thought, why not listen to her? I threw the condoms on the dresser that I had in my wallet before I quickly undressed. Then I looked at her and said, “Your turn.”

She undid her bikini top and those lush tits were on full display.

I licked my lips and pointed to her bottoms. “Those too.”

With a smile, she pulled them down and stepped toward me. Shoes still on, she pushed me to the bed and then lifted her foot and pressed her heel against my stomach. Not hard enough to hurt, but enough to get my attention.

The game of control was on and I was all in.

“Suck me,” I ordered.

She was obedient.

Willing.

Eager, in fact.

In no time her mouth was on me, licking me like a lollipop. I closed my eyes and enjoyed being in her mouth. Honestly, though, there’s no such thing as bad fellatio. She was making all kinds of noises. I looked down at her with her mouth full of me and it was super hot. Those full, pouty lips were focusing on my crown, pulling up and down my shaft. There was nothing about that moment I wasn’t digging.

When she started to deep-throat me, I pulled her up. “Not yet, baby. I want to enjoy you,” I said.

She gripped my cock hard and whined a little. “But I wanted to taste you.”

I blinked for a second at how eager she was and then I reached for a condom. “And I want to fuck you.”

While I sheathed myself, she pulled some small white packets out of her shoe. She tossed four on the table and opened one, sprinkling it on her nipple. “Suck me,” she said in a low, raspy voice.

Drugs were a turnoff for me. I’d seen enough of what they did to people growing up. “Get rid of that shit,” I ordered.

“Come on, join in for a little fun.”

“Get rid of it or this will be over before it starts.”

She did, all right. Scooped it into her hand and sniffed it off the dresser. “Your loss,” she said, and then stared at me. “Well, I’m waiting.”

Standing there I had a choice—walk away or stay. If I’d had all my faculties, I would have stuck to my morals and walked away, but I was horny and really needed to get laid. So I flipped her over and fucked her. Fucked her hard. My lips never met hers, but I found myself pulling her hair as she clawed at my thighs. She was an animal even beneath me, and I didn’t hate it.

Just as I had started to come, there was a knock on the door.

“Jasper, the vote is in. Come on out and hear it.” It was Jake.

I hammered my cock into her one last time and felt the adrenaline racing through my veins. It was like I was speeding on the track at 150 miles per hour. I loved that fucking feeling.

“Jasper, now,” Jake said.

I laughed and gritted. “I’m coming.”

It was meant both ways.

Pulling out of her, I disposed of the condom and got dressed.

She splayed her body across the bed with her legs wide open. “I hope you’re not finished.”

I looked at her glistening pussy. “Not by a long shot. Just taking a little break.”

Dressing, she followed me out of the room.

Hoots and hollers were everywhere and champagne corks were flying. The City Council had voted yes. The guys and I went downstairs and out near the river with a bottle of whisky to celebrate for a few quiet minutes—toasting to the future and putting the past behind us at the same time, before returning to the party.

Our moods were top-notch. Music was blaring. We drank. We laughed. We mingled, and by mingled I mean flirted. Soon, the tunes turned to hip-hop and Jake was up on the table.

“Do it, break it down,” I shouted.

And he did. Jake was one of the best break-dancers I’d ever known. Growing up on the streets of Detroit, besides rapping, it was probably the only thing we learned that didn’t get us into trouble. In the day, I could hold my own, and so could Will and Drew, but man, Jake just had the moves. Drew had grown too big to throw his hands down on the table and thrust his feet in the air and Will gave it up long ago.

I hadn’t done it in years but last night I was drunk enough that I joined in. Hands. Feet. Shoulders. I moved until the room spun and I had to stop before I fell off the table. Jake was still moving though.

When I jumped down, I turned to watch him. He grinned at me and to my surprise he didn’t have a smart-ass comment about how his stamina was greater than mine.

Arms wrapped around my waist and a head rested on my shoulder. Blue had found me. “Hey, I have someone I want you to meet,” she purred.

Full of adrenaline, I turned around to see a chick with big tits and long red hair. She was gorgeous, and there was a strange familiarity about her that piqued my interest. “I found us a playmate,” Blue whispered in my ear.

By that time I was way too far gone to do anything that wasn’t stupid. In the condition I was in, I should have said no.

I didn’t.

I was on top of the world after all.

And besides, what hot-blooded male would turn away a set of hands caressing his chest and another clawing up his back?

Before I knew it I was in the room I had dibs on, and naked again. Standing beside the bed, my cock was in Red’s hands and Blue’s hands were on the both of us.

“I like it rough,” Red declared.

Okay, I thought. I can do rough. Or I thought I could. I hadn’t had that much to drink in a long time. It was showing. The room was starting to spin. I was really, really drunk.

Red slid her lips down my body and took my more-than-erect cock in her mouth. At least it was still working. No whisky dick was always a good thing. In order to steady myself my hands went to her hair, but then slipped down to her throat.

“Squeeze harder,” she said, biting at the tip of my cock.

I gave her what she wanted and tightened my grip around her neck. The noises she made were loud and I could tell she liked it.

Blue was sitting next to her with one hand on my balls and the other on Red’s pussy. Red sucked me, licked me, and deep-throated me. My vision was starting to blur and honestly, I was so far gone I wasn’t even feeling what she was doing. Finally, I pulled myself out of her mouth and stood utterly still for at least thirty seconds, trying to figure out if I was going to pass out or puke.

“I want you to tie me up,” Red said, looking between Blue and myself.

Blue made a lustful noise and then got up. The room was really spinning by then and I had to sit down. When Blue returned she had two terry-cloth belts from the robes in the bathroom.

I shook my head no and she dropped the belts. Soon enough both of them were all over me, and talking to each other. I had obviously taken the celebration too far. As the minutes passed and the alcohol took its toll, I became increasingly unaware of what was going on. I’m pretty sure they both snorted cocaine off my still-hard cock. Soon, it was difficult to understand who was talking to whom or who was supposed to be doing what.

Hands were all over the place.

A mouth on me.

Another on her, and the other her.

Who was who, I had no idea.

I remember that adrenaline rush I wanted so much but couldn’t achieve. Still, one of them worked me hard enough while I lay on my back unable to move that I eventually came in her mouth. Whoever it was screaming as I did that was coming, too. The noise was too much and I couldn’t get the high I needed. When I looked down, it was Red who rose and wiped her mouth. Blue was still licking at her and then announced it was her turn.

I hoped she wasn’t looking at me. I couldn’t move. The room was upside down and I thought I might puke.

No longer able to participate, I encouraged them to do their own thing. “Let me see the two of you kiss,” I said, or slurred was a better way to put it.

After that, only mere fissures of moments float through my mind. Red kept her red shoes on. Blue had gotten completely naked at some point, and then I think she tied Red to the bed, or maybe that was me. No, not me; I couldn’t move.

I tried to watch, but girl-on-girl was never my thing. Eventually, I found myself drifting.

The sound of the slap of skin awoke me.

“What the fuck?” I asked.

“She was bad,” Red quipped with my leather belt in her hand.

I blinked and blocked it all out as she lashed Blue with my belt. Nuts, they were fucking nuts. Nodding back off, another slap, this time against my face, roused me.

“Let’s fuck,” Red whispered in my ear.

That time I did say no and then I turned over and passed the fuck out for real.

I have no idea what they did for the rest of the night.

And that’s all I remember.

The night was just fucking bizarre.

Threesomes were ruined for me for life.

Thank fuck they’d both cut out early and we got to avoid the awkwardness of the morning after.

Shaking off last night’s mishaps, I slowly slide out of bed and get dressed. Surprisingly, I’m not as hung over as I should be for all I drank. It’s early, but I have a lot going on today, and I want to run home and shower before heading over to 8 Mile Road for the day’s celebration.

When I slip my feet into the new shoes Will made me buy for last night’s event, I notice they’re dirty. Upon closer inspection, I notice mud is splattered all over them.

What the fuck?

“Hey, Drew!” I yell.

There is a thump against the wall.

Did he just throw something at me?

Fuck, no!

With a smile plastered on my face, I gather my shit. Leaving the mess behind me, I saunter over to the other bedroom. I don’t bother to knock. He’s obviously awake. With a push, I lean against the doorframe and let the door open. “Hey asshole, what happened outside last—” I stop.

It’s not Drew. It’s Will, and he’s not alone. In fact he’s about to mount some woman. Her glasses are on the bedside table. Holy fuck! It’s the naughty secretary. I guess she doesn’t belong to Alex, or if she does, he doesn’t mind sharing.

At the sight, I quickly turn around. “Sorry, man. Catch you later.”

Well, that was unexpected.

Barging in on Drew or even Jake with a chick wouldn’t have fazed me, but Will, he’s different. He hardly ever ends up with a woman in his bed. He has all kinds of issues—they aren’t smart enough, they were too drunk, they have baggage, he didn’t see it going anywhere. The list goes on and on.

Mommy issues.

I feel kind of bad for intruding. Laughing at myself for caring, I quickly leave the suite, wondering where Drew and Jake landed.

When the valet pulls up with my sleek black Storm, the first thing I do is check for scratches. I really don’t like leaving my car outdoors overnight. Down here, punks are lurking in the dark looking to key any car they can. I know this because there was a time I was one. No damage that I can see, but water drips from the wheel wells. I glance around and notice the streets are also wet. That’s right; it started to rain last night just as the guys and I were going back inside.

Looking back at the hotel, I can’t help but wonder if I hadn’t just simply passed out last night and if my fucked-up threesome wasn’t just a dream.

Or a nightmare.

I shake it off, knowing it was too real to have been either, and I just want to forget it.

Once in my car, a strange melancholy falls over me. Twenty years ago today my life changed forever. The man I loved and looked up to, the man I wanted to be just like, who walked too fast and talked too fast, had big dreams and made even bigger promises, and loved me more than anyone—my father—died.

So even though my apartment isn’t that far away, I decide to go to the last place he was alive. The place he loved and the place I want to own, to turn something bad into something good.

To dream big—for him.

And so even though I have to go there again in a few hours, I head farther north and drive out to 8 Mile Road so that I can be alone. Later, I know I won’t have the chance.

Wheels on the pavement, I feel a strange sense of calm.

A feeling like maybe life isn’t the shit I grew up thinking it was.

Things are finally coming together.

It’s early on a Saturday morning, so traffic is light on the Chrysler Freeway and I get there in less than twenty minutes. I’ve been out here hundreds of times. It still looks the same, but today it feels a little different.

A sense of closure is in the air.

The ruins of what’s left from the explosion remain virtually as they stood twenty years ago.

Desolate.

Sad.

But soon all of that will be gone.

That night was one of unexpected tragedy that led to years of despair. So many men and women were working at the factory and many more in the surrounding area. The explosion occurred at 2:37 a.m. in the workshop, which polished wheel hubs. Rescuers pulled over four hundred bodies from the site—all dead. People in the area were badly burned, maimed, or in need of serious care. Television footage showed them being airlifted, their bodies black, clothes burned off and their skin exposed.

The subsequent investigation showed the blast was actually a dust explosion, which is caused by the combustion of particles in the air of an enclosed space. The particles were powdered metal that came into contact with either a spark, an overheated surface, or electrical discharge from machinery.

The investigation was closed without any further determination and blamed on improper equipment maintenance. The rumors were that it was something Adam Lane and my father should have been well aware of. Tom Worth handled the business side, and for the most part his name remained untarnished.

Large plumes of thick, black smoke rose from the plant that night, and I’ll never forget looking at them and knowing my life would never be the same.

Shaking off the memory of what the sky looked like, I get back on track. The gate is unlocked, so I drive onto the property. It’s nothing unusual. Punks are always breaking in. Disrespecting the no trespassing sign. Dirt-bike racing. Drinking. Throwing parties. Soon that will change.

Later today, this place will provide new hope for the city. But now as I stare at the land and try to envision what the new factory will look like, and how it will change everything, I’m suddenly transported back in time to when I was eight years old, almost nine.

 

“Dad, Dad, you’re home!” I yell as he comes through the front door.

He squats down and ruffles my hair. “How’s my boy?”

“I’m great. I drew a picture in Art class today.”

“You did? Let me see it.”

“It’s in the kitchen,” I tell him and head that way.

My mother is at the stove. She’s not happy. That’s nothing new. She’s always upset when he’s late. I think she misses him.

“Hi, Lynne.” He greets my mother with a kiss to her cheek just as she’s adding the ground meat to her pot of spaghetti sauce. I hate when she adds meat to the sauce. It makes it taste disgusting. My father is holding his hand behind his back and I know why. He’s ticked her off again or is going to tick her off again and is attempting to soothe the burn with flowers. He always does that. And it always works. She loves flowers. In fact, she works part-time at a local nursery in the summer when I’m at camp.

My mother looks at him and smiles. “You’re home late.”

Just as I suspected, he hands her a bouquet of flowers. They’re her favorite. Pink roses. “I know. I’m sorry, baby. There’s just so much work to get done and not only did Tom call in sick today, but Adam left early.”

This time when her eyes lift to his, she smiles and tosses her arms around his neck. He buries his face in her neck before he pulls away.

Yuck. Now that that’s over, I can pipe up. “Mom, Charlie’s dad was at school today. Mrs. Lane must be sick too.”

She gives me a nod and reaches for a vase. “Something must be going around. I hope you don’t catch it.”

My father looks at her. Then at the wineglass on the counter beside her. The one that is never empty. He doesn’t say anything about it. He never does. “Since Adam was out, I went ahead and decided to add an extra shift, and I have to go back in later tonight to make sure the work gets done.”

She frowns at him as she puts the flowers in water. “Luke. You’re almost never home anymore.”

He scoops her off her feet. “Beautiful, it’s all for you and the boy. I want to give you both everything you’ve ever wanted. Everything you deserve.”

Her frown quickly turns into a smile as she shakes her head. “You’re such a sweet-talker.”

Sometimes he can make her smile without flowers. I like those times. It makes me smile. I rifle through my backpack. “Dad, look—here’s my picture.”

He takes it and stares at it. It’s pretty good. Two people under the hood of a car that looks like the car out in the garage. The old Mustang that he loves even though it doesn’t run. He looks at me and then back at the picture, and I swear his brown eyes go a little misty. “Is that you and me, Jasper?”

I nod. “Yep.”

“You know what, I think this picture needs to go on the wall in the garage right next to that old piece of shit.”

“Luke!” my mother scolds.

He shrugs and picks the miniature Matchbox car off the shelf near the phone. It’s his vision of what that old piece of shit should look like. Pulling a pocketknife out, he scratches something on the bottom of it and then tosses it to me.

I turn it over. My name is engraved on it. My eyes dart to his.

His grin is wide. “And I also think that starting tomorrow when I get home from work, you and me are going to start rebuilding that piece of shit so it’s ready when you turn sixteen.”

I feel on top of the world.

Later that night, I’m fast asleep when I awake to the sound of my mother screaming. As I get out of bed, I can see Charlie’s light on. In fact, all the lights are on in the house next door. My mother is screaming louder and louder. I run into her room and see the phone lying on the floor. “What’s the matter, Mom?”

She’s shaking and tears are running down her cheeks. “Come here, Jasper, I have something to tell you.”

I’m scared. I don’t like the way she sounds, but I obey and go to her anyway. She pulls me into her arms.

She never hugs me.

“What is it?” I ask, beyond worried.

She cries harder. “Dad won’t be coming home.”

I look at her. “Why, Mom?”

She shakes her head. “There’s been a terrible explosion at the plant and your father was in it.”

 

I shut the memory down as fast as I can. Okay, so what happened here is still hard to bear. I need to man up and move on.

Fuck my father’s empty promises and fuck that piece of shit car that my mother sold the moment things got bad, even though I begged her not to. Mindlessly, I rub my pocket for the Matchbox car I carry as my good luck charm, the one he gave me, the only way I ever got close to seeing his car to completion.

It’s not there. It must have fallen out of my pocket last night.

I don’t fucking care.

I wasn’t lying when I said today is the dawning of a new era. Old shit be damned.

Hopping back into my car, I shove my aviators on my face. My wheels spin on the still wet ground and I know I’ve just coated my car in mud.

Fuck.

When I pull out of the gate, I find myself making a quick left instead of a right and before I know what I’m doing: I’m heading toward Eastpointe.

Eastpointe is where I spent the first eight years of my life. In that small brick house with a detached garage in a safe neighborhood with a playground at the end of the street. It was a happy time.

As I wind down the nearly abandoned road behind the plant, I pass the only remaining remnant of what used to be located at this address on 8 Mile Road. A graffiti-covered sign that reads LANEWORTH AUTOMOTIVE PARTS PLANT.

Laneworth Automotive Parts Plant had been a former General Motors factory that shut down in the early 1980s. When Adam Lane and Tom Worth bought the property, they quickly built up a business that the local automotive plants didn’t want to live without.

Their business was booming. They were producing quick replacement parts for recalled items. Their plant had a flexible design, and they could switch out dies and change up assembly lines quickly. It was brilliant. My father thought the company would be worth millions one day, and invested every spare dime he had into the employee stock purchase plan. He wasn’t the only one. Many other employees did as well. Sadly, no one ever saw a dime of that money.

To this day, I’m not sold on the fact that there was nothing left. Memories ablaze once again, I find myself uncharacteristically flying down the road, remembering the aftermath of the explosion.

 

It’s been almost four months since the explosion.

I’ve been alone for most of it.

My mother is always lying down and Charlie hasn’t been home since the explosion. The Lane family seems to have vanished. I tried a few times to sneak over there, but no one ever came to the window. I miss Charlie. Charlie is afraid of the dark and afraid of being left home alone, so I have spent a lot of time in the Lanes’ house. We’d grown closer and closer over the past year because Mrs. Lane had started to leave Charlie alone in the middle of the night while Mr. Lane was at work. I’m certain it was to be with Mr. Lane’s best friend, although I’d never tell Charlie so.

In all honesty, I don’t know much about Adam Lane and less about his best friend/business partner, Tom Worth. What I do know is that ever since Tom’s wife died, he seemed to spend a lot of time at his best friend’s house when his best friend wasn’t home and that he has a young daughter named Tory. Oh, and I forgot the creepiest part—he has one blue and one green eye.

My mother is expecting an attorney from the city who is handling the Laneworth business to visit today and inform her about when she will get the insurance money. I know she’s worried about money but won’t tell me. She dressed up for the first time since my father’s funeral in expectation of this person’s arrival at noon today.

It’s two minutes before twelve.

Someone is knocking on our door.

My mother rushes to open it.

There’s a man standing outside in a suit and he looks grim. “Mrs. Storm,” he starts.

“Yes, you must be Roy Carrington.”

“That is correct. Thank you for seeing me.”

She smiles. “Of course, I’ve been waiting for your visit. I hope everything is finally settled and the insurance money is ready to be paid out.”

“Yes, about that, we need to talk,” he says glumly.

Her hand goes to her chest and she looks over at me. “Jasper, please go to your room.”

I narrow my eyes but then do as she says, or at least try. I start for my room, but then stop at the top of the stairs and listen.

The man speaks. “It seems the factory’s insurance policy had lapsed and none of the deceased workers’ family members will be receiving any kind of compensation.”

“How can that be?”

“I’m not sure, ma’am.”

“But we had no other insurance.”

“I understand that, and I’m sorry.”

“Laneworth has to have something available for all of those who—” She stops.

“I wish I could say that were the case, but there is nothing else.”

“What about the money Luke invested in the company?”

“Records indicate the plant was operating at a loss. Bills hadn’t been paid and there was very little intake of money over the past year. Therefore, there’s no payout to be had.”

“That can’t be. Luke said they were doing great.”

“With all due respect, ma’am, your husband was a supervisor. I doubt he’d be informed about the company’s finances from Tom Worth.”

“Well, ask Tom then.”

He clears his throat. “We’re unable to locate him.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s disappeared.”

“Disappeared? You mean took the money and ran!”

“I don’t think so. Like I said, there was nothing left to take. I think he’s dealing with the devastation in his own way.”

“What about Adam? He knows about the money.”

“I’m sorry to inform you that it seems Adam Lane doesn’t understand what happened. He handled operations and Tom handled administration.”

“He’s lying!” she screams.

My fists ball at my sides. I hate him. I hate him. I hate him.

“I assure you that is not the case. We’ve been in contact with him. Examined the books. There is nothing there and he, too, is at a loss.”

“So we get nothing?”

“That is correct, ma’am. There are no funds to distribute on behalf of Laneworth.”

My mother breaks down and the man leaves her in tears.

I close my eyes and try not to think about Charlie. My best friend ripped from my life when I really need my friend. Or Mr. Lane, who can’t even show his face. Or the fact that I hate them both. Hate them for leaving.

Minutes pass. More than minutes. Maybe an hour or two before my mother stops crying. I stay where I am and don’t move.

“Come down here, Jasper,” my mother calls.

I do.

“Listen, honey, things have changed a little. We’re not going to get that money I thought we were going to get.”

“What does all that mean, what that man said? Did someone steal Dad’s money?”

She sucks in a breath. “You were listening?”

I nod.

She pulls me to her. “No, no one stole Dad’s money.”

“So how are we going to live without money?” I ask.

“It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“Mom, I’m worried.”

She squeezes me tight. “Don’t be. Think of it as an adventure.”

My mother’s famous last words.

 

Fuck it.

What the hell am I doing?

I don’t need to go there.

I take a fast right and turn around and head for I-94. The last thing I need to do is see that house. I’m flying down Route 102 when my attention slides to the speedometer. I’m approaching 70 and it’s exhilarating.

Faster. I want to go faster.

But then that damn psychosomatic bullshit kicks in and I automatically start to let off the gas.

A black blur up ahead catches my attention, and I jam on my brakes when I see it’s a car pulled over on the side of the road with a woman looking under the hood.

Still going 60, slamming on my brakes isn’t the best choice. My car starts to skid, and luckily no one is behind me. Thank fuck, I’m able to control it and bring it to a stop quickly.

Knowing I must have frightened the woman, I whip my sunglasses off and rush out of my car.

Her head is still down, as if she never even heard me coming.

Shaking my head, I can now clearly see that she didn’t—the earphones in her ears are the telltale sign.

I stay where I am, across the road from her, and lean against my car. I’m impressed that she knows how to move around under the hood and I curiously watch her remove the transmission fluid dipstick, wipe it dry with a towel, reinsert it, and then remove it again.

My gaze narrows.

In profile her features are soft. Curls hang long and her hair is something a man could get lost in. She’s tall and slender, not curvy or voluptuous. Not my type at all. For some reason though I’m entranced by the way she moves. The grace behind it. It’s almost unexplainable, but there’s a fluidity about it. She’s wearing a pair of tight jeans, a tank top, and ankle boots that are covered in mud. I look down at my own mud-covered shoes.

There must be something in the air.

With her face scrunched in concentration, it’s only when she squints to look at the level that I cross the street to ease her concern and tell her the fluid level is fine. I can see it from here.

My shadow dances over the engine, and the movement causes her to jump. Now I’m pretty certain I scared the shit out of her because she screams as she yanks the earphones from her ears.

Wide, startled eyes stare at me.

I raise my hands in surrender. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Looking uncertain, she moves even farther away from me.

Blinking rapidly, she stares but keeps moving.

My eyes follow her until she’s settled.

Facing due east now, I’m blinded by the sun. “I saw you were broken down and wondered if you needed help.”

“Jasper,” she whispers.

She knows me?

Using my hand as a visor, I study her. Mounds of dirty-blond curls fall way past her shoulders. She attempts to pull them to one side and the somehow familiar movement ignites a distant memory. A young girl with those very same unruly curls who tried to tame them by pulling them to the side flashes before my eyes. A girl who followed me around and did whatever I told her to do. A girl who didn’t like to play with dolls or other girls. A girl who only liked to play with me. “Charlie?”

She stands utterly still.

Knowing I can’t be right, I take a step closer.

Look at her for a moment, two, three.

As if hypnotized, I’m staring at her.

And then I know.

It’s her.

It has to be.

After a moment, I break the connection and allow my gaze to travel down her body. A dick move, but I can’t help it.

Before I get too far, my memories assault me. It’s me and her—the two of us playing Matchbox cars. The two of us playing in my backyard. Running. Jumping. Having fun. “Charlie?” I repeat, and my eyes find hers again.

She’s smiling and nodding.

The way she looks at me does something to my insides.

Suddenly, a nervous laugh escapes her. “No one calls me that anymore.”

Stupefied, I’m utterly speechless.

“It’s Charlotte,” she whispers.

Like I could have forgotten?

Her voice is sweet, like I remember.

Innocent even.

She was a tomboy who liked to play with me. A cute little girl with an upturned nose and rosy cheeks whose fair skin got sunburned way too easily. A little girl who didn’t have a mean bone in her body. And that little girl with eyes like the sky was my best friend.

Trying to blink the stupor away, all I can do is stare, because fuck—she isn’t a little girl anymore.

She’s incredibly beautiful in the most wholesome way. Untamed blond curls with faint streaks of dark gold running through them, freckles lightly speckling her nose, and the most incredible pale blue eyes I’ve ever seen. At eight, I never saw her for the beauty she must have been. She was just my best friend. But now, I can’t help but notice just how attractive she is.

My gaze flickers to her lips—full and pink.

Then lower.

Until I make myself stop.

Her hair blows in the wind and when she goes to push it from her face, streaks of dark fluid blemish her forehead.

Wanting to help her, I step closer and can’t help but notice how good she smells. Without thinking, I take the towel from her hand and wipe the streaks off her face. Just as the contact is made, I feel a rush of something strange course through me, and my body stiffens. My senses seem electrified.

As if struck by lightning, her body shudders in response to my touch.

What is this?

I try to shove the foreign feeling away.

Charlotte Lane holds a lot of memories for me. Too bad most of them aren’t good. And just like that, a black cloud settles over me just like the one over the plant the night of the explosion. “Yeah, I remember your name.”

Her smile fades the moment she must realize the shock of seeing her has worn off. “Thank you,” she says, taking the towel from my still outstretched hand.

I step back. “What are you doing here?” My tone is harsh.

Without answering me, she quickly moves toward the car and puts the dipstick back in the transmission fluid before she closes the hood to her very dirty Honda Civic. “My car broke down. I think I need to call for a tow truck.”

“No, not here.” I point to the ground. “In Detroit. Are you here to block the sale of the property?” I bluntly ask.

“No,” she says hoarsely.

“I don’t believe you.”

Her whole body jerks as if I’d slapped her. “Jasper, I’m not lying. I’m not here for that.”

I narrow my eyes at her. No matter how much my body wants to betray me, my head can’t wrap itself around the fact that her father and his business partner up and ran right after the accident.

Who knows the real story behind their flight?

It was never fully uncovered.

Some say deceit.

Others have called foul play.

The authorities ruled out any misconduct and therefore never pressed charges against either Adam Lane or Tom Worth.

Personally, I think there was money somewhere. There had to be. I’ve always gone along the lines that you run only because you have something to run from. So yeah, I can’t forgive what her family did to this town, to my family, to me.

On so many levels.

Cowards.

That’s what they were.

Cowards.

It was their plant, for fuck’s sake. People died brutal deaths and they didn’t attend any of the funerals. Didn’t send flowers. Didn’t even give as much as an I’m sorry for your loss.

I look at her with disdain in my eyes. “Whatever.”

“It’s true. I’m here—”

I cut her off. “You know what, never mind. I don’t care why you’re here.”

Her eyes close and then open. It’s a habit she has kept all these years. “JJ,” she starts.

I glower at her. “Don’t call me that.”

She gulps and her eyes close again, this time for slightly longer than a moment. I can’t help but notice her long lashes and the way they flutter against her skin. “Jasper. Please. Let me explain.”

I shake my head. “You don’t get to talk to me. I’ll call a tow truck to come up here and assist you. Just wait in your car.”

Clearly I’ve upset her. She’s trembling and I feel a little bad about my tone, but I can’t be near her. My head is all over the place and the memories of us, the innocent memories of two kids who just liked to play together—of a little girl who was always scared, of a little boy who liked to feel like he could take care of her—they are all I can recall. But I know that’s not all there is. There’s so much more. So much bad. And I don’t want to remember it anymore. I’ve already remembered too much.

With my phone to my ear, I make the call to my buddy Craig for a pickup and then look at her. “They’ll be here soon.”

She nods, and I swear she wrinkles her nose at me. Did she do that on purpose? Shaking off our childhood signal that meant she was fine, I head to my car. My hood is facing hers and once I’m sitting inside, I can’t keep my eyes from drifting her way.

She’s sitting in her front seat with her head down, and I think she’s crying.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

I don’t need this right now. I don’t need to be distracted. Today is the most important day of my life. Today I get to claim that piece of land, and then Monday morning I’ll be at the town square and make sure that property is legally mine.

If that’s why she’s here, I won’t let her win.

I won’t.

I just won’t.

The tow truck promised to arrive in less than fifteen minutes, but even that seems like a lifetime. Each minute feels like hell. Every second that ticks by, I have to fight the urge to get out of my car and check on her. Make sure she’s okay. Make sure she’s not afraid. Ask her where she’s been. If her life has been good.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

Why don’t I just leave?

Because I can’t.

That’s why.

I can’t leave her out here alone—it isn’t safe.

And she hates to be alone.

No, she hated to be alone.

A long time ago she was a neglected child. I don’t know shit about her now.

Finally, the truck arrives, and as soon as the car is loaded and she’s in the passenger seat of the rig, it takes off.

I don’t look at her.

Not as the truck turns around, not as it hops on the interstate and heads south, and not as the taillights fade in the distance.

I consider going after her.

I don’t.

When the truck is out of sight, I’m left alone.

I feel strange.

I can’t move.

I feel numb.

I feel weird.

I feel like I wish I could redo that encounter, maybe in a different way.

A nicer way.

But there is no other way.

My hand hovers over the key, but I can’t start my car. I wait and wait and wait. I have to go in the same direction and I don’t want to come close to her. Charlie is dead to me. She’s been dead to me for twenty years. I never want to see her again.

But even as I think it, I know it’s a lie.

Yes, Charlie might be dead to me, but she has blossomed into a beautiful woman who couldn’t be more alive.

And her name is Charlotte.


CHAPTER FOUR

ROAD BLOCK

Charlotte

TAKING OFF WITHOUT doing what I came here to do isn’t an option.

My paycheck depends on it. I tried to argue with my boss not to send me out in the field on this assignment, but he wouldn’t listen. He told me he needed help and also promised me a future promotion if I did well.

Hopeful, I gave in. I never really had a choice. That was clear from our conversation, even if he did sugarcoat it. “Do what I tell you or leave now” is really what he meant.

So here I am.

And now Jasper knows I’m in Detroit.

And it went just the way I always knew it would.

You see, I know much more about his life than he knows about mine. I’ve thought about him for years. Devoured every word on social media ever written about him. Yearned to reach out to him. Yet, somehow I knew he wouldn’t be receptive. My side of the story wouldn’t matter because in the end, everything that happened to him happened because of what happened here—at Laneworth Automotive Parts Plant.

I look around.

People are everywhere.

The desolate acres of land are no longer the ghost town they had been earlier when I arrived. Thumbing through the photos I took less than an hour ago, I study them. Odd. I can’t ever remember coming here when I was little. Even staring at the rubble of the office building doesn’t help. Nothing stirs a memory. It bothers me. I want to remember it; I just can’t. I keep looking. Hopefully the pictures will be useful in my next steps.

“Excuse me, miss, but I need to set this table up.”

“Oh, sorry,” I say and move out of the way.

Forced to give up my quest, I look around again. It looks so different. Someone worked his or her magic very quickly. I’m now standing near at least a dozen tables dressed in red, white, and blue. There are tents, banners, taped-off areas, and even a small stage where the red Storm prototype sits. The place has become a madhouse. Hundreds of bodies are moving from one place to another. People are mingling. Smiling. There’s an element of hope in the air. Everyone seems genuinely happy.

God, I hope Jasper doesn’t tell anyone who I am.

“There you are,” Cole says.

Straightening my shoulders, I plaster a smile on my face and turn around. “Yes. Here I am.”

“I was beginning to worry you weren’t coming.”

I quickly slide my camera in my bag and set it out of sight. “I’ve been here for a while. I looked for you but didn’t see you.”

“Oh, you weren’t here when I arrived, so I took off for a bit to grab some coffee.”

“Sorry. I had car trouble.”

“Well, that sucks. Everything okay now?”

Cole Reynolds is not a man who cares to hear about personal problems. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Cool,” he says. “Where’s Eve?”

Cole Reynolds is Eve’s boss. As the senior blogger at The Detroit Scene, he is someone you want to be connected to. Too bad Eve took that literally and slept with him to get her job as junior blogger. Unfortunately for me, he’s also my very married boss. And I, on the other hand, did not sleep with him to get my job. I also, on the other hand, do not have my own column. I’m his assistant.

“Well?” he asks.

Nothing like being put in an awkward situation because your roommate never came back to the room last night when you know your boss planned for you to stay there so he could be with her tonight. I find his narrowed eyes. “I’m not sure.”

Cole continues to look at me sharply.

Unfortunately for me, I’m a bad liar and by process of elimination if she wasn’t with him, she had to be with someone from the party she went to last night. “Really, Cole, I have no idea where she is.”

A quick glance at his watch tells me he’s not happy. “She’s late.”

“I could call her.”

“I already did. She’s not answering her phone.”

My anxiety is high enough without the worry of covering up for Eve’s indiscretions. “I left early and when I got back there was no sign she had returned yet,” I confess.

There, I said it.

“Yet?”

“Ummm . . . yes. She went to a party late last night for the Storm and never came back.”

“I know she went to the party. I also know she left. I ran into her in the hotel lobby and it was pretty late.”

“You were here? I thought you were taking your family to the lake.”

“I did,” he snaps. “I left last night instead of this morning, not that it’s any of your business.”

“Maybe she went back to the party?” I suggest.

Cole’s tone is quiet, surprisingly calm, but his words are not. “Nice to know where her priorities lie.”

“I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”

Agitation is written all over his face. “Did you check my emails? Any information I might be able to use today?”

“I checked early this morning. Nothing other than a few messages marked ‘personal’ that of course I didn’t open.”

From Eve, I neglect to add.

He nods and then focuses his attention elsewhere. “That’s Jasper Storm over there, isn’t it?” He points toward a group of men standing around the black car Jasper was driving this morning.

My heart stops at the sight of him leaning against his car with his arms crossed. Even at a distance, I can’t stop my body from shuddering. Hair the color of milk chocolate lightened by the sun spikes forward over his forehead and feathers against his cheeks in front of his ears. Short and wispy in the back, it sticks up everywhere. He’s wearing similar clothing to what he was wearing last night. The same clothes he was also wearing early this morning when I saw him on the road. Only these pieces aren’t wrinkled or dirty. Pressed crisp white shirt, unbuttoned at the top, paired with perfectly seamed black slacks, and a different pair of shoes. Older, I think. In the sunlight, I can see the impressive muscle tone of his arms and chest. The mouthwatering leanness of his waist. His face is tan. He must spend a great deal of time outdoors. His sunglasses are in place, hiding those light brown eyes that glimmer with specks of gold in the sun.

“Charlotte, I asked you a question.”

I bite my lip. “Yes . . . I think that’s him.”

“Do you know if Eve introduced herself to him at the press conference?”

She kind of did. I guess. But it wasn’t in a positive manner. “I’m not sure.”

“She didn’t mention anything about the sponsorship to him after the Q&A?”

Sponsorship?

“What sponsorship?”

He sighs. “Between Lightning Motors and the Detroit Scene.”

I wasn’t aware of it and clearly neither was Eve, or she wouldn’t have been writing negative posts that obviously Cole would never approve. “I’m not sure she knew about it. I wasn’t aware of it either.”

Clearly frustrated, he shakes his head. “I thought I told you to tell her. The deal was signed yesterday with his associate.”

Cole spent the afternoon arguing on the phone with his wife, so it’s no surprised it slipped his mind. “No, Cole, I’m sorry, but you never mentioned it.”

“It doesn’t matter. Come on. Let’s see if we can take a few photos before the event begins.”

How do I tell him it’s not a good idea that I join him? I can’t. But God, what if Jasper tells us to leave? Cole will go through the roof if he loses this sponsorship.

Shoving his top-of-the-line Nikon in my hands, he leads the way. I have my own camera, but he prefers me to use his. Better pictures, or so he says.

I slip the strap around my neck and I can feel my hands shake, but still, I follow. I don’t have a choice.

Cole makes his way through the crowd and walks right up to the group of men we spotted from the distance. “Jasper, hi, I’m Cole Reynolds from The Detroit Scene.”

Standing somewhat behind Cole, I feel safe. Out of sight. Unnoticeable. Or so I hope.

Jasper says nothing.

The man standing to Jasper’s right quickly steps forward. “Hi, I’m Will Fleming. I’m the one who contacted you.”

Through Facebook and Twitter, I know that Will is Jasper’s best friend and has been for many years. They’re around the same age and I think I read that they grew up together. Both men have similar body frames, but Will is not quite as tall as Jasper. He also seems calmer, softer. It’s a strange way to describe a man and I’m not sure why I think that. Maybe it’s because of his features, or maybe it’s his simpler hairstyle or the softer tone of his voice.

Will quickly takes the lead. “Jasper, this is the man I told you about. The one who is going to help us solicit investors for the funding of the factory by letting the world know how spectacular the Storm is.”

Jasper pushes off the car and whips his sunglasses off. The scruff he had on his face this morning is gone, leaving behind smooth-looking skin. He extends his hand. “Jasper Storm.”

Cole takes his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Oddly enough, Cole seems nervous. This must be a big account for him. Suddenly, I’m perspiring and my nerves are frayed to the ends.

Abruptly, Cole moves and practically shoves me forward. “This is my assistant, Charlotte. If you need anything, anything at all, feel free to contact her anytime.”

This isn’t happening.

Jasper’s face is so close to mine I can barely breathe.

I’m a quivering mess. I squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the outburst that will most definitely get me fired. I spent years wanting to be out on my own and now that I am, I’m going to fall flat on my face only two months after landing in a workplace that could have led to my dream job.

When nothing is said, I open my eyes to find his golden glimmering ones.

We stare at each other, me struggling to hold it together, him, I don’t know what, until he finally lets go of my gaze so his can travel down my body.

Like him, I’ve also changed since I’d seen him earlier.

The sun is overhead and it’s hot. I’m thankful for my choices. I’m wearing black wide-leg pants and a sleeveless white silk top. I even dared to wear sandals, hoping that the mud would have dried up, which thank God it has. Wanting to help make certain no one recognizes me, I had blown my hair straight and then pulled it back in a ponytail. My massive curls are gone—for now.

A series of emotions seems to cross over his features, and then he does the most unexpected thing. “Charlotte, I’m Jasper. Nice to meet you.”

Now trembling from head to toe, I take the hand he holds out. His fingers are callused and rough as they curl around mine, and for a moment I imagine it must be from working under the hood of his car. Out of nowhere, I wonder how they’d feel against my skin and the thought makes my body tingle. “Nice to meet you, too,” I somehow manage.

Why didn’t he call me out?

A body steps forward, and I suddenly notice Jasper and I are still gripping each other’s hands. The grasp is only slightly longer than would be considered socially acceptable, so no one notices, no one except Will, who steps closer.

“Charlotte, I’m Will Fleming. I’ll be the contact for Jasper.”

“That won’t be necessary, Will. I got this gig,” Jasper says.

Will laughs and glances between Cole and myself. “Sorry. Jasper doesn’t normally deal with the press.”

Jasper laughs it off too. “I know, but it’s not every day we agree to pay someone ten thousand a month for the next year.”

Oh. My. God! That is by far the biggest account The Detroit Scene has ever landed.

“That’s true,” Will says. “Anyway, you can actually contact any of us.” He draws a circle with his arm. “And these two guys are our other two partners, Drew . . .” He points to a man who must be six foot five and is built like a linebacker.

Drew steps forward with his hand outstretched. “Drew Kates, and I’ll be handling parts procurement.”

“And this is Jake,” Will says, pointing to him.

Jake steps forward. He is the shortest, but if the word is appropriate for men, the prettiest. “Jake Crown, and I’ll be responsible for signing those investors I hope you’ll be drumming up by the dozens.”

Cole laughs and wipes the sweat from his brow. “That’s the plan.” He glances at me. “Isn’t that right, Charlotte?”

“Yes, it is.”

“So tell me about the Storm,” Cole says, seeming calmer now.

As the men start to talk about the Storm—how fast it can go, what horsepower it has, how many cylinders it is—I steal a glance at Jasper. When I do, I see his gaze is still on me.

Drawing in a breath, I close my eyes and keep as still as I can with my heart pounding so fast it makes me see stars behind my eyelids.

“I was hoping to capture a few shots of you and the Storm,” Cole says to Jasper, “before the groundbreaking ceremony.”

The sound of Cole’s voice forces me to open my eyes.

Jasper nods in approval. “Sure, why not.”

“Charlotte,” Cole snaps, his hand outreached.

“Sorry?” I apologize, not having a clue what he wants.

“My camera!”

“Sorry,” I repeat and attempt to untangle it from around my neck.

He snaps his fingers again.

That only makes me more nervous, but finally I’m able to transfer it into his hands.

I look like a bumbling idiot, when I’m normally very competent at my job.

“Do you have your tablet?”

“It’s in my bag.”

“Good. I’ll ask Jasper a few questions on the way, so jot everything down.”

“Yes, of course.”

When I go to reach for my bag, I realize I don’t have it. I left it over near the tables of food. Cole notices its absence right away and glares at me.

My teeth snag my lower lip and suck it in. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t bring my bag over here. I’ll be right back.”

My boss shakes his head impatiently. “It’s fine. It’s fine. We’ll start without you.”

While he and Jasper head toward the stage, I allow my body to sag in relief. I’m not sure what just happened, but I’m thankful for it nonetheless.

“I don’t know what you’re up to, but I don’t trust you.”

My head snaps to see Jake walking beside me.

“Jake,” I say a little startled, “I’m not up to anything.”

“I don’t believe you.”

I look over at him. “I swear.”

Running a hand through his blond hair, he says, “What were you doing early this morning so close to the old plant?”

“Not that I owe you any explanation, but I was out for a drive to clear my head.”

“Right!” he says a little snidely.

“I wanted to see my old house if you must know, but my car broke down on the way.”

He eyes me. “Will did some quick research on you this morning after Jasper told us he ran into you on the road. You went to Northern Michigan University, and after you graduated with a degree in Journalism you spent the next six years running a bed-and-breakfast on Mackinac Island and writing for a small blog. And then, out of the blue, you end up here. Why you made the transition from a place like that and back to Detroit, where no one wants you, is what has us all worried.”

His words sting, but at least I know Jasper was expecting me at this event today and I didn’t shock him with my appearance. “You have nothing to worry about when it comes to me.”

His narrowed stare tells me he doesn’t believe me. “Your whole I’m innocent routine might have Jasper in a state of confusion, but I can promise you, it’s not working on me.”

Having reached the tables, I grab my bag and then turn to look at him. With my voice low, I say, “I know Jasper is your friend. I understand the need to protect him. There was a time long ago when he was my friend too. And because of that, you have to believe me when I say that I have no intention of hurting him.”

“You just being here already has.”

From that, I can’t recover. “I promise you my being here today was not my doing.”

Jake takes a step closer. “Why are you here?”

I try to keep my composure. The last thing I want to do is break down in front of all of these people. “Because I work for The Detroit Scene, and covering the launch of the Storm is big news.”

He grits his teeth. “No, that’s not what I mean. Why did you come back to Detroit?”

“For my job.”

“Look, Charlie or Charlotte, or whatever the hell your name is. I’m not stupid. It’s way too coincidental that you show up back in Detroit just as the sale of your father’s land is about to go through.”

I draw in a deep breath. “I want nothing to do with the sale or this land. My aunt died recently and once I sold her bed-and-breakfast, I started looking for a job.” I look him right in the eye. “And Detroit is where I found one.”

He steps closer. “Awful coincidental.”

I stand my ground.

“Everything okay over here?” It’s Will.

“Peachy,” Jake answers. “Charlotte and I were just getting a few things straight.”

“Jake,” Will chides.

“Will,” Jake retorts, and then strides off.

“You okay?”

I nod my head, but I know it’s not convincing.

“Ignore him. He’s a little protective of Jasper. We all are.”

I give Will another nod, this time more convincingly. “I understand that, Will. I do. But I’m not here to cause any problems.”

He takes my arm. “Charlotte, let’s just talk for a minute.”

I shake my head. “Please, Will, I can’t do this. Not here and not now. I have a job to do. That’s all. Now, please let me do it.”

Will looks at me but doesn’t let his grip loosen.

My eyes dart to his hand. “Please, Will, I have to get back to my boss,” I tell him.

Without another word, he drops his hold on me and I walk away.

With tears leaking from my eyes, I walk toward the stage. By the time I reach it, I make sure I’ve wiped them all away.

I knew this was going to be hard.

Yet, I didn’t expect to feel so alone.

So unwanted.

So much like an outcast.


CHAPTER FIVE

FLAT TIRE

Jasper

MY IMAGINATION IS running wild.

I know it.

I’m picturing taking his hand and breaking each of those fucking snapping fingers one at a time.

Slowly.

Painfully.

While he screams for mercy.

And then when I’m finished with that, I’m imagining knocking out a shiny white tooth for every time he has barked an order at her.

“Jasper, a word.” Will knows Cole Reynolds is on my last nerve and he’s pulling me aside.

I follow.

Surprisingly, he doesn’t start lecturing me right off the bat. Instead, he just walks and keeps looking over at me. Which is even worse. After about five more steps, I think his silence seems to be drawing out.

Just before things turn hot, I stop in front of the red Storm and make a show of looking over the rim of my sunglasses and directly at him. “What do you want from me? Blood?”

“Jasper,” he sighs.

“This is taking too long. He’s taking too many pictures. Asking too many questions. It’s a fucking blog post, not an illustrated book or full-length novel.”

“No. You’re wrong. It’s a series of blog posts. Very expensive blog posts,” Will corrects.

“Okay, I’ll give you that.”

“Thanks. So does that mean you’ll keep your cool?”

“I’m trying. I’m really trying.”

He smiles. “I’ll take that as a yes. One more thing.”

“Yeah, what is it?”

Will looks hesitant.

“What?”

“Cole, another blogger, and . . .” He pauses.

“Charlotte,” I fill in.

“Yes, and Charlotte. They are staying at the Marriott tonight, and Cole was hoping the four of us could meet them for drinks tonight.”

“Hell, no.”

“Jasper.”

“Will, come on, man. I think I’ve been more than accommodating over the past few hours. Besides not causing a scene with Charlotte, I’ve given that asshole plenty of material.”

Will shakes his head at me. “Okay, he’s a little full of himself, but he knows his job. He’s good at it. And he says he needs enough information if he’s going to attract attention over the next three months. You know our startup period.”

I grit my teeth. “Fine. Great. Fanfuckingtastic. I’ll give him everything he needs to know from my blood type to how I like to fuck, but I’m done with the photos and the interviews for today.”

“Now you’re the one being the asshole.”

“Say what you want, but there’s no way tonight is happening. You go. In fact, why don’t you make a list of what he needs, and also tell him you’ll give him everything next week.”

Will’s shaking head and smirk aren’t what I want to be looking at.

“What?”

He crosses his arms. “Oh, if I heard you correctly earlier, you were taking the lead on this advertising gig.”

“I am. I will. Right after you give him what he wants. After all, as business manager of Lightning Motors, I think advertising falls under your helm,” I say, my smile wide.

“Convenient.”

“It is. So it’s settled. You’ll go tonight.”

“Jasper, I’ll go, but do you want to talk about her?”

“No, Will, I don’t.”

He raises his hands in surrender. “Anytime you do, I’m here.”

“Sorry. I’m tired and this is dragging out. What’s taking so long to start the ceremony anyway?”

Will scouts the area. “Hank hasn’t come back yet. We’ve been stalling, trying to wait for him.”

“Where did he go?”

“Do you really want to know?”

The sad smile already tells me. “He went to get my mother, didn’t he?”

Will nods.

“I told him I didn’t want her here.”

“He thinks you do and that you didn’t want to admit it in case she wouldn’t come.”

“He’s wrong.”

Will shrugs.

I run a hand through my hair. “You should have stopped him.”

“It wasn’t my place.”

“And what am I supposed to do with her when he won’t be seen with her and she starts all her bullshit?”

“Drew and Jake’s mothers are here. Stick her with them.”

“They came?”

He nods.

“You cool?” I ask.

“Why wouldn’t I be? It’s not like I could get my mother a day pass from the women’s penitentiary to see everything I’ve accomplished, and it’s not like if I could, she’d care.”

“Will.”

“Jasper.”

We both laugh. Too much alike to ever admit it. Walls built so high, neither like to think about all the bricks that formed them.

I might think I had an absent mother growing up, but his mother was truly never present. Even if her body was, her mind wasn’t. She was a drug-addicted prostitute who somehow managed to never lose custody of her son. Although I’m not sure that’s a good thing. Will had it tough. He was born into that life, and he was always taking care of her. Making sure she ate, bandaging her up if someone got too rough. Covering up for her neglect of him.

“Want to tell me about the girl you were with this morning?” I ask.

“The one I was about to take when you barged in?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“Nah.”

“You’re such an asshole,” I mutter.

With a laugh, he shoves his hands in his pockets and heads toward the crowd. “I’m going to grab some food.”

With a raised brow I shout, “I don’t think she’s here.”

He flips me the bird.

I laugh. “I’ll be there in a bit.”

I look around.

Neither my mother nor Charlie is in sight.

The clouds have rolled in on top of the sunny day, holding the warmth in the air and making my blood boil. Quiet for a moment, all I can do is stare up into the ever-growing cloud cover, my eyelids flickering. Thinking. Agonizing. Wrestling with how I know I should feel and how I actually do feel.

About her.

About my mother.

About my father.

My life.

And even about Hank.

 

It’s my birthday. I’m ten. My mother took me out for pizza and now we’re walking, walking fast. She’s been drinking. In fact, I think she’s drunk. It’s how she copes. The block is dark. All the streetlights are out. And it smells. Trash is everywhere.

“Jasper,” she says softly.

“Yes, Mom.”

“We have to move.”

“What do you mean we have to move?” I ask. “You said you had it all under control.”

“And I thought I did. I tried, Jasper, I really did, but I lost the house,” she babbles.

“How?”

She starts to cry. “I just couldn’t do it alone. We have nothing left.”

“I don’t understand. You sold everything we had. You told me we would be fine.”

She comes to a stop. “I wanted us to be. I really did. But I can’t pay the bills and I haven’t been able to make the mortgage in almost nine months.”

Alarmed, I look around. “Why are we here?”

“Look.” She points.

I look up and see a grimy brick-front building whose upper floors are scorched and boarded up from what had to be a recent fire.

“Here, we’re moving here.”

Cass Corridor.

Fire Alley.

The arson capital of the inner city is our new home?

“Here?” I ask in shock.

“It’s going to be fine, Jasper. Look at it like an adventure.” My mother smiles down at me.

Cass Corridor is in the beginning stages of gentrification, my mother tells me. She says it means the area will be transformed into a nice and safe environment, and we’ll get to be right in the middle of it all and still pay a low rent. Looking around, I’m having a hard time believing it.

She does the best she can to make our apartment nice. She quit the nursery because it was only for the summer months. Instead, she started bartending.

She works nights because the tips are better.

She hates it—I can tell. I hear her on the phone sometimes, saying how she can’t stand the men who put their hands all over her and how she hates that she has to let them or forgo the tips.

I know she’s doing the best she can.

But I’m alone a lot.

I hate it.

I miss Charlie.

Until I remember I hate her.

Then as luck would have it, a boy my age moves in next door. His name is Will. His mother is never home at night either, I think she also works at some kind of bar or club, and Will and I start hanging around together. A year goes by and the top floors of the building are finally refurbished. We have a lot of new neighbors, and Will and I meet Drew and Jake one day while skateboarding on the broken sidewalk out front.

After pounding each other into the ground over who gets the better side of the street, we all become friends.

Four boys who live similar lives. Each with a single mother who can’t cope with life, who can’t seem to figure out how to raise a growing boy, who turn it all off and turn the other way. That is what brings us together, but it is our mutual love of cars that bonds us.

Years pass and as we enter our teens, our mothers can’t control us. We’re bad. We don’t listen. We misbehave. Get in trouble. Skip school. Fight.

Then at fifteen, we get involved with a gang of kids who are stealing automotive parts to build their own engines. They invite us to join them. We do. It’s easy. After a few months, we have a shitload of parts but no car. We look around. Find another gang. They tell us they’ll teach us how to steal cars. Will tries to talk the rest of us out of it. I convince everyone we can do this. We don’t even have our licenses. No one will pay attention to us. We steal our first car and bring it to one of their chop shops, where they disassemble it and put it back together with other car parts to make it their own. We steal another and another and another until finally the last one will be ours. That’s when we get caught. I make Drew, Jake, and Will run, and I stay behind at the wheel. They only care about catching someone. How many isn’t important. I take the fall for all of us. It was my idea, after all.

There’s talk of sending me to juvie. I am a go-nowhere, do-nothing kid who has a penchant for trouble. No one even blinks at the thought of locking me away. Not even my mother, who doesn’t know what to do with me.

In the end, she encourages the judge to send me away. To this day, I still can’t forgive her, even though it was probably one of the best things she ever did for me.

The Wayne County Juvenile Detention Center is at capacity, but they find room for me—the car thief—and I’m squeezed in amidst drug addicts and gangbangers.

The owner of the only remaining privately owned parts plant in Detroit shows up one day and asks for anyone interested in learning how a car works. I raise my hand. Hell yeah, I think. Especially if it will get me the hell out of these four walls. We take a bus to his plant, where he has a shop set up. I go that day and the next and the next one, too. And I keep going. Almost every day for the next year, Hank teaches me everything he knows about an engine. At sixteen, I’m released. Hank helps me enroll in the local trade school and encourages Will, Drew, and Jake to attend, too.

Back at home, I have a new burning desire to build the world’s fastest car. I stay in touch with Hank and he picks me up every Saturday. What I don’t know until it’s too late is that Hank has started to cozy up to my mother. Hank is married and has his own family, but my mother is attractive and he can’t seem to resist her.

When I’m seventeen our building is condemned. The gentrification of Cass Corridor is finally beginning, a little later than my mother thought. Hank buys my mother a small house on the outskirts of town, where she grows flowers in the summer to sell to the local flower shops. I stay with Will most of the time, who moved one block over. His mother is never home anyway.

Another year passes and my mother and Hank are closer than ever. It’s not good for my mother. She cries when he’s not around. It makes her drink more. I hate it and head back to Will’s as often as possible.

Finally, it’s time for me to go to college, but my mother says we can’t afford it. It’s Hank who helps me get the loans and grants I need to get into the University of Michigan. It’s Hank Harper I owe everything to. And yet, because of my mother, I have a love/hate relationship with him. But she’s not the only reason.

 

“There you are, buddy!” Alex Harper shouts and snaps me out of my thoughts. He and his fancy shoes walk across the plywood laid on the dirt to make a stage for the Storm.

I hop off the hood of the car. “What’s going on?”

“It’s getting late and looks like it might rain. It’s time to do this thing. You ready?”

I glance at Hank’s son, who is only two years older than me but for some reason looks much older today. Maybe it’s the dark hair slicked back or the circles under his eyes. I’m not sure and I really don’t care. “I was born ready.”

With a grin, he hands me a brand-new shovel. “Here you go then.”

We start walking, and within the first five steps he pauses to make a call. Not even ten steps later, an announcement is made and people start swarming toward the roped-off site.

Alex leans toward me. “By the way, I saw that piece of ass following you around today. Who is she?”

Every nerve in my body goes live, and I have to draw in a breath to calm myself down. “Not sure who you mean.”

Alex has a wife and a brand new baby at home but I’m certain that, like his father, having a family will never be enough for him. “How could you not notice her? Tight ass, small but perky tits, long legs that I can just picture—”

With my free hand, I squeeze his shoulder, hard. “You know what, buddy, it’s probably better we refrain from talking about women at a family affair. You never know who might be listening.”

His head practically does a 360, especially when he sees the swarm of reporters catching up to us. “Yeah, you’re probably right, but I wouldn’t mind—”

“Mayor Harper, can we ask you a few quick questions?” Saved by a reporter. Never thought I’d say that.

Alex shoots me a thanks for saving me grin. One of those this stays between you and me, buddy smiles that makes my blood boil.

No matter how many meals I shared with him around his kitchen table when I was a teen, we are not friends, not family. Sure, Hank invited me to his house many times, but I was always the outsider looking in on their seemingly perfect family. The poor boy who needed a haircut or who could use some new clothes because his were worn. The boy Hank’s wife felt sorry for, whose son secretly taunted, and whose daughter eyed with disdain. The boy they made fun of. Maybe not Hank, but I know Alex and his sister had a laugh or two at my expense. Still, I kept going every time I was invited because I was always hoping . . . hoping that one day the outsider would become an insider.

That day never came.

Alex slows and I pick up the pace. “Meet you over there,” I mutter under my breath, knowing full well he’s long forgotten about me.

Will, Jake, and Drew are already at the site waiting for me. I hop over the rope and go to stand beside them. On the way, I find myself looking for my mother, but of course, this has memories of my father stamped all over it and regardless of how much Hank thinks she’s over his death, she’s not here. And that fucking, so familiar disappointment spreads in my gut. All the years of memorials for those who died in the plant explosion, and never did she show up. Not once.

Will bumps me. “We did it, JJ. We did it.”

“Yes, we did. We’re almost there.”

Suddenly, Alex’s voice booms. He has a wireless microphone in his hand as he heads our way. “This is the day we’ve all been waiting for, Motor City.” When he wedges his way beside me, pushing Jake out of the way, I swear I hear Jake curse under his breath and I have to laugh.

These guys are all I need.

With a grin, I raise the shovel and then look at Alex for the okay. He gives me a nod. Once more, everyone is looking at me. Toward me. Hope is on their mind. “Don’t count on me,” I want to say.

Instead, I step forward and plunge the shovel into the ground. As my eyes descend, I find myself scanning the crowd once again, but this time it’s not my mother I’m looking for. It’s the girl who I once considered my best friend, the girl who was always alone, the one who closed her eyes tight every time she was afraid. The same fucking girl I can’t get out of my head.

As I lift the first shovelful of dirt, I spot her and my eyes catch hers. She’s clapping along with everyone else.

My breath catches at the genuine smile I see on her face.

I shouldn’t want to talk to her. Find out where she’s been. Why she’s here. How she is. I shouldn’t want any of those things—but I do.

Trapped in her gaze—in the way her lips are turned up, in those eyes that look so much like a perfect summer day—I can’t look away.

She notices my stare and her smile brightens.

It’s now, in this very moment, that the oddest feeling overtakes me. Nothing like I’ve ever felt before. I can’t even adequately describe it. It’s like a storm in my body. Thunder and lightning and rain raging through me and threatening to turn into a hurricane. The whirlwind takes flight and surges and roars until it lands right in the middle of my fucking heart.

Out of nowhere I feel this insane attraction coursing through my veins.

What the fuck?

Quickly averting my gaze, I refocus.

I don’t have time for distractions.

Especially not one with the last name of Lane.

A lay is a lay, and if I still need to get this strange feeling out of my system later, I know I can certainly find someone to help me take care of my needs without the last name of Lane.

Dropping the first load of dirt purposefully next to Will’s newly shined shoes, I hear his curse and laugh.

The dirt is soft and this time when I plunge the shovel, I go a little deeper, but the shovel stops. I must have hit a rock. Eager to be out of the spotlight, I expedite the process by bending down and using my hands to clear away the area. I fumble around. The rock is big and oddly shaped.

“Need help?” Alex offers.

I look at his hands, his uncallused palms and manicured nails, and shake my head no. “I got it.”

“You sure?”

I nod again. As I start to pull the item out, I consider throwing it at him but decide that won’t earn me any brownie points. Still, it was a good idea. My mind is still considering that option until I secure the item. And then every thought in my brain is gone.

It’s not a rock in my hand . . . it’s a shoe.

A very red shoe.

In a flash, everything around me seems to fade away. With both hands I frantically start digging in the dirt and when I do, what I feel isn’t hard at all.

It’s soft, with something hard beneath it.

My fingers sink into it.

I know what it is. Skin—flesh and bone.

I can’t stop myself from pulling it out.

Something gold glistens in the haze of the faint rays of sun breaking through the clouds.

Shocked, I drop it instantly and stumble backwards at the sight of what I’ve uncovered.

It’s a foot.

A woman’s foot covered in mud, with painted red toes and a gold ring around one of them.

Oh fuck.

Gasps erupt from the crowd.

I flinch.

Will’s grabbing me, pulling me up.

Fighting back nausea, I let him help me to my feet.

My knees are weak. Sweat stings my eyes. I wipe my face on the sleeve of my shirt and look at Will, who’s gone pale.

Someone yells, “Call the police!”

Someone else is asking, “Who is that?”

I can hear dozens more voices now, all shouting something different.

Screams.

Hushed whispers.

Shocked cries.

More screams.

The night before comes rushing back to me with dread. A strangely familiar face, big tits, a flat belly, and the curve of an ass I couldn’t ignore. Long, red hair. A mouth that had my cock inside it.

Oh fuck!

My heartbeat feels as though it is in the base of my throat, uncomfortable and loud. My palms are sweaty. I can’t fight the nausea creeping up my throat and turn to puke. When I do, I just narrowly miss a completely stone-faced Alex Harper.

There’s screaming, and I know one of those screams belongs to Charlie.

I’m breathing deeply, trying to slow my heart rate, to squash the panic rising in my chest. My eyes dart into the crowd, but it’s also a sea of panic.

People are moving in all directions as if they might be next. I can’t find her, but I know she’s there. Charlie. Shocked and afraid. I hate the thought.

“We need to move back,” Will tells me.

There’s no hesitation in my movement. Still in a state of shock, I do what he says.

As I take that step back and another and another, though, my eyes land on the red shoe. My mind spins. Red shoes at the party on the roof last night and then later red shoes in the penthouse, red shoes in my bedroom.

Were they both the same person?

Time seems to mash together.

Last night.

Even later last night.

Today.

My hands shake as much as my voice trembles. “Will, that is the same girl I was with last night.”

“Shhh . . . don’t say a fucking word right now. We’ll go down to the station on Monday.”

“Monday?” I whisper.

I feel sick again. I want to hang my head between my legs. “Yes, Monday with an attorney. I mean it, JJ—don’t say a fucking word right now. Besides, we don’t know for certain who she is.”

I do know.

I nod anyway.

“Stay here—I’ll be right back. I want to find out what’s going on.”

Drew and Jake are unusually quiet but move closer. Both seem to be going into a state of shock, too. I can’t believe this is fucking happening.

Flashes are going off. People are moving around. Eyes are on me. Like I’m the killer and not the unlucky asshole who just uncovered a dead body. I feel their glares. Too many to count. I try to look anywhere but into the swarm of people across from me and yet there’s one pair of eyes I can’t avoid. And they’re the pale ones that belong to Charlotte Lane, who is now standing just on the other side of the roped-off area with a look of horror written all over her face. Her hands are on her mouth. Her eyes are wide. Shock seems to engulf her every movement. Cole Reynolds has his arm around her and his lips haven’t stopped moving. He’s talking to one of the policemen.

Sirens wail in the distance.

The few cops and firemen who were already onsite are trying to control the hysteria.

This can’t be happening.

None of this seems real.

I can’t breath.

My lungs are aching for air.

Will returns and reinserts himself between Jake and me.

“What’s he saying?” I ask Will, pointing to Reynolds.

Will leans in and whispers, “He thinks he knows whose body it is.”

“How would he know?”

“His junior blogger from The Detroit Scene never showed up here for work this morning and she was last seen wearing red shoes.”

“It can’t be the same girl then. Drew would never let press into the party.”

Still whispering, he says, “I don’t think Drew was in any state to care who showed up. Girls were coming and going until dawn, Jasper.”

Bile rises up my throat and another wave of nausea rolls over me. I can’t fight it, and this time when I turn to puke there is no one behind me.

Alex Harper is long gone.

No surprise there.

As I straighten, I can’t block out the truth—the girl that I brought into my bed last night was the one wearing the red shoes. The same girl whose dead body is buried in the ground. And she was a member of the press.

I’m so fucked.


CHAPTER SIX

RED SOLES

Charlotte

LOUBOUTIN SELLS MORE than five hundred thousand pairs of shoes a year. It’s true. I looked it up after Eve left the room last night. They’re designed to be beholden. The sole of each is lacquered in a vivid, glossy red, which is meant to signal a sort of sumptuary code that promises a world of glamour and privilege to their wearer.

I laughed when I read that and thought, what a great marketing gimmick. Every time I see red bottoms, I will always know that person is wearing shoes that probably cost close to a thousand dollars.

I guess they’re somewhat iconic.

What I would do with that useless knowledge I hadn’t considered. Now, though, I can’t stop thinking about those red shoes with the red soles.

Eve.

She’s dead.

I can’t believe she’s dead.

“Come with me!” Cole snaps.

Blinking out of my shocked state, I follow without hesitation. I know what this is about—he knows who I really am.

He knows that I’m a Lane.

Not a generic Lane either.

That Lane.

The police figured it out right away when they asked me my last name. Cole never did though. The last name too common and the event too long ago. Embarrassment isn’t what kept me from telling anyone over the past two months since I arrived—it’s the wall they would put up as soon as they found out—the one that would have a sign on it saying I am that man’s daughter. The person I am would mean nothing. My abilities would be disregarded. My actions discarded.

Cole’s stride is fast and we cross the parking lot quickly. His bright yellow Corvette can’t be missed. There’s a double click and the doors unlock. He climbs in the driver’s seat and I walk around and get in the passenger side, ready for the tirade to begin.

The seats are low and I can hardly see over the dash. Yet I know, I know Jasper’s eyes are on me. I can feel his burning stare. I felt it the entire time I was being questioned. At times I think it’s one of comfort and at others, I wonder if it isn’t one filled with hatred. Still, he hasn’t left. He’s with his friends. Heated conversations between tense silences seem to be taking place. They all seem pretty shaken up.

We all are.

Cole and I were asked to stay.

To identify the body.

And answer some questions.

Hours ago the Crime Scene Investigation units arrived. They went right to work and put their yellow tape around the site. It took a little longer after that for them to fully uncover the body. I watched in dread and silence.

Because I knew.

I knew.

I knew it was Eve.

Even from a distance I could see it was.

Not that I didn’t know it the minute I saw the designer red shoe and that toe ring glistening in the sun. It was only further confirmed as the excavation proceeded. Even though her hair was coated with dirt, the hints of red still bled through. Her lips were stained with dark red lipstick and her eyes were smeared with that same smoky gray eyeliner she wore every day. My suspicions were correct: she must have never returned to the room. She was still wearing those short black shorts and although her blouse was no longer sheer white, it was the same one she had worn last night.

She might have been a bitch, but she didn’t deserve to die.

No, she didn’t just die.

She was murdered.

The thought makes me shiver.

My mind is spinning with that word.

“Charlotte, are you listening to me!”

I blink a few times and look his way.

“What the fuck are you up to?”

“Nothing, Cole, I swear.”

“You purposely neglected to tell me who you are. Why?”

I feel sick. I was wrong in trying to hide my identity. “I really wanted this job, and didn’t want to bear the stigma that went along with who I am in this town.”

Fury riddles his features. “Do you even know what you cost me by lying to me?”

No answer will suffice; I know this. Who I am will cost him the Storm account. The money will be lost, his reputation tarnished. Or at least I’m certain that is how he will see it. I avert his narrowed stare and slide my gaze anywhere but at his angry expression. To the mud on the mat beneath his feet, to his shiny shoes, to the bottom of his perfectly creased pants. “Eve is dead and you’re worried about what I cost you?”

That gives him a moment of pause. “Yes, she’s dead,” he says, his voice weak enough that I know he’s feeling the emotion of it all like I am.

“So we can finish discussing this later?” I ask.

His hand cuts through the air between us and forces my gaze up. “There’s no need. You’re fired!”

I squeeze my eyes shut and just nod.

He snaps his fingers. “Did you hear me?”

My eyes open. “Cole, please—this job means everything to me.”

The bitter laugh is hard to hear. “More than likely you just cost me the biggest job of my career.”

“I understand you’re angry, but I didn’t purposely set out to sabotage you in any way. Besides, you haven’t lost the account,” I reason.

“Yet,” he spits. “Just so we’re clear, you’re done at The Detroit Scene, and any other blog in this country if I have anything to do with it.”

“Cole,” I plead. “I didn’t keep my identity from you to hurt you. I only wanted a chance to prove myself first.”

“Well, that chance is gone.”

“Why? I don’t understand. Who I am won’t affect you.” I almost blurt out that Jasper knows who I am and he hasn’t fired him, but I don’t.

“You’re so naïve, Charlotte. It would better serve you to shed that skin. No one will trust a word I write about Jasper or the Storm once they know my assistant is the daughter of the man who caused this town so much pain.”

Tears stream down my cheeks. “It wasn’t his fault,” I whisper.

Pissed-off anger is all I can see on his face. “And that is what will cost me even more.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You have an innocent take on life. You aren’t cut out for a job like this.”

“That’s not true.”

He points his finger at me. “It is, and I’m going to do you a favor and make sure you never work in journalism again.”

With that, I stop my pleading. There’s nothing else I can say to change his mind. His anger has overtaken him and there is no reasoning with someone like that. This I know all too well. I spent years dealing with my father, and his anger. It never changed anything.

I open the car door and get out.

Defeated.

Hurt.

Alone.

Words I hate to use but words that seem to fit the situation I’m in.

Holding my head up, I make my way across the rows of parked cars and head toward the tables that have to be broken down. I need to call a cab to take me back to the hotel.

About two car rows over are Jasper and his friends. Awareness of him takes over my senses. My gaze is purposeful. I don’t care, not even when it lands on him. His long, lean body is leaning against the side of the same car I saw him driving this morning. Will is sitting on the trunk with his hands behind his neck and his head down. Drew is in the passenger seat with the door open. And Jake is pacing.

They all know I’m staring. They have to. I just can’t stop.

Is Jasper okay? I hope so.

Am I?

No, not really.

Stumbling on the uneven terrain and hardened tire tracks, I finally make my way to the area where a few people are sitting. I take a seat at one of the vacant tables and pull my phone out. Getting a cab to come out here this late isn’t going to be as easy as this morning since I’m in a bad area of town, but finally I find a company willing to take the chance to drive over here.

Now I have to wait.

Listen to the whispering.

Ignore the comments being made under hushed breaths.

People know who I am.

As soon as I gave my name to the first police officer on the scene, he asked right away if I was related to Adam Lane. And not quietly. Those around me heard me answer, “Yes. I’m his daughter.”

I am not ashamed of who I am. I am, however, ashamed of this town and their quickness to brand someone as a villain without evidence.

But then again, that’s why I’m here.

I can feel those around me staring. Feel their leers and sneers. I make myself stop crying. Stop the tears for Eve. For me. For what happened in the past.

After all, I knew this might happen when I took the job in Detroit—that people would find out who I am and hate me. Still, I came here for the truth, and I’m going to find it out before I leave.

“Miss Lane, I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

The sun is setting and large spotlights have been set up to help with the crime scene investigation. Although the glare makes it hard to see, I can clearly distinguish the outline of a tall, broad-shouldered man in a suit.

“I’m Sergeant John Hill, the detective in charge of this case.”

I force my fingers to stop twirling a loose strand of hair into a tight rope. “Yes, Sergeant. I’m happy to help in any way I can. Although I don’t really know how much help I can be,” I tell him. “I didn’t know Eve that well. We worked together, but that was all.”

Salt-and-pepper hair and a little more than slight creases at the corners of his eyes indicate that he’s much older than the officers I’ve already spoken with. I’d go as far as to say he must be close to retirement. He doesn’t sit down as he pulls out a notepad and a pencil. All of the officers who already spoke to me had electronic tablets, but since this man is a bit older, perhaps he is set in his ways. “I have to disagree. In this instance, you and Mr. Reynolds seem to be the closest to the victim.” He pauses for a beat, as if considering how to proceed. “Let’s start with last night. When did you last see Ms. Hepburn?”

Nerves rattle me. He’s more patronizing than any of the officers I already spoke with. “I already told all of this to the other officers.”

Cool, slate-blue eyes study me. “Yes, but if you could tell it to me that would be helpful.”

I cross my arms around myself to ward off the chill. “It was last night, before she left to go to the party.”

“About what time would you say that was?”

“I’m not certain. I wasn’t really paying attention.”

“If you had to guess, what time would you say it was?”

“Nine, maybe ten.”

“Witnesses at the party say she arrived closer to ten thirty.”

“I didn’t think it was that late, but I honestly wasn’t paying attention to the time.”

The detective jots something down on his pad. “The two of you were sharing a room? Is that right?”

I nod.

“How did she seem?”

“What do you mean?”

“Her mood. How was it?”

“Fine.”

“Fine,” he repeats.

“Yes, fine.”

“And she didn’t say anything before she left that indicated she was worried or upset about anything?”

“No.” My voice is clipped.

“Are you aware of any physical relationships she might have been in?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Sexual,” he clarifies. “Are you aware of anyone she might have been involved with recently?”

“No, we weren’t that close. I already told you.”

Anxiety comes in a wave. I should tell him about Cole, but I can’t bring myself to do it. I shouldn’t know about him and Eve. I only know because Eve took me out one night under the guise of wanting to be my friend and instead warned me Cole Reynolds was off limits.

That made me curious, so one day when I was going through Cole’s email I opened one from her marked “personal.” Cole strictly forbade me from opening any of his personal emails, and yet I did.

Curiosity got the better of me.

Upon opening it, I read the steamy message over and over until realization dawned on me. I finally understood how she got the position over me.

 

I’m sorry for standing you up last night and I want to make it up to you. Today, I’m not wearing any panties, just the way you like it, and the thought of your hard cock inside me is all I can think about. Every time I sneak a peek at you through the glass, my clit pulses with anticipation. Every time you look at me I think about the last time you looked at me with my mouth wrapped around your cock. And every time you step away from your desk I think about the first time you bent me over it.

I’ll be in the ladies’ restroom outside your office at one. Come in, lock the door, and I’ll be waiting for you, naked, wet, and very ready.

XOXO

P.S. If you reconsider and give me that story you plan to give Vince, you can have me any way you want me.

 

The detective’s pencil makes a scratching noise against the paper and I direct my attention back to him. Just then he pauses with the tip of his pencil still on the pad. “Why was she going to the party?” he asks without looking up.

My hesitation must be apparent. “She’s a blogger. She went to gather information to post on her blog.”

Now he looks up. “Was.”

I look at him questioningly.

“She was a blogger.”

Is he trying to rattle me? Uncertain, I nod and swallow. And now I can’t stop the tears from slowly trickling out of my eyes.

“And you work for The Detroit Scene as well, yet you didn’t attend the party?”

“No.” I quickly wipe my tears away.

“Why?”

“I wasn’t invited.”

“But Ms. Hepburn was?”

“No, not that I’m aware of.”

More writing, and then he looks up. “You’re certain she never returned to the room?”

I draw in a deep breath. “Not while I was there.”

Although he hasn’t written that much down, he makes a show out of tucking his pencil behind his ear. “Is there anything else you can think of that could help us uncover who might have wanted to bring harm to the victim?”

The victim.

The words don’t feel like they’re real.

None of this does.

Shaken and rocked to my core, I have nothing left to say. There’s more to tell, but telling anyone about Eve’s vendetta against Jasper seems senseless. It will just target Jasper as a suspect, which is ridiculous.

The detective shifts on his feet, and I can see him better now that the light from above isn’t casting a shadow over him. He’s staring at me with a look of disdain.

Some people are adept at knowing when everything isn’t being told. Does he know I’m holding back? Am I really, though? It was a catty conversation between two women. That’s how I spin it in my head, anyway. “No. Nothing else right now.”

Pausing for another beat, he looks down, scuffs his feet in the ground, and then looks up again. “Miss Lane, your father and his business partner used to own this property, right?”

The cab I called pulls up and honks. “That’s for me.”

The detective wheels around. “Hey buddy!” he yells. “Miss Lane will be a few minutes. I’m sure you won’t mind waiting.”

The driver nods his head.

By now everyone knows who I am anyway. The one thing I wanted to avoid. The scrutiny I hoped to escape is gone. And forever more I will be known here as that girl. His daughter. The other guy’s partner’s daughter. Her. That girl.

“Sorry. Back to my question. Your father used to own this property, so you must have had access to it?”

I’m shaking my head. “No. My father no longer owns this property. The city foreclosed on it years ago for back taxes owed and never paid. And I wouldn’t have access to it anyway.”

He takes his pencil from his ear and scratches something on his pad. “But you would have something to gain by stopping the sale of this land at auction?”

Staring at him, I can feel his animosity. “I’m not sure what you mean or what you’re implying.”

He shakes it off. “It would be worth a lot to Jasper Storm.”

“Again, I’m not sure what you’re implying.”

“Never mind. Listen, I’m done for now. I have someone searching your room for anything that might help us uncover who did this to Ms. Hepburn. The hotel has agreed to give you another room, but you’ll need to wait a few more hours before retrieving your things.”

My eyes drift back to where Jasper was minutes ago but he, his car, and his buddies are gone. My heart drops and fills with loss. Chances are I’ll never see him again.

“Miss Lane?”

I snap my head back.

“It might be best if you remain in Detroit pending further investigation. The hotel or elsewhere.”

“Is that a legal request?”

“No, just a suggestion.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem. I moved back to the city earlier this year.”

“If you live here, why were you sharing a room with Ms. Hepburn?”

I thought the questions were over.

Just then the sound of a loud engine has him turning toward the taped-off area. A blocky white van stenciled with the words medical examiner across the side parks just outside it. The driver’s-side door clangs open and slams shut. A woman with her hair pulled back wearing a white coat starts walking toward the scene.

Small droplets of rain begin to fall. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to run, but I’ll be in touch.”

I’m sure you will.

“And the next time, it sounds like I might need to have a lawyer by my side,” I comment under my breath.

Good thing he is long gone and never heard me.

I’m certain he wouldn’t take kindly to idle threats.

Nor would he care.

No one cares.


CHAPTER SEVEN

SHIFTING GEARS

Jasper

THE THING ABOUT looking death in the face is that it snaps everything else into perspective.

Like how precious life is and how short it can be. I’m no Plato or Socrates, but I’m sure there is a life lesson to be shared. Suddenly things that seemed important before aren’t. Grudges held don’t seem worth holding. Forgiveness seems like something that should be given more freely.

Something bad happened to Eve. Really bad. How exactly she was killed, no one knows yet. The police are keeping the details to themselves.

Something happened to me too.

Somewhere deep within.

I can’t describe it.

I knew her.

I’d been with her.

Intimately.

And then someone not only brutally murdered her, but also buried her body right where the groundbreaking ceremony was scheduled to take place.

It’s a complete mindfuck.

Was the act premeditated?

Done with deliberation?

Max’s single word from three years ago comes to mind—sabotage.

Paranoia creeps in.

Does someone not want me to succeed?

If so, who?

Then again, in the broader scope of it all a woman is dead. I touched her lifeless body, and because of this my world seems to have shifted a little. Trying to figure out what will stop it from tilting is why I am sitting in the hotel bar.

Alone.

Contemplating my anger.

Hoping I’ve let it go.

Beginning to understand it’s not forgiveness I’m looking to give because honestly, Charlie didn’t do anything wrong.

Sins of the father shouldn’t be carried on.

And how petty is it to think they should? I mean, a woman is dead.

Dead.

And I touched her lifeless corpse.

Needing to shut out the feel of her bones, the smell of her body, the color of her pale flesh, the dirt that covered her, I squeeze my eyes shut and then press the heels of my hands into my eye sockets as if it might help me forget.

Nothing will help me forget.

I look around. People are talking. Drinking. Laughing. Having a good time. I feel a little sick about it. Feel remorse for Eve. I didn’t even know her, but she’ll never be able to do any of those things again.

Plucking the cherry from my old-fashioned, I pop it into my mouth and then push the drink aside without even taking a sip. A glance at my watch tells me it shouldn’t be much longer.

Best to keep my wits.

Too much is going on in my life for me not to.

With the toss of a twenty on the bar, I head toward the lobby. A quick stop in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows in the huge atrium of the Marriott alerts me that the rain has picked up. The drizzle in the night sky makes it hard to see out the wall of glass, but the twin smokestacks across the river are hard to miss.

They belong to HH Automotive Parts Plant. Steady expansion has put Hank on Detroit’s map. Being the only remaining independent replacement and modification parts plant in Detroit has earned him his fortune. His company manufactures every single engine part that is on the recall list or requires a modification for all of the remaining local automotive plants.

Ever since the Laneworth explosion, which caused the plant to burn to the ground, no one has been able to stay afloat long in that particular field. It’s tough and you have to move quickly. Something factories aren’t always able to do. Drew has been discussing with Hank HH’s ability to deliver modifications for the Storm’s super-speed accelerator module that I’m in the process of patenting, but as it stands right now the plant is not technologically equipped to handle it. It’s just another item on the list that has to be sourced outside the Detroit area.

Striding toward the front of the lobby, I stop just inside the sliding door. I lean my shoulders against the wall and prop my foot up. I might be here awhile. Chewing on the swizzle stick from my drink, I watch as people come and go.

Yellow cabs pull in, unload, and just as quickly pull out into the traffic. Each time I suck in a breath and wait, until finally a cab parks at the curb and she gets out. The covered walkway shields her from the rain, but she’s wet nonetheless.

My chest tightens when she walks past me with her head down, and that hurricane in my heart whenever she’s near seems to gain momentum. Needing to take a breath, I don’t budge from my spot. Instead, I stay motionless and watch the way she moves. Those graceful, long, and effortless strides do something to my insides.

As she crosses the lobby, I take another deep breath, and this time I know for certain that I no longer feel anger toward her. I was pretty certain I let that go when death stared me in the face. Now I know for sure.

And I should leave.

I told Will I would leave as soon as I made peace with myself.

Yet I can’t, because not only am I concerned about her, but to be honest there are things I need to know.

Okay, new plan.

First, approach her.

Second, apologize for blaming her for something she had no part of.

Third, ask her what you need to know.

Then leave.

Sounds good but heartless, because she’s crying. I hate that she’s crying. It leaves me unnerved. Out of sorts. It makes me want to take her pain away.

Still, I really should stick to the plan.

I’m too late.

She’s stopped to stand in the line for the front desk. She wipes her tears from her cheeks before she looks forward. The person in front of her walks away. She’s waved to the desk. When she approaches the clerk, she starts talking immediately, but the conversation doesn’t seem to be going well. She pulls a credit card from her wallet, hands it over. The clerk runs it, frowns, shakes her head, and then gives it back.

With signs of distress on her face, she tells the clerk something. The clerk replies. Makes a call. She waits. Her hair is loose. The smooth ponytail she wore earlier is gone and has been replaced with those mounds of curls that move with every shake of her head. Those same curls that I have the oddest urge to run my fingers through and get lost in. She talks some more to the clerk, but nothing seems to be resolved and she walks away.

Everything about her is delicate. The slope of her neck, her slender arms, the slight curve of her hips, her long legs. Even when she falls into the armchair in obvious defeat, she does so with grace.

The white sheer blouse she’s wearing does nothing to cover up the chill she must be feeling. Her nipples protrude through the thin fabric and I hate myself for noticing. Still, my eyes don’t stop there. Instead they shift upward. As they sweep the creamy expanse of her chest and neck, fire explodes beneath the surface of my skin at the thought of touching her—skimming my lips across that softness and feeling it beneath the harshness of my fingertips.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

Feeling like a perv for thinking this way about my childhood friend, I shake my dirty thoughts away. Since watching her seems to be fucking with my head, it’s time to go forward and execute the plan.

On a sigh full of doubt, I remove the swizzle stick from my mouth and push away from the wall to head toward Charlotte. I’m not even halfway when she lifts her gaze and our eyes meet. As absurd as it sounds, I feel electrified, like a current of energy is sparking between her and me. The feeling takes hold of me and draws me nearer.

Step by step my brain is telling me to turn around and meet up with the guys, who are probably drinking away the events of today right now, but my body is acting on its own volition. Moving without thought or consequence.

The closer I get, the more clearly I can see her. She has to be the hottest thing both north and south of the Detroit River.

I hate that I’m even thinking that.

She was my best friend, for fuck’s sake.

When I stop in front of her, that gorgeous face twists and her hands start shaking.

Is she afraid of me?

Fuck, I hope not.

“Jasper,” she breathes softly.

Immediately my get to the point and get out of Dodge plan goes right out the window. She seems to be in a fragile state and the last thing I want to do is compound that.

Still, the tension is already thick and I have no idea how to ease it. Without overthinking this fucked-up situation, I plop down in the chair across from her. When my eyes land on all those dirty-blond curls and eyes the color of the summer sky, I have to take a deep breath and wait for the fog in my brain to clear.

She squeezes her eyes closed but quickly opens them, and then stares at me as if waiting for the sky to fall.

I hate that she feels that way.

Finally, I force myself to stick with my plan. “Charlotte, we need to talk.”

Very slowly she nods in agreement, but the fact that her entire body is shaking causes that storm in my heart to spread to my lungs and gut.

I can’t stand this feeling.

It’s eating me up.

I just want it gone.

And so I deviate from my plan.

“You’re trembling. Are you cold?” I ask without thinking. My need to take care of the little girl who used to be my best friend is taking hold of me, and digging in, faster than I am able to repel the urge.

She wraps her arms around herself. “I’m fine. I just need to warm up a bit.”

Again I don’t think before speaking. “Why don’t you go to your room and change and then let me buy you a cup of coffee.”

What the fuck? Why would I ask her that? Coffee is not part of the plan.

Her laugh is unexpected, as are the sobs that follow.

No longer worried about sticking to my fucking plan, I lurch forward. “What is it?”

She shakes it off. “Nothing. It’s just that I can’t go to my room until the police have finished their search, and I can’t get another room while I wait for mine to be searched because—” She waves it off. “Never mind, it’s not important.”

Concern suffuses me. “Why can’t you get another room?”

Taking a few moments to compose herself, she wipes under her eyes and then sits up straighter. “It doesn’t matter. What did you want to talk about?”

There’s no way I can let this go. “Tell me, Charlotte. Why can’t you get another room?”

Her lips tilt upward. “It’s silly really. Cole fired me today and withdrew his hold on the room. For some reason my bank won’t allow me to charge another one. I’ll take care of it on Monday. And besides, I didn’t really have to spend the night here anyway. I just want to get my things before I leave.”

Anger surges through me. “That asshole fired you?”

She nods, and that fake glimmer of a smile disappears. It’s immediately replaced with the weight of the world. “It’s to be expected.”

Any hope I had of calming down goes out the window. “What’s expected about it?”

That fake smile is back. “I should have told him who I was. It’s my own fault.”

I’m thumbing the swizzle stick in my hand so hard I’d be surprised if my fingers don’t bleed. “He fired you because of who your father is?”

She nods.

Although I should be calmer—I mean come on, just hours ago I felt resentment toward her too—I can’t find my cool. “He really is a fucking asshole.”

This time when she smiles, it’s real.

With my eyes all over her in a way they shouldn’t be, I can’t help but notice that her entire body is trembling. Whether she’s cold or it’s nerves, I don’t know or care.

Enough is enough.

I look around, stand up, and then look at her. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

Her eyes grow wide with curiosity and she twirls one of those curls around her finger the way she used to do when she was little. Back then I thought it was adorable. Fuck me if I don’t still think it is.

Again, I attempt to shrug these thoughts away.

It’s not working, so I focus on my task instead.

My strides are long.

My mission simple.

Without hesitation, I walk right up to the girl behind the counter in the gift shop. “I need a sweater or a blanket. Do you have either?”

The salesclerk smiles at me. “We have both. Which would you prefer?”

I thump a hand on the counter. “A sweater would be great.”

“What size?”

I shrug and then glance over my shoulder. “See that woman sitting in the red leather armchair near the bar? It’s for her.”

Snapping a piece of gum, she says, “A small. I’ll grab one in black for you. It’s from our resort wear line, though. Is that okay?”

My assumption is that means it’s expensive. “Yeah, sure. Whatever it costs is fine.”

She hurries to the back and returns with a black sweater as promised. “One hundred and fifteen dollars,” she says, smacking her gum.

Okay, so I guess it is expensive. I hand the clerk my credit card and look back over my shoulder again to make sure she hasn’t bolted.

“Do you want me to cut the tags off?”

I nod. “And I don’t need a bag or a receipt.”

With the item in hand, I head back toward Charlotte. She’s watching me. The closer I get, the thicker the tension grows. It’s palpable. Dense. Deep. It makes it hard to breathe. I suck in a lungful of air and keep my eyes on her.

She drops her gaze as if assessing me and then rakes her teeth over her bottom lip. I don’t have any idea if she knows what she’s doing to me, but I feel the heat of her stare and I can barely stand it. I have to avert my gaze just to ease the burn.

“Here, put this on,” I tell her once I’m standing in front of her again.

She shakes her head. “Jasper, you shouldn’t have done that.”

“It’s not a big deal. You’re cold.”

“No. I’m fine. Really, I am.”

My eyes settle on hers and I narrow my stare. “Put this on, Charlotte, so I can concentrate on something besides how fucking cold you are, and we can get this little talk over with.”

Startled, she reaches for the sweater. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back.”

Feeling like an ass for being harsh, I pop the swizzle stick back in my mouth and hold the sweater out for her. “Here, let me help you. And you don’t need to pay me back.”

She rises to her feet. “Thank you,” she says again. “It was really nice of you.” There’s a break in her voice as if she’s not used to people doing nice things for her.

I hate the thought. Then before I can stop myself, my eyes start to slide right down that body of hers and they take forever to ease back up those long legs.

Perv.

Perv.

Perv.

Turning around, she doesn’t notice. Thank fuck. But then she extends that delicate arm and the whole time she’s easing it into the sleeve, my eyes are dipping into the mounds of curls, wanting so much for them to be my fingers.

Perv.

Perv.

Perv.

Of all the times in my life for me to be so focused on a woman, with everything going on in my life, it has to be now? I have land to worry about. I’m certain the auction will be delayed. I have a business to build. One that I’m just starting. And of course, a dead body that keeps popping up in my mind to somehow forget.

She twists her neck and her eyes meet mine. The connection makes my heartbeat speed up.

I can’t take much more of this.

Distance.

I need distance.

Soon enough, her other arm is secured in the sleeve. Quickly, really quickly, I step away and back into the chair across from her, but I don’t look away. As if addicted to the way she moves, I watch the way she sits, crosses her leg, moves her arms, wipes some more stray tears from her face.

Seemingly resolved, Charlotte takes a deep breath and then looks right at me. “So, you want to talk.”

I do. I want to know why the fuck your father took you and ran off. Where you’ve been. Was there money? Is that why he ran? I want to know why. Why? Why? Why? Do you even know? I have a million questions.

Chomping on the swizzle stick one last time, I take it from my mouth. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but then she wipes another tear away and I can’t say any of them. Not right now. Not after everything that happened today. Above all else, a long time ago she used to be my friend. It would do me good to keep reminding myself of that fact, because right now I’m looking at her like she’s nothing more than a hot piece of ass that I’m a little overexcited about.

Fuck, this is all kinds of wrong.

Even though I know I need to find out the answers to the questions that have been eating at me for years, and then get the hell away from her, I still can’t ask them. Instead I speak without thinking once again. “What do you say to that coffee now?”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Then let’s grab a drink and something to eat instead.” This time I don’t ask.

She shakes her head. “I think I’ll just wait to get my things and call a cab to take me home later.”

Now I’m annoyed. “Look, Charlotte, it’s been a fucking long day and I could really use a drink and something to eat, and I’m sure you could too.”

A weighted silence falls between us. I think she’s considering my request. I certainly am not going to beg.

The silence is making her look even more vulnerable with each passing second. Unable to take it another minute, I stand. “I’ll be in the bar if you decide you want to join me.”

“Why would you even want to be seen with me?” Her words are a whisper.

And now I get it. She is afraid, but not of me, but rather what people will think of me if I’m seen with her. I look her in the eye. “Are you in Detroit to hurt me?”

She shakes her head. “No, Jasper, I promise I’m not.”

Her tone is honest and real.

I believe her.

So I give it to her straight. “Because even though I really wanted to hate you, I just can’t.”

She wraps the sweater tighter around her chest. “Why not? Everyone else does.”

There was talk about her at the site and I hated to hear it. I wanted to stand up for her. “Because it’s wrong. What happened has nothing to do with you. And I think everyone is just in shock. Give them time.”

“I don’t think time is going to matter. I can’t change who I am. I’ll always be his daughter.”

That fact can’t be disputed, but we can’t pick who our parents are and because I know this all too well, I offer my hand. “One meal between old friends can’t hurt either of us.”

She looks at my outstretched hand in contemplation.

“No serious talk, either. Not tonight.”

Hesitation is clear.

“I promise. Not after the day we both had.”

This time she laughs.

It makes my breath catch.

“You always could persuade me to do just about anything.”

Her comment causes my mind to wander back to a time when we would climb on the hood of my mother’s car, bury ourselves in the largest pile of snow, and slide across a frozen pond that I wasn’t certain was completely frozen.

I was her friend.

She was mine.

She was someone whose bedroom window I snuck into when I knew she was alone and afraid. Whose bed I slept in. Whose body I wrapped my arms around. But we were eight then, and innocent.

“Come on,” I insist. “I mean it, no heavy talk tonight. We’ll eat, grab your stuff, and then I’ll see to it that you get home safely.”

And so I beg.

I beg because I can see her goodness. Her innocence. Her fear. But most of all, I can see her sadness and I want to take a little bit of it away.

From the look in her eyes I can tell that her resolve is waning, and because she needs me, needs someone, she takes my hand.

I don’t know if we can ever be friends again. I don’t know why she’s here or if she’s still in touch with her father or his business partner. However, right now none of that matters. Someone she knew is dead. She lost her job. Her car is broken down. She obviously can’t afford a hotel room. And she’s not exactly welcome in this town.

So yeah, even though I have my own shit going on and my head is a fucking mess, I can sense she really needs someone to talk to. A friend. And I can be that for one night.

One night.

One night won’t change anything.


CHAPTER EIGHT

FREEZE FRAME

Charlotte

THE SIGN NEAR the valet reads be back in 5 minutes.

Even standing beside Jasper for five seconds seems to make my heart beat double time. Five minutes will send it flying off the chart. Needing to calm down, I take a step away and move to stand in front of him. “You know I can take a cab home. I’ll be fine.”

That killer smile is just too much. “I’m a man of my word, Charlotte. I told you I’d make sure you got home safely and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

He’s not like anyone I know, yet he’s so much like the Jasper I knew at eight years old. Just like when we were kids, he has proven to be a person who keeps his word. He didn’t bring up the past, but I did bring up the events of today.

It felt wrong not to.

In essence, we were two strangers with a bit of familiarity who shared in a traumatic experience today. So we talked about Eve. How Jasper felt when he discovered her body. How I felt when I figured out the dead body was my co-worker. I confessed my concern that someone killed her and there was no clear motive as to why. We also talked about the fact that more than likely this would cause a delay in Jasper’s plan to buy the land, as it was now a crime scene. And it was okay to be sensible in our thinking for those few minutes, for Jasper to be concerned about his livelihood, but then we went back to the emotions we were both feeling about someone being killed and purposely put where she would be found during the very public groundbreaking ceremony.

They were raw.

Real.

Filled with honesty.

And I think we both felt better letting our feelings out.

Things started to feel a little heavy and once we’d eaten, we both sat in silence for a few minutes. Needing to clear my head, I left Jasper with plans to meet in the lobby and went to check on my room. The police were finished with their search and when I went in to retrieve my things, they had placed my laptop and research folders in a hotel laundry bag. They let me take them because they thought I needed them for work.

Of course they don’t know I no longer have a job.

One of the officers did, however, notify me that my hard drive had been copied and my documents scanned. The bag they handed me was all I could take out of the room. All of my clothing and other items were considered evidence. I wasn’t even allowed to take my toiletry bag.

Still, letting me take my computer and files has to be fate. The upside to some of the down. I really want to believe that. I have to, because things are really bad. A person I know has been killed. I no longer have a job. My car needs more repairs than I can afford. And if the police hadn’t let me keep my computer, I wouldn’t be able to do what I came here for. So at least I have that, my way to prove my father’s innocence, and for now I’ll take it as a positive sign.

Heart still racing, I look at Jasper, and with the toe of my sandal I push it against his shoe. It was something I did all the time when we were kids. “I don’t remember you being so bossy.”

Both of us feeling better after talking about Eve, the mood seems to have shifted between us, and he raises a brow. “I’ve changed a lot over the past twenty years.”

Boy, he’s not kidding.

Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I want to respond with a yes, you have, but I don’t. That seems too flirty. Instead I stare at my once best friend. At the light and dark of his chocolate-brown hair that is more than perfect. Thick and glossy, he no longer wears it so much longer in the front that its bad habit of falling over his eyes is anything he has to worry about. Still, the way it sticks up in just the right places and allows for the perfect shape of his brows to be seen, his long, long eyelashes to be noticed, and the golden flecks in his eyes to mesmerize anyone they come in contact with, are all traits beyond perfection.

Oh God, my entire body tingles just looking at him. He has to be the sexiest man I’ve ever seen.

I shouldn’t be thinking this way.

Not about him.

And especially not after everything that has transpired today. This must be some kind of coping mechanism that I need to get under control.

Yet when he leans forward and his male scent assaults me, all of my sanity goes right out the window, along with my control.

In that moment his eyes capture mine, and for one second I think he’s going to kiss me. I tense. My pulse pounds as I wait with both desire and uncertainty. Wait for the brush of his mouth against mine. The wet slide of his tongue. The exhilaration of my fingers threading through that hair from his forehead all the way back to his neck. His stubble razor sharp against my soft flesh. His hands rough on my hips.

“Let me hold that for you,” he says.

Blinking rapidly, I realize he is reaching to take the bag from my hand. “No, I got it, but thank you.”

His body resumes its upright position, but he’s closed the distance between us.

My hair is a wild mess, and I attempt to tame it by pulling it over to the side.

He seems to be watching me with fascination.

“Can I help you, sir?”

Jasper wheels around so quickly to hand his ticket to the valet that I know he, too, must have felt that spark between us. “Yeah, sure, here you go.”

The young valet’s grin is wide. “This is for the Storm, isn’t it?”

Jasper smiles. “It is.”

“The guys are going to freak when I tell them I drove it.”

“Zero to sixty in two-point-four seconds, and she stops on a dime. Go for it.”

The valet stares in astonishment. “You won’t mind?”

Jasper tilts his head back and laughter fills the air. It ripples with pride. “That’s what she’s made for.”

There’s something infectious about the way Jasper laughs, the way it changes his face, makes him seem carefree, highlights his gorgeous mouth, and despite everything I find myself laughing too.

When the valet practically skips off, Jasper turns back. “I think I just made his night.”

Still laughing, I respond with, “I think you did too. How many are there?”

“Storms?”

I nod.

“Four—well, five. The one at the party last night and at the old plant is the one we use for concept testing, so it’s not on the road.”

“Designing and building your own car that you plan to roll out nationwide is a pretty amazing feat to accomplish, Jasper. You should be proud of yourself.”

“I didn’t do it alone.”

“No, but it has your name on it, so I assume it was your idea.”

“It was. I’ve been designing that car in my head since I was fifteen.”

“You always did like cars.”

“Of the Matchbox variety,” he says with a laugh.

I laugh too, and soon the silence of the night surrounds us. With my arms wrapped around myself, I let the muggy air seep into my lungs. Jasper has his hands in his pockets and is looking down.

An engine screams from the garage and brakes screech as the Storm approaches the waiting zone. Fancy cars aren’t really my thing. I don’t even know the difference between a Ferrari and a Lamborghini, but I can tell this car is special. Up close, with its sleek black body, red rims, red mirrors, and red racing stripes across the bottom, it looks like a piece of art.

Jasper’s gaze lifts, and the look on his face is priceless.

The valet hops out. “Oh man, that was unreal.”

With raised brows Jasper asks, “How fast did you get her?”

“Fifty.”

Jasper laughs. “That’s nothing.”

“How fast does she go?”

“A hundred ninety-five miles per hour.”

Keys are tossed in the air. “Sweet.”

Quick to catch them, Jasper then slips the valet some money. “Have a great night.”

“You too, sir.”

Left alone, Jasper beats me to the passenger-side door and opens it without a word.

The car is low to the ground, yet still I am able to slide in with ease. As soon as I sit down, my body practically molds to the leather. I look around and feel the need to run my hand over the smoothness of it. Red and black interior, no backseat, too many gauges to count, and for lack of a better word, almost romantic lighting. When my eyes swing back to the still-open door, they land on golden flecks.

His gaze slowly skims up my body and it feels as if he’s touching me. The current of energy is almost too much. My pulse is pounding and my breathing erratic.

When our eyes meet, the corners of his mouth tip up like he has a secret. “You want to get in?”

Oh.

Feeling silly that although my body is in the car, my legs are still on the sidewalk, I quickly pull them in and duck my head in embarrassment.

Gently, he closes the door, and I can still feel the weight of his stare as he saunters around the car, and I swear he’s laughing.

For no reason, I laugh too.

Chemistry.

It’s there. There’s no denying it. And it’s not wanting to fight it that is the hardest to bear.

Because I know I have to.

Even without a job, I have work to do. My mind has to be clear. And so I use this moment alone to breathe deeply and refocus.

I’m in Detroit for a reason.

Remember that.

His door opens and the small space fills with his energy. “Where to?” he asks.

There’s a ghost of a smile still on my lips when I answer. “I live in Woodward Square.”

Pressing his foot on the gas, he pulls out fast, almost in a huff. Everything about him seems to go dark. All the energy drained, and the small space feels like it’s filling with a palpable tension. “The old Cass Corridor,” he mumbles.

Wondering what’s come over him, I respond with, “Yes, I think that’s what it used to be called.”

He takes a quick look in his rearview mirror, then maneuvers through the traffic with ease. “That is what it was called,” he hisses in the dark.

Minutes pass without another word spoken. Feeling uncomfortable, I start rambling on about where I live. “I’m in a building on Prentis Street. It’s called the Brentwood.”

Jasper seems impatient as he weaves in and out of traffic and still says nothing.

“It’s next to the Bronx Bar,” I add.

Driving fast, he doesn’t look over at me. “I know where it is,” he snaps.

Nervously, my fingers wrap around a piece of hair. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure if you knew exactly where my building is. It’s small.”

Jasper’s hands are gripping the wheel, and his gaze bounces between the window and the gauges in front of him and then back. “Why are you living up there anyway? It’s a punk neighborhood.”

Clearly he isn’t familiar with the gentrification that has taken place. “Honestly, Jasper, it’s not that bad. It’s affordable and newly remodeled. Besides, most of the abandoned buildings have been demolished and all that’s left are four blocks of practically barren land, a few bars, and not that many apartment buildings. And once the new stadium goes up, I’m sure that will change.”

His snort is laced with bitterness. “It’s still seedy, Charlotte. Regardless of what you might think, it isn’t safe, and the stadium is years off.”

Windshield wipers move back and forth faster and faster as the rain beats down harder and harder. I find myself watching their movement until I can’t stand it anymore. “Did I say something to upset you?”

Almost as soon as I ask the question, the tension in Jasper’s body eases. He pulls in a breath and then turns to look at me. His hard gaze softens. “No, no you didn’t. It’s just that I know the area very well. My mother moved us to Cass Corridor when I was ten. I grew up in what is now called Cass Park Village, and it was no picnic. It was rough. I got beat up all the time. Bullied. If it weren’t for Will, Jake, and Drew, I don’t know if I’d be around today. I was an angry kid who loved confrontation and growing up in a place like that, I found confrontation on every corner.”

I close my eyes for a brief moment, unable to stand the pain I see in his. It’s a familiar kind of pain, not that different from my own. “I’m really sorry.”

The car seems to be moving incredibly fast. “You can’t change the past, and besides, it made me who I am,” he whispers.

Some words are just words and some are words to remember. He is right and his statement couldn’t be truer—you can’t change the past.

Jasper’s eyes dart to the car’s speed flashing in neon green on the glass in front of him. It reads 69, and just as it hits 70 he slows.

I find myself clutching the handle beside me.

Ten minutes later he’s on my street. The apartments don’t have a garage and the street is the only place to park. Jasper already must know this, because he begins looking for a spot way before my building. This time of night I always have to park far away, because the Bronx Bar draws a huge evening crowd. Most of whom enter sober and almost all of whom exit drunk. I try to avoid leaving my apartment late at night because of this. The crowd is a little too rowdy. The men are a little too boisterous, and they seem to think being drunk gives them a pass to touch whoever they please.

There’s nowhere to park before we reach my place. “You can just drop me off.”

“I’ll walk you in, Charlotte,” he says with a sigh.

I notice the way he says my name this time. Like I’m an inconvenience. “You don’t have to.”

Narrowed eyes land on me.

“Okay, you can walk me in,” I say.

It’s not until the very end of the street that Jasper manages to find a spot that he can just barely maneuver into.

My wariness disappears when a smile appears on his lips at his accomplishment.

Boys and their toys.

With a shake of my head, I move to open my door.

“I’ll get that.”

I smile as I sit and wait for him to walk around the car. The door opens and I get out. It’s quiet and dark.

Jasper looks up. “How long have the streetlights been out?”

I shrug. “They haven’t worked since I moved in.”

“The city was supposed to have replaced all the burned-out bulbs six months ago. I’ll see to it that these get replaced ASAP.”

My belly flips at the concern in his voice and the strength in his resolve. “What kind of influence do you have here? Don’t you live downtown?”

He pauses for a second. Thinking. “Off the record?”

Shocked that he would think anything different, I hurry forward and turn to face him. “Jasper, I already told you I wasn’t here to hurt you, and I meant it. Besides, I’m no longer employed by The Detroit Scene.”

“That doesn’t mean you don’t plan to blog on your own and air all of my secrets.”

I lift my chin. “First off, I would never write about someone’s dirty secret.”

“I believe you.”

“And secondly, just so you know, I hope one day I can have a voice that matters, but if I do, it wouldn’t be to drag anyone’s name through the mud, I can promise you that,” I say and then look at him.

He looks around as if to avoid my gaze before he carefully takes my arm. “Come on, let’s get moving.”

That tingling feeling starts at the tips of my toes and courses through my veins all the way up to my head. Sparks. It’s the only way I can describe it. And then it happens again—the air between us fills with tension. I start walking faster just to keep up with him. “You didn’t answer my question.”

We pass a pair of dumpsters in front of an old abandoned building. There are some homeless people camped out between them. Jasper bobs his head in their direction. “It’s almost hard to believe there was a time when the city of Detroit was a teeming metropolis of 1.8 million people. Now it is a rotting, decaying hellhole of about seven hundred thousand that the rest of the world jokes about.”

Every step we take makes me more and more hypersensitive to the feel of his hand on my upper arm. “I’m aware of Detroit’s shrinking population and its dire financial state, but what does that have to do with you?”

We approach my four-story brick building from the opposite side of the Bronx Bar, but still the music blares loud in our ears. Jasper looks at it, then all around the surrounding area, before he lets go of my arm. I immediately miss the connection. I feel safe next to him.

I shouldn’t want to feel that way.

Almost ceremoniously, Jasper sits on the small block of cement stairs outside my building and folds his hands together.

I casually sit beside him.

“After the city underwent the largest municipal bankruptcy in the history of the United States,” he begins, “a group of people was assembled to report to the mayor on rebuilding priorities. These people aren’t from wealthy families. They’re people like me who grew up on the streets. I’m on this board and I represent midtown. The board is determined to turn Detroit around. We want to remove the unwritten messages to visitors that say enter at your own risk. Last year we directed our efforts to getting the soup kitchens back up and running, obtaining funding for the after-school programs in the poorer communities, and making sure the kids that fell below the poverty line were being properly fed. This year our focus is on safety. Relighting the forty percent of streetlights that haven’t been working for three years, reopening police stations that have been closed or are only open for eight hours a day, and getting more ambulances and fire engines back on the road.”

Moved by so much emotion, words get stuck in my throat. “That’s really something to be proud of, Jasper.”

A hardness sharpens his features. “I don’t expect you to understand, but it’s not about pride, it’s about action.”

The atmosphere between us feels fraught, but I don’t struggle with what to say. “I do understand. And I don’t care what you say—fighting for what you believe in is something to be proud of.”

His expression softens. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Now come on, let’s get you inside.”

Fumbling in my purse, I find my key and stand up. He’s already at the door and I have to brush past him to unlock it. Our bodies touch for one second and a feeling like tiny butterflies bouncing in my belly surprises me. It’s something I’ve never felt before. Nervously, I start to put the key in the lock. I can feel his eyes on me and those wings seem to be multiplying. Before I can put the key in the hole, he pulls on the door and it opens.

I look at him. “I guess the lock is broken again.”

With a look that says I told you this neighborhood isn’t safe, he holds the door open, then puts some much needed space between us.

The lobby is small, just a room of mailboxes, an elevator with an out of order sign on it that’s there most of the time, and staircases to both the right and left. Veering toward the right, I lead the way. Step after step, I’m intensely aware of his presence behind me. When we reach the fourth floor, we’re both a little breathless.

My apartment is at the end of the long hallway. I look over my shoulder as I unlock the door and ask, “Do you want to come inside? I could make us that cup of coffee you were asking about.”

There’s a hesitation in his nod, but I can tell he’s curious. I know that he wants to see where I live. Why I chose this area. It’s simple—it was all I could afford. “Sure. I won’t stay long, though. It’s getting late,” he says.

His attempt to get the door for me has him stepping in front of me, and my shoulder presses into his chest as I pass. This isn’t a slight touch like before. I can feel the hardness of his body and the energy he emits. His breath catches. I can hear it. My pulse races and I swear I can hear that too. Quickly I put some distance between us and step all the way inside.

The apartment isn’t anything special and although it is new and clean, it’s also definitely on the small side. The door opens right in the center. There’s a built-in desk between two closets all the way to the left. The very small living area has a window, under which an even smaller couch fits. There’s a credenza that holds my television and a small coffee table. The hardwood floors are light colored and the counter across from the door accommodates a single stool. The kitchen is equally small but opens to the living space, which makes it appear larger. In it there’s a half fridge, a stove, and a sink. A bathroom separates the kitchen from the bedroom. In total it’s about 700 square feet and plenty of space for me.

“It’s nice,” Jasper says in surprise.

My grin is wide. “I told you it wasn’t that bad.”

Jasper shoves his hands in his pockets. “I still don’t think the area is safe.”

I try not to roll my eyes but can’t stop myself. “Let me get changed out of these clothes, they’re still a little wet, and then I’ll make us some coffee.”

“I saw that.”

“What?”

“Your eye roll!”

With a shrug, I set my things on the sofa and then walk toward him. “I carry pepper spray and I don’t really go out that much at night.”

He doesn’t seem appeased but says nothing else about it as his eyes continue to wander my small space. “You live here alone?”

With a nod, I head down the hallway. “I do. I’m pretty much on my own.”

“No boyfriend?”

I laugh as I enter my bedroom. The walls are thin so he can hear me just fine. “No. I’m not exactly girlfriend material.”

To that he says nothing.

There’s a strange, pungent smoke-like scent lingering in the room and I wonder where it came from. When I open my drawers to pull out a pair of black leggings and an oversized T-shirt, I freeze. My things have been rifled through. I open another drawer and another, each one the same. Disorganized and in disarray.

Someone has been in here—again.

I change quickly and go out into the kitchen. I don’t want to appear overly alarmed, so as I check the sink for signs of the constant drip from my faucet, I start to make the coffee.

Sure enough, as suspected, there is no water in the sink—the drip is gone, which means the faucet has been repaired. The maintenance man was here while I was gone. Last time he was in here I caught him looking through my medicine cabinet. He said it had opened accidentally and that everything spilled out. I let his lie pass that time. This time I’m going to report him to the building supervisor, because there is no chance he opened my underwear drawers on accident.

“What did you mean when you said you weren’t exactly girlfriend material?” Jasper asks, bringing my attention back to him as he takes a seat at the small counter across from me.

It’s late. Drinking coffee now will only keep me up, but I’m not ready for Jasper to leave. So I fill the fancy pot with water, add beans, flip the machine on, and then turn around to answer his question. “Remember that eight-year-old girl who used to beg you to sneak over to her house almost every night so she wouldn’t be alone?”

His grin is slight, but it’s there. “She’s someone I could never forget. She was vicious. Used to threaten to hide all my Matchbox cars if I didn’t show up.”

Feeling triumphant, I ask, “Vicious? Really? Is that how you remember her?”

He shakes his head and laughs. “To be honest, you were more like a cat with claws that weren’t very sharp, but I did like to see you get feisty.”

I grab the milk from the refrigerator and look over at him. “A cat? Really? And here I thought I had some kind of power over you.”

His laughter fills the small space. “You did. I hated it when you cried.”

Those bad memories I locked away long ago begin to surface and I shove them away. “Hold on. So first I wasn’t the lion I thought I was and now you’re telling me I wasn’t even like a cat, but more like a kitten. Way to shatter my memories.”

Seriousness overtakes him. “We used to have fun together.”

The machine spits and hisses, pumping out black liquid. That fancy coffeemaker is the only thing I have that I consider a luxury. It was my favorite part of the kitchen in the bed-and-breakfast, so after my aunt died and I sold the place, I took it with me. Now every time I hear the sounds it makes it reminds me of her, and I smile. She was the only person I ever had in my life who cared about me. I turn away and pour two cups of coffee as I think of her and then when I’m able, I address Jasper’s statement. “We did have fun. And putting the whole kitten-versus-lion issue aside, I haven’t changed much, so let’s just say the few guys I’ve dated never stuck around long enough to be considered true boyfriends.”

Our fingers touch when I hand him the china cup. It’s small and dainty, and his hand practically spans the entire circumference. For a moment I don’t pull my hand away.

I like this feeling more than I should.

Jasper’s eyes dart to mine and he’s looking at me in a way that makes me feel hot all the way to my core.

Out of nowhere those full lips tilt up again. “What? Why? They didn’t like playing in the dirt?”

Dirty thoughts pop into my mind and my head tips back with laughter, so much laughter that my eyes start to water.

Jasper is also laughing.

Once I contain my own laughter, I step back to grab the other cup of coffee and compose myself. “No, I think any of them might have been okay with that. It’s my neediness none of them could deal with.”

Well, nothing like being honest.

“There’s nothing wrong with needing someone, Charlotte. If a few assholes out there couldn’t understand you, then you’re better off without any of them.”

I give him a weak smile, ready to drop the subject of my nonexistent love life, especially with a man who I know enjoys a very healthy, very active sex life.

Talk about embarrassing.

Jasper seems to feel the same, because he says no more about it. Instead he casually stretches his legs out under the counter.

As I put the creamer and sugar in front of him my bare toes touch his shoe. And with just that slight touch his energy consumes me. I want to feel more of it.

I shouldn’t be thinking that way.

He shakes his head no, and I almost forgot I was offering him cream and sugar for his coffee. “I’ll take some whisky in it, though, if you have any.”

“As a matter of fact . . .” I turn around and reach into the cabinet beside the sink way up high and pull out a bottle of Johnnie Walker. That, along with a bottle of vodka and another of gin, are a few of the other items I took into custody after the sale of the bed-and-breakfast. I set the bottle in front of him and grab the cream.

He splashes his cup with a more-than-liberal dose and takes a sip.

I’m watching him. The way he holds his cup, the way he drinks his coffee, the way he swallows the hot liquid. It’s crazy how I find everything he does so sexy.

“Want some?” He wags the bottle in front of me.

“I don’t think so.”

He leans forward. “It really helps calm the nerves.”

I could use that. I take a quick sip of my coffee and then hold my cup out. “Just a little.”

His sly grin is back and he gives me more than a little. I take another sip. The coffee tastes stronger now and I feel a burning sensation as it goes down my throat. My belly fills with heat, but I’m not sure if it’s from the coffee or the way Jasper is looking at me.

Sip after sip we make small talk, both a little buzzed from the whisky. When our cups are empty I know the night is coming to an end, even though I really don’t want it to. “Come here. I want to show you something.”

Jasper raises his brows.

“I’m not breaking any of your rules for the night. I promise.”

“As long as you promise.” He gives me a look that is coy, cunning, almost flirty, and it surprises me. It must be the alcohol talking, although I doubt he had enough to be truly impacted.

I round the counter and lead him to my small couch. With a quick step up, I stand on the cushion and unlock the window before I push it open and step barefoot outside onto the fire escape.

It’s small, but big enough for two.

Jasper follows me out and I watch as his long, lean body emerges into the night. The air is cooler now. It’s a little windier up here, too. There’s a far-off rumble of thunder that might frighten me if I were alone. A few raindrops are still falling, but the building shields us from most of them.

I point to the sky. “Look, you can see Detroit for miles and miles from here. Doesn’t the city look so beautiful? Lights and empty space. You can’t see the destruction or desolation.”

He steps toward the railing. “It’s like all you can see is just the good and none of the bad.”

“Yes, exactly.”

He’s beside me, and we’re so close our arms are almost touching.

I’m craving his energy. The spark he makes me feel. I’m a little tipsy and my mind isn’t clear. Without thought of consequence, I purposefully move closer so our arms are touching. And then I feel it. Zap. Like an electrical current, it’s that powerful. “Can you feel that?” I ask.

It happens all at once, so smoothly, how he pulls me close to him. How we’re face-to-face. He is going to kiss me. And I am going to let him.

But that’s not what happens.

“Charlotte,” he sighs.

Inches apart, I turn away, embarrassed.

His hand captures my wrist. “We need to talk.”

I swim for a moment in his gaze. I rock a little bit, my entire equilibrium a mess. This is something I want and I know I shouldn’t. “I can’t. Not right now.”

My emotions are way to volatile right now to talk reasonably.

He lets go of my wrist and I turn and head back toward the window. Jasper doesn’t stop me. Just as my feet hit the soft cushion, my eyes land on the bag the police gave me filled with things from my hotel room. The contents have spilled out; obviously the bag was knocked off the couch when we stepped on the cushions.

An orange snakeskin computer case lies on the floor and I rush toward it, worried it’s not my computer it holds since that is Eve’s case, not mine. Wishing I would have checked the bag before I left the hotel.

When I unzip the case and pull out the Macintosh laptop, I sigh in relief when I see the bright blue forget-me-nots on the silver metal. A flower that grows wild on Mackinac Island. As I set the computer down, I notice that’s not the only thing that fell from the bag. There are books, pictures, and folders that don’t belong to me. The material appears to focus on Jasper. Eve must have been researching him for longer than just one night. Not sure what to do, I start to gather it up, but it’s too late.

Jasper’s just inside the window and he’s staring at the mess on the floor. “Why do you have a yearbook from the University of Michigan?”

My eyes dart to the Michiganensian. The date is clearly printed along the spine and reads 2007, which would have been his junior year, and Eve’s, too. There are also a number of photos scattered everywhere. She was obviously deeply involved in investigating him, and not just for the Storm.

He points to the photos. “Are those how you knew I lived downtown? Have you been following me?”

“No, I . . . I . . . I’ve been stalking you on social media—no, not stalking, that’s not the right word, but that is how I knew where you lived,” I stumble to admit.

He steps closer and his eyes widen in horror. “Are those pictures of my mother’s house?” he barks.

Staring up at him, I am struck speechless for a moment. I hadn’t realized how far Eve had gone in her quest to investigate Jasper. The police must have just thought it was all in the line of duty. “They’re not mine, Jasper.”

Shock moves through him as his eyes look over the items. Newspaper clippings, a picture of the Kales Building downtown where he lives, pictures of him in his car, pictures of him and women, so many different women, of his friends, of him, him, him. It’s like Eve was doing an exposé about him, the man, and not a story about the man behind the launch of a new kind of car that could quite possibly change Detroit’s economy. He bends and picks up a photo of him with his friends sitting in a booth at a bar surrounded by women, and then tosses it to the ground. “I fucking trusted you. I really believed you weren’t here to hurt me. How could I have been so stupid?”

I can feel my breathing increase exponentially as I stop trying to gather the items together and bolt to my feet. Without hesitation I approach him.

Pain and fury seem to have quickly replaced his shock.

To witness the betrayal on his face crushes me. “Listen to me, Jasper—these aren’t mine. They’re Eve’s. The police must have given me her things by accident.”

His hand whips through the air and he points to the pile. “Why would she have all this shit about me?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Eve went to the University of Michigan. She told me last night that she knew you and that the two of you—” I stop, uncertain of how to put it.

His eyes shift to mine, and then he steps forward, forcing me back against the wall. “The two of us what?” he hisses.

Again I don’t think, and I place my hand lightly on his chest. My fingers are trembling against the smooth fabric of his white shirt. I can feel how fast his heart is beating. Tears threaten to spill, and I have to close my eyes for just a moment to gather the courage to just say it. The words burn at the bottom of my throat. I open my eyes. “She told me that the two of you got together one night.”

“Together?” The word is laced with disbelief.

I nod. “That you . . . fucked . . . in the bathroom of a dive bar one night and then you never called her when you told her you would.”

Genuine confusion is all that remains on his face, but it clears up quickly and leaves resignation in its wake.

“Considering the circumstances, I should have told you about Eve when we were talking earlier, but I didn’t feel it was right to talk negatively about her on today of all days.”

He turns and looks over his shoulder at the collection of items that lie on the floor.

My entire body begins to tremble with the fear that I am going to lose him. And that without the companionship of the people I worked with, I will now be truly alone in this world. It’s a stupid reason to be scared, because I know I never had him to begin with. I’m not delusional. Still, I cling to the hope that this man standing before me remembers who I am and that above all else, he remembers that he used to be my friend. “I didn’t know any of this until last night and I had no clue she was collecting material on you. I honestly have no idea what she was doing.”

Doubt seems to loom on his face.

He has to believe I want to protect him. “Jasper, you were the only one who ever cared about me or protected me. I would never want to hurt you. And I didn’t mention anything about what Eve had told me to the police. I wasn’t even certain it was true. You have to believe me.”

His doubt seems to fade.

Moments pass and we stand there looking at each other.

Until finally he speaks. “I do, Charlotte. I do believe you. You could never lie to me—remember, I could always tell,” he says nostalgically, his words so soft tears form in my eyes.

Without any shoes on, I am small enough for him to tuck me against his neck. And when he does, when he embraces me, engulfs me with his strong body, I’m taken by surprise. Even more surprising is the ache I feel in my chest.

The fact that I need this.

Eve is dead and despite what kind of person she might have been, she didn’t deserve to die.

Jasper strokes a hand up my back.

Every ounce of skin he passes over tingles in the wake of his touch.

He anchors me to him with his fingers curled around the back of my neck. “It’s okay, Charlotte. We’ll figure this out.”

It’s not until his lips brush one of my eyelids that I realize I’ve been squeezing my eyes closed.

They stay that way because I feel deliciously, overwhelmingly, surrounded by him. His strong body so close to mine, his big hands on me, his knee wedging between my thighs.

Full lips travel to my cheek where he places a sweet kiss, to my chin where he drops another sweet kiss, and then those warm lips find my mouth.

Sparks, bigger and brighter than before, explode like fireworks beneath my eyelids. His lips are soft on mine; they aren’t demanding the way I’d pictured his kiss might be. Rather, his kiss soothes me as much as his embrace.

I open for him, giving myself over to him, and even though I have the wall behind me for support, I still rest my hands on his upper arms. Immediately, I can feel the push and pull of his muscles beneath my fingertips, and those butterflies are back. Tiny wings poking against my belly.

The kiss gets deeper, but it’s not frantic. Slow and soft, his mouth moves over my jaw and chin and throat, never biting. Not rough or hard. He doesn’t press his body against mine in a frenzied need. It is as if he doesn’t want to turn the kiss into any more than a kiss.

We kiss like this for the longest time. Lips caressing. Tongues lightly touching. Bodies aligned but not pressing.

Soon, too soon, Jasper releases his hold on my neck. Wanting to keep that physical connection, I place my hands back on his chest. Once there, I can feel his heartbeat begin to slow and I know the end is coming. Then, just as I already knew would happen, his lips are no longer on mine and he places a soft kiss on my hair. “I have to tell you something.”

Pulling away, I look at him and wonder why he’s stopping when all I see is want written all over him. His lashes are low-lidded with lust. His eyes are dark and swimming in desire. His breathing is fast, his body taut. And if I dared drop my eyes, I know his cock would be hard, but I don’t look; instead I hold his heated gaze.

Although the kisses were light, my lips are still swollen and stinging, and I run my tongue over my bottom lip wishing for more. “What is it, Jasper?”

Without pretense, the words spill out of him. “Eve ended up in my bed last night. I didn’t have . . . sex with her, but we did do other things. I just thought you should know.”

Sadness fills me, and I suck in a breath and slowly exhale. She went to the party where liquor flowed to get her story. To get him. And he was intimate with her. Eve. Just last night. Eve. Eve. Eve. Now Eve’s dead. I feel sick. Trembling, I cross the room and place my hand on the doorknob. Without turning around I whisper, “It’s probably best if you go.”

His heavy steps are hard to miss, and I know he’s behind me before I’ve even had a chance to unlock the door. Feelings of betrayal I know I shouldn’t be feeling mix with guilt over Eve’s death and me being here with him now. It’s a weird combination. One that seems to be messing with my head. It’s like I can’t breathe. Like the air that was already so thick between us is now stifling. Thoughts I shouldn’t be having cross my mind. Like, was Jasper involved somehow in Eve’s murder?

No.

I know he wasn’t. I know it deep down in my soul. This man, the one who just kissed me so sweetly, the same one who was the boy that always took care of me, could never hurt a woman. I know it. I know without a doubt he wouldn’t have hurt her.

The question is, who did and why did she end up dead?

It’s the question that scares me the most.

I want to turn to him for comfort. Find solace in his warmth. Then his words echo in my head, and thoughts of him and Eve together make me so crazy that I have to fight the urge not to scream, “You are a slut, just like Eve said you were!”

His hard body moves closer to mine. “We’ve both had a really shitty day and now isn’t the right time to discuss anything, so you’re right, I should leave. But I’ll be back tomorrow. To talk.”

Resolute, I shake my head no. This thing between us needs to end right now. I know this. I’m here for a reason. For my father. And the two, Jasper and him, will never mix. But then his hands are on my hips and his mouth is near my ear and my head starts to spin with him. All of him. I’m about to tell him why I’m in Detroit when his breath whispers across my skin and I find myself struggling for the right way to say it.

His mouth grazes the back of neck. “Yes, Charlotte. We need to talk about the past.”

Whatever this is between us, I don’t want to crush it. The flame is too hot to blow it out before it even starts to burn. So this time I nod yes despite what he just told me about Eve, because I want to see him again.

But right now I need space to breathe.

I can’t take much more of the still-thickening air between us. Moving fast, I open the door and avoid his gaze.

It’s not until his long, lean body saunters past me that I let my eyes land on his beautiful backside. A backside I shouldn’t even care about and definitely shouldn’t be looking at, but that kiss, that kiss—I can still taste him on my lips.

Just as he crosses the threshold, he glances back—not at me, though, at my bicycle that sits in the corner on the other side of the television. “You ride?”

I nod again.

“I’ll pick you up at one. We’re going biking, so be ready.”

Torn, I say the only thing I can. “I’ll think about it.”

He looks at me, really looks at me, when he says, “Please, I need to talk to you.”

I so badly want to give him a small smile and say yes, but I can’t. His confession is still raw and I’m not sure I can handle spending more time with him, so I avoid committing. “I should be home.”

The stoic look on his face weighs on my heart and I have to drop my gaze. When I do, he starts to walk down the hallway, and I close the door without another glance.

Collapsing against the now shut door, I look at the mess on the floor.

What were you up to, Eve?


CHAPTER NINE

TIGHTENING THE SCREWS

Jasper

THE FIRST CAR I ever owned was a piece-of-shit neon-green Nissan, which I pulled apart and reassembled more than a dozen times. My mother bought it for me as a graduation present right after high school and I devoted all my spare time that summer before college to fixing it up. I worked at a garage that Hank hooked me up with, honing my skills on other people’s autos, making money to buy parts for my own, and thinking up the schematics of the Storm in the process.

Will, Drew, and Jake were working too, and they added to the pot whenever they could to help make that green machine better, stronger, and faster.

We were constantly retooling it, and every time I took it to the street I won. That summer I was quickly forging my reputation as the fastest around. Then again, it was the heyday of street racing. When wagers soared and reputations rose and fell in the blink of an eye. Back then the cops had better things to do than worry about a bunch of kids drag-racing down a deserted strip of 8 Mile Road.

Things are different now. And not just the fact that street racing has been officially declared illegal in Detroit. The whole police system has changed. There aren’t that many cops left in the city, but the ones who are left are overworked, underpaid, and out for blood—any blood.

Claiming innocence isn’t necessarily a factor when the crime rate in the city is one of the highest in the nation. Guilt by association is very real. Closing a case, not leaving it unsolved—that’s what the police force is striving for these days. Better numbers equals more funds allotted to hitting the streets.

I get it.

It’s a means to an end. A way to let the criminals know that even though police presence is low, they will be caught. Unfortunately, it also means some innocents get caught in the process. And no one wants to hear that.

Especially me.

Especially right now.

Eve Hepburn’s name is splattered all over every newspaper and TV station following the uncovering of her body yesterday. And my name is right beside hers as the one who dug her up. I still can’t believe she’s dead and her body was buried on the piece of property we are so close to buying. The site where the factory is supposed to be built.

I run a hand through my hair and then avert my eyes from the television in the corner flashing her photo, back to Will, who looks like he wants to pull his hair out.

I feel the same way.

Up the creek without a paddle.

Going against the tide.

Whatever metaphor you want to use, we’re experiencing it. To avoid being easily sucked up by Will’s brooding despair, I look toward Jake, whose jaw is hanging open. I just told them all my sabotage theory and after all agreeing it is a possibility, we also had to agree that it sounds way too out there to be real.

“Coincidence,” Will says, although not very convincingly.

Switching gears now that we’ve talked about Eve’s dead body, how much this could hurt us, and the possible delay in the factory ad nauseam, Drew points his fork at me with as much of a grin on his face as he can muster. “I’ve had enough of the doom and gloom. Let’s go back to last night, shall we?”

I roll my eyes.

“So if I got this straight, you were supposed to be going to the hotel to, and I quote, ‘get her out of your system,’ and instead you friend-zoned her?”

“I’m not sure I’d say I friend-zoned her.”

“Yeah, dude, you did.”

Taking a sip of my coffee, I give in with a nod. “Okay, yeah, maybe I did.” I might as well let him raze me about my staged run-in with Charlotte last night, because a change of mood as well as topic is much needed. Drew thinks I’m overthinking the situation between Charlotte and me; I can tell by his all-too-familiar line of questioning. Then again, he thinks everyone overthinks everything.

“Jasper, my friend, you’re an idiot. It doesn’t work that way. You only friend-zone chicks you don’t want to lay; otherwise managing the relationship gets way too difficult.”

Setting my cup down, I stab my food with my fork. “Yeah, Drew, thanks for the info, but I think I figured that out.”

“Why would you do something so stupid anyway?”

I grit my teeth, already regretting having allowed the subject to go past the first remark. “I don’t know. Because we were once friends. Because I didn’t know what else to do. Because I’m a dumb ass.”

That gets a laugh out of him, and Jake, and even Will.

“No seriously man, there was this strange kind of tug-of-war going on in my head. On one side, she was once my friend, and on the other I’m attracted to her. Really fucking attracted to her. And it seems wrong. So I figured if I just thought of her as off limits it would squash the attraction.”

Will’s phone rings, saving me from having to explain further. He glances at his screen and then back at us. “I need to take this,” he says and gets up from the table.

“His mother?” Jake asks.

“I don’t think so, he hasn’t talked to her in almost in a year.”

“Who then?’

I shrug.

Jake, Drew, and I all look at each other, wondering who could possibly be important enough for him to leave the group to talk.

It’s so unlike him.

Once Will is gone, Drew doesn’t drop the subject of Charlotte like I hoped. Instead, he leans forward over his food. “Spill it, dude. What exactly is going on between you and her?”

Exhaling, I decide to just tell it like it is, because I know he isn’t going to let up until I do. “That’s just it, I don’t know. We have this strange energy between us and even though I tried to ignore it, I just can’t.”

“I hate to break it to you, but I think they call it being horny,” he says with a smirk.

I shake my head. Why I’m talking to Drew about this is beyond me. I know better. I really do. “That’s not it. It’s something different, something more, and when I stopped trying to fight it, I ended up kissing her. Just like that, after everything, I kissed her. Then I felt like shit that I did.”

“There’s an easy fix for that, bro. Just unfriend her in your mind and get your head in the game. See what happens.”

I push my plate of eggs and bacon aside. “It’s not that easy. The whole friend thing isn’t the only reason I felt like an ass last night.”

“I’m not sure I want to hear this.”

Tough shit. I ignore him and tell him anyway, mostly because I’m trying to work these strange feelings out in my head and talking about it helps. “She’s different from all the other women I’ve been with.”

Drew seems really confused. “I’m not following you.”

Time to lay it all out there. “More innocent.”

He makes a noise and throws his head back.

“She is. And the truth is that I didn’t push what was happening between us because I felt guilty about having those two chicks I didn’t even know in my bed the night before, especially since one of them was a woman she fucking worked with.”

That head of his is shaking. “I knew I didn’t want to hear it.”

From across the table, Jake finally snaps out of the zone he’s been in. He waves me in his direction. “Come here.”

I give him a confused look.

“I need to slap you upside the head.”

Not funny. I reach for the toothpicks and stick one in my mouth to keep it shut.

“You didn’t even know this chick was back in town, and even if you did, you don’t owe her shit.”

Trying not to let his tone bother me, I remain calm. “I know that, but something still felt off about the whole thing.”

“I’m with Jake on this one. That’s really fucked up,” Drew declares before he takes a giant bite out of his sandwich.

I glare at him. “What’s fucked up is eating a bologna sandwich for breakfast.”

“It’s brunch,” he says around a mouthful of food.

Parks & Rec Diner is a place we’ve been eating at for years. It’s cheap, it has great food, and they don’t care what you’re wearing or how you look.

“You’re going at it all wrong. Like I said, forget the friend shit and squash the guilt crap. You need to just fuck her and get her out of your system,” Drew tells me.

“It’s a lot more complicated than that.”

“It doesn’t have to be, Jasper. You’re making it that way.”

“Pass the salt, will you?” Jake mumbles.

I push the shaker his way.

“Just fucking forget her,” he says under his breath as he takes it.

I tense. “What is it with you and all the negative comments whenever Charlotte comes up?”

He shrugs. “I just get the feeling she’s bad news. That’s all.”

“Dude, why haven’t you said anything about that crap on his plate?” Drew asks, pointing to Jake’s plate, and I know he’s trying to defuse the tension. Drew hates it when any of us get too serious with each other.

For the sake of moving onto a different topic, I go along with it. “Nothing noteworthy to talk about, I guess.”

Drew looks at Jake. “Hey, Pretty Boy, it looks like dog food.”

Jake gets really irritated when we call him Pretty Boy, so of course we do it all the time. He got the nickname in middle school when he asked a girl to a dance and she said no because he was prettier than she was.

Jake narrows his eyes at Drew. “It’s the special. High-end hash, and it tastes great.”

“Yeah, it’s high end all right, all the way from the Alpo factory,” Drew says with a laugh.

“Can we cut the shit and get back to business now?” Will says as he sits down.

Everyone shuts up.

“Listen, Jasper, whatever you decide to do about Charlotte, we’re behind you, but I have to say, be careful. This situation is going to be really messy.”

“Yeah, especially since that chick she worked with was out to get you,” Drew adds.

“We don’t know that,” I tell him.

Will tilts his head to the side. “It seems like a logical conclusion, though. This girl that none of us remember from college shows up out of the blue and tosses those bizarre questions at you right before the vote, crashes the party, sneaks into your bed, and then ends up dead.”

The muscles in Jake’s jaw twitch.

I lift my chin in his direction. “What?”

“You shouldn’t rule out the possibility that this Eve chick was working with Charlotte.”

I exhale warily and shoot him a displeased look. “You need to stop with that shit right now.”

He holds his hands up in surrender. “Sure, man, I will, but I just want to make certain you’ve thought of all the possibilities.”

“She’s not involved.”

“Got it.”

Will clears his throat and looks at me. “Can we get back to what’s important?”

With a raised I brow, I look at him. “By all means.”

“Sorry, but I just got off the phone with Whitney and—”

“Who’s Whitney?” Drew asks through a mouthful of food.

“The girl I met Friday night,” Will says shortly.

Whitney, huh. I knew who Whitney was. I’d seen her—under Will.

“The one you got busy with?” Drew asks.

Will narrows his eyes at Drew and then looks around the table. “Two things. The auction has been put on hold, but then again it’s not like we weren’t expecting that.”

We all curse low under our breath.

“What’s the second thing?” I ask.

He looks at me. “You have an appointment with Todd Carrington at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

We’d discussed whether I should go to the station on my own or not, and all agreed with the poor state of Detroit, it was best to go with an attorney. Cuffs are slapped really easy in this economy. I never imagined when we talked about representation I’d be able to acquire someone like Todd Carrington. He is the best criminal attorney in all of Detroit. “How did you get me in to see him so quickly?”

Quietly, Will responds with, “He’s Whitney’s brother. She worked for him for years, but is currently transitioning between leaving his office to work for the mayor.”

“The naughty secretary is Todd Carrington’s sister—that’s wild.”

“The what?” he seethes.

I shake my head. “Never mind. Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Dude, that’s totally what she looks like.” Drew only adds fuel to the fire.

“She’s not a secretary. She’s an executive assistant. There’s a difference.”

“Whatever she is, she’s smoking hot.”

“Shut up, Drew,” we all say at once.

“Do you really think he needs to see a criminal attorney?” Jake asks Will, definitely sobering the moment.

“Yes, I do. Jasper might have been the last one to be seen with the victim. I’m sure right about now the police are putting that little-known fact together, and it won’t be hard to figure out what the conclusion will be.”

Ignoring that, I let my mind wander. Out of the blue, I remember the mud on my shoes that I saw when I woke up yesterday morning. “Any idea how I wound up with mud on my shoes Friday night?” I ask them all.

“What do you mean?” Will asks.

“Like I said, I had mud all over my shoes and no idea how it got there.”

Everyone is quiet.

“Jasper, did you leave the hotel Friday night?” Will asks with concern in his voice.

“Just with the three of you once the vote was announced.”

“You sure?” Jake asks.

All three of them look at me. “Yes, I’m sure.”

“You sure you didn’t go somewhere with those two chicks?” Drew asks.

“No. I already told you, I passed out and left them to it.”

Will looks like he might puke.

“I didn’t kill her and then bury her body, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I’m not,” Will says, horrified.

“Then why does the expression on your face say I’m fucked?”

“You must have stepped in a muddy area of grass when we went outside—that’s the only thing that makes sense,” Jake says.

“Were your shoes muddy?” I ask.

They all shake their heads no.

“Well, it must have happened, then. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Will is quiet, as is the rest of the table.

Fuck this.

Standing up, I toss a twenty on the table. “I need to get going.”

“Where to? Jake asks.

“I have something I need to take care of today.”

“Something or someone?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m going to see Charlotte to find out where she’s been all these years and to see if she knows anything about what happened the night of the explosion.”

Will nods. “Call me if you need anything.”

Under his breath, Jake snarls something I can’t understand and I don’t bother to ask what it is.

“The Tigers are playing Kansas City at four—we were thinking of watching the game at Will’s,” Drew says, and it seems to be news to Will.

Three sullen faces are looking at me and I can’t take it. I need to get out of here. Yes, I feel bad Eve is dead. Really bad. I hate that someone killed her. I want to know why just as much as they do, but it wasn’t me. I didn’t fucking kill her and I don’t know anything about how she died. And I can’t fucking talk about it anymore. It’s on my mind enough without over-talking the situation. “I’m going to pass today, but I’ll try to catch up with you guys later.”

Will nods in my direction.

“Yeah, talk later, man,” Drew says to me.

Jake says nothing at all.

With long strides, I exit the diner and unlock my bike.

I started cycling after my accident to rebuild my leg strength and as a speed junkie, I was immediately hooked. I can never get enough. No matter how fast I go, I want to ride faster. Whether I’m doing a solo training or group ride, riding up a mountain, doing intervals, or taking part in a race, club ride, or fundraising event, more often than not it’s about how fast I go, what my average speed is, or how long it takes me.

Speed is speed.

I’ll take it any way I can get it.

Today, though, I’m not looking to break any records. My plan is twofold. Show her the area she’s living in so maybe she’ll understand it’s not as safe as she thinks, and find out what she knows about why her father and his partner left town after the explosion. I just want to be able to talk to her in a way that doesn’t feel confrontational. I have so much anger over my father’s death, but I know it’s not her fault. She was eight, for fuck’s sake.

It’s only noon and I have some time before I pick her up, so I decide to loop Comerica Park before I head to the garage to get my car. Traffic is light and will stay that way for a couple of more hours until the game-day festivities begin. That makes for an easy ride.

Needing to burn some energy, I slide my sunglasses on and hop on my bike. I skip the helmet and Lycra altogether, neither of which is my thing anyway. I only wear them when forced. My riding gear of choice is of course a Tigers hat worn backwards and shorts and a T-shirt.

Old habits die hard and when I find myself slowing because of the wind resistance, I reduce my drag by lowering my body closer to the bars and tucking my elbows. Pedaling faster, harder, and before I know it I’m flying down the road at a pretty good speed and unable to stop myself from thinking about Charlotte. Those mounds of curly blond hair flash before my eyes. The way I want to run my fingers through it and get lost in it for hours, days even. The sweet taste of her lips. How much I want to take more than just her mouth. That body, the way she moves, how she doesn’t even know what she does to me.

Horns beeping pull me from my thoughts. That’s when I see the red traffic light straight ahead.

Fuck!

Pressing the brake as fast as I can, I’m able to stop quickly. A slight jerk forward is nothing to worry about. With a foot on the ground, I use the break to wipe my brow and clear my fucking head of her, of the shit I might be in, of how after all my hard work the building of the plant is going to be delayed or worse, of everything—or at least I try.

From then on, I take my time and focus only on the ride. Once I circle the park I head to Grand Circus Park Garage. The Kales Building conveniently has an underground tunnel to the garage for parking.

In no time, I attach the bike rack to my car, toss my bike on it, and take off.

What I’m going to do when I get to her place, how I’m going to act, I have no idea. The angry thing didn’t work. The friend thing didn’t work. The talking thing went okay, until it didn’t. The only thing that worked great was when our lips connected.

And I can’t stop thinking about it.

I’m so fucked.

Again.


CHAPTER TEN

OUT OF THE SADDLE

Charlotte

I’M UNACCOUNTABLY NERVOUS. Pacing back and forth in my apartment, I look at my watch. It’s twelve thirty-five. I glance toward my bike in the corner. I tell myself it’s not a big deal, but somehow I can’t decide what to do.

Should I?

Shouldn’t I?

Yes.

No.

Oh, I don’t know.

I could make a list of the pros and cons, but that would be stupid.

Putting an end to my fretting, I just decide to do it. Without further thought, I open my door and roll my bike into the hallway. This will help move us out of my apartment quicker, and the lingering memories of his lips on mine won’t keep surfacing like they did the entire night.

The rational side of me knows that I have no reason to be nervous. It’s only a bike ride . . . with Jasper . . . a man I’m attracted to. And it’s only a conversation . . . about where I’ve been for the past twenty years . . . and what I know about that night. Which will inevitably lead to why I’m here. Okay, so maybe I have a valid reason to be nervous.

I try to refocus.

We’ll be outdoors in the heat.

Snacks. I need to pack snacks.

Carrots sticks and orange wedges.

Simple.

Easy.

Yet my fingers fumble with the knife when I pull it from the holder and I cut myself. The bright red blood wells up. I suck my finger and reach in the cabinet above the sink for a Band-Aid. The whisky bottle front and center makes me think of Jasper and I smile.

Finally, I’m back to the task at hand. Once I’ve put the food in chilled bowls, I slip them into my cinch sack and toss in a couple of small water bottles.

Sunscreen. I can’t forget my sunscreen.

Searching the bathroom cabinet, I sigh at the disarray I still haven’t tidied up from when the maintenance man spilled its contents. Tomorrow, I’m marching down to the supervisor’s office and reporting him.

No sunscreen anywhere.

Giving up, I brush my teeth for the tenth time this morning and refuse to look in the mirror. The humidity has my hair doing all sorts of craziness, and all I can do is pull it back or suffer its wrath in the heat.

Feeling frenzied and nervous, I start pacing the small hallway again. Having had enough, I make my way to my bedroom and collapse on my neatly made bed. The complex mess of emotions cascading through me are ones that I know I shouldn’t be allowing myself to feel. For one thing, it’s not like I’m Jasper’s type. I’ve seen the women he’s attracted to. Full, large breasts, endless curves, and very put together. The total and complete opposite of me. Not that I’m insecure or self-doubting, because I’m not, but I am a realist.

Secondly, that kiss happened in the moment and very well could have been a fleeting attraction on both our parts. We were both feeling vulnerable because of Eve’s death.

And thirdly, and most important, I’m here for a reason, and that reason does not include getting tangled up in a relationship that, given my history with men, can only end badly.

Still, no matter how much I try to forget last night, I can’t. The feeling of his hands on my skin—gentle yet rough—is something I want to experience again. The scent of him—cologne and male—is one I can’t wait to smell again. Full lips on mine—soft and inviting—are ones I want, craving more than just a kiss.

One man shouldn’t make any woman feel this way.

How can I explain exactly how he makes me feel?

I can’t.

I’m out of sorts.

Unbalanced.

Lustful.

Wanton.

There’s too much chaos going on in my mind.

I need to relax.

Calm down before he gets here.

Like I said, we are both feeling vulnerable and raw right now, so it’s expected that our emotions would be heightened.

I’m just going to close my eyes for a few minutes.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

ROAD RAGE

Jasper

CONTROL IS AN absolute necessity when driving fast on the road, and there is no other car that applies force to the pavement as directly as the Storm. Whether turning the wheel, accelerating the gas, or stepping on the brake, I am always in direct contact with the road, and therefore I always have control.

Too bad I can’t say the same for my life, which right now seems to be spinning out of control.

A woman has been found murdered on the very site where I am so close to building the factory that will deliver the Storm to the world.

It’s not like I don’t realize how serious it is. I found her body, for fuck’s sake. I can’t get the image out of my head. But it’s not like I was involved with her or had any connection other than the one day, and yes, the one hookup long ago that I barely remember.

What’s really worrying me is the effect this will have on acquiring that land. How long will it delay everything? Will people put the tragedy of the explosion and this together and halt the sale?

Then there’s Charlotte, and the way the guys looked at me at breakfast. I have a whole fuck load of shit on my plate and no idea what is the best way to deal with it or where to start.

Driving through the streets of the old Cass Corridor, I manage to suppress the bad memories of my childhood from surfacing. Sure, the area’s history is a sad cocktail of drugs, prostitution, and crippling poverty. And even though this section of midtown is a shadow of its former self, I can still see the neglect in the thoughtless demolition. However, as I come to a stop in front of Charlotte’s building, I can also spot change and hope for the future.

Then again, her building isn’t the grimy brick front with a dark lobby lit only by streaks of light through cracked windowpanes that I grew up in. Her stairs aren’t rotting, her hallway isn’t a putrid shade of green, the carpet isn’t worn, nor does it smell like piss, and there isn’t the yelling going on that makes me want to cover my ears.

This isn’t the same place where I grew up.

Slowly, I look around as I open the broken lobby door. She’s right—her building isn’t that bad, and aside from the loud bar next door, her neighborhood isn’t that bad either. I’ve done work down here but never saw it as other than the way it had been.

As I take the stairs and look out the windows in the stairwell, I think I might have been a bit harder on her than I needed to be about choosing this area to live in.

Walking down the hallway of her floor, I can’t suppress the smile on my face when I see that her bike is just outside the door. This means she’s planning on coming with me. After my confession last night, I wasn’t exactly sure she would.

I appraise her bike. The style of it tells me she likes a little adventure. It’s a hybrid like mine—made to go from pavement to terrain without a problem.

Not quite ready for this, I give myself the pep talk. This is not a date.

Not.

A.

Date.

Answers.

You’re looking for answers.

That’s all.

You don’t need to be thinking of her in any other way than as someone you used to know. You look only at her face. You definitely don’t watch the way she moves. You don’t need to feel guilty because you fucked her co-worker a long time ago or because you let that same girl blow you the other night. You don’t even remember much about either time anyway. And for fuck’s sake, you don’t need to be thinking about how good this girl would feel wrapped around you.

With that out of the way, I’m feeling clear-headed and focused. Before that changes, I hurry up and knock.

No one answers. I knock again.

Maybe she changed her mind and she isn’t going to come with me after all.

Feeling impatient, I knock one more time.

“Just a minute,” I hear from inside.

The sound of her voice makes me feel desperate to see her. That’s not a good thing. I should leave. I really should. I seriously consider it for about a hot minute. Nothing but bad can come out of this. But my feet seem cemented in place and when I hear the click-clack of a lock and it begins to turn, it’s too late.

Slowly the door opens and she comes into view. As soon as she does, the wind is knocked right out of my lungs. She looks a little disheveled but all the more beautiful because of it. Feeling like I’ve been zapped, I’m overwhelmed by the energy between us and it holds me in place. Everything about her is like it used to be—just the sexier, hotter, grown-up version. Her hair is pulled back, but even so, it still looks wild and untamed. She always said her hair was a bother and she just wanted it out of the way. Because I used to really like her hair, it always made me laugh.

I still like her hair, and the fact that she pulled it back because it might be a bother makes me want to laugh now. That, along with the toothpaste on her lip, is just too much. I try to hold back my laughter but fail miserably.

“What?” she asks with mild curiosity.

“Nothing,” I say with a shake of my head. “It’s just I wasn’t sure you’d come with me today.”

She looks at me as if considering her words, and I use this time to study her further. She’s not wearing any makeup and everything about her face screams how gorgeous she is. For no reason at all, my chest tightens.

It doesn’t mean anything.

So what if it took less than 1.4 seconds for that hurricane within me to start batting around. But then that fucking myriad of conflicting emotions starts to mess with my mind and just like that, it’s as if my pep talk never took place. Still, I can handle this. Find out what she knows. And drop her off. Say goodbye—forever. It can’t be that hard.

Stupidly, though, I allow my gaze to drop.

Fuck!

Pure, undiluted desire rushes through my veins at the sight. She’s wearing a tight little white tank top, plain but somehow extremely sexy. It’s 50–50 if she’s wearing a bra. She has small but perky tits that don’t need one. Fucking sexy as hell. And don’t get me started on the even tighter black biking shorts. With very little imagination I can easily picture her naked.

Not cool.

Not cool of me at all.

I have to draw in another deep breath and force myself to remember why I’m here.

“Come in.”

My gaze darts to hers, but she doesn’t step aside.

“Wait,” she says, looking torn.

I say nothing, expecting her to tell me she’s changed her mind and that she wants me to leave.

“I just want to say I’m sorry about last night. I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did. How you choose to live your life isn’t any of my business.”

Shame isn’t a word I’ve thought about in years, and yet it resurfaces now. This time I say nothing, because there is nothing I can say.

“So if it’s okay with you, let’s just both forget it.”

I can tell she’s not comfortable talking about it, and neither am I, so I give her a nod. But I find myself wondering what we are going to forget—what I told her and her reaction, or the fact that I kissed her. I want to ask her. I don’t, because even if she can forget that kiss—I can’t.

She takes a step back. “I just have to put my sneakers on,” she says in that sweet voice that makes my blood hum.

I should wait in the hall, but I don’t want to start this “meeting,” for lack of a better word, looking like an ass.

And so, I step inside and try really hard to avoid looking anywhere but in her eyes. “There’s no rush.”

“Really, I’m ready, Jasper,” she insists.

My name slips out of her mouth casually, almost like an afterthought. Still, it makes me feel connected to her by more than just the past we share. And it makes me want to hear her say it again, in a completely different setting, maybe with no clothes on.

Yeah, so I am an asshole, but we already know that.

Before she gets too far away from me, I step close and outstretch my hand. “You have some toothpaste . . . here.” My thumb traces the corner of her mouth, which opens at my touch.

Fuck, her lips are softer than I remember.

The tip of her pink tongue hovers just outside them and makes me want to slide my thumb into her mouth’s heat. “Thank you,” she says, jerking back and licking around her mouth one last time. She’s nervous.

I hope it’s not because I practically forced her to come with me today.

“Where are we going, anyway?” she asks and then drops to the floor next to where her sneakers are.

What is it with my fascination with the way she moves? The way her legs bend, how her arms reach all the way to her toes, even the way she fucking ties her laces.

Pale blue eyes glance up at me, waiting for a response.

Quickly, I blink out of it. I was just planning on showing her the dangers of the area she lives in, but now I don’t feel like that’s the right choice. “There are a ton of options. Where do you usually ride?” I ask.

Sneakers on, she stands up, ready to go.

I have to bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from groaning.

Talk about a plan backfiring.

I’m so screwed today.

“Nowhere. I haven’t gotten on my bike since I moved to Detroit. On Mackinac Island, though, I rode everywhere. The island was only eight miles in circumference and when I wanted something more challenging, I ventured onto the hiking trails in the park or biked up to the bluffs. So I’m up for anything.”

Up for anything?

Pushing my dirty thoughts aside, I know what she means and it has nothing to do with sex. With that said, the location for today’s ride is a simple choice. “Belle Isle, then.”

She nods, and there’s a slight smile on those lips I tasted last night. “It’s actually on my list.”

“List?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says, lowering her gaze. There’s a glimmer of shyness and apprehension there that I find both endearing and scary as hell. “I don’t remember much about living in Detroit,” she says, “but a few of the memories are really vivid. So I made a list of places I want to revisit, and Belle Isle is one of them.”

The lump in my throat is hard to swallow. I know what she’s about to say and I’m not certain I want to hear it, but it’s not like I’m still eight and can cover my ears.

She grabs a small bag, her sunglasses, and keys from the counter. “I’m ready,” is all she says.

Not what I expected, and I’m not sure whether I’m happy or sad that she didn’t want to talk about the time my father brought us both to the Raceway at Belle Isle Park and we sat in the stands on the fifth turn to watch the Championship Auto Racing Teams compete.

CART racing was permitted on Belle Isle years ago when a temporary street race circuit was engineered on the 982-acre park with some thirteen turns. Cars would complete seventy laps at speeds over 180 miles per hour. Sadly, the year we went was one of the last full seasons of competition allowed. With the fall of Detroit also came the fall of the Raceway at Belle Isle Park. However, last year, in an effort to raise money, Alex Harper leased Belle Isle to the state of Michigan, and they reinstated CART racing this past June on a temporary basis. The season was short, the races few, but I believe the income was sufficient to warrant another run at it next year.

Considering I haven’t moved from my position just inside the doorway, I avert my gaze and try to erase the memory. “Let’s go, then,” I tell her as I open the door and hold it for her.

The sweet smell of honeysuckle wafts by me as she passes, and I find myself wanting to get closer to inhale her scent. When she turns and I haven’t cleared the way, our bodies lightly touch, and there’s a zing between us. We stand that way, neither of us moving, both breathing heavily. I want to kiss her. I shouldn’t be thinking this. I’m going to kiss her. But then the sound of a door closing down the hallway knocks some sense into me. “I’ll grab your bike,” I tell her.

“Thank you,” she says quickly, turning to lock her door.

Together we walk down the hall, and I press the button for the elevator.

“I hope it’s working today,” she says.

It opens and we take it. The ride in the elevator and the walk down the street are spent talking about cycling. Speeds. Terrain. Gears. The strangest thing is that even in the midst of all the chaos in my life, being with her makes it all so much easier to handle.

Charlotte watches patiently as I secure her bike behind mine on the bike rack. When I’m done, she starts to walk toward the passenger door and I take hold of her wrist. “Charlotte, we were friends a long time ago, and I don’t know what we are anymore, but I want you to know if you’re not comfortable coming out with me today, I don’t want to make you. We can sit right here on the curb and say what needs to be said.”

Eyes the color of the sky overhead stare back at me. “Jasper, if I didn’t want to go with you today, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

Looks like that shy little girl isn’t going to do everything I tell her to do anymore, and I hate that it turns me on even more. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad. All I know is that I’m fucked. “Okay then, let’s do this.”

Both of us in the car, I’m on the road and trying not to think about the fact that today might be the last time I see her. Even if she gets her job back at The Detroit Scene, everything about the factory is up in the air right now and there is no way spending that kind of money on advertising makes any sense. Luckily, the contract hadn’t been signed, and Will was able to get out of it. With the police having put the land auction on hold pending Eve’s death investigation, it leaves the guys and me having to scramble to consider putting together a Plan B.

I’m against it.

For now I’m going to focus on the present only. Yesterday is still haunting me and the future is in too much turmoil. Tomorrow, both yesterday and the future will manifest themselves into my life all on their own.

A series of concrete cantilevered arches connects Detroit to Belle Isle. The MacArthur Bridge is just over a half mile long. Even with its five lanes and wide width, it still has an annoying speed limit of fifty miles per hour. Not slow, but definitely not fast, either. It irks me, because something about driving over a bridge makes me want to drive fast and at fifty I’m not even close.

Sign after sign alerts us as to what we can find ahead. Sketched by the same architect who designed New York City’s Central Park, Belle Isle is the biggest municipal park in the country. Various entities call Belle Isle home, including the Dossin Great Lakes Museum, the Detroit Boat Club Crew, the Detroit Yacht Club, a municipal golf course, an aquarium, and a Coast Guard post. The island also includes a half-mile swimming beach, the only one in the city, and a nature center.

The bike route is a six-mile stretch that almost borders the outer edge of the racetrack. Out of habit, I head west and park where I always park. I’ve begun this ride in almost every possible spot, but wind direction and speed always seem more favorable starting here. Sunset Drive will start us out going west but quickly changes direction to the south, and we’ll ride the majority of the route heading east and looking out over the river to Canada.

As soon as I remove her bike, Charlotte quickly puts on her helmet. Just as I’m setting my wheels on the ground, she hops on her bike. I’m just locking up the bike rack when she looks over at me. “Where’s your gear, anyway?”

I shrug. “You know, I thought about wearing it but decided against it.”

Feet on the pedals, she starts riding and takes off.

Oh no, she didn’t just do that!

At ten feet away, she yells over her shoulder, “After I beat you to the first turn, I bet the next time we ride you’ll be more prepared.”

Next time?

“Hey, this isn’t a race,” I call out. Laughing, I hurry up and kick my bike into gear, my competitive mode taking over. I can’t let a girl beat me. My legs start pumping faster and faster. At first she’s moving at only about six minutes per mile and I’m easily gaining on her, but then the closer I get, the more I slow down.

Curiosity kicks in.

She’s bent over her handlebars and with the small cinch sack she brought along on her back, her shirt has lifted, exposing her bare skin. Right in the center of her back, tattooed above her tailbone, is a bouquet of bright blue flowers.

I move a little faster.

Get a little closer.

Squint so I can see it better.

Each flower can’t be any bigger than a half inch, and each has five regular-shaped petals that surround a yellow center. I can’t tell exactly how many make up the bouquet as some overlap, but I can tell that they are all attached to a single stem that disappears into the waistband of her shorts.

Kicking it into gear herself, Charlotte rounds the turn and heads south. Arms in the air, she declares victory.

I just shake my head. “You cheated.”

She laughs. “I did no such thing.”

“Right,” I yell out to her, “keep believing that!”

She’s shaking her head and starts pumping her legs faster. I’m right behind her. She takes the next turn with ease and heads east. I keep my pace. The wind is lighter in this direction and she’s moving faster even though we’re going uphill. My cadence starts to slow and I shift gears. Pumping faster, soon enough I catch up. With the sun shining down on us, we ride the stretch overlooking Canada next to each other.

I look over at her and catch her glancing at me. She quickly puts her eyes back on the road ahead, but the pink staining her cheeks and that smirk tipping her lips are the telltale signs she knows she’s been caught.

We play this game a few more times. Me just wanting to watch the way she moves; her, I’m not certain.

Just as we pass the Coast Guard Station, I make my muscles burn and pump as hard and as fast as I can until I finally take the lead.

“Hey!” she yells.

I toss her a rueful grin but refrain from saying, “Eat my dust.”

Like I said, I’m competitive.

As soon as we turn to head north, I shout over my shoulder, “This way,” and veer to the right. The trail takes us off the main bike route and onto a forest-like area with slightly rougher terrain. Dirt. Rocks. Grass. Nothing terribly difficult to navigate, but there is a steep incline making it not an easy ride.

The marble lighthouse at the top has a newly erected gate surrounding it, preventing anyone from getting too close. Not necessarily a bad thing. It keeps people from bothering to come all the way to this part of the isle. Personally, I love it up here on the bluff. It’s quiet, but the flowing waters from Lake St. Clair into the Detroit River keep it from turning into deafening silence. And the view isn’t that bad either.

The trail starts to become thicker and harder to ride the closer we get to the top. Bushes are overgrown and the brush hasn’t been cleared. Tree branches snag my shirt and acorns snap under my tires. Worried about Charlotte, I look back. She’s following me without concern.

Following me just like that eight-year-old girl did twenty years ago.

Trusting.

Adventurous.

And without question.

Following anywhere I would lead her.


CHAPTER TWELVE

DIRTY LAUNDRY

Charlotte

THE LANDSCAPE CLEARS and the ground levels. Soon everything falls away and there’s nothing left but the earth and the sky.

No hands on the handlebars, arms out to my sides, and the wind guiding my way, I feel exhilarated as we round the lighthouse. Free and easy. Too bad this is about to change.

Very soon.

A flutter of nerves wakes in my belly when Jasper comes to a stop near the river.

The time has come for me to talk.

I’m not that far behind him, but far enough that he’s already climbed off his bike and is standing beside it watching me with his arms crossed, with a wide grin on his face and a slight shake of his head.

“Bet you can’t do this?” I quip.

He raises a brow. “Watch what you bet—the stakes are a lot higher now. Eating worms is no longer the consequence of losing.”

Brakes screeching, I come to a stop and put both feet on the ground. “I can’t believe you ever made me do that.”

He shrugs. “That’s what happens when girls play with boys.”

Memories flicker through my mind, fond and dear, worms and all, but I push them aside and look over toward the cliff. “Wow, this is really beautiful. Just being away from it for two months, I almost forgot how much I love the smell of the air so close to the water.”

The few feet separating us rapidly disappear when he starts to move toward me. With each step he takes, my heart starts beating faster and faster. Then his hands are on my bike and his face is so close. “It’s one of my favorite places in Detroit.”

Quickly letting go of the handlebars, I step off of the bike and remove my bag from my back. “I can see why. The view is amazing, so much like the bluffs on Mackinac Island.”

Taking control of my bike, he rolls it next to his and puts my kickstand down. “I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard the sand dunes are something to see.”

Rifling through my bag, I remove two water bottles. “They are. A few years ago I climbed the Sleeping Bear Dunes and it’s something I’ll never forget.”

“You’re shitting me! You climbed the dunes?” he asks with surprise.

With a nod, I slide my gaze his way to tell him all about it, but I’m slapped into silence by what I see.

Jasper has lifted the hem of his shirt to wipe his face, revealing a part of him I couldn’t have ever imagined with an ounce of accuracy. His stomach is taut; his hip bones jut out in the sexiest way, with only the faintest glimpse of a fine line of hair that trails from his navel into the waistband of his low-slung shorts. And his belly button is perfection. I can’t stop staring.

How can a dip and hollow of flesh be so perfect?

I want to reach in my bag and remove my camera. Take his picture. But I don’t. I want to touch him. But I don’t. And then the moment is gone, his shirt is back in its right place, and he’s striding toward me.

Caught.

I’m so caught.

I was gawking.

And he caught me.

I just know it.

I can tell.

His grin is wide.

My cheeks start flaming.

“One of those for me?” he asks.

Stupidly, I nod, unable to speak.

Standing right in front of me now, he takes the water from my hand and our fingers touch. “Thank you,” he says, then adds, “Are you a little hot? Your face is red.”

I look at him with my mouth open.

He stares back, brows raised, but says nothing more.

Thank God.

A moment passes and all we do is stare at each other.

I break the moment by sipping my water.

He does the same and tips his bottle in my direction. “So you climbed the dunes? That’s incredible. I know some guys who did the route a few years back. They said they hiked the entire trail along Dune Highway and it was one of the hardest things they’d ever done.”

Feeling more like myself, I get my head back in the conversation. “I have to agree. And to be honest, by the end I was rolling down most of the dunes. I not only got sunburned, but windburned and sand burned, too. Still, it was so worth it. The entire area is unlike anything you’ve ever seen. Dunes so high you can’t look over them to see how many there are. Wildflowers grow everywhere along the trail. The air is so clean. And the sand is the purest you’ve ever walked on.”

Jasper points off in the distance to a group of trees. “Come on, let’s go sit down. I think you’ve gotten enough sun today.”

My heart swells.

Does he remember how sensitive my skin is? Suddenly, I’m paralyzed. My steps falter. I don’t want whatever this is between us to end, and it takes every ounce of courage I have not to run back to my bike and ask to talk another day.

But then his gaze swings to mine. “You okay?”

I nod. “Yes, I’m fine. Just tripped over my own feet.”

He doesn’t laugh and his gaze doesn’t shift. I can tell he’s searching for something. I want to think it’s hope, but I think more than likely it’s the truth.

And I know the time has come for me to tell him about my life. About what I know. And about why I’m here.

Birds chatter in the distance and just like that, he smiles. With that one smile I know we’re not that different than we were when we were eight. A time when being outdoors was what made us both happy. When the first sound of birds chirping in the early spring meant summer wasn’t that far away. When running around in the grass was all we dreamed about.

Under the sun we walk, side by side. Just as we reach the cover of the trees, I grab his arm.

That energy surges and draws me closer to him.

Eyes the color of warm chocolate with glimmering gold in them stare back at me.

“Promise me that no matter what we talk about today you won’t hate me when we’re done.”

There are a thousand possible responses to my request, but only one slips from his tongue, and it’s the only one that matters. “Once, I thought I hated you, but had I really thought about it I’d have known—I could never hate you.”

Relief washes through me and then just like that, I let go of his arm and keep walking, resigned to my fate.

When I look over, he’s not by my side. I don’t think he’s moved. I keep going. I hear him now, and I look back again. A quick jog and he’s caught up to me. “Let’s sit here.”

We’re under the last of the full-leaved trees just before the bluff surges down. And together we sit under the tree on the soft grass. Close, but not too close. I bring my legs up to my body and wrap my arms around them. A quick glance his way already has my pulse racing. I look up and then down. The branches of the tree overhead chop the sky into blue diamonds and shadows dance across his skin, etching different patterns onto it as the wind blows to and fro. For just a moment, I allow myself to breathe in lungfuls of his clean scent as the summer breeze passes. And then finally, I turn to face him.

His fingers are gliding through the blades of grass and then he picks one, sticking it in his mouth like he used to do when we were kids. Around it, he asks, “What happened, Charlotte? Where did you go?”

I shiver at the question and close my eyes, the memories rushing back, but then I quickly reopen them and look right at him. “Before I get into the past, there’s something I want you to know about the grown-up me. Something I need to tell you.”

Looking uncertain, he keeps it simple. “Okay.”

I smirk unhappily. “This sounds much worse than it really is. I should have explained it better last night, but I promise you I’m not crazy, or insane, or some psychopath.”

Both his brows rise with concern.

I hold my hand out. “Let me finish.”

He nods in agreement and says nothing.

“Right after I graduated college I started working at the small newspaper on Mackinac Island. The Town Crier was big on gathering news from all social media outlets and my job was to comb Facebook and Twitter for anything significant. One day I came across a tweet that you were mentioned in and I thought about reaching out to you, but I didn’t know how you’d respond.”

He frowns.

A gentle breeze causes loose strands of my hair to dance around my face. I try to grab them and re-tuck them into my messy ponytail. During my ill attempt, he reaches over and captures the flyaway pieces and then successfully tucks them behind my ear. The sparks between us are scorching and he quickly pulls his hand away.

With the job of my bothersome hair finished, I carry on, making certain that my voice remains strong. “Anyway, obviously I never contacted you, but I did start to follow you and your rise through the auto industry.”

He leans back and places his palms on the grass, stretching his legs at the same time. “Follow . . . ?”

I laugh nervously. “I didn’t stalk you or anything like that, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

The smirk he throws me is breathtaking. “Phew, I was beginning to wonder if there weren’t two of you working at The Detroit Scene looking to uncover my deepest, darkest secrets.”

An overwhelming amount of emotion surges within me over Eve’s death. Someone killed her and buried her body knowing she’d be found. Why? Was it because of something she was investigating? But I knew most of her stories, and there wasn’t anything big. Was it an act committed to harm Jasper? Then again, she did take risks in her personal life sexually, so maybe it had something to do with that. Something she did after she left the party might have gotten her into trouble. Something to do with Cole, maybe? He said he saw her. My mind is full of possibilities.

Sitting up straighter, he turns my chin his way. “I shouldn’t have said that about Eve. I’m sorry.”

I shake it off. “No, don’t be. From what you know, it’s the truth.”

His hand stays on my skin, and I have this urge for him to take my face in both of his hands and just look into my eyes and know what I’m struggling with telling him.

If only it could work that way.

Without falter I pull out of his hold. “So what I’m trying to say is that even though you know nothing about me, I feel like I know you.”

There is no positive response to that declaration that any sane person could make, but his attempt is admirable. “Charlotte, I’m not sure what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything. I just wanted you to know. That’s all.”

Truth is often hard to tell and harder for someone else to accept. This I know.

Then he surprises me when he nudges my shoulder. “Thank you for telling me. And at the risk of sounding like an arrogant bastard, I’m flattered you found me interesting enough to follow.”

Laughter escapes my mouth and a slow heat creeps up my neck that lands right on my cheeks. Averting my gaze, I reach for my bag and take a bowl from it. Removing the lid, I ask, “Orange?”

Taking one, he laughs and points at my bag. “Do you have an entire picnic in there?”

I shake my head but then take out another small bowl. “No, this is all.” I point to the carrot sticks. “Want some?”

Finishing the orange wedge, he sets the peel next to him on the grass and then takes a carrot stick.

Finished stalling, I set the bowls between both of our now outstretched legs and start to tell him about me. “Life changed forever that day for me too, Jasper. My parents might not have died in the explosion, but I still lost them both after it.”

He sucks in a breath and holds it, waiting for me to tell him what happened.

“Do you remember that day at school?” I start.

Tentatively, he nods. “Yeah, your father picked you up early.”

Placing my hands behind me, I look up toward the sky and begin to relive my own nightmare of that day. “Yes, that’s right. He picked me up because my mother couldn’t. Because she and his best friend had taken what little money there was and run off together, with his daughter, Tory, and they left me behind.”

“Charlotte—” There’s compassion in his tone that I don’t deserve.

My head snaps toward him and I cut him off. “Please, let me finish.”

He nods.

“I didn’t know that at the time, of course. In fact, I didn’t know it for a very long time. After my father picked me up that day he had a bunch of stops to make. I stayed in the car while he went into the bank, the post office, and the phone company. I had no idea what he was doing. The last stop he made was at the playground at the end of the street. Remember it?” I ask him.

His fond smile lights up my sad heart. “I do. It was one of my favorite places to go even after you disappeared.”

I blink my tears back. “My father sat on the swing next to me and I could tell he was sad. He told me that my mother needed some time away and that I had to go and stay with my aunt for a while until he could figure things out. I begged him to let me stay with him, but he said it wasn’t possible because he had no one to take care of me. I wanted to tell him you had already been taking care of me, but somehow I knew finding out my mother hadn’t been home at night would only make him sadder. Anyway, we were supposed to leave the next morning and he promised me I could say goodbye to you before school.” I stop and dare to look over at him.

The pain I see in his eyes almost kills me. “I saw your lights on in the middle of the night when my mother got the call,” he tells me.

I nod my head. “At the time all I knew was my father was waking me up in the middle of the night, telling me we had to leave. I wanted to say goodbye to you but he wouldn’t let me. When I tried to run, he scooped me up and carried me to the car, which was already packed with my things. That night he drove us to Mackinac Island, where his sister and her husband owned a bed-and-breakfast. He left me there like he said he was going to.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“We were eight, Jasper. I didn’t even know your phone number. And besides, every day I thought would be the day I’d be going home.”

He nods.

“About a month later my father returned. He was even sadder. I remember thinking even then that he seemed broken. I overheard things he told my aunt, but I had no idea what he meant when he told her he had become the black sheep of Detroit. After his initial return he went back to Detroit more than a few times, but only for a day or two at a time. Each time he came back even sadder than when he had left. Again I overheard him tell my aunt things like everyone hated him and blamed him, but I had no idea what he was talking about. One day I asked him about it and he started to cry. I never asked him again. After about the fourth trip he’d taken back to Detroit, I asked him why he didn’t have to work that much anymore. He didn’t tell me about the explosion, just told me there was no work left to go back to. Still, I didn’t give up hope. I thought every day would be the day he would have to go to work, or the day my mother would be done with her break, and then we would go home. Sadly, years passed, and then one day I just lost hope of ever returning.”

Jasper stands and starts to pace. I can tell he’s restless, maybe even agitated.

Feeling restless too, I stand. “Let’s walk,” I offer.

We walk along the bluff’s edge in silence for a few minutes, and then the heat of Jasper’s skin meets the warmth of mine when he reaches for my hand and holds onto it. “Finish telling me your story, Charlotte.”

Without a word about the kind gesture, I go on. “Although my father lived with us, he was never really present. My uncle was much older than my aunt and chartering the boats at the bed-and-breakfast was hard on him, so my father eagerly took that chore on. My uncle died when I was ten, and that was when the bed-and-breakfast really started failing. I was eleven when I came home from school one day and heard my aunt and my father arguing. I assumed it was about the bed-and-breakfast. They argued about it all the time. My father thought she should sell it before the bank repossessed it, but she refused. It was all she had left of my uncle and it meant everything to her. But that wasn’t what they were arguing about.” I pause, letting the memory of that horrible day eat away at me.

His hold on my hand tightens. “What were they arguing about?”

“My mother,” I blurt out. “I hadn’t thought of her in so long and they were arguing about some letter she’d sent. I burst into the room demanding to see the letter. I just knew it had to be for me. That’s when I found out where she’d gone and who she’d run off with. The letter was a single line, a request for my father to sign divorce papers that were included. No mention of me at all. No mention of where she was. Or any request to see me. Just a return address to some attorney in Canada.”

“You never saw her again?” Jasper asks.

Pain slices through me. “No. Never. Not to this day.”

“And your father?” he asks hesitantly.

A shiver runs through me and sadness fills me. “Shortly after that on a rainy, stormy day, my father took a charter boat out on Lake Huron alone. The water was choppy, the sky gray, the winds high. He should never have gone out on the water. He never returned. About a week later his boat was found shipwrecked on the Upper Peninsula, but there was no sign of him. The Coast Guard ruled his death an accidental drowning. Maybe that was his plan. To this day, I still don’t know. If he committed suicide, he didn’t leave a note. Nevertheless, I think he did it on purpose. He had a decent life insurance policy and it was left to my aunt. She put enough of it away in a college trust for me and used the rest to stop the foreclosure proceedings that were already in motion on the bed-and-breakfast.”

“What was it called?”

I blink over at him.

“The bed-and-breakfast?” he asks softly.

“The Butterfly House,” I say with a fond smile.

“So you lived with your aunt then?”

“I did.”

We walk, hands connected but eyes not seeking each other out. There’s too much pain in them. “Were you happy?”

I suck in a breath and know it’s time to finish my story. “I was . . . taken care of. My aunt did the best she could for me, but she was busy. And there weren’t many kids in the neighborhood. That left me alone most of the time and I was always seeking out company from strangers. They’d come for a week and talk to me and then they’d go, and I’d never hear from them again. I grew a little more cautious then. Once I graduated college, I went back to Mackinac for the summer but never planned to stay. I wanted to move to New York City and work for the New Yorker or some other big publication.”

We’re still walking, and his hand is still holding mine. “But you never did,” Jasper says, already knowing this from the research Will did on me, I’m sure.

I find comfort in his touch that I probably shouldn’t. “No. That’s when my aunt got sick and needed my help. Like I said, she loved the bed-and-breakfast and there was no way I was going to let her die anywhere but there. I worked night and day to keep that place going, and whenever I thought I couldn’t do it anymore, I thought about how she was the only person in my life who never forgot me. Never left me.”

Jasper stops and tugs me to him. His body molds to mine and he holds me tightly, whispering softly against my hair, “I never forgot you.”

Tears stream down my face and I have to choke back my sobs. With a deep breath, I push against his chest. “But that’s not the end of my story, Jasper.”

Kindness and compassion look down at me and I hate that I’m going to catapult him into the darkness of memories I’m certain he’d rather forget. “Go on, Charlotte. Tell me the rest.”

I turn around and start walking back toward our bikes.

Within moments he’s beside me.

I don’t look over at him. I hate that this is going to hurt him, but I have to tell him. “Right before my aunt died she told me something I can’t forget. Something that changed my view of my father. I had already known by then of course about the explosion at the plant and how inadequate safety procedures were cited as the cause. What I didn’t know was that my father believed that statement to be completely false.”

Jasper scowls. “What are you talking about?”

“My aunt told me my father believed the explosion wasn’t an accident. He’d told a few people at the DA’s office that were working on the case, but they assured him it was. Although he didn’t believe them, his heart was just too broken to try to prove it alone. She gave me a key to a storage unit with everything he had taken from the office that first month he returned to Detroit. The office had been damaged, but it had not burned to the ground like the plant. She made certain to warn me that she had no idea if there was truth in his belief, but she didn’t want to die and take that information with her.”

Jasper stops and faces me. “What the fuck are you saying? Someone intentionally killed my father and all those people that night and your father knew this? That someone got away with murder and no one ever knew it? Did he ever tell anyone he thought this besides your aunt?”

“Yes, I told you—he went to the DA and they dismissed him.”

“Then he never said another word about it?”

I nod.

His facial features tighten and I can see his confusion building. “You have to be shitting me.”

Tears stream down my face and I wipe them away. “I don’t know anything other than for some reason he thought the explosion wasn’t an accident.”

Jasper looks at me. “Why wouldn’t he have told anyone?”

“I told you—he was a broken man.”

Jasper scowls.

“What if my father was right?”

His brows furrow. “Fuck this,” Jasper says and storms off.

I chase after him, talking loud enough for him to hear me. “For years I lived with a man who hardly spoke to me. A man who spent all his time out in a small shed working on boats. I craved his attention. Wanted it so badly. Hated him for not giving it to me. Only to find out that he wasn’t emotionally capable of giving anyone anything because his conscience was weighted down with a belief so big, he couldn’t shoulder it. No one would be able to. Do you have any idea how that makes me feel?”

Jasper’s steps slow.

I can feel myself crumbling and have to just get it out. “That’s why I came back to Detroit, Jasper. To find out the truth. And to set my father’s conscience free.”

Slowly, he turns his head. “You said you weren’t here to hurt me.”

My body is shaking and my knees feel weak. “I’m not. That’s the last thing I want to do. And I’m sorry if dredging up those memories hurts you, but the truth needs to be told.”

Jasper whirls to face me. “Don’t you think it’s a little too late to be digging up the truth?”

“To be honest, it might be. But I have to do this. What if Eve’s death is somehow related?”

Alarm twists his face. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing is clear. It’s just, I’ve been thinking: why would someone kill her and dump her body at an old abandoned plant?”

“Because the murderer had no idea anyone would be there,” he says with a sarcasm in his tone that alerts me he, too, wonders why.

“I don’t think so, and neither do you.”

His breath hisses out with so much anger it makes me cringe. “Listen to me: I’m not looking to rewrite the past. Nothing you find out can change anything. It’s a little too late for that. And I’m damned sure not looking to play detective. Let the real ones do their job.”

“Right! Like they did twenty years ago?”

He shakes his head. “You’re talking about my entire life. Don’t you even see that?”

“I do, but I need to do this—for my father.”

Disgust clear in his expression, he says, “I’ll see you back at the car. Once I take you home, I never want to see you again.”

“Don’t bother. I’ll find my own way home,” I tell him, feeling angry that he won’t at least explore the possibility that the explosion was intentional, but at the same time having expected this type of reaction.

With his fists balling at his sides, more words of anger pour out from his mouth. “Charlotte, don’t make this any more difficult than it already is.”

“I’m not. I’m making it easier for you. Just go.”

“Charlotte!” he yells. “Come with me. Now.”

I shake my head. “No, I won’t.”

“Charlotte!”

Unable to keep hearing the hatred in his voice, I stop and say, “I’m not going any where with you.”

He stares at me.

I stare back and can see the hatred in his eyes.

“Do whatever the hell you want.”

My voice lowers. “You promised me, Jasper. You promised.”

With a shake of his head, he storms away. Without even turning back, he hops on his bike and takes off.

When he’s out of sight, I make my way over to the bluff and let my feet dangle off the side.

Truth and lies.

Past, present, and future.

I’d laid it all out under the sun and the sky, and it turned out just the way I knew it would.

There never was any other way, though.

That . . . I’d known all along.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

IDLING

Jasper

THE SPEEDOMETER READS 40, 50, 60.

MacArthur Bridge is just around the bend.

This is too much to think about and my mind is a fucking mess. I biked back to my car like a madman. Fumed and cursed the entire way, but I started to feel drained of my anger by the time I put my bike back on my car.

Now I’m driving toward home and I’m on the phone with Will, hoping he agrees with me. Sees things my way. He doesn’t. In fact, he sounds a little annoyed with me. “Why not be open to the possibility that it might not have been an accident?” he asks.

“Because, that means no one bothered to serve justice for over twenty years! Don’t you get it?”

“What I get is that you’re letting that raw part of you rule your brain. Push past it, Jasper, and try to think a little more clearly.”

“What? You want me to be one of the Hardy Boys and join Nancy Drew?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying, but you’re being an asshole, and you know it.”

If we were face-to-face, a comment like that would have landed him a punch. However, he’s not wrong. It’s not like I don’t know that sometimes my temper gets the better of me.

Like with what just happened.

“Listen,” he says. “I knew she must have been back here for a reason.”

“I don’t need a—”

“Let me finish,” he interrupts. “Maybe Charlotte wanting to avenge her father will sting you a bit by forcing all those memories to resurface, but I have to say I don’t think she’s doing it to harm you or cause you pain.”

Reason starts to surface. “You have a point.”

“Okay, then here’s another. Not that I don’t think she can make it back alone, but I know you and you won’t be able to live with yourself if you don’t go back and get her,” Will tells me.

Again, he’s not wrong.

“Did you hear me?” Will asks.

The speedometer reads 60, 65, 70. “Yes, I did.”

“And?”

I leave my foot where it is and ignore the posted speed limit. “You’re fucking right!” I shout, and then quickly pull my car over to the side and wait for the traffic to pass before yanking on the wheel and doing a U-turn.

“I know I am. I can’t believe you’d leave her stranded there to begin with.”

“Did you even hear what I told you?”

“Yeah, I did. And now that you’re calmer, I have to tell you I think you’re wrong. You should want to know what happened instead of ignoring the fact that what was determined might not be true.”

Blowing by the now closed Belle Isle Boat House, I feel the need to move faster. To get to Charlotte sooner, but I can’t make myself push the gas down any farther. “I’m not quite ready to admit that, but I could have listened. Now that I’ve pissed her off though, she might never talk to me.”

“All you can do is try,” Will says.

“Toss her over your shoulder if you have to,” Drew says.

“She has nothing but bad intentions,” I hear Jake mutter.

“Take me off the fucking speaker phone, Will.”

Really, right now is not the time for the peanut gallery to chime in. There’s a click, and then Will is back on the line. “Sorry about that, Jasper. Are you close?”

Finally, I’m back where I left her. “Yeah, I am.”

Slowing slightly as I pass the bottom of the hill, I look up and see her bike is still there. A whole bunch of remorse hits me at once and in a split-second decision, I decide to skip the walk or bike ride back up. Instead, I slam my foot on the gas and race around the other side of the mountain. My speedometer hits 60, 70, 71, 72, 73. I don’t give a shit how fast I have to go to get to her, and I floor it. 74, 75, 76, 77, 78. And just like that, I’ve let all the psychosomatic bullshit go that I’ve held onto for three years and surpass the 70 mark.

I’m more than halfway up to the lighthouse on a path that isn’t meant for cars, but all I care about is finding her. The dashboard needle climbs from 4,000 to 5,000 to 6,000 RPMs. I shift gears. The speedometer now reads 80, 81, 82. When I’m almost to the top of the bluff, I start to downshift and quickly begin to slow. “I see her, Will. I’ll call you later.”

“Remember to keep your cool and you got this.”

“Yeah, I know. And thanks for talking me down.”

“You know that’s what I’m here for.” He laughs before he hangs up.

Yanking the gearshift into park, I rip off my seat belt and rush out of the car.

The sound of my engine having alerted Charlotte to my arrival, she has already stood and is now walking toward the tree where her bag still lies.

“Charlotte,” I call.

The look on her face when she turns toward me wrecks me.

Anger.

Sadness.

Loneliness.

I hate that I’m the cause.

“Charlotte,” I call again.

Everything about her goes hard. Her shoulders, her jaw, even her pale blue eyes. “Go away, Jasper. There’s nothing left to say.”

Picking up my pace, I’m almost running to catch her. “It’s my turn to talk.”

She secures her bag on her back and starts down the hill toward her bike.

Without any hesitation, I follow her. “I’m sorry, Charlotte. I made you a promise and then I broke it, but I’m here to make it right.”

She wheels around. “Make what right, Jasper?”

Time to confess. “I was a selfish ass who was only thinking about myself and how digging up the past would impact me when I stormed off, refusing to listen to you, and I should have been thinking about you, and how all of this impacts your feelings.”

The look she gives me is one I can’t read, but since she starts to turn back I’m going to say it’s a fuck you look.

I grab her wrist. “You’re not going to make this easy for me, are you?”

With a pause in her step, she looks down at my hand. “There’s nothing to make easy because there’s nothing between us.”

My breath catches. “That’s a lie.”

She hesitates before looking up at me. “Nothing more between us.”

For a moment, all I can do is stare at her. I’d never been in a situation quite like this. With any other person in the world, I’d have walked away when that look of disgust was first thrown my way. Not with her, though. Not her. I can’t. “I said I’m sorry, Charlotte. Sometimes I act before I think. And with you, I seem to do that a lot.”

Her hard expression starts to soften.

I step closer. “I’m sorry.”

The tension in her body relaxes.

“I reacted out of reflex. As a way to protect myself. But I know this isn’t just about me. We’ve both been through hell, and the thought of either of us reliving that is hard to bear.”

She looks away.

With a gentleness I seem to have only for her, I pull her to face me. “And did I mention I tend to act before I think sometimes?”

A reluctant smile twitches at the corner of her mouth.

“Did I?”

“Yes, I think you might have.”

Standing next to her out here like this, I can really understand just how good and pure she is. Regardless of what Jake thinks, he’s wrong about her.

Dead wrong.

Good intentions are written all over her. They’re in the sound of her voice. The way she looks out at the vastness. The way her eyes land on mine and shyly shift away the minute I catch her gaze. Despite her height, she’s still so small, so delicate. Yet somehow beneath it all, I can tell she’s a powerhouse of strength. “Let me take you out to dinner tonight.”

She stares at me. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

Encouraged that she didn’t flat-out say no, or slap me in the face, I press on. “Nothing formal. I just want to hear more about what your aunt told you. Your father must have had a reason to think what happened was more than just an accident.”

Her head tilts sideways in contemplation.

I could pull her into my arms.

Touch her.

Put my mouth to hers and taste her kiss on my tongue.

Yet, I don’t. It doesn’t feel right. Not in the wake of anger. Instead, I allow my eyes to roam every inch of her face and what I see is a girl more afraid than she wants me to know.

Is it me she’s afraid of?

This strange connection we have?

“I promise not to kiss you again,” I tell her hoping to ease her concern. After all she did say she wanted to forget it.

Her lips curve and she steps away from me. “What if I want you to?”

Stunned, I uncharacteristically falter for words. By process of elimination, that means she wants to forget about what happened between Eve and me.

Before I can figure out what to say, she starts walking fast. “Race you to my bike.”

Competitive mode fully operational, there’s no hesitation in my response. “What do I get if I win?”

She turns backwards but keeps moving. “What do you want?”

Already moving fast, I answer. “I want a lot, but I’ll settle for being the first to shower before I take you out to dinner.”

“Deal,” she says, kicking it into an all-out sprint.

She has no idea how much I hate to lose.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

RUB A DUB

Charlotte

I LOST THE race.

Actually I let him win, but I’ll never tell him so. The truth is I wanted to see where he lives, and I wasn’t sure he wouldn’t just drop me off and then run home to shower if I’d won.

It’s more than simple curiosity.

Not that I think that what his place looks like reveals all about who Jasper Storm is. Still, it will help me get a better glimpse into his life. I have a need to make sure that he’s all right. That even though he might have had a horrific childhood because of what happened, he was still able to come out on the other side not so much the worse for wear.

Sometimes I’m not so sure I did.

With a push, he flings the door open to his loft and a flutter of nerves quakes in my belly. Then his hand is on my back and that quake turns into an eruption. “Come on in. I won’t be long.”

Walking close to him, maybe too close, I do as he suggests. “You don’t have to rush.”

Jasper shoves his hands in his pockets as if nervous about showing me his apartment.

So adorable.

The place is magnificent, but not in a way that screams money. More in a way that says “space, I have lots of space.” And it is handsomely decorated. Instantly, I know this is all him.

Rough and smooth.

Hard and soft.

Old wood floors, big beams, a high ceiling, and brick walls. It’s a living room, kitchen, and dining area, all in one large space. Industrial-size windows and modern French doors open to a small landing and offer a great view of the city. A hallway leads to what I assume is his bedroom and bathroom. Black-and-white photographs of cars are hung gallery style on the larger walls. There’s an actual loft, too, with a cute spiral staircase that makes me want to climb it. He says that’s where their temporary offices are, and the other guys come here daily. “Your apartment is really nice,” I tell him.

“Thanks. It works,” he says rather modestly, almost shyly.

He’s being so cute.

I can’t hold my smile back. “This place is about five times bigger than mine. It more than works.”

Jasper laughs. “Well, your apartment is a little on the small side.”

“You think?” I giggle.

His hand is gone and I miss the feel of it on my skin. “Do you like baseball?”

A quick glance at my watch tells me it’s after four. “I do, but I think the game already started.”

There’s a look in his eyes that I can’t decipher. “Sweet. Then I’ll definitely hurry. Maybe we’ll be able to catch the tail end at Harry’s. It’s not that far from your place.”

“Sounds great. When we get to my apartment, I’ll hurry too and I’m sure we’ll make it,” I tell him with excitement.

He turns on the television and flicks through the channels until he finds the game. For a moment his eyes lock on the screen.

Rather than watching the game, I watch him. I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself. The way he seems mesmerized by the Tiger player who is up to bat, the smile that breaks across his face when that player hits a home run within five seconds of him having turned on the game, the fist pump he makes, the sound of the yes coming from his mouth. “No fucking way!” he suddenly shouts at the television, and then turns and says, “Can you believe that?” He’s pointing to the screen.

“What happened?” I ask, obviously having missed it because my eyes were on him.

“The ref is calling foul ball. That was not a foul ball.”

The laughter that bubbles out of me is unexpected.

Narrowed eyes glance my way. “What?”

I slap my hand over my mouth. “Nothing.”

Slowly, he saunters toward me. “Charlotte, what’s so funny?”

With my pulse pounding, I shake my head. “Nothing. Really, it’s nothing.”

Close, he’s getting closer. And closer still. Then his fingers are on my sides and he’s tickling me. “Tell me.”

I’m trying to push him away but not really that hard. I like the feel of his hands on me even if it is only in jest, but when I practically start crying from laughter, I have to give in. “Okay, okay. There’s this thing you used to do when we were kids that you still do.”

He straightens, breathing hard, his gaze bold as he waits for me to finish and when I don’t, he moves even closer. “Thing? What thing?”

I swallow, meeting his gaze. The air so thick between us I can barely breathe. “Whenever you get mad both of your eyebrows lower, both of your nostrils flare, but only the right side of your mouth quirks down.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is,” I insist with a laugh.

As if in contemplation, he tilts his head and his hat falls to the ground, obviously having already been disturbed from his tickle attack on me. With the loss of his hat, his hair falls in disarray over his forehead. I want to brush it away but somehow manage to control the urge. He looks at me almost quizzically, and then he pushes it away himself.

Darn.

“I’ll have to check it out myself.” He smirks.

Without thinking, I reach out and touch him. Electricity sparks and for a moment I’m stunned by how much I want him to touch me, really touch me. Quickly expelling those thoughts, I draw a line from the corner of his mouth down. “You’ll have to look right here,” I say, a little breathy, “but what are you going to do? Make yourself mad while you’re looking in the mirror?”

As if my touch is too much for him, he takes a step back and shrugs. “I just might have to do that.”

Warmth still swirling within me like little pools of lust bubbling to the surface, I swear I can hear myself practically panting. There are parts of my body that have never tingled in my life but are almost vibrating now, and I have no idea what to do to stop it.

Another step backward. Then another still, and soon he’s standing a good distance away from me. Even so, his eyes glimmer at me with the newfound understanding we came to earlier. I think that’s what it is. Or maybe it’s something else. I can’t tell. I’m not good at this kind of thing. “I’m going to hop in the shower now before I make any more faces you find funny. Make yourself at home. There’s water in the refrigerator, beer, wine, whatever you want.”

That smile on my face feels like nothing will ever erase it. “Sure, I will.”

Left alone in the big open space, my eyes start to scour it, looking for pieces of his life. Anything that will tell me even a scrap about who he is. My surroundings seem so impersonal, but then I spot something—a picture on a table in the corner squeezed between two chairs under one of the floor-to-ceiling windows.

Trying not to be too loud because the loft is large and everything seems to be echoing, especially my heavy breathing, I walk softly over to the table. In a simple silver frame is a picture of Jasper sitting in his red and black go-cart with his father standing beside him. I never realized how much the grown-up Jasper looks like his father. That same light and dark brown hair. Those same big brown eyes. Even the same nose. Unable to contain my emotion, I can feel the tears leaking from my eyes.

Buzz. Buzz.

Startled, I jump and quickly place the frame back in its place.

Buzz. Buzz.

It’s the call button from the lobby. I’m not sure what to do. I should probably ask Jasper if he is expecting anyone before I let whomever it is up.

The hallway he disappeared down is fairly long and at the end are two doors. Both are slightly ajar. I can hear the shower running and music playing. I try to place the song. Just as I go to knock, I pause, and then grin, it’s Led Zeppelin—the same music that used to blare from his garage when he was out there with his father.

Somehow in my absentminded quandary, my fingertips have nudged the door open just enough that I can see inside the bathroom. Perfectly. In my direct line of sight is a huge glass wall and he is just beyond it.

My pulse is beating so hard I can feel it pounding at all my pulse points. I should leave. I don’t need to bother Jasper. Whoever it is buzzing to come up can just come back later. Yet, I can’t move. Or maybe it’s more like I don’t want to move.

Steam hovers in the air but there’s not nearly enough to obscure anything. And there he is, naked in the water, head bent as it sluices over him. His eyes are closed. One hand is on the wall. The other slides slowly down his belly and lands between his thighs.

Oh, God.

Now I really can’t move. I’m frozen in place. His hand is on his cock. I swallow the noise my throat tries to make, but I’m sure I don’t do a good job of it. Thank you, Jesus, he doesn’t seem to notice. No, he definitely doesn’t notice because oh, my God, now he’s stroking himself. Slowly. Deliciously. Up, then down, and a twist of his palm around the head of his cock.

I shouldn’t be watching this, and yet I can’t look away. This is private. For him only, and yet I have to wonder if it’s because of me. Is it his attraction to me that made him step back just moments ago? Made him have to relieve the desire he was feeling? Then why did he say he wouldn’t kiss me again?

When he moves his wrist faster, I have to stifle my sudden harsh breath with my hand. My eyes are glued to his body and although I should leave, I can’t. I just can’t. Jasper, doing this to himself, is the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen in my life. The only thing stopping me from reaching between my own legs is my perverted fascination with wanting to watch him come. Oh, and of course the terror of getting caught.

His mouth opens, water filling it and overflowing when he tips his face into the spray. I want so much to be in there with him, share the water, and feel that mouth on my body, but I’m not sure that’s ever going to happen. We seem to be dancing around the attraction we feel for each other. Like both of us are afraid to take that leap from an old friendship to intimacy. Afraid perhaps of where it might lead, or maybe where it won’t.

I can’t be sure.

Then again, it could be that the ghosts that accompany us are just too strong to bear.

Soon he’s fucking into his fist with a deliberation that makes me weak at the knees, and I watch. I watch the way his muscles cord in his arms, the way his cock moves within the confines of his fist, the way his face contorts into pure pleasure.

Looking at Jasper, watching him about to come, it opens up something within me. The feeling is hard to describe and I can only think of one word that is fitting—primal.

His cock disappears inside his curled fingers and this stroke seems somehow more determined. Up, down, a twist around his crown, and then another twist. This time his head dips down, and then lowers still.

I press my thighs together to ward off the ache of arousal that is flooding me. I can’t hear him, but I wish I could. I know what he’s feeling, though, because I can see his mouth open and his face contort with satisfaction. He’s close. I can tell. And then soon enough, his taut belly strains, the muscles in his legs bunch, and then it happens—his desire jets out.

Never in my life have I wanted to make myself come like I do right in this moment. No, that’s not true. Never in my life have I wished for a man to take me the way I wish for Jasper to take me right now. Still, this is all kinds of wrong. I shouldn’t have watched him. I know this. Chiding myself, I lick salt from my upper lip and slowly, cautiously take a step back.

“Is there a show going on that I wasn’t invited to?”

That voice. I know that voice. The cynicism behind the tone.

Oh, God.

No. No. No.

Before I even dare shift my gaze, I take a step and then another, and another still away from the door. My heart is beating like a drum. And although my sight is a little blurry from looking through the steam of the bathroom, I force myself not to look petrified as my head snaps in the direction of the large living space, where Jake is standing at the end of the hallway.

He has no idea what Jasper was doing in there.

No idea what I was doing.

I can’t look guilty.

Can’t.

On trembling legs, I make myself walk toward him. “Jake, I was just going to tell Jasper someone was buzzing.”

The look he gives me tells me he knows something. “Yeah, well, no one answered, so I figured he wasn’t back yet and let myself in.”

“You have a key?” I ask stupidly. Obviously I already know this since he comes to work here, but these aren’t working hours, so I never expected that he would be standing here ready to embarrass the ever-loving life out of me.

His eyes appraise me but he says nothing.

My escape is slow, but soon enough I’m standing in front of the refrigerator and opening the door. “Jasper’s just taking a quick shower before he takes me home,” I say, hoping to avert his mind from the fact that moments ago he saw me staring through the partially open bathroom door.

With slow steps he walks toward me. “See you decided to forgive him and get in the car.”

Sipping on a water bottle, I practically spill its contents down my chin. “Jasper told you what happened?”

Now Jake is standing beside me. Very much at home, he opens the refrigerator and grabs a beer bottle. There’s a snicker in his laugh as he closes the door and twists the cap. “We tell each other everything, and I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Charlotte—you’re an anomaly.”

Insulted isn’t sufficient to describe how I feel right now. “I’m a what?”

He steps toward me. “You’re an anomaly, and the thing about anomalies is no one can figure them out, and therefore no one likes them.”

Feeling a little crowded, I round the island and take a seat on one of the bar stools. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

Jake leans back against the cabinets. “I’m talking about you. Jasper never goes after a woman, and for some reason you have him jumping through hoops.”

My face scrunches. “That’s not true.”

“But it is. Don’t worry, though—I’m sure it won’t last long because there’s one more thing about him you should know: that as soon as a chick shows signs of being too needy or getting too attached, he’s gone. Like out the door, running far and running fast. The last thing he wants is for anyone to count on him for anything.”

All I can do is stare at him.

“But yet here you are in his apartment with need written all over you. I can only assume he doesn’t see it yet.” He tips his bottle in my direction. “How, I have no idea because I’d go as far as to say you’re a walking, talking billboard of need.”

I throw him the dirtiest look I can.

Ignoring me, he takes a sip of his beer then adds, “And that, Charlotte Lane, is what makes you an anomaly.”

Suppressing my anger, I try to keep calm. “Look, Jake, I don’t know what you think you know about me, but I don’t really appreciate being spoken to that way. Who I am or what I’m about isn’t really any of your concern.”

His laugh throws me off guard. “Glad to see you have spunk. You’ll need that after you make Jasper your world and then,” he snaps his fingers, “poof, when everything becomes too real for him, just like that, he loses your number.”

His words are mean. Are they meant to be? Or is he warning me? “You don’t seem to think very highly of your friend,” I say sourly.

The smirk on his face tells me how much he dislikes me. “That’s not true. Not at all. He’s like a brother to me, which means I care about him. A lot. And you being here in his life isn’t good for him. It’s dredging up all the fucked-up shit from his childhood he put behind him long ago, and from the sound of it, you only plan to dig up more of it, which I know can only hurt him.”

“That’s not my intention at all.”

“Then think long and hard before you open that door, because I’m not sure you really understand just how bad his life was after his father died in that fire.”

Damn him. I can’t even be mad, because his concern for his friend is what his vulgar behavior is all about.

Bare feet slapping against wood causes my attention to shift toward the hallway. Just coming into view is Jasper, towel slung low around his waist, a crisp white shirt in his hand, the rest of him bare—entirely bare.

My mood lifts instantly.

Sexy.

Sexy.

Sexy.

And oh, yeah—the shower.

Warmth spreads throughout my body. From where I sit, I can easily see the incredible definition of his abs. They are smooth, so smooth, and defined in a way that I could trace every indentation with my finger.

Not now, of course.

“Jake.” Jasper’s voice is stern.

Jake bobs his chin toward Jasper. “Hey, man, Will kicked us out early, so I thought I’d spend the night looking through that report the Realtor gave you with alternate locations for the plant.”

Jasper nods, before his eyes find mine. “Everything okay?”

I nod and stand.

Jake talks for me. “Everything’s peachy. We’re just getting to know each other, aren’t we, Charlotte?”

An agreement—you keep your mouth shut and I’ll keep mine shut too.

There is no choice for me, is there? Besides, I know Jake has been Jasper’s friend for years and even if I don’t know him that well, I can tell what he’s saying is what he believes to be the truth.

What I choose to do with his warning is up to me.

Jasper’s gaze burns into mine for longer than a moment.

I shiver under the intensity of his stare. “I’m fine, really,” I tell him.

He walks toward me and hands me his shirt. “Here, take this.”

Dressed still in my biking gear, I take it. Jasper watches me as I slip into it and tie the shirttails at my waist rather than button it. I can feel my breathing pick up under his hot stare.

No doubt Jake notices the chemistry, the sparks; I don’t know how anyone couldn’t. Obviously feeling uncomfortable, Jake clears his throat. “If you don’t mind, I’ll go grab that stuff and then get out of your hair.”

Jasper’s gaze flickers from mine to Jake’s for only a fleeting second. “Yeah, that’s fine. It’s in a folder in the bottom right drawer of my desk. Why’d Will kick you out before the game ended anyway?”

Jake smirks. “He had a guest coming over.”

The grin Jasper gives him tells me there’s something more to that statement. “Naughty secretary?”

Jake nods. “And he’s making her dinner.”

Jasper shakes his head. “Breaking out the frying pan already? Things might start getting serious really fast.”

Jake laughs.

I like how they get along—like brothers, just like Jake said.

Jake starts up the stairs. “I know. I think the only people he’s ever cooked for are us guys, and his mother of course.”

“Will likes to cook?” I ask Jasper.

“He does. And he’s good at it. If it weren’t for him I would have survived solely on sandwiches through my entire teen years.”

I give him a small smile, his friend’s words haunting me—you don’t understand just how bad his life was.

Once Jake has disappeared to the loft, Jasper takes a closer step toward me. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yes,” I insist.

“Okay. I’ll be right back,” he says, and then he’s gone.

I can tell he doesn’t want to leave me alone with Jake, but really, I can handle myself. I might appear weak, meek, or easily walked upon, but I have thick skin, toughened by years of always being forgotten, and I can handle Jake. He’s harmless anyway; what he needs is manners when it comes to women. I practically laugh to myself thinking maybe I could teach him a thing or two.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

Startled, I jump and gawk at the door like an idiot.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

Someone or some two are at the door.

“What the fuck?” Jasper comes rushing out with his worn jeans unbuttoned and low on his hips, his T-shirt only halfway on, and bare feet. Something about his bare feet is so sexy. They get closer and my gaze lifts and goes right to those amazing abs before landing on his face.

What is wrong with me?

Jasper gives me a quick glance. “Did you buzz someone up?” His tone is noticeably calmer when he talks to me.

“No. No one buzzed.”

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

Jake comes stomping down the stairs. “What’s going on?”

Pulling his shirt all the way down, Jasper tosses him an I don’t have a flying fuck look and then flings open the door, clearly ready to rip someone’s head off.

Nothing seems real for a moment.

Thin-pursed lips, a skinny face, and broad shoulders set my pulse at an alarming speed. It’s him—the detective. But what makes my pulse skyrocket are the two thick, black gun-and-radio belts planked on either side of him.

On the other side of the threshold stands the detective, dressed in a similar rumpled tan suit to the one he wore yesterday, and two police officers dressed in full uniform.

Panic rises in my chest.

“Jasper Storm.” The familiar sound of his voice makes everything about the moment suddenly become very real.

Jasper nods.

“I’m Sergeant Detective John Hill.” He extends his hand and offers Jasper a piece of paper.

Quickly, Jasper snatches it. His back is to me, so I can’t see his face. I take a tentative step, hoping to see what it is.

“This is a warrant to search your premises,” the detective says tersely.

A wave of dread comes over me.

“Shit, fuck, shit.” Jake is beside me now and his curses are low and full of worry.

I turn to him and feel more than panicky when I see horror written all over his face. “What’s going on?”

Jake has his phone in his hand and he’s furiously texting someone. “This has to be about the girl whose body was found at the plant,” he mumbles under his breath.

Eve.

I can barely hear him above the blood rushing to my ears. Of course this is happening. Eve was with Jasper the night she was killed, which has to make Jasper a person of interest. I’m pretty certain from the way the detective spoke to me yesterday that he wants me to be one as well.

Jasper finishes reading the warrant and clears the doorway. His hand drops and the paper crumples between his fingers.

The detective steps in and his eyes land on mine immediately.

Mine avert to Jasper.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions while the officers conduct the search,” the detective says.

“Can we do this later?”

“No, that’s not an option, Mr. Storm.”

My heartbeat feels as though it is at the base of my throat, loud and uncomfortable.

Face twisting with anguish, Jasper doesn’t make any response to the detective but looks directly at Jake. “Will you please take Charlotte home?”

The breath comes sharply into my lungs. “Jasper, let me stay,” I plead before Jake can answer. I want to be here for him. He looks lost. Uncertain. And I can’t stand the thought of leaving him by himself.

He’s shaking his head no.

Ignoring the detective, who is growing increasingly agitated, Jake pleads with Jasper. “I’m not leaving you alone this time.”

There seems to be so much emotion in Jake’s voice. Something I don’t quite understand.

Jasper gives him a look.

Jake is adamant though. “I’m sorry, JJ, I can’t. As soon as Will and Drew get here though, I promise I’ll make sure Charlotte gets home safely.”

Tears well in my throat and get stuck there. JJ. The name his father called him when he knew Jasper wasn’t happy. The name I called him when I knew he was sad. The name that somehow has still lived on in the same tradition all these years.

The detective is now looking between Jasper and me with keen interest. I don’t like the scrutiny or the assumptions I see popping up in his eyes. Like we’re in on something together and trying to cover it up.

“I’ll be fine, Jake,” Jasper grits through his teeth with determination, once again ignoring the detective.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to both Miss Lane and,” the detective pauses, pulls his notebook out, and then looks up, “Jake Crown.”

“I do mind,” Jasper mutters, and then his gaze falls softly on mine. “Please go home, Charlotte. I don’t want you to hear this.”

Suddenly, that connection we shared so long ago, the one that I realize now must be what’s driving the chemistry between us, feels more real than anything I’ve felt in a very long time. With determination of my own, I shake my head no.

All wet hair and strong body, Jasper turns toward Detective Hill and for the first time speaks directly to him. “Give me a minute?”

The detective is reluctant.

“ Please.”

The detective nods. “The officers are going to begin their search. You can talk to Miss Lane privately, but I have to ask that you remain within the confines of this room.”

Taking quick steps toward me, Jasper grabs my hand and leads me to the bank of French doors. When he stops in front of them, I don’t let him talk. Instead I whisper, “Do you remember how when you’d sneak over late at night and I’d tell you to go home because if your mother caught you over at my house she wouldn’t be happy, but you never would leave because you didn’t want me to be alone?”

“Charlotte, I remember everything, but this isn’t the same.”

I bring his hand to my heart the way he used to do with me. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Jasper pauses, his breath hot on my cheek. “This isn’t kid stuff. He’s going to ask me what took place that night. About Eve. And about other stuff I haven’t told you yet.”

I squeeze his hand. “I can handle it, Jasper. I’m not that kitten anymore and I’m stronger than you think.”

His hand squeezes mine in return. “What if it’s me who can’t handle you hearing it?”

“Sir.” One of the officers rushes in the room from the hallway. “I think you need to see this.”

Both of our heads whirl around.

The sun is bright in the room and everything is so very easy to see. My eyes land on the item brought to attention and I swear I can hear the blood pulsing in my head. Real fear creeps into my mind for the first time since Eve’s death and shock overtakes me.

As if in slow motion, I see Jasper pull away from me and then lean against the window for support, his own version of shock or maybe even fear having overtaken him too.

Jake is squeezing his eyes shut and rubbing his forehead.

In a large clear plastic bag labeled police evidence are those shiny shoes I saw Jasper wearing the night of the council vote, and they are covered in mud, just like Eve’s lifeless corpse was.

Detective Hill walks toward the police officers, surveys the evidence, and then looks toward Jasper. “Are these yours?”

The sound of his voice snaps me out of the dark hole I had fallen into.

“Yes, they are,” Jasper answers, his voice shaky, “but I don’t know how that mud got there.”

“Yes he does. All four of us guys went outside after the news of the vote and it had just started to rain. It must have happened then,” Jake quickly offers.

“Is this true?” the detective asks Jasper.

Feeling like this just turned into more than a simple search, I step in front of Jasper. “You don’t have to answer his questions.”

Jasper gives the detective a nod and then looks at me. “It’s okay. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Jake is once again furiously texting on his phone.

The detective finds the remote and turns off the television. “Why don’t you sit down and tell me how you knew the victim.”

With slow steps, Jasper takes a seat on the couch.

My natural instinct is to follow and sit beside him.

The detective continues to stand with his arms crossed a few feet away.

The room is silent until Jasper begins to speak. “I think you already know how I knew the victim. That’s why you’re here.”

Detective Hill leans against the island. “Yes. That is correct. Multiple witnesses at the party you were having on the night of the murder have confirmed the fact that Eve Hepburn was last seen entering a bedroom in one of the Marriott suites with you and another person. Let’s start there, shall we?”

My heart skitters.

Another person, as in a threesome?

My head whips toward Jasper.

Jasper nods, swallows, looks at me, and then looks away.

“We could do this at the station if you prefer?”

Jasper goes a little paler at the suggestion. With a shake of his head, he wipes his hands on his jeans and sounding nervous, he says, “No, I’m good here.”

Not wasting a moment, the detective continues. “Okay, good. Then why don’t you start with how you met Ms. Hepburn?”

There’s a moment of silence before Jasper speaks. “I’d met a woman earlier that night at the unveiling of the Storm and she introduced us.”

The detective extracts a skinny notebook from his back pocket and then a ballpoint pen from the inside of his suit coat. “Go on.”

“The three of us talked for a while and then when I knew I’d had way too much to drink, I went to my room.”

“But you weren’t alone?”

Jasper clears his throat. “No, I wasn’t.”

“What time was this?”

“I don’t know. I never looked at my watch.”

“What happened next?”

“Is this really necessary? To go into detail like this?”

The detective stares at him with those cool slate-blue eyes. “Again, if you prefer, I can take you to the station.”

Jasper blanches and vehemently shakes his head no.

I know he spent time in Juvie and wonder if the ghosts of his childhood are rearing their ugly heads. I can’t even express how hearing about his sex life makes me feel, but seeing the fear in his eyes makes me want to take his hand and tell him it will be okay. With the detective’s cool eyes shifting between Jasper and I though, I do nothing.

“Moving on, the other person that was with you and the victim was a female? Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“And what was her name?”

Jasper runs a hand through his wet hair. “I don’t know. I called her Blue.”

Hand jotting something down, the detective looks up. “You don’t know? You were with her at the unveiling of the Storm and then later at the party at the Marriott and you don’t know her name?”

“That’s right. I never bothered to ask her name. Formalities weren’t what the encounter was about.”

The detective scratches his head. “What exactly do you mean by ‘encounter’?”

Jasper sighs. “Hookup. One-night stand. Whatever you want to call it. Sharing personal information didn’t seem necessary. She had blue streaks in her hair and I just called her Blue.”

My skin prickles and I try not to blanch. Jasper doesn’t look at me even once, but I’m certain he must feel my stare. It’s hard not to feel sick, but Jasper’s life is his own. Jake sits down beside me, hands rubbing back and forth on his jeans. When he looks at me, all the malice and contempt that had been in his eyes just minutes earlier is completely gone, replaced with a concern for his friend that we both share.

“I see, but she must have known your name?”

“I’m not sure.”

“You were onstage. Your name was announced. You’d given a speech. Everyone at that unveiling would know your name.”

“Yes, I assume she knew who I was.”

The detective stands up straighter. “And the victim? Did you know her name before yesterday?”

Jasper chews nervously on his lower lip. “No. We didn’t meet until much later that night, and names weren’t what the conversation was about.”

“And when,” the detective looks down, “Blue introduced you without names being exchanged, that was the first time you ever saw the victim?”

There’s a moment of silence before Jasper says, “Yes. Well, no. I found out later that we went to the same college and I had met her there once.”

“So you did know her?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“But you just said you met her?”

“We hooked up once, but I don’t even really remember her.”

Detective Hill uses one hand to hold his pad while the other is scribbling something on it. When he’s done, he starts pacing the room. At first only in front of the three of us sitting on the sofa; then he widens his path and ends up in the corner near the floor-to-ceiling windows.

My heart flutters like a trapped bird.

He’s purposely trying to make us all nervous.

And succeeding.

Innocent until proven guilty.

Innocent until proven guilty—that’s the way the law works.

Yet, in this town, I know all too well that guilty is an easy verdict rendered even when you’re not in court. My father is the perfect example. A man who tried to return home only to be so unwelcomed that he was forced to move away forever.

Tucking the pencil behind his ear, the detective tosses his pad of paper on the table next to the picture of Jasper and his father. Then, in a swift movement, he sits on one of the two chairs. Hands on his knees, he cocks his head to one side. “Listen, son, if some kind of kinky sex game went wrong, you’d be better off admitting it now.”

I try not to gasp but find myself trembling.

Jasper’s entire body goes taut and he turns red. “That is not what happened.”

“Okay, okay, got it,” the detective says.

The buzzer rings. Jake jumps up. He practically runs over to it and hits the button fast to allow whoever it is access.

The two uniformed officers have moved into the kitchen now and are opening and closing cupboards.

Jasper’s gaze follows them. “I didn’t kill Eve Hepburn.”

Crushed by the tone of Jasper’s voice, I decide to reach and take his hand.

The detective watches us with almost morbid curiosity before turning his attention back to Jasper. “I’m not accusing you of that, Mr. Storm, I’m just trying to collect information because you were the last person to see her.”

“No, that’s not true. My boss told me he saw Eve after the party in the lobby,” I blurt out.

Now he’s giving me his full attention. “Cole Reynolds?”

“Yes.”

Taken aback, he stares at me as if searching for a lie. “I’ll be sure to check into that. Thank you, Miss Lane.”

I stay absolutely still.

He looks between Jasper and me once again. “I wasn’t aware you and Mr. Storm were acquainted. How do you know each other?”

Just then there’s more pounding on the door.

Jake is standing beside it and quickly opens it.

Will, Drew, and a petite woman come rushing in.

The men both look at Jasper and then the detective with concern registering on their faces. The woman pushes her glasses up and is the first to speak. “Jasper Storm’s attorney has asked that all questions be asked in his presence. He’d hate for police procedure to be questioned.”

Slowly, deliberately, the detective gets to his feet. “Whitney, always nice to see you again.”

The smile she gives him tells me the feeling isn’t mutual and that she knows him fairly well.

The detective looks toward Jasper. “Is Todd Carrington your attorney?”

“Yes, he is.”

The detective nods and says to Whitney, “You can tell your brother this is just an informal Q&A, nothing to get his feathers in a ruffle about.”

They absolutely know each other.

“I’ll make sure he gets the message, but just so everyone is on the same page, Mr. Storm will not be answering any more of your questions, informal or not, without the presence of his attorney.”

Lips pursed, he gives her another nod. “Of course. Tell him I’ll be in touch.”

“I will,” she says with a smile.

The detective turns back toward Jasper. “I’m going to allow the officers to finish their search without me. If there’s anything you decide you want to discuss, call me,” he says, handing Jasper his card.

My heart starts to slow but races again when his gaze settles on me. “And I’ll be in touch with you soon, Miss Lane.”

Although I have nothing to be worried about, his tone terrifies me. It could be because my nerves are already frayed. It could be because I’m worried about Jasper. It could be because I feel like targets are being set up and someone is going to take the fall, whether guilty or not.

“For what?” Jasper asks harshly.

The detective looks at him and without answering says, “Have a nice night.”

Everyone watches as he walks slowly toward the door. Jake is still beside it and hurriedly opens it for him.

Once the door is closed, Jasper’s gaze darts to mine. “I’m taking you home now.”

This time I don’t argue.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

STRESS KICKERS

Jasper

HERE’S THE SCENE: Me, barreling straight down a double black-diamond ski run at 40 miles per hour. Or me on the racetrack taking curves I shouldn’t be cutting so close at 100 miles per hour. You might say it’s stupid. Or crazy. I call it genius.

The danger and unpredictability that threaten my life are the same things that have saved me so many times from doing some stupid-crazy shit that might have gotten me into real trouble.

Adrenaline has always been my thing. Living for that high I get from it. It’s who I am. Moving fast is how I have always lived my life. I talk fast. Walk fast. Drive fast. Shit, I even fuck fast.

With Charlotte though, I don’t feel like I want to parachute out of a plane. With her, I’m different.

Then again, everything between us is different than I’m used to when I’m with a girl.

Good different?

Bad different?

I’m not entirely certain which.

But I can feel it in my bones—the urge to want to slow down.

Who knows, maybe it’s the shit situation I’m in. Or maybe, just maybe—it’s her.

It seems like light-years ago that I was on my way to pick her up wondering if she was going to come with me, wondering if what we had as kids would be tarnished or ruined by delving into the past. How fucked up is it that it turns out it might be my own actions that do just that and not those of her father?

Silence fills the air, but I don’t mind it. I push the gas and let the speed overtake me, for no other reason than just because. Windows open, the warm summer air fills my lungs. The speedometer easily surpasses the threshold of 70. The threshold I’d been afraid to cross for three years and no longer am. Because of her. For her. All thanks to her.

Still, I don’t go that fast. I have Charlotte in the car and I don’t want to scare her. The adrenaline I crave comes from just being beside her, and oddly enough, it helps ease my troubled thoughts.

Back at her apartment door again, she twists the lock, but before she opens the door she turns toward me. “Jasper, I just want you to know that I believe you. I know you didn’t kill Eve.”

My eyes greedily take her in. Her stunning face, pink from the sun, her freckles more prominent because of it, her hair a beautiful mess, half back and half forward, windblown from biking and the ride in the car, her eyes so much like the color of the sky. I press my palms on the door, caging her in but not getting too close. “I know you do. But I hate that you had to hear that just now. I meant what I said earlier: I don’t want you to hear the details of that night. Promise me when they come out, you won’t read about them, you won’t listen to them on the news, and you won’t ask me about them.”

She shudders and straightens her shoulders. Bucking up. Putting on a brave face that I feel she has perfected over the years. “Jasper, you were with two women. Situations like that probably happen more times than I can imagine. Stop worrying about me and what I think. I’m not a prude. I can handle talk about kinky sex.”

Hearing her say what is only the truth makes my gut twist.

I hate that she knows about that night.

Hate it.

Absolutely hate this situation.

Against my better judgment, I dare to tuck a piece of her hair behind her ear.

She stares at me.

Standing here in silence, I could break it and explain the events that led to that fucked up threesome. But why bother. It’s not like what happened is going to make me look like Prince Charming. “I don’t want you to think of me like that.”

Her hand meets mine just as my fingers brush through her hair.

That touch, every time . . . every time I feel something course through my body that lands right in my heart. It’s that same raging storm, and whatever it means I’m not sure I want to know.

“Like what, Jasper? Like a man who indulges his needs?” she whispers.

I quickly pull myself upright and take a step back feeling a little stung by her words, even though I know they weren’t meant to sting. “I should go. Everyone is waiting for me to get back.”

She looks directly into my eyes. “I didn’t mean that how it sounded. I just meant you’re a man with needs. I get that. I already told you, I’m not one to judge.”

I don’t say anything but I also can’t look away. I swim for a minute in her gaze and find myself struggling with what to say and what not to say. What to do and what not to do. Being with her is something I want and no matter how hard I try, I can’t convince myself not to want her.

Realizing that I need to leave before I do something stupid, I take another step back and practically trip on the untied laces of my scuffed up boots. This isn’t the right time for us with what might be taking place over the weeks to come. God only fucking knows how long it will take for the police to find the killer. Until then, I might just be put through the wringer. “Listen, I’ll call you.”

“Don’t say what you don’t mean.”

“I never say things I don’t mean, Charlotte. I will call you. I want to hear what it is that makes you so certain the explosion wasn’t an accident.”

With her eyes closed, softly she whispers, “I’ll be waiting.”

A sense of being needed hammers hard against the walls I’ve built, but the reality that the call won’t be made any time soon, and I know it will hurt her, is what stops me from shoving her away.

Instead, it breaks me.

There’s this need inside me that I can’t fight—the need to stay close to her. It’s as if somehow she snuck over that wall I’ve spent my whole life building so high and is getting inside of me.

It’s foolish to think closing the distance between us and pushing her up against that door is the right way to handle the indecision battling within me. But it’s more foolish to think it isn’t. So I stride toward her as fast as I can. Once I reach her, I yank her to me and then I press my lips to hers.

Sweet.

Delicious.

The craving I can no longer deny.

This, our second kiss, is a little harder, a little rougher, and a lot sloppier than the first. No longer worried about crossing the line from friends to more, I devour her. The truth is we crossed that line the minute we laid eyes on each other again.

My hands grip her face.

Hers grip my wrists as if to pull me closer.

I’m not sure it’s possible to get any closer, but I’m willing to try.

With virtually no space between us, a rapid fire of sensation licks through my body and I can’t suppress the groan that erupts from somewhere deep. The storm that was raging fiercely within me seems to continually settle the longer my lips stay pressed to hers, but something else begins to replace it.

Heat.

Heat like I’ve never felt before in my life.

Blasting like an inferno through me. I’m a volcano that is about to erupt. And I feed from her, wanting more, taking every ounce of warmth she has to give.

That small, delicate body shudders beneath my touch and my entire body hardens with need, so much so that a rumble of pleasure vibrates from my chest.

I want to be gentle.

I try to be gentle with her.

But all of my willpower is gone and I just can’t.

I can’t get enough. Fast enough. Hard enough. I want more. I want it all.

Pressing my body against hers, my tongue sweeps along the rim of her bottom lip, teasing at the corner.

She smiles and I nip her once before I thrust my tongue in her mouth.

Sweetness.

That’s all I can taste.

A Molotov cocktail.

One I’d gladly let kill me.

My hands thread through her hair. That hair I’ve been dying to touch. Then they move to her ass, greedy, wanting to take what I can, while I can.

Not nearly finished, I push my thigh between her legs, her shorts so thin and skimpy I can easily run my hands down them.

“Oh, God,” she whimpers.

My cock is hard, thick, demanding more of her. I press it against her body, rubbing myself right where I want to be plunging.

She moans a sound so sweet, I swear I might come right here in the hall.

What, am I sixteen again?

The smile on my face can’t be denied.

I don’t care how old I seem—I want this girl unlike I’ve ever wanted anyone in my life.

Gliding a hand up her body, still greedy to feel as much of it as I can, I palm her small breast. Through the fabric of her thin shirt, I can feel another layer beneath. Not a bra, but another shirt perhaps. Fucking sexy as hell. I dig my thumb into the fabric, flicking at her nipple. Feeling it pebble under my touch.

The tomboy might be inside her still, but she’s definitely all woman.

Everything about her is sweet and I want to lick, suck, and taste every part of her.

She whimpers again, and this time she pulls away from my mouth as if searching for the air to breathe that I’ve stolen.

I know how she feels.

I should slow down.

I just can’t.

My lips aren’t ready to leave her sweet skin and I dive for her neck.

Her head falls back and I drag my mouth down her throat, licking, nipping, and sucking along the way.

Her fingers dig into the muscle and bone of my shoulders. “We should stop,” she pants.

My body tight against hers, I straighten and look her in the eye. “Let me come inside.”

Trying to catch her breath, she manages to say, “You have to go.”

Another press against her—my body, my lips, and I think my soul. “I want you so much.”

“Jasper, I want you too. More than anything, I want you, but you have to go. Everyone is waiting for you back at your place.” The voice of reason rings in my ear, all soft words and warm breath. And fuck if that doesn’t make me want her even more. “The police are probably still there. You should get back before they leave.”

Reality rings loud.

The police.

My fucked-up situation that I don’t want to dirty her with, and just like that, I push her up and back over the wall. This is not the time to let anyone inside of me, especially someone as untainted and good as Charlotte. The truth is she might want me, but I’m not good for her, not right now.

On a sigh, I drop my forehead to hers. “I’ll call you,” I say again, but unlike the last time I said it, this time I’m more than certain it won’t be soon. First I need to get all this shit over with the police.

“I know you will.”

I force myself to push away from her.

She grabs my hand. “You broke your promise.”

My gut twists.

“You said you wouldn’t kiss me again, and you did,” she says with a smile.

I take her chin in my hand and look her right in the eye. “That, Charlotte Lane, is simply not true.”

She gives me a disbelieving smirk and places her finger over my lips. “You said you don’t lie.”

“I didn’t. Let me clarify.”

“Go on.”

“I never said I wouldn’t kiss you again, I said that if you wanted me to promise I wouldn’t, then I wouldn’t. There’s a difference.”

“You got me there.” She smiles softly, opening her door. And then once she’s brought the bike inside, she leans against the edge of it. “Good night, Jasper.”

In the midst of all the shit going on in my life I shouldn’t be smiling, and yet I can feel my grin widen. “Good night, Charlotte.”

I will call you . . . as soon as I can.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

DETOUR

Charlotte

I DISCOVER I don’t need coffee to wake me up.

My life is upside down and still the feel of his body against mine is all I can think about. The promise of the depths of pleasure almost too much to imagine. Places I know I’ve never gone but want desperately for him to take me.

The faintest of light streams through my bedroom window and my eyes pop open. Lying here, restless, unable to sleep, I’m thinking of him.

I know I should get up. My to-do list is endless. I have to look through the help wanted section to find a job, any job, so that I can pay my rent next month and have a little money left to eat. I have to go to the pharmacy. I have to make certain all of my files are untouched on my computer. And then somehow tell the police they mixed up my papers with Eve’s, but first I want to go through her things thoroughly and catalog them. I’m not a detective, but perhaps something will lead to who might have wanted to kill her. I could also see if those emails she sent Cole are still in his in-box.

So yes, I should get out of bed. Start the list that might take me days to complete, but I can’t because the memory of the sound of Jasper’s groan slides through me over and over and all this pent-up desire I feel for him needs to find a release.

I’ve masturbated before, but I’ve never done it picturing a particular man’s face. Never done it because I had to. Because I felt like I might explode if I didn’t.

And that’s just how I feel now.

Lifting my T-shirt and sliding my panties down, my hand finds my clit already wet with desire for him. Quickly spreading my legs, I rub small circles around myself over and over, applying more and more pressure with each pass. Sweet tension curls inside my belly. His face flashes before me. The way he looks at me like I’m the only one in the room. I think of how I like it when he looks at me like that. How my skin feels beneath his touch. How the stubble grows on his face as the day goes on.

Breathless, aching, body burning for release, I’m on the edge but can’t get over it. I find the need to go farther than this and I start to fuck myself with my fingers, something I’ve never done. Faster, and faster still. In and out. Circling my clit with my other hand. In and out. Circling my clit again. I picture him doing it. Him wanting to bring me to the brink and make me tip over.

Writhing now, my body burns with a fire that only an orgasm can douse.

His touch, I imagine it against my naked body. His rough hands on my skin, all over me. His wet tongue drawing a line down my neck, down my chest, and oh, yes, right there. Then I picture his hard cock in my hand, thick and long just like I remember seeing it. However, this time it’s not in his hand, but rather in mine and ready to plunge inside me. Like that, yes, just like that. My body tightens and tenses. He’s here with me. My hands are his. The thought makes my clit jump and spasm, and then finally a bolt of pure pleasure radiates through me as I dive into the darkness. Into the light. Into the abyss that is Jasper Storm.

I shake in silence, gasping, feeling boneless but nowhere near sated. Only he can do that for me. Sadly, this is something I already know.

Play with fire and you’ll get burned.

Still, I can’t help myself. I’ve had sex with only four men. Two of them were while I was in college. They were my age, nothing special. Sure, I felt a mild attraction to each of them in different ways. I’d called them boyfriends, but they were never quite true boyfriends. That’s when I scratched college boys off my list. The sex was mediocre at best anyway. Done quietly in dorm rooms while roommates slept. Nothing to write home about. Not that I had someone to tell anyway. My aunt would never understand. She’d loved one man her entire life and never wished for another.

The other two were slightly older men I’d met while they were staying on the island. The sex was better but not great. One was separated and the other divorced, or that’s what they told me anyway. They were both transients just looking for sexual companionship, and that worked for me, but they, too, left sooner rather than later. One to return to his wife; the other because he didn’t want to be tied down to one person. That’s when I crossed older men off my list.

Young, single men didn’t come through the bed-and-breakfast very often. So I gave up. On men. Relationships. Love. After things sputtered out twice in college and two more times after that, male companionship wasn’t at the top of my list.

Remembering that, remembering how I seem to drive every man in my life away, I try to push Jasper aside.

Listen to Jake, I tell myself. He wasn’t lying.

Even if you get him, you’ll drive him away too—you’re too needy and it makes you unlovable.

With that sobering thought, I hop out of bed and struggle to start my day. To keep busy, I grab my laptop and sit on the couch with the list of things I know regarding the explosion.

Which is still very little.

When I first arrived in Detroit two months ago, it took some time to get the courage to go to the storage unit. When I opened it, I was overwhelmed: there were hundreds of boxes of files, some dated, others not. Laneworth Automotive had been in business nearly ten years before it burned down, and every piece of paper that passed through it appeared to be in that storage locker.

Work at The Detroit Scene had been demanding, so I hadn’t spent as much time going through the boxes as I would have liked.

Time no longer the issue, I begin searching for the names of people who investigated the plant explosion. I try not to look at my phone while I’m performing this tedious search. I try not to wonder why my phone is not ringing as I open file after file until I find what I’m looking for. It doesn’t take long before I’m lost in my work. Having jotted down the name of the fire marshal at the time, as well as who the DA and the police commissioner were, I go in search of finding where they are now. The Internet offers an avalanche of information and by noon I know the police commissioner of twenty years past has moved to California, but I’m unable to find anything further about him. I also know Harold Klein was the DA back then, but he has passed away. And finally I learn that the fire marshal recently retired and now lives in Florida, but has an unlisted phone number. A big fat zero is what I have.

Soon enough I find myself doing something I know I absolutely should not be doing—logging into Cole’s email. My email account at The Detroit Scene has been disabled but I’m still able to log in as him. He has yet to change his password. Probably doesn’t think someone with as naïve a skin as mine would ever do anything like that, or he simply just forgot.

Once there, I notice that all three messages from Eve are still in bold font—Cole has yet to read them, or any of his recent emails for that matter. Either too busy, not at work yet, or maybe really distraught over Eve’s death. Then again, for the last two months he has depended on me to read his emails, print them out for him, and let him know when he needed to log in. So it probably totally slipped his mind.

Nervously, I open the first email. It is date-stamped 8:15 p.m. last Friday. She was still in the hotel room with me then. I start to read it. Immediately, I want to close out of it, but I don’t. Eve starts the message by addressing Cole as sir. My best guess is it’s meant to be some sort of dominant/submissive acknowledgment and not a courtesy.

They were still playing sex games.

Eve’s first line only confirms what I had suspected about why we were staying in the hotel, and she sounds angry that Cole was unable to be there that night.

I know for a fact that he had to go drop his wife and kids off at their lake house more than two hours away on Friday night and was planning on returning to Detroit early Saturday morning for the groundbreaking ceremony.

Moving on, she tells him she’s going to be very bad and will gladly accept whatever punishment he feels he must deliver to her for disobeying him. However, breaking their rules is necessary.

Rules?

What were their rules?

The dirty talk must have progressed to more.

Finally, she closes with a statement that rocks me. She tells him she is not suspending the exposé, but rather is going in search of the material needed to finish it.

Exposé?

Had Cole planned to print negative information about Jasper?

Was that the story she asked him for in the personal email of his that I had previously read? It had to be! And he must have given it to her, which is why their relationship had progressed.

The exposé had to be what Eve was talking about to me that night. And then I can only assume that even though Cole killed the story, she planned to write it and post it despite the fact that she had been told not to. Perhaps she didn’t know Cole was being paid for his services, or knowing Eve, she probably didn’t care. She seemed to have her own vendetta, and as petty as it seemed to me, she was obviously driven by it.

Moving on to the second email, I read it fairly quickly. This one contains the pictures of Jasper’s mother’s house and a short dictation of the conversation Eve had with Mrs. Storm. Surprisingly, it is the same information she relayed to me. There is no closing to her email. She was simply pushing information his way.

Finally, I open the last one. It is time-stamped 2:45 a.m. on Saturday. The message reads, “This is what you missed out on tonight.”

When the attachment loads, I gasp. It is a picture of Eve naked and tied up. Although his face is turned away from the camera, I can tell by the hair color that Jasper is lying in the bed beside her. There are also some empty packets of what I assume are cocaine on the table beside the bed.

This picture could ruin him. Wreck any chance he might have of obtaining financial backing for the plant.

Without thought or recourse, I delete the message and return the other two messages to an unread status.

And then I close my laptop.

Monday ends without a call from the police and without a call from Jasper. When I finally start to fall asleep, I tell myself that I know tomorrow he’ll call me.

After all he promised.

Tuesday comes and I wake in a fit of hysteria. Cole said he saw Eve later that night. Was it after that message? I know he never saw it, but did she tell him about it when she saw him? Was he mad? Mad enough to kill her?

Oh, God, maybe I shouldn’t have deleted it. What if that was the motive behind her murder? No, it can’t be, because why bury her at the plant when he had just gotten the biggest account of his life? It doesn’t make sense.

I vow to forget about the photo and then get up to attack my list.

Today I’m going to go to the storage unit to see what box I had taken items from before I went to the hotel on Friday. Having left the office late on Friday, I’d only had time to make a quick stop and just grabbed a stack of papers without paying too much attention. I knew I’d have some free time and thought I could go through them. I want to know what I’m missing before I bring Eve’s things to the police station.

Before I even get out of bed I’m thinking of Jasper again. No, not again, still. I’m beginning to wonder if he’s lost my number, but that’s impossible since he programmed it into his phone before he drove me home the other night. Pushing thoughts of Jasper aside, I refuse to give in to the need coiling in my belly.

Instead, I embrace the energy I’m feeling and go for a run to clear my head. The streets are filled with noise, construction workers, cars, and buses. The People Mover is full. Men in suits. Women too. Everyone on his or her way to work. Everyone but me.

A quick glance at my fitness watch tells me I’ve clocked three miles and in decent time, too. Two more to go; maybe I can hit an all-time record for speed. Running faster, and faster still, my feet pound the pavement trying to rid those feelings of desire that only seem to be growing with each passing day.

Just as I turn the corner, a newspaper dispenser stops me in my tracks. Today’s headline reads, “Detroit’s White Knight Brought in for Questioning.”

Bending, I squint to read the first paragraph. “Late last night, Jasper Storm was officially brought in for questioning concerning the woman found dead at the old Laneworth Automotive Parts Plant this past Saturday. Details are still unknown.”

My heart stutters. Jasper. He must be going through hell. Quickly, I head back to my apartment, all thoughts of breaking records long forgotten.

Once I’ve showered, I hover over my phone.

Call him.

Don’t call him.

Call him.

Don’t call him.

Unable to decide, I settle on thinking about it for now.

Still, I need to know what is going on.

I can watch the news.

Technically, I didn’t promise I wouldn’t do that, and my concern for him is driving me to need to know the details.

What comes out can’t possibly be any worse than what I already know.

Coffee in hand, I pad over to the credenza where I keep the television remote and open the top drawer. Alarm prickles my skin when I notice someone has rifled through it.

Setting my cup down, I run over to my desk and open those drawers. They are all in disarray too. Swinging open the closet next to my desk where I keep all of my research documents, my knees start to shake and I have to sit down. Someone has definitely been in here looking through my things. I can’t imagine the plumber would have been interested in any more than what was in my underwear drawers and medicine cabinet.

So who?

And why?

My breath comes faster and I have to force myself to calm down. Inhaling, I blow out and push a piece of stray hair from my eyes. Out of fear, I look around. Has someone been in here recently or is this from when I was gone overnight at the hotel?

Grabbing a kitchen knife, my finger hovering over the 911 button, I carefully open the other closet door in the living space, and then move to my bedroom. I was in the bathroom, so I know that is clear. Looking under my bed, I know for certain no one is here now.

Trembling, I’m uncertain of what to do. Call the police? And tell them what? Someone has been in here and I don’t know when, I don’t know why, and I don’t know what he or she was looking for?

What I do know is that this has to be related to Eve.

Yes, I should call the police. And I would call them if I thought they’d help me, but as soon as I tell them who I am, I know they’ll see me as a victim.

Instead, I think about calling Jasper, but he has enough on his mind. Then I think about calling Cole to see if anyone else at work has had his or her apartment broken into, but I know better. He probably wouldn’t take my call anyway. I could call Vince, though. He works at The Detroit Scene and was always nice to me. Maybe he knows something. I make the call and leave him a message.

I’m scared and keep the knife at my side.

Two minutes ticks by, and that’s all it takes for me to decide I need to call the police.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Pound. Pound. Pound.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Instinctively, I already know who’s on the other side of the door, and I’m more than thankful. After moving the knife back to the kitchen, I peer through the peephole. Detective Hill is standing right in the center of it.

Both welcoming and abhorring the intrusion, I swing open the door.

“Miss Lane,” he says with a nod.

“Detective,” I greet him back.

He hands me a piece of paper and I already know what it is. “This is a warrant to search the premise as it relates to the Eve Hepburn murder case.”

I swallow. Murder case. The words somehow seem so much more powerful said that way.

I’m physically shaking when I say, “Come in.”

He allows the two police officers to pass and then steps inside. The two officers separate. One goes toward my room; the other strides toward my desk and closets where I had just been standing moments ago. The detective looks at me. “I believe you already know the drill.”

Shrouded with unease, I nod my head. “Detective, can I talk to you about something possibly related to Eve’s murder?”

The officer outside my room shouts, “This is it, just the two rooms and one bathroom. I’ll start in here.”

The other officer looks down the hall. “I’ll take the kitchen and living space.”

“You were saying, Miss Lane?” Detective Hill directs his attention back to me.

I blurt out, “Someone has broken into my apartment.”

Casually, he walks over to the door, opens it, and inspects the lock. “There is no evidence of forced entry.”

“Somehow, someone got in here.”

He walks over to the sofa, leans over it, and checks the window. “You keep this locked?”

I nod.

“And all your windows?”

I nod again.

Doubt crosses his face. “Anyone else have a key?”

“Just the super, but it wasn’t him. Someone was looking for something.”

He raises a brow.

“Let me show you.”

I start in my bedroom and show him my drawers, and then I lead him back into the living room and show him what I recently discovered.

“You’re sure about this?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you report it when you first discovered the violation?”

“At first I thought it was the plumber the building superintendent sent to do repairs, but I’m not sure that’s the case any longer. I think someone’s been in here looking for something.”

“Any idea what someone might be looking for?”

“No. The only thing that makes sense is that it is somehow related to Eve.”

The detective seems to ponder this. “Officer Zimmer,” he calls to the male in the kitchen.

The tall, husky officer looks over just as the female officer enters the room, reporting, “Nothing.”

“Dust this area for fingerprints. The bedroom dresser as well,” Detective Hill tells them.

“I’m on it,” she says. “I’ll grab the kit.”

The other officer continues searching and when they see the bag of Eve’s things on my couch, they look inside without really paying any attention.

Thirty minutes pass as the two officers dust for fingerprints and finish searching the apartment. They find nothing. There is nothing to find.

Afterward, the officers leave and it’s just Detective Hill and myself. “I have to notify you that although we didn’t find anything, you are still a person of interest.”

A shiver passes through me. “May I ask why I’m a person of interest?”

“There was mud found on your boots in the hotel room search.”

“I already told you my car broke down. I was out in the mud trying to fix it.”

“I know what you told me, and soil samples will be examined. If I have to call you down to the station, you might want to have a lawyer present.”

I have to fight every cell in my body to stop from breaking down.

I have no money.

There is no way I can afford an attorney.

Getting an attorney sounded like a good plan in my mind the night Eve’s body was found, but that was before the reality of losing my job had sunk in. Now I’m faced with the real possibility that I might end up homeless.

No need to burden the detective with that information; he wouldn’t care anyway.

When he leaves, he advises me to have my locks changed and to call the police if I have the slightest indication that someone has managed to get back in.

I intentionally neglect to tell him about the things that I have in my possession from the hotel room that belonged to Eve. I haven’t cataloged them yet and don’t want to just hand them over. I will go through them today, right after I call a locksmith.

“Oh, Miss Lane,” he says as I’m closing my door.

My pulse starts to race as if he’s read my mind.

“The lock downstairs is broken. You should advise your superintendent to have it fixed as quickly as possible.”

“I will,” I tell him and close the door.

Slumping back against the cold metal, I fight off the tears that threaten to spill. I have too much to do to spend time crying.

And I set to it.

When I awake on Wednesday morning it’s raining, and any energy I might have had over the past two days seems to have vanished with the sunshine. Raindrops cling to the window like tears, and I roll over and go back to bed.

My phone ringing wakes me, and when I look at the screen I can see it’s the automotive garage. Once the message light has beeped, I listen to it. The deep voice tells me that I have until Friday to agree to the repairs or I’ll have to have my car towed elsewhere.

Sighing, I decide not to bother with a return call. I can’t afford to have the car repaired right now. And I have nowhere to store it. Hopefully, he’ll hold on to it until I can get the cash together regardless of what he said.

A glance at the clock tells me it’s noon and I should get up. Yesterday after my locks were changed I walked over to the Bronx Bar to inquire about available positions. The owner hired me on the spot. I start tonight. It’s temporary and if I work nights, I can still spend my days looking for a job in journalism and researching my father’s theory. So far all of the companies I’ve submitted résumés to have responded with the standard, “We are not hiring at this time.” Even the ones I answered that had posted ads.

Either Cole, my former boss, has more pull in town than I thought and has blacklisted me or my family name has made me persona non grata. Either way, I’m not leaving Detroit until I do what I came here for.

With that said, today I’ll take the People Mover to the police station and hope to exchange Eve’s possessions for mine. The only item of interest I found in her things was a notebook with a page inside it titled, “Jasper Storm—the Tarnished King.”

It must have been her hook for her blog post. There was no text beneath it. Still, I took photos and made a list of everything even though nothing else seemed significant.

Nothing worth killing someone over, anyway.

The urban police station is dingy, with yellow-stained drop ceilings and tiny barred windows. To enter the building I have to go through security.

The officer behind the desk, a mountain of a man, glares at me. “Can I help you?”

“Yes, I’m here to see Detective John Hill.”

“You want to see Sergeant Detective John Hill?” he asks, clarifying the detective’s proper title.

I nod. I guess I’d been addressing him improperly. Perhaps that was the cause of his obvious dislike for me? No. Who am I kidding? It’s my last name.

“Ha, good luck with that. Who should I tell him is here?”

“Charlotte Lane.”

Instantly, his good humor disappears and with a frown he presses a button and mumbles something into the receiver he picked up moments ago. “Have a seat,” he tells me when he’s finished, pointing to a bunch of plastic chairs secured to the floor over in the corner.

Time passes slowly. Almost an hour goes by before Sergeant Detective Hill finally appears at the other end of the lobby. “Miss Lane, how can I help you?”

With my hotel bag gripped tight in my hand and my palm a sweaty mess, I raise my arm. “Somehow my things must have gotten mixed up with Eve’s things. These are her papers and photos. I’ve brought these for you and I’d like to get my own research documents back if possible.”

Skeptically, he glances at my bag and then takes it from me. “Why didn’t you bring this to my attention yesterday?”

I hate all this lying, but again I know I have to do it. “With everything going on, it slipped my mind.”

He nods. “Come with me.”

We walk up a flight of stairs and into a room marked homicide unit, where the detective tosses the bag on the empty desk beside him and then takes a seat. After a moment he points for me to take one across from him.

I do.

Then he looks me directly in the eye. “What am I looking for?”

“I brought a year’s worth of Lanesworth Automotive bank statements with me to the hotel and they are missing.”

He cocks his head to the side. “What are you doing with documents like that?”

Insanity is the plea I’d be forced to take if I never leave this office, because I must have been crazy to come here looking for information like that. “I’m doing some personal research on my father’s company.”

With a jiggle of his mouse, he wakes his monitor. “That was my first crime scene as a detective.”

“The site of the explosion?”

He nods.

I want to ask him a million questions. “So you investigated the explosion?”

He shakes his head no. “I was removed after my first day.”

“Why?”

“The DA insisted it was an open-and-shut case. Said the grieving people of Detroit didn’t need to be left with a cold case after a tragedy like that.”

“And that was legal?”

He shrugs. “No one questioned it. The DA took the case on personally, assembled his own team of investigators and attorneys.”

“And you agreed with the outcome?”

The detective gives me a wry grin. “Wasn’t my place to agree or disagree.”

I say nothing.

He directs his attention back to his monitor.

Waiting, I stop breathing when I glance down at his desk. Photos of Eve’s body are spread all over it. The manila folder tab beneath them reads “Coroner’s Report.”

Noticing my loud gasp, he quickly shuffles the photos inside the folder, but I get the feeling he left them there for me to see. When he’s done, he slumps back in his chair. “Sorry about that. I was just preparing a statement for the press about Ms. Hepburn’s cause of death.”

“How . . . how did she die?” I dare to ask.

“She was strangled.” He says it very matter-of-factly.

Shivers run down my spin.

Picking up a pencil, he taps it on the desk. “While you’re here do you mind if I ask you something? Informally of course.”

I can feel my heart rate pick up. I can tell he knows that I knew I had her things yesterday when he was at my apartment. “No, I don’t mind.”

He falls silent for a bit.

I almost blurt out that I lied to him, that I knew I had her things in my possession, but I keep it together because he didn’t call me on it for a reason.

Finally, he speaks. “Did Ms. Hepburn drive herself to the hotel?”

Not what I was expecting. “Yes, we both did.”

He nods. “It’s just that we can’t seem to locate her car anywhere on the hotel grounds.”

“She drove it to the hotel; it must be there. I assume she would have valet-parked it.”

Since the company was paying, even I had done that.

“We have footage of her pulling up to the valet sometime around six p.m. on Friday, but there was a line. She didn’t wait, and pulled through the drive and headed toward the self-parking area.”

“She must have been running late; the unveiling started at six.”

He nods. “And your car? Where might it be?”

This is starting to feel like an inquisition. “It’s in the shop.”

“Yes. That’s right. You broke down.”

My palms feel sweaty.

He looks at the bag of Eve’s things. “You have your own computer in your possession, correct?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re certain of this?”

“Yes, I am.”

“We haven’t found her computer, her phone, or her purse, either.”

I lean forward. “Her computer was in the hotel room in her orange case. Somehow my computer ended up in her case. I assumed it was a mix-up when the police were in the hotel room.”

He diverts his gaze back to his screen and studies it for a long while before looking back at me. “Only one computer was logged in, and nothing has been entered into evidence that was marked as Laneworth bank statements.”

“There must be some mistake.”

His gaze sharpens. “I’m sorry, but there isn’t. Procedure was followed to the letter. Perhaps you misplaced them?”

I can’t tell if he is lying.

Don’t know if I can trust him.

Uncertain if he’s more worried about his case than anything else.

He keeps staring at me.

Waiting.

For what—I have no idea.

If it’s a confession—it won’t be from me.

I’m at a dead end.

Standing, I place both my hands on the edge of his desk to steady myself. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. I have to get going.”

The detective jots “Bank statements” on his pad of paper.

Slowly, I start for the door.

“Miss Lane,” he calls.

I look back.

“I’ll be in touch.”

And I’m certain he will.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

OVERHEATED

Jasper

I CONFESS—I get angry in confrontational situations. And this trait is often disastrous. I blew my cool with Hill earlier today and it was more than detrimental because he blew his cool too, and then walked out.

Not cool.

Not cool at all for either of us.

“He just called and said he wants to give it another try,” Todd Carrington tells me the minute I walk into his office after being summoned to return.

“Shit!” I throw my arms in the air.

“Calm down, Jasper, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. We get a do-over, and this time you’re going to remain even-tempered and answer his questions about that night in a straightforward manner without all the emotion.”

Balling my hands into fists, all I can do is nod. Now that I’ve had a chance to go home and shower and think about things, I realize I shouldn’t have lost earlier today the way I did.

The best criminal defense attorney in Detroit points his finger at me. “I mean it, Jasper—you have to learn to control that temper of yours. He’s not your arch enemy, but you’ll turn him into one if you keep it up.”

Placing my elbows on my knees, I look out the window. “I didn’t do it, Todd. I didn’t kill Eve.”

“I know that, Jasper; if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be representing you.”

I feel slightly better. “So when are we doing this thing?”

He looks at his watch. “It’s Friday, so it won’t be tomorrow. I’ll let you know when. Go home, rest up over the weekend, and we’ll hit it again on Monday.”

I nod. His plan sounds perfect.

Fifteen minutes later I’m in my car with the windows down, speeding down the highway, but I’m not heading home, not to my current home anyway. I’m heading to Eastpointe. My childhood home has been on my mind all week and for some reason I feel the need to see it. Remember what my life was like back then. How happy I was. Reconnect with who I once was.

Why I want to torture myself, I don’t know.

What I do know is that I can’t get her out of my head.

It’s been five fucking long days since I saw Charlotte.

Every day that passed I wanted to forget the fact that I shouldn’t be involved with her during this dark time in my life, but then every day I remembered just how bad things are. It’s not the right time.

Between lawyer visits and trips to the police station, my head is a fucking mess and my temper is at an all-time high. Then there’s the damage control Will is working on. Soon enough the story of that night will break, and let’s just say I’m not going to look good. As it stands now, a few of the investors Jake had secured to back the plant have already pulled out.

Whitney, Will’s girl—that’s what I call her now instead of the naughty secretary—suggested hiring an image consultant. Will being Will, he got right on it. In fact, he’s been interviewing firms and getting estimates on how much it will cost. The prices are astronomical. But in true Will form, he hasn’t given up and is interviewing a few more firms on Monday.

There is plenty of sun in the sky left, but nothing seems bright. Before I know it, I’ve passed the Eastpointe exit. Loving the feel of being on the open road, the freedom it gives me, I drive and drive and drive. Faster and faster, and faster still.

That storm within me raging almost out of control, I feel completely torn. I can’t stop thinking about Charlotte, and not in an oh-I-miss-my-friend kind of way.

My thoughts are dirtier.

Picturing her naked beneath me, screaming out my name as I take her to the edge over and over and then finally let her fall. How good her sweet pussy would feel. Fucking her all night long as if my need for her is insatiable. These are thoughts I shouldn’t be having. Nothing good can come of them. There is too much bad that would accompany the good, and in the end, regardless of what everyone always says, good does not defeat evil. The truth is the bad has a way of taking over the good and tarnishing it.

The sound of my phone ringing jolts me out of the fog I’m in. “Hello,” I answer.

“Hey, Jasper, it’s Craig from the body shop.”

“Hey, man, what’s up?”

“Listen, I hate to bother you, but you know that car you had me pick up last week?”

Instantly I go on alert. “Yeah, the black Honda Civic.”

“Well listen, I need to get it out of here but I can’t get the owner to call me back. Is there any way you might be able to get in touch with her and ask her to call me?”

I answer without hesitation. “Sure, I can do that. What’s wrong with the car?”

“Transmission issues. She said she had to see if she could get the money together and I haven’t heard back from her. I left her a message earlier in the week that she has until Friday to decide.”

A quick glance in the rearview mirror tells me no cops are around, and I swerve onto the median and do a U-turn so that I can head back home. “Do me a favor, let me get in touch with her and hold on to it until Monday. Can you do that?”

“Yeah, sure, but then it has to go.”

“How much is it to fix it?”

“Over three grand, man. The entire thing is a mess.”

“Ouch. Is there any cheaper fix?”

“There probably is, but nothing I could guarantee.”

“I understand. I’ll call you Monday.”

“Cool. Take it easy,” he says and hangs up.

Minutes later I’m back at the Eastpointe exit.

Screw it.

Weaving in and out of traffic, I take it. Not much longer, I pull up in front of the house I used to live in and shut the engine off. My gaze flickers between the brick house and its matching twin, the one the Lanes lived in. To the window I used to sneak into. The backyard we played in. The front porch we sat on. The sidewalk we rode bikes on.

We—me and Charlie.

To the people who live in these houses now they might be just bricks and mortar surrounded by grass and trees. For me, they represent the only happiness I can remember as a child, and that happiness will forever be tied to Charlie Lane—Charlotte.

The girl I always took care of.

The girl I shouldn’t turn away from.

The girl that needs me now.

The girl I can’t turn away from regardless of my situation.

How to handle the car?

I know she won’t let me pay for it. She thinks she’s needy. She’s not; it’s just years of negative reinforcement drilled into her head. As I look at her house the memories of why she thinks that way, what was instilled in her from such an early age, come rushing back.

 

“For Christ’s sake, Charlotte, you’re almost nine. You can stay by yourself for a few hours while I go out.”

“Mommy, please don’t go—it’s scary when you leave me home alone at night.”

Mrs. Lane shakes her head at Charlotte. “Stop with the weeping, will you? It’s not that big a deal. Besides, you’ll be asleep soon enough.”

Charlotte sucks in a breath and I know she’s being brave, trying not to cry.

Her mother huffs in frustration. “You act like I do it all the time.”

She did.

I shuffle my feet, biting my tongue so that I don’t say what I’m thinking out loud.

As if just noticing me, she glances in my direction. “It’s getting late, Jasper—you should probably be getting home.”

“I can stay with Charlie.”

Her lip turns up in a snarl. “Your parents won’t like that. Besides, Charlotte needs to learn some independence.”

I nod, knowing I need to be going before Charlotte gets yelled at. “’Bye, Charlie,” I say and look at her.

She bites her lip, and I tuck only one hand in my pocket. They’re signals. How we communicate in front of adults. When she bites her lip it means she needs me. When I put one hand in my pocket it means “leave the window open for me, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” We have other signals too. A wrinkle of her nose means she’s fine. Two hands in my pockets means I probably can’t sneak out because my dad is home and he might notice. A twirl of her finger around her hair is to let me know she understands. A fake sneeze alerts me that her dad will be home.

The windows are open as I walk out the front door and cut between the houses to go in my back door, and I hear her mother say, “Charlotte, why are you always so needy?”

 

Even then I knew Charlotte was anything but needy.

Neglected? Yes.

Lonely? Yes.

Frightened? Yes.

But needy? No.

I blink out of it. I hate remembering those times. I hated that there were days when there was nothing I could do to help her. This feels like one of them. I have to figure out a way to help her. Fuck the storm within me. Fuck my worries about what might be. Good and bad be damned. I’m done fighting this. Done.

My body buzzes thinking about her, and without another thought about why I shouldn’t call her, I just do it. I need to talk to her. To hear her voice. To make sure she’s okay.

“Hello?” she answers, a little breathless.

Her voice is sweet and I want to reach through the line and lick it. “Charlotte, it’s me, Jasper.”

She’s silent.

“Charlotte, it’s Jasper,” I repeat.

“I know who this is.” Her tone is curt.

“Don’t be mad.”

“Why would I be mad?” There’s a hint of sarcasm in her voice this time.

“Come on, you know why.”

“No, tell me.”

“Because I said I’d call you and I’m just doing it now.”

She’s quiet.

“I . . . I . . .” I stumble for the right words. “I told myself I wouldn’t soil you with all my shit, but I don’t want to stay away from you, either.”

“Jasper,” she sighs.

Over the horizon the sun blazes like a huge orange halo and I look at it anyway. “I want to take you out tonight . . . on a date.” No more dancing around.

She sucks in a breath. “I’m sorry, Jasper, I can’t.”

“Look, I know this is last minute and I’m sorry I haven’t called you sooner, but please let me make it up to you. Don’t shut me out.”

“I’m not. That’s not why I’m saying no. I know you have a lot going on. I don’t hold anything against you.” She sounds genuine. “And I’d really like to see you, but I have to work tonight.”

Wondering what kind of job she got so fast, I ask her, “Where are you working?”

Her sigh sounds resigned. “At the Bronx Bar.”

Alarm floods me. Putting my car in gear, I ease on the gas and head toward the highway. “Charlotte, I don’t want you working there.”

I can hear her breathing pick up and know she’s getting upset. “I appreciate your concern, but it’s really none of your business.”

I ignore the comment and zing—I have the perfect idea. “What if there was a different solution to your money issues. A better one.”

“What, like stripping?”

Horrified, I snap. “No!”

“Relax, I’m just kidding. But if there was a better job, I would have taken it.”

“What if you come work for me instead?”

“Jasper, be serious.”

Flooring it on the main road, I hit 60 in no time. “I am. More than serious. We could really use someone like you right now.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Will is trying to hire an image consultant and the cost is sky high. What if you came to work for us? You could write press releases. Help set the record straight. Provide updates. Write articles about the community. Even set up a blog like we were going to do with The Detroit Scene until I had Will fire that douche’s ass.”

“Jasper,” she gasps.

“Charlotte, please, we could really use someone like you on our team.”

“I don’t know.”

Pulling off near her street, I slow my pace. “Call in sick. Then let me take you out to dinner tonight and we can talk about it. If it’s something that you think might work for you, take the job. If not—” I let the sentence hang because fuck, I can’t stand the thought of her working in a bar with all those lowlifes who will easily prey on someone as beautiful as her. Once again, I remember the horrible stories my mother had spoken of when she’d worked at a bar in the Cass Corridor.

This time her sigh is long.

“You’re thinking about it, I can tell.”

“Jasper, I can get off work tonight. That’s not a problem. I was just picking up an extra shift and the other girls are always wanting extra shifts as well, but is your offer real?”

My car is in front of her place. “I already told you, Charlotte, I never lie.”

“You said you would call and you didn’t.”

“That’s not true—I’m calling you now.”

Silence.

I can hear her breathing. Contemplating. Twirling her hair, I bet.

Still there’s silence.

“Charlotte, please. I read some of your stuff this week from when you were blogging on Mackinac Island. It’s really good.”

The line is still silent.

“Charlotte, please,” I repeat, my voice low.

“What time?” she concedes.

I smile for the first time in five days. “How about now?”

She laughs. “Give me an hour.”

Already feeling better after just having talked to her, I don’t care if I have to wait one hour, one day, or one year to see her. “See you then.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

NO U-TURN

Charlotte

I WANT TO look good for him.

For our date.

Not too casual. Not too dressy. Not too sweet. And definitely not too sexy, but just sexy enough.

Any quick glance at me will tell you I’m nothing like the girls he’s been photographed with.

I’m okay with that.

My body isn’t curvy, my breasts are definitely not large, my hair isn’t smooth, and my wardrobe isn’t extravagant.

But it’s who I am.

The tomboy in me never quite left.

Clothes are meant to be comfortable—jeans, shorts, tank tops, and sweaters.

Shoes are practical—sneakers, boots, ballet flats, and sandals.

And makeup? Well, that’s meant to be quick and easy.

Right?

However, tonight I spend extra time on getting myself ready.

A little more eyeliner than usual, an extra brush of mascara on my lashes, a dab of powder to help cover my freckles, and some pink-tinted lip gloss.

My body buzzes with excitement at the thought of seeing him again. It seems wrong to feel this way in the midst of the chaos consuming both of our lives, but being with him . . . I don’t know . . . it sets me free.

Yanking practically every dress I own from my closet, I toss each onto a pile. Too old. Too young looking. Just plain ugly.

Ugh . . . I really need a new wardrobe.

Finally, I find the perfect thing tucked away in the back of my closet. A body-hugging black tank dress that I bought on sale a few summers ago. In fact, I bought three of them in different styles from the Victoria’s Secret catalog.

This one has a racerback. To make it a bit edgier, I select a skimpy bralette so the white straps will show, and then I choose the matching panties with just a hint of lace.

Even if he doesn’t see any of it, knowing it’s there will make me feel sexier.

Next a little spritz of perfume. And now the worst part: I have to tackle my hair. I take a little extra time to style it so the wildness is slightly tamed.

Now, I glance in the mirror and can’t help but smile.

Not bad, really.

Then on to my shoes. I pick a pair of silver-studded black sandals that I rarely wear because if I walk in them too much they pinch my toes. But they’re cute and flat, and the silver dresses them up nicely.

Jewelry.

A long but simple silver chain and small diamond studs that belonged to my aunt with a few silver bangles, and I’m ready with ten minutes to spare.

Pacing.

Pacing.

More pacing.

Up the hallway and back down, my mind is in overdrive.

Wondering.

Contemplating.

Weighing my options as I think about his offer.

Was he serious about me working for him? Would I be of benefit or a charity case? I’m not certain about the former and couldn’t stand to be the latter.

Knock. Knock.

I’m right beside the door and even though the sound is gentle, I jump. It makes my body come alive because there is no doubt who is on the other side of that door.

Telling myself to calm down, this is just a simple date, I check my dress and straighten my shoulders, and then I swing the door open.

Hands behind his back, his downcast eyes lift and he smiles at me with a hint of shyness that causes my heart to skip a beat. Just then it occurs to me that the man standing before me isn’t just a man, he’s the boy I once thought of as my hero, and oh, how he has grown up.

Handsome as hell.

Breathtaking.

So very much a man.

Unable to resist, I take him in from head to toe. His black T-shirt clings to his broad shoulders and lean waist, jeans that look like they were made for him sit low on his narrow hips, and those boots he wears that he doesn’t always tie are tied tonight.

I bite my lip subconsciously, not even realizing how much I’ve missed him this week until now. Something that feels like swarms of butterflies in my belly seizes me and I force my gaze up, hoping to calm them.

Bad idea.

Eyes that glimmer with specks of gold, with long lashes that sweep his skin in a blinking motion just before he fixates his stare on me, mesmerize me. Forcing my gaze to widen, I look at his hair. Oh, that hair. It sticks up in just the right places. It looks like he ran a hand through it one too many times or no, maybe it looks more like he just rolled out of bed. Either way, it’s perfection.

In a surprising move, he takes my hand and pulls me close to him. Once our bodies are aligned, his hand shifts to my waist. “Hi,” he says and then kisses my cheek.

Nothing overtly sexual. Just a soft brush of his lips on my skin, but I feel it. I feel it from my head all the way to my toes, and I shiver as the feeling courses through me. Unbelievably, my nipples harden from just that small touch. Oh no. “Hi,” I say back, trying not to think about the fact that my dress is skintight or that I sound way more breathless than any girl should when getting picked up for a date by a guy who hadn’t called her in five days.

“Great dress,” he tells me, stepping away, his voice catching on the words. One hand still behind his back.

“This old thing?” I laugh, and then look at it before admitting, “I wasn’t sure what to wear and found this in the back of my closet with the tags still on.”

His eyes crinkle with so much appreciation that it makes me feel as though I look like a supermodel wearing couture and not Lycra. That stare continues for a few long, heavy seconds, and the heat in it becomes almost too much. “You look . . . you look amazing in it,” he breathes out.

Blood rushes up my neck and lands on my cheeks. I’m blushing. I never blush. Or at least I didn’t—until the grown-up Jasper entered my life. “Thank you,” I say, turning away so he won’t notice. “Let me just grab my purse and keys.”

He’s still in the hallway.

“Come in. I won’t be long.”

When he steps inside, he brings his other arm around and I swear the earth shakes beneath my feet. In his hand is the most perfect bouquet of forget-me-nots.

Trembling, I slap my hands to my mouth, and then realizing how ridiculous I must look, I inhale a deep breath. Upon exhaling I ask, “How . . . how did you know they are my favorite?”

Moving closer, he hands them to me. “I saw your tattoo and asked my mother what they were. After I described them, she told me, and she also told me where I could find them.”

“You asked your mother?”

Surprised by my question, he smirks. “Yes, I had some time to kill while I waited for you to get ready, so I called her to ask her about the flowers.”

Feeling stupid, I back away and start rummaging for a vase. “Sorry. That was a little too personal.”

He says nothing and I don’t look at him.

Once I’ve filled the antique pewter vase with water and put the flowers in it, he says my name. I turn around. When he looks into my eyes, his smile is a little less bemused and his gaze brighter. Hungry. Lustful even. “No, it’s not at all. I’ve already told you I don’t talk to her that often, but I called her tonight . . . for you.”

“For me?”

Each step he takes to close the distance I’d put between us makes my heart beat faster and faster. Then he’s standing in front of me and pushing my hair away. Before I can react, his lips brush my earlobe. “Yes, I called her for you. I needed to know the name of those flowers.”

My eyelids flutter.

His breath pushes at the tendrils of my hair. “And then needed to find them. Once I learned what they were, I wanted to make sure you knew I didn’t forget you.”

Sparks ignite my body, practically setting it on fire. “Thank you,” is all I can say. The emotion is overwhelming and I’m worried that I’m going to seem too weepy. Too needy. So again, I step away. This time I grab my purse and then my keys, but I can’t find the new key from the locksmith. I should have put it on my key ring.

His eyes are watching me. I feel them. “Can I help you find something?”

“No, I think I know where it is.”

“Where what is, Charlotte?”

My name on his tongue. I really like how it sounds. I shouldn’t. I know this. Reminding myself that this is just a date and that I need to chill or I might scare him away with my neediness is a good thing. Summoning my willpower, I flash him a smile and start down the hallway to look in my bedroom. “It’s just a single key, but I think I know where it is,” I tell him. In my room, I find the jeans I wore to work last night in the hamper and sure enough, one shiny key is in the pocket. “Got it,” I say, beaming as I head back out into my living room holding the key high.

His gaze fastens on it. “What’s that for? I noticed the lock downstairs still hasn’t been fixed, so it can’t be for that.”

Lies aren’t something I’m accustomed to telling, and I have to tell him about my suspicions sooner or later. “I think someone broke into my apartment.”

The concern on his face makes me feel bad. He has enough on his mind. “Why? What makes you think that?”

“Can we talk about it at dinner?” I suggest.

Since my apartment is about the size of a pea compared to his, three giant strides and he’s over at my sofa, or love seat would be a better word for it, and plopping himself down. “No, I want to know what happened now,” he demands.

Surprised by his tone, I sit down on the bar stool and turn to face him. Maintaining my strength, I tell him everything from the night he first brought me home, to my discovery days later when I was looking for my remote, to the police search and my trip to the police station.

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“I didn’t want to bother you.”

He seems genuinely angry but manages to ask me question after question in a relatively calm demeanor. Finally, I get to the part where Detective Hill told me how Eve was killed. Surprisingly, that information hasn’t been made public yet. Something must have happened that prevented him from releasing that press release as planned.

“She was strangled?” Jasper asks in shock.

I nod. “That’s what he told me, anyway.”

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

Worry takes hold of me. “What is it, Jasper?”

Standing, he starts to pace.

“Jasper?”

He looks over at me. “Let’s get out of here. And for the rest of the night, I don’t want to talk about anything to do with Eve, the murder case, my father, or your father.”

I step toward him, no longer caring what his closeness does to my body. “Jasper, I can do that, but tell me first.”

The sun is starting to set, and he looks over my shoulder and out the window. “I can’t. Not right now.”

I take another step, closer still. “But you will?”

He nods and after he puts his phone on silent, he offers his arm to me. “I will . . . when I’m ready. Now let’s go.”

I accept that. I have to. It’s honest and real and I get it. “Where are we going?” I ask.

“To a place that serves the best bourbon in town.”

Smiling, I link my arm through his. The gesture makes me giddy. Once I lock my door, he opens his hand. “Let me take that so you don’t lose it.”

Without hesitation, I give my key to him. Knowing he’ll be the one opening my door when he brings me home tonight lights me up from the inside in a way I can’t explain, but also in a way that scares me.

Everyone forgets me.

Then I look at him and just like I used too, I allow Jasper to uplift my spirits. I’m not sure what it is about him but when I’m with him, I feel like something good is happening in my life, and I haven’t felt that way in a long time.

Maybe never.

The stairwell is just ahead and as we approach it, I’m forced to let go of his arm. We could take the elevator beside it, but we don’t.

Quickly, he opens the door to the stairwell.

Once we’re in the confines of the small space, he leads the way down the stairs. When we hit the ground floor, he opens the door and the dusk of the night assaults us. He turns and as soon as he sees the Bronx Bar next door, he pushes me up against the brick wall. “Do you care about me?” he asks out of nowhere.

My pulse pounds from the question murmured directly in my ear. “Yes,” I answer breathlessly.

Both of his hands on my hips, he tilts his head in the direction of the bar. “Then promise me you won’t go back there to work. I saw what that kind of work did to my mother. The men. The hours. The liquor. I can’t stand for anything like that to happen to you.”

My breath catches. “Jasper, I need to work somewhere close. And honestly, it’s not that bad.”

His eyes bore into mine, hard, and I swear I can see the toll the years since his father’s death has taken on him. “You have somewhere you can work. I already told you to come work for me. For us,” he clarifies.

The world spins a little for me. “I’m not sure, Jasper.”

“I need you. We need you.”

I say nothing.

“I mean it.”

“I’m not saying no, but I can’t say yes. I’d like to talk to all the other guys first to make sure they’re on board.”

He solemnly nods. “Okay, I’ll arrange a meeting on Monday, but promise me you’ll keep an open mind.”

“I will. I promise.” We’re aligned thigh to thigh. Hip to hip. Belly to belly. Never have I felt like this before. Never has someone been so concerned about me. It practically brings me to my knees.

“One more thing.”

I can see nothing but him. Feel nothing but how close his body is to mine. There is nothing else for me to say but, “Yes, anything.”

“Let me fix your car.”

Blinking out of my daze, I push him back. “No. Is that what this is about?”

He shakes his head no.

“Did the garage call you?”

“Yes,” he answers calmly.

“So is this job your way of giving me a handout?”

A smile spreads across his face. “No.”

Furrowing my brows I ask, “Why are you laughing?”

“You have a little temper. You never did when we were kids. You were always so calm.”

I straighten my shoulders. “Well, we’re not kids anymore.”

His eyes seem to simmer as they take me in from head to toe. “No, no we are not.”

And there it is. The adorable, charming side of him that I can’t resist. And instead of guarding my heart like I know I should, I open it a little more and allow my frown to relax, although I do not smile.

“If you would have let me explain, you’d understand it’s not a handout. I want to try to fix it myself. No guarantees, though. If you say yes, I’ll have Craig tow it to my mother’s. She got rid of almost everything that my father owned but for some reason held on to his tools. I can work on it at her place.”

Not what I expected at all. “Oh, you don’t mind doing that?”

“No, Charlotte, I don’t mind.”

Maintaining my dignity, I tell him, “Okay then, I would really appreciate it, but I want to pay for any parts you need to buy.”

His fingers curl over his mouth and I know he’s stifling a laugh.

“Jasper,” I warn.

And then he lets it out. Laughs and laughs and laughs. “You really are a little spitfire.”

Happy with that remark, I tell him, “Yes, I am.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

OLD-FASHIONED, ANYONE?

Jasper

I’VE BEEN HERE a million times.

Yet, watching the way Charlotte looks around like I’d brought her to some five-star resort makes me look at it in a different light.

Stepping off the elevator, for the first time I see the majesty of it all. The swanky downtown building has real trees growing from its marble-tiled floors, a fountain that makes water sound like music, and giant chandeliers that glisten overhead. With all the depravity that surrounds Detroit, this place hasn’t suffered that much from the city’s woes.

It’s refreshing to see.

The old Grand Trunk Railway ticket office had its up and downs before the train line was shut down. Only four hundred miles of track remain in Detroit today, but the station, now a retail establishment, is still full of grandeur.

On days over the past five years when my craving for speed was unbearable, I’d hop on one of the trains and take it to wherever it went. With speeds often more than one hundred miles per hour, I got the high I was looking for.

Looking at her, something makes me reach out and take her hand in mine. I pull her closer to me. Public displays of affection aren’t usually my thing, but with Charlotte it’s more about just being closer to her.

Touching Charlotte helps me forget what she said earlier about Eve being strangled. Even through the haze of that night, I remember my hands on her neck. But I also know that she was alive after that, kissing Blue and moving around. It had nothing to do with me, I reassure myself. The police have different lines of investigation—Todd said they were looking at her personal life, as well as some projects she was working on. Or it could have been just one of those random acts of violence that Detroit is sadly known for. She got in her car with someone after the party and things went a little farther than they should have.

I stop in front of my destination.

“The Whisky Parlor for dinner?” she asks, perplexed. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

She’s flirting with me and it’s fucking adorable.

“No,” I laugh, thinking fuck, no, when I take you I want you good and sober. Dirty thoughts again. What the hell is wrong with me? I try to wipe my mind clean. “Have you ever been here?” I ask.

“No, but I’m intrigued.”

“Booze-inspired small plates are what they call the items on the menu.”

She raises both her brows. “So you are trying to get me drunk.”

I lean down to kiss her cheek. “No, trust me—that’s the last thing I want to do.”

She looks perplexed.

I can’t explain it. Don’t want to explain it, actually. Instead, I keep gazing at her. She looks amazing. Although she always looks good, she looks incredible tonight, and she did it for me. And if the thought of her wanting to look good for me isn’t the sexiest thing in the world, I’m not sure what is. Besides, I like the feel of her hair against my skin, I like the way she smells, the way her body tenses when I touch her, and especially the way she blushes when I say something flattering or a little dirty. Once my lips have met that super-soft skin, I slide my mouth to her ear. “The food is really good. That’s the only reason, I promise.”

I notice a shiver run down her spine.

“Do you have a reservation?” the hostess asks.

“Yes. Storm,” I tell her.

Her head jerks up and when she sees Charlotte beside me, her eyes widen in shock. With a look both bright and intense, she whispers to me, “Would you prefer a corner table?”

We must look like a couple who’d like privacy. “Sure, if it’s possible.”

“This way.”

Charlotte and I sit down at one of the high-tops. Live musicians are playing near the windows. The lighting is dim at the bar and in the corners, too. A candle flickers in the center of the table, while ceiling lights above cast a purple glow.

Charlotte’s eyes are inquisitive as she looks around. “What is the stuff all over?”

“The room is filled with found objects,” I tell her.

That sexy brow rises again.

I wipe the thought away and explain. “They’re items that were found on the premises during a recent renovation. Over there in the corner bar is a one-of-a-kind lamp. Those photographs on the wall to the left of the musicians were taken during the Prohibition era. And over there, relics from the train station ticket booth days. Everything has a story behind it. You could spend hours looking around and discovering the history of Detroit.”

That smile she effortlessly tosses me makes my cock twitch. “You really do love this city, don’t you?”

I nod. “I do, but I’m also aware that it’s a dangerous place.”

She rolls her eyes.

“Not in your I-carry-my-pepper-spray kind of way,” I say with a laugh. “I mean it can make you or break you.”

She somberly contemplates what I’ve said.

The server arrives and like the hostess, she seems to be staring at Charlotte. “Good evening. What can I get you this evening, Mr. Storm?” she asks.

She’s familiar. I think she’s waited on me a few times. I want to ask her what’s up with all the strange looks, but my buzzing phone distracts me. I ignore it and glance toward Charlotte. “What would you like to drink?”

“A Chardonnay,” she answers.

“Organic or house?” the server asks.

Charlotte twirls a piece of hair around her finger. “Does the organic have a rich citrus flavor?” she asks.

“Yes, it has lemon and grapefruit undertone. It’s delicious.”

“Definitely the organic one then,” Charlotte says, and I marvel at the vibrant and strong woman she has grown up to be.

The server shifts her eyes to me, staring a little too long at me now. “I’ll have an old-fashioned.”

“Maker’s Mark okay?”

“No, I’d like the Old Overholt.”

Charlotte’s brow rises.

Ignoring her, I order our food. “And we’ll have the Martin Limbach, Ida Sixbey, and Henry C. Weber.”

Charlotte is now hiding her grin behind her hand.

“What?” I ask her when the server is gone.

She gives me a shake of her head and those mounds of curls move with it.

I love when she does that.

That feeling in my chest starts to rage again. I’d felt it in her apartment stronger than ever and now it’s back. It’s like the battle going on inside me is gaining speed, the race for victory on. At first I wasn’t sure if I give in to these feelings if I’m the winner or loser of this battle, but sitting here with her like this there’s no way I’m not the victor. And so I decide to give in to this feeling, for tonight anyway. With the ache in my chest feeling the adrenaline of a sweet victory, I reach across the table for her hand and take it. Our fingers curl together in the middle of the table for the whole world to see and I don’t give a shit.

“Maybe I wanted the D.A. Makenzie or Boosey & Schneider,” she quirks.

At first I’m not sure if she’s serious or just making fun of the menu items named after some of the proprietors of this building over the years, but then slowly, I shake my head and smile at her. “No, you don’t. I can’t imagine the girl who couldn’t have a goldfish for a pet because it was too cruel to keep them in such a small bowl eats fish eggs, and I doubt a woman with a fit body like yours eats cheesecake, for dinner anyway.”

That fucking sweeter-than-pie pink blush rises up her neck. “No, you’re right. I don’t eat caviar and doubt I ever will. I also don’t eat cheesecake for dinner, but that doesn’t mean I might not, someday.”

My tongue slips out to lick my lips at the thought of eating that sweetness off her.

Holy shit!

Decisions made or not, the dirty thoughts need to stop. Where has my mind gone? I must have left it with my wits back at her place.

Thank fuck the server arrives with our drinks.

Raising my glass, I wait for her to raise hers. “To what the night brings.”

She clinks my glass and a shy smile crosses her face before she averts her gaze to her glass to take a sip.

Intentions put out there, I feel more relaxed. She knows I want her. I’ve made that clear. From here, we’ll see where that leads.

Before I take a sip of my own drink, I pluck the cherry from the glass and pop it into my mouth. Then I twirl the swizzle stick for a few long moments before looking up at her.

When I do, she’s looking back at me with lowered lids, and the rise and fall of her chest is just a little faster than it was moments ago. Everything about her tells me she wants me too.

A slow, seductive smile spreads across my lips.

Setting her glass down, she points to the cherry stem I set on the cocktail napkin. “You do know those aren’t actually considered part of the four food groups, don’t you?”

“No?” I play along.

“No.” She leans forward to pick up the stem and her mounds of dirty-blond curls practically cover her entire face, but still I can see the pale blue of her eyes.

“I have to agree to disagree. Cherries are good for you.”

She guffaws, tilting her head back, and those curls bounce right along. I can’t get enough of the way she moves. “They were before they were bleached in sulfur dioxide for days and then soaked in vats of high-fructose corn syrup and artificial food coloring.”

“Cherry hater,” I whisper through bourbon-coated lips.

Her other hand flies to her chest. “Who, me? Never—I proudly support the candied fruit. Just thought you should know.”

Leaning closer to her, I pick the stem from her fingers, caressing her smooth skin before I hold it up. “This little piece of heaven reminds me of one of the most vivid memories I have of my father.”

Her free-and-easy demeanor changes instantly. “Why is that?”

That was stupid of me to say.

Dropping the stem, I sit back in my chair. I can push my thoughts under the rug and change the subject or I can open up.

Her eyes sadden and since it’s not really a sad memory, I decide to share it.

Confession time. “Every Saturday night my father would take my mother out to dinner, and once in a while I got to go because the sitter would cancel.”

“I remember,” she says softly.

I go on. “He’d order an old-fashioned with an extra cherry for me. My mother would carry on about how there was alcohol in the fruit and that I shouldn’t be eating it, and he’d just sit there sipping his drink, chewing on his swizzle stick like whatever was in that glass made everything bad around him disappear. He only ever had one. But he’d take his time drinking it and while he did, nothing bothered him. That’s how I feel when I drink one. Like the world might be falling apart all around me but while I’m drinking this fruit concoction, nothing bad will happen.”

There’s a tear in her eye that I had no intention of putting there.

I reach to twirl a strand of her hair. “Charlotte, I’ve never told anyone that—ever—and I didn’t tell you to make you sad. It’s a happy memory. Besides my mother, you’re the only one I know anymore who would remember him. And since my mother hasn’t uttered his name since the day he died, it feels good to talk about him.”

Her hands are shaking. “I’m so sorry he died, Jasper. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. And I’m so, so sorry about what happened afterward.”

My hand caresses her cheek. “You have nothing to be sorry about.” I exhale and then draw in a new breath. “And besides, I’m breaking my own rules. I said we weren’t going to talk about the past and here I am doing it.”

She turns her head to kiss my palm and the feel of her lips on my skin makes my blood surge. I am instantly, immediately, insanely aroused.

Time to cool it down a notch.

For the next hour we talk—not about the distant past or the present. An occasional flirtatious glance is thrown my way, and I make a suggestive comment or two, but I try, I really do, to be a gentleman.

Boy.

Girl.

Date.

I keep reminding myself of that.

We drink our drinks, eat the food, talk about things we think are funny, relevant, and even irrelevant, like how the guy in the corner looks like an FBI agent on a stakeout or what it must have been like to sneak into a speakeasy during Prohibition.

Both of us are hanging on each other’s words. I tell her about Lightning Motors and the sale, why my apartment became our temporary office location, and about how Will, Jake, Drew, and I became friends.

She tells me stories about what it was like to live at a bed-and-breakfast. The good parts, anyway. About the nice couples who passed through, funny things that happened there, and how beautiful the location was. I watch her mouth when it moves, listen to her, engage in conversation, and then I boldly ask her questions about those former boyfriends she spoke about the first time I was at her place. She still refuses to call any of them boyfriends, opting for the term former lovers, and I try not to shudder at her answers.

Four men. She’s only ever had sex with four men.

“What about you, how—?” she starts to ask.

Right in the middle of her sentence, I lean over and kiss her. Not on the cheek this time but right on the lips. Her mouth is soft and warm. I taste the salt of the crackers and the zest of the lemon and I want more of her. So much more. I settle on nipping at her lips, licking them, kissing them.

“Jasper,” she whispers hoarsely.

Perhaps I am getting carried away because when I respond with a low groan, she turns her face and breaks the kiss.

A little breathless, she sits back and starts to blush. “I think people are staring at us.”

I shrug and lean forward to stay close to her. “They’re just jealous they don’t get to kiss the most beautiful woman in the room.”

That light pink on her cheeks reddens.

“Ready to get out of here?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says, her breath hot in my ear.

With the check already paid, I stand and offer my hand. She takes it, and the charge I get from just this slight touch teases what’s to come.

We’re both quiet as we board the elevator, perhaps both contemplating the line we know we’re about to cross. That line that severs the innocent past that we once shared from the lustful future we’re about to embark on.

The elevator opens, and through the glass doors up ahead the whirling red and blue lights of police cars are nearly blinding.

“What’s going on?” Charlotte asks.

Before I can even take a guess, my phone is buzzing in my pocket again. I’d taken it out and left it facedown on the table earlier so it didn’t distract me, but I can’t ignore it again. A sick feeling in my gut has me quickly pulling it out of my jeans.

The notifications on my screen alert me to the unsettling fact that Will has called me fifteen times and Todd five.

The revolving door is just ahead. Before I can tell her to stop, she drops my hand and is on her way out into the mayhem just as I attempt to answer the call. I pause for a beat, allowing it to connect.

“JJ,” Will answers on the first ring, sounding like hell.

“Talk to me, man—what’s going on?”

Charlotte is standing on the sidewalk, waiting for me. Will is hard to hear. I hold up a finger, wishing I had stopped her before she went outside. She gives me an understanding nod and looks up into the night sky with a smile on her face.

“Charlotte’s name and a recent photo of her has been leaked to the press in connection to Eve’s murder.”

“Shit, fuck, shit.”

“Listen to me, Jasper—the city is in an uproar over her return. I know you said it was better for you to stay away from her right now, but I think you should go check in on her. Mobs of people are forming. It’s all over the news. Where are you, anyway?”

“I’m with Charlotte,” I tell him as my eyes dart to her. And in that one instant that it takes for me to focus on her, the life is sucked right out of me.

Everything seems to happen in slow motion.

Lunging into the revolving door, I push against it, trying to make it move faster. Will’s words stunned me, but seeing Charlotte out there alone guts me. That scene has to be about her. About me. I’m so close to getting to her, but not quick enough.

Without warning, a swarm of reporters are on the steps leading up to the building, flashes are going off, things are being thrown in her direction, and their voices carry through the glass.

“Charlotte Lane! Over here!” someone shouts.

Suddenly, there is a wall of lights and microphones and way too many people crowding in on her.

“Get out of town. Your father was a murderer—you don’t belong here.”

The door finally makes it around and I leap beside her, where she’s frozen in place.

“You bitch!” another voice yells.

Instinctively, I wrap my arm around her and tuck her head against my chest. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

“Jasper, Jasper Storm, did you kill that reporter to stop her from breaking the news that you were seeing this whore?”

Boiling with anger, I’m moving fast to get Charlotte out of the limelight.

Flashes are going off. People are yelling. The police are trying to move the crowd away, but there are too few of them and too many in the crowd.

The car is around the corner on a side street and I move fast, shielding her as best I can, but they’re following us.

“Get out! Get out! Get out!” they’re chanting.

A surge of protectiveness rises inside me, strong and fierce. I need to get her out of here. I’m temporarily stunned as soon as I turn the corner. People are standing on the sidewalk near my car and the Storm has been painted with the word Murderer all over it.

The mob of people sees us and another round of insults is thrown at us. My car is surrounded and I don’t know how the fuck I’m going to get to it. Sandwiched between two angry mobs, I move into action and look around. We’ll have to walk somewhere and try to find a cab. “This way,” I tell her, heading for a side street a few feet ahead.

“Where are we going?” she asks.

“Anywhere we can.”

Just as we turn another corner, my gut wrenches. More people. They’re everywhere. The crowd must have been gathering the entire time we were inside.

Did someone tip them off?

Someone had to.

Fuck!

Just as I consider my options, which seem few at this point, a car speeds around the corner and comes to a halt right beside us.

It’s a silver Storm.

Jake.

He’s out of the car and next to us in a matter of seconds. “Hurry up!” he yells.

“How did you know where I was?”

“Saw the crowd of people down here on the news. It wasn’t hard to figure out where you’d be.”

Something comes flying toward us and I pull Charlotte tighter to my chest.

Jake flings open the passenger door of the two-seater and pushes Charlotte inside, then looks at me. “Give me your keys.”

“Just leave the car,” I tell him.

“I’m not fucking leaving it for these animals to destroy. Now give me your fucking keys and get the fuck out of here,” he grits through his teeth, shoving his own keys in my hand.

“I’m not letting you go alone.”

“I’ll be fine. Give me your keys, JJ, and get her out of here before something bad happens.”

His concern for me doesn’t surprise me, but his sudden concern for Charlotte does. Just then I figure it out. Jake sympathizes with her situation because he’s been there. It was how he was treated when he was nine and his father was accused of molesting a young girl. His father went to prison for that crime and to this day he still insists he didn’t do it. Jake took a lot of shit for that in school until his mother moved them to Cass Corridor and no one knew who he was anymore. He feared being found out for the longest time, though—and the mobs of angry people that would gather if they discovered who he was. Luckily for him, that never happened.

Cass Corridor had bigger things to worry about.

As I’m digging in my pocket, one of the reporters gets closer. “Mr. Storm, is Charlotte Lane here to teach you how to blow up your new plant once it’s running?”

Fuck this!

Handing Jake my keys, I stride around and do just what Will has been drilling in my head all week not to do. Lose my shit. Grabbing the reporter by his shirt collar, I shove him backward, right into the photographer. “Go fuck yourself,” I growl.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” the fat fuck says, getting to his feet.

“Is it true?” someone else is yelling in the distance.

The crowd is growing nearer. Everyone is shouting different ridiculous accusations my way. It’s turning into a riotous scene.

Done with all of them, I raise my hand high in the air and flip them off.

Jake is already shoving his way through the crowd when I slam the driver’s-side door shut and glance over at Charlotte. “Are you okay?”

Eyes wide, she says nothing.

Starting the car, I watch out for Jake through the mob and then look back at her. This time her eyes are squeezed closed.

My heart feels like it’s bleeding, seeing her like this. Revving the engine, warning them all to get the fuck out of my way, I wait for Jake to break free of the crowd, and then I squeal around the corner and drive and drive and drive.

Thundering over the Woodward Avenue Bridge, I ease my foot off the gas, slowing to a steady speed. I study my rearview mirror and then swerve onto Jefferson, uncertain whether the cars behind me are reporters.

Checking my mirror again as I take the on-ramp, I don’t see anyone. My gaze slides to Charlotte. She’s staring out the window. Assured we’ve left the insanity far behind, I reach my arm over to her and place my hand on her leg over the material of her dress and just keep it there.

Finally, when we’re miles away, I ask again, “Are you okay?” I know there’s no way either of us is after that, but still I ask.

“I don’t know what I am.” Her voice is cold and far away.

My hand moves down just a little and when I hit smooth, soft, bare flesh, I caress it in a comforting manner. But it may be as much to give me comfort as to comfort her. Still, I want to know she’s in there. She’s retreated somewhere cold and dark and I’m afraid I might not get her back.

Seized by an unrealistic fear that I might lose her before I ever really had her, I dig inside myself for what to say, how to handle what just happened.

Up to now I hadn’t taken my involvement in the murder too seriously. I mean, yes, I’d talked to the cops and the lawyer and tried to put out the fires, but I hadn’t really thought I’d be wrapped up in this murder. I thought Hill would clear me and focus on someone else.

Like the real killer.

Now I’m starting to suspect it isn’t going to be that easy. Charlotte and I are inextricably wrapped up in Eve’s murder and public opinion isn’t going to leave us alone.

As I drive, my thoughts all over the place, we’re both quiet in the dark of the night. Pushing 90, I slow down and take the next exit ramp. We’re headed east toward the Chrysler Plant when I know what I have to do. Before the promise of the Storm, that run-down, bankrupt plant was the only glimmer of hope Detroit had of surviving the economic downturn.

A grim landscape of boarded-up stores, abandoned homes, and empty lots stretch from here all the way to the river. Graffiti covers most of the hard surfaces. Slang. Vulgar language. Depictions of life on the street. I’ve driven up and down it a thousand times at least and know most of the images by heart. Tonight, I don’t want to see them. I block them out, staring straight ahead.

Gloomy yellow streetlights shine down on the industrial zone and then finally, I approach it. “See that?” I point.

She looks up and out the window at one of the most successful auto plants in the world and it’s right here, sprawling across Jefferson North. The huge building is painted white and surrounded by a fence topped with barbed wire. It doesn’t look like much from the outside, but inside is a completely different story. Modern. State of the art. And profitable. Very profitable.

Slowing, I pull to the side and park the car. I tell her, “Two years ago, Lightning Motors helped get that plant out of bankruptcy and back up and running. Because it’s situated right here in one of the most impoverished parts of Detroit, it was a huge gamble for Chrysler to keep the factory open, but we managed to convince them the risk was worth it.”

Her gaze falls on me, almost awed.

That’s not why I’m telling her this, though. Pulling over, I put the car in park. “Today, Jefferson North stands as the last auto assembly plant entirely within the city limits of Detroit, which once held nearly a dozen of them. It now employs more than five thousand of Detroit’s citizens and the factory runs around the clock. Determination, blood, sweat, and tears are what it took, Charlotte. People picketed. Argued. Disagreed. Yelled. Screamed. Caused chaos. But we fought for this.”

Charlotte turns back and stares out the window at the plant.

“What I’m trying to say here is don’t let them bring you down. Fight for what you believe in. Prove them wrong.”

Turning back, she lifts her chin. “I want that more than anything, but I’m not sure I can anymore.”

I say nothing. We sit just inches apart. The heat is unbearable. Like a sauna. The light from the streetlights creeps in and makes it all too bright. Although I fought for those lights overhead, right now I’d rather have shadows.

Because this is it.

The moment I decide to either speed ahead or screech to a halt.

To get in or out.

Believe in her theory or don’t.

Choices.

Consequences.

Either I continue to believe my father’s death was an accident caused by negligence or I rock my entire world and choose to believe what Charlotte has told me—that it wasn’t an accident at all—and join her to prove it. That someone was behind the explosion that killed so many people and ruined so many more lives.

Rolling the window down, I let the thick air fill my lungs.

Blood.

Sweat.

Tears.

Determination.

That’s what it smells like.

Looking at her, I see those things in her eyes and I can’t deny she’s a lot like me. Although our lives took different paths after the age of eight, the devastation changed us in ways neither of us could ever fully admit. I see her, though. See what lies beneath all that softness and beauty. Determination. Fortitude. And driving need. She really, truly believes the explosion wasn’t an accident, and because once upon a time I believed in her, I decide to let go of my own pent-up anger and hurt.

And fall.

“Don’t give up. Let me help you,” I finally say.

She frowns, shaking those curls. “I couldn’t ask you to do something like that, Jasper.”

“You didn’t ask; I’m offering.”

Her gaze drops. “No, Jasper, I can’t accept your help. You saw what they were like out there tonight. If they found out you were helping me, it would be like dousing a fire with gasoline. And besides, it’s a losing battle. I can see now why my father gave up. These people are ruthless.”

I reach over the console and take her face in my hands. “Maybe I like the heat. Maybe I don’t mind taking the side of the underdog. Maybe I insist—”

The deep breath she inhales alerts me to what my touch does to her. Upon her exhale, she puts her hands over mine and stops me from finishing.

Fire.

Flames.

A raging inferno licks through my body.

Pulling out of my hold, she leans against the door. “You have to think about your business, Jasper. The murder case is already impacting it, and being seen with me, the black sheep of Detroit, isn’t going to help you rebuild goodwill.”

“Charlotte, you must not know me well enough for you to be saying something like that.”

She looks at me, confused.

Shutting the windows, I consider starting the engine and turning the air on but let my gaze fall on her instead. “The one thing I really don’t give a shit about is what people think of me.”

With that declaration, I surge across the car, crashing my mouth to hers, thrusting my tongue in her mouth, consuming her, devouring her, tasting her, wanting to eat her up. With a need bordering on primal, I pull her over the console so I can feel more of her. Her lips never leaving mine, she adjusts her body to straddle my hips and puts her hands on my shoulders. I, in turn, put my hands on her ass, pressing her closer to me. To my hardness. To my insane need to have her.

The fabric of our clothes grinds together until we’re both fitted so right. If only our clothes weren’t still on, I’d be inside her. I can’t help the groan that escapes my throat at the thought of burying myself deep inside and letting the world disappear, if only for a little while.

The sounds she makes drive me to the threshold, but I’m not going to take her in a car. When I take her I want space to move. When I finally give in to this pent-up need I’ve been feeling for the past week I want to see her, all of her. And when this happens, because it is going to happen, I want to look into her eyes and see my own flaming, burning desire reflected back.

The heat behind the seductive way she kisses me makes my body quake for more, every stroke of her tongue thrusting me deeper and deeper into a whirlwind that revolves entirely around her. Only Charlotte Lane. The girl doing something to me no one ever has done.

Just thinking of her makes my heart race and my world spin faster and faster. Being with her puts me in another dimension.

A thought that scares the living shit out of me.

Shoving my mindfuck of issues aside, I focus only on her. My hands are moving and this time so are hers. Up my chest, to my shoulders, down my arms. Her touch is electric. I want more, so much more. My greedy mouth stays attached to hers. The air feels stifling. None of that matters. It’s only her and me and the way our bodies react to each other.

The buzzing of my phone in this small space jolts me out of this lustful haze and I break the kiss. Knowing I need to answer this, I hold her in place and fumble for my phone in my front pocket.

It’s Will. Drawing in a breath, I look at Charlotte and give her a slight smile. “Don’t move,” I tell her and then answer the call. “Hey, man, I’m good.”

“Jasper, Jake told me what happened. I can’t fucking believe it.”

“I know. It’s over for now, though.”

Will sucks in a breath. “That’s just it. It’s not. There’s more.”

I drop my head back against the headrest. “What else?”

Charlotte stiffens and I rub my free hand up and down her back.

“There’s an outstanding warrant to search your car. The Storm has to be taken down to impound by midnight tonight. That’s why Todd has been trying to reach you.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“What?” Charlotte asks in alarm.

I put the phone on speaker because she might as well hear this. I mouth, “The police want to search my car.”

A voice booms through the car. “Jasper, it’s Todd. Listen, I’m over at Will’s place.”

“Todd, you told me there would be no more searches.”

His sigh signals his frustration. “I know, and that’s why I wanted to explain the situation, but it seems the shit hit the fan before I could. Pictures taken last Saturday of your car show some compelling evidence.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The photos from the press shoot show mud all over your car and tires, and it was enough for the judge to sign the warrant for another search.”

“Are you fucking kidding me? I went there that morning before the ground dried out. I already told you that.”

“I know, but we have no way to prove it wasn’t at the plant during the night. The surveillance cameras aren’t clear enough and therefore are not admissible.”

“Let them search it. They won’t find anything.”

“I know that, Jasper. Jake just got here. I’ll arrange to have it dropped off if that’s okay with you.”

Charlotte looks down at me and I trace her lips with my finger. “Yeah, do it. And Jake, I’ll have your car back to you within the hour.”

“JJ, keep it for the night. Your place is swarming with reporters and so are Will’s, Drew’s, and mine. I’d stay clear of the riverfront for the night. Call me in the morning and we’ll figure things out.”

“Thanks again, Jake. I’ll call you tomorrow,” I say and hit disconnect.

Charlotte takes my face in her hands. “You’ll get through this and be cleared soon.”

“I know.”

Her thumbs caress my cheeks and I turn to kiss one of her palms. As soon as my lips touch her soft skin, I push all the crazy shit that is my life behind me and concentrate on her.

And that’s the problem.

Her.

My pulse races with the knowledge that my path toward this girl on my lap is speeding down the track like a freight train.

Our eyes are locked and our breathing is fast. Is the speeding train we’re on a warning to slow things down?

The thought has me faltering in my previous intentions. “Tell me we should be doing this.”

“We should be doing this,” she whispers.

Not convinced, I go on. “Tell me this doesn’t taint our innocent memories. Because that time was the happiest of my childhood.”

Staying stronger than I would have imagined, she runs her hands from my face to my chest and rests one of them over my racing heart. “What Charlie and JJ shared can never be taken away. Never.”

Mimicking her actions, I put my hand over her heart. Look at her. Stare at her. Feel her heart. A beat. Two. Three. Take a deep breath. Now I can feel her heart beating just as fast as mine. “Then let’s get out of here and see what Charlotte and Jasper can share,” I tell her and lift my chin to meet her soft, lush lips in a tender kiss.

And then I close my eyes and hope to fuck she’s right.


CHAPTER TWENTY

A CHEMISTRY LESSON

Charlotte

IT’S AMAZING HOW one small thing can change everything.

He believes me. Believes in what I’m saying. Maybe even believes me enough to help me prove my father’s innocence. Clear my father’s name. Ease my conscience. Set the record straight. Despite what scars of his might be uncovered, he’s willing to pull the Band-Aid off.

The trouble is I’m not, though. I’m not willing to watch him uncover wounds so deep he might end up hating me forever.

I look over at him. So handsome. So brave. So confident.

Anger wells deep within me.

Cast me out. Brand me with the letter A. I don’t care. But not Jasper. He’s been through enough. Just last week this city called him their white knight, and I can’t bear for him to become their black sheep along with me. That’s why I’ve decided to give us the night and then leave Detroit for a while.

Not forever.

But for now.

Until the smoke clears and the dust settles.

I’m not giving up. I’ll never do that. But it’s not fair for Jasper to be caught in the crossfire. Not when everything else around him is in such upheaval.

I’ll go to the police station tomorrow and let them know where I’ll be before leaving. Mackinac Island isn’t that far. They’ll have to let me go. And as for my car, well I’m not sure what to do about that.

Still looking at him, I watch as he runs a hand through his hair. He’s easing down my street with hesitation more than evident in his slow speed.

The moon is bright above and I can see how the muscles in his arm tighten with apprehension. I can see how he clenches and unclenches his jaw, uncertain, like me, of what lies ahead. I can see his worry.

Surprisingly, though, the street is eerily quiet. Relief washes through me, knowing that the location of where I live has obviously not been uncovered.

Yet.

Patrons of the bar next to my apartment building, the bar I should have been working in tonight when the news broke, linger outside smoking, focusing on their own lives.

Thankful, I let out a sigh of relief that I wasn’t there tonight, with the televisions turned on in every corner and my picture flashing across each and every one of them. Mean drunks might just be more ruthless than journalists trying to crack a story or citizens wanting due penance. Might. I’m not certain, but I’m glad I didn’t have to find out.

Relief evident on his face as well, he parks the car a good distance from my building and the bar and we walk down the sidewalk side by side. Up above I study the stars, looking for a sign of any kind that I should take a different path. That I shouldn’t leave tomorrow. That my staying won’t rock this town on its axis like I know it will. But I know I won’t find one. My road is clear.

Jasper drops a soft kiss on my shoulder and I wish I could use that as a sign, but I know I can’t. Instead, I continue to study the sky.

Hands linked, we silently walk up the steps, through the broken door, up the stairs, and finally through my apartment door. My heart is pounding. This man, who I feel like I’ve known my whole life, wants me. Hasn’t forgotten me. Chooses me over the ease of walking away.

It means so so much.

Inside my apartment I turn the lights on. Jasper drops my key on the counter and is already headed to my bedroom. I watch as he flicks the lights on in there and disappears inside. I’m nervous. Suddenly very unsure if I am ready to cross the invisible line he spoke of just twenty minutes earlier. Afraid if I do, the only good memories I have of my childhood will forever be tainted with this new memory.

“Would you like a drink?” I call out, my nerves apparent in the tone of my voice.

“No thanks,” he answers. Jasper is now in my bathroom, turning those lights on too, and before I can think too much about it he’s back in front of me. Close. Very close. Close enough that I can smell his cologne and see the stubble on his jaw. Close enough to kiss me. Instead, though, he asks, “What apartment does your super live in?”

That’s when I realize he was searching my apartment.

More nerves.

“Did you think someone might be in here?”

He shakes his head. “No, but I just wanted to be sure. Now what apartment can I find him in?”

Okay. Good. Because with the lock changed, I feel certain no one can get in.

Looking at him, I almost laugh out loud at myself that I thought he was ready to get down to it that fast. Blinking at my own ridiculous reaction, I blurt out, “2B.”

“I’ll be right back.”

I grab his arm. “Jasper, what are you doing?”

He reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze. “Don’t worry, Charlotte. I just want to have a little chat with him about getting that lobby door fixed as soon as possible.”

“I already spoke to him.”

“Then perhaps I need to remind him that code violations do add up and that should I call the county supervisor, this violation might hinder his monthly city grant upkeep payout.”

I shake my head. “You don’t have to do that.”

“No, I don’t. I want to. You’ve spoken to him and yet the door is still broken, so I think he needs a slight reminder of his job responsibilities.”

“Jasper,” I sigh.

He gives me a cheeky grin and is out the door before I can say another word.

Suddenly feeling all too alone, I take off my shoes and hop onto the sofa. Most women would use this time to freshen up. Slip into some sexy lingerie perhaps. Aside from the fact that I don’t own any, I feel like I can’t breathe and need some air. Opening the window, I step out onto my fire escape and look up into the night. Inhaling slowly, calming myself, I get lost in my own thoughts.

Minutes later I find myself crossing my arms to ward off the goose bumps from the slight chill in the night air, and then I do what I always do when I feel this way—search the stars. Count them. Trace them. Stare at them.

“Are you looking for the Big Dipper?” His voice is warm like molasses.

Chemistry.

It’s here.

And I can feel it.

“All of the constellations, actually.”

He laughs. “How many have you found?”

I point. “Three. There’s the Big Dipper. The Little Dipper. And Lyra.” I bring my hand down and then ask, “Did you talk to the building superintendent?”

“I did. Everything is taken care of,” he says.

“Really?”

“Yes, he was quite understanding.”

I nod, uncertain that’s an entirely true statement.

Jasper pulls me in front of him and links his fingers through mine. “Lyra, huh? Show me.”

“See that bright star right there?” I say as I point, tipping my head back to look directly overhead.

“I see it,” he says, his breath warm in my ear.

His embrace chases away my chill. “That’s Vega. It’s always easiest to see in the summer months. It’s also the tail to Lyra. Starting there, go up and draw a lopsided square.” I move his hand and trace the box shape in the sky.

“Ahhh . . . I see it.”

I smile. “See, it’s not as hard as you used to think to find them.”

He rests his chin on my shoulder. “I didn’t have you holding my hand back then showing me the way.”

No, he didn’t.

Not like this, anyway.

With just a slight twist of his neck, his lips are nuzzling my skin and his teeth are nipping at the flesh.

No, not like this at all.

Suddenly, I’m on fire. Flames are licking over my entire body and there’s a burst of heat clawing through my belly.

Soft lips press harder against the skin of my shoulder. “Do you still look at the stars when you’re afraid?” he asks. He’s not mocking me in the least. He’s very serious.

“Sometimes.”

“Like tonight?” he asks with concern.

“Yes,” I admit.

“What are you afraid of?”

I tilt my head. “The same thing you are. Tarnishing the only good memories I have of my childhood.”

His mouth tilts upward. “I thought we decided that could never happen.”

I turn in his arms and look at him. “We did. But I can’t help but still be concerned.”

He lifts his hand between us and curls his pinky finger. “I could give you a sign, but how about instead we pull out the big guns and pinky swear that no matter what, we will always remain friends.”

Smiling, I lift my hand and curl my pinky around his. “Pinky swear.”

Fingers locked, we study each other under the light of the stars. Saying nothing. Thinking. Deciding.

Do this?

Don’t do this?

That uncertainty weighs heavily on me and I have to look away and back up to the sky. It’s then that I see it. “Oh my God, look!” I point excitedly at the shooting star.

“Make a wish,” he says, his voice rumbling low and lustful.

I close my eyes. “You too.”

My wish is that whatever this is we have isn’t a fleeting moment. That even when I return, when his name is cleared, it’s still there. And then for good measure, I throw in that I hope my neediness doesn’t drive him away.

When I open my eyes he’s gazing at me. “Did you make a wish?” I ask.

He nods.

“What did you wish for?”

His grin is sly. “Now, if I tell you it won’t come true.”

I smile. That was what I used to tell him every time I made a wish and he asked me what it was.

Jasper steps closer.

My breathing is heavy. My pulse pounding. My heart thumping. “Do you remember how you used to tell me the stars were infinite and I could never see every one of them?”

He nods again, and this time his eyes glitter gold in the moonlight.

“There’s this line in ‘Evangeline,’ a poem by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, that when I first read it in high school reminded me of just that.”

His hands go to my hips. “Oh, yeah, what is it?”

Running my hands up his chest, I recite the line that I know by heart. “‘Silently, one by one, in the infinite meadows of heaven, Blossomed the lovely stars, the forget-me-nots of the angels.’”

Jasper sucks in a breath and stares at me for a long moment, seemingly at a loss for words. Seconds pass and then he takes a step back and outstretches his arm. “Come inside with me.”

I nod, taking his hand. Leaping. Ready for this. Jumping.

Once inside he takes my face in my hands. “I want you to know I never, ever forgot you, Charlotte, and I never, ever will forget you.”

Moved by so much emotion.

Happiness.

Sadness.

Too many feelings.

Lust.

Admiration.

Desire.

I fight hard to hold my tears back, but then his lips are on mine and all I feel is that driving need to be even closer to him. To take the next step. To leap forward. To fall with abandon.

Letting all of my concerns go, I thread my fingers in his hair.

Immediately, his hands are on me. All over me. One cups the back of my neck while the other sears my waist, almost as if purposefully covering my forget-me-nots. His mouth moves fast, mine faster. Our lips open, our tongues meet, and those sparks are stronger than ever. Electricity flows between us and the moment consumes us.

Lost in him, I forget who I am.

Not a feeling I entirely hate.

I toy with his hair.

He kisses me fast.

I kiss him slow.

He kisses me breathless.

“Jasper,” I finally whisper, hoarsely, unable to take the butterflies swarming in my belly any longer.

He pauses his kissing to look into my eyes. “Yes, Charlotte?”

“Nothing,” I say, shaking it off, not exactly sure what to say, or how to tell him how much I want him. Showing him seems much easier.

Resuming his kissing, I can feel his smile on my skin.

I think he likes it when he throws me off-kilter.

His hands are now anchoring my hips while his mouth travels from one corner of my lips to the other, then along my jaw, to my neck. His teeth are sharp, but the heat of his tongue soothes away the sting. I love this feeling, and the hiss that escapes my throat is a sound I know I’ve never made before. His returning groan tells me he’s more than turned on by it.

Pulling back, his stare practically burns me as he looks me up and down. “I want to see you naked.”

For some reason I’m completely unabashed by his request, but not here, not in my small living room.

Time to take the next step.

Infused with a bravado I didn’t know I had, I put my hands on his shoulders and push, not gently either. Roughly, I push until he edges back a few steps. His eyes light up when I do. Then I move past him without breaking eye contact and turn to walk backward.

One step.

Two.

Three.

And four.

Now I’m past the kitchen and in the small hallway.

Jasper is watching me. Watching in a way no man has ever looked at me before.

It makes my breath catch, but I don’t falter.

When his mouth parts and his tongue slips out to swipe across his bottom lip, I swear I see the rise of his chest coming faster and faster.

Curling my finger, I beckon him toward me in a way I’ve never wooed a man before.

The smile that breaks across his face when I do is one I know I’ll never forget.

I retreat another step.

He moves forward.

Feeling bolder, I lift my dress over my head.

His hissing sound urges me to be even bolder. Dropping it to the floor just as I cross the threshold into my room, I leave the lights on.

Once inside, I draw the blinds back, open my window to let the cool breeze in, and then look around. My room is neat. The bed is made. The spread has pretty wildflowers on it and is the only bright item in the room. The dark furniture that belonged to my aunt is clear of clutter. Turning back to the window, I peek out at the stars one last time. Behind me I hear the door creak as he closes it. Knowing he’s close, I pull the bralette I wore over my head. As soon as I do, his mouth is on me. And just as fast, his hands circle around me and are warm on my breasts.

I’m not ready for this.

Yet at the same time I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for it.

Maybe for him.

Molding his front to my back, he caresses my breasts and then rolls my nipples between his fingers. Under his touch they turn into hard peaks. As soon as they do, they start to ache, and that’s not all that aches. My clit begins to pulse with the sweetest desire.

Wanton.

Waiting.

When Jasper passes his thumbs over my nipples over and over, I can’t help but cry out. I try to muffle the sound, but don’t think I’m successful at all.

Jasper’s mouth is on my neck and when I feel the vibrations from his smile, I know I didn’t do a good job.

Before I can even recover, his hands slide down my body to the lace of my panties, and then right there.

There.

Right there.

Having grown wet long ago, my desire for him is evident through the fabric, and he lets out a long exhale. “Turn around,” he says, low and husky.

Trembling, I turn to see him.

His eyes fill with desire and he sucks in a breath at the sight of me. “Fuck, you’re so beautiful. You know that?”

I flush, heat creeping up my throat to paint my cheeks pink. I consider covering them with my palms, but the fire in his gaze renders me unable to move. My panties ride low on my hips, a boy-cut style, nothing extremely sexy, but the frilly lace and the way he looks at me makes me feel like they are.

“Take your panties off, too.” His voice is thick, proof of how much he wants me, and it gives me the courage to bare myself to him.

I watch him watch me as I ease the soft fabric down my hips and then step out of them. Standing completely naked before him, I’m not the only one flushing. Pink tints his cheeks too.

His eyes are wide and he puts a hand over his heart. “Fuck, Charlotte, you’re beautiful beyond words,” he whispers, and I feel prettier than I’ve ever felt in my life.

“Jasper,” I breathe.

“I like the way you say my name,” he murmurs, dropping a kiss to my mouth. “Say it again.”

“Jasper . . . your turn,” I say, nipping at his lip. This time my voice is raspy, but not nervous. Instead it’s filled with a kind of desire I’ve never felt in my life. I take a step back and sit on the bed, not at all meaning for him to put on a show, but it must look that way.

That’s okay.

Jasper pulls his shirt over his head, leaving his hair standing up all over the place. It looks delicious. His body is as long and lean as his chest is smooth. It looks delicious too.

I lick my lips.

My fingers twitch.

I can’t wait to touch both.

When his eyes meet mine, he fumbles with his belt buckle, undoes it, and then unzips his jeans. Stopping to bend and untie his boots, he stands erect again, toes them off, and yanks off his socks. His naked feet make those butterfly wings in my belly multiply. But then he just stands that way. Puts his hand on his heart and lays his fingers flat over it. He just stares at me. Frozen in place.

Is he nervous?

He is.

And it’s utterly adorable.

Springing into action, I get off the bed and walk over to him. Run my hands down his smooth, muscled chest, stopping to feel that hint of a six-pack before sliding lower and touching the strain that is more than evident in his jeans.

“Oh, fuck,” he says, and I think my touch is all he needs to realize this is happening. We are doing this. We are crossing that line. Right here. Right now.

He is hard and thick, and I suck in a breath when my fingertips skate over the outline of his erection.

Jasper’s pupils have gone dark, so dark they nearly swallow the gold flecks in his brown eyes as he looks down at me. “You’re so much more than I could have ever imagined,” he rasps.

The compliment moves me in a way I can never fully explain. He’s been with many women. Fucked them hard and fast, I am certain, fucked them in different ways, one, two, who knows, three at a time, and yet he stands before me now and looks at me like he’s never seen a woman naked before.

Jasper still has his hand on his chest. Maybe he needs a little help to get past this part. The part where we officially cross that invisible line we keep talking about.

Moving my fingertips to hook in the denim at his hips, I begin to push the fabric down, never once taking my eyes off his. His jeans ease down a little, then a little more. That’s when I stop and slowly nod my head.

His turn.

He nods back and takes over.

Our gazes never leave each other’s as he bends to push his jeans all the way down. Then I can’t resist a quick look. His boxers are bulging and the sight causes my pulse to race. Shifting my eyes back to his, I wait for him to finish undressing as I gaze deeply into his brown, brown eyes. Shoving the final layer between us away, he lifts his feet and tugs the rest of his clothes off, and once he kicks them aside, I finally inch back just a little to fully take him in.

Bold.

I’ve never been this bold.

As clichéd as it sounds, he takes my breath away. My gaze sweeps him from head to toe and just like that, the world feels like it is falling out from under my bare feet. He is just so obscenely magnificent. From his lean, muscled frame to his smooth, tan skin. It’s not the first time I’ve seen him like this, but it’s the first time I’ve done so with his knowledge.

Those full, soft lips quirk up to one side and he gives me a nod before he moves in to brush them against my ear. “I really want this, Charlotte. I really want you. I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone in my life.”

My heart seizes, going still before it lurches back to life again. Words spoken that mean more to me than he could possibly understand.

No one ever wants me.

“And I don’t want to fuck it up. So let’s take this slow. Okay?”

“Jasper,” I breathe with a nod. Those silly emotions he evokes in me take hold and render me speechless, which is fine because his lips are back on my mouth and his hands are all over me. I couldn’t speak even if I wanted to.

“No more talking about it, okay?”

I nod. I left those feelings in the other room anyway.

Suddenly, I’m made of feathers and he’s lifting me. Soon he’s laying me on the bed, covering me with his body, and I’m flesh again. Warm, hot flesh being seared by this man.

Although we’ve never done this with each other before, we find our rhythm right away. We are all hands and mouths, touching, kissing, sucking, licking, exploring.

Instinctively, I reach between us and find the heat of his silky-smooth cock. When I do, Jasper makes a small, helpless noise and it flames the fire within me. It’s so unlike me to be aggressive or make first moves, yet I find myself wanting to slide my hand along his erection. To explore him in ways I’ve never explored a man.

There is no room to stroke him, not with him on top of me the way that he is. So I leave my hand where it is but don’t move it. Moments later, his fingers close over mine, helping me with what I didn’t think was possible.

Up.

Down.

Oh, God.

Too soon he abandons my hand and his fingers slide along my skin. I writhe beneath him and he laughs. “Patience.”

I laugh too.

The laughter fades, though, when he buries his face in my neck, the rise and fall of his breath pushing our bodies even closer together in a way that makes me think we were made for each other. Mere seconds tick by before his lips are trailing down my body, stopping at the pulse point on my neck to nip and suck it.

I cry out. The noise I make isn’t intentional, but it spurs him on.

Once he soothes that spot with his tongue, he moves lower down my body to kiss my breasts. His tongue strokes my skin and teases my nipples. His cock stretches hot along my thigh. He rubs it against me, his hips pumping slowly. The thought of how he’s going to feel thrusting inside me makes me moan.

“Damn it, I love when you make that noise.”

Just then I look down at him, a little horrified. “What noise?” I ask. “I don’t make noises,” I tell him.

Ignoring me, he moves lower still. This time over my ribs, where he murmurs something I can’t understand. He stops there to dip his tongue in my belly button and takes a little extra time to suck and nip at the skin surrounding it.

Oh, God, I love when he does that with his teeth.

He looks up. “That noise.” He grins with a self-satisfied smirk.

My hands fly to my mouth in embarrassment. Compliments during sex aren’t anything I’m used to, but soon enough I relax and let my hands fall. I like the easiness that is developing between us. I like what he’s doing to me. How he’s making me feel. How comfortable I feel with him.

When he kisses my hip, my pulse flutters with a strange new kind of excitement. I should be nervous. I shouldn’t want him to do what he’s about to do. But I do. I want this.

As soon as we bared ourselves to each other, we crossed that line from friends to more. Lovers? Perhaps. And now that we have, there is no turning back. This is all new and different. Feelings I’ve never had during first times. Trust is already built between us and I want him to take me wherever he wants. Do to me whatever he wants. Make me feel alive.

Settling between my thighs, he grins up at me. “Your skin tastes so good. I can’t wait to taste the rest of you.”

Whether it is his way of asking or letting me know what’s next, I can’t help but stare at him. Only one word escaping my lips. “Jasper,” I breathe, his name sounding more like a prayer.

His hand soothes over my belly and all of my nerve endings leap to attention as his mouth moves lower and lower still.

The green light more than evident in the sounds escaping my throat, he dips his head down. And then, and then, oh God, his breath gusts over me like a small whirlwind of pleasure just before his tongue darts out to taste my sensitive flesh. That small whirlwind turns into so much more. Unable to control myself, I bite down on my lip to stop from yelling out. It’s been a long, long time since a man has touched me, and never has one taken his time with me like Jasper is.

Not taking a single breath, he runs the tip of his tongue over my clit and dips it inside.

Right here. Right now. All of my senses come alive. My eyes dart to his mess of beautiful brown hair. The air smells like him. And I swear I can taste him in it. He’s everywhere in my room and I can’t help but hope he lingers in it long after he’s gone.

He licks me slowly and I feel each touch like a kind of pleasure I’ve never felt before. Lifting my head from the pillow, I peer between my thighs and see his eyes are closed, his lashes two half-moons. Beautiful. He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. I moan when he tongues me harder and harder still.

Glancing up at me, his words are barely audible. “Fuck, you taste sweeter than I could have ever thought possible.”

No words.

None.

Crashing my head to my pillow, I close my eyes. In less than a moment, though, he pushes a finger inside me and my entire body jerks. It feels so good. I try to stifle the sound with my fist, but I’m fairly certain I didn’t do a good job of suppressing the noise because his responding groan is like an aphrodisiac that I certainly don’t need right now.

Passion fills the room. It’s in our sounds, the way we steal glances at each other, the way our bodies move, our breathing. Feeling out of control, my hips surge upward and then, just like that, he finds my G-spot.

“Jasper,” I call out.

Losing myself in his touch, I convulse around his fingers. Pleasure rips my voice away as he continues to consume me until I’m gasping and trembling. On the edge. Ready to fall.

Shaking, I look down at him. Brown, brown hair nestled between my thighs. Passion hazes my vision. Back bare and beautiful, waiting for me to run my nails down it. Naked. So naked. It’s an image I will never forget. Suddenly, he looks up at me and everything becomes clear when I look into his brown, brown, eyes.

“Don’t come yet.” Jasper’s voice has grown deeper over the years we haven’t seen each other, but now it goes lower. Impossibly low.

I blink, trying to focus on what he’s telling me while so close to falling over the edge.

“Don’t come yet,” he says again. This time I can feel his breath as it drifts over my hot, wet flesh, and the feel of it tantalizes me mercilessly.

I swallow. Hold back. Feel. So much to feel. So much I want to feel. “I . . . I don’t know if I can stop it.”

With a grin that melts me, Jasper moves up my body. Fast as sin, he captures my wrists with his hands as he pushes them over my head. Automatically, my fingers curl around the wooden spindles and I stare up at him, more than a little breathless. I’m definitely not the same girl he played Matchbox cars with in the dirt when we were young, but there’s a little of that same boy who played with me still in Jasper. The boy who told me what to do, took charge, always knew how to get his way. And he’s hovering over me right this minute, making certain I do what he demands.

I never could resist his domineering ways, so I hold on with my heart nearly pounding out of my chest. Hold on tightly while he stands up, looks around, reaches down, and finally fumbles in his wallet. Pulls everything out. Shakes it upside down. And then sighs.

Sighs.

Why is he sighing?

Curious, I watch as he drops his wallet to the floor empty-handed.

Sighing again, he saunters toward me. All this time I’m watching him in utter fascination. He sits down beside me. I so badly want that body over mine. His eyes are on me. I’m waiting. Wondering what is going on.

Finally, he laughs and nuzzles my ear. “You’re never going to believe this.”

“Believe what?”

He laughs again. “I don’t have any condoms.”

“Stop joking around. It’s not funny.”

“I’m totally serious.”

I sit up so fast the room spins for a second or two, and I have to grab on to one of his shoulders to steady myself.

He looks at me in question.

“I don’t have any,” I say in answer to his unspoken question.

We are sitting side by side now. Naked. Completely naked. “Well, shit,” is all he says.

“How . . . how do you not—” I stop myself.

He’s shaking his head. “I wasn’t planning anything that has happened tonight. Wasn’t even thinking this is where we’d end up when I called you earlier. I’m sorry.”

Giggles bubble out of me. “You don’t have to be sorry.” It’s pretty funny. After so much worry about doing this, now we can’t. I can only laugh about it because otherwise I might just cry. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop from doing either.

Jasper leans in and kisses me until my mouth opens and I can taste him. Taste me. That energy we seem to have wraps itself around us like a blanket and soon enough he has me pinned on the bed. A breeze blows through the window. The air might be cool, but all I can feel is the heat between us. Our breathing shifts. His goes in while mine goes out. My clit throbs beneath his hard length, and I rock myself against him. Jasper’s mouth moves down my neck, small, light flicks of his tongue that feel like sparks of desire. I run my fingers through his hair, the strands tickling the back of my hand. “What are we going to do?” I ask.

Jasper lifts himself up on his arms. Stares down at me, his lips glistening. Those intense brown eyes flickering, he licks his lips. “We have two choices,” he says. “I can get dressed and go to the store, or we can stay here and act like horny teenagers who never hit a home run.”

“Third base?” I question.

He nods.

Neither is acceptable. I shake my head no and put my hands on his face to tip it farther down. Gently, I hold him still while I look up into his eyes. Looking for a better solution. Hoping for one. My thumbs reach for the softness of his mouth and trace his lower lip.

Jasper shivers under my touch and a new level of desire seems to be mounting. He shifts a little and his erection strokes along my inner thigh, tantalizing my flesh with his. I can’t stand it another minute. That’s when I reach between us to stroke him. He groans and I want to swallow the noise, it sounds so good. The inner temptress in me that I had no idea existed emerges, and I insert a thumb inside his mouth in the most flirtatious way.

After sucking on it for more than a few seconds, his lips purse and he looks down at me with a sly grin. “What are you doing?”

Answering without really thinking about it I say, “Finishing what we started. I’m on the pill. I’m clean. And I trust you are too.”

Reservations appear all over his face. Even though he seems hesitant to move forward, he lowers himself down, closer to me. Closer to my mouth. Closer to my body. “I am clean. I get tested twice a year.”

With my nipples brushing his chest, I have to ask. “But the two women you were with last weekend?”

“Although this is not the place I want to be discussing this, I didn’t have sex with them both, just Blue, and I used a condom.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

He shrugs and shifts to the other end of the bed. “It doesn’t matter. I was still with them both intimately.”

I sit up to face him, uncertain of what to say to that. He’s right. It shouldn’t matter. Yet for some reason it matters to me that he didn’t sleep with Eve. Knowing this doesn’t change anything, but all the same I feel like a weight has been lifted. Lighter than I’ve felt in a while, I lose myself in his brown eyes, now deep and dark, filled with that heavy layer of desire I’m feeling too. And I find myself ready to stop thinking about him with her. Moving closer to him, I place my hand on his face. “I haven’t been with a man in two years, and I really want you right now, so let’s stop talking about other women.”

Jasper blinks and falls on an elbow. “Trust me, the only woman I want to talk about is you.”

I draw in a breath. “So we’re doing this?” I ask.

He grins. “We are.”

I lean down to kiss him. Upside down. My forehead right above his chin, I slide my mouth until I find his. Then I kiss him and kiss him and kiss him, not caring what angle we’re at.

His hand cups the back of my neck, his strong fingers pressing just right at the base of my skull. I shiver and feel his touch in every inch of me.

Fast, fast as sin, he rolls me onto my back. Even faster, one hand is next to my shoulder and the other is on his cock to guide it inside me. My eyes close as he pushes slowly and starts to fill me. A small noise escapes me and he stops moving. He must think I feel pain. He isn’t wrong, but I want it. Want to feel it. Want to turn it into pleasure. Slowing his pace, he slides a hand beneath the back of my neck. His fingers dive into my hair and he brings my mouth to his. Open-mouthed, he kisses me and then stops, breathing hard.

I blink him into focus, his face so close I can see every single one of his long, long lashes. Inside me his cock throbs. Still he doesn’t move. I start to tremble, my need for him surging. “Please.”

His eyes search mine and he smiles half a beat after I beg. “I’m letting you decide on the pace.”

Understanding what he means, I shift beneath him, and only then does he finally press deeper into me. Then he slowly withdraws an inch or two. It isn’t enough. This is too slow. I lift my hips and clutch his ass to move him.

With a groan, he sinks into me, and then pulls out.

Faster he thrusts.

Faster still.

Turning it up, our teeth clash in a hard kiss and our grip on each other tightens, but I don’t care about bruises. This feels so good nothing else matters—it all falls away. Everything. It’s just him and me and what we have. This physical insanity. This lust. This desire that is greater than any I’ve ever felt.

Needing to hold on, I reach back and grab the headboard.

Jasper pushes up onto his hands to drive his cock deeper, and the pleasure is almost too much. My hands grip the wood. He moves faster and faster. Deeper and deeper. His eyes never leave mine, not even when he slides a hand between us to stroke my clit in time with his hard and fast thrusts.

“Now,” he grunts between clenched teeth.

Uncertainty must be evident on my face.

“Now . . . you can come.”

The ceiling starts to blur. I close my eyes and tip into the swirling oblivion of orgasm. Warmth floods me and I let it sweep me away. Carry me off to a place where everything in the world is bright and filled with so much light. A place where darkness doesn’t loom around every corner and stars shine bright. It’s a place I’ve never been.

Jasper groans my name, surprising me, and I find that I, too, like the way he says my name.

I cry out so loudly when he pumps inside me one last time that I end up letting go of the headboard to hold onto him. Not on purpose, my nails rake his back. When they do, he cries out too, maybe because I’m drawing blood or maybe because it feels that good for him too, and then he collapses on top of me. His lips search for that spot on my neck that drives me wild and attach to it.

A minute passes before he rolls onto his back with a loud sigh. “Wow.”

“Mmm-hmm.” I stare up at the ceiling still seeing stars, unable to form words, boneless and sated beyond belief.

His shoulder presses against mine and I like being close to him. Once he catches his breath, he turns to face me.

I turn too.

Both propped on elbows, we stare at each other. “Is this what they call friends to lovers?”

I laugh. “I’m not entirely sure, but if I had to guess I’d say yes.”

Jasper takes a piece of my hair and twirls it around his finger. “Does it make me sound perverted if I tell you I want to cross that line again?”

I laugh, this time ruefully. “No, but I’m pretty certain you can only cross it once.”

The side of his mouth quirks up in the most wicked way. “Did I mention again?”

I stretch my legs out and entwine my feet with his naked ones, then I run my fingers up the inside of his thigh, and I can feel him starting to get hard again. “You did,” I whisper, “and I have the most perfect thing in mind.”

He raises a brow. “Oh, yeah, what?”

“Let me show you.” I lean in to kiss him and it seems like the most natural thing in the world.

He’s so responsive to my touch. His mouth opens under mine. His tongue strokes mine. His hands are in my hair.

Pushing him onto his back, I straddle him and continue kissing him, but not on the mouth. Instead, I draw a path down his body with my tongue like he did to mine, stopping to suck and nip at his skin along the way.

The noises he makes are such a turn-on that when I reach his cock I can’t wait, and immediately take him in my mouth. I suck him slowly. He arches. I suck him harder. He surges his hips. I moan. I lose myself in him. In his taste. In his scent. The feel of his cock. In all of him. I want to remember this forever.

With his fingers in my hair, he comes. “Charlotte, oh fuck, Charlotte,” he calls out.

And I can’t help but smile as he finds his release with my mouth, my tongue, my teeth, and my name.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

WHEN LIGHTNING STRIKES

Jasper

LAST WEEKEND TWENTY-TWO people were shot in Detroit, four of them fatally. A month ago the Department of Highway Safety announced they were having a difficult time raising the funds to assemble a task force to tackle the long-standing problem of illegal street racing. Tonight, mobs of angry people came out to express their concern about my innocence.

What do they all have in common? The city’s lack of a fully staffed police force to handle the violence on the streets.

It’s the sort of thing that gives Detroit a fearful reputation of being a lawless place.

I draw in a breath. Let it out. Take another, a slow, easy pattern that nevertheless doesn’t help me relax.

Up until now, the shit that happened tonight was something I’d only watched on the news or read in the paper. Now it is my life.

I’m certain damage control is quickly moving to the top of Will’s to-do list. And rightfully so.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Breathe.

Thunder booms in the distance and lightning lights up the sky. Small pellets of rain start beating down and I look over toward the window. It’s open, but the wind doesn’t seem to be blowing it in.

Finally, I exhale in shallower bursts. Beneath me Charlotte makes a small snore-like noise. It’s fucking adorable. I look at her and even in the midst of the turmoil I can’t help but grin.

Our skin is sticky from the July heat. Charlotte shifts to lie beside me and entwines her legs with mine. And that’s all it takes. Soon, too soon, my breathing starts to pick up again for an entirely different reason.

I can’t stop myself from remembering how good it felt to be inside her. Bare. Never have I gone bareback with a woman before. Fuck, it felt like nothing I’d ever felt before. Like sex was just sex with all the others, but with her it was something more. Something I can’t put a name on. Was it just that I didn’t wear a condom? Because fuck, I shouldn’t do that again. Still, I want to. But really, I always have condoms. Always. Yet, with everything going on, I never restocked my wallet after last weekend. Sex just wasn’t on my radar. When you’re the circus act in town it’s hard to focus on much else. And let’s not forget that I was planning on keeping her out of this mess.

Fuck!

I run my hand through my hair. Was it the right decision to change my mind?

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I just don’t know.

The summer heat wave is in full force and feeling it more tonight than ever, I carefully throw the covers off and stare at the overhead fan whirling above.

Risk and danger.

That’s what I’ve been about my whole life. And as I lie here at three in the morning with her fast asleep on my chest, I can’t help but wonder if that’s what Charlotte Lane is to me too.

More risk and danger.

If she is, the outcome might be more detrimental than any before, because this time I’ve allowed the one thing to happen that I haven’t allowed since I was eight years old—for my heart to open. Just a little. Not too much. But enough that she’s somehow seeped inside it.

Smooth skin is warm beneath my fingertips and although I shouldn’t, I can’t help but caress it.

The thing about Charlotte is that when I’m with her, I feel like I’m speeding on the highway and slowing down at the same time. I feel like it doesn’t matter if I go left or right. My internal meter can’t get a reading on how fast or slow I’m going, and the strangest thing is that I’m okay with it.

Tiny droplets of rain start splashing on the hardwood floor and carefully, very carefully, I untangle myself from Charlotte and cross the room to close her window. Her building is extremely long and through this window I can see the back of the Motor City Brewing Works. Although I hate that she lives here, at least her building backs up to a green alley. I pushed the council to complete this green alley project last year. The space was underutilized and over-vandalized. It was a hive for crime. Gone are the mosquitos, vagrants, thieves, garbage, and puddles of slime and dirt. In their place are wildflowers, a beautiful brick walkway, and a safe entrance to a garage and the brewery.

Stepping over my clothes, I pull my phone out. Thumbing through text after text, I stop at the one from Alex that reads, “Need to talk to you. Meet me at nine tomorrow morning at the Hudson Cafe, near your building.”

That can’t be good. I type a quick response, “I’ll be there,” and toss my phone on the dresser. I’ll answer the other messages in the morning.

Charlotte’s apartment is on the top floor and the patter of rain on the roof sounds louder than it had moments ago. Slowly, I pad back toward the bed. Slipping in, I try not to move too much so I don’t wake her.

The flash of lightning and almost instantaneous crash of thunder makes Charlotte jerk. The power goes out with a beep of her alarm clock but comes back on moments later. Another rumble follows another flash, and this time the alarm clocks beeps but the power remains off.

The storm is moving closer. The lightning cracks at pretty regular intervals and the thunder gets louder and louder.

An ear-piercing scream has me bolting upright. “Charlotte!” I call out, reaching blindly across the bed. My heart starts pounding out of my chest when her head isn’t on the pillow she was just sleeping on moments ago.

“I’m right here,” she says in a hushed whisper.

Pushing my way through the sheets, I crawl to the foot of the bed and find her there. If light and shadows could paint the picture, I already know what I would see. A girl curled up tightly with her arms around her knees, rocking back and forth to ease the fear. Coils of anxiety work their way into my muscles until I reach her. Gently but firmly, I wrap myself around her trembling body, not unlike I used to do when we were eight.

“I’m okay,” she tells me.

Sometimes darkness reveals as much as it hides. She’s still afraid of the dark. Afraid of the thunder and lightning. The years haven’t eased her fear in the least. “I know you are,” I whisper against her hair.

Her voice cracks a little when she speaks. “I have a flashlight in the drawer of the night table.”

“We don’t need that,” I whisper.

She clings to me like I’m her safety blanket and I wonder if this is what she considers needy.

I breathe in and breathe out, wondering how she coped all these years alone. Did the flashlight help? Did her aunt comfort her? Is this why the men in her life left her?

Assholes.

Questions I want to ask and will, just not now. Right now she needs to know she’s not alone. With a slight shift of our bodies, she’s beneath me, and I rise on my forearms so as not to crush her.

She lifts on her elbows. “I really am okay.”

“I know.”

“I want you,” she whispers into the dark, sitting up.

“I’m right here,” I tell her and sit up too.

In the dark she finds me. Finds my cock. Grips my cock and slides right onto my lap.

I let out a shuddering sigh. “Charlotte.”

Her moan is one I already feel I can never get enough of.

We’re chest to chest.

Mouth to mouth.

Breath to breath.

Her arms go around my neck and hold the back of my head. Our mouths meet. We kiss, hard but slow. Our tongues stroke each other’s like we both love the taste of each other. When my hands grip her hips, she wraps her legs around my waist. I fucking love it.

Slowly my hips thrust upward.

Charlotte starts rocking into me at a much faster pace.

“Fuck.”

Her fingers twist in my hair at the nape. “Please, Jasper,” she begs.

Because I can’t say no, because I would never say no to her, I give her what she wants. My hands slide down beneath her ass to lift her higher on my cock. She counters with a downward thrust and a roll of her hips that twists her on me in a way that makes me want to explode right now.

I hold back and move faster.

Faster.

Faster still.

I thrust into her over and over and before I know it, I’m fucking her in a way I hadn’t before.

And it feels so good. So fucking good. It felt good before, but this feels even better.

Better than sex has ever felt with anyone.

She feels it too. I know she does. Her hands slip out of my hair and she clutches my back. Her nails dig into my skin and although I’m certain I’ll feel it tomorrow, all I can do right now is moan into her mouth. Over and over. Our bodies slap and the bed shakes. She bites my shoulder and it spurs me on. I shout out and thrust so deep inside her. Deeper than I should be. Deep enough that I’m certain we might become one.

The thunder crashes in the distance, the rain falls, and the lights turn back on with a beep. The room is illuminated from the light in the hall and I stop kissing her so that I can look at her. At her wild hair, at her beautiful face, at her sexy body, at all of her, and I wonder how anyone could ever forget her.

Licking my lips, I taste sweat.

She’s moving fast. Keeping up with my pace.

I can’t hold on any longer. “Come with me,” I manage.

“I am!” she shouts, and I can feel her sweet pussy clench around my cock.

And then I let go. And I come. Come like I never have. I’m practically spasming. The incredible feeling builds and I come and come and come. “Oh fuck!” I shout as I cross that threshold to bliss over and over until I’m completely spent.

She collapses on my shoulder.

I hold onto her tight without moving for the longest time and then, completely wiped out, I fall back on the bed. I can’t speak. The only words I manage are, “Holy fuck.”

“Holy fuck is right,” she repeats.

I burst out in laughter because when we were kids she never swore, and in the few times we’ve been together I have yet to hear her say “damn,” let alone “fuck.”

She laughs too and collapses on my chest. Minutes later, her breathing slows and she’s fallen asleep.

Outdoors the storm is still ravaging the streets. But in here, in my chest, that storm is at bay. With her safe in my arms, I close my eyes. And before I know it, I’m out like a light too.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

FUEL INJECTED

Charlotte

“IS THAT COFFEE I smell?” Jasper, hair wet from the shower, tucks the towel tighter around his lean hips and slides onto the stool at the breakfast bar.

I’m wearing his T-shirt, which fits me perfectly. Well, not quite. It was a little large, so I tied a knot at the side. I’m wearing it because I can. Because I want to smell him. To wear what he was wearing. It’s crazy, I know, but I couldn’t help myself. I turn, coffee in hand, and set one of my aunt’s antique china cups in front of him. “French roast,” I say with a smile.

“I’m sorry I have to run out so early to meet Alex, but I’ll make it up to you tonight by ordering in dinner at my place.”

Not wanting to talk about tonight, tomorrow, or the day after that, I turn and pull the bread from the warmer. “I made some raisin toast. I know you have a breakfast meeting, but I think you should know I’m famous for my raisin bread.”

“Famous, huh?”

I nod and turn to face him. “It was my specialty at the bed-and-breakfast.”

He bites down on his fist. “You look sexy as fuck.”

I set the plate and my cup on the small counter separating us and then take a step back. “This ratty thing?” I joke. “It belongs to some guy I couldn’t keep my hands off last night.”

With a raised brow, Jasper plays along. “I hope he is deserving of that kind of attention.”

I circle the island. “Oh, he is.”

Jasper swivels on the stool and pulls me between his legs. “Last night was . . . amazing”

“It was,” I tell him, and then look for a reason not to kiss him like we’ve been lovers for years, but I can’t think of one. So I kiss him. I throw my arms around him and kiss him hard. Kiss him slow. Kiss him sweet. My shirt rises and exposes my frilly panties. The ones I wore for him. A simple black pair made entirely of lace. His hands are on them. In them. Ripping them down. And I’m still kissing him. Kissing him because although I don’t want to leave today, I have to. I have to leave . . . for now. Until he can clear his name. Me by his side will just make things worse. Harder. More difficult for him. And I can’t do that to him. I can’t.

“I have to leave,” he breathes.

“I know,” I tell him, pushing myself against him. “But you need your shirt, don’t you?” I tease.

“I do,” he murmurs into my mouth.

I step back. My tongue dips into the tiny well in the center of my bottom lip, wetting it. Offering it to him. “You’ll just have to come and get it.”

His gaze falls to my mouth, watching, and his own lips part. “Is that a challenge?”

I take another step back and shrug.

His sexy smile sends tingles down to my toes. And then he darts for me. Leaping forward and reaching for me so quickly I barely have enough time to circle the table. “You’re fast,” he says with a grin.

“I am,” I say, keeping more than an arm’s length away from him.

“Just not fast enough,” he says, and he pounces and scoops me up, tossing me over his shoulder.

I tug at his towel, pull it off, and slap his naked rear end. “Put me down.”

Before I know it, he’s pushing the plates aside and setting me on the small counter. “Charlotte, you surprise me with your kinkiness.”

I blink at him and laugh. “I’m really not kinky. Not at all. Really, I’m not.”

Two hands lift my shirt. “Got it.”

Even with the sunlight peeking in through the blinds his eyes have gone liquid. They are a dark, dark brown. All traces of gold are gone. He places his rough hands between my thighs. Parts them. He doesn’t look away from my eyes as he does.

I draw in a breath. “What are you doing?” My voice sounds weak and hoarse, full of need.

He smiles. Looks down at his hands. “I think you should know, every time you talk dirty it turns me on.”

“Oh.”

Jasper leans over me. Spreads my legs even wider. Slides his hands beneath my rear end and lifts me to his mouth. I am already wet. I have been perpetually wet in his presence. “Mmmm,” he groans, like I taste delicious.

I gasp when he starts to suck me. Slow and soft. I cry out when he flutters his tongue, oh so softly, over and over. I find myself on the edge faster than I’ve ever been. Then I rock myself into his mouth, urging him on. His tongue jets inside me and I let go. My hands slap the polished marble, squeaking, and everything in the world is a rainbow. I shake and shudder, seeing bright colors. “Oh, Jasper,” I cry out.

Jasper removes his hands from beneath me and stands straight. I pull him toward me and kiss him.

He laughs into my mouth. “See what happens when you challenge me?”

Bare-chested, barefoot, and bare all over, he is still giving me butterflies even after he had his hands all over my body. I stare at him. Lock this moment away to remember later when I’m gone. “Yes, you really showed me.”

His hand cups the back of my neck and his tongue traces my lips like he wants to taste me just a little bit more. “Careful.”

I push him to the side and hop off the counter. I walk over and pick his shirt up. Hand it to him. Start walking backwards down the hallway toward my bedroom. Pause. Flutter my eyelashes and say, “Is that a warning? Because I’m really scared.”

Dropping his shirt to the ground, he growls and lunges for me.

Turning quickly, I start to run but am laughing too hard to gain speed. Still, I make it all the way to my bedroom threshold before he catches me.

We don’t get much farther than that.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

MORE TROUBLE

Jasper

THE HUDSON CAFE isn’t the same place I go to with the guys every Sunday. In fact, it isn’t even a diner.

A classically trained French chef owns it, but he isn’t pretentious in the least. He’s actually a decent guy who believes in the importance of revitalizing downtown. Just by opening down here he has helped the rebirth of this area tremendously.

Zooming into a parking place, I shut the engine off and get out of Jake’s car. Other than the color, it’s identical to mine, and so are Will’s and Drew’s. Four prototypes. Four machines of power that once replicated in mass production could change the way America thinks of automobiles—if only all of this shit would just go away.

I shove the thought of that poor woman’s dead body and the mob of people who looked like they wanted to lynch me from my mind. I have to focus on moving forward and getting the plant up and running. With that I direct my attention back to Jake, who is still talking to me on the phone without noticing that I zoned out.

“Besides your freedom-of-speech photo, the news also reported four arrests due to indecent protesting. What the hell is indecent protesting any—?”

Done talking about last night, I cut him off. “Your meetings with the potential new investors on Monday are still on, right?”

“Two have canceled.”

“Fuck. How many does that leave?”

“Three. But I have a few more leads I’ve reached out to. Don’t worry about it. I’m good at this. Let me handle it.”

“Thanks, man, I know you are. And by the way, I’ll have the car back to you tomorrow night.”

“It’s cool, Jasper—I already told you that Drew has agreed to be my bitch.”

Unable to stop myself, I laugh as I part ways with Jake and walk into the café. It takes me a few seconds to spot Alex tucked away in the very back booth. In a sea of running clothes and jeans, the youngest mayor in Detroit’s history’s broad shoulders, navy suit, and white collar give him away.

Alex spots me too and when he does, he lowers his reading glasses and tosses his menu aside.

Not in any hurry, I slowly slide into the booth.

Narrowing his eyes, he sets his glasses on the table. “You’re late.”

I take a deep breath and pick up the menu to distract my fists from wanting to punch him in the face. “Yeah, well, your summons was a little last minute.”

Reaching into his briefcase, he throws a newspaper on the table. “I assume you’ve seen this.”

In black and white, front page and center, is the picture Jake just told me about on the phone. It’s of me flipping the bird to last night’s mob. It looks worse than Jake described. “Fuck me,” I mutter.

Alex turns the page. “That’s not all.” On page two is a picture of Charlotte and me sitting at the corner booth in the restaurant we ate at last night.

Jake never mentioned this one. I stare at it.

Alex closes the paper and reaches for the carafe of orange juice. “Are you fucking her?”

My eyes dart to his. “Watch it.”

Unmoved by my threat, he pours a glass of juice and sips on it. “Come on, man, she’s the daughter of the guy who left your mother and so many others in this town high and dry. That doesn’t make for good news or goodwill.”

As if by magic, the waiter appears and gives us some much needed cooling-down time. He has two coffees in his hands and sets them down. “Are you ready to order?”

“Where’d Carly go?” Alex snaps.

Is he fucking for real?

“She had to go on break. Do you want to wait for her to return to order?”

That stony stare turns icy. “No, I don’t want to wait. But in the future, let the manager know that when I request someone, I expect that’s who I will get for the entirety of my meal.”

Such an arrogant ass.

Alex’s sharp tone flusters the waiter, but he manages to take our order and leave the table without pissing his pants, so that’s a plus for him. Alex has a way with men that make them shake in their boots. Most men, that is. I’m not one of them, and that’s why he’s always trying to spar with me.

Alex points to my neck. “You don’t have to answer my question. The hickey does it for you.”

Ignoring him, I take a sip of my coffee. “What is it you wanted to talk to me about? I’m sure it isn’t my sex life.”

The lascivious grin pisses me off. This man knows how to push my buttons. “I called you here to help you out, believe it or not.”

Curiosity gets the best of me and I lean forward. “I’m listening.”

The ring on his finger shines bright against the black coffee cup clutched in his hand. “Yesterday, just before five, the back taxes on the old Laneworth Automotive Plant were paid off.”

That gets my attention, because only Tom Worth or someone he appointed as his proxy could legally do that. No wait—that’s not the only person. Adam Lane’s next of kin would be able to as well. “By whom?”

Before he can answer, the waiter is at our table setting our plates down. “Anything else?” he asks.

“That’s enough. Just the check,” Alex snaps.

“No, thank you,” I tell him, trying to soften Alex’s rude behavior.

Once the waiter is gone, I stare at Alex. And wait for an answer.

He unfolds his napkin and sets it on his lap. Peppers his egg-white omelet, then takes a bite of his turkey bacon.

Feeling my palms turn clammy as my heart rate increases, I know better than to press. I have to wait him out. With each passing second of silence that stretches between us, I want to shout across the table for him to tell me. But I know Alex. I know his game. And that would only fuel his fire. He has to be in control. Always. So I sit here and wait. And say nothing more. Make like it’s no big deal. I even fork my ham and cheese omelet, although I have no intention of eating it. My appetite disappeared as soon as I sat down.

Setting his fork down, he looks at me. “Her name is Tory Worth.”

“Tom’s daughter?” I ask in shock, dropping my fork to the table with a clank.

“One in the same. And she’s filed a petition to recover ownership, citing hardship on her father’s behalf.”

“Does she actually have his proxy?”

“No; that’s where it gets sticky.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It’s unprecedented but not impossible. Now that she’s taken action, her request for land recovery will go in front of the council a week from Monday. If they agree to hear her case, it will void their previous decision to put the property up for auction. If that happens, there is a good chance the land could revert to her.”

“Can they do that?”

He nods, and his grave expression tells me he’s not happy about it either. “They can. And with the bad press you’re getting, I’m going to have a hard time convincing them not to agree to hear her case.”

I lean over my plate. “Alex, I need that property to build the plant.”

“Look, I know you want it, and believe it or not I understand why you’d bring closure to that part of your life, to turn something bad into something good, but it might be time to start looking for another site because practically at every turn you’ve made so far, something happens that sabotages progress. At this pace you’ll be dead before you get this plant off the ground.”

Sabotage. Max’s word. I look at him with nothing but utter seriousness. “I will not give up.”

“Hey, I don’t want you to, but she has the right to petition to claim it, just like that little girlfriend of yours did too.”

Ignoring his snide comment, I try to stay focused on the matter at hand. “Where the fuck did Tory Worth come from anyway?”

He shrugs. “I have no fucking idea, but I have someone looking into her past. And they’re aware that I want to know everything there is to know about her. Where she’s been. What she does. Where she got the money. Who she’s fucking. Even what color panties she wears.”

There are times when enemies are enemies, and there are times when an enemy can be your closest ally. As I look across the table at Alex, I know he’s on my side. He wants me to build that plant on that very piece of property for his own selfish reasons. He promised the people of Detroit the prosperity it would bring. So on this front, at least, I know we’re united. I draw in a breath. “What can I do to stop this?”

He sighs, stabbing a piece of fruit with his fork. “Stay out of the news and away from Charlotte Lane. ”

I shove my plate aside. “What is it with you and Charlotte?”

Reaching for his wallet, he tosses two twenties on the table. “I think she has some kind of agenda with this Tory Worth and I don’t like it.”

I pull out my own wallet and toss a twenty on the table, pushing one of his toward him. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

He rolls his eyes at the money. “I don’t know anything for sure yet, so I was going to wait to share this, but my investigator has uncovered photos of Tory at the very same B&B that Lane’s aunt owned, and I’m not so certain they aren’t in on this together.”

My world stops moving. Nausea racks my gut and I thank fuck I didn’t eat anything, because I know I’d toss it on this table if I had. “I gotta go. Keep in touch.”

“Do what I said,” Alex calls as I move like a bat out of hell.

Hopping in Jake’s car, I speed down the road. I’m shaking and unsure. I want to give Charlotte the benefit of the doubt. The fact that she never mentioned knowing Tory, though, is some strong evidence that she’s working against me.

I’m in front of her place in less than ten minutes and pounding on her door in less than two. No one answers. I pound again. And again. And again.

Where the fuck did she go?

I head down to the super’s apartment and give him some bullshit excuse that I locked my keys in my girlfriend’s place. After our talk last night, I’m pretty certain he’ll do anything I ask. Sure enough, he’s unlocking her door for me in no time flat.

“Charlotte!” I yell, anger welling so deep my voice cracks.

She’s not here, but her suitcases are right next to the door.

What the hell is she up to?

Pacing, I circle the table. Walk the hallway. Move about the small space like a caged tiger. Maybe the kitten really is a lion after all.

Fuck me!

Keys rattle from the behind the door and I wipe my palms on my pants.

Charlotte unlocks the door and steps inside, dressed in jeans and a tank top, with her hair pulled back.

I’m at the sink and don’t move. I don’t want to get too close. I wait for her to close the door and then menacingly say, “Charlotte, you’re home.”

She screams when she sees me. “Jasper, what are you doing here?”

I don’t apologize for scaring her. Instead, I just stare at her for a beat with narrowed eyes and then point to the suitcases. “The super let me in. Going somewhere?”

To say she isn’t flustered would be a lie. “I . . . I think it’s best if I leave town.”

To say I’m not pissed as fuck would be an understatement. “What? You got what you came here for and now it’s time to leave? What about all your righteous bullshit about setting the record straight? Proving your father’s innocence? Was that just the hook you used to lure me in?”

She drops her keys to the ground and her entire body begins to tremble. “What are you talking about?”

I take a step closer. Suddenly the space that seems so small feels like the great divide. “You and Tory Worth,” I spit out.

Her knees seem to buckle and she reaches for the counter. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about, Jasper, but your tone is scaring me.”

I grab her upper arms. “Alex’s investigator uncovered a photo of Tory at your aunt’s bed-and-breakfast.”

She freezes, and her eyes are doe-like wide innocence. “If she was there, she never told me who she was. I haven’t talked to Tory Worth in twenty years.”

“Don’t fucking lie to me!” I yell.

“I’m not. I swear, Jasper. I have no idea what she even looks like.”

I shake her. “Don’t lie, Charlotte.”

“I’m not,” she cries, staring into my eyes.

This time I allow my gaze to meet hers and as I look into her pale blue eyes, I know she’s not lying. She’s telling me the truth. She never could lie to me without shifting her eyes or looking away. Now, my knees buckle beneath me and I stumble to the couch to sit down. What the fuck is going on? If the photo is real, why would Tory go see Charlotte and not tell her who she is?

Tears stream down Charlotte’s face as she sits on the couch beside me. “Jasper, I’m leaving because I just thought it would be best for you if I wasn’t around while you are trying to clear your name. Everyone in this town already hates me, and I can’t stand for them to transfer those feelings and hate you too.”

Feeling my stomach twist yet again, I just stare at her. That hole inside me miraculously shrank over the days since she entered my life, but now it feels bigger than ever.

Somehow she refrains from blasting me for my behavior. “You don’t look good. Let me get you a glass of water.”

I can barely even nod. The storm in my chest is raging and there’s no respite anywhere. Yet, despite how I feel, I watch her. Watch the way she moves. The way she reaches for the cup. The crash of the glass against the stainless-steel sink snaps me out of my daze and I rush toward her. Blood oozes from a cut on the tip of her finger. “Let me get you a Band-Aid.”

“I’m fine.”

Ignoring her, I hurry into the bathroom and find one in the medicine cabinet. When I come back out, blood is streaming down her hand. “Give it to me.”

She does.

Gently I clean it and then wrap it. When I’m done, I ask, “Where did you go just now?”

Her face is pale, the life in it gone. Even so, she looks at me. “Next door to get my paycheck. I need the money to buy a bus ticket.”

“Don’t go.” The words slip from my mouth. “I need you. You make everything wrong inside me right. I don’t give a shit what the press says or what anyone believes. What I care about is you and me. JJ and Charlie.”

Tears stream down her face and she’s shaking her head no. “I can’t do that to you. I saw what being the black sheep did to my father. I couldn’t bear if something like that happened to you.”

I put my hand on her heart. “I’m stronger than him, Charlotte. And I have you to help me be strong if I feel weak. Don’t you see?”

“See what?”

“That you’re not the needy one, I am.”

She puts her hands on my face and gives a little laugh. “That couldn’t be farther from the truth.”

“Then stay with me—prove me wrong.”

Her head tilts to the side in contemplation. “Jasper,” she breathes.

I’m close to convincing her. “Besides, you have to stay, if not because Will is expecting you to start work on Monday, then because I had that piece-of-shit car of yours towed to my mother’s and I told her I’d be there tomorrow to work on it. And I’m not going alone.”

That smile that lights me up from the inside is on her face. “Okay, I’ll stay, but only because you begged.”

“I didn’t beg.”

She raises a brow.

“Okay, maybe I begged just a little,” I admit.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

DID SOMEONE SAY PIZZA?

Charlotte

THE COFFEE TABLE is pushed to the side. The credenza and TV too. A dozen or so white pieces of paper scattered on the ground separate Jasper and myself—sex, lies, deceit, and murder written on each one.

After two hours of the two of us writing down everything we knew or could think of surrounding the events of the past week, and at times confessing to each other and sharing things for the first time, we’re now trying to figure out how the pieces fit together.

The room is hot; there is no breeze coming in the window this Saturday afternoon. I’m standing near the wall in a tank top and panties. Jasper is sitting on the floor, leaning against the couch in his black boxer briefs.

As homage to Eve, I raise my eyes to the heavens, letting her know that his type of preferred underwear has been discovered. Because beneath it all she didn’t deserve to die.

The word sabotage is written on the first piece of paper taped to the wall. It’s the only item in that row. Sabotage is a deliberate action aimed at weakening something through obstruction, disruption, subversion, or destruction. It seems to be the basis for everything. The problem is why?

In the next row we’ve started the timeline. The first square is Jasper’s accident from three years ago, and the word delay appears in the space below it.

Moving to the right, we have Eve’s murder. Beneath it the word delay appears again, but this time we’ve included a square with the word motive. In pyramid fashion, in the row beneath the word motive is a piece of paper that states sex, and below that square is another with Cole’s name on it. Jasper flipped a little when I told him about the email that I had deleted from Cole’s account because of the picture, and then deduced the moment I did it that the photo would still be in Eve’s Sent box. The problem with naming Cole as the murderer is that we can’t link the abandoned plant site to him in any way, and trying to link Jasper’s accident from three years ago to Cole makes absolutely no sense.

Going back up to the second row and moving to the right is my apartment break-in. The words key and motive appear, followed by a question mark, in the row below. Jasper deduced that my keys could have been copied while at the valet the night of Eve’s murder, which again would rule out Cole, because what in the world would he want from my apartment that he couldn’t have just asked me for?

“Hang on,” Jasper says just as I’m taping the next piece of paper to the wall.

I look down at the square he’s pointing to with the words Photo of Eve tied up written on it.

“Put that one under Eve’s murder.”

“As a motive?” I ask.

Jasper ponders this for a moment. “Yeah, for now.”

Once I finish securing that square, I add a few more to their proper positions and move on to the Tory pile of papers on the floor, which leads to adding intent, Uncle Tom, Mom, and again, motive.

Crawling out of my own brain while I do this to keep from going insane, I secure the Uncle Tom square under her name, where another giant question mark appears.

“Why would Tory want an abandoned piece of land that could be nothing but useless to her?” Jasper asks.

Scowling at her name, I look at the jumble of facts and theories we have left on the floor and think this is absolutely hopeless.

“Charlotte,” Jasper says softly with concern in his voice.

My eyes meet his. “I’m okay,” I tell him, and shrug my feelings off before redirecting my attention to the wall. Straightening my spine, I point to the square I just posted. “The same holds true of Uncle Tom, for that matter.”

“Just add the next one,” Jasper says.

With tape, I secure the square Paying off the taxes to try to resume ownership beneath Uncle Tom’s name and add a big, fat question mark beside it. My hand shakes as I hold the remaining square. When I look at it, I find myself bubbling up with anger. Crinkling up the piece of paper where Mom is written, I throw it across the room. “This is useless. We’re not detectives. There was a reason I didn’t go into investigative journalism and this is it. We’re never going to be able to figure this out.”

“Hey.” He curls his finger, motioning me to come to him.

Slowly, I walk toward him and when I reach him, I bump his bent knees with mine. He takes my hands in his and looks up at me. “I know this is hard for you, but you have to stay strong. Whoever or whatever is behind this will be found out. It’s just a matter of time.”

“Do you really think so?”

He sways our hands back and forth. “I have to, because I know I didn’t kill Eve and right now things don’t look good for me. So believing whatever the reason was for her murder will come out is the only way I can get through this.”

My jaw clenches when I think about him having to prove his innocence.

Jasper drops one of my hands and points to our pyramid. “There is a real possibility we’re reaching here thinking anything at all is connected, because more than likely it isn’t. However, the one single truth that can’t be disputed is that someone killed Eve and buried her body at the site, and that someone wasn’t me.”

I give him a nod, wishing I had something profound to say. “Maybe we’ve done enough detective work for now.”

With a nod, he stands. “I think so too.”

I started to clean up.

“I’m starving,” he tells me flopping down and stretching out on his side on my small sofa with his feet hanging off. “What do you say we head out to get some food?”

A look at the clock on the stove tells me it’s almost three, and suddenly I feel very hungry too. I set everything down next to him. “How about a frozen pizza instead?”

An arm hooks my waist and draws me down. “You still like frozen pizza?”

I twist to look at him. “Ummm . . . Yes. I do believe it’s the fifth food group.”

In a fit of much needed laughter, his hard body presses close to mine. “A woman after my own heart.”

Silence falls between us as our eyes lock. Sex, lies, deceit, and murder might be all around us, but when he looks at me the way he does now, it all falls away. All that’s left in this room is him. The way he smells of sex and a hint of my lavender body wash. The way the slight rise and fall of his chest against my back alerts me to just how close we are. The way he knows just what to say to me at just the right time.

And to think I almost threw it all away. If he hadn’t come back this morning I’d be on a bus right now and not sitting next to him. Jasper wanting me to stay in Detroit, wanting me by his side, turns me into that kind of schoolgirl I never was. Giddy, bubbly, and happy. Still, I have to wonder if anything as good as this can last. Vacillating between the dream world I wish we lived in and the real one, I can only hope the answer is that it can.

Popping up, I turn to face him, to say something that might make sense out of everything, but the burn in his stare momentarily stuns me, and the words are lost to the moment.

His gaze slides achingly slow down my body, from head to toe, and I feel it as if it were his hands touching me.

Ripples of desire move through me, shooting tingles between my legs. “I should put the pizza in the oven.”

Taking hold of my wrist, he yanks me back down. “I have a better idea.”

My body is a little achy from all the sex we’ve been having, but I don’t care—I want more. More. More. More. “I bet you do.”

His sly grin is almost too much. “What do you say you pack a bag, grab that pizza, and we go to my place?”

I blink in surprise; because that was not what I expected him to say after the way his eyes had just devoured me. “What about the press camped outside your building?”

“We can park in the garage and go up through the tunnel. The reporters won’t even know I’m back.”

I look at the pyramid of reality on my wall and think a little time away and a change of pace wouldn’t be so bad. “Good idea. Give me a few minutes to take a shower.”

His grin is even more wicked than that of just a few moments ago. “What do you say we do our part and conserve water?”

Feeling that look from the top of my head to the tip of my toes, all I can think is that I’m not really that sore after all.

Ninety minutes later we’re in his spacious loft and I’m sliding the frozen pizza into his oven. It looks brand new, with walls that gleam and sparkle. “It looks like you’ve hardly used your oven,” I say over my shoulder as I close the door.

Jasper is opening a bottle of red wine. “It’s had a few frozen pizzas tossed in it, but that’s about it. I go to Will’s when I want a home-cooked meal.”

“So you don’t cook?” I ask, rummaging through a cupboard in search of his plates.

The cork pops from the bottle. “Nope. No one ever taught me.”

I turn with a cute glass plate in my hand. “I love to cook, but I had to teach myself. When my aunt cooked, everything had at least one stick of butter or was flooded in oil, because that was the way my uncle liked it. The greasier the better, he used to say. And she kept it up for the inn as well. It was either learn to cook healthy on my own or die of a heart attack at a young age. I decided on the former.”

Jasper grabs two wineglasses and pours us each a glass. “After my father died, my mother stopped cooking. We lived on cereal, canned soup, sandwiches, and Swanson’s frozen dinners. My mother said it was all she could afford, but I think it was more that she missed my father raving about what a good cook she was. I was always fussy and complaining.”

This confession about his past takes me by surprise. “All kids are picky, Jasper.”

He shrugs. “It wouldn’t have killed me to eat the meat in her spaghetti sauce, though, and maybe even tell her it tasted good.”

I stop before I pull open the bag of carrots I’d brought over and walk toward him. Lifting on my toes, I softly kiss his lips. “No, it wouldn’t have, but when we’re kids we’re not programmed to think that way.”

He shakes it off and hands me a glass of wine.

I look at the glass. It’s the same pattern as the dishes I found. Clear, with a slight silver ring around the edge. Barely noticeable but adding a hint of sparkle nonetheless. Hidden beauty. Looking back at the plate and then at the glass again, I know I’ve seen it before. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ve drooled over this pattern. Uncertain if I should change the topic, the melancholy look on his face tells me I should try to lighten the mood. So I raise my glass. “Do you shop at Crate & Barrel?”

He blushes. Actually blushes.

So adorable.

I look around and notice things I hadn’t before. Notice a lot. All from Crate & Barrel. “You do.”

Sipping from his wine, he speaks over the rim. “Drew’s mom works there. She helped me out.”

Walking back to where I’d been, I scoop the hummus I brought into a cereal bowl and toss the carrot sticks onto the cute plate. “I call that store the holy land.”

Striding toward me, he dips a carrot in the hummus and crunches on it. “I’ll take you sometime. You can help me finish outfitting my kitchen.”

“I’d love that,” I tell him, already taking inventory of what he might need.

That smile sparkles and gleams just like the oven and he kisses my mouth. He tastes like the garlic and onion in the hummus and I want to lick every inch of his lips. “I’m going to change—I’ll be right back,” he says.

“I’ll be here, slaving over the hot stove, waiting for the timer to go off.”

With a cute shake of his head, he starts for his bedroom, turns back, kisses me one more time, and then disappears down the hallway.

I watch that stride. The way his laces hit the wooden floor. The way he disappears, and I feel a little lonely with him out of the room. I walk over to the picture of Jasper and his father. When I pick it up, I remember the very first time I saw Jasper’s go-cart.

 

Mr. Storm and one of his friends are unloading a small car from the back of his truck.

“Wow, what’s that?” I ask through the fence.

“It’s my new go-cart.” Jasper comes running over to the fence and opens the part that is broken. “Come see it.”

I glance back at the house. My dad is at work and my mother and Mr. Worth are inside. Tory is playing on our swing set and I’m under strict orders to watch her, and that means not leaving the yard.

“Come on, Charlie,” Jasper says. “Really fast. She won’t know.”

I look around. “Okay.”

Mr. Storm puts his hand on Jasper’s mop of brown hair and squats down. “Hi, Charlotte, want to sit inside it?”

“Can I?”

“Of course you can.”

I look at Jasper. He nods. “Don’t be afraid. It’s fun.”

So I do. I sit in it. I turn the wheel. I pretend I’m driving it.

Mr. Storm’s friend approaches. “Now listen, Jasper, some advice,” he says. “After a few laps, you’re going to want to hustle and go flat-out. Don’t. Full power, flicking the car like a demented rally driver, is exciting, but it really slows you down. Carting is a game of momentum, where the guy who lifts slightly to avoid sliding, and has silky-smooth steering, will be the fastest.”

Jasper’s face is lit up like a Christmas tree. “I can’t wait to try it out on the track. Thank you, Mr. Harvey.”

“You’re welcome. My son doesn’t use it anymore, so I figure why not let someone share in the fun? When you’re done with it, give to someone you know who will love it too.”

Jasper looks at me. “I’ll give it to you,” he mouths.

“Charlotte! I’m telling my daddy you left me alone.”

Tory is only five, but she likes to get me in trouble. I hop out of the cart and rush for her. “No, Tory, don’t! I’m coming back right now.”

She’s heading toward the back door.

I run faster and faster, but when I try to open the spot in the fence that’s broken my foot gets caught and I fall.

Jasper rushes over to me.

I look at him. “If Tory tells my mother, she’s going to lock me in the closet again.”

“I won’t let that happen.”

“How?”

“Hey, Tory!” he yells.

She turns around.

“Want to sit in my new go-cart?”

She eyes him.

“It’s really fun.”

Instead of turning the screen door handle, she turns around and walks toward Jasper.

“Thank you,” I mouth.

He pulls me to my feet and holds the fence open for Tory.

Once she’s sitting in the go-cart, Jasper looks down at her. “You know, Tory, if you tell Mrs. Lane that Charlotte left the yard, Charlotte will have to tell her that you left the yard too, and you will both be in big trouble.”

“Oh, I won’t tell,” she says.

Again, I look at Jasper and mouth, “Thank you.”

 

The oven beeps just as Jasper comes back into the room. My eyes take him in. He’s wearing a pair of worn jeans and a Rolling Stones T-shirt. Sexy. Sexy. Sexy. I bite my lip to stop from screaming it. He rubs his hands together. “Was that the oven?”

“Yes.” I grin, already grabbing for the pot holders. “I got this. You set the table.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says.

I laugh. “Don’t call me that or the next thing you know I’ll be telling you to eat all your veggies.”

“Wouldn’t want that,” he says with a smirk.

Still laughing, I concentrate on cutting the pizza with a bread knife. I couldn’t find a pizza cutter anywhere.

First item on his list.

When I turn around, I look at the kitchen table and it’s the same way it was before he came back into the room. Just as I’m about to chastise him, I spot him busily lighting a candle near the coffee table. He’s grabbed the bottle of wine and thrown pillows from the sofa on the floor around it.

Nice.

Together we sit down Indian style and eat one of our favorite childhood foods.

“More wine?” he asks, raising the bottle.

I am buzzed enough from my first glass, so I shake my head no.

He pours me more anyway.

Feeling full, I push my plate away.

He leans over and steals a piece of pepperoni I’d plucked off my slice and sticks it in his mouth. “Best part.”

“I know, but I try to stay away from really unhealthy foods.”

Those eyes are half-lidded and lustful when they glance up at me as he rubs his extremely fit stomach. “I should probably try that.”

A flutter of nerves awakens in my belly. “You . . . you don’t look like you should be worried, but for your own health you should focus on the healthier food groups.”

With a raised brow, he points to what’s left of the pizza. “But you said this was one of them.”

Grabbing his hand, I bring it to my mouth. “I was kidding,” I tell him, licking the grease from his finger.

Crawling closer to me, he sweeps the hair from the side of my neck and his hot lips brush my ear. “Maybe you could cook for me now and then.” He trails light kisses down my neck. “Help me change my unhealthy habits. Get me on track.”

Is he trying to tell me he wants to change more than just his diet? Is he referring to the endless parade of women he has had in life?

“Jasper.” Desire bolts through me, dampening my thighs.

Because he is fast as lightning, he’s standing with an outstretched hand before I can even calm my rapid breaths. I look up. His eyes are low-lidded with lust as he waits for me to take his hand. For a moment, I hold his heated gaze and feel my body go taut with need.

“Come on,” he says in a voice very different from when he was eight.

But just like when I was eight, I follow. I think I’d follow him anywhere.

Cool air whispers between us as he tugs me toward his bedroom. Once there, I look around. At his giant bed. At his masculine bedding. At his clothes strewn across the floor. We’ve had sex more times than I can count on my hand in a single day, and still the thought of being with him again excites me. Thrills me.

The heat of his hard body presses against my back, his fingertips coast lightly over my bare arms, and as he moves my hair to the side his breath ghosts across the back of my neck.

Butterflies and goose bumps at the same time.

The fabric of my top tightens across my chest at the gentle tug on it. While he waited back at my place, I’d dressed nicely. Put on a sleeveless cream-colored chiffon top, my best trouser-like jeans, and my silver sandals. Even did my hair. Put on makeup and jewelry, too. I like looking good for him. Like the way his eyes glisten when he first sees me, the way he licks his lips as if I’m his favorite food, the way his body reacts to me.

Jasper’s hands go to the hem of my flowy top. My breasts swell and my nipples peak with anticipation. I’d gone braless because earlier he’d told me how sexy he thought that was. I won’t do it all the time, but once in a while, just for him, I will.

I cover his hands with my own and together we leisurely remove my top. “Let’s take this slow.”

He nods.

“Slow,” I repeat, my voice barely above a whisper. He doesn’t even know it, but he has my world spinning. One moment I’m resigned to leaving town, the next he’s accusing me of a hideous deception and then begging me to stay, now I’m here with him and not going anywhere. Here because he wants me. Me. He’s trying to be casual about us but serious at the same time. It’s confusing and a lot to take in. But I want to take it in. I want to take him in. I want to so much.

“I can do slow,” he murmurs against my neck.

That’s all I need. The sound of his voice and my thoughts disappear.

Slowly, together we pull my top over my head. When the fabric hits the floor, Jasper grips my hips and gently pulls me back against him so I can feel the hard, rigid length of his arousal against my bottom.

After a beat, he takes a step back. “Turn around.” His voice is husky with desire.

Hesitantly I turn. This time not because I’m nervous, but because I know his eyes will be so filled with lust it will make me want to abandon my plan for slow and easy.

With light strokes he memorizes me with his touch. Glides over every bit of exposed skin with his fingers and his mouth. The tantalizing gentleness he displays only increases my anticipation and my arousal.

A moan I can’t hold back escapes my lips.

He groans around one of my nipples when he hears it and slowly slides his hands down to the button of my jeans.

The coil in my belly tightens.

Slowly, almost torturously so, he unbuttons my jeans and starts to pull the zipper down.

Oh, God, I want him so much.

“Jasper,” a voice calls out from the main living space of the loft.

“Fuck,” Jasper mutters.

“Jasper, I need to talk to you. It’s about Tory.”

I quickly grab my top and put it on.

Jasper presses a kiss to my shoulder. “Let’s go see what Will wants and then pick this back up right where we left off.”

I nod, trying to get my beating heart to slow down.

Naked feet lead the way.

When we hit the living space, I freeze. It isn’t just Will, but Will, Drew, Jake, and Will’s girlfriend, Whitney.

Pink paints my cheeks.

Drew clears his throat. “Oh, hey, Charlotte,” he says, as if trying to make the scene casual and not so embarrassing.

Although appreciated, I’m not sure it eases the fact that Jasper and I look like horny teenagers, in his bedroom before the sun has even gone down.

Jasper doesn’t seem to care.

Everyone greets one another and thankfully ignores the elephant in the room. They all know what we were doing in his bedroom at six o’clock on a Saturday night.

“What’s up?” Jasper asks, running a hand through his hair.

“Come sit down,” Will orders.

“What’s going on?”

“Just sit down. It’s something I need to show you. Not tell you.”

Jasper grabs for my hand in a protective manner and we head to the stools at the bar, where Will is firing up his laptop.

Jake’s busy surveying the mess Jasper and I left behind. Once he’s done, he grabs the wine bottle and brings it to the kitchen, where he finds a glass and pours the remainder of the wine into it. Sucking it down, he turns and grabs another from the chiller. “Anyone else like a glass?” he asks.

Will is busy typing the letters T-o-r-i-e into the Facebook search bar, but nothing pops up.

Whitney is by his side whispering in his ear, “There’s an extra r before the i-e, remember?”

“Stupid stripper name.” Jake mutters something under his breath.

“I’ll have a glass,” Drew tells Jake, grabbing a carrot and sticking it in the hummus still on the counter.

My eyes flicker between Drew, Jake, and Will. The three men Jasper thinks of as brothers. Each has his own sad story to tell of how he ended up in Cass Corridor, but all are thankful they found each other.

Punching the keys again, Will turns the screen toward Jasper. “This is Tory with an r-i-e,” he says to Jasper.

Jasper’s intake of breath frightens me.

Almost desperately, I look at the picture and know I’ve never seen the grown-up Tory before. If she was at the bed-and-breakfast it wasn’t when I was there.

“And here’s the picture Alex was referring to.” Whitney shows it to me.

I look at it. That’s the Butterfly House all right in the background. The date of the post is this past spring. It was just before my aunt died. Had my aunt met her? Talked to her? Sent her away? Or had Tory with an r-i-e never mentioned who she was?

Sadly, I might never know.

Looking around, I realize the room is silent except for the crunch of carrot in Drew’s mouth, and that everyone is staring at Jasper, who looks like he might throw up any second.

“Do you know her?” I ask.

They all nod their heads and avert their eyes anywhere but at Jasper and me.

“How do you know her?”

Jasper says nothing.

I pull the computer closer. “Is that blue streaks in her hair?”

Jasper is pale. Will is paler. Jake is for once silent. And Drew is staring at Jasper.

Then there is no question. Yes, those are blue streaks in Tory Worth’s hair. “Oh, my God,” I gasp and look at him. “Tell me what I’m thinking is wrong.”

He says nothing.

“Tell me I’m wrong!”

Jasper squeezes my hand so tight it starts to go numb. “You’re not wrong. She’s the other girl I spent the night with last weekend.”

The cloud I’d been floating on doesn’t just drift away. Instead it feels like it’s been yanked out from under me.

Tears I can’t control well in my eyes. “You were with Tory Worth?”

Jasper leans forward, and even through his own distress he tries to calm me down. “We’ve talked about this.”

Yes, we talked about the two women in his threesome. Talked about the fact that it was before he met me again. Talked about the fact that he had sex with only one of them, and it wasn’t Eve, which means it was Tory Worth. Bolting from my chair, I rush for the bathroom and close and lock the door.

That life and this one.

That one.

This one.

That life where I was the needy one and she was the one who got all the attention. That life where she got to be with my mother and I got left behind. This life where she came in and took the one person who ever really cared about me. Why? Because she could—that was always the reason she did anything.

There’s a light tap on the door. “Charlotte, let me in.”

Not wanting to cause a scene, I unlock the door and return to my spot on the tile floor.

Slowly, Jasper pushes the door open and steps in.

I look up but say nothing.

He sits down beside me but doesn’t touch me. “Talk to me.”

I shake my head.

“Talk to me, Charlotte,” he begs.

So I do. I let it all out. “I had this life. It wasn’t perfect, but it was mine. Then one day it’s gone. So I take this box and put that life away. Then I have another life and soon that one is gone, too. So I take this box and put that life away. And as if twice wasn’t enough, I have to do it again. Now, I’m back here and despite everything going on, I’m happy. I’m happy because I’m with you. And now what, I have to get another box?”

Jasper moves closer to me and takes my hand. Slowly he kisses each of my knuckles. “I know this is hard for you, but she didn’t mean anything to me.”

Unable to contain my tears, I’m sobbing and talking at the same time. “She has a name. Tory Worth. You were with Tory Worth. The poor little girl whose mother died so she always got my mother’s attention. The girl who stole my mother from me, and then comes back here and takes you.”

I know I sound childish, but I can’t help it.

To his credit, Jasper remains calm. “Charlotte, I understand that you’re upset—”

“This isn’t about you, Charlotte.” Jake is standing in the doorway with his arms crossed.

“Jake,” Jasper warns.

Hurriedly wiping my tears away, I look at him. “I know that, Jake.”

“Do you? Because I don’t think you really get it. This girl planned this. Went after Jasper for a reason. Then Eve turns up dead and with Jasper in a whole load of shit, all of a sudden she wants her property back.”

Perhaps in my own duress I hadn’t seen things clearly. I do now. “Oh, my God. Do you think she had something to do with Eve’s murder?”

“We’re letting Todd bring the information to the police. We’ll see what else they can uncover. At the very least she has to become a person of interest.”

Slowly, I get to my feet.

Jasper is still on the ground. It’s then I realize that he, too, has to deal with what happened between him and Tory. I don’t mean the sex. I mean the intentional manipulation. She targeted him.

“Do you think it’s a possibility that she did it?” Jake asks him.

Instead of answering, he just stares at Jake as if he hadn’t seen things clearly either—until now.

And slowly I sit back down beside him.

Take his hand.

And kiss each of his knuckles.


CHAPTER TWENY-FIVE

NO PEAS PLEASE

Jasper

THE T-SHIRT I’D worn yesterday had said it all. “You can’t always get what you want.” The Stones might have sung it, but my mother said it to me over and over.

 

“Mom, please, I really want to go to the go-cart races on Saturday.”

“Jasper, I said no. Not this week.”

“But Mom, please, Mr. Harvey said he’d take me anytime. You could call him and ask him to take me.”

“No, Jasper.”

“Why?” I stomp my foot.

“Because you can’t always get what you want.”

“I hate you,” I tell her and rush from the room.

 

In reflection, she probably didn’t let me go because she had already sold my go-cart but hadn’t told me yet.

It’s not that she was a bad mother. She didn’t beat me, neglect me, or put me in harm’s way. She just didn’t know how to deal with me and didn’t want to learn. It took me many years to accept the truth—not everyone who is a mom is made to be a mom.

The car climbs steadily at forty miles per hour up the winding road that leads to Bloomfield Township. Normally, I’d be going faster, but I don’t want to scare Charlotte with the twists and turns. Some people call this area the Automotive Alps, because the farther north you go, the more elite the homes become, homes built on money made from the auto industry of days gone by.

Alex Harper went to school up here at Detroit Country Day in Bloomfield Hills even though he lived in Grosse Pointe. His mother drove him every day. His sister went to the even more elite school of Cranbrook, and Mrs. Harper drove her, too. My mother didn’t even walk me to the bus stop after my father died.

I turn east on Telegraph Road onto Long Lake. We spiral toward the clouds to the house where my mother lives. Her only job now is to be available to Hank Harper. In the summer she spends her days with her precious flowers and waits for him. In the winter, I’m not sure what she does. Charlotte is aware of the situation. I explained it to her last night.

In fact, after everyone left we talked for hours about her feelings regarding her mother, Tory, and her father, and my feelings about my mother, Hank, and Alex. I admitted things to her I’ve never admitted to anyone. I told her why I acted out when I was younger. Although it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out that it was to evoke some kind of emotion from my mother.

Good or bad, I didn’t give a shit.

Just something.

I also told Charlotte about my time in juvie and that once I left there, I knew I’d never do anything that would cause me to return. I even confessed my jealousy toward Alex and how for a while I thought Hank could replace my father. That is until he actually started taking up with my mother. It wasn’t the fact that my mother was happy that bothered me; it was the fact that we had to hide it. I hated that. I still do. I didn’t like being his other family. I wanted to be a part of his family, or at least feel like I belonged.

Fuck that.

Those feelings passed long ago. I was never part of his family, and his daughter made sure to tell me so when she came looking for me after my high school graduation. Hank was supposed to come but never showed up. Turns out his daughter found out where he was headed and suddenly became really sick. Abby, the spoiled little rich girl, always got her way. And for some reason, she felt threatened by the relationship that Hank and I shared, and wanted it to end. That night she told me to stay away from her father or she’d tell her mother about Hank and my mother. I knew that if Hank’s wife found out, Hank would end things with my mother. No matter how much I disliked their relationship, I didn’t want to be the one to make my mother unhappy, so I pulled away from Hank. And he let me.

The road slopes up to the top of the rise and my mother’s single-story brick and stone house nestled in the trees comes into view.

“She knows I’m coming?” Charlotte asks in concern.

I grab her hand and squeeze it. “Yes, she knows.”

Her eyes are round. “And she’s okay with it. Right?”

I cringe that she even has to ask such a question. “Yeah, she actually sounded excited to see you.”

Her eyebrows draw together in contemplation. “Are you sure?”

I laugh. “Yes, I’m absolutely, positively certain.”

That puts a smile on her face.

Coming to a stop, I put the car in park and look over at her. She’s chewing her thumbnail raw. “Charlotte, we’re here so I can work on your car. You have nothing to be nervous about.”

Hank opens the front door wearing his trademark wife-beater tank and khaki pants, a cigar between his teeth. His shirt is draped neatly around the kitchen chair, I’m certain. He lifts his beer bottle in greeting.

The heavily tinted car windows allow me the luxury of looking away and acting like I don’t notice him. All of a sudden my stomach twists and I consider turning around right now. This is a mistake. A huge mistake.

Charlotte smiles. “I wasn’t expecting Hank—are you okay with him knowing about us?”

“I am. And I’m glad he’s here. My mother is better when he’s around.”

The house is modest, nice, safe. In his name. No press because no one knows about their long, ongoing affair. A narrow driveway leads to the large detached garage. “Your car is here,” I tell her, pointing to it.

She shakes a little with glee and those mounds of curls bounce. Now, that is enough to put a smile on my face.

Her eyes take in the surroundings. “The flowers are beautiful.”

Flowers cover every inch of empty land and I know my mother’s been busy this summer. “They are. My mother works very hard on making sure they stay that way.”

“I can tell.”

With a sigh, I look around and then back at Hank. My mother is behind him now. Her arms around his waist. Her chin on his shoulder. A smile on her face. After all these years, I can actually put one there once in a while.

“Fuck,” I mutter.

Now Charlotte grabs my hand and squeezes it. “It will be fine. Remember? And besides, we can’t stay in the car much longer—they’re waiting for us.”

“Yeah, I know. Let’s go.”

“Wait a minute,” she says.

I turn to her.

She takes my face in her hands and kisses my mouth. “It really is going to be fine.”

I sigh again, not so certain, but at least I’ll have her by my side to give me strength when I falter.

Just as she opens her door, I call out, “Wait a minute.”

This time she turns to me.

“I told you not to mention my father, right?”

“You did . . . only about a million times.”

“Okay, just checking, because it will set her off even with Hank here.”

She nods with a sadness I want to wipe off her face. Just as I lean over the console to kiss her one last time, my door swings open and my head snaps toward it.

“Jasper, my baby, you’re finally here.” It’s my mother. Her arms are outstretched and she’s waiting for me to get out of the car.

This is the part that really gets me. Every time I see her she acts like I don’t visit her enough. Like all the problems between us are water under the bridge. And every time I act like they are because she’s my mother, and what else can I do?

Stepping out of the car, I lean down and give her a tentative hug. “Mom, come on, it hasn’t been that long.”

She grabs hold of my face and pulls me down to her. “I haven’t seen you since Easter, what are you talking about?”

At forty-nine, my mother is both enigmatic and elusive. She is a classic beauty and knows how to use her looks to get her way. With light brown hair that is always curled in big waves, high cheekbones, and what people say are Bette Davis eyes, she can charm anyone. She is also a little on the dramatic side. I hug her for only a moment. “I’ve been busy, Mom.”

She shakes her head. “That’s no excuse.”

I give her my standard response, “You can always come and see me,” because I don’t want to get into it right now. At least this little exchange tells me that she’s unaware of the fact that I’ve been named a person of interest in the Eve Hepburn murder case. If she knew, she’d already be talking about it. I’m not sure how I feel about that, because now I have to be the one to tell her.

Easing back from my mother’s tenacious hold on me, I find Charlotte frozen in place at the front of the car. “Charlotte, come over here,” I say with a wave.

As soon as she circles the hood, I can see that her body is taut with tension. She’s wearing shorts that show off miles of sexy legs and I can see it in the way her thigh muscles bunch when she moves. I step closer to her and reach a hand to snag her and pull her close. “Mom, you remember Charlotte, don’t you?”

The smile my mother gives Charlotte is more than I could have expected. “The cute little quiet girl who lived next door to us in Eastpointe, of course I remember her.”

Charlotte offers her trembling hand. “Mrs. Storm, it’s so nice to see you again.”

I hate that she’s this nervous.

“Nonsense,” my mother says, “call me Lynne, and come give me a hug.”

I never said my mother wasn’t nice.

This is tricky water we’re wading in. Not a word about Adam Lane was spoken when I told my mother Charlotte was in town. Whether that will continue to hold true I suppose depends on how much my mother drinks, but with Hank here it’s a safe bet she won’t drink much. He doesn’t like her drunken side.

“Hey, Jasper, good to see you.” Hank is walking toward us.

The sympathetic look in his eyes is enough to tell me he knows what’s going on even if my mother doesn’t. Then again, he spends his days out in the real world, while she remains hidden away up here.

Extending my hand, I give him a nod. “Hank.”

Hank is a tall man and he’s built like a lumberjack. Holding his cigar off to the side, his gaze flickers to Charlotte in the strangest way. Some kind of protectiveness surges through me, and my hold on her tightens. And then as if it was never there, the tension he exuded upon first seeing her disappears and he smiles down at her. “Charlotte, hi. I’m not sure if you remember me, but we met a few times when your uncle Tom would bring you to my plant.”

Confusion clouds me.

Charlotte shakes her head no, and pales.

He goes on, not noticing her reaction. “You couldn’t have been more than three. I’m not surprised you don’t remember.”

Realization hits me with a force and my stomach knots a thousand times over. All those years ago Charlotte used to go places with Tom Worth and her mother, and that must be how Hank knows her. Tom Worth worked for Hank before he left HH Automotive to start Laneworth Automotive with Charlotte’s father, and they remained friends even after he left.

“Well, it’s nice to see you again,” he offers, trying to lighten the mood.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Harper. Or rather, again,” she says with a lightness in her tone as well.

“Call me Hank.”

“Nice to meet you, Hank.”

“Come on inside,” my mother says. “I have lunch almost ready.”

Great.

Just fucking great.

One big, happy meal coming our way.

As the four of us walk toward the house, my mother chats with Charlotte about the extremely hot weather and her flowers wilting because of it. Charlotte smiles and asks questions when she can fit a word in.

Hank puts his hand on my shoulder. “Sorry about last weekend. I really thought I could get her to come, but she refused.”

I shrug. “Better she didn’t come with the circus that took place, anyway.”

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to call you about that this week. Anything I can do to help?”

“No, I got it all under control.” I indicate my mother with my chin. “She doesn’t know anything about it?”

He shakes his head no. “Thought you should tell her.”

I nod. “Yeah, I will.”

“You talk to Alex lately?”

“Yeah, I have.” I keep it at that. No need to get into detail about what his son, the mayor, has slipped my way.

My mother opens the door and Hank holds it open for all of us to pass. I find my mind wandering. A line I never forgot from English class hits me hard as I step inside: “You can’t go home again.” Thomas Wolfe wrote it. I think the phrase would be more fitting if it read, “You shouldn’t try to go home again.”

The kitchen isn’t the same. The furniture isn’t the same. Fuck, the house isn’t the same. Yet, as soon as the smell of chicken and pastry assaults me, and with Charlotte by my side, I feel like my mother is cooking my father’s favorite chicken soufflé at our house in Eastpointe.

 

“Mom, can Charlotte stay for dinner?”

She wipes her hands on a towel. “Let me just call her mother and make sure it’s okay. She might already be cooking.”

I shake my head no. “She’s not home.”

With a wineglass in her hand, she looks at Charlotte with concern. “Where is she?”

Charlotte looks terrified.

“She had to go out and the babysitter is late,” I answer for her.

“Oh, is it Sheila? She’s always late.”

I nod. “Yes, Sheila,” I lie. There is no babysitter. There never is. This time Mrs. Lane said she was running out for milk. That was two hours ago. She has yet to return. Chances are it will be well after midnight before she does.

My mother bends to check the oven.

I see the chicken soufflés and cringe. That means peas. I hate peas.

She turns back. “Sure, she can stay. Go play. We’ll be eating as soon as your father gets home, Jasper.”

Thankful she said yes, I say nothing about the peas.

 

My mother opens the oven door and my thoughts snap back. I look around at the recently remodeled kitchen space. Gone are the avocado-green appliances and the worn linoleum floor. In their place are stainless steel and ceramic tile. Hank must have been feeling generous.

The counters are still the same, though, and the fake wood laminate is starting to peel. Perhaps those will be next. Or maybe once I get things settled and have the money I could change them out for her. Scanning the rest of the kitchen for what else needs replacing, my eyes land on the Swanson chicken potpie boxes stacked on top of the garage can. A telltale sign we’re not eating her chicken soufflé for lunch.

Like I said, she never cooks anymore. Not even for Hank. Feeling more nostalgic than I normally do when I visit, that fact makes me sad.

Even after twenty years she misses my father raving over her cooking.

She misses him.

She. Still. Misses. Him.

So do I.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

FENDER BENDER

Charlotte

SOFT MUSIC WAFTS from the living room. The men have taken their beers and gone outside. They are sitting at a round table with an umbrella over it on a stone patio that is surrounded by flowers in bloom. Vibrant shades of yellow, red, orange, and blue all around.

Inside, the kitchen is warm, even with the windows and the screen door open. Sadly, there is no breeze today to cool the stifling air.

I’m not as nervous as I was. Mrs. Storm is extremely pleasant and easy to talk to and doesn’t seem to hold the same animosity toward me that everyone else in this town does.

“How can I help?” I ask her as she’s pouring vinaigrette dressing on top of a bowl of sliced strawberries, shredded lettuce, and walnuts.

She turns and wipes the hair from her eyes. She’s wearing a sundress and flat sandals. Twenty years ago I thought she was the prettiest woman I’d ever seen. She is still stunning, and she looks just like I remember her, standing in her kitchen at Eastpointe cooking with a wineglass. Today the wine is missing and the kitchen is different, but she still smiles at me like she always did. “Why don’t you pour us some lemonade? Or if you’d prefer wine or beer, I have both.”

Grabbing the iced pitcher from the counter, I take two of the glasses beside it and start pouring. “Lemonade is perfect.”

“Great. Everything is done. Just follow me,” she says, turning backwards and pushing the screen door open. The tray she is carrying contains four chicken potpies and the salad bowl. She’d set everything else outside already.

Jasper rushes to the door to hold it open for her. She passes by him and Hank takes the tray from her hands, setting it on the counter beside the large outdoor grill.

“Everything okay?” Jasper whispers in my ear.

I give him a nod and kiss his cheek as I pass by him, breathing in his fresh scent and taking in the sight of him. Wearing ripped jeans, a T-shirt, and black boots with his laces untied, he looks more like an Abercrombie & Fitch model than any mechanic I’ve ever seen, but he’s determined to get my car running. I hope he can because despite having the People Mover close by, being without a car is still an inconvenience.

Pulling my chair out for me, his eyes flash as he notices my gaze.

Heat.

Fire. A volcano about to erupt.

The glasses are cold in my hands and I hesitate a moment before setting the lemonades down to allow myself a moment to cool. With an inhaled sharp breath, I take a seat.

Mrs. Storm puts the small metal pie plates on festive summer plates and places one in front of each of us, along with salad bowls, and then takes a seat herself. “I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t cook. It’s just too hot to spend too much time in the kitchen,” she directs toward me.

“Not at all. This is perfect,” I tell her.

The house is secluded and very private, surrounded by miles and miles of pine trees. Birds sing all around and the summer sun beats down, but the umbrella shades us. The meal is eaten with casual conversation, nothing invasive for any of us.

Everyone finishes at about the same time. Jasper leans back in his chair. Hank plucks the last of the berries from the salad bowl and pops it into his mouth. I remain upright but relaxed as I sip on the last of my lemonade.

Setting her fork down, Mrs. Storm smiles over at me. “So tell me, Charlotte, where have you been all these years and why are you back?”

And just like that, I’m more nervous than I was before we arrived.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

RIGHT TURN ONLY

Jasper

LOOKS LIKE I’M going to have to take the bullet.

Avoiding telling my mother why Charlotte is back in Detroit and therefore avoiding the meltdown that is certain to accompany that conversation means shifting the focus off Charlotte and on to me.

Here I go.

Clearing my throat, I give Charlotte a quick wink and then turn toward my mother. “So, Mom, has Hank told you the schematics for the Storm have been finalized and that it’s ready for mass production?”

Blinking a few times as if she never expected that day would come, she switches her gaze toward Hank. “No, he hasn’t mentioned it at all.”

He gives her a shrug. “I wanted Jasper to be the one to tell you.”

Nice save.

Quickly, her gaze darts back to mine. My mother likes to talk about the Storm and wants to feel involved, but again, somehow this conversation always leads back to my father, and her going into meltdown mode, so normally, like Hank, I avoid it at all costs. “That’s really exciting, Jasper. Tell me everything.”

To save Charlotte from a further inquisition, I spend the next twenty minutes discussing the latest design. The factory. The plans for mass production. Although my mother says nothing about the land I want to build the factory on, she has plenty to say about everything else.

She’s worried that I’m too young for so much responsibility. Worried the production costs will be too high. Worried. Worried. Worried.

Shoving my plate away, I feel like I might be the one to go into meltdown mode if I don’t change the subject. Hank is unusually quiet, and I can only assume he’s worried about the potential argument that is brewing between my mother and myself.

Charlotte is quiet too. I can tell she’s worried she’ll say something to set my mother off.

Want to know what I’m worried about? Telling my mother what is going on in my life, and I know the time has come.

I shift in my chair. “Hey, Mom, mind taking a walk with me? I need to talk to you about something.”

“Sure, honey. Is everything okay?”

I glance toward Charlotte, who is squeezing her eyes closed. I take her hand under the table before looking back toward my mother. “Not really. That’s what I need to talk to you about.”


CHAPTER  TWENTY-EIGHT

FLYWHEEL

Charlotte

I’M NOT MUCH of a mechanic.

Although I like to think I can, I can’t fix my own car.

Heck, I bring it to Jiffy Lube to get my oil changed.

That doesn’t mean I don’t understand how a car works. I do. And there are only a few words that make the car owner in me want to crawl back into bed. Transmission is at the top of that list. There’s something about that mysterious box underneath the hood that incites an odd fear in me.

I can handle my oil light going on. I can handle having to rotate my tires. I can even handle the wear and tear of my brakes. But the transmission issue is out of my comfort zone.

Jasper looks up from under the hood.

I flash him an appreciative smile.

Wiping his brow, he motions behind me. “Can you hand me a flywheel?”

“Sure, one second.” I like being helpful. With an extra bounce in my step, I hop off the stool and quickly walk to the large red toolbox that I remember from his garage in Eastpointe. It was his father’s. I’m pretty certain a flywheel is a type of wrench, so finding it shouldn’t be hard. Once there I stare at all the different wrenches, pick one up, and bring it back to him. “Here you go.”

The cool look I receive tells me the tool in my hand isn’t a flywheel.

I tried.

Having lost his sense of humor after trying for almost thirty minutes to remove a rusted bolt from what he called a solenoid, with a curse word in front of it, he walks over to the toolbox and rummages through it.

Suppressing my need to laugh, I have to take a deep breath and look away, slowly blowing it out a little at a time before he turns around and sees me. This is his idea after all. Not that I don’t appreciate it. I do. I really do. And he looks really, really sexy under the hood. Did I mention how sexy he looks? Very, very, very sexy.

The quiet causes me to twist on my stool. Jasper is standing over the toolbox, holding a piece of paper.

“What is it?” I ask, concerned by how still he is.

Slowly, he turns.

Worried, I slide off the stool and walk toward him.

“What is it?” I ask again.

I take the paper he hands me and slap my hand to my mouth. It’s a picture of a man and a boy working on a car signed by Jasper, with the year written in block numbers under his name. The year his father died. The year my father became the black sheep of Detroit for something I know he didn’t do. The year both of our lives changed forever. With tears in my eyes, I look up at him and search for the right words. There don’t seem to be any. And this, this is the great divide between us. I know if we dig deeper into it, there’s a very real possibility that we discover something that could rip us apart. I should leave it alone. Let the past stay in the past. Yet, I can’t. I need to find out what happened. My need. My neediness. It’s always my neediness.

“Charlotte.” Jasper whispers my name before his head dips and his lips come down on mine.

I kiss him back.

Of course I do.

My emotions. His emotions. They feed into our kiss, and I wind my arms around his neck and curl my fingers in his hair that I love so much. Our tongues stroke in desperation as if we both know what I was thinking moments ago, and it makes the heat between us catch fire. But doesn’t raging desperation only lead to raging flames that eventually need to be doused?

His thumbs brush against my cheeks, seeming to swipe away the invisible track of tears.

The sound of the screen door opening from the house causes us to break apart. It’s Hank on the front porch, setting the vase of flowers that Mrs. Storm had put on the counter earlier on the table between the two rockers before going back inside.

Jasper looks at the flowers, and then at me, with his childhood drawing still between us. “My mother saved it. I didn’t think she saved anything.”

“You should frame this,” I tell him, finally finding the right words.

He swallows, sets the paper back in the drawer, grabs the wrench, and walks back toward the car. “I think it’s right where it belongs.”

I follow him, grabbing a water bottle and staring at him. I’ve overwhelmed by the strength he has, the fortitude he displays, and wish I could have just a little of those traits.

After ten minutes of silence he looks up at me. This time his mouth is set into a tight, hard line of determination. Sweat rings his neckline and extends down the front of his shirt. The sight of him makes my entire body tingle. There’s just something about a man working hard.

My legs dangle from the stool I’ve been sitting on since we came out here.

Lunch itself went fairly well. Maybe not great, but better than I thought it would. However, after Jasper told his mother that he was a person of interest in the murder investigation of Eve, she became hysterical. “That land is cursed. I told you to stay away from it,” she cried and then ran in the house.

Jasper and Hank chased after her. She’d gone into her room. While they tried to calm her down, I cleaned up. When Jasper finally emerged, he said she’d taken a sedative and was going to take a nap. She cares for him more than he realizes. It’s obvious. He just can’t see it after all the years of built-up animosity. I hope that changes. I really do. Forgiveness is hard, but sometimes it’s the only way.

“How old did you say this car is?” Jasper asks, interrupting my thoughts.

I tilt my head sideways to look at him better under the hood. “Jasper, the car is old. I already told you that.”

“I know that. I asked how old?”

I pull my lip to the side. “I think my aunt bought it the year I went to college and that was, oh yes, ten years ago, but I already told you that.”

With narrowed eyes he looks at me for a beat, and then he straightens to lift the hem of his shirt and wipe his face. My eyes dart to his body. His belly is taut, with the faintest, ever so faintest, single line of hair trailing from his navel into the waistband of his low-slung jeans. And that belly button. That belly button is perfection.

“See something you like?” Gone is the melancholy. In its place is a flirtation I can’t help but want to participate in.

My pulse starts to race. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

He catches my flirty tone and grins at me in the most delicious way.

Very deliberately, I let my eyes roam all over him just to let him know how much I like what I see.

He shakes his head and bends to resume his position under the hood. “You’re very distracting, do you know that?”

Feeling like being a little naughty, I peer back at him, my eyes round with mock innocence. “And here I thought I was being helpful. You say screwdriver, I hand you the screwdriver.”

His grin is so wide now I can barely stand myself. “That’s the only tool you got right.”

I shrug. “I’m good at other things.”

His brow raises and his chest starts to rise and fall a little more rapidly.

Crossing my legs, I offer him my bottle. “Water?”

Again I get that look.

“What? I’m trying to be helpful.”

He takes it. Sips it. Hands it back. Wipes his mouth. Then a kind of smugness crosses his face and slowly, very slowly, he rips his T-shirt off.

God, I want to lick him.

Acting like it’s nothing, he gets busy removing something that has a cone-like shape. He grunts a little. Makes some more noises. A few more. And then it sounds like he might have figured something out.

I’m still here staring at him. All of him. Thinking about how every time his abs and pecs ripple, I want to run my tongue over them, along the rim of his ribs, around his belly button, and yes, even farther down. Then I moan a little, and that really wasn’t intentional.

He’s around the hood with his hands on my thighs so fast I wish I’d moaned sooner. “Do you have any idea how much I want to take you into the woods right now and strip you bare?”

I push the hair from his eyes. “Do you have any idea how much I want you to?”

The heat in his gaze singes me. “Fuck,” he mutters. “You’re killing me. Really killing me.”

Sharp teeth bite at that spot on my neck that he knows drives me wild. “We’re leaving as soon as I figure out the problem, and then we’re going to spend the rest of the night locked in the bedroom.”

Shivers run down my spine. “If that’s a threat, I’m good with it.”

“Your place or mine?”

I shrug.

“You decide.”

With my hands in his hair, I push his head harder against my neck. “I’ll let you know.”

His reply comes with a stroke up my thigh. “You, Charlotte Lane, have no idea what you do to me.”

Catching his hands, practically panting, I hold them right where they are. Grease or not, I don’t care. “I hope you can tell me all about it tonight after I wash the grease off you.”

He groans again, slides his tongue up my neck, kisses me hard on the lips, and then whispers in my ear, “I’m going to do more than tell you.”

Perhaps fanning the flames any further isn’t the best idea. He’s back at work doing whatever it is he is doing and I’m sitting here with trembling legs, fantasizing about him pushing me against a tree and taking me hard and fast.

“So what do you think? Does she need a rebuild?” Hank shouts from the driveway.

Jasper looks up, seeming happy to see him. “I don’t think so. There’s transmission fluid in the radiator. I just can’t find the leak. How’s my mother?”

Hank walks over. “She’s sleeping. She wants you to call her tomorrow.”

Jasper nods.

“Let me see what you found,” Hank says, moving to stand beside Jasper.

With his finger, Jasper points to something under the hood. “Right here.”

“I see it. Good catch, Jasper. We need to pull the whole thing apart to fix it. It’s an all-day job, though, and I have to leave right now. What do you say we do it together next Sunday?”

Jasper blinks in surprise. “Yeah, that would be great.”

“I’ll look forward to it. And Jasper, your mother is going to be fine. She’s worried about you but she knows you are innocent. Just promise me you’ll keep her in the loop.”

Jasper nods. “I’ll try, Hank, but sometimes she’s hard to talk to.”

“That doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you.”

My cell rings and I turn around to grab it out of my purse, which is on the workbench. I can’t believe it, but it’s Vince from The Detroit Scene. I’d called him earlier in the week but he hadn’t called me back, so I didn’t think he would.

“Hello?” I whisper.

“Hey, Charlotte, it’s Vince. I’m sorry I haven’t called you back yet.”

“That’s okay. I figured either you didn’t know anything or didn’t want to get involved.”

He brings his voice down to a whisper. “Well, when you called I didn’t know anything.”

“Hold on just a minute. Okay?”

“Yeah, sure.”

I hop off the stool and walk toward the back of the garage, leaving Jasper and Hank in deep discussion. As I move, my eyes circle my surroundings: bare walls, empty workbenches. It’s a barren garage except for the one giant red toolbox. It’s as if Mrs. Storm is saving the space for something, something that will never come—Mr. Storm’s return.

The thought makes me weak.

“Charlotte, you there?”

“Yes, yes, sorry. Go on.”

“The police came to the office and searched both your desk and Eve’s. They also asked Cole if they could search his office. When they did, they confiscated his laptop.”

“Why would they take his laptop?”

“At the time I didn’t know, but early this afternoon I came into the office to finish up a story I want to post tomorrow and overheard him yelling at the guy from tech support about why those emails weren’t wiped out of his account when he was told to get rid of them last week.”

He couldn’t have been talking about the emails from Eve because I had deleted those. “What emails?”

“I’m pretty certain they were personal in nature, if you know what I mean.”

I did.

“They were having an affair,” he tells me.

I knew this but say nothing.

“Don’t tell anyone this, but one day last month when I was leaving work I saw them in the garage. They were arguing. I couldn’t hear what it was about. But she slapped him so hard that blood dripped from his mouth, and he smiled at her when she did it. Then he grabbed her and at first I thought he was choking her but then he let her go, pushed her up against his car, and kissed her.”

“Did you tell the police?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to get involved. This is my livelihood here, and I don’t want to lose my job.”

“I get it.”

“Listen, there’s more. The police were just here with a warrant to impound his vehicle.”

“They took his car?”

“Yep, and he’s madder than a bat out of hell. Has an attorney on his way to the office right now.”

“The mud in his car,” I mutter.

“What?”

“Nothing, just talking to myself. Hey, did Cole ever talk to you about doing an exposé on Jasper Storm?”

“Yeah, he mentioned it a while back, but he assigned it to Eve.”

I knew it.

“Listen, I have to go—he’s coming out of his office. I just wanted to let you know.”

I twirl a piece of hair around my finger. “Thanks, Vince, I appreciate it. Let me know if you hear anything else.”

“I will. And Charlotte, for whatever it means, I don’t care what your last name is. I miss you in the office.”

Sadness creeps over me. “I miss you, too, Vince,” I tell him and hit End.

Warm hands are on my hips. “Is Vince someone I should be worried about?”

A delicious shiver ripples over me as his breath whispers across my cheek. Loving the feel of him so close, I twist in his hold so I can face him and look up into his brown, brown eyes. “Jasper Storm, you are the only man occupying my every thought lately. There is no room for anyone else.”

Slowly, he backs me up until I’m pressed against the workbench and instead of laughing like I thought he would, he becomes super serious. “I’m glad to hear that, because listening to you say I miss you to another man is making me a little crazy here.”

I put my hands on his chest. “Jasper, he’s just a guy I used to work with.”

Stepping even closer so that there’s no space between us, he takes my face in his hands and looks at me with those eyes that make me melt. “Tell me you’re mine.”

I suck in a breath, my world spinning at how fast this thing between us is developing and at how much I want it. So much so that the words just spill out of me without thought. “I only want you, but I worry a girl like me isn’t enough for you.”

Jasper shifts a little and moves his hands so that his arms cage me in. “You’re wrong. So wrong. You’re more than enough for me. Sometimes I think too much.” His chest heaves with emotion. “I can’t get enough of you. I want you all the time.” His voice is guttural, with so much feeling it makes me ache deep inside my chest. “Every time I look at you. Every time you walk into the room. Every single time I see you, I want you. Even when I’m not with you, you’re all I can think about. And that worries me. It worries me because just yesterday you were going to walk away from this and I don’t want to lose you. Not when I just found you again.”

Friendship, intimacy, we have that—but even if I am enough for him, can we overcome the tragedy of our past? For now, I have to believe we can because if I don’t, it might just shatter us both. So with my hands shaking, I take his face in my hands. My sweet, sweet, adorable friend who is no longer a boy, but now a man that I, too, can’t get enough of. I tell him what he wants to hear. “I’m not going anywhere unless you ask me to. I promise.”

“Never going to happen,” he practically growls, and then suddenly his arms are around me and his mouth is on mine.

His kiss isn’t gentle.

It’s wild.

Wanton.

Primal.

His lips press harder against mine, his tongue now licking and stroking mine in the wettest, deepest kiss that I can feel all the way to my toes. And with my declaration, I cling to him, kissing him back just as passionately, until I’m breathless and have to stop for air. When this happens, I bite playfully at his lip. “I have to tell you what I just found out.”

He groans into my mouth. “Is this about Vince?”

I laugh. “Yes, but I already told you he’s just a guy I worked with.”

Jasper presses harder against me and I can feel every inch of him. Every. Single. Inch. “I’m listening.”

I tilt my head back to look at him. “This caveman thing is a turn-on, but I have some information I think you’ll find interesting.”

“Caveman,” he mutters, and I can hear the amusement in his voice as he effortlessly hoists me up onto the workbench and then looks up at me with a grin. “Talk, woman.”

Laughter bubbles out of me. I guess I deserve that. Now that I have his barbaric attention, I tell him everything that Vince told me.

“Fuck me, do you think he really could have been the one that killed her?”

“I don’t know, but with what Vince just told me, it would seem they had a volatile relationship.”

“You have to convince him to tell the police.”

“I can’t do that. He doesn’t want to be involved.”

“Then you have to go to Detective Hill and tell him what Vince told you.”

“I can’t do that either.”

“Why not?”

“Because he won’t believe me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do. I already told you I didn’t tell him about Eve and Cole’s affair when he asked me if I knew about any of her relationships. If I go there now and tell him this, he’s going to know I lied before or he’s going to think I’m lying now.”

Bracing his strong hands on my shoulders, Jasper says, “You didn’t lie. You just weren’t forthcoming. Let me call Todd tomorrow and get his advice. Get him to help us figure out the best way to handle this.”

“Jasper, I can’t afford an attorney.”

He runs his fingertips down my bare arms. “You don’t have to.”

I’ve never been in a situation like this before and I hate it. “You are not paying for my stupidity.”

Jasper’s palms land on my thighs and he spreads my legs apart so he can step closer. “It wasn’t stupidity. It was loyalty, and Cole Reynolds could learn a thing or two about it.”

“Call it what you want, that doesn’t change the situation I’m in and you are not—”

Lips slam against mine. “No more talking about this, Charlotte. You’re my girlfriend and I’m going to take care of you.”

At that I give in and kiss him back. I have to. He’s just too hard to resist.

Girlfriend?

I’m his girlfriend?

That means he’s my boyfriend.

My boyfriend.

My heart swells so big I can see it beating.

Hear it pounding.

Feel it growing a little more whole.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

SET THE PACE

Jasper

CHARLIE AND I had only three rules for the race to my house from the corner playground.

One: No brakes.

Two: No looking back.

Three: No telling.

The first one to drop his or her bike on the sidewalk before my driveway was the winner.

It was simple.

And neither one of us ever broke the rules.

Somehow, I was always the faster one. I won every time, even though I gave her a few seconds lead. It was easy, because I was the one who always said, “On your mark. Get set. Go!” so I had the leeway to stall, to hold back and not take off right away, and I did just that.

Hence, the no looking back rule.

She never knew the purpose of that rule and I never told her.

Charlie didn’t like it when I thought of her as a girl, but I did anyway, and because of that one undisputable fact, I thought I was faster than she was.

I’m not so sure anymore.

Reflecting back, I have to wonder if she had been letting me win.

Maybe even at eight she knew what I needed, and gave it to me.

We’re walking down the hallway to my apartment and with the thought fresh in mind, I turn to look at her. “When we were kids and used to race on our bikes, did I win fair and square or did you let me win?”

She looks at me for a long while but says nothing.

I point my finger at her. “You did, didn’t you?”

She tucks her hair behind her ear and then holds out her hand with her fingers pinched together as she eases out her words. Slow and low she says, “I might have. Just a little.”

Now I have to ask, “Did you let me win when we went biking last Sunday?”

She closes the distance between her thumb and index finger. “Maybe. But just a little.”

Thump right to the ego! “Are you kidding me?”

She shakes her head and those curls bounce everywhere. A sight I can’t get enough of.

And then I start laughing. “And here I thought I was always the one setting the pace.”

She cannot stop smiling.

Hand to my heart, I pretend to be wounded, and that just makes her smile wider.

Instant arousal.

Making her happy causes desire to speed through my veins. My door is only a few feet away, but I can’t resist stopping and pushing her up against the wall. It’s like I can’t get enough of her. Still, I have to bring Jake his car back, so I can’t get lost in her right now. Even though I really want to.

Her moan muffles noises in my mouth and I groan. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

“We can be fast, especially now that you know I’m faster than you thought,” she purrs, taking a nip at my lip with her teeth.

“You’re so bad.”

“No. I’m just nice.”

I raise a brow. “You can show me just how nice you can be when we get back.”

In less than a heartbeat, her mouth finds mine. “I was thinking I could show you right now.”

I gently bite down on her lower lip before sucking on it. “We can’t do this right now. We need to get the car dropped off.”

She makes a noise of disapproval and then seals her mouth to mine.

I groan. I think watching me under hood was a big turn on because she’s not usually this aggressive.

Maybe I should get a job a garage like I had years ago but this time have her sit beside me all day?

She takes that as a green light and tangles her fingers in my hair. “I don’t want to wait.”

“We don’t have time.”

“I think it’s my turn to set the pace.”

I smile at her. “Isn’t that what you’ve been doing all along?”

She shrugs. “I think it’s been a little of both, and does it really matter? I want you.”

I move forward. She moves back. “I know, but Jake is going to cut my balls off if I don’t get him his car back.”

“I said we can be fast, and I know you can do fast.”

We’re outside my door now and I don’t have to even think twice about it. She’s right—I can do fast. “Okay, I’m easy. Let’s hurry.”

Hiding her triumphant smile, she’s already undoing my belt and my zipper, too. “You’re just plain easy.”

“Never said I wasn’t,” I say, chuckling.

She laughs.

Before I fuck her right here in the hallway, I quickly unlock the door and we’re stumbling inside. Once I turn the lights on, I cup the back of her neck and tilt her head to look up at me. “How could you ever think you wouldn’t be enough for me?”

She bites on my tongue and then flutters hers against the tip of mine . . . driving me insane. “Because I’ll never be able to share you. I couldn’t stand the thought of another woman touching you even if I’m there.”

I pull back and look into her eyes. “Charlotte, I am not looking to have a threesome ever again. I only want you. Tell me you get that.”

“Are you sure?”

I nod, filled with too much emotion to talk right now. How could I have ever allowed myself to do the stupid things I did? I vow to myself right now that moving forward I will think before I act. I will consider the consequences of my actions for once in my life.

For her.

And for me.

With that, she takes my hands and presses them against her breasts. “Come on, Jasper. We’re in a hurry. Remember?”

I laugh. “I remember,” I tell her around my laughter.

She kisses my chin, moving down to my neck, and slides her tongue over to my ear.

Putting myself in gear, I slip my hands up the front of her shirt, which has come untucked, and feel her soft skin. It electrifies me. Running my mouth down her neck, I undo each button of her shirt with my teeth. When I get to the last one, I pull her shirt open and quickly lift her tiny bra. The cool air makes her nipples harden and when I close my mouth around one, fondling the other between my fingers, she moans loudly.

I look around and then pull her shirt together. “Come with me.”

“Why did you stop?” she questions softly.

“Because I’m going to fuck you in ways I never have—and I don’t want Jake busting in on us.”

“Oh.” She giggles and follows me as I stride quickly into my bedroom. “But I thought we were in a hurry?”

“Fuck that,” I say.

“But Jake?”

“He’ll be fine,” I lie, knowing Jake hates when anyone is late. “I’ll text him.”

Once we are on the other side of my bedroom door, I slam her against it and run my hands all over her body. I’m hungry for her, starving. I walk us backward toward the bed. “Take your shirt and bra off,” I growl.

“See, you are a caveman,” she teases with a giggle, stripping out of her clothes.

“Please,” I add.

She unclasps her bra and tosses it at me. “Much better.”

Turned on beyond belief, I fall to the bed and toe my boots off. “Come closer. Let me look at you.”

Eyes blazing with fire, she slowly steps toward me. “You’ve seen me like this a bunch of times now.”

I lean back with my palms flat on the mattress. “And I want to see you like this every time. Every time I want to see all of you before I take you. You’re just so fucking beautiful you make me want to slow down.”

As if she knows what I’m about to say next, she strips out of her shorts and her panties and then steps a little closer.

My cock throbs harder than it ever has. It’s screaming to be free, to be closer to the sweet pussy that isn’t that far away. Finally, when I feel like I’ve seen every inch of her beautiful skin, I lie flat on my back. “Come here. Let me kiss you.”

She leans down to kiss my lips.

“Not there, Charlotte, not right now anyway.”

“Oh.” She flushes.

“Come on. Come here.”

Tentatively, she crawls over me.

“Come to me.”

Slowly, she lowers that sweetness right on top of my mouth. Wet. She’s wet. So responsive to my touch. I kiss her, small, light kisses, from her ass to her belly button, and then I stop.

I need to get naked.

The breath rushes out of her when I set her beside me. Unusually quiet, she falls onto her back and watches me as I quickly take my clothes off. Her eyes are so filled with desire I can’t wait to hear her scream in ecstasy.

Once I’m naked, I crawl over to her and find her mouth. Pulling back, I stare at her gorgeous tits. I run my hands up and down her chest, holding each breast, squeezing it, pinching the nipple between my fingers. Bending toward her, I nuzzle one before licking and pulling it in, sucking on it.

She arches her back and moans. “Jasper.”

My pulse is racing. “I like it when you don’t wear a bra.”

“I know you do.”

“Don’t put one on when we leave to go to your place.”

“Only if you don’t wear underwear.”

My grin is wicked. “Deal.”

Unceremoniously, I sit up and take her with me. I want to finish what I started. Setting her on her feet, I lick my lips. “Your pussy tastes so sweet, I need some more.”

The pink in her cheeks is adorable. I wonder if she’ll always be a little embarrassed when I talk about her pussy.

I think she will.

And it turns me on so much.

She stands before me, completely stunning, and I can’t help but think she’s all mine. My mouth goes slack as I see her hooded eyes gazing down at me. Then without warning, I slip one finger inside her, then another, and then just one more. Stretching her, fucking her with my fingers. Her body starts to shake and as she cries out in pleasure, I remove my fingers and replace them with my mouth. Her hands grip my shoulders tightly.

“Jasper!” she screams when I find her clit with first my lips, then my tongue. I pull her closer to me. I don’t just want to eat her . . . I want to devour her. Her body trembles and she calls out my name louder and louder with each passing second. She tries to pull away, but I hold her tight. “Just feel it, Charlotte. Just feel it,” I manage, stopping to blow on the small nub that I plan to devour again tonight.

Her grip tightens on my hair and she cries out, “Oh, yes, Jasper, oh yes!” Those words have my cock throbbing to be inside her.

I pull away and stand up. She’s wobbly but somehow manages to wrap her fingers around my hard cock, and the feeling is so good that I start to tremble. I take a few minutes to let her stroke me. While she does, I look at her smooth, pale skin, her seductive, stormy eyes, the cute sprinkling of freckles across her nose, her lush lips, and those small breasts—all Charlotte, all things I will never get enough of.

“Did you like what I just did?” I ask her.

“I liked it,” she moans.

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” she gasps.

“Turn around then. I want to fuck you from behind.”

Without question, she moves across the bed and goes on all fours.

My chest is pounding. I’ve kept the sex pretty simple until now. “If you don’t like something, just tell me, okay?”

She nods.

“I want to take you to places I know you’ve never been, and this way I can.”

I’m on my knees behind her and slowly I rub my cock against her entrance. Every muscle in her body is tense and atremble. I soothe my hand down her spine. “Relax.”

The smell of sex fills the air and our mingled breathing grows loud. I stop and stare at her tattoo and for a moment I’m rendered motionless. I hate this tattoo. Hate what it means. How could everyone in her life forget her?

I kiss her tattoo and realize for the first time one of those stems was probably meant for me. Now I hate it more.

“Jasper?”

“Shhh . . . relax,” I tell her. Snapping out of it, I run my hands from her ankles, up her calves, and to her thighs in one swift motion.

She gasps out such a pleasurable sound that she has my hands moving faster up her ass. Knowing I don’t have a lot of time, I still want to do it right, so I bend to kiss the places my hands have just been. Her body relaxes but tenses when I flick the underside of her ass cheeks with my tongue. “Tonight, I’m going to taste every inch of you,” I tell her. And just in case she doesn’t understand what I mean, I run my tongue up the seam of her ass.

She writhes beneath me. Panting. Trembling. Waiting.

I find her heat. My fingers trace the outline of her pussy and I part her, nudging my finger inside her just a little. My breath blows hot on her shoulder as I move my finger in and out.

“Please,” she cries out.

And I give in to her. With my hand, I guide my cock to her entrance and slowly push inside her. Oh fuck, it feels so good, I have to stop myself from hammering into her. Forcing myself to go slow, I twist a little, thrust a little more, ease myself in and out over and over, all the while keeping her body steady with my hands on her hips.

“Please,” she cries out again.

And again I give in to her and move faster. Deeper. I do it all at once and before I know it, I’m sheathed deep inside her sweetness.

Her moans tell me she likes it.

Wanting her to come like she never has, I release my hold on her hips and put one hand on her clit, the other on her shoulder. One hand grips her as I pound into her and the other circles her clit mercilessly.

Using the word girlfriend has never been my thing, but suddenly I have this driving need to make sure Charlotte is mine. “I want you to come like you never have.” This I say in a thick, husky voice laced with desire. It earns me another whispered gasp. Something about the sound she makes when I’m inside her, the pleasure I know she feels, sets me off every time because when I’m with her, it’s not that I’m looking for that adrenaline high I look for in sex. I don’t need to speed to the end. Instead I’m looking to connect with her, make her feel what I feel.

The sex is about her and me.

Not just me.

I never understood what people meant by you’ll know when you know. But after spending the day with her today, I do. We click. We just click.

She pumps her hips forward against my palm and then thrusts her ass back onto my cock.

It’s so fucking hot.

Both of us yell out. I’m pounding into her over and over. Thrust for thrust, she meets each and every one. My cock pulses and I pump my hips into her. It’s then I realize what I’m doing—I’m claiming her, marking her, making her mine. It’s something I’ve never done before.

Riveted by this realization, I remove my hand from her clit and grip both her hips, holding on, trying to go deeper, wanting to be as far into her as I can. The feeling of being buried deep inside her is one I never want to lose. A groan stutters out of me as I try to hold on for her.

“Charlotte, I need you to come.”

“I am, Jasper, I am.”

The sound of my name from her lips destroys me and as her pussy bears down on my cock, I know we are both spiraling into ecstasy.

She moans, “Oh God,” and I can tell an orgasm is rocketing through her, just as powerful as the one owning me right now. All I want to do is hold on to her for dear life and bask in the unbelievable pleasure.

We both come in unison.

Fuck, it feels so good—I can’t hear, my vision’s a little hazy, and there’s a gentle ache radiating from all parts of my cock—all reminders of the intensity we just shared.

After a few minutes, when I’m able to move, I collapse on the bed and pull her to my chest. She smiles against my neck and rests her head on my shoulder. I murmur in her hair, “That felt so incredibly good.”

She lifts her head and her beautiful eyes dance in the light. “I’ve never experienced anything like that before. Can we do that again?”

That grin I wear whenever she’s with me spreads across my face and when I open my eyes to look at her, there’s a light inside me that I’ve never felt before—it’s as if she’s the brightness that’s been sent to help me ease out of the darkness I’ve been in for far too long.


CHAPTER THIRTY

FAST AND FURIOUS

Charlotte

ROARING AND BUZZING like locust, a swarm of cars ahead of us emerges from the side streets of midtown Detroit onto the traffic-congested highway just ahead. I look over at Jasper. “You have to get around all of this.”

That grin is devilish and it’s apparent the challenge is on. “You sure you want me to?”

Hating that I’m late, I take another glance out the window and then back at him. “I’m sure.”

He puts both hands on the wheel and I know he means business. “Buckle up and hold on.”

Normally, I might chastise anyone for planning to speed, but today is day five of my first week on the job and I’m late, so for this one time I’ll overlook the fact that now that he has his own car back, he might be planning on breaking a few moving violation laws.

The week has flown by, and I’m happy to say that ever since Jasper met with Detective Hill on Monday morning to go over the events of that night again, it has been very uneventful.

Eve’s murder case seems to have deadpanned, from what we can see anyway. There has been no word from Detective Hill since Monday other than the correspondence Todd received that the mud samples taken from the site were not a match to the mud found on Jasper’s shoes.

That was cause for a celebration.

Tory, however, is nowhere to be found. Then again, the council doesn’t meet until Monday to decide if they will hear her case or not as it relates to reclaiming the land both her father and mine walked away from twenty years ago, so she’s probably hiding out to avoid being attacked by the press. Todd tells us the police have also been looking for her to question her about the night Eve was murdered, and like Alex’s investigator, they haven’t been able to locate her.

Alex’s investigator traced her last residence to Windsor, Canada—less than two miles from Detroit. Two miles! It was a small apartment that he reported she lived in alone. I didn’t ask and I don’t want to know if my mother and Uncle Tom are nearby.

The news reported Cole being brought in for questioning. Evidently, the police found the emails Eve sent Cole. Todd doesn’t think the police have enough to charge him or they would have done so already. He’s still working on my statement about what Vince saw and what I know, but in light of the emails already found, he doesn’t feel it is compelling enough evidence to sway the investigation.

The car jerks forward and I do as Jasper said, hold on.

As the car zigzags back and forth like a jet-fueled go-cart, I don’t dare glance at the speedometer. Jasper’s face is lit up as he weaves in and out of the traffic on the highway so fast I barely have a chance to think about how dangerous this might be or even catch my breath before he’s exiting the ramp near his apartment.

Somehow he slows for the upcoming light without slamming on the brakes and once we’re no longer moving, he looks over at me, all white gleaming teeth and pride. “You liked that.”

All I can do is shrug. My pulse is pounding and adrenaline is racing through my veins.

Man, can he can drive fast.

“Come on, admit it, you did.”

“Maybe just a little.”

He raises a brow and indicates his building up ahead. “One more time just for fun.”

With a smile, I nod. “Go for it.”

As the sun dances on the nearby river, the sound of honking horns and screaming drivers is drowned out by the sonic blast of his engine revving for takeoff. Acting more like this is a starting line than a stoplight, his foot lifts and slams down as soon as the light turns green.

In first gear, I watch as his head snaps back to make sure no cars are beside him, and then he jams the stick into second and we fly down the road. Jerking the wheel to the right, the tires let out a brief squeal, and he takes the turn into his garage with such finesse that I know he’s done this before.

Screeching to a stop at the guard shack, he waits for an oncoming car to pass before proceeding down the ramp. Jasper is a ball of energy. Obviously, being behind the wheel and driving fast is a passion of his that he likes to share.

“Come with me to the track later today,” he says as he enters the garage.

Surprised he won’t be at the office all day like he has been, making calls and putting out fires, my stomach ties in knots and I find myself asking, “Why are you going there?”

“Max has developed this new front radar sensor that senses an object’s closeness and adjusts the braking power. He wants to try it out and I volunteered.”

Unnerved by the fact that he’s going to be driving so much faster than he has with me in the car and by the fact that he had a near-fatal accident three years ago, I talk without thinking. “Jasper, do you think that’s something you should be doing?”

Moving slowly now, he approaches his assigned parking place. “Yes, Charlotte, I do. I haven’t been able to bring myself to get on the track in three years, and I feel like it’s time. Besides, the Storm is my car and I want to know everything that impacts it. And this breakthrough technology, if successful, is a welcome addition. It will put the Storm ahead of other vehicles in the same class and will help us gain an edge.”

“I get that. It’s just with the fact you’re going to be at the helm of a brand-new company, shouldn’t you be a little more . . . cautious?”

Pulling into his spot, he clicks the ignition off and turns to look at me through the dark lenses of his aviators.

Looking at him unshaven and hair rumpled, the thump-thump of my already fast beating heart does not still. Last night was the first night that we spent together since Monday night. Both busy and both determined to take things slow, I left the loft after work on Tuesday and Wednesday—alone. Jasper and I are approaching our relationship with caution. Taking things slow and seeing where we end up.

“Charlotte,” he says looking, over the top of his sunglasses, “cautious has never been a word anyone could use to describe me. But if it helps ease your mind, Max has so many security features in place for test drives now, I’m pretty certain he’s taken all the fun out of it.”

I tilt my head to the side and give him a slight smile. “Well, you were a bad boy by misbehaving.”

The moment I say it, I regret it.

Jasper’s grin fades as he reaches over the console and cups my chin before leaning over and kissing me. “You’re not wrong about that, and we may never know if someone tampered with that car, but I guarantee you the way Max has this one locked up, no one can get to it.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

Slouching back in his seat, he removes his sunglasses. “Don’t be. Sometimes I need a reminder to behave.”

Thankful he survived that accident, I shake my head and then just stare at him. At his wide eyes that look so bright today. They have that glow that appears every time he talks about the Storm. It’s one of pride. I find it extremely sexy and it makes me want to jump his bones.

“Charlotte,” he says, as if knowing I’m thinking about him in a very inappropriate way considering we have an entire day of work to get through.

“Yes, Jasper,” I answer a little too breathily.

“Yes or no?”

This perplexes me.

Then, I get that smile. The look. Heat. “Will you come with me today or not?”

Dissolving into laughter because other than melting it’s my only option, I shake my head no.

“No?” he says, a little shocked.

“Jasper, I can’t. I have to work.”

“But your boss is telling you to come with him.”

“Will wants my articles for this afternoon’s and Monday’s posts done before noon.”

Jasper gives me a little disappointed shrug. “Okay, but you don’t know what you’re missing.”

Oh, I think I do.

I have to avert my gaze from the heat in his, and that’s when my eyes land on the clock. Eight thirty. Opening my door, I quickly look back. “Come on, we have to hurry, remember?”

Jasper’s long strides have him beside me, and his arm around my waist, in no time flat. We stay that way the entire ride up to his apartment and he’s also whispering in my ear, trying to drive me crazy, to convince me to come and have fun with him.

I have to ignore him before I cave and say yes.

Finally, we are inside his apartment. Taking all the time in the world, he slowly heads toward the shower—time not an issue for him—and I am forced to patter up the stairs to the temporary Lightning Motors office space to face my doom alone.

“See you later,” I call down to him, as I rush up to the office in my pencil skirt and kitten heels a flustered mess. Once at the landing, I come to a dead stop when I see Will sitting behind my desk.

His eyes lift in judgment but he says nothing.

I cringe anyway. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

I hate being late.

It wasn’t my fault, but it’s not like I can whine to Will about why I’m late. I can’t tell him, “Hey, my boss slept at my place last night because you guys are always here and after turning off my alarm without waking me, he leisurely made coffee while I hurried to get ready.” And I also can’t tell him, “But, in Jasper’s defense, he drove really fast to try to get me to work on time.”

No, I can’t tell him any of that. Instead I stand here quietly and face the wrath of Will’s looming stare.

He can be a bit scary sometimes.

Will is a stickler for just about everything.

Time.

Dress.

Even punctuation. We argued for almost thirty minutes yesterday about the proper way to punctuate a certain word before turning to Google.

I was right.

Fist pump.

The thing about Will is that he is not only the glue that holds this group of misfits together; he also provides the balance among them. If Jake says something should be white and Jasper says it should be black, Will declares it gray and they all listen. If Drew wants to sign a parts deal and Jake thinks it can be done cheaper, Will evaluates both sides without bias.

Jasper might hold the title as president of Lightning Motors, but I think Will is actually the boss. Of course, I’d never tell Jasper that’s what I think. Everything works perfectly just as it is.

I set my things next to my desk and look at my screen.

Will stands and moves out of the way so I can sit in my chair. “I hope you don’t mind, but I read the post you drafted for today.”

Hmmm . . . maybe I should have changed the password on the computer. Not that it isn’t his right to look over what he asked me to prepare. It’s just that he read it before I had a chance to proof it, and that scares me a little.

He scares me.

Will perches on my desk and crosses his arms. “I have to say, I’m impressed with the voice you’re creating for the company in only four short days. The average daily views on our blog have increased almost tenfold. You’re obviously saying something people want to hear. And the post that you’ve prepared for today on the benefits of choosing to outsource minimal parts abroad due to economies of scale is done tactfully but with strength. The goodwill you’re building in the community will go a long way until this murder case wraps up.”

The site analysis is up on my screen and I look at it with pride. Of course, no one knows it’s my voice. That is being kept confidential. I’m okay with that. I have a job, I’m doing good work, and I like what I’m doing. I look at Will, who always makes me nervous. “Thank you. It means a lot to me that you think so.”

“We’re lucky to have you,” he says.

Warmth fills me and I smile at him.

Will doesn’t smile much and doesn’t smile now either.

With a nod, he heads over to the cluster of desks in the other corner. The space isn’t ideal, but it works. There’s a large table in the center with a model of the Storm on it. The guys’ desks are in the corner, in a quad near the floor-to-ceiling windows. Max’s research space is set behind a stand-up curtain wall, and my makeshift desk is at the top of the stairs. At the current time Lightning Motors employs no one else. Not until they secure land and officially announce the erection of the new plant.

Just as Will sits down he says, “Oh, Charlotte, Whitney called me this morning to pass on a message. She told me Todd turned your statement in to the police and that he doubts they will want you to come in but if that happens, you’re to call him first.”

“Okay,” I tell him, and I can’t help but worry my lip.

Busy at work, I don’t hear my cell phone ringing until it’s too late. I don’t recognize the number, but as soon as the sound of his familiar voice plays on my voicemail, my stomach drops. It’s Detective Hill and I stop the message. Hands shaking, I stare at my phone, and after taking a deep breath I hit the Play button again and listen. “Miss Lane. This is Sergeant Detective Hill. I received your statement this morning and wanted to let you know that I had no further questions. In addition, I also thought you should know that in a review of the hotel security footage, cameras spotted an unidentified man entering your hotel room with a key and carrying an empty briefcase the morning following Ms. Hepburn’s murder. When he left, the briefcase was noticeably fuller. It would appear any papers you might be missing were taken then, more than likely along with Ms. Hepburn’s laptop. Please return my call as soon as possible. I’d like to show you the images of the man and see if you can identify him.”

Someone had been in my room?

He must have used Eve’s key.

I call the number back immediately.

“Detroit Police Department. How may I direct your call?”

I swivel in my chair and try to keep my voice down so as not to disturb Will, who is on the phone. “Hi, this is Charlotte Lane for Detective Hill.”

“One moment please.”

One. Two. Three. Four. Five seconds pass.

“I’m sorry, but Sergeant Detective Hill just left the building. May I take a message?”

I give her my information and then hang up, pondering why those bank statements would have been taken.

“Morning, Charlotte,” Drew says with a smile, stopping beside me to sip his coffee. He, like Will, is dressed in complete business attire—suit, white shirt, tie, and dress shoes. Drew is funny, nice, and at times charming. He’s also the most withdrawn from the group. Other than who he’s taking out for the night or where he took someone the night before, I never hear him talk about anything personal. His father abused him and his mother when he was younger, and after his mother ended up in the hospital, she feared for both of their lives and fled Kentucky. Somehow they ended up in Cass Corridor.

“Good morning, Drew, how are you today?”

“Fantastic,” he says, striding toward Will, who is now off the phone.

Keeping it brief, I fill both him and Drew in on my call and then busy myself with my work so as not to ponder on the information from Detective Hill.

I decide to start to proofread my article before officially sending it to Jasper, Will, Drew, and Jake for approval.

The open space can get noisy. I’m just about to put my earphones on when I hear Drew say something that catches my attention. He’s talking to Will about recalled parts and how he doubts Hank Harper will be the middleman for any parts even if he can easily reengineer them.

“But for Jasper, he might,” Will tells him.

“He pretty much already told me hands down, no, he just doesn’t do that. Never has. Never will. He doesn’t have the time nor the space or the technology, he says. But I’m going to give it one more try.”

“He did it for my father’s plant all the time,” I say across the room.

Drew and Will jerk their heads in my direction.

“How do you know that?” Drew asks.

“I saw the bank records and the invoices. HH Automotive sold parts to him pretty consistently the year before—” I stop, not wanting to mention the tragedy.

“What kind of parts?” Drew asks.

The picture of the yellow carbon is in my head, but I can’t see the faint writing on the lines. “I’m not sure. I can’t recall what the invoices had written on them, but I know I saw them and that they matched the deposits from him for the parts. Unfortunately, those were the bank statements I just told you about.”

Will stands and looks over at me. Jasper told the guys everything, so they are aware of what I hope to do here in Detroit, although no one but Jasper has talked to me about it.

“Where did you get all that stuff anyway?” Drew asks.

“My father had stored it away in boxes in a storage unit here in Detroit.”

“What else is in there?”

My head jerks toward the stares when I realize Jake is standing there. “Good morning, I didn’t hear you come up.”

Almost following Will’s office dress code, he’s wearing dress pants, a gray shirt, and dress shoes, but no tie or jacket. Almost there, but not quite. He bobs his chin toward me. “Go on. I’m curious to hear this.”

Thankfully the list is short, because being under Jake’s scrutiny is worse than facing the wrath of Will. “He had some ledgers, invoices, bank records, shift schedules, maintenance repair logs, electric bills, and phone bills. I’ve gone through some of the stuff but every time I look at it, I see nothing out of the ordinary. I can’t figure out what my father was doing with it all.”

Jake takes a step toward me and knocks his fist on my desk. “If you want a fresh set of eyes to look at it sometime, I’d be glad to.”

Rapidly blinking at how fast Jake’s demeanor can change, I give him a slight smile. “Yes, sure, that would be great. Jasper and I are going to the storage unit tomorrow. I’ll bring some of it in on Monday.”

Jake nods.

Wow.

Laces hitting the metal staircase and fast-moving feet alert me that Jasper is on his way up the stairs. He is at the top in record time and he’s not following dress policy at all, but then again, he is going on a test drive today, so I guess it’s okay.

Before he goes I want to tell him about Detective Hill’s call, but as soon as he looks at me, I can see the gloom on his face.

“What is it?”

Eyes circling the room, it’s as if he’s taking inventory of who’s here and glad to see everyone. “My mother just called. An abandoned car with a body was found in the woods near her house this morning. The police are going door-to-door and asking questions at the houses in the area. She’s worried her name will trigger an avalanche from the press and she doesn’t know what to do.”

“Fuck. It will be a shit storm for Hank if the press gets wind of the fact that Jasper Storm’s mother is a tenant in one of his rental homes,” Jake mutters.

“Yeah, I know,” Jasper says.

“You need to get her out of there,” Drew tells Jasper.

“She can’t leave; the police are parked at the end of the road. I’m going to see if I can get through and at least calm her down so she doesn’t say anything stupid.”

“I’ll come with you,” Will says.

Jasper nods and I can see the apprehension in his eyes. Another press frenzy could be on the horizon. We’d avoided the press all week, using the tunnel beneath his building to come and go and not going anywhere out in public together. This would be different, though. This could possibly expose his mother’s affair. An affair that has remained hidden for many years. And I doubt his mother would take that well. In fact, judging from the look in Jasper’s eyes, I’m sure she wouldn’t.

Searching, searching, searching for what to say, I come up with nothing.

Jasper circles my desk and places his strong hand on my back, and then leans in to kiss me. “I’ll call you when I can.”

I look up at him with concern.

“It will be fine,” he assures me.

Words spoken without context or feeling behind them. They don’t make me, or him, feel any better.

“Jake, can you call Max and tell him we’ll have to postpone the test drive?”

“Yeah, sure. No problem.”

Jasper gives me one final nod and then, just like that, he and Will are gone. The laces from his boots hit the metal staircase faster than I’ve ever heard them.

I hope everything goes okay.

As I stare out the window, the sky begins to cloud over and I sit in my seat just watching it for a long time.

I feel on edge. Hot and testy. At odds with myself. I wish I could have gone with Jasper. Yet, I know I couldn’t. I hate that I can’t be with him in times like this. I need to clear my father’s name so I can hold my head high.

After berating myself enough for now, I sip my cold coffee, and then finally try to read my blog post. After the fifth reread, I feel that it is ready to be sent to everyone else, so I compose my email. As I hit Send, I know the chances of getting everyone’s approval today are low.

The rest of the morning drags on. No call from Detective Hill. No news from Jasper.

I try to start a new post but end up corresponding on social media about my previous posts from the corporate account instead.

“We’re heading out to grab some lunch. Want to come?” Jake asks.

“No, thanks. I think I’m going to leave around four if I haven’t heard from Jasper. I have some things to do, if that’s okay?”

Jakes shrugs. “It’s fine with me. And you can go ahead and post that article. Drew and I both approved it.”

Uncertain, I try not to sound that way. “You sure it will be okay?”

Drew chuckles. “If you want, I can email you my approval along with a note that says I told you to go ahead and post it.”

I laugh but look at him seriously. “Would you, please?”

Jogging back over to his desk, he sits down and lifts the lid to his laptop.

For some crazy reason Jake looks at me like I’m from Mars, and I begin to wonder if I forgot to brush my hair this morning. “What is it?” I ask him.

He shrugs. “I was wrong about you.”

My brows rise. “What do you mean?”

“You’re good for Jasper, that’s all. Tell anyone I said so, though, and I’ll deny it.”

With my fingertips I pretend to zip my lips closed.

That makes him laugh.

Somehow I’m able to bite back the word I’m thinking—anomaly.

“Done,” Drew says, and slams his lid down. “Oh, and Charlotte, I’m going to see Hank Harper after lunch about that parts contract we want from him.”

“He’s in the office?”

Drew nods.

I guess he wouldn’t be near the press.

“I’m taking off for the rest of the day after that. Tell Jasper to call me,” he says.

“Okay,” I tell him. “Have a good weekend.”

“I’ll be back,” Jake says.

“Hey,” I call to him.

He turns before stepping down the stairs.

“How late will you be here? I thought about grabbing some of those documents I told you about and bringing them back.”

Jake shrugs. “I don’t have any plans. I can hang out here. I’m sure Jasper won’t mind if I invite myself over for dinner.”

Feeling a little excited over the prospect of making headway, I extend an offer that I probably shouldn’t without talking to Jasper first. “Good, I’ll stop at the grocery store after I run home to get the key for the storage unit.”

He raises a brow. “You’re cooking?”

“I am.”

Jake takes a step down. “I’ll definitely be here. How are you getting to your place?”

“The People Mover.”

“I’ll be back before you leave, so you can take my car.”

“No, I don’t want to be an imposition.”

He holds up a hand. “Look, Charlotte, the goody-two-shoes thing wears on me a bit. Just say yes, will you? Besides, if you don’t, then I have to listen to Jasper’s shit about why I didn’t help you out.”

“Okay. Yes.”

He shakes his head.

I smile at him.

Saying no more, he disappears from my view.

At one, I stretch my legs and pop downstairs to grab an apple and the few slices of cheese I brought yesterday but never ate. I don’t feel like running out for lunch.

By two, I’m ready to crawl out of my own skin. I still haven’t heard from Jasper and Jake hasn’t returned. Searching the news, there is nothing about the abandoned car.

With my fingers still hovering over the keyboard, I type HH Automotive in the search bar. What Drew had said about Hank earlier not wanting, or being unwilling, to supply the parts needed got me thinking about what he would have been providing for Laneworth.

The search results yield many articles about the company’s growth and financial success. The company is privately held, so financials aren’t available, but I learn plenty about the company. Enough to understand it wouldn’t be to their strategic advantage to buy parts from another parts supplier in any way, shape, or form; even twenty years ago HH dominated the market.

I try to picture those invoices, and every time I see them I swear I see the word widget written across them. I’d come across that box when I first went to the storage unit and hadn’t really paid it much attention.

For the heck of it, I Google the word and get the following result: Widget is used in texts and speech, especially in the context of accounting, to indicate a hypothetical any-product.

A hypothetical any-product?

That doesn’t make sense.

The sound of the front door has me jumping out of my seat. “Jasper!” I call, rushing toward the staircase.

A body emerges up the winding metal but it isn’t Jasper, it’s Jake. “Sorry, it’s only me. You haven’t heard from him either, huh?”

Disappointed, I shake my head.

“I tried to call but he didn’t pick up.”

Dropping back into my seat, I sigh. “I scoured the news, but there’s nothing yet.”

Jake tosses his car keys on my desk. “Yeah, I did too. It’s coming, I’m sure.”

Reaching for his keys, I give him a slight smile. “Thanks again.”

Jake being Jake, he just shrugs it off. “I left it parked out front of the building. No reporters out there today.”

“You found a spot?”

He nods. “My lucky day.”

I ignore his sarcasm. I’m starting to get used to it. “Hey, can I run something really crazy by you?”

He raises a brow. “You sure you want to do that?”

I sit back in my chair. “I’m serious.”

He takes a seat and crosses his arms. “Go for it.”

“What if one person is responsible for all of this—the explosion, the accident, Eve’s murder?”

“As in the same person?”

I nod. “Who are you thinking?”

“Hank Harper.”

Jake starts laughing. “You had me. Here I thought you solved a twenty-year-old crime.”

“I’m serious. Think about it. Who gained the most from the plant explosion? Why doesn’t he want to help Jasper—perhaps because he doesn’t want Jasper to build the plant?”

“That’s not true.”

“How do you know that?”

“I just do. He’s always been supportive of Jasper.”

“Yes. But business-wise it makes sense. It will hurt his business when Jasper brings other businesses back to Detroit. He’ll no longer have a monopoly.”

Jake scratches his head.

“Makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“I wish I could say yes, but I can’t. Even if Jasper weren’t like a son to him, what would be his motive for killing Eve?”

My lips purse. “I don’t know the answer to that.”

“And besides, he’d never kill all those people on purpose.”

I nod.

“Charlotte, I know you want to clear your father, but I think you need to take this a little slower. Jasper looks up to Hank. I would keep that theory under wraps until you have a little more proof,” he says and turns around in his chair.

He’s right, of course, but even though I try to dispel the idea, my mind is on those bank statements. Why was HH paying Laneworth for parts, even if they weren’t widgets? It doesn’t make sense. From everything I read about HH, they should have been able to procure the parts cheaper than Laneworth.

At three fifty-one, I can’t take it anymore. I still haven’t heard from Jasper. Hopefully, he’ll be back by the time I am. “I’m going to head out now. I shouldn’t be too long,” I announce.

Deep in concentration, Jake gives me a nod to let me know he heard me.

Not a man of many words.

As soon as I set foot on the sidewalk, I freeze.

The car is right in front of me.

It can be rather intimidating.

Sure, I’ve heard the Storm described as visionary and cutting edge. In a class of its own. And yes, it’s super fast, super sleek, and a performance machine, but it’s also a manual transmission, and the stick shift is what scares me the most.

The first car I learned to drive on was a stick shift, but it’s been a while and this isn’t my car. What if I stall in the middle of the road and someone hits me from behind? Worse, what if I ruin the transmission?

I turn my phone to silent; I need all my attention on getting from point A to B to C with the car in one piece. I must have been crazy when I decided to go home, get the key for the storage unit that I keep taped under the coffeepot from the bed-and-breakfast, then go to the storage unit, then go to the grocery store, all before heading back to Jasper’s place.

Nuts.

Nuts.

Nuts.

Once in the driver’s seat I think back to watching Jasper do this.

Car in neutral.

Foot pressed on the clutch.

And turn the ignition.

The car purrs to life and I’m off to a good start. I put it in reverse and just like riding a bike, driving a stick comes back to me.

Soon I’m shifting out of instinct.

I got this.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

OVERDRIVE

Jasper

SOMETHING’S NOT RIGHT.

Streaking down the highway, I can hear the roar, hiss, and whistle of the engine. Normally music to my ears, it sounds off. I look over at Will. “Do you hear that fluttering?”

From lids half-mast with exhaustion, he fully closes his eyes and listens. “Sounds like the headers might be leaking.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right.”

“Are the RPMs within range?”

A glance at the dashboard tells me what I already know. “No, they aren’t ticking all the way through.”

“You might want to have Max look at it,” Will says.

I nod. “I think while he’s at it he should recalculate the pipe lengths. What do you think?”

“Maybe. Not sure if that is it or if someone messed with them when the car was at impound. But either way, taking another look will only make the Storm go faster.”

That puts a smile on my face and I focus on the road ahead, and then try Charlotte’s cell again.

Still no answer. This time I leave a message. “Hey, it’s me. It was a crazy day and I haven’t had cell service for past couple of hours. Call me.”

Soon enough, it’s home, sweet home.

It’s after four when I’m finally nearing my building. I crest the slope into the garage like a skateboarder taking flight over a mondo ramp.

It’s been one long fucking day.

All I want to do is see Charlotte and not leave my apartment for the entire weekend. I don’t want to have to submit to police searches because a dead body was found in the abandoned car near where my mother lives. I don’t want to wait outside for hours while my mother cries on my shoulder that Hank is going to break up with her if word gets out about who she is. I don’t want to have to explain to her that she’s his tenant, nothing more, if asked.

And for fuck’s sake, I don’t want to be trapped in the limits of Bloomfield Township unable to leave until the crime scene investigation is complete, with no fucking cellphone reception to boot, like I have most of the day.

I give Charlotte another ring.

“Did she pick up yet?” Will asks.

I shake my head no. “Maybe she has her earphones in.”

Looking exhausted, he nods. “Probably. Knowing Drew and Jake, they’re jamming to happy-hour music by now.”

Screeching into my spot, I whip my door open and stretch my back. I’ve been in the car way too long.

Will does the same. “I’m heading home. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Got plans with Whitney?”

There’s a hint of a grin there. “Yeah, I do.”

“What are you doing?”

He shrugs. He’s the only one out of the four of us who doesn’t kiss and tell. That is going to have to change. I’ll have to work on that—later.

Pressing my key fob, I pause for a second and lean over the top of the car and keep it simple. “Have fun. And, Will.”

He looks over at me.

“Thanks again. I really appreciate you being there with me today. You stopped me from losing my shit more times than I can count.”

The beep of his key fob unlocks his car. “You’d do the same for me.”

I would.

As I start to walk down the tunnel, I try Charlotte one more time. Still no answer. I hasten my steps and hustle to the elevator. Minutes later I’m at my door and then finally inside. Will was right. Music is blaring from up above. Some Stones. And I’m okay with that.

Grabbing a beer, I open it, take a sip, and then head toward the stairs to tell my girl the workday is officially over. Before I make it to the foot of the staircase, I hear a loud stomping noise out in the hall.

It sounds like a herd of cattle.

One foot on the step and I can hear it getting closer.

Wham! All of sudden the door bursts open and four dark blue uniforms pound across the hardwood floor, guns drawn. The Detroit Police Department has arrived.

For me?

It has to be.

My throat tightens, forcing me to swallow and take deep breaths.

The music stops.

The giant space is dead silent.

Then Detective Hill enters the room.

Our stares collide.

“Jasper Storm, you are under arrest.”

Shock isn’t even the word to describe what I’m feeling. “For what?”

Blue beady eyes stare at me. “The murders of Eve Hepburn and Tory Worth.”

I set my beer down on one of the steps. “What are you talking about?”

“Tory Worth was the victim identified today in Eve Hepburn’s car, and both murders have been linked to you.”

Tory is dead?

Why?

That storm in my chest that I haven’t felt for over a week starts to rage within me, wild and untamed.

Ravaging.

Devastating.

And not just for me—for Charlotte, too.

What does this mean for Charlotte? Will it bring her mother back to town? How will she handle seeing her?

Jake is standing behind me on the stairs and I can hear his heavy breathing.

Feeling sick, really sick, I look the detective straight in the eye. “I’m not going anywhere until I call my lawyer.”

Cuffs in hand, the detective steps toward me. “You’ll get your call from the station.”

I twist to look at Jake. “Keep Charlotte upstairs. I don’t want her to see this.”

“She’s not here. She went home sometime before four to grab some things.”

The wind is gone from my lungs, and my gut clenches to think she might walk in here and see me like this. “You have to find her and keep her away from here.”

“I will. Let’s get you out of this first.”

“No, you have to find her before she walks in on this.”

“I don’t think I can leave,” he says.

I look in front of me. The cops. The detective. The wall they are forming that is meant to stop me and anyone else from leaving.

For an instant I can feel what he must have felt. My father. Helpless. Unable to do anything as flames leaped up the walls all around him and then consumed him. Did he picture my mother and me in his last moments? I’m sure he did. I am not dying, but I am no longer in charge of my own fate. My mind is a jumbled mess. My legs are trembling. I can’t think straight.

Both Eve and Tory are dead.

Why?

Charlotte isn’t answering her phone.

Why?

I need to get to Charlotte and make sure she’s okay. I can’t stand here and let the fire render me useless.

Detective Hill is right in front of me now.

I feel trapped.

I blink a few times and wipe the sweat from my brow.

“Make this easy, Storm. Turn around and we can walk out of here without any commotion.”

Walk out. Yes, I can walk out. He couldn’t, though. My father . . . he couldn’t. And yet I hated him for dying. Hated him all these years.

“Storm!” the detective shouts, holding up his arrest warrant.

“I didn’t do it!” I shout back, wanting to douse the flames I can’t see through.

“Jasper,” Jake whispers. “Go with him. You have to, man.”

Suddenly the flames disappear and I’m back in my loft with the police surrounding me, and I’m being accused of something I didn’t do.

“I didn’t kill them,” I say quietly this time.

“Well, probable cause indicates you did.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The list is long. There were welts on Tory Worth’s buttocks that match your belt, which was seized during the search of your apartment, and the handprints around Eve Hepburn’s neck match yours. There’s more, too. Motive—the sale of the land. An earring belonging to Eve Hepburn was found in your mother’s house. Then there are the photos on Tory Worth’s phone of you and Eve that I won’t go into detail about. Ms. Hepburn’s laptop with a draft of a very incriminating story about you. Not to mention a Matchbox car with your name on the bottom of it.”

“She must have taken that from me that night.”

He shakes his head. “The abundance of evidence paints a very compelling picture.”

Stunned, I struggle for what to say. “I already explained most of those things to you.”

“And now you’re going to have to explain everything . . . to a jury of your peers.”

I’m the scapegoat here.

I know it.

“Look,” I say, “I need to find my girlfriend. She’s going to be upset about Tory and what all of this might mean. I want to talk to her, and then I’ll come down to the station on my own.”

The laughter he expels makes chills run down my spine.

“You have to let me find her.”

“Right. So we can have another murder to solve. I don’t think so. Now turn around,” he says again, this time putting his hand on his gun.

“Please—she’s not answering her phone, and with these two murders I’m worried about her.”

“This is the last time I’m going to say this: turn around.”

And I want to say fuck this. I want to say it so bad I can taste the words on my tongue. But where will that get me? A stun gun to the ribs? Maybe a bullet in the leg if I try to run? A slew of more charges to hold me on, for sure.

I have to think of her now. Not just me. But her too.

Fuck!

Fuck!

Fuck!

She’s counting on me and I’m going to let her down.

Why the hell did I ever let my don’t count on me mentality slip away? I knew better and yet somehow in the whirlwind of Charlotte, I’d let it go. You’d think my father leaving me with nothing would have been the biggest lesson I needed to keep me on my destined path.

But the truth is—she was always a part of me. It started long ago. Her. And me. A boy. And a girl. And I swore to her then that I’d take care of her.

 

She’s on the bus before me and staring out the window.

I sit beside her. “Why didn’t you wait for me?”

She says nothing.

“Charlie?”

Again she says nothing, but this time she closes her eyes tightly.

“What’s the matter?”

Slowly, she turns and I can see she’s been crying. “You can tell me. I won’t tell anyone, you know that.”

She shakes her head.

“Why didn’t you come to the window last night?” I ask her.

“Because I couldn’t,” she says quietly.

Anger wells within me. “What did she do this time?”

Charlie shakes if off. “Nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Tell me.”

She sighs. “It was my fault anyway.”

“What was your fault?” I’m starting to get mad.

She sighs again. “I wanted her to read me a story like I saw her doing with Tory the other night when she and Uncle Tom were over for dinner, but she was in a hurry and she told me she would tomorrow, but I wouldn’t listen to her. I got upset and just kept asking her until she’d had enough of me and told me to go to bed.”

“And?” I grit out, knowing that’s not the end of the story.

“I couldn’t sleep, so I got up to get a drink of water and saw she was all dressed up. I knew she was leaving and going to see Tory. And I said the most horrible thing.”

“What did you say?”

“I told her she loved Tory more than me.”

It wasn’t Tory she loved more, but I couldn’t tell Charlie that.

“And when I wouldn’t stop crying she told me that was because I’m too needy. When I wouldn’t stop crying she locked me in the closet.”

My body is shaking. “For how long?”

“I don’t know. I fell asleep and woke up in my bed.”

“You have to tell your father, Charlie—you have to.”

“No,” she pleads. “No. He’ll be mad at her and then she’ll be even more mad at me.”

She has a point.

And right then and there, I vow to myself to always take care of her. To bust into her room, break down her door, do whatever I have to do so that she’s not scared.

 

I did a shitty job of it back then.

I was too young to understand what that meant.

But I understand what it means now.

Will she be okay?

Even if she is, she’s going to be scared when she finds out where I am. And I can’t do shit about it—again.

Jake’s breathing is growing heavier by the second.

The detective is staring at me.

I give him a nod and put my hands on my head.

But before surrendering, I twist toward Jake and plead, “Please, Jake, find her and when you do, tell her not to worry. Tell her that everything will be all right.”

Tell her she can count on me.

Quite possibly his eyes have tears in them, not unlike the night I told him to run. The night all those years ago that I told him to get the fuck out of Dodge and he couldn’t. He was frozen in place and I stayed behind with him. It took forever for him to snap out of it, and when he did and finally ran like I told him to, it was too late. The cops were there. And I stayed behind and took the fall for stealing the car.

“Jake,” I say.

Nothing.

Does he even hear me?

“Jake, promise me,” I grit out.

He blinks a few times and then says, “I promise, JJ. I promise.”

Resigned to my fate, I keep my hands on my head and give Detective Hill my back.

Pulling my arms down, he slaps the cuffs on me and two police officers start to lead me out the door.

I glance back and shout, “Don’t forget, Jake! Take care of her,” and then I close my eyes.

Twenty years later.

All grown up.

And I still can’t be there to help her.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

HIGH BEAMS

Charlotte

WITH MORE THAN one lurch, a few jerks, and a stall-out or two, I manage to get to my apartment in one piece in the Storm. I certainly didn’t do it in record time or drive anything like Jasper, but I did it.

The Bronx Bar is in full happy-hour swing and there’s some kind of outdoor summer fest going on. The music is much louder than normal and it’s hard to hear anything but the thumping sound of the bass.

I’m glad I won’t be home tonight. Or I assume I won’t be home. Hmmm . . . did Jasper ask me? Did I ask him? We’ve been so busy I’m not certain. This taking things slow thing is a little more difficult than I thought it would be. All I want to do is turn it up.

Certain tonight will be on as long Jasper makes it back; I take the elevator and scan the local news on my phone. Finally, the story has broken. Deep in concentration, I exit the elevator and fumble for my keys, waiting impatiently for the story to load. Reception in the hallway has never been good.

Inserting my key in the lock, it won’t go all the way in. I turn it around. Still won’t go in. It’s as if I have the wrong key. After trying one more time, I deduce that something is jammed in the keyhole. Odd. When I yank on the handle, the knob turns. I look at the lock again, wondering if in my rush this morning I somehow jammed it. The hallway is too dark to really see it, though.

Just as I open the door, I remember to take my phone off silent and it pings with a message from Jasper. Before I hit listen, the story loads and a picture of a car takes up the screen. Below it is a headline that reads, “Dead Body Found,” and I gasp.

Oh.

My.

God.

It’s a red two-door Audi.

It’s Eve’s car.

My mouth starts to quiver.

My body quakes.

Why would Eve’s car be found in the woods near Jasper’s mother’s house? I try to read quickly through the article to see if the body found inside it has been identified, but the site hasn’t fully loaded.

Staring at my screen, I close the door behind me and as soon as I do, I feel like something is off. The living room is dark and all the blinds are drawn. Jasper must have closed them this morning. Feeling uneasy and off balance, I reach to flick the lights on but before I can, a loud thudding noise draws my attention toward my desk.

Terrified, my eyes skitter to my left. Let it be an animal, the wind, anything but—before I can finish the thought I see him.

Big.

Really big.

A massive black-clad figure, and he is rifling through my things. Tossing them. Shredding them. Pieces of paper are raining down on my hardwood floor like strips of white confetti. The clues Jasper and I had come up with but never went back to are under his feet. He’s looking for something.

I force down the scream in my throat and quietly take a small step back, another, and another, hoping to make it to the door before he sees me. Just then the website on my phone completely loads and a commercial blares through the room.

Oh, God, no.

The intruder turns.

Sees me.

Our eyes lock.

Quickly, I lunge for the door, hoping to open it and escape into the hallway. I’m moving as fast as I can.

I’m not quick enough.

In one swift movement, the faceless man grabs me by the shoulders and throws me to the ground.

My breath comes out ragged as I try to scream.

The intruder looks at me for a beat and then picks up the vase of flowers Jasper brought me exactly one week ago. With the vase in his hand he stares down at me.

Now screaming as loudly as I can, I scurry to get up and launch myself toward the door.

Before I can turn the knob, he grabs me by the shirt collar, dragging me backwards. I choke a little until my shirt buttons pop and when I can breathe, I start to kick and scream, flailing my limbs in every direction. Effortlessly, as if I’m a rag doll, he shoves me to the floor.

Through the panic and fear, all I can see is Jasper’s face.

“Jasper!” I scream, knowing he can’t hear me. Knowing he can’t help me. Knowing I’m here alone. In the dark. With a monster.

My biggest fear coming true.

The mountain of a man doesn’t look so big anymore as he stares down at me with those wide, wild eyes. A high-pitched, terrified scream rushes from my lungs. That’s when he flings himself on top of me and drops the vase in the process. My head snaps toward the noise, and I watch as the antique pewter bounces and tumbles, the flowers windmilling across the floor and the water flowing beneath me. The faceless monster above me bears his full weight painfully on my legs and my eyes dart around looking for something, anything, to hit him with.

Nothing.

There’s nothing within my reach.

I flail uselessly beneath him, screaming and crying, all the while knowing no one is going to hear me.

Everything tells me that I should not panic. That I need to be in control if I’m going to have any chance of getting out of this alive, but then I look up, and all I can see is a monster.

It’s wearing a mask.

And two eyes are peering down at me.

A monster in the dark.

It’s like when I was little and my mother would lock me in the dark closet. I was so scared. So alone. Afraid of what was in there with me. Monsters. And no one ever came.

Except Jasper.

He came.

He let me out.

Jasper.

Jasper.

Jasper.

I’m not little anymore. I’m not that small, frail girl. I can do this. I need to fight for myself and for Jasper.

Giving it all I have, I reach for this monster in the dark and try to claw those beady eyes out. The howl of pain tells me I accomplished something, but then his hand draws back and makes contact with my face. The punch is hard. Painful. There’s more pounding, and I cry out over and over as the sting of his hand slaps the skin of my face.

Warm trickles of blood ooze down my chin, and I find myself going in and out of consciousness. Focus. I have to focus. My legs won’t move. He’s still pinning me down. Terror and adrenaline shoot through me. I’m not a fighter. I’ve never hurt a single person in my life. But right now, I summon all I have and with my right arm, I throw the hardest punch I can right into his groin.

A deep hissing noise escapes his mouth. Everything moves in slow motion. He picks up the vase. I hold my hands out to defend myself. He grabs both of my wrists with one hand and twists one of them so hard I hear it snap.

Deep, burning pain like I’ve never felt surges through me.

All thoughts of overpowering him vanish from my mind. Survival is all I can hope for. I lie here beneath this monster, the warm air blanketing me as cold terror sluices through my veins, and find myself praying for mercy. Praying for a miracle. Praying that I make it out of this alive.

The man, the monster, my assailant, maybe my killer, stares down at me for a long moment as if trying to figure out what to do with me.

“Please don’t kill me,” I beg through desperate sobs.

Those eyes, shrouded by his mask, blink.

It’s too dark and I can’t see their color, or maybe it’s the overabundance of tears in my own eyes that is causing my vision to go blurry. “Please,” I repeat, violently shaking from head to toe.

“Where’s the key?”

This monster wants my father’s papers. He must not know where the storage unit is or I’m sure he would have broken into it.

Screw him.

I blink and blink and blink until his face comes into clear vision. One blue and one green eye stare down at me. I was wrong—it wasn’t Hank behind it all. “Uncle Tom?”

He turns his head. Says nothing more.

Tears once again fill my eyes, but even through my hazy vision I somehow manage to see his arm lift in the air. The vase is held tightly in it. I know what’s coming, and I have nothing left to do but close my eyes tightly and try to force away the fear. I can’t block him, I can’t stop him, and it seems to take forever before he smashes it against my head.

My eyes fly open on impact. My body is drenched in a cold sweat and my brain is swimming. Suddenly, there are two of him—no three, maybe four. Too many monsters to count. I flail and try to escape, but then his hands are around my neck.

My lungs start screaming for air.

That’s not all.

The room is shaking.

The earth is tilting.

The walls are closing in on me.

I’m scared.

I’m alone.

But I’m not eight and this isn’t a dark closet.

Nor is it my dark room.

No one will be coming to let me out.

“Where is the key?” he yells.

He’ll kill me once I give it to him.

Instead of answering him, I turn my head to the side and bright blue flowers fade in and out of my vision. I try to hold on to the memory of them. To Jasper. But I can’t seem to hold on any longer.

His grip is tighter.

Stronger.

There is no air left for me take in.

There’s a knocking in the distance. I think I hear my name. “Charlotte!”

Hope blossoms somewhere deep within.

“Charlotte!” It’s Jake voice.

That hope quickly diminishes when I realize the lack of air is quickly draining the life from me.

I try to scream but I can’t.

“Charlotte, open the door. Tory Worth’s body was found and Jasper’s been arrested.”

I try to process what he’s saying but his words don’t make sense. It’s as if he’s speaking in a different language.

All I know is his voice sounds frantic. Desperate. Then it’s gone.

Don’t leave me alone.

From one heartbeat to the next, everything seems blacker. Darker. I never knew that was possible.

The grip around my neck loosens, but it’s too late.

All I can do is close my eyes and accept the darkness.

Forget me not.

 

The End


AUTHOR NOTE

 

ALTHOUGH I TRIED to stay true to Detroit’s financial and socioeconomic situation, I did take some liberties with facts, locations, dates, and timing.

In December of 2013, the city of Detroit officially became the largest municipality in U.S. history to enter into Chapter 9 bankruptcy. They filed for bankruptcy because they were flat broke. The city was in duress.

Before filing:


	The city of Detroit owed money to more than 100,000 creditors and was facing $20 billion in debt and unfunded liabilities.


	Between December 2000 and December 2013, 48 percent of the manufacturing jobs in the state of Michigan were lost.


	There were approximately 78,000 abandoned homes in the city.


	About one-third of Detroit’s 140 square miles was either vacant or derelict.


	Sixty percent of all children in the city of Detroit were living in poverty.


	Forty percent of the streetlights did not work.


	Only about one-third of the ambulances were running.


	The size of the police force in Detroit had been cut by about 40 percent over the past decade.


	When you called the police in Detroit, it took them an average of 58 minutes to respond.


	Due to budget cutbacks, most police stations in Detroit were closed to the public for sixteen hours a day.


	The violent crime rate in Detroit was five times higher than the national average.


	The murder rate in Detroit was eleven times higher than it was in New York City.




Cited from: www.theeconomiccollapseblog.com
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 CHAPTER ONE

DOWN SHIFT

Jasper

THE FEELING OF metal scraping against skin is unmistakable.

At first the coolness might fool you into thinking there isn’t going to be any pain. Something so cold couldn’t possibly hurt. But then the object tears open your flesh and it feels like you’re being cleaved in two.

Sometimes you yell out in pain. Sometimes you persevere and keep going. And other times you have no choice at all in the matter.

Once I thought the space beside the transmission tunnel of my prototype car, the Storm, could accommodate both my hand and a seat track.

I was wrong.

It couldn’t.

At least not while I was trying to wrestle the seat into position and bolt it to the floor at the same time. The feel of the cool metal track as it ripped open my flesh, followed by the sharp sting of searing pain, forced me to yank my hand away. Even before I had freed it, I could see blood welling from my palm. There was no doubt that the rather large slice required stitches. With absolutely no hesitation at all, I grabbed a rag, wrapped it around my hand, and forged on.

The pain was irrelevant—I wanted to get the job done. The raised scar I have today reminds me constantly of that dumbass decision.

Now though, I have no choice in the matter. Which sucks, because I can’t ignore the feel of the cool metal as it scrapes against my wrists any longer. I glance over my shoulder in hopes that coming eye to eye with the blunt force is going to make it feel better.

It doesn’t.

The cuffs are so tight they are rubbing my wrists raw. Trying to ease the throbbing pain, I twist my hands.

Wrong move.

My skin long past welting bursts open and starts bleeding. Although I can’t see it, I can feel the warm liquid oozing down my hands, and if I really listen I can hear it dripping onto the wood floor beneath my feet.

“First up is the State of Michigan versus Storm,” the bail commissioner announces into his microphone.

The sound of his booming voice causes my head to snap in his direction and then to the empty place beside me. Sitting on the hard chair, I give another quick glance over my shoulder, but this time toward the back of the closed courtroom.

Where the fuck is Todd?

As the bail commissioner recites the docket number, I find myself cursing low under my breath. It’s quarter til eight in the morning and I haven’t seen my attorney in over twelve hours.

Last night was long.

Too long.

After being wrongly accused and falsely arrested with the murders of both Eve Hepburn and Tory Worth, I was taken from my apartment to the police station. With the memory of my stint in juvie resurfacing, I fought the urge not to lose it—literally.

Also emotionally combatting my fuck this attitude, for my own sake, I remained eerily silent while I was charged, processed, searched, photographed, and fingerprinted. Soon after, I was handed a light-blue jumpsuit and ordered to change. In it, I felt more like a mechanic than a convict, but I remembered that faded color all too well, and it was no grease-monkey suit. Always wondered why the uniforms weren’t orange, but never asked. Didn’t ask last night either.

Escorted by two guards, the three of us got into an elevator. One floor down, we got out. The tiled corridor felt more like a basement—the sounds were muffled and the air damp. We passed a glass window that looked into a small room and then we stopped at an electronically-controlled door with a camera aimed at it. The lock clicked and I entered. Todd Carrington, my attorney, was already inside waiting for me and immediately started spewing legal mumbo jumbo I couldn’t bear to listen to. Not even five minutes later, some all-out bulletin was issued stationwide. They had a runner was all I had heard. This emergency brought the visit to an abrupt end and forced me into premature lock up.

The isolation cell was simple: a bed, a toilet, and a sink. The walls were beige, the blanket on the bunk was green, the fixtures white. Isolated in detainment for more than twelve hours, I thought I might lose my mind. I felt twisted and turned worrying about Charlotte.

I still do.

Sweet, sexy Charlotte—a kitten and a lion.

Mounds of dirty-blond hair.

A beauty that is more than skin deep.

My friend.

My lover.

Unexpected.

How did she take the news about Tory?

About me?

The entire time I’ve been in lock up, I keep thinking about what Todd had said just before he left. “I’ll get you out quickly.”

Quickly.

I wanted quickly more than I wanted air to breathe.

I need to see Charlotte. Get to her. Hold her. Touch her. Protect her. Make love to her.

It has yet to happen.

And it’s all I’ve been able to think about.

 

Feeling knotted and useless, I found myself brewing over the situation. The facts. The murders. The known. The unknown. Nothing made sense. Why me? Why was I in here? I wanted to dig the deepest hole, climb the highest wall, bend the strongest bars to get out of here. Never had I wished to be invincible until those long hours spent alone.

It wasn’t until early this morning that the cell door finally slid back. By then I was ready to hurl myself at whoever came into sight. My fingers felt like claws and my body was a live wire. I was ready to dig, scale, bend—everything and anything. When the guard saw me he grinned like a motherfucker. “Easy now,” he teased as if trying to jerk my chain, “I won’t be taking you to your bail hearing until you calm down.”

Calm down!

Was he fucking insane?

He just stood there, at the entrance to my cell, and I knew I had no choice but to do as he said.

With a deep breath, I forced the malice away.

I knew I had to keep my cool.

Still allowed no contact with anyone other than the transport cops, I was handcuffed and escorted out of the station, where I was stuffed into a waiting police car to take the short ride to the courthouse.

 

“All rise, the Honorable Judge Joshua Patterson,” calls the bail commissioner and I focus on why I’m here.

To be freed—to get the fuck out.

I slowly rise from behind the table on unusually weak knees and watch the older black-robed man enter the room to take his position. The judge’s dais is made from sleek dark wood and topped with a panel of gold electroplate. The American flag on one side and the blue state flag on the other flank the dais. Behind it is a bronze seal of the State of Michigan.

On the judge’s desk sits a pile of folders and a wooden gavel. “Good morning,” he says to the assistant district attorney at the table adjacent to mine.

“Good morning, Your Honor,” the ADA replies.

“Please sit down.” Judge Patterson takes a seat in his tall leather chair, glances at the top folder, and then at me. “Mr. Storm, it appears your counsel has not yet arrived. I am rescheduling this arraignment for Monday morning—” he says while he places my paperwork to the side.

“No!” I interrupt.

“Mr. Storm, that tone is—” he starts to say sternly. Before he can finish, I hear a door swing open and turn. It’s Todd and he’s rushing in to take his seat beside me.

“Where have you been?” I snap quietly.

“The fuckers at the station are going to be hearing from me. They didn’t notify me of the bail hearing until you were already on your way. I got here as fast as I could,” he whispers.

“Good morning, counselor. Nice of you to make it,” the judge greets with sarcasm in his tone.

Todd nods. “Good morning, Your Honor. I’m sorry I’m late.”

Diverting his eyes first to the bail commissioner, the judge gives him a slight nod and then glances down at this desk. He appears to be allowing the arraignment to proceed and begins the process of shifting my paperwork back in place.

“Have you talked to Jake? How is Charlotte? Did he explain everything to her?” I fire my questions at Todd quietly, my worry over her too much to contain any longer.

The courtroom is closed so I know she’s not in here. A fact I am both thankful and resentful over at the same time. It’s the selfish part of me that longs to see her blue eyes, feel her soft pink lips against mine, hear the sweet tone of her voice, wrap my arms around her and make her world just a little more right. Yet, the realist in me knows it’s better she’s not here, because not only would seeing me like this break her heart, it would break mine too.

Todd looks over at me, and something in the way his eyes shift triggers a cause for concern.

My heart starts to pound. “What is it?”

This time I get a shake of the head. “I’ll talk to you after the bail hearing.”

“Tell me now,” I insist.

“Everyone rise,” demands a voice from the front of the room.

“Tell me,” I hiss.

“Quiet in the courtroom.” The order comes from that very same voice.

Then to assure the command is followed, the judge bangs his gavel.

The noise is loud and draws my attention to him. Subsequent to the sound, the courtroom falls abruptly silent and I’m forced to do the same.

The bail commissioner’s voice silences the courtroom. “The State of Michigan vs. Jasper Storm.”

No one in the courtroom says a word.

Suddenly, sweat coats my brow. The reality that this is real hits me like a brick wall. I’m being accused of two murders that I absolutely did not commit. And in this broken city of Detroit, innocence isn’t what matters, but rather demonstrating to the people that justice has been served. It’s right here, right now, that a shiver crawls under my skin and stays there.

The judge looks toward Todd in anticipation. For some reason, the great defense attorney seems nervous.

Finally, Todd clears his throat and rises. “May it please the court,” he says, “Attorney Todd Carrington representing defendant Jasper Storm.”

With a nod, the judge turns toward the prosecutor’s table. “Is the State of Michigan opposing bail in this matter?”

The assistant district attorney gathers his papers.

When Todd sits down, I nudge him. “What is wrong with you?”

He draws in a breath. “This judge is a real hardass. I’ve only lost one case in my career and it was in his courtroom,” he whispers. “I just can’t fucking believe of all the judges, this is who we end up with.”

Fuck me right now.

The ADA stands. I look his way. He is glaring at me when he loudly announces, “The State is opposing bail on several grounds.”

My heart comes to a squealing stop and my head darts in Todd’s direction.

Todd looks taken aback, which is not a good thing. That shiver that is under my skin escapes.

The judge clears his throat in surprise as well. “Assistant District Attorney Phillip Klein, please state your reasoning.”

Klein is second-generation politics. A true urban politician. To be honest, his harsh stance catches me off guard. We’ve met. Chatted. Discussed Detroit and its failing economy in detail. And he knows my vision will bring this city one step closer to recovery. We’re on the same fucking side.

Facing the judge, Klein proceeds. “Not only were the crimes, specifically the murders of two innocent victims, premeditated, but they were also vicious in nature.”

Somehow I refrain from shouting out, “I didn’t do it.”

“Furthermore, we have reason to believe this defendant is a flight risk.”

A flight risk?

Is he for real?

He continues. “And therefore, we recommend that no amount of bail should be considered.”

Yeah, so go figure—another hardass looking for a soapbox to make his stand.

I’m so fucked.

Dread coils deep within me.

The judge nods, makes some notes, and then directs his attention my way. “Mr. Storm, since you have already obtained legal counsel, I am assuming you have been informed of your constitutional rights. Is that correct?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” I answer in a shaky voice.

“Counselor, do you wish to enter a plea on behalf of your client at this time?”

Todd confidently answers, “Yes, Your Honor, I would. My client is clearly not guilty and hence enters a plea of not guilty.”

“Objection!” the ADA calls out.

The judge gives him a disturbed look. “This isn’t a trial, Mr. Klein.”

“Sorry, Your Honor but evidence clearly shows that . . .”

My gaze lands on the state flag and the memories of standing in this very position thirteen years ago are hard to bear. Sentenced. Put away. Sent away. Locked away. It all happened so fast. And now it’s happening again. I focus on the flag and try to suppress my past from haunting me. I focus on the blue shield where the sun rises over a lake.

On the man with a raised hand who is holding a gun. Both depictions meant to represent peace and the ability to defend your rights.

Funny, I don’t feel any of that peace now, and I didn’t years ago when I was in this very same position either, especially when the judge sentenced me to 365 days in a juvenile detention center as a lesson to all other youths who were on the street stealing cars.

Back then I was used as an example to others.

Is that happening all over again?

As Klein argues why I don’t deserve bail and Todd counters, not for the first time since arriving in this hellhole do I start to feel like I might just be found guilty of crimes I didn’t commit. Yet, this is the first time I believe it. That there’s a real chance I might not get out of this unscathed.

And with that harsh reality becoming more and more realistic with every passing second, I decide it’s best to shut everyone who cares about me out of my life. If I don’t, they might get even more hurt and tarnished because of their connection to me than they already have been.

I need to go this one alone.

My best friends, Will Fleming, Jake Crown, and Drew Kates, don’t need me to be successful. They have what it takes to bring the Storm to the production line on their own. And at this point, keeping their distance is the only way that is going to happen.

And as for Charlotte Lane, the little girl who lived next door to me, the one who grew into a woman I can’t get out of my head—she was fine without me in her life before and she’ll be fine without me once again.

She’s all bright light, and I’m all darkness.

She’s an angel, and I’m the devil she doesn’t need to get into bed with.

My heart feels like it’s shrinking into a withering ball. But right now there’s a big, fat scarlet letter on my chest and I can’t allow those closest to me to go through the torment all of this is going to bring.

It isn’t fair to them.

Voices rising snaps my attention back to the courtroom. There’s shouting. Cursing. The argument between Todd and the ADA is taking an aggressive turn.

“Order in the court,” the judge demands.

With a lump the size of the state of Michigan in my throat, my gaze darts to him.

The judge takes a hard look at me, and I know what he is about to say isn’t going to be good.

Just as he is about to speak, a man in plain clothes comes flying through the door. I know him. The cleaner. He’s one of Alex Harper’s entourage. Alex is the mayor, my friend, my foe. The guy is shouting, “Your Honor, I need to talk to you right away. It’s an emergency.”

With a hard glance in his direction, the judge raises his hand and with a finger he summons him forward. “This better be good, Mr. Goodman.”

Goodman, that’s the twat’s name.

A ‘yes’ man. Does whatever Alex needs done. I call him the cleaner because he’s always cleaning up the rumors of the mayor’s infidelity. What is he doing here?

I glance toward Todd in question.

Both brows rise and he shrugs.

Finally, after what seems like hours, but in reality is only minutes, Goodman walks away and the judge states, “Will the defendant please stand.”

I do.

“Mr. Storm, it is hereby ordered and adjudged by this court that this hearing be continued to Monday.”

“You can’t do that!” Todd calls out curtly.

Everyone gasps.

With an aggravated shake of his head, the judge glares at him. “All federal buildings in the city of Detroit are under mandatory lockdown, Mr. Carrington, and I don’t think clearing the courthouse is something I need to get your approval on. Talk to me like that again and I’ll be holding you in contempt.”

Lockdown?

Why?

It has to be over me.

Street horrors fly through my mind.

The last time this happened was four years ago when Detroit was already falling apart and the lockdown went citywide.

It happened so fast there was no controlling it. The police arrested a man who was subsequently beaten into a coma after he allegedly tried to escape. When he died from the beat down, a riot ensued. Chaos overtook much of the area of Detroit just south of 8 Mile Road. Many stores within a five-mile radius were looted. Cars were loaded with stolen goods. More than a dozen police officers were injured trying to stop the thefts. Abandoned buildings and vehicles were set on fire. So many so, that over ten fire crews battled three-alarm fires throughout the area as police stood guard with rifles. Gunfire was heard all around. Cops or protestors, no one knew.

All anyone knew was that it was no peaceful protest against what had happened.

Anger was being taken out on the streets.

The protestors were intent on destroying what was left of Detroit. It was then that the governor was forced to bring in over five hundred state troopers to help control the chaos. He also requested as many as five thousand officers from neighboring states to assist in putting an end to the rioting. In the end, it took more than three days to regain control of the city; and although Martial Law was not declared, it had come pretty close.

Fuck!

And it is happening again just when things are starting to look so much better for Detroit.

Fuck!

Fuck!

Fuck!

“Yes, Your Honor, I apologize for the outburst,” Todd says humbling himself to get back in the judge’s good graces.

Not sure it will work.

Directing his attention back to me, the judge continues, “Mr. Storm, you will return to this courtroom Monday morning. Until then, you will be held in custody.”

I swallow hard, trying not to feel the twisting in my gut or the heat pricking my skin. I’m being burned at the stake—alive.

“But, Your Honor,” Todd starts to argue.

The judge bangs the gavel with his eyes still on me and ignores Todd’s plea. “This hearing is hereby concluded.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Todd tells me. “And if nothing else, you can bet I’ll have you out on appealable legalities before Monday.”

Todd is a lot like me—hot tempered. Right now I’m not sure if that is a good thing or a bad thing. Before I can say so much as a word to him, the two transport guards are at my side.

“I need a moment with my client,” Todd tells them.

They both shake their heads no. “We’re under strict orders to make the transport quick.”

“Five fucking minutes,” Todd snarls.

“We can’t. There’s rioting at the station, and we are ordered to return all prisoners to their cells now.”

A wave of dread rolls through me.

Todd heaves a sigh and gives them a nod. Then he turns to me, looking grim. “Until the lockdown is lifted, I won’t be able to talk to you, but I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”

I want to ask him about Charlotte, but swallow the words down.

You’re going this alone—remember, asshole.

With that, I twist my wrists and get back to focusing on them. Come on—bring on the physical pain, because the emotional one is too much to bear.


 CHAPTER TWO

UNDER THE HOOD

Charlotte

THE RIDE TO the top always takes the longest. The slow climb. The sun on your face. The nerves that are aflutter. The anticipation of the fall.

Once at the top there’s no backing out. Hands raised, you wait for the downward swoop. As soon as it happens you start to soar. You scream with laughter. Twist and turn. Breathless, your stomach sinks, but it’s okay because just like that you get a jolt of an adrenaline rush that keeps you wanting more.

Dizzy. Trembling. Unsteady and so unsure. You’re full of fear. And then it ends and the exhilaration you’re feeling validates what you already know—that the ride is always worth it. In fact, despite your apprehension, you want to do it again and again.

Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep.

Deep in my dream-like state, it’s a steady rhythmic sound that nonetheless wakes me.

Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep.

On the brink of consciousness, the quiet, unfamiliar noise alarms me. Is something wrong? My eyes fly open. I’m still on that rollercoaster but this time it’s going way too fast. It won’t stop. Up. Down. Twist. Turn. Everything around me is spinning. I grab hold with the only hand I can and will the world to steady.

It doesn’t.

Instead it continues to reel and whirl so fast I feel like I’m on a never-ending ride. I want so desperately to get off. Wishing. Hoping. Even praying it will end does nothing. It just won’t stop. I have to squeeze my eyes closed to shut out the blurring colors.

Slowly, very slowly, I become aware of my body. My head pounds, my limbs ache, and I feel confused. I pull in a deep breath and let it out, forcing all the air from my lungs before I draw another. Breath by breath, the ride seems to be slowing and the spinning sensation starts to fade.

It’s then I notice the air around me smells like rain in the morning.

No, sweeter than that. More like candy or strawberries. There’s also a hint of honey and warm citrus in the air. The scent is unique. I know what it is.

Where I am.

I’m not at an amusement park. I’m on Mackinac Island in the middle of summer, and I’m walking through the wildflowers in the meadow on the bluff with a breeze ruffling my dress, blowing my hair, and whispering across the soft grass beneath my feet. That so-familiar scented breeze carries the lovely aroma of lilacs, honeysuckle, and freesia with it, and it wafts through the air as it wraps itself around me like a warm blanket.

Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep.

But wait. I’m not warm.

In fact, I feel cold.

I toss.

I turn.

The bright sunshine feels more like the glow of the moon in the winter.

It’s dark.

I toss.

I turn.

I’m wrong. I’m not in a meadow. I’m in a closet.

My mother told me I was too needy.

That’s why I’m here.

It’s dark.

It’s cold.

I’m scared.

And alone.

I’m always alone.

Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep.

Pain sears the fringes of my consciousness, but it is eased by the smell of a berry-like fragrance and its delightful lemony undertones.

Where am I?

Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep.

Flashes scamper through my thoughts. The memory of a dark figure. Of a mask that hid the monster’s face. The eyes that stared down at me. The hands that slapped me and punched me until I could no longer see without the fuzziness of unconsciousness threatening to take over.

Trying to push the dark thoughts away, I keep focusing on the smell of fresh-cut flowers.

Warm and inviting.

Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep.

That noise. What is it?

I breathe in the comforting scent as I force myself to once again open my eyes. Red blinking lights. A pole with a machine attached to it. It’s a heart rate monitor. Glancing around, I finally understand that I’m in a hospital room surrounded by a rainbow of color.

Purple.

Yellow.

Red.

Pink.

And green.

Honeysuckle. Geraniums. Lilacs. Wildflowers—they’re everywhere.

It’s hard to keep my eyes open, but this time I force myself to do so. The flowers are real and they help me find focus in the middle of my uncertainty. I’m having trouble thinking. My head is pounding. My lips feel swollen and so do my eyes. I feel battered. Bruised. A mess.

There’s another noise in the room. People talking—the television is turned on.

Slowly, I prop myself up on my forearms and try to study the screen to see if I can glimpse what day it is. As I do, agonizing pain rips through me from my head to my toes. Bringing my hands to my face, I discover my left hand is bound. I stare at it. No, it’s not bound, it is covered in plaster from my knuckles to just above my wrist.

Uncertain if I should move it, with my right hand I touch my face and gently feel my bruised, swollen features. All of a sudden, flashes of terror speed through my mind—the break in, the key, the attack, the monster.

Trembling with fear, I look around. There’s a figure in the corner hunched in the chair watching the television in deep concentration.

My throat is so dry. “Jasper?” I manage.

Jasper.

Long, lean, with a touch that sends me to another level.

Jasper.

Hard.

Soft.

Fast.

Slow.

With a heart that closed long ago, but opened for me.

“Jasper,” I say again longing to see him, touch him, feel his body against mine, smell his skin, hear the grit in his voice when he says my name.

Yet as the body unfolds, I know right away, even in the dark, that it isn’t Jasper. The figure points the remote toward the television in order to turn it down and then slowly opens the blinds. I can tell as soon as the light shines in through the window that the pretty face looking at me isn’t Jasper. “Jake?” I rasp in surprise.

Jake. Jasper’s friend. Jake.

Jake’s voice outside my door. He was there when I was being attacked.

Almost gravely, he steps forward.

“Did you . . . save me?”

“I’m not sure you could call it that.”

“I am. You did, didn’t you?”

Sorrowful eyes blink and he gives me a slight nod. “I made sure you got the medical attention you needed.”

I look around but see no one else. My heart sinks. “Where’s Jasper?”

The carefully plastered look on his face gives me cause for concern.

His silence is alarming.

My mind is spinning.

And then, just like that, the small flashes of memory are gone and everything comes rushing back. Jake’s plea from my nightmare hits me like a sledgehammer. “Charlotte, open up. Tory Worth’s body was found and Jasper’s been arrested,” he’d called out from the other side of the door.

Tightness around my legs prevents me from moving anything but my upper body. “Jake, where’s Jasper?” I ask again, this time in alarm, as the full magnitude of what he’d said hits me.

Jake comes a little closer. “Charlotte, I think I should call for the nurse,” he remarks with a shaky voice, ignoring my question.

Clarity sets upon me as the fog in my brain lifts. I look around again—at all the flowers. At a room without Jasper. “How long have I been in here?”

It feels like forever.

“Since last night.”

Okay. Not forever.

Feeling too warm, I struggle to kick the tight white sheet off one of my legs. “Jake, where’s Jasper?” I ask for a third time, this time trying to sound steadier so that maybe he’ll answer me without worry of my possible ill reaction. Even though I already know in my heart where Jasper is, I need to hear him say it—to hear the awful truth before I can truly believe it.

Jake’s eyes shift toward the television and I allow my gaze to follow. Now able to see more clearly, I scan the bottom of the screen and read it out loud. “Breaking news. While Jasper Storm is still being held in custody for the murders of both Eve Hepburn and Tory Worth, an all-out manhunt is underway for an unidentified man believed to be his accomplice. Details to come as the story unfolds.”

“No!” I scream as the stark-cold reality hits me. He’s in jail. Still in jail. Suddenly, I’m back on that roller coaster, but this time the drop is endless and I’m plummeting into the unknown darkness where blue and green coat my vision.

Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep . . . Beep. Beep. Beep.

“Charlotte!” Jake gasps while jabbing at the call button beside my bed.

I try to stop him, but the room is spinning again and I can’t reach my hand out to push him away.

Within seconds a nurse comes rushing in.

Jake takes a hurried step back.

The nurse says something to him, but I’m not sure what.

Once the initial shock subsides, I sit up as if a bolt of lightning has struck. “Jake!” I call out needing to know who the police think is Jasper’s accomplice.

“Lie back, Charlotte, the doctor is on his way,” the nurse insists.

“But I need to tell Jake something.”

“You can talk to him once you’ve been examined.”

I can’t see Jake and I’m pretty certain she’s made him leave the room.

A moment later, the doctor is hovering over me with a light shining in my eyes. “Charlotte, it’s Dr. Nelson, can you hear me?”

Unable to speak with the knot of concern wedged in my throat about Jasper, I nod.

“You’re one lucky girl.”

I blink.

“Your friend’s quick response to get you medical attention prevented you from going into shock. As it was, your blood pressure was extremely low and your heartbeat very shallow when the EMT’s arrived.”

I gulp. Swallow. Try to wet my lips. Anything to stop from thinking about the fact that he is telling me I could have died. What he doesn’t know is I think I would have been strangled if it weren’t for Jake.

“Let me take a look at you. See how you’re doing. Do you think you’re up to that?”

I give him another nod.

I.

Almost.

Died.

And Jake saved me.

Jake saved me. His knock. His voice. His words. They all saved me.

The doctor moves the light to the right and then to the left. “How many fingers am I holding up?” he asks.

“Two.”

“And now?”

“Three.” I’m feeling agitated. I want him to leave so I can talk to Jake. Thank him and find out what is going on with Jasper.

“Good. Very good.”

With a blunt instrument, he draws a line down my calf.

My leg twitches.

“Can you feel this?”

I nod again while licking my dry lips.

The nurse notices and offers me water. I drink it with a ravaged thirst and then set my attention back to the doctor letting him know it’s okay to continue. I want to ask him to hurry, but I know that medicine doesn’t work that way.

Torn between my own health and Jasper’s well being, I draw in a breath and focus on getting this over with.

I need to get out of here.

I need to go see Jasper.

To make certain he’s okay, tell him he will get out of this, and to be honest, to make certain I’m okay too. I feel lost without him. A feeling I don’t understand. I’ve been alone my whole life, but right now I’ve never felt so isolated.

I also know him. He’s the same as he was when we were eight. Strong. Brooding. Selfless. And when backed against a wall—standoffish, or worse, temperamental.

I need him.

He needs me.

The connection that formed so long ago is stronger than ever, and I just want to remind him of that.

The examination goes on for another ten minutes. In the end, I learn the extent of my injuries. The blunt-force trauma I suffered caused only a mild concussion. That my wrist is broken and must remain in a cast for six weeks. And that all of my cuts and bruises are minor; therefore, although painful, they should heal without any scarring.

“I’ll be by tomorrow to check on you,” the doctor tells me as he opens the door.

Sitting up too quickly, the room spins slightly and I grip the bars on the bed. “Tomorrow? I can’t stay here until then.”

The doctor is beside the bed. “Lie back down.”

I do as he says and then look at him.

“Are you okay?”

I nod.

“I’m sorry, Miss Lane, but you will need to stay here.”

Frustrated, I sigh, and then ask, “How long do I have to stay here?” I’m anxious—extremely so. I want to get out of here. I need to see Jasper and help clear his name.

He’s at the now opened door again. “Until the dizziness subsides and I’m certain there’s nothing else going on but a slight concussion.”

“How long will that take?”

“Another day or two and then you should be able to leave, barring any further medical complications.”

My frown is undeniable.

I need to see Jasper. Hear his voice. Kiss his lips. Feel his hips press against mine with need in a way that is about so much more than sex.

As if he could read my mind, he says, “Charlotte, you need to take things slow and let your body heal, even after you go home.”

Avoiding his look of concern, I swallow. Swallow down the dread. Home—a word that does anything but comfort me right now. I’m not exactly thrilled about staying here but almost relieved I have to at the same time.

“Do you understand me?” he asks.

Deflated, unhappy, but understanding, I let out a breath. “Yes. And thank you.”

Fortunately, even though I don’t want to stay, I know for certain that the health care coverage I received while employed at The Detroit Scene did not terminate when I was fired a couple of weeks ago. In fact, because of pre-payment requirements, it remains in effect until the end of August.

“Oh, and Charlotte,” the doctor says just outside the doorway, “the police are here waiting to question you in regard to your attack, but I’m going to suggest they come back this afternoon once you’ve had a chance to rest.”

“No!” I shout out.

Surprise flares in his eyes over my outburst.

“I have information they might need,” I explain, “and I want to talk to them now.”

Jake appears beside the doctor with furrowed brows. Behind him are Will and Drew, who seem equally speculative.

The doctor seems hesitant. “I’ll be happy to let them know that, although I advise against it, you feel otherwise ready to talk to them.”

“Yes, please,” I respond anxiously. “What I have to tell them is important.”

With a nod, he turns and walks away.

Jake comes striding in with Will and Drew right behind him. “What’s going on, Charlotte?” Jake asks inquisitorially, almost accusatorially.

His three minutes of sympathy is long gone. I stare at him and then glance around at the other skeptic faces.

What?

Do all three of Jasper’s best friends think I might say something that could harm him?

They do—I can see it the way their bodies stiffen and jaws clench.

Feeling stifled by their reaction, by how little they really know me or understand my connection to Jasper, a bone-deep sorrow rushes through me. Maybe it’s the drugs, or maybe it’s the pain, or maybe it’s that same old feeling of being utterly alone in this world that overwhelms me.

I’m not certain.

However, before I even realize it, my breaths start to come in and out in ragged bursts. And when I can’t control it, my chest begins to wheeze. I try to draw in a breath and then another, but fail. I just can’t breathe. Sweat coats my brow—suddenly it feels way too warm in this room. And then I can’t see—a haze blurs my vision.

“Charlotte.” Will’s hand tightens around mine. “Deep breaths.” He takes in his own deep breath and lets it out slowly.

“Call the nurse back,” Drew says, sounding a little panicky, especially for Drew who always remains calm.

“She’s having a panic attack. My mother had them all the time,” Will, who always manages to remain calm, tosses over his shoulder before quickly refocusing on me. “Just breathe, Charlotte, in and out. You’re okay. We’re here for you. You have nothing to worry about.” Will continues to talk to me in a soothing tone, all the while he draws in air before letting it out, as if trying to teach me how to breathe again.

And as the student, I mimic him. Slowly, my stiffened body relaxes and my vision is once again normal.

Jake is frozen at the end of the bed and I have to say, I don’t think he’s breathing. Looking around at all three of them, I know I was wrong—they do care about me. If only because of Jasper—at least they still care and I can’t hold back my tears.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Will asks.

“Why is Jasper still in jail?” I sob, because telling him what I was feeling moments ago seems wrong.

“Todd told us his bail hearing was rescheduled to Monday due to the lockdown.”

“Did you get to talk to Jasper? How is he?”

Sadness fills his eyes. “We were outside the courtroom when he was ushered out, but he wouldn’t even look at Drew or I.”

My sobs grow louder. He is in custody. Alone. Afraid. And I fear he might just shut everyone out.

“Are you in pain from the attack?” Will asks staring at the tears streaming down my cheeks.

The attack.

Yes.

The attack.

I need to tell them.

Swiping across my eyes with my right arm, I try to wipe away the tears. “The police think the man who attacked me is Jasper’s accomplice, don’t they?”

“I hate to say it, but I think so.”

Snapping my head toward the television, I watch as the clip from earlier is replayed. Then I look back at Will. “What has Todd told you? What are the police telling Todd?”

“Nothing. He doesn’t know anything. No one is talking, not to us, not to Todd, and Whitney is also being kept in the dark over at the mayor’s office as well.”

Whitney is Will’s . . . well girlfriend I think, but I’m not so sure. Anyway, she’s transitioning from working for her brother, Todd Carrington, to working for the mayor. Regardless of her position, she always seems to know everything, so her not knowing anything alerts me that there must be a reason for the wall that seems to have gone up.

I shift my gaze back to Will. “I know who attacked me and I think this information will help clear Jasper.”

His jaw drops. “You know who it was in your apartment? How? All Jake saw was a man in a ski mask.”

Jake rushes toward me. “How do you know who it was? I tried to catch him but was torn between leaving you on the floor and going after him.”

I know which he picked and I’ll forever be grateful.

Will is anxious. “Who was it? This could be what we need to get proof Jasper isn’t involved and get him out of jail.”

“It was Uncle Tom. Tom Worth,” I clarify.

Shock fills the air.

“Are you sure?” Drew asks, his hulking body coming closer.

“Yes. I’m certain it was Tom Worth.”

“What about Tom?” The soft feminine and familiar voice brings more tears to my eyes. Mrs. Storm is at the foot of my bed with an empty vase filled with water in her hand.

“Mrs. Storm,” I manage and know instantly all of these flowers are from her, from her garden.

“How are you feeling?” she asks.

“Not the best I’ve ever felt,” I say with honesty.

“Well, I’m glad to see you’re awake.” Her smile is forced and I know she must be heartbroken over her son. “Now, what were you saying about Tom?”

Knowing I shouldn’t say anything in front of her, because it will bring back memories of her husband and how he died in the Laneworth Plant explosion, renders me speechless.

“I hope he wasn’t here bothering you this morning. I ran into him yesterday at Hank’s office and he wanted to know where you lived.”

“What did you tell him?” Jake asks Mrs. Storm, sounding way too concerned for her to know something is not up.

Coming closer to me, she sets the vase down and kisses my forehead with an affection I never received from my own mother. “I assumed it had something to do with Allison,” she says softly, as if she knows my emotional triggers just as well as I know hers.

Allison.

Allison Lane.

Perhaps now Allison Worth.

My mother, the name I never utter.

Picking up the cut flowers I didn’t notice lying on the table near the vase, Mrs. Storm carefully lowers their stems into the water. “Nothing. Not only was I shocked to see him, but I also didn’t feel comfortable telling him anything. However, once the news about his daughter broke though, I honestly felt a little guilty about the way I treated him.”

“What time did you see him at HH Automotive?” Jake asks with curiosity, still more than obvious.

“I’m not sure, but sometime before three.” She looks toward Drew. “Drew and I met in the elevator as I was going up; he was going down. Hank and I had to meet with someone. That was the only reason I was there.”

Hank Harper.

Jasper’s mentor from his high school years turned his mother’s lover.

Everyone in this room is aware that she and Hank have been having an affair for years, but I’m sure trying to hide it is a habit she will never break.

Jake’s gaze snaps to Drew. “Was he in Hank’s office with you?”

“No, but come to think of it, Hank’s secretary did say he was in a meeting when I arrived; however, when he opened his door he was alone, so I assumed she meant a phone conference.”

My looming suspicion about Hank comes back two-fold, and I glance toward Jake, who I know is having the very same thoughts as me by the twisted look on his face.

Drew seems to take offense and furrows his brows. “I wouldn’t even know who Tom Worth was if he was standing in front of me, so don’t look at me like that. Besides, it means nothing.”

“Why all the talk about him anyway?” Mrs. Storm asks, having taken the discussion in stride up until now.

Before anyone can answer, there’s a rap on the door and all of us turn toward it. Two men in dark-blue uniforms are standing there. “Miss Lane, we’d like to question you about your attack last night.”

Drew squares his broad shoulders. “Are you sure you’re up to talking, Charlotte? You’ve been through a lot.”

Before I can answer, Will answers for me. “Let her talk to them, Drew. What she has to tell them might just help free Jasper.”

Might?

No, it has too!

This information will absolutely squash the theory that the man who attacked me was Jasper’s accomplice. After all, there is no way he’d be involved with the man who he half blames for his father’s death.

Tom Worth.

My father’s once partner in Laneworth Automotive.

The man who attacked me.

The man with one blue eye and one green.


 CHAPTER THREE

DETOUR

Jasper

THIS TIME I know it.

I know it with a certainty that grips and twists my heart until it’s ripped from my chest. That chokes my throat with a panic like I’ve never felt before. That makes my skin burn with knowing dread.

This time, I’m not going to get out.

I’m not going to be able to cheat death.

It’s too hot.

It’s too bright.

There’s too much smoke.

Glimpses of the blue and orange flames as they roar up the walls and curl onto the ceiling are all I can see through the haze, but I can feel the fire. I can feel its putrid black smoke as it singes my nostrils. Feel the raging heat as it dances all around me with a hunger that won’t be satisfied until it consumes me. Feel my breathing getting more and more ragged as I pull in the toxic pollution of carbon monoxide mixed with God knows what chemicals.

The flames are getting closer. Circling me. Making me their target. Their victim.

The alarm is blaring.

But the warning is useless, as there is no way out.

No windows.

No doors.

The fire owns me and soon it will consume me, reducing me to nothing more than ash. Ash with no body for people to bury. No closure to accept the truth. Nothing left of me but the memories of those who knew me and those, like everything else in life, fade with time.

Gut-wrenching with agony, there is no choice but to accept my fate.

And so I do.

I give in to it.

Fear.

Let it lick me raw. Suck me into its black hole. Take me. Own me. And spit me out. Yet, this time it’s not hatred I’m left with when I come out the other end, but rather a sense that I’m not him.

I’m not my father.

The banging of metal slamming against metal jolts me awake.

That fucking nightmare about what happened to my father twenty years ago is back. I haven’t had it in years. I learned how to beat it. Conquered it with my need for speed and still, it’s back to haunt me. Well, it’s not going to win. I’m older. I’m stronger. And I know. I know that it wasn’t my father’s fault that he died. And unlike when I was younger, now I finally believe it. He didn’t want to die in the fire at the Laneworth Automotive Plant. He didn’t want to leave his family with nothing. Leave the woman he loved to fumble through life on her own and try to raise a boy who feared death so much all he ever wanted to do was prove he could beat it.

He didn’t want to leave my mother and me alone.

Just like Charlie didn’t want to leave me either. Mr. Lane took her. He ran. He had his own demons to fight.

Everyone does.

Like a phoenix rising, I bolt up, rising out of the ashes, out of the flames, emerging as the strong, confident man I made myself into. The one who has to get the fuck out of this prison cell.

I look around in my dimly lit, flame-free cell. My eyes sting but not from smoke, yet rather lack of sleep. I wipe the sweat from my brow and try to orient myself.

The guard is standing over me. “Let’s go,” he commands.

I hop to my feet and the shackling begins.

Quiet in his task, when he’s done I’m heaved from the cell and pushed forward. This time the cuffs are even tighter and I can immediately feel the bleeding. Blood trails behind me as I walk toward the elevator of the only fully-operational police precinct in the bankrupt city of Detroit.

Small.

Dingy.

And way too familiar.

I turn toward him. “If all federal buildings are under lockdown, does that mean all city land auctions are canceled?”

Today is the day 8 Mile goes up for auction. I’m in here and have had no contact with anyone, so I can only hope Will, Drew, and Jake do what they have to do to get it bought.

The guard shrugs. “I’d assume so. All city businesses are closed. No one is allowed in or out of them without prior permission.”

That answers my question, and I keep walking.

Joined by another guard, my escort is in place and the doors are opened.

The scene outside on this Monday morning is even more chaotic than it was Saturday morning. Still in lockdown mode, no one except police officials are being allowed inside the building.

I can see why.

Protestors now surround us in hundreds. A myriad of small colorful tents have popped up in front of the building. Smoke tumbles from several small bonfires dispersed between them here and there. It’s not marshmallows these people are looking to roast though—it’s me.

A small portable wooden structure with ‘Justice Shack’ written on it blocks a portion of the road. ‘Fuck the police’ graffiti is scrawled on the precinct building.

Things appear to be out of hand.

The demonstrators are holding signs and chanting that they will not leave until justice is served. I try not to look at the hatred on the faces of those who just weeks ago called me their white knight. Looked toward me to save this town. Craved what I so willingly wanted to give them—hope.

My head held high, I move through the crowd. But the closer I get to the curb, the more I begin to realize their eyes aren’t on me. Signs with the word, ‘Coward’, on them are everywhere. All of a sudden I understand the protesting doesn’t have anything to do with me.

What’s going on?

The door to the parked police car opens and a man chained and cuffed in the same manner as me is tugged from the back seat. The crowd is hostile and the people seem to multiply. All eyes are on the older man as he is hauled toward the building I just evacuated.

Looking like he hasn’t slept, shaved, or showered, a very unkempt Detective Sergeant John Hill suddenly appears in my line of vision. I suppose the man who arrested me mere days ago has been too busy with his investigation into the murders of Tory Worth and Eve Hepburn, and trying to nail me for both, to worry about those small things.

Without a glance back, he shoves his way through the mob of angry people and stops in front of me. Arms out to his sides, he is giving his best effort to clear a path for me to pass through the ever-growing mass of rioting people.

Just as I’m about to cross paths with the other shackled man, there’s a popping noise whizzing through the air.

K-pow. K-pow. K-pow

I know that sound.

K-pow. K-pow. K-pow.

My body goes cold.

K-pow. K-pow. K-pow.

“Get down!” someone shouts to the crowd.

“Cover your head!” someone else screams at the top of his lungs.

What follows is an echo. My ears are ringing. I have no fucking idea what is going on except for the fact I know that is the sound of a high-powered rifle. Hysterical screams rise above the crowd and then I look over to see a blanket of red spreading across the faded blue jumpsuit of the other man in shackles.

Fuck!

Someone shot him.

Everything is hazy. There’s a thud. It’s his body. He dropped like a rock sinking to the bottom of the ocean. My heart is pounding. Fear rushes through me like I’ve never felt. Am I next?

Chaos everywhere.

Shoving.

Pushing.

Shouting.

“Get the fuck down.” The guard is in my face.

My surroundings are blurred and I teeter on the edge of the step until a sudden shift in movement, or more like a shove, has me falling and sinking to the ground. My head is level with the man who was just shot. He’s dead. There’s no doubt about it. But his eyes are open. Wide open. Nausea fills my gut. Unable to move, I can’t help but stare at his cold lifeless eyes—one blue and one green.

“Get him out of here,” I hear the detective yelling.

He’s talking about me.

The guards are huddled on top of me and swiftly stand, pulling me off of the ground with them. Before I know it, I’m sandwiched between them. One in front, one in back, and they are hustling me back up the remaining stairs.

I start to count the steps.

One.

I’m not going to make it out of this alive.

Two.

Shit. Shit. Shit. My life is over before I ever started it.

Three.

I’m sorry, Charlotte. Sorry about everything.

Four.

Wait. There are no more shots. What is the gunman waiting for?

Five.

The cuffs no longer bother me.

Six.

The world gradually speeds up again. I’m no longer moving in slow motion. There are no more stairs.

I’m inside.

Unharmed.

Safe.

Alive.

“What the fuck was that about?” one guard says to the other.

“I think the better question is who the fuck is splattered on the steps?”

They stare at each other in bewilderment.

“I know who it is,” I mumble.

Their heads snap in my direction. “Who?”

“Tom Worth.”

And as soon as those two words leave my mouth my concern for Charlotte has never been greater. Fuck my situation. Fuck what just happened. If Tom Worth is back in town, more than likely so is Charlotte’s mother, Allison Lane.

And how will Charlotte take that news?

Not well.

I need to find a way to reach out to her. Even if it’s possible, I know I shouldn’t.

Never in my life have I felt so conflicted.


 CHAPTER FOUR

SPEED BUMP

Charlotte

THE PROBLEM WITH community self-defense lessons is that they’re relatively civilized.

You square off against your instructor and although you’re using your fists to punch him and your legs to kick him, you aren’t really giving it your all because the reality is you don’t want to hurt him.

When looking your attacker straight in the eye—that no longer holds true, and all the lessons you’ve taken seem to have been for not.

“I’ve heard Krav Maga is the leader in self-defense training.”

I look over at Mrs. Storm as she takes the flowers out of the vases by the handfuls and tosses them into the trashcan she’s holding while we wait for my discharge papers. I can finally go home. Yesterday, I suffered from headaches all day, so I was kept overnight with strict orders to leave the television off and sit in quiet.

It killed me.

Today, I get to leave. Mrs. Storm is here with me and we’ve been discussing how I feel after my attack. Helpless. Vulnerable. Angry. Fearful. Yet, thankful that I’m alive. “So have I. I think I might look around for where classes are held.”

At forty-nine, Mrs. Storm is a classic beauty. With light-brown hair curled in big waves, high cheekbones, and a slender figure, she is probably the most beautiful woman I know. Petals fall to the ground as she looks back at me with what I can only describe as Bette Davis eyes. “I wish I could tell you not to, but with all the craziness going on around us it wouldn’t be a bad idea to be able to protect yourself better.”

I give her a nod.

“You know, Jasper isn’t going to take the news of your attack well. He’s going to blame himself.”

Jasper.

Oh, Jasper.

I miss him so much. My skin aches to be touched by him. My lips beg to be kissed by him. My hips feel bare without the press of his against them.

With a sigh, I swing my feet off of the bed and slip them into the flat sandals Mrs. Storm brought me yesterday when Jake ran her to my apartment to gather some of my things. “But it isn’t his fault.”

“I know that. And you know that. But Jasper, well, he’s—” She stops and waves her hand in the air. “Never mind.”

“He’s what?” I ask feeling comfortable enough to press her but not comfortable enough to press her too much. She spent all day Saturday and Sunday with me, and then came back this morning. Over the past two and a half days we’ve formed a connection that I find an uneasy comfort with. Uneasy because she’s not my mother, but Jasper’s, and he’s not that close to her—and I can’t figure out why. Which is why it makes me uneasy.

“Protective . . .” she says softly, then adds, “so very much like his father.”

Knowing from Jasper that talking about Luke Storm only upsets his mother, I haven’t brought him up and decide not to push my boundaries right now, so I give her another nod letting her decide what’s next.

Mrs. Storm leans against the rolling cart with the trashcan still in her hand and reflection in her eyes. Surprisingly, she doesn’t end the conversation there. “Luke and I were so young when I got pregnant. I was worried he wouldn’t be able to settle down and take care of us. But as soon as Jasper was born, his transition into a family man seemed effortless. I think I envied him for it. He was my rock. My cornerstone. He worried about us, protected us, provided for us—he took care of us. Sure, he still walked fast, talked fast,” she laughs for a moment as if letting the happy memories overtake her and I like seeing the joy in her eyes, “well . . . he did everything fast. Still, when he was alive I never had to worry about how much Jasper was like him. I just knew no matter what—Luke would never let anything happen to his son. But once Luke was gone, my fear only manifested itself and I worried I might lose Jasper too. As time passed, I knew I wasn’t wrong to worry. Jasper not only looked more and more like Luke, he acted more and more like Luke too. He, like his father, had a reckless side, but unlike his father, I couldn’t temper it. That’s why I sold the go-cart, the car, everything and anything I thought he might get hurt using. It wasn’t for the money like Jasper thinks; there wasn’t enough to have mattered. I thought I could change him, that’s why.” She laughs again. “Boy was I wrong. Jasper is who he is and I still worry every day that I might lose him to his reckless behavior.”

“Have you told Jasper this?”

She shakes her head and wipes a stray tear away. “No, I can’t change who he is.”

“But you can tell him how you feel.”

“I’ve tried many times. He hears what he wants to hear. I’m afraid my son doesn’t like me very much.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is. He will never forgive me for what I did, and I will never regret it.”

“You mean sending him to juvie?”

“Yes. But you have to understand, after he got caught stealing that car, I was more afraid than ever about what else he’d do and where he’d end up. I knew if I sent him there I’d lose him, but there was a bigger chance I was going to lose him anyway. I just wanted him off the streets. That’s why I encouraged the judge to send him to juvie. Not because I couldn’t control him, but because I knew fifteen was going to turn into sixteen, then seventeen, then he’d be an adult and his blatant disregard for rules would get him into even more trouble. Bigger trouble. So I had to do it. I had to send him away. It was the only way I knew how to save him.”

“I think deep down inside Jasper knows that.”

“I hope so. We don’t talk about that time. In fact, we don’t talk about much. You know, he thinks I don’t like to talk about his father because it makes me sad, but I don’t talk about Luke because it makes Jasper sad, and that, I don’t handle well. I had twelve great years with Luke, all of which I remember vividly. Jasper only had eight, and so many fewer that he actually remembers. He’s grown up more years without a father than with one. At least he has Hank.”

A shiver runs through me at the mention of Hank Harper’s name.

She doesn’t notice. “But anyway, I got off track. Back to what we were talking about.”

Uncertain what to say to make her feel better, I turn the conversation back to where it started. “I really want to be the one who tells Jasper about my attack. Aside from my itchy cast, I feel much better and most of the swelling is practically gone. It should be easier on him if it’s me. Do you think they’ll let me see Jasper if we go to the jail after we leave here?”

She shakes her head no. “I called there before I came here this morning. All local and federal buildings are still under lockdown.”

“But they apprehended Tom yesterday. Why are they still locked down?”

Her eyes shift toward the last of the flowers, and as soon as she tosses them in the trashcan she sets the can down and picks up two of the vases. “I have to empty the water from these.”

Suspicious about her reaction to my comment, and already having dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, I follow her into the hallway. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Body trembling, she leans against the wall like she might fall without its support.

Feeling weak kneed I beg, “Mrs. Storm, please, tell me, you’re scaring me.”

She stiffens, her shoulders sinking as she sighs heavily.

My heart is pounding so loudly in my ears that I don’t think I could hear her answer even if she was talking.

Gently, she takes my hand. “Come on, let’s go back in the room.”

The lump in my throat grows bigger and bigger with each step.

Once back in the hospital room, I plop onto my bed.

Mrs. Storm sets the vases down and comes to sit beside me. With her hand on my knee, she says, “There was a shooting at the jail this morning.”

Before she can finish, I feel the earth shift below my feet. “No!” I scream.

Her arms are around me. “Charlotte, honey, Jasper is fine.”

Relief washes through me. I can’t lose him now that I just found him again. “He wasn’t shot?”

She shakes her head.

“Then who was?”

“Tom Worth. He was shot to death after his bail hearing and the precinct is remaining under lockdown until the investigation into the shooting is complete. Right now, they have no suspects.”

He’s dead.

Uncle Tom.

My father’s once best friend.

My mother’s lover.

My attacker.

My father’s Judas.

My father was right about his theory, and all he had to do was look at the one who had already stabbed him in the back. It had been Tom all along.

Shocked, I find myself not only crying, but also seeking comfort in this woman’s arms. Not over Tom Worth’s death. Any feelings I once had for him that hadn’t vanished when he took my mother from my life and they abandoned me, completely depleted when he hovered above me trying to choke the life out of me. However, I’m terrified this means my mother might be returning to Detroit. With that thought, a memory surfaces that I’d completely suppressed and with it erupts a need to keep Mrs. Storm close.

 

Jasper and I are seven and we’re outside playing in the snow. We’re making the world’s biggest snowman and we need large branches for arms.

He looks up at the tree over our heads. Pulls his mouth to the side. He’s considering climbing it.

“Let me do it. I’m lighter. The branches we want are all the way at the top.” I point up.

Patting the last snow mound onto the body, Jasper shakes his head no. “I’ll do it.”

“I can climb higher than you,” I tease.

“Cannot,” he says through gritted teeth.

“Can too,” I taunt and head toward the tree trunk in my too-small snow boots.

Rushing toward me, he grabs my arm. “You’re a girl. Let me do it.”

I shove him back. I hate when he calls me a girl. “No way, I can do it,” I hiss and then hug the tree. Within moments, I’m climbing it. I hate heights, so I don’t look down. I just want to break two big branches off and then shimmy my way to the ground.

“Charlie, that’s high enough.”

“No, the branches are too small here.”

“That’s high enough.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Come back down, now,” he orders.

I ignore him. He always thinks he’s the boss of me. Suddenly, my toes start to cramp and I can’t move my feet very well. I look down. I shouldn’t have done that. “Jasper,” I call softly, because I don’t see him down there.

He doesn’t answer.

I look down again and this time I see him climbing the tree. “Just stay there, I’m coming to get you and help you down.”

But I can’t. I’m scared. I start to panic. I try to move down on my own. I look down again, but this time the early morning winter sun blinds me. My foot slips. And then I fall to the ground.

“Charlie!” Jasper yells.

Suddenly, his back door swings open and Mrs. Storm comes rushing out in her bathrobe and slippers. “Charlotte!” she screams, scooping me up in her arms. “Go get her mother,” she orders Jasper as she carries me into her house.

I send Jasper one of our secret signals by wrinkling my nose—letting him know I’ll be okay. Hoping he doesn’t do what his mother told him. It’s Saturday morning. As usual, my dad is at work and Uncle Tom is over with Tory. I told my mother I wanted to play alone in my room and then I snuck outside when I saw Jasper in his backyard. She will be so mad when she finds out what I did.

He shakes his head no and I know he doesn’t believe me. No secret signal is going to work. He can see right through me. I’m clutching my arm. Shaking. It hurts so badly.

“Don’t move it,” he tells me.

Now I’m crying. “I don’t think I can anyway.”

Jasper takes off. Fast as lightning, minutes later he flies back into the house. “No one’s answering the door.”

Mrs. Storm’s jaw clenches. “Let’s get in the car. I’ll call the plant and tell Adam to meet us at the hospital.”

My tears turn into giant sobs. “I don’t want to go to the hospital.”

“It’s okay, honey, you’re going to be fine once we have one of the nice doctors look at you. I promise.”

I’m shaking my head no.

“Charlie, it’s okay. Remember when I broke my arm last year after I fell off my bike? The cast was cool and everyone signed it.” Jasper tries to reassure me.

Just then there’s a knock on the door and it opens before anyone answers it. “Lynne, it’s Allison, is Charlotte here? She’s not in her room like she told me she’d be.”

Mrs. Storm cradles me. “Allison, don’t be alarmed but there’s been an accident. We have to take Charlotte to the ER.” Mrs. Storm is patting away my tears in a useless gesture because with the look on my mother’s face, the tears won’t stop.

“Why? What has she done now?” my mother says standing over me.

“She didn’t do anything. She fell out of a tree and I think she broke her arm.”

My mother’s eyes narrow at me. “Stupid, stupid, girl.”

“It’s my fault,” Jasper lies. “I told her to.”

My mother throws Jasper a look of disgust. “She should have known better than to climb trees to begin with.”

“They’re just kids, Allison,” Mrs. Storm says. “And you really should get her to the hospital.”

My mother grabs me by the arm that is not hanging limp. “Tom stopped by to see if Charlotte wanted to go see Santa with Tory. I’m sure he won’t mind driving us.”

Now I cry harder. Not because of the pain, but because I want Mrs. Storm to take me, not my mother.

 

That was the truth.

Then.

Now.

Always.

I never wanted my mother.

She’d made me feel like I was unloveable.

She was cold.

Distant.

Uncaring.

Toward me—anyway.

And the thought of having to see her again makes me want to crawl back into that dark closet she used to lock me in.

Mrs. Storm is smoothing my hair with no real idea what I’m crying over. “Everything is going to be okay, Charlotte,” she whispers.

Gathering my courage, I pull back and ask, “Is my mother here, in Detroit?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I hope not.”

“But she’s your mother, honey. And she may be able to shed some light on what Tom was doing here and why he attacked you.”

“She was never my mother, and I don’t care what she has to say. Let the police question her. I never want to see her ever again.”

Shocked, Mrs. Storm just looks at me.

Unable to hold it in, I find myself telling Jasper’s mother everything about my life in Eastpointe—being left alone, locked away, constantly told how needy I was, and how Jasper was my only sanity.

“Oh, Charlotte, I wish I would have known. I mean, I suspected your mother was unhappy, but I had no idea just how bad things were.”

The empathy she exudes moves me. She doesn’t blame Jasper for not telling her about my life in Eastpointe. She knows we were kids and the fear of adults was far too great to risk telling awful truths about them. She doesn’t pity me either, or make excuses, instead she just cries with me. Tears for me, tears for Jasper, and tears for herself.

Not certain if Jasper would want me to, I contemplate telling her the rest, but decide in the end he would want me to do what I think is right. For all of us. And so I tell her. I tell her about the aftermath of the accident—how my mother left us, and how my father rushed us out of the house so quickly that I never got to say goodbye to Jasper. And then I tell her about what happened on Mackinac Island—how lost I felt without Jasper, and how lost my father was. I even tell her about my father’s theory—that the accident in which her husband died wasn’t caused by faulty safety procedures as was cited by city officials.

Strangely, when I’m all done, she isn’t falling apart. She’s not as fragile as Jasper thinks. And I feel an odd sense of relief because I can finally admit to myself what I never have—I don’t love Allison Lane. And the weight that is lifted from my shoulders in the midst of all the chaos, that it is okay to think this, makes me feel stronger than I ever have.

A throat clearing draws my attention to the door.

“Jake.” I wipe away my tears and Mrs. Storm does the same.

He has a stack of pink papers in his hand.

“Are those my discharge papers?”

“Yeah, but I can come back.”

Anxious to get out of here and somehow get to Jasper, I squeeze Mrs. Storm’s hand and then stand up. “Don’t you dare. How’d you get them?”

“I ran into Shannon in the hall.”

“Did you now?” I grin.

He rolls his eyes.

Shannon is the resident who has been checking on me for the last two and a half days. She is tall with the most chic blond hair. She also blushes every time Jake is in the room. And believe it or not, I think he blushes too. Sure, I had to encourage him to say more than hi, but once he did, they hit it off right away. Last night they had coffee together in the cafeteria. It turns out Shannon’s grandfather is known as the Heir of Woodward Avenue, which is a big deal. He is a legend in Detroit street racing, or so Jake has told me with a gleam in his eye. A look I never thought a man with no manners when it came to women would have. I guess Shannon’s grandfather drove a 10-second car in what was iconically called the Top End Club in the late seventies.

Mrs. Storm takes the papers from Jake’s hand. Reads them. And then looks at me. “You’re not to be left alone for another forty-eight hours,” she says. “I think it’s best if you come home with me until Jasper gets out.”

Appreciative of her offer, Shannon had already told me her recommendations; I just hadn’t decided what I was going to do yet. But I can’t go to Mrs. Storm’s house. Not with Hank coming and going at his own convenience. I’m not sure why, but even knowing that Tom was behind everything, I just don’t trust him the way everyone else does.

“She should stay at Jasper’s,” Jake pipes up. “The building is safe and I can sleep on the couch.”

“We’ll take turns staying with her,” Drew announces, strutting into the room.

Will and Whitney are behind him holding hands. “Sure, we’ll make a schedule,” Will adds.

Drew snickers and nods his head toward them. “Let’s be real. We don’t need a schedule. Between Jake trying to get in the resident’s pants and you unable to stay out of Whitney’s, sadly I’m the only one not hitting it right now.”

“Drew!” Mrs. Storm exclaims.

“Sorry,” he says sheepishly.

Will narrows his eyes at Drew who is hugging Mrs. Storm and whispering something to her that sounds like another apology.

Amazed by the support I have from the people who are Jasper’s family, I look around and know, no matter what, there is no way I’m not going to be okay.

I might very well still be the black sheep of Detroit, but I’m no longer an outsider.


 CHAPTER FIVE

OIL CHANGE

Jasper

THE GUARD OUTSIDE the shower stall looks like Santa Claus with a shave. His more than ample stomach strains the buttons of his Detroit Police Department issued blue uniform. His brass nametag is worn and I can’t read it from here.

Both of his chins jerk up, signaling me to get a move on it.

With a hurried step, I reach the faucet and turn on the water. Quickly, I step under the spray before it even has a chance to warm. All I want to do is wash the blood off of my skin. If death were an object, it would be cold, sharp, shapeless, and black. Seeing it twice in a lifetime gives me permission to try to define it.

Things come in threes.

I hope in my case the superstition remains just that—a superstition.

I’ve had enough.

The water starts to warm but never gets hot. It doesn’t matter. I let it sluice down my body anyway. The bar of soap is small and obviously used but I rub it all over myself until my bones ache and my skin feels raw. For the past six hours, I’ve been sitting in a holding room and waiting. Waiting. Waiting for what, I still don’t know. All I know is someone finally asked me if I’d like to take a shower.

“Speed it up, Storm,” Santa Claus hollers over the running water.

Ducking my head one more time, I reluctantly turn the faucet off. Hot or cold, it’s been days since I’ve been allowed to shower, and after everything that’s happened over the past weeks, I’m not sure I can ever feel clean enough.

In fast strides, I walk over to the half wall and grab the towel set on the ledge and wrap it around my waist. The guard seems annoyed with his job, or maybe just annoyed with life. I’m not feeling much different right now.

With a shake of his head, he tosses me a pair of prison-issued white underwear. I want to tell him to fuck off—that I’d rather go commando—but I know it won’t get me anywhere, so I drop my towel and punch my legs into the holes.

The guard then opens a bag I’d assumed contained a freshly laundered prison jumpsuit, but instead he pulls out the same clothes I was wearing when I was booked Friday night.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“Get dressed. Your attorney is here and he’ll explain everything.”

“Has the lockdown been lifted?”

“No.”

“Then I don’t understand.”

“Do you want to ask questions or do you want to go meet with your attorney?”

Without wasting another second, I slip my shirt over my head and tug up my jeans. Then I shove my feet into my boots without socks and don’t bother to tie them because time is of the essence. “I’m ready,” I tell Santa Claus, whose name is actually Clyde Gardner. “Am I being transported somewhere?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Not that I’m aware of.”

“What about the bail hearing I was on my way to this morning?”

He shrugs again. “Look, like I said, I don’t know anything. I was told to bring you upstairs showered and dressed. Now, follow me, so I can do my job,” he says and starts walking to the exit.

No cuffs.

No shackles.

What’s going on?

Not a word as we walk down the hallway or ride in the elevator. Nothing until we reach the same room I was in Friday night. “Stop here,” he says and opens the door. When he does, I look inside, and just like on Friday night, Todd is inside waiting for me. I take one deep breath; my heartbeat speeds and my blood feels icy in my veins. Without formality, Santa Claus walks away.

Confused, I step inside. “What’s going on?”

Todd grins at me. “You’re free to go. All charges have been dropped.”

My palms hurt and I look down to see my nails pressing into them. I rub my hands together with disbelief etched on my face. “But how? Why?”

With a slap on my shoulder, Todd pulls a chair out. “Sit down and I’ll explain everything while your paperwork for release is being completed.”

Blinking in confusion, I stare at the chair. “Do I have to?”

He laughs. “No, you can stand there while we wait if you prefer.”

Running a hand through my wet hair, I’m at a loss for words. “I don’t understand.”

His teeth are practically gleaming. “Just before Tom Worth climbed those steps and was shot to death, he confessed to killing both Eve Hepburn and his daughter. Along with his written confession, investigators also have reason to believe it was Tom who broke into Charlotte’s hotel room the night of the vote. They found Eve’s computer in a motel room he was shacked up in, along with what they think is a copy of a key to Charlotte’s apartment. The computer had been wiped clean, but it definitely belonged to her.”

I’m still at the beginning. “He confessed?”

Todd nods. “That’s what I said.”

I’ve never been much of a romantic. Speed and adrenaline are what keeps me going. And yet as those two words register, only one thought comes to mind—Charlotte. If my name is cleared, there is nothing holding me back. I can be with her. Really be with her. And I don’t want to take things slow anymore.

Sweet, sexy Charlotte. Innocent and pure. She’s mine, because for some reason she wants me. Anything but innocent and definitely not pure.

“What about the lockdown?”

“The mayor made an exception.”

“Fucking Alex,” I mutter. Now I have to thank him.

Before allowing myself to change mental gears, I have to clarify. “You mean I’m free, as in free to leave here? Cleared of all charges?”

“Yes, you’re a free man, Jasper Storm.”

I’m free.


 CHAPTER SIX

SHARP TURN AHEAD

Charlotte

THE SMELL OF fresh garlic and tomatoes wafts through the air.

Mrs. Storm is cooking spaghetti sauce for dinner. Whitney is helping her. I’ve been ordered to sit on the couch and do nothing. Will has been upstairs on the phone with Todd for the past fifteen minutes. And Drew and Jake are sitting with me in the living room watching a replay of last night’s baseball game.

Staring out the window, I anxiously wait to hear what is going on with Jasper. The lockdown has yet to be lifted. It’s already five in the afternoon, so even if it were removed tonight, Whitney told me there is no way I’m going to be able to see Jasper until the morning.

This saddens me.

Suddenly, my ears perk up.

Footsteps. Out in the hallway. Heavy and fast.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

My heart rate spikes.

Not the police again.

Somehow, I manage to tune out the noise that surrounds me and I swear I can hear laces hitting the floor.

I must be imagining it.

I listen harder. Now I hear the jingle of keys. A rasp of metal teeth engaging the lock. And then the door flings open.

My insides melt and I gasp in sweet surprise.

Just over six feet and one hundred and eighty pounds of long, lean muscle stands in the entryway with a grin on his face so wide, it brings tears to my eyes. “What’s for dinner?” he asks as his eyes sweep the loft, stopping on his mother at the stove, before continuing to take in the room, and then landing on me.

Our eyes meet and the connection I feel to Jasper is stronger than ever.

Mrs. Storm runs over to her son and throws her arms around him. She’s crying and he takes a few moments to try to calm her down. She says something to him that I can’t hear, but can only imagine they are words meant to re-establish her role as his mother. Will is downstairs now talking to Whitney with a grin as wide as Jasper’s on his face. He must have known Jasper was on his way home. Drew and Jake look as shocked as me, but recover quickly and go to join Jasper and his mother.

Standing on shaky legs, my heart is still beating so fast at the sight of him. His brown, brown eyes look darker, tired, his brown hair looks like he’s been running his hands through it more than a couple of times, but everything about him causes my breathing to pick up.

He’s trying to break through the crowd.

I brace myself for what I know he’s going to see when he looks at me.

A hand on my back distracts me from the sexy sight. I look up to see Will standing beside me. “I didn’t tell him about the attack. I knew you wanted to,” he whispers.

I give him a nod. “Thank you.”

He gives me a return nod before retreating back to where Whitney is standing. Will has obviously already talked to Jasper and is clearing the way for everyone else to say their hellos.

When I look back over at Jasper, he’s just breaking through the crowd, and those tears I’ve tried to suppress start to fall. No matter how hard I try, I can’t stop them from sliding down my face. And it’s okay because these are happy tears, not sad ones.

He’s back.

Jasper’s back.

I don’t know how. Or why. Or for how long. But I don’t care, because he’s come back to me.

Less than a minute passes before he’s finally free of everyone’s reach. His eyes land on mine in an instant and I can feel his stare like a gentle caress. The emotion that passes between us is too much, and I find myself leaning against the couch just to keep standing. He takes one step, two, three, and four. Confident. Slow. Steady. The sun is shining brightly through the floor-to-ceiling windows behind me, leaving me cast in shadow, hiding my bruises and cast.

The moment Jasper sees me, really sees me, his smile fades, his stride becomes hurried, and his body stiffens. His eyes begin to search me frantically, sweeping me from head to toe, stopping at my cast before settling on my face once again. “Charlotte, what . . .” he gasps, unable to finish his sentence.

“I’m okay,” I reassure him, reaching out my hand for him.

Jasper is in front of me in a flash and with wild eyes, he places his palms on my shoulders and exams me further. There are so many emotions flashing in his eyes.

Guilt.

Sorrow.

Empathy.

Once he’s completed looking me over, he searches the room for answers only I want to give him. “What happened to her?” he shouts.

Everyone is silent.

“Jasper, can we please go into your room to talk?” I whisper.

Unfocused, uncertain, and maybe even a little scared, he doesn’t respond to my question. “What happened to her?” he yells, this time looking directly at Jake for the answer.

Jake’s face is crestfallen.

There’s a sound echoing throughout the loft. It’s Jasper and he sounds like a wounded animal.

Jake remains where he stands.

Jasper’s face turns red. His mouth mashes into a line. Rage seems to take over.

Jake watches him, almost like he’s seen this transformation before.

In less than a second, Jasper goes completely wild and is lunging for Jake. I try to grab hold of him, but he’s a raging lunatic. Out of control. Wild. Crazy. Mad as hell. He’s on Jake and pinning him up against the wall before I can even blink. “I asked you to look out for her!” Jasper is out of control—his body trembling, his voice shaking.

Drew hustles over to them and attempts to pull Jasper off Jake.

I’m frozen in place, unable to move. I’ve never seen him this angry. This animalistic. This alpha.

Jasper has Jake in a chokehold. “Answer me,” he seethes.

Jake is coughing, not doing a thing to defend himself.

Despite his hulking size, Jasper sends Drew flying across the room.

I look at Will. “Do something!”

He shakes his head. “They need to work it out.”

Mrs. Storm and Whitney have their hands slapped over their mouths.

Deciding if I don’t take the situation into control, no one else is going to, I swiftly cross the room and scream, “Jasper, please, it wasn’t his fault. He found me. He saved me.”

As if in freeze frame, Jasper loosens his hold on Jake.

“He saved me,” I say again.

Jasper lets go of Jake and turns. His eyes sweep me once again. “He . . . he saved you?”

I nod.

Jasper looks at Jake, who is trying to compose himself. Jake nods. And then as if it is all too much, Jasper slides to the ground.

Slowly, I sit in front of him and take his face between my hands, my cast rougher on his skin than I want it to be. “If it wasn’t for Jake I might be dead.”

Jasper seems to be in shock.

Jake offers his hand first to me, then Jasper. They make eye contact and exchange a look I can’t quite decipher.

Standing, Jasper looks a me.

“Come on,” I insist, “we need to talk. I’ll tell you everything.”

As if slowly coming out of his state of shock, he blinks a few times and then he takes my cast in his hand, kisses it, looks at me, kisses my forehead, my nose, my lips. Soft and gentle, as if trying to ease my pain. “Charlotte, oh, God, Charlotte,” he says in a broken voice that I can feel the sharp edges of cutting at my soul.

“I’m okay,” I cry. “I’m okay.”

He doesn’t say another word. He doesn’t move. I’m not even sure if he is breathing. He’s just looking at me with haunted eyes.

Feeling so much stronger with him by my side, I take his hand and lead him toward the hallway. Everyone is silent around us; the only noise is the sound of the spaghetti sauce bubbling on the stove.

Stepping over his threshold first, I head toward the bed. I can hear the door close behind me. He’s following my lead. I sit down and pat the space beside me. He falls to my side, so close I can smell him. An unfamiliar but so-familiar scent. I turn with one leg on the bed and put my hand on his knee.

He’s being patient. It’s so unlike him. I want to blurt it all out and get it over with, yet I know it will hurt less if I take my time and explain. But he’s still shaking and I hate it, so I crawl onto his lap and wrap my arms around his neck, and then I start at the beginning and tell him everything.

Everything.

From why I went home Friday afternoon, to how I got there, to what happened once I entered my apartment, to Jake’s knock on the door. To Jake saving my life. From waking at the hospital, to his mother’s comfort, to his friends’ vigilance. And to how much I was worried about him and how very much I missed him.

Everything.

Everything, except those three little words I know I feel for him. I’ve known it for a while.

I want to tell him how much he means to me. That I need him in my life. And for once I’m not worried I’m being too needy. I know Jasper Jackson Storm doesn’t look at me that way, but I also know Jasper isn’t JJ anymore and someone needing him doesn’t come easy.

So I hold off, because of him, and also because of me. In truth, I know I’m holding back for more than just him. I’m holding back because everyone I’ve ever cared about in my life is gone.

Forgotten me.

And I can’t lose him.

Therefore, skipping those words is okay because by the way he’s holding me close right now, I know he’s not planning on forgetting me.

And that’s enough.


 CHAPTER SEVEN

MAINTENANCE CHECK

Jasper

IF TIME STANDS still, nothing can go wrong.

But it doesn’t stop. Seconds. Minutes. Hours. Days. They pass and things happen. 259,200 seconds. 4,320 minutes. 72 hours. 3 days. That’s how long I was away from Charlotte. During that time, I was arrested. She was attacked. She almost died. Jake saved her. Her attacker was caught. Killed. And I was freed. Seems like enough wrong for a lifetime, and yet it was only three days.

The harsh cold reality of what has taken place has my body drenched in a cold sweat, my brain swimming in waves of emotion, and still, as I look at Charlotte, I can’t help but think she is stronger than I ever could have imagined because right now I feel like I might crumble.

This is my fault.

I should have been there for her.

There’s an ache that rips apart my chest every time I look at her.

We’ve talked for the past hour, mostly I listened, my heart so dark with the knowledge of what happened to her that I would kill the son of a bitch with my bare hands if I could.

Then I think of my friends, and my mother, and how they pulled together to take care of her when I couldn’t.

When I couldn’t.

That’s what weighs the heaviest on me—a burden harder to shed than any I could ever imagine.

“Are you going to apologize to Jake?”

Sighing, I look at her. “Trust me, he feels just as bad as me.”

She cocks her head in confusion.

I shake mine. “Never mind. I’ll talk to him.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Charlotte’s voice is full of concern.

I run my hands through her mounds of dirty-blond curls. “Stop asking me that. You’re the one who got hurt.”

“Always so bossy,” she tells me with a grin.

Flames are licking at my skin and there’s a burst of heat clawing through my stomach, but it all goes away with that one smile she gives me. “You like it when I’m bossy.”

“I like it when you’re a lot of things,” she teases, running her fingertips through my hair.

Flirty.

Sexy.

Incredible.

Her touch is electric. A current that travels all the way to my cock. I try not to think about sex. I shouldn’t want to get her naked, and yet, I can’t help but want to make her feel better in the only way I can right now.

My hands travel down her back and rest on the tattoo inked on her lower spine. On the bouquet of forget-me-nots. The image I wish she never had to mar her body with. The family who couldn’t love one little girl enough to make her feel special. Getting out of my own head, I push the dire thought away and focus on her. On how special I think she is. On the fact that she’s alive, and here with me.

Fingers tug at my hair, and she buries her face in my neck, kissing me softly, making me groan.

Maybe she has the same idea I do?

Knock. Knock. Knock.

The tap is light, gentle, and I know it’s none of the guys.

“Jasper and Charlotte. Dinner’s ready.”

I open my mouth to tell my mother to eat without us, but Charlotte puts her hand over my mouth. I can’t help but laugh at her; she knows me too well.

“We’ll be right there,” Charlotte tells my mother.

“Good, and Charlotte,” she says.

“Yes, Mrs. Storm?”

“Shannon stopped by to see how you’re doing.”

“Who’s Shannon?” I whisper.

That smirk on Charlotte’s face tells me I’m going to want to hear this. “Great, maybe she can stay for dinner,” she says to my mother.

“Great idea, I’ll ask her.”

The conversation through the door ceases. “Well, who’s Shannon?”

Charlotte grins. “The girl Jake likes.”

Confused, I raise my brows. “Jake doesn’t like girls.” Wait that didn’t sound right. “I mean he likes girls, he just doesn’t date girls.”

“Well he does now. He must have asked her over.”

“And he met her how?”

“She’s a resident at the hospital,” she says as if that explains everything.

Pulling her closer to me, I say, “Okay, great. Let them all eat together. We’ll stay in here.”

She shakes her head no.

I stare at her. At her lips. At her face, bruised but still beautiful. “But I’m not hungry . . . for food.”

“Shhh . . . they’ll hear you.”

“I don’t really care.”

“Jasper, your mother has been cooking for hours. I don’t want to disappoint her.”

“My mother has been cooking?” I ask in surprise.

“Yes, and we’re going to join her and everyone else for dinner, and you’re going to tell her how good the food is and that you want seconds.”

I shake my head and lift Charlotte off of me, gently setting her bare feet on the carpet. “Who’s being bossy now?”

She shrugs. “Sometimes I have to take charge.”

There’s a dirty comeback for that, I’m certain, but I don’t try to think of one. Instead, I wrap my arm around her. “By all means, lead the way.”


 CHAPTER EIGHT

CRUISE CONTROL

Charlotte

PATIENCE IS A virtue—that Jasper doesn’t have much of. And yet tonight he continues to amaze me.

After a very long meal, many bottles of wine, a private discussion with Jake, and hours of conversation about what happened to him and me, everyone has left and he’s walking his mother to her car. Feeling only slightly tired, I took my pain pills and I’m alone in his room, staring out the window at the reflection of the moon on the river.

“What do you think is next?” he asks softly.

I turn around to see his sexy silhouette bathed in the moonlight. “I don’t know, but I hope something good.”

His eyes are half-lidded with lust as he strides my way. “Me too.”

Wanting him so badly, I blurt out, “Make love to me.”

His mouth softens into a smile. “Is that an order?”

I raise a brow and try to be stern, but I end up giggling a, “Yes.”

“I want to see you,” he breathes.

The mood quickly shifting, my chest rises and falls in anticipation of having him inside me. Slowly, I unbutton my shorts and slide them down my thighs. My panties are plain and I take no time pushing those down as well. Stepping out of them, next I remove my top. My cast is small and pulling the lightweight shirt over my head is easy enough. My bra—that’s a different story. I haven’t mastered that task yet.

Jasper’s eyes devour me as I stand before him, and I let them. I like the heat I feel as they pass over every inch of my bare skin. When they land on the only garment I’m left wearing, I turn and lift my hair. He knows what I’m asking. No words are needed. We have our own language. Soon his lips find my neck and suck for a few moments. I can’t help the shiver that slinks down my spine. His touch. It’s electric and I’m craving it more than I could have imagined. Finally, his fingertips gently release the hook of my bra. I turn back around and slide the straps off.

I’m naked.

His lips part and his breathing picks up.

My eyes sweep him.

His turn.

He knows it though; I don’t have to tell him.

Slowly, he toes his boots off, tugs his shirt over his head, and slides his jeans down his hips. What he’s left standing in is a tight pair of white underwear. “You like?” he laughs. “Compliments of the Detroit Police Department.”

I giggle a little, but then raise a seductive brow. “I do like them. In fact, I think you wore ones like that when you were eight. Not that I ever wanted to see you in your underwear back then.”

As if curious how he looks in them, he glances down at himself, at his raging erection bulging out from the tight, white fabric. The sight of him, all long, muscled limbs and smooth, sun-burnished skin, staring at himself, makes it feel like butterflies are taking flight in my belly.

Hurriedly, he removes the underwear and tosses them into the trashcan near his dresser. “Well, that’s the last time you’ll see me wearing tighty-whities.”

“What if I tell you I think you look sexy in them?”

He starts for the trashcan as if he plans to retrieve them.

“Come back here,” I order, grabbing his arm and pulling him close.

The glimmer in his eyes is filled with desire.

The look makes my body feel like a cloud, and I’m floating on air.

Soon enough, his lips are one breath away, his eyes devouring me, his breathing ragged. Standing here, I’m shapeless with no arms and no legs. I can smell him everywhere, all around me. I feel every part of his body against mine and he isn’t even close enough yet.

“Touch me.”

Slowly, tentatively, he allows his hands to glide down my arms, but he stops at the base of my cast. “I’m afraid I’m going to hurt you.”

“You could never,” I whisper.

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

The dark fringe of his lashes sweeps down as he closes his eyes. “But I almost did.”

“What do you mean?”

His eyes open and he looks down at me with an expression I can’t quite decipher. “Nothing.”

“Talk to me. Tell me what you mean.”

Two naked bodies wanting to do nothing more than connect stand close, but not close enough. It’s like a wall has gone up. “When I thought I wasn’t going to get out of jail, I vowed to myself that I’d go it alone.”

As soon as he speaks, I know I can bring this wall down. There he was, my JJ, always determined to take the heat, the brunt of the bad, to make it better for everyone else. “Of course you did, Jasper. You don’t think your friends knew that the minute they saw you outside the courtroom?”

Surprise is in his stare.

I take his sweet face, covered in stubble, in my palms. “Here’s what you don’t get—no one is ever going to let you go it alone—no matter what.”

For one moment, he doesn’t move, just takes in what I said. I’d have thought that there was no way he didn’t already know that, but maybe he, like me, sometimes doubts his ability to belong, so I give him a few minutes to draw in the truth, stamp it onto his heart, and know that he belongs—always.

He’ll never be alone.

Then, I assume the lead. I take his hands and place them on my waist and slowly slide them down. “I want these here. And here.”

With no hesitation, he grips my hips.

Without care, I moan, loudly. I have missed this so much.

Slowly, his legs become flush with my own and his chest overpowers me with strength, as if his frame is built with bones made of desire.

Electricity runs through me from my head to my toes. I’m shaking in his arms and my heart beats erratically. My lips are parted. I’m waiting. Waiting for him to kiss me. Just once. No not once, because even a thousand kisses could never be enough.

He looks at me with so much emotion it nearly brings me to my knees. “God—Charlotte, I’m afraid.”

I shake my head. Take his face in my hands. “My sweet, sweet, Jasper. Please, don’t be afraid to touch me. I need you. I need you so much.”

Before I even get all my words out, he’s kissing me. Soft, light kisses. Once, twice, three times. I could keep counting but infinity might come too soon. His hands glide lightly up my back and over my shoulders. And then he’s kissing me deeper, harder, and I’m kissing him too, with a fervent urgent need I’ve never known before.

He breaks for air only to bury his lips in my neck, along my collarbone, up my chin and cheeks, and I’m gasping for oxygen.

We’re moving, mouths once again glued together, closer and closer still to the bed. Just before we reach the foot of it, Jasper stops. He’s breathing hard, and he pulls away to look into my eyes. “Are you sure we should be doing this?”

I find the voice to rasp, “Yes.” I didn’t ask the doctor or Shannon, but I didn’t need to. My body needs Jasper, and nothing could be wrong with that.

He nods, just once, and takes my mouth again before backing me up until the back of my knees hit the bed. Then he pulls away and grins at me like he has a secret. Like reaching our destination was the plan all along.

I hope it was.

Happy to be with him, my arms fling around his neck and his wrap around my waist. We fall to the bed in a tangle of limbs and laughter. Inching our way to the top, rolling and scooting, careful of my left arm, we both laugh when our heads finally hit the pillows.

That laughter fades when he rolls on top of me. Eyes, so brown and soft, stare down at me. Craning my neck, I find his throat, run my tongue up it, taste the salt on his skin, rub my lips over the poking bristles of his beard.

One calloused hand reaches under me and cups my behind. The feeling gentle and rough, just like Jasper. My hands follow suit and find his behind. Caressing it with both hands, slowly I draw my fingertips around and follow that V that I love to lick my way down.

Soon enough, his hand not holding himself up, is on my thigh. Our kissing has taken priority, deep, sensual tongue locking moments, where we gasp for air by nipping and licking at each other’s lips. All the while his hand is slowly slipping down and then back up my thigh, occasionally brushing my bare flesh, but never quite making it there.

Every time I try to reach for his cock, his hand glides down closer to my knee. When I leave my hands on his hips, his fingers draw nearer to where I crave them.

“Jasper,” I whisper, hoarsely, unable to take it any longer.

He pauses, kissing me and looks down at me. “Yes, Charlotte.”

“What are you doing?”

Truly confused he places both palms on either side of me and asks, “What do you mean?”

Speaking takes an effort in the state I’m in. “I want you inside me.”

My nipples are tight, hard, aching, and he passes a thumb over them. “You asked me to make love to you. That’s what I’m doing.”

Reaching for the silky heat of his long, hard cock, I take it in my hand. “Maybe we could go a little faster tonight.”

That slow grin melts me. “I can do faster.”

I slide my hand along his erection. Up. Down. Magic.

A small, helpless noise escapes his throat before he presses his thumb to my clit and his mouth to my breast. Sweet, sweet ecstasy. Turning up the heat, he slides a finger inside me and my grip on him falters.

The rise and fall of our breaths push our bodies together. I stroke. He alternates between plunging and rubbing. Soon enough, we’re both panting. Unable to take another minute, he pulls the sheet up, and then his hand covers mine, and finally we’re going to do this.

We look into each other’s eyes as he hovers over me. I open for him. He slides against me, rubbing the head of his erection with my wetness. He stops, licks his lips, and takes a breath.

I bite my lip.

He exhales that deep breath upon catching my signal from years gone by that I need him. Then he pushes inside me one inch at a time instead of the fast, full thrusts I’ve grown accustomed to. His arms are trembling as he holds himself up, moving at a slow and steady pace.

I shift, tilting my hips to ease his way.

We move like this—up, down, twist, up, down, slow, up, down, steady. Over and over, and my body is responding to each and every one of those movements in a way it never has. Every nerve in my body is aching and sizzling with tension. Each kiss is sending shudders through me. All at once, my world becomes only Jasper, his body, his hands, his mouth, his cock, and his soul. Like nothing I’ve ever felt, I’m spilling into climax, and then rolling into another.

His mouth captures each and every one of my cries, and his body moves slower the harder I fall apart, as if making sure he’s putting me back together each and every time.

Jasper makes love to me in a way we both learn together. I lose count of how many times I come. I never want this to end. I want it to last forever.

Too soon though, he slows, taking twice as long with each push and pull, up and down, in and out. He’s close. He licks my mouth. Breathes against my lips. Lowers himself closer to me. I wrap my legs around him, trying to draw him closer, if that’s even possible. I think our bodies became one long ago.

Pleasure fills me once again, and this time he shudders with his own climax. We cry out each other’s names in unison, and as we come together, I can’t help but think everything is finally right.

More than right—it is perfect.


 CHAPTER NINE

THE QUARTER MILE

Jasper

WHEN I WAS street racing, there were maybe twenty-five cars in the Detroit area that were 10-second cars. I mean 10-second cars through and through. Not racers that guys towed in and ran with dump headers to speed them up. I’m talking through the system streetcars.

This meant there were a lot of cars showing up on the line that claimed they could run a quarter mile in less than 10.999 seconds that couldn’t—without help that is. No worries though, we had a way to weed those out. When a guy showed up with what was obviously a pro-stocker that was hauled in on a trailer and unloaded around the corner, we’d take him on a little run around the interstate.

It was Will’s idea.

Brilliant.

Easing a stock car along the highway at fifty-five or sixty miles per hour for thirty minutes before running a full-blown race would almost always cause the car to overheat during the drag. The sick part is that the smoke would always be of such large dimension that the dude would have had trouble trying to push the car to the finish line, even if the body of the car was the size of a tractor-trailer, the smog was that thick.

Having come up with that little ditty on his own, it doesn’t surprise me when Will starts to shoot holes in Tom Worth’s confession. “Doesn’t make sense,” he says under his breath, watching the news broadcast on the TV in the corner.

It’s not like doubt isn’t already on my mind, too.

But it’s Sunday morning, not even a week since my release, and things are just finally starting to get back to normal. I spent the week with Charlotte locked away in my apartment, trying to wrap my head around what happened to her and nursing her back to health. The guys came for a few hours every day, but I shut work down early. There wasn’t much we could do anyway. And Charlotte required a lot of TLC, and by TLC I mean touching, licking, and caressing. It was a tough job, but I somehow managed.

Not really, I fucking loved every minute of being able to wait on her, care for her, make sure she was all right.

Anyway, all jokes aside, it’s time to get back to business. Today it’s just the four of us guys out for brunch at the Parks & Rec Diner, and we have our plan set in motion.

One delay after another, tomorrow the auction for the land on 8 Mile Road finally takes place, and we’ll be there, checkbook in hand, to make it ours. Soon, the factory will be underway. Then, nothing can stop us.

The news is running the story that Tom Worth blew up his own plant and fled Detroit with his partner’s wife. A forbidden romance gone wrong, the headlines call it.

Will is still staring at the screen as a segment of the story plays again. Charlotte’s mother is shown in this story denying all allegations made against Tom. She’s in Detroit, but hasn’t tried to make contact with her daughter.

I’m on the fence about how I feel about that. On one hand I know Charlotte doesn’t want to see her, but on the other she is Charlotte’s mother and I think Charlotte at least would like her to make an effort.

“It just doesn’t make sense,” Will finally says out loud, still pondering his thoughts from moments ago. “Why would he kill his own daughter?”

I knew Will couldn’t let it go.

Lifting a forkful of pancakes covered in cherries and whipped cream, Jake gets a little pissy. “Why are we dwelling on it? Who the fuck cares? The case is closed.”

“I agree with Jake,” says Drew, biting into something that looks utterly disgusting.

“What the hell are you eating?” I ask him.

“Liverwurst on rye. Want a bite? It’s the best I’ve ever had.”

Jake pretends to barf.

I laugh and point to the empty table across from us filled with plates. “Ummm . . . no I think I’d rather eat the leftovers from the family who just left.”

Will taps his fingers on the table and we all look at him. Waiting. Knowing the discussion about Tom isn’t over just by the look on his face.

“Okay, get it off your chest,” I finally demand.

No hesitation at all. “Did you know Todd’s father is Roy Carrington?”

I shrug. “Am I supposed to?”

“Does this ring a bell? He’s the attorney who worked for District Attorney Harold Klein during the plant explosion investigation before he went out on his own.”

Something shatters. A dish? No, a memory from long ago. One I’d rather forget. A man in a blue suit and a yellow tie who knocked on my door when I was eight and told my mother the investigation into the explosion was closed and that there was no money to be disbursed. The man who delivered my fate into destitution. My jaw clenches. Unclenches. I shove my plate away and run a hand through my hair. “Why the fuck wouldn’t Todd have disclosed that information before taking me on as a client?”

A heavy sigh. “He didn’t know. Whitney found out Friday.”

“How would she find out something like that?” I ask.

“She’s completely transitioned to the mayor’s office now and she was looking through some paperwork Alex had ordered destroyed. Although he hadn’t asked her to catalog the cases in the boxes, she thought she should. That’s when she found the file, and her father’s name on it. She confronted her father yesterday about it, and he claims it was an open and shut case.”

Adam Lane’s theory is on my mind—things weren’t as they seemed. “What did he mean by open and shut?” I try to remain calm.

“The fire marshal ruled the explosion an accident due to faulty safety measures. The police commissioner agreed with him, and the DA took a look at the plant account balances and all were in the red. Everyone signed off and the case was closed.”

Feeling antsy, I glance around the table and notice Jake seems to be in his own head. Here’s the thing with Jake: he’s the bulldog in our group. Piss him off and he’ll bite you. And yet, he’s loyal through and through. Fuck, he saved Charlotte’s life. I owe him my own. I nod my chin toward him. “What are you thinking, Pretty Boy?”

He tilts his head to the side. “Do you really want to know?”

Annoyed now, I blurt out, “I wouldn’t fucking ask if I didn’t.”

“Chill man, I’m just trying to think.”

“Sorry,” I concede for jumping on him. “Go on.”

“Well, if foul play was involved from the start, I agree with Will. Why would Tom do it—what did he have to gain? There wasn’t an insurance policy. No pay out. No money. So why blow-up your own plant?”

I bristle. The plant didn’t only blow up. People died. My father died. “Who else could it have been?”

“There are a number of people. The police commissioner of twenty years past, who has vanished somewhere in California. That DA from back then, who is now dead. The fire marshal who is retired and now lives in Florida with an unlisted phone number. Or any number of other people.”

“I don’t know if it was any of them, but I think we should keep an open mind,” Will states.

“Charlotte told us that Detective Hill mentioned he was just starting out back then. Maybe we turn the tables and ask him a few questions?” Jake suggests.

Will seems to agree as he nods in agreement.

I’m on the fence. I try to pull my feelings back inside myself so I can think clearly.

Drew seems benevolent and in true form, he takes a bite of his sandwich.

All I can do is shake my head.

“And don’t forget—we know Tom was after the documents that Charlotte has. Maybe we should go through them,” says Jake.

I glance around. Everyone is shaking their heads. “Yeah, good idea.”

“You know, Jasper, Charlotte mentioned going home today, it’s not really my business, but do you think that’s a good idea?” Will asks.

Blindsided by this information, it takes me a few minutes to recover. “When did she tell you that?”

“She was talking to Whitney about her apartment at dinner last night.”

I pick up the coffee stirrer and chew on it. “Well fuck, she might have wanted to mention it to me. I’ll talk to her about it.”

“She should at least stay until she gets her cast off, don’t you think?” Jake offers.

Drew raises his brows. “Why? So that hot resident can keep stopping by and you can continue to gawk at her with those puppy dog eyes?”

“I’m not gawking at her.”

“Are you fucking her then?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“That would be a no.”

“How would you know, asshole?”

“Because I fucking live with you, and you’ve been home every night, without any guests.”

The two of them are like Mutt and Jeff.

“Maybe I want to take things slow with her. She’s a nice girl.”

“And what? You don’t want to scare her away because you’re a dirty boy?”

“That’s enough,” Will cuts in having had enough.

Always the referee.

“What do you want to do about all this?” he asks me.

I ponder the entire conversation, uncertain digging deeper will do any good for anyone. Sure, I want to know the truth—but at what expense will it come?

“You’re the one who went through hell, so it’s your call,” Will adds.

Chewing on the stirrer in my mouth, I glance around the table and speak without a second thought. “That’s just it, I’m not the only one who went through hell.”

Three sets of concerned eyes look at me.

Not wanting to drag Charlotte through this all over again, I do what I never do, and back down. For her. For these guys. And maybe a little bit for me.

As far as Charlotte is concerned, Tom is the culprit her father spoke of, therefore she has accomplished what she set out to do—clear her father’s name. Knowing this is best I push my own doubts aside. “I say we keep our thoughts on the down low, and do nothing right now. It’s a police matter—let them handle it.” I look around the table. “Does everyone agree?”

Three nods and it’s unanimous.

Really, this is the best way.

“So, who’s up for Jobbie Nooner?” Drew asks with a shit-eating grin. “I’m taking Hank’s boat.”

“Does he know?” I ask.

“Yes, he knows. I talked to him this morning and he offered, smartass.”

“I’m in,” Jake says.

“What about Shannon?” I ask.

“I’m bringing her.”

“To Jobbie Nooner?”

“She told me she’s gone for the past three years.”

Wow. Okay.

“Count me out,” says Will.

Knew that.

Drew nods in my direction. “What about you?”

“I don’t think Charlotte would be into it.”

“Pussy,” Drew mutters.

I narrow my eyes at him. “Don’t call me that.”

“Then don’t act like one. Just because you have a chick doesn’t mean you can’t do things that are fun. Bring her. She knows she has you wrapped around her finger. She’s not going care if some chick flashes you her tits.”

“Hey man, do what I’m doing and just stay on the boat,” Jake tells me.

“You’re what?” Drew’s jaw drops.

I shake my head at him. “I’ll let you know.”

“Yeah, you do that, pussy.”

Standing up, I toss some money down and then put Drew in a headlock as I pass by just for being such a douche.

It feels good to be able to joke around.


 CHAPTER TEN

RED LIGHT

Charlotte

DETROIT’S REPUTATION CAN pretty much be summed up in four C’s: crime, corruption, capital, and cars. And I’m not even so sure about that last one anymore. Although, if Jasper has anything to say about it, he’ll have Detroit back on the map for auto production in no time.

There’s a very small park across the street from the Kales Building Lofts, and I’m sitting on a tree-covered bench with my computer on my lap thinking about those things. Really, I’m trying to write a blog post for Lightning Motors, but my mind is everywhere, except on my words. So instead, I’m sitting here watching the cars zoom past me down Adams Avenue wondering why they are speeding without recourse.

But I know why.

It goes back to the four C’s. They are all related in one way or another. The city lacks capital. That is first and foremost. Lack of funds forces corruption, corruption breeds crime, crime leads to more corruption, and in a city built on cars—everything comes back to them.

My thoughts are mucky as I start to type them. ‘Did you know that in Detroit it’s okay to run a red light? Not really, but last year alone, the city put over 150 traffic lights under study for removal, and even more lost their traffic cams. Sadly, lack of capital has led to less city support personnel. Bottom line—there is no one to monitor them. So as you sit there waiting for the light to turn—consider this, if it’s clear, just go. Only please, make sure you check twice and proceed at your own risk. You have nothing to lose.’

I reread it and then run it through the fact checker in my mind.

Is it true? Yes.

Will people learn something from this post? Yes.

Will it be helpful to Detroit? No.

Will it benefit Lightning Motors? No.

Hitting my delete key over and over, I erase it and try for something more cheerful. ‘The Storm will be able to handle any terrain in Detroit, even the roads that are . . . well, in really bad shape. It’s one of the great ironies of the Motor City—wouldn’t you say?’

This one I don’t even have to run through my mental fact checker. I just delete the entire paragraph.

What is wrong with me?

I don’t want to go home. That’s what’s wrong.

Jasper hasn’t told me I have to leave his loft, but I can’t stay at his place forever. After all, it’s been a week. Tomorrow things go back to normal, and the team will be hard at work getting the factory off the ground.

I just think it’s time.

Someone sits next to me, and the hairs on my arms rise.

A throat clears.

The sound stabs me.

“Hello, Charlotte.” There is no need to turn my head, although I do. It’s a voice I’d know without even looking over to see that it belongs to the woman who has been plastered all over the television. Allison Lane. My mother. She is wearing a black hat, big sunglasses, a black dress, and if possible even darker high heels.

Makes me wonder if her heart is black.

Flick. Flick.

The snap of her lighter forces me to avert my gaze. In that one moment it takes me to catch my breath, she’s already lit up a cigarette and the wind is blowing the smoke my way. I freeze up. My mind returning to the days when she had all the control.

 

We’re driving down the road in her station wagon. She hates this car. “I hate this car, I hate it.” She says it over and over.

“I like this car, Mommy,” I say.

She turns and looks at me as if she’s bitten into a sour apple. “What on earth do you like about it?”

“It’s big, and I have a lot of room.”

“Why do you need room when we’re driving?”

I like that she’s having a conversation with me and I want to keep it up. “So I can change seats when the smoke bothers me.”

Her hands clench the wheel. “Well, the smoke wouldn’t bother you if the air-conditioning worked and I didn’t have to leave the windows open.”

I want her to be happy. “I like the wind in my face too, Mommy.”

“Oh,” she says with another gust of smoke, and then she closes the windows and says, “I want you to stay in your seat. Then we’ll see how much you like this piece-of-crap car.”

I’ll never tell her how much I like anything again.

 

She’s silent, as if waiting for me to greet her.

I won’t give her that control.

The hostility I’m feeling toward this woman is rolling off me in rough waves, and I have to force myself to speak. “What are you doing here?”

She inhales and holds the smoke in her lungs.

I’m watching her.

She looks the same. Always so put together. I notice her red painted nails and matching lips. The tip of the cigarette she’s holding between her fingers is red as well. “I wanted to see you,” she says.

The snort that escapes my throat isn’t intentional, although deserved.

Smoke pours from her nostrils in two streams of air. “Sweetie, I know you might not believe me, but I’m worried about you.”

Sweetie?

Really?

Picturing her with her coffee and cigarette, hair in rollers to calm her frizzy curls, sitting at the kitchen table every morning when I wandered out of my room, saying to her, “Good morning, Mommy,” and her returning with a “Good morning, sweetie,” is the only happy memory I have left of her. “Please don’t be.”

She nods. “Well, I am. I came to warn you to be careful.”

The problem with wishing for things is that when they happen, they aren’t always the way you dreamed they would be. This mother/daughter reunion is nothing like the one I’d dreamt about so many years ago. Feeling like that eight year old again, unnerved and unsure, I can’t find the words to respond to her. To tell her she doesn’t get to warn me, or worry about me, or do anything for me. She gave that right up long ago. “Of what?” I ask with a laugh, considering it was her lover who I needed to be careful of.

She pushes her sunglasses up onto her head, and with that same way she always had, she turns the conversation into whatever direction pleases her. “You’ve turned out to be a really beautiful woman.”

Eyes the same color as mine stare at me. I’m speechless. Wordless. Lost. Alone. Suddenly, I’m that same girl I was who couldn’t stand up for herself.

“I’m sorry to just show up like this, but I’ve been going to your apartment and you haven’t been there. I’m headed home today and thought I’d stop by here first.”

Feeling small and helpless, I somehow manage to say, “That’s great, you managed to find me after all these years.” The bitter tone sounds nothing like my voice.

She draws the smoke into her lungs one more time and holds it before letting it out. “I know you don’t want to talk to me and I can understand that, but I think you should know Tom had nothing to do with the reporter’s death or Tory’s death. He was framed.”

I’m staring at a reflection of myself. Same face shape. Same hair. Same eyes. Yet, she’s a stranger. I don’t even know what to call this woman. Mom. Mommy. Mother. Allison. Mrs. Lane. Mrs. Worth. My throat locks with bitter emotion. “Yes, I’m sure he was.”

“Charlotte, listen to me. Tom was not involved with any of this. Tory came to Detroit on her own. She didn’t tell us. I have no idea what she was up to. Out of the blue she called her father and said she’d gotten herself into trouble and asked him to come help her, but he arrived too late.”

“Not involved! Tom was not involved! Are you kidding me?”

“Charlotte, please, calm down.”

“He attacked me. Tried to kill me!” I cry.

“Listen,” she tells me, her body shaking, “I spoke with Tom just before the incident. He told me he overheard a conversation at Hank’s office, and that you had somehow gotten information that could look very bad for him, and that it was misleading. He just wanted those documents back. He felt they were his, after all.”

“He broke into my apartment and tried to kill me when I walked in on him looking for those documents, did he tell you that?”

She shakes her head no. “I never spoke with him after that conversation.”

“Well, he did try to kill me.”

“I’m not disputing that. But he is the one who died.”

“Because of what he did,” I say sharply.

Ignoring that very real fact, she goes on to say, “Charlotte, there is something going on. Something far beyond what you think. There’s too much at stake for so many people. Please destroy whatever evidence you think you have.”

So she does know there is more than just something that could make him look bad, and obviously so did Tom. It has to be able to do more than make him look bad. It must make him look guilty. That is what he was doing at my apartment, shredding whatever he could find, as if he could destroy it all.

She goes on. “You have to stay away from Hank Harper, or anyone he is close with, which includes that troublemaker boy from next door.”

Anger bubbles through my veins. “Don’t talk about Jasper.”

She nods, conceding.

A nod isn’t enough. “You don’t get to talk bad about him.”

“Very well,” she says.

I swipe at a stray tear.

Shocking me, she reaches over and places her hand on my knee. “There are so many things I want to tell you, Charlotte, but now is not the time. You might not believe me, but I have always loved you. I just couldn’t take care of you the way you needed, and especially not with your father as my husband. I have many regrets in my life, and how I left you will always weigh heavily on my shoulders.”

Finding the courage to stop her, I raise my hand, showing her my palm. “Please, please don’t do this. Don’t apologize like an I’m sorry can make up for everything.”

Dropping her cigarette to the ground, she stands and puts it out with her sole. Her red sole. Thanks to Eve Harper, I know she’s wearing a pair of Louboutins.

Seems fitting.

Nice shoes is what she got out of life instead of me.

“I know I hurt you,” she says standing over me.

I look at her. “Hurt me? Are you kidding me? I was a little girl who needed her mother. You crushed me.”

She hands me a card. “This is my address and phone number. If you ever need anything, or just want to talk, I’m here for you.”

I stare at the smooth linen card scrolled in gold, but don’t take it.

She shoves it inside the purse I have on the ground beside my feet. “It was good to see you, Charlotte. Please remember what I said,” she tells me and then heads toward the corner and stops at the red light along with the cars.

Shaking, I stare at the card for at least two long minutes. When I look toward the corner, I see her getting into a cab. Then she’s gone and I’m left sitting here with my insides torn apart. Melancholy coils around my heart and I try hard to unwrap it.

Reverting to old habits, faster and faster my fingers twirl in my hair.

She’s gone. Forget about her. Anything she said was to make herself feel better.

Time passes. I have no idea how long I sit here as I watch the cars go by and replay this encounter with my mother a thousand times in my head.

Ring. Ring.

The sound of my cellphone has me jumping off the bench. Fumbling through my bag, I find it and see Jasper’s name flashing on the screen.

I take in a deep breath and answer it. “Hi.”

“Hey, where are you?”

“Are you back so soon?”

“Yah, I’ve been back for a while, and I was starting to get worried about you.”

A gust of wind blows my hair in my face. “I’m across the street sitting in the park, trying to get some work done.”

“Oh yeah, are you?”

Feeling a little off kilter, I’m not following him. “Am I what?”

He gives me a half-hearted laugh. “Never mind. Just stay there. I’ll be right down.”

The line goes dead.

Shoving my laptop away, I try to collect myself before he arrives. Breathing in and out, I count the cars that pass. Soon enough, that long, lean body is striding my way. With his tousled hair and long bangs, he could have been a model for Abercrombie and Fitch.

He catches me staring at him and deliberately struts like he’s on the catwalk. He’s carrying a bag in his hand and swings it back and forth. When he’s close enough, he gives me one of his smiles that makes me melt.

The whole world is right when I’m with him, no matter how wrong parts of it are.

Stopping in front of me, he drops the bag to the bench and reaches for my hands. I offer them to him. Tugging me to my feet, he pulls me to his lips and kisses me. Needing the feel of him, I wrap my arms around his neck. In an instant, he lifts me off the ground. It’s as if he knows how much I need him. We don’t even exchange words—we don’t have to.

Setting me down, he says, “Hi.”

“Hi,” I return, trying to keep my voice steady.

In one swoop, he sits down on the bench and I’m on sitting on his lap sideways. “What’s going on? You’re upset,” he whispers.

“How do you know that?”

“I heard it in your voice.”

“Something happened,” I say and let it all out. Telling him about my mother’s visit is easy. Containing my emotions isn’t. He listens. Interjects much less than I would have thought. Ignores the part about Hank. Isn’t fazed that she called him a troublemaker. I shouldn’t have told him that part, but it really bothered me. All the while, I go on and on, and he continues to listen until I have no more to say.

A pause. A breath. A harsh word or two. And then he asks me, “Do you think it might help you if you talk to her?”

Turning away from him, I answer, “No. There’s nothing she can say to me that could make anything right.”

The tenderness in which he brings my head back to look at him makes my heart swell. He opens the bag at his side and pulls out something round that is wrapped in tinfoil.

I smile. “I told you I’d be fine.”

He unwraps it. “I know. But I also knew you wouldn’t eat. So here is a bagel sandwich, egg whites only, no ham.” He grins.

I take it and it smells delicious. I am hungry.

“Listen, Charlotte,” he says, “it’s your call what you do about your mother, but I can’t help but think there’s a part of you searching for what you lost. I just think telling her how you feel might help you find it. That’s all.”

Determined not to let this woman cause me another tear, I wipe the few away that escaped while I was telling Jasper about her visit, and then take a bite of my sandwich. Once I’ve chewed it, I say, “I don’t want to talk about her anymore. Take me somewhere. I want to do something fun today.”

There’s an expression in his eyes—a cross between amusement and apprehension. “Well,there is something going on today.”

“Let’s go,” I answer without an ounce of hesitation.

“Hang on,” he cautions. “Have you ever heard of Jobbie Nooner?”

I shake my head no and take another bite.

“It’s an annual summer tradition that takes place near Gull Island. Kind of like the Mardi Gras of the Midwest, or a summerfest. Drew and Jake are headed out there, and asked if we wanted to join them.”

“Great, let’s go,” I repeat, and wrap what’s left of the sandwich to stuff it back in the bag.

His fingers link with mine in the one hand they can. “I have two things to ask you before we go anywhere.”

The sexy sweetness in his face and tone is enough to make me say yes to anything he has to ask before I even know what it is.

Jasper studies me in a serious manner.

Sliding off his lap, I turn to face him. “What?”

Nervously, he runs a hand through his hair. “This is going to come out all wrong. And you’re probably going to want to tell me to fuck off.”

I furrow my brows. “First off, I never tell anyone that, and secondly, I doubt anything you’re about to say will upset me.”

He takes my hand again and then he blurts out, “Will mentioned you were thinking about going back to your apartment today. I don’t want you going back there. If you don’t want to stay with me, let me help you get a place that is . . . safer, more secure.”

Totally not expecting to have this conversation yet, I speak without thinking. “Right now it’s my only option. I won’t take your money and I can’t stay with you forever.”

He fixes me with his gaze. “Then don’t stay with me. Move in with me.”

“Wh—what?” I stutter.

“Let me try it another way. Charlotte Lane, will you move in with me?”

I breathe out, “You don’t mean that.”

Inching closer to me, he says, “I never say things I don’t mean. I think you already know that.”

For some reason I can’t say yes without knowing this is what he wants, not just what he thinks I need. “It’s too soon. We aren’t ready for something like that.”

He sweeps the hair off one side of my neck, and his hot lips brush my ear. “We’ve known each other for twenty-eight years; if anyone is ready, we are. And besides, I’ve really gotten used to having your sexy little body sleeping next to me at night. I’m not sure I can fall asleep without your little snoring noises.”

I shove him. “I do not snore.”

He grabs for me and pulls me back to him.

I swim for a minute in his gaze.

“I’m serious, Charlotte. I want you to move in with me. When we’re together everything just feels right. This might sound selfish, but you make me want to be a better person. And if living where we work becomes an issue with the guys coming and going, we can find a temporary place until the Lightning Motors offices are built.”

Uncertain and certain at the same time are hard feelings to navigate.

He eyes me contemplatively. “Don’t tell me you’re going to turn me down after I poured my heart out to you?”

He’s joking of course.

Jasper’s fingers brush along my jaw, bringing my gaze to his. “Please,” he begs.

When I look at him, I see brightness in his eyes. Maybe even a world where happiness comes easy. With that, saying no just isn’t an option. “Yes, Jasper. Yes, I’ll move in with you.”

That smile he gives me lights up my world.

Public affection isn’t normally something I’d overload on, and yet I find myself lunging for him so fiercely he winds up on his back with me lying on top of him.

Taking my mouth, he kisses me so hard, I get lost in it.

Nipping at my lip, he growls. “Whoa, tiger, save it for bedroom,” he teases with a light slap against my behind.

Quickly, I sit up. “Jasper,” I admonish, even though I was the one who started it.

At least the press has left us alone.

Sheepishly he says, “Sorry, I can’t help myself.”

I shake my head at him, secretly loving that he couldn’t help himself. If only I could be a tiger.

Standing, he takes my bag and then my hand. “Come on, we have to get changed. I hope you have a bathing suit with you.”

Walking by his side, I shake my head no. “We can make a quick stop by my apartment though.”

“We’ll stop on the way and get you a new one. It will be quicker, and I don’t want to hear anything about it.” He waggles his eyebrows. “After all, if I buy, I get to pick.”

I raise a brow.

That smirk is devilish.

Conceding has never been easier and I don’t argue. Then I remember he had two questions. While we wait for the light to turn so we can cross the street, I ask him, “What was the second thing you wanted to ask me?”

His head tilts to the side.

“What?” I ask.

“Well, Jobbie Nooner can be a little crazy.”

“I can handle crazy.”

“Maybe insane is a better word.”

“I can handle insane, too.”

“Okay, so out of control is the best way to put it.”

“Just spill it, Storm,” I grin.

That hand is running through his hair again. “Will a lake full of topless women bother you if I promise not to look?”

My draw drops. “Topless?”

He nods. “It’s a boobs for beads kind of thing,” he shrugs, “But yours are the only ones I’m interested in.”

I burst out laughing.

This is going to be a whole lot of interesting.


 CHAPTER ELEVEN

JUMP START

Jasper

WHAT KIND OF person willingly drives a thirty-six-foot racing machine at breakneck speed through ten-foot waves?

The kind that isn’t put off by the possibility of smashing his nose against the steering wheel if he has to come to an abrupt stop when racing around the track—that’s who.

Today though, Lake St. Clair tops out with uninhibiting two-foot waves at the most, and my speed is tempered by the amount of passengers on board.

Classic Beatles is playing from the speakers on deck. Drew is leaning back in the cushions of the wraparound benches behind me with a beer in his hand. Jake and Shannon are sitting up in the sun loungers on the bow, both also with brews in hand.

Sitting at the helm, Charlotte is standing next to me in a simple black bikini that shows so much skin it is driving me crazy, her mounds of blond curls blowing in the wind making my fingers itch to run through them, and her sunglasses preventing me from seeing her blue eyes. I wrap my arm around her and guide her to stand in front of me. “You take the wheel.”

“I haven’t driven a boat in years.”

Standing, I pull her even closer. My board shorts feeling tighter by the second. “It’s like riding a bike.”

Looking over her shoulder at me, she gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll give it a try,” she says.

Just that slight touch of her lips ignites a fire that starts to flame through my veins. When she takes the wheel, my body is ablaze. Unable to keep my hands off her, I compromise my need to touch her by covering my hands over hers. The cast prohibiting me from making the full connection I’m craving. I hate that she still bears the mark of her attack. I shove that thought away.

It’s a beautiful day, sunny as fuck and not a cloud in sight. The wind has picked up a little the further out we go, and when the softness of her hair brushes against my neck, it sends a shiver racing down my spine.

Taking a seat in the captain’s chair, I pull her onto my lap. The slight curves of her body fit me perfectly. Unable to compromise any longer, discreetly, my hands roam her body. Sliding down her thighs, up her arms, tucking under the small fabric at her hips. I can’t help myself.

Ten minutes or so goes by as we pass over the water like it’s a sheet of glass. I kiss her—her neck, her throat, her jaw. Take a little nip at her shoulder and then soothe it with my tongue.

Concentrating on driving, I’m surprised when she unexpectedly tips her head back so we can kiss.

The instant douse of arousal I feel is unlike that from the small flirtatious moves I’ve been making. This is full-out sexuality. Our lips meet, softly, gingerly. She’s sitting on my thigh, and her ass is against my cock. She shifts a little and I groan softly against the wet slide of her tongue, and all the muscles in my body knot in sweet tension. The fire in my veins bursts into flames from the slight friction, and all I want is more. The pull and push of the connection we share seems to be growing stronger every time we’re together.

Unlatching her lips from mine, she turns back and focuses on the open water.

She feels it too.

The tightening in my cock, the rapid beat of my pulse, and the taste of her left on my tongue puts me into a state of overdrive. I hold onto her fingers, squeeze them, press my naked chest to her bare back, and try to temper my need for her.

Taking what I can, I then inhale a deep breath. Unable to calm the storm raging inside me, I know I have to take action. This isn’t a storm of conflict, this is one of pure male need. “You have to stand up,” I murmur into her ear.

Again, she tips her head back. “Why?”

“You know why.”

The little vixen shifts a little more and grinds a little harder against my cock.

“Behave,” I growl and quickly stand up, bringing her with me, and then I ease up on the throttle and put the cabin cruiser in neutral.

“What’s going on? Jake asks.

I switch the engine off. “Taking a quick dip,” I tell him as I narrow my eyes at Charlotte.

She shrugs all innocent like.

“Remind me to spank you later,” I whisper in her ear.

Surprisingly, I see a thrill in her eyes.

Waggling my brows at her, my little problem is only growing, so I quickly hop up to the side of the boat and dive into the lake. The water is fucking freezing out this far and just what I need. For now anyway.

Splash. Splash.

Jake and Drew are swimming beside me.

Drew grabs me and pulls me under. When I pop up he says, “That was for the headlock earlier.” And then he places his hands on my shoulders and shoves me under again.

Sputtering water, I yell as I come up. “Hey, what was that for?”

“For acting like a pussy.”

And . . . it’s on. We go dunk for dunk, over and over, until we’re both choking and gagging lake water.

Jake’s doing the back float beside us grinning like a motherfucker.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” I say to Drew.

“Damn fucking right I am,” he responds.

Like twin sharks, we hunt him.

When he notices, he screams like a little girl. “No. No. No. Don’t you dare.”

And just like that we take Jake under, with Charlotte and Shannon sitting on the swim platform with their feet in the water as if nothing at all is happening.

Once my balls have shriveled up nice and small and my cock has gone limp, I swim toward my girl. She’s lucky she can’t get her cast wet or I’d be dragging her in this water.

Her legs open and I rest my elbows on the platform between them. When those blue eyes find mine, I feel another brick in the wall I’ve built around myself crumble. Pretty soon there won’t be anything left of the fortress but raw emotion. And believe it or not—I’m okay with that.

Before I get hard again, I should get us to Gull Island. I give my head a little shake, and she screams. “I can’t get my cast wet.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t get it wet,” I grin.

Shannon has returned to the bow and is sunning herself, so I shift to the empty space beside Charlotte and hoist myself up onto the platform, unhinging the ladder for the two sissies still in the water. Once I’m back inside the boat, I offer my hand to Charlotte.

She looks at me skeptically.

Having mastered the face of innocence, I plaster it on.

Sucker.

She takes my hand and bam, I pull her tight against me.

She screams a little at first. “Don’t. You’re so cold.”

But as soon as my hands land on her ass and my lips find hers, neither one of us is talking.

Once everyone is back on board, I’m behind the wheel and flying through the lake. When I glance over my shoulder and see Charlotte sitting next to Drew, holding a beer in her hand like she doesn’t have a care in the world, I honestly can’t remember a time feeling any freer than I do right now.

Kicking the boat into high gear, it’s not long before we reach our destination. I approach Gull Island with caution, keeping at a good distance. There are thousands of boats everywhere and so many more people than that in the water.

Jake navigates from the bow back onto the deck to grab a couple of longnecks. He hands me one. “Well deserved,” he says.

Taking it, we bump shoulders, for no reason, or maybe because we’re here. A big change from a week ago.

I can feel her hot little body near me before she even wraps her arms around my waist and presses it against mine. “This is fun,” she says, resting her chin on my shoulder.

“When you hang with us, that’s all there is,” Jake says with a wink.

I can’t see her eyes, but I’d bet she’s rolling them.

“Speaking of fun, how’s it going with Shannon?” she asks, bringing her voice down even though with the wind and the music she doesn’t have to.

Jake tries to play it cool, but I can see past it. “It’s going . . . okay.”

“Oh, yeah? I haven’t seen you talking that much,” I have to say.

He shrugs.

“What’s going on?” Charlotte asks, sounding truly concerned.

Rubbing his jaw, he surprises me when he says, “I’m not sure what to say.”

Charlotte gives him a little laugh. “Jake, just start talking. The conversation will evolve from there. Why not start with her grandfather? I don’t know, maybe ask her if she has pictures of him with his car, or something like that?”

He gives her a couple of nods. “Not a bad idea.”

I’m trying my best not to burst out in laugher because Charlotte giving Jake dating advice is the funniest thing.

“Don’t even, asshole,” he mutters.

“Go get her, Pretty Boy.” I shove him toward the bow.

Turning to face Charlotte, I hang my arms over her shoulders and let the boat sway beneath my feet. “That was nice of you.”

“It was nothing.”

“That’s not true. You could have made fun of him like I would have, yet you took the time to help him out.”

Her arms go around my waist. “He acts all rough and hard, but inside he’s a softy.”

That makes me laugh. “A softy? I might have to disagree there.”

“Well, I think he is.”

“Hey, there’s Collins’ yacht. He’s throwing a party. Who’s coming with me?” Drew exclaims, practically jumping in the water to get over there.

Shading my eyes, I turn to see the sixty-foot yacht just trolling toward the island.

“Tyler Collins?” Shannon asks.

Jake gives her nod.

“I want to go,” she says already standing.

Jake hadn’t even sat down yet. “Let’s go then.”

And just like that splash, splash, splash, goes our three boat mates off to party with the Detroit Tigers.

“Don’t forget, beads for boobs!” I shout.

Jake throws me the finger.

Giving my attention to Charlotte, I ask her, “Do you want to go? I’m sure we can get close enough so we could wade over.”

“I’d rather stay here with you. Unless you want to go?”

“I’m good here,” I tell her and toss the anchor overboard before grabbing my shades and two cold beers. “Come on, we’ll sit up front.”

We spend the next thirty minutes sunning on the bow of the boat, drinking a little more than we should, talking about baseball, music, and movies. Everything between us right now is easy, free, and fun.

Like when we were younger, except we’re not younger, and hormones are raging. Looking over my sunglasses at her, I ask, “You sure you’re okay with us living at the loft?”

She nods her head. “I promise I’d tell you if I wasn’t.”

I take a long pull from my beer. “When do you want to move your things over?”

For a moment she looks stunned by the question. “I don’t know. I don’t really have that much. What doesn’t fit, we could put in the storage unit I have.”

This would be a good time to discuss what to do with the documents she has in the storage unit, but I don’t want to weigh down the moment with reminders of the heavy. “You decide. We can move your stuff in and mine out, or get rid of it all and start over. It’s totally up to you.”

She swallows, looks over at me, and then draws in a small gasp of air. “You’d do that?”

I sit and turn to face her. “I’d do anything for you.”

Setting her beer down, she grabs for my hand and brings it to her lips. “And I believe you.”

“You should.”

As if inspired, she sits up. “Let’s keep what you have. There isn’t much I have that I want to keep anyway. Probably just my coffeemaker.”

“And we could hit up Crate and Barrel and get whatever else you think we need.”

The smile she gives me is sweet. “I’d like that.” The kiss she gives me after is anything but. It’s lips, and tongue, and teeth. Each tempest touch sends the wildness in me spiraling out of control. Clashing, licking, sucking. Maybe it’s the beer. Maybe it’s the heat. Maybe it’s the water, but I need to get her alone.

I pull back. “Come on. Let’s go down to the cabin,” I tell her. “You’ve had enough sun.”

“I have sunblock on. I could put some more on, but honestly I should be fine.”

“Well I’m not,” I growl into her ear. “I need you on me.”

The tiny triangles covering those small perfect tits have little diamonds protruding from them. “Oh,” she gasps before grinning at me.

She gets me.


 CHAPTER TWELVE

SLIPPERY WHEN WET

Charlotte

THERE’S NO QUESTION about it—I can’t walk on water. I’m too heavy and I’d sink like a stone. Yet, right now, I have to wonder if I tried, if I could, if I would, because I certainly feel like sinking isn’t even a possibility.

Maybe I’m walking on air.

Jasper unhinges the door to the cabin and stands to the side. I step down and look around. It isn’t as small as I thought it would be. There’s a wet bar, a bathroom, a dresser, and a bed shaped like the bow.

The boat sways as I take a step inside and then turn to see Jasper locking the door behind him. The porthole windows allow a dim view, and I can see the way the muscles in his back flex with his movement, long and strong. His ass, more than perfect, and his strong legs and arms, are all parts of him I can’t wait to touch. When he turns, all I can see is his tight stomach, taut and fine, with a single line of faint hair trailing from his navel into the waistband of his bright-orange board shorts. His belly button is perfection, and all I can think about is dipping my tongue into it. And then there’s his cock, hidden by the fabric covering it, yet eager and waiting for some attention.

I’m not sure when I developed a case of sex on the brain, but I have it bad. At eighteen, I never felt the sexual urges like those around me in high school, at twenty-one the freedom to drink legally didn’t loosen my inhibitions, by twenty-five, I’d given up on the idea of sex being appealing, but now, at twenty-eight, I can’t seem to get enough.

And it’s because of him—not just his body, but his mind and his soul. All of him.

Not drunk, but a little tipsy, I reach around and pull the strings to my bikini top before he’s taken the final step down. Anxious, I’m out of my bottoms before he’s even standing in front of me.

He swallows, meeting my gaze, and breathes out, “You’re so fucking gorgeous.”

Running my fingers up his chest, I take a step to the side. One, and then another, until somehow I manage to shift us so he’s the one who’s closer to the bed.

His body contracts with pleasure.

I push him back. “You make me feel that way.”

Maybe a little surprised that I’m taking the lead, he pops up on his elbows and inches his way back until his head reaches the scattering of throw pillows. “I can never get enough of you.”

Loving hearing that, I can’t help but think that what happened earlier with my mother should have left me drained. Instead, it seems to have done the opposite—given me strength and courage, an assuredness about myself I never remember feeling. Then again, it could simply be a result of the way Jasper is looking at me. “I want to taste you,” I whisper as I hover over him, bringing my knees to his.

He watches for one stunned moment as my fingers start down his warm, sculpted chest, slowly ascending to the edge of his waistband.

It doesn’t take long for his hands to begin to explore my thighs and move onto my stomach, then up to tweak my nipples. My sex burns with need as I slide my fingers into his swim trunks.

Raising his hips, he helps me ease his bottoms down. Springing out, his straining cock is freed. It’s long, thick, and hot, and in my fist before Jasper has a chance to kick his swim trunks to the ground. It pulses against my palm as I skim my hand upward, and I love that even this slight contact arouses him. When I barely brush the head, Jasper’s hips surge forward, and I can’t help but grin. Making sure he doesn’t move, I grip his shaft, keeping him in place.

He looks down at me, his gaze dark, lustful, and ready. His palms go flat against the mattress. His body is taut with tension and maybe screaming for release.

Lowering myself, I look up at him and return his gaze with the same passion I see in his. As soon as our eyes lock, I mouth the inside of his thigh, tasting lake water and him, and wanting more. I suck a little, lick a little, press my teeth into his flesh, nipping hard enough that he cries out.

I can feel his eyes on me as I draw my tongue up his thigh to his shaft and open my mouth ever so slightly around his crown. Keeping it there, I let my hot breath seep over his even hotter flesh. He shivers and it excites me. Moving slowly, gripping his cock with my good hand, I move it back and forth, letting it brush lightly against my lips.

His hands are still at his sides and he’s scrunching the fabric covering the mattress with his fingers.

When I run my lips along the underside of his cock, stopping along the way to feel the smooth, velvety skin that covers his giant hardness against my tongue, he closes his eyes and pumps his hips. It’s such a primal move that it sets my blood on fire.

Moving a little faster with small, quick flicks of my tongue back up his shaft, I concentrate on the head of his cock and take it into my mouth. Just a little, enough to cover his tip with the dark confines of my wetness.

That’s enough to set him off.

Jasper shudders and his eyes fly open. He’s looking down at me with those brown eyes and want written all over him. He licks his lips and blinks, waiting. That patience he only seems to have for me surfacing.

I wait a little too, allowing my tongue to lick around only the tip of his cock.

“Please,” he says at last. “Please . . .”

Wishing I could hold out a little longer, make him all the more ready for what I want to give him, I know I can’t. Impatient myself, I give in. I just can’t make him wait another minute.

I want to give him what he wants—always and forever.

Engulfing him, I take him into my mouth. Greedy to taste him, I suck him hard, harder than I ever have. I use my hand to follow the path of my tongue and soon the rhythm I create allows me to fuck him with my mouth.

My pussy is swollen and dripping with need, so when he slides his fingers into my hair and anchors them there, pulling just a little hard, he makes me gasp.

His groans of enjoyment send a rippling wave of pleasure tearing through my body. It can’t be possible, but I’m coming and he hasn’t even touched me. As colors fill my vision, I let Jasper fuck my mouth in the way he needs to. Faster and faster, his hips surge forward. My jaw goes slack and that allows him to go deeper. When his cock hits the back of my throat, his groans are louder than I think I’ve ever heard. He’s on the brink, I can tell. And I can’t wait to taste him.

Just as the rainbow of light I’m seeing through my eyes starts to fade, he stops and reaches for me, rolling us so that I’m on my back.

“Hey . . . what are you doing?” I ask feeling dazed.

“This is where I take over,” he pants.

Stunned, I can’t do anything but look at him. “But I—”

He silences me with a heart-stopping kiss. “I know what you want, and the next time I promise I’ll finish in your mouth, but right now, I need to be inside you.”

The shirtless Adonis-like vision of ripped abs and sculpted shoulders is bending down. Long and lean, my mouth waters at the sight, and I concede. “What are you doing now?” I ask impatiently.

Sitting back up, he has my bikini top in his hand. Without a word, he lifts my arms above my head.

I glance up and watch as he uses my top to wrap my wrists, cast and all, a few times, before securing it to a hook where a floatation device is attached. I tug at the straps, my eyes darting to his, and he grins.

A sly, seductive raise of his brow has my insides twisting. “It was either this or that spanking I promised you.”

Swallowing hard, I can’t resist answering, “Maybe you should have let me pick?”

He looks too sure of himself, too cocky. A man who always thinks he knows the answer. “Would you have picked the alternative?”

“You’ll never know,” I purr, my face heating.

“Nah, you wouldn’t have,” he says with a rasp of uncertainty.

I shrug and arch my spine. He’s right, I wouldn’t, but I won’t spill it now.

His palm presses flat to my belly. “Next time we’ll find out,” he promises and kisses me, and kisses me, and kisses me.

Kiss after kiss, his hands and mouth explore my body in the most erotic way. “I’ve been dying to touch these for hours,” he groans as his lips find my breasts, giving them each equal attention. Licking, tugging, and sucking on each one of my nipples before soothing the pain with his tongue.

Slowly, his mouth travels to my stomach, his lips leaving a white-hot path as they trail down my thigh, my ankle, and then back up the other side of my body. Finally, he pauses and centers himself just above me.

Bound, I should be afraid, but I’m not. Not with him.

He puts a finger inside me, then two, stretching me a little. He strokes me in and out, as if his fingers were his cock.

I breathe in, and in, and in, almost forgetting to let the air from my lungs come out until it hisses out in a shuddering sigh. Shameless, I push myself against his hand. Unable to stand the wait any longer, I blurt out, “I thought you couldn’t wait to get inside me?”

Sexual tension fills the room. He laughs, the sound broken by his own harsh intake of breath. “I couldn’t. I can’t,” he hisses and then proceeds to rub the head of his cock around my swollen and very ready pussy, over and over.

Payback.

Not being able to use my hands is getting to me. I’m on the edge and can’t take another minute of waiting. “Jasper, please, I need you,” I plead softly.

And because he’s Jasper, because he never could resist giving me what I ask for, he abandons whatever his plan was and plunges inside me.

My pulse leaps as he fills me and I cry out his name.

“Fuck, you feel incredible,” he mutters and unties my arms with one tug.

Free to move, I wrap my arms and legs around him. The slight change in angle allows him to bury his cock deeper inside me.

A low cry escapes my throat at the tiny spark of pain that only spurs the pleasure.

Fully inside me, he starts to move. Slow, smooth strokes at first, then after a few moments, faster. Harder. Deeper.

The boats sways and our bodies rock right along with it.

Hard and fast, he moves. I follow, my body writhing beneath him. Soon enough, we’re fucking. Really fucking. Wild. Out of control fucking. And I love it. I love the look on his face. The way he’s making me feel. The scent of sex in the air. Even the sounds we’re making.

“Fuck, oh, fuck, you’re so tight,” he murmurs.

My heart hammers, the beat of it so loud in my ears I can’t even hear the water lapping against the boat.

Our lips crash together at the same pace as our bodies are moving. He’s powering in and out of me, and I love it. In one quick move he’s changing positions. Grabbing my waist with one hand and my ass with the other, he drags me to the edge of the mattress and pulls my legs over his shoulders.

Just like that he’s deeper inside me than he’s ever been. He watches himself slide in and out. I watch him. The way his chest moves at the same rapid pace as his excitement. The way his long cock exposes itself and then disappears. Soon though, I’m finding it hard to concentrate because his harder, deeper thrusts are dragging across my clit and causing tiny sparks of fairytale-like pleasure.

I’m so incredibly turned on that everything inside me draws tighter, knotting, twisting, turning, until I begin to feel like I’m unraveling. When my orgasm strikes, it strikes hard. My fingers dig into his skin. I cry out. Blasting colors and waves of light flash before me. A rainbow so vivid, it blinds me. “I’m coming!” I scream in ecstasy.

My pussy clenches and I know he can feel it in his cock because everything about him changes.

Sweat coats his brow. His body goes rigid. His lashes flutter. His lips twist. “I’m coming too,” he murmurs bending to bury his head against my shoulder, biting down as his cock jerks fiercely inside me. And then he thrusts one more time, hard enough to throw us both back down onto the mattress. In that instant that we both split apart, I swear I can feel my inner muscles ripple around his pulsing cock. A roar-like noise rips from his throat as he continues to come. It’s rough and wild, and the sound is spellbinding.

While I lay panting, warmth rushes through my limbs to the tips of my fingers and ends of my toes.

Jasper looks down at me. Opens his mouth to say something but closes it without words. Opens it again. Closes it, and then he flops to his back. One hand beneath his tousled hair and the other pulling me over to him. He’s quiet.

I prop up on my elbow to look at him. “Wow,” I whisper, still picturing the look on his face when he came. It was the hardest he’d ever come with me, and it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

“Yeah.” He exhales slowly, his fingers combing through my hair as he catches his breath.

I smile languorously. “So that was pretty intense.”

“Yeah,” he repeats.

I laugh softly. “Are you going to say anything except, yeah?”

“Yeah,” he repeats again with a cute chuckle.

I crawl closer, resting my chin on his shoulder. “I’m waiting.”

He grins at me and shakes his head, that silky brown hair falling over his eyes.

“At least tell me what you are thinking.”

Still grinning, he pulls me on top of him. “I’m thinking what just occurred between us had to be the best sex of my life.”

Feeling smug, even though I felt the same way, I smile at him and then kiss him on the lips. “Don’t stop there. Go on.”

His head falls to the pillow. “You need to give me a minute to recover before I can have this conversation.”

Lowering my head, I can’t help but feel that I fit against his chest like I was made to be here. He kisses my temple and I can’t help but think that his lips are meant to kiss me. And when his arms wrap around me so perfectly, the only thing I know for sure is that we are two missing puzzle pieces in life that have come together.

Not long after, he shifts beneath and rises up on his elbows. “I’m also thinking,” he whispers, as if still finding the ability to speak.

I raise my head and look into his eyes, placing my palms flat on his chest and over his rapidly beating heart.

“That sex was just sex before you, but with you, it’s so much more. It means so much more. It feels so incredibly better. I can’t explain this very well, but when I’m with you, I’m not rushing to the end to get the adrenaline high I used to crave. For some reason, I don’t need it.”

Touched by his honesty and his feelings, I reach to press a soft kiss to his lips. “That means more to me than you could ever know,” I whisper.

Sitting up, he brings me with him so I’m straddling his lap, and then pins me with those chocolate pools. “Charlotte, I’m in—”

No.

No.

No.

Placing my hand over his mouth before he can finish, I can’t stop my entire body from shaking.

Love. That’s the next word. I know it because I feel it too.

My heart stops and I squeeze my eyes shut. “Don’t say it,” I whisper.

He takes my chin in his hand. “Hey, look at me.”

“Don’t say it,” I repeat, keeping my eyes closed.

“Okay, okay, I won’t. But talk to me.”

Opening my eyes, I look into his. I hate the confusion I see in them. “Everyone who has ever told me that has left me. Forgotten me,” I admit.

His deep intake of breath tells me he’s searching for the best way to respond. “They’re just words,” he says, as if trying to make light of it or maybe erase his hurt. “They don’t change what we have or how we feel.”

That just makes me cry.

“Shhh . . . don’t cry, baby. I’m not going anywhere, I promise,” he soothes and then holds me. Holds me like he’s never going to let go.

I don’t know how much time passes before I’m able to pull back and look at him. “Jasper, I—” I start to tell him that I love him too, because maybe he needs to hear it.

Those soft lips land on mine and silence me. When we’re both breathless, he pulls back and taps my behind. “What do you say we get back on deck before everyone returns?”

With a laugh, I stand up and wipe my eyes, thankful for his lead back to normalcy. “You’re dying to know which I’d have picked, aren’t you?”

Tugging up his board shorts, he puffs out his chest. “I already told you, I know the answer.”

With my bottoms on, I slip my top over my neck and turn for him to tie the back strap. “Are you sure?”

His fingers tie a bow and then slide down to my behind. “If you keep it up, I’d be happy to try it now.”

Reaching for the door, I unlock it. “Last one on deck has to jump in.”

“Hey, that’s cheating,” he yells lunging for me.

Before I hit the top stair, he’s hoisting me over his shoulder and stepping onto the deck. “Looks like I win.”

“Put me down, Jasper!”

Ignoring me, he carries me toward the swim platform.

“I can’t get my cast wet.”

Steady on the platform, he lowers me down and laughing, he dives in the water. Moments later he surfaces and still laughing, he hoists himself up.

My legs spread wide to balance myself, and with the ebb and flow of the water, I can’t move fast enough for what I know is coming.

Grabbing me, Jasper pulls me flush to his body.

The cold feels good against my warm flesh and this time I don’t argue.

We end up lying on the cushion of the wraparound bench, me on top of him, his body cool and comforting, a towel shielding me from the harsh rays.

The sun overhead, the rocking of the boat, the lake air, and the amazing sex makes us both a little sleepy. It’s not until I hear splashing and the thumping of feet on the platform that I realize I fell asleep.

Pushing up on my elbows, I look down at Jasper to see him shielding the sun from his eyes as he looks up.

“Wake up, sleeping beauties.” Jake’s voice booms.

Drew’s head pops into view from the edge of the boat. He’s wearing a bandana around his head and an eye patch. “You gotta be shitting me? You’re sleeping during Jobbie Nooner?”

Hopping to my feet, I step aside.

Jake is hovering above Jasper and pretends to step down right onto Jasper’s groin.

Jasper moves fast and rolls off the bench. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

Jake laughs and hops down, holding out his hand for Shannon, who is wearing a single beaded necklace, and then he offers a hand to Jasper. “Don’t worry bro, I wouldn’t hurt the jewels.”

He doesn’t sound in the least bit wasted.

I turn to Shannon. “How was it?”

“Oh, my God, it was so much fun. You should have come. All the Tigers were there.”

I give her a smile, and think, I had so much fun too.

With the platform clear, Drew climbs the ladder and two dark-haired women, who look like twins, with huge boobs bursting out of their itty bitty bikini tops are behind him.

Jasper is standing behind me now and he wraps his arms around my waist, and whispers in my ear, “Best Jobbie Nooner I ever attended.”

“But you had no beads to give away,” I tease.

“But I had you, and nothing could be better than that.”

I melt right here in his arms—and it’s not from the sun or the warmth of his skin.

Once Drew and company are on deck, Drew hangs his arms around each of the women’s shoulders. “This is Hailey,” he points to the girl on his right who must be wearing more than a dozen beaded necklaces, “and this is Bailey,” he points to the girl on his left, who is wearing way more necklaces than her sister.

“Actually, I’m Hailey,” says the girl on his left.

“And I’m Bailey,” says the other.

Drew just shrugs.

Jasper reaches around me and shakes each of their hands and I do the same. “Nice to meet you both,” I say, but they aren’t interested in anything but Drew.

When Jake opens the cooler to discover the beers are all gone, he looks at Jasper. “Bro, you drank them all?”

Jasper holds me even tighter against his warm body. “It wasn’t me, it was Charlotte.”

I scoff and nudge him in the gut.

He laughs.

Drew sits down with a girl on each knee. “No beer, then I think it’s time to blow this Popsicle stand.”

Jasper looks out over the horizon to where the sun is just starting to set. “Yeah, it’s probably time to head back.”

With the anchor lifted and the motor roaring, Jasper stands at the wheel and trudges slowly out of the play zone.

From the captain’s chair, I look around the quiet of the boat.

Drew is heavily involved in a double make out session. I’m not sure how I feel about that. Then again, it’s really none of my business.

Jake and Shannon are sitting on the chair across from me, quietly looking out onto the lake.

Once we’re in the open water, Jasper pulls me to stand in front of him. With one hand on the wheel, he pushes down on the throttle with the other. In no time, he has us tearing through the water and over each and every wave like he was born to move fast.

My man.

Who walks fast.

Talks fast.

Drives fast.

And fucks fast.

All speed and hard edges . . . with the softest of hearts.

Over my shoulder I whisper, “By the way, you made the right choice. That’s what I would have picked.”

Sneaking a palm to caress my behind, he mouths, “I know that.”

And I smile.

I love that he knows me.

Gets me.

And that he’s okay with who I am.


 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

IN REVERSE

Jasper

THE SOUND OF my cell ringing from the other room doesn’t bother me.

The truth is there never seems to be enough time to get everything done you want to get done.

There will always be a trade-off.

This for that.

That for this.

But when I’m with Charlotte, I’m unwilling to make that trade-off, so I ignore the call. Whoever it is will either call back later or leave a message.

The creamy white sheet that perfectly matches her skin tone covers our bodies from head to toe. I caress my hand down her back, feeling her silky soft flesh while I dust light kisses all over her face.

She giggles and my heart skips a beat.

I really fucking love that sound.

“That tickles.” She laughs from inside our cocoon.

I bury my stubble-covered face in her neck and suck on the spot behind her ear that I know doesn’t tickle, but turns her on.

There’s so much I know about her and so much more I want to learn.

Her breathing picks up the minute my lips apply a little more pressure. She definitely isn’t ticklish in that spot—the sounds she’s making assure me of that.

“This doesn’t tickle, does it?” I murmur in her ear, knowing for a fact that the more I suck, the wetter she’ll get.

“Maybe it does,” she answers, and her voice sounds breathy. Turned on.

I laugh. “Give it up now, Charlotte. I know I’m right.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because,” I answer, “I know that it makes you drip for me.”

Her hands fly to her face. “Oh, my God, you have such a dirty mouth.”

“And you can’t get enough of it,” I growl, taking her lips with a swooping kiss.

She kisses me back with all she has. And she has so much to give. I want to be able to open her up and help her let her past go, the way I have been able to because of her, but she’s not there yet.

I can wait.

Choosing to focus on what works between us, and not what needs work, is the road I’ve decided to take. Very grown up choice for a guy with a fuck this attitude. That is why I refuse to dwell on what happened yesterday—that I’d found the courage to tell her I love her, feelings I’ve never had for anyone and words I can’t ever remember telling anyone—and she shut down.

I’m not thinking about that today.

“Now admit that when I kiss you behind the ear, you get wet for me.”

All I get is a shake of the head.

“I’ll bet you that blow job you promised me yesterday that I’m right.”

She rolls her eyes. Actually rolls her eyes. “Of course you would.”

To prove my point, I suck on that spot until she moans and then I swipe my finger across her very wet pussy and bring it to my lips. “See, soaking wet.” I grin and insert my finger in my mouth, tasting all of her sweetness.

She stares at me with those wild blue eyes. Her breathing ramped, her cheeks flushed, and her body amped up.

And then just for fun, I take my finger and rub it over those lush lips, and stare back at her, waiting for her to admit I was right.

I give her some time. I know she’s tired. We stayed up late and woke early reliving the experience that took place on the boat. Over and over we brought each other to climax, and every time was just as spectacular as the last.

Time running out, I nip at her earlobe, “Say it.”

She narrows her eyes at me.

“Say it.”

With a huff, she finally admits, “You were right, I’m not ticklish there. Are you happy?”

Close enough.

Satisfied, I roll my raging erection and myself onto my back, more than ready for some more action. But when I pull the sheet from our heads, I blink at the brightness of the daylight and jump up. “Fuck, what time is it?”

She burrows out of the sheet and crawls up on her stomach. “I don’t know, when we woke up it was still dark.”

Finding her cellphone on the dresser, I look at it. “Phew, it’s only seven thirty. I have to meet the guys downtown at nine though, so we’re going to have to hurry.”

She too jumps out of bed. “Oh, shit,” she swears, and she never swears.

I cock my head curiously with a grin.

She pulls one of my t-shirts over her head. “I’m going to be late for work on my first day back.”

Bending over in uncontrollable laughter, I manage to say, “You’re going to be more than a little late because you still owe me that blow job, and this,” I point down to my saluting cock, “needs some attention.”

“Rain check for tonight?” she offers sheepishly.

I shake my head no, and point once again.

This can’t wait.

With her freckles bright, her eyes narrowed, and her hair a beautiful mess of tangles, she says, “How about I watch you jerk off in the shower while I get ready?”

Incredulous, I say, “I don’t jerk off in the shower.”

“Yes, you do. I saw you.”

“Excuse me?” I manage, knowing I haven’t jerked off in weeks, and not at all since she’s been in my bed.

Fuck, I haven’t had to.

With a shrug, she scurries across the hall and into the bathroom, leaving the door open behind her.

Both laughing and practically crying with humor, I compose myself and follow her. “When exactly did you see me in the shower?”

Already at the sink brushing her teeth, she talks around a mouth full of toothpaste. “Maybe you could forget I even mentioned that?”

Caging her in, I whisper in her ear, “Tell me.”

Setting her toothbrush down, she turns.

My hands on either side of her hot little body, I say again, “Tell me.” I know I’m rattling her, and honestly it doesn’t really matter, I’m not embarrassed. Just very curious. I mean, come on, guys jerk off all the time. They put a loose fist around an erect penis and stimulate their genitalia. It’s been going on since the beginning of time. In high school we learned about healthy strokes for Christ’s sake. Don’t do it in the prone position, limit how often you do it standing up, you should be on your back. Really? Does it matter? Masturbation is masturbation.

She covers her eyes with her hands. “I can’t. It’s too embarrassing.”

Taking her hands from her face, I hold onto them. “Never be embarrassed around me.”

She sighs. “Okay . . . but I don’t want you to get upset.”

I pin her up against the counter. “Does this feel like a man who’s getting upset?”

Her cheeks turn pink as she blurts out, “The day we went biking and came here afterwards, you went to take a shower. Someone was buzzing to come up, so I was going to knock and ask you what you wanted me to do. The bathroom door was open a crack and when I looked in, I saw you. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have watched.”

“It’s okay,” I grin.

“I’m really sorry,” she says again.

Giving her a break, I don’t pressure her to finish her story. I remember the day well. The pent-up sexual energy that had been building. The need to release it before I spent any more time with her because I knew moving too fast wasn’t the right move. Although I don’t ask her to go on, I am curious. “Tell me,” I say running my hands down her body. “Did you like it?” My voice is huskier than I mean it to be.

The small noise that eeps out her throat gives me her answer before she even speaks. “Yes, I did.”

“Enough that you’d want to see it again?” I’d rather have the blowjob, but her mindset isn’t there so I’ll take this option.

She risks a glance down toward my groin. “Yes.”

That’s all it takes.

I can’t help myself.

When I’m with her, I feel like a shark that has just tasted blood in the water; all I want is more, more, more.

With a few steps back, I turn the water on and step under the lukewarm spray. Once my body is wet and the water warmer, I run a slow hand over my stomach and down to my thighs before firmly settling my cock in my fist. Then I start to pump it slowly from base to crown and down again as she watches me. Up, down, up, down, up down.

She looks mesmerized and I’d do this every day for her just to see the look I’m seeing on her face right now.

I lean back against the wall, the water dripping down my chin, onto my chest, and right down to my cock. This time when my hand slides down, I give my balls a squeeze.

She swallows a moan.

“Take your shirt off,” I whisper in a voice rough-edged with need.

If I needed to jerk off, it would be to her face, her body, and the thought of her tight little pussy clenching around my cock, so why not see the real thing.

Her eyes flash and then without hesitation, she pulls the cotton over her head and steps closer. The room fills with steam, but not enough to block my vision of her perfect tits and heavenly body.

The sight of her standing there picture perfect, my back arches and my head tips back, water splashing me as I continue to stroke my cock slowly, much more slowly than when she saw me last time.

Slow turns into fast when I look over at her and see her run her hands over her breasts and down her body. She stops to watch me as my cock disappears inside my curled fingers, watches how I add a little extra stroke around the head when I notice her breathing pick up, and then when her hand moves between her legs, I give a stroke to my balls.

Rubbing soap onto my palm, I back myself up against the wall.

Half a minute later, she steps into the shower, all harsh pants and biting her lip. Sexy as fuck.

Just looking at her has me losing control. My fist pumps faster, slick with lube, and my hips rise and fall to meet every thrust until I can’t hold on any longer. “Come for me,” I breathe.

She nods and takes her clit between her thumb and fingers and squeezes, rubs, circles.

My breath bursts out of me and I find myself biting my own lip.

I’m hand fucking myself even faster now.

When she steps closer to me, I use both hands, and this time when my breath bursts out of me in a groan that’s too loud for this small space, I can’t hold it back. “Oh, fuck,” I cry. “Oh, Charlotte.”

Words tumble from her lips. Her mouth falls open. Her face contorts into pleasure. And I can tell she’s coming.

I am too.

Hot wetness spatters. It pumps out of me in two hard spurts. The rest surges over my hand as I cup the head of my cock and stroke a few last times.

My eyes never leave hers, she watches every single move I make, and as the water washes away my evidence of desire for her, I reach for her. Bring her trembling body to my chest. Press her face to my skin. Stroke her hair. And the entire time the words I love you sit on my tongue.

When both of our beating hearts calm, we wash, and then I pull the lever, shutting off the water.

“See, that didn’t take that much time,” I joke, grabbing some towels.

She smiles at me. “Maybe next time we’re in a hurry we could just do it in the shower.”

With a raised brow, I wrap a towel around my waist. “Is that your way of telling me masturbation is off the table?”

“Maybe. I like your hands on me more than I like my own,” she admits, “but I really liked watching you.”

Laughing at her honesty, my response is simple. “Anytime you want to watch me, just let me know.”

Wrapping a towel around her, I want to dry her, pat the water away, and lick the excess drops, but we both have to start our day. She needs to head upstairs and I have an auction to get to.

It’s a big day.

By eight twenty she’s kissing me quickly. “You sure you don’t mind if I don’t go with you today?”

“I’m sure. It will be over quick and we could really use you here to post the announcement as soon as it happens.”

“I’ll be watching the news.” She smiles with a lift on her toes and another peck to my cheek. “Good luck,” she says and then heads up the stairs. “Oh, and Jasper,” she calls.

I look up.

“I’m so proud of you,” she says blowing me kiss.

I shoot her a wink. Pride swells within me and I think I might be turning a little pink. Talk about being a sissy. After I watch her disappear into the loft, I’m grabbing my keys and cellphone to head out the door. Just as I’m about to open it, I hear someone put a key in the lock. I pull the door open to see Will standing in front of me looking like shit. “What are you doing here?” I ask. “We said we’d meet downtown.”

Walking by me, he heads for the stairs. “I left you a message earlier that I was coming by first. I need to grab some papers off my desk.”

Not looking me in the eye doesn’t get past me and an uneasy feeling moves through me. “What’s going on?”

The click of his dress shoes on the spiral staircase leading to the loft is my only response.

Upstairs, I hear voices—him and Charlotte speaking—and then he’s coming back down the stairs with a folder in his hand.

Breezing by me, he raises his arm. “See you there.”

No way I’m letting it go this easy. I’m on his heels. “Hold on, I’ll ride over with you.”

Scoffing, he tries to dissuade me. “I have some calls to make.”

“Then I’ll drive and you can do whatever it is you have to do.”

He sighs. “Whatever, your choice.”

I already made it.


 CHAPTER FOURTEEN

NO PARKING

Charlotte

FOR A LOT of people, owning a bed-and-breakfast is a dream come true. Living in a beautiful old house on the beach that is off the beaten path. Meeting new and interesting people all the time. Being the social hub of a small community. The food. The wine. The stories. And, of course, getting paid for all of it.

When I sold the Butterfly House to the Underwoods, I knew they couldn’t be more thrilled. Katy and David are in their mid-forties. Both had retired from Wallstreet. They have no kids. And they were dying to get out of New York City.

As I stare at the email from Katy Underwood, I’m almost afraid to open it. What if they don’t like life on the beach? The sand. The corrosion. The sea air. Living in an old house that needs a lot of repairs. Roof shingles. Leaky windows. Steps that are in constant need of new planks. In a place where you can never get out of the kitchen. Dishes. Dishes. And more dishes.

With the television on, I click open the email with the subject, ‘The B&B.’ To conquer my nerves, I quickly scan the body of the letter for words like regret, remorse, and unhappy. Thankfully, I don’t find any.

I take the fact that it starts with, ‘My dearest Charlotte,’ to mean that the lengthy letter contains nothing negative. Slowly, I start to read it. Katy loves the people. She’s upgraded the kitchen appliances. Bought some new bedding. Hosted a few of the Detroit Tigers and their wives.

I wonder if any of them were at Jobbie Nooner yesterday?

Thinking of Jobbie Nooner makes me grin.

Katy goes on to tell me David has really gotten the place in shape. Most of the repairs at the main house are made and he is working on the boathouse. I pause and reread the next passage. ‘David was tearing down some of the walls to expand the boathouse when he stumbled across a closet that had been hidden by one of the boats that no longer runs. Inside it he found a box of papers with Laneworth Automotive written across it. He hasn’t opened it. Let us know what you’d like us to do with it?’ she writes.

The burn in my chest won’t dissipate. I have to really struggle to hold back the urge to cry. Instead, I continue reading, thirsty for more. I don’t find any more though. Not on the box. Katy tells me how much they love the water. That summer has been good to them and they hate for it to end. In the closing she writes, ‘Please come to visit before the summer’s end, we’d love to have you.’

My fingers hover over the keypad.

I’ve put my father’s concerns to rest.

Tom Worth did something despicable. I don’t know what exactly and I may never know.

I’ve accepted that.

I’m ignoring what my mother told me—that it wasn’t him. Of course she’d think that.

Tomorrow, I will be arranging for movers to move my things from my apartment to my storage unit. When I do, I’m going to have them destroy the boxes inside it.

It’s time to close that chapter of my life. With that, I type the following message to Katy, ‘I’m so thrilled you and David are happy at the Butterfly House. I really appreciate you reaching out to me, and I hope to be able to make it to Mackinac Island soon.’”

I pause, contemplating what to tell her to do with the box, and then I decide. I type what I know is right. ‘I have no use for the Laneworth documents. I am sorry to trouble you, but feel free to dispose of the box.’

Once I hit send, I say out loud, “The end.”

And I mean it.


 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

SHOTGUN

Jasper

RIDING SHOTGUN.

It used to be a privilege.

Earning the right to ride in the front passenger seat was always the goal when the four of us guys were tooling around in my piece-of-shit neon-green Nissan.

Let’s face it though, of all the seats in the car, no one wanted to be the guy who was riding bitch. In the center backseat, sandwiched between either two dudes, or a dude and a chick, was very unappealing. Especially when the chick beside you wasn’t yours, because if she was, you wouldn’t be riding bitch.

But hey, even I wasn’t always the driver. And once or twice I was even the one riding bitch. But you can bet your ass if I wasn’t driving that I was doing whatever it took to ride shotgun.

Kiss ass.

Suck the waitress at Bedrocks tits.

Ride my bike naked to the drive-in.

I didn’t care.

Whatever stupid task was put out there, I did it. Then again, I would do just about anything to win that spot.

Back then, being shotgun meant something. The role was crucial. It meant windows up or down, changing the radio stations or sliding in a CD, calling out landmarks, and yes, flagging down hot girls.

Looking over at the guy who is about to ride shotgun in my car, I can’t help but think how things have changed.

We’re no longer those crazy, wild kids who couldn’t shut up.

The walk to the car is made without any exchange of words. Getting in, there are no calls about anything. Not an, “I’m shotgun.” And not even a, “Let me drive.” Something is going on. That fact is driven home when the drive out of the garage is also made in silence, and then the first quarter mile to Park Avenue is driven in utter silence.

I can’t fucking take it.

So as soon as I turn onto Washington Blvd and floor the gas, I break it. “You better go ahead and make your calls. We’ll be at the courthouse in less than ten minutes.”

He rubs his hands on his slacks, a sure sign of sweaty palms and nerves. “I’ll make the calls later.”

Hmmm . . .

Sure he will.

What he forgets is how well I know him. Shit, eighteen years is a long time. He was the geeky kid who needed a friend, just as much as I did. We were two boys who lived in the crappiest of apartment buildings, in the even crappier of areas in Detroit, with mothers who couldn’t control us. Well, mine couldn’t control me, and his was never around to control him, so we raised each other. Me the wild one, him the tempered one; when mixed together we turned out okay. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”

“Not really,” he says looking out the window.

Slamming on my brakes and jerking into a loading zone, I jam the car in park.

He levels me with the brooding gaze that he should know I mastered. “What the fuck?”

Some might call me a hothead because I am one, and no one triggers that hot button more than my best friends. “No, not what the fuck! Tell me what the fuck is going on!”

“Drop it, Jasper.”

Not going to happen. “I won’t. I’m not moving from this spot until you talk to me.”

A glance at his watch doesn’t change anything. “We’re going to be late.”

I cock my head to the side. “We won’t be late if you tell me what’s going on. What? Are you a girl? Are you mad that we went without you yesterday?”

He snorts. “Fuck you.”

It’s a start. “Does that make you feel better? What else you got? I can take it. In fact, I can sit here all day and listen to you curse me to hell and back, but that isn’t going to change the fact I’m your best friend and I know you obviously have something going on.”

He lets out a weary sigh. “I didn’t want to do this now.”

“Well we are.”

“Fine then. It’s Bunny. She’s out.”

Shocked, I repeat what he said. “Your mother is out?”

He nods. “Right after I left you guys yesterday, she called me to go pick her up at the women’s penitentiary.”

Trying to contain my shock, I put both hands on the wheel and squeeze. “But she was in for ten years.”

“Early parole,” he says matter-of-factly.

I rub my smooth-shaven jaw. “Early parole? How?”

Will’s mother had been a prostitute from the day I met him. At nine, we didn’t really understand what a John was or that her pimp wasn’t really her friend. But as the years went by, all that shit explained itself.

In the summers, she spent her nights out on street corners, hopping into cars and meeting in dark alleys to conduct business. In the winters though, she used her bedroom. I hated that time of year for Will. As if hearing your mother sucking off a guy isn’t bad enough, having to clean her up after a John got a little too rough was torture for him.

And then there was the same asshole who would stop by with a bagful of drugs and looking to take whatever cash Will hadn’t managed to sneak out of her drawer. Her pimp would beat on her too. Leave her bruised and so doped up sometimes she wouldn’t get out of bed for days. Will always took care of her, though. Cleaned her up. Fed her. Whatever she needed.

When Will was old enough, he tried to get her to stop. But she wouldn’t. I don’t think she could. She was an addict. Heroine. We’d find the needles stuck in the garbage in the kitchen. Eventually, she stopped trying to hide anything. In fact, she used to ask Will to help her shoot up. And selling her body was the only way she could keep up her addiction.

After Will went away to college, she lied and told him she was going to rehab. Six months later he found out she’d been accused of second-degree murder. She claimed self-defense. She’d stabbed her pimp to death over a drug squabble. The jury must have felt sorry for her because they gave her a reduced sentence of ten years.

Still in some state of shock himself, Will says, “She has no idea how she got out.”

“She had to have applied for it. Don’t you think?”

He shakes his head no. “She knew nothing about it. Someone petitioned for it and someone else granted it.”

“Did you ask Whitney to look into it for you?”

Solemnly, he shakes his head. “I broke it off with her this morning.”

My head darts in his direction. “Why would you do that?” I snap, but I already know why.

His mother.

That dark hair of his couldn’t get any more rumpled, but it’s not from lack of trying because he runs a hand through it anyway. “You want to hear how my first night went with Bunny back in my life? And then you’ll know why I had to break it off with Whitney.”

That familiar burn of discomfort in my chest flares. “You brought your mother back to your place?”

“What was I supposed to do with her? Leave her on the street?”

“Fuck, Will, you have to let her find her own way. You can’t keep taking care of her.”

The pain on his face kills me. “She has no one but me, Jasper. You know that.”

My stomach is sick. I do know that. That’s why Bunny behind bars was the best place for her. She couldn’t continue to ruin Will’s life from there. “What happened?” I ask softly.

His hands run down his face and I can see whatever happened isn’t good. “She insisted she stay on the sofa; I should have known she was up to something, right?”

I shrug. Uncertain.

“Well, I didn’t. I went to bed, and around four this morning I heard it.”

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

He’s not going to tell me what I think he is. Please?

“I froze Jasper. I’m twenty-eight fucking years old and I froze. It took me over five minutes to make myself go out there. Sure enough, she had some guy’s dick in her mouth while he sat at my kitchen table doing a line of coke with a hundred dollar bill that she’d obviously used first.”

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

“What did you do?”

“I hauled him up by the back of his shirt and threw him out into my hallway with his pants at his ankles.”

“And your mother?”

He shakes his head.

For a minute, I sit here contemplating the best way to tell him he needs to let her go. Kick her out. Send her on her merry way. Goodbye. Adios. Ciao.

Before I can muster the courage and figure out how to say it though, he opens his door and gets out. “I need some air. I’m going to walk the rest of the way,” he tells me, closing the door.

Killing the engine, I hustle out of the Storm and around to the sidewalk where I find him walking toward the corner. I stride up beside him. “You have to force her out of your life, Will, or she’s going to destroy it.”

Stopping at the corner, he puts his hands behind his neck. “I can’t do that, brother. I can’t.”

“You have to, Will or she’ll never stop.”

He takes a deep breath. “I have to give her a chance. I owe her that.”

I put my hands on his shoulders and look him right in the eye. “You don’t owe her anything. You took care of her your whole life, but I understand where you’re coming from. What if we find a place for her?”

“Like a shelter? No way, I’m not doing that to her.”

“No, one of the work readiness rehabilitation centers where they can work with her on how to succeed in the world by getting her a real job, budgeting her money, and helping her stay clean.”

“Places like that would never take her in. She’s a felon.”

Instead of agreeing with him, I shake my head. “I think we could ask. Explain the situation. Pull some strings if we have to. Alex is over most of the city programs. I’m sure he could get her in one.”

The breath goes out of his lungs with his nod. “Let’s go buy that piece of property and then if you don’t mind, maybe you could help me look for a place for her?”

Saying yes isn’t needed. He knows I’d give my life for him. So instead, I stare back at him with the same intensity he’s looking at me with.

Bunny Fleming is going to turn her life around if I have anything to say about it, because there is no way I’m going to let her turn Will’s life upside down.

Fifteen minutes later, Will and I are walking down Lafayette Boulevard. The Detroit Courthouse is in our sights. The building is classic Art Deco. Built in 1934, the exterior hasn’t changed much since. Having spent too much time here already, I’m very aware of the interior changes. Its domed ceilings, intricate hand painting, marble floors, and bronze accents are all original, but its security is not. It is state of the art, straight up White House.

Today though, the mayor of Detroit, Alex Harper, has moved the auction to the courthouse steps, so I won’t be going inside.

Shame.

Ever the showman, Alex wants everyone in Detroit to witness the first step toward Detroit’s renewed future.

Speak of the devil. Alex is standing at the bottom of the steps with Whitney beside him. Looking dapper in his custom-made suit, Italian leather shoes, and cuff links, he’s only two years older than me, but has been looking much older lately. Maybe it’s because his dark hair is slicked back or it could be the circles under his eyes.

I look around for Hank, but don’t see him anywhere. To my surprise though, my mother is standing behind the roped-off section.

There’s a tiny crack in my cool façade that I can’t prevent.

What’s she doing here?

She never comes to events like these. Anything to do with my father has always been off limits for her.

“There you are,” Alex calls, extending his hand for the photo op.

Snap. Snap. Snap.

Blinded by the light, I take his hand and give him a strong shake. The boy who once made fun of me when I sat beside him at his kitchen table. Whose father I wanted for my own. Whose family I wanted so much to belong to.

I was always the outsider—looking in.

I never belonged. It just took me a long time to figure it out.

With that, I glance over at my mother, and then wave her over to come join me.

Alex freezes.

A little too close to home for his liking.

That family-man image he and his father share could be shattered if their infidelities are discovered.

I doubt anyone here will put two and two together, and besides I’m doing this for me. For her too. Because my mother, like me, is a victim of this cruel world.

She shakes her head, but smiles so bright at me, I can see the pride in her eyes.

I don’t push it.

Jake and Drew join Will and myself, and the photos continue.

“Can I speak to you alone?” Alex asks.

I give him a nod and follow him up the stairs toward the podium that has been set up for today’s sale, or show, I guess is the best term. Behind one of the columns, we are sheltered from the chaos gathering on the sidewalk. “What’s going on?”

My entire focus is down below, so when he asks, “You sure about buying this property?” I’m caught off guard.

“Yes, why would you ask me this now, after all this time?”

“Because, I know you don’t have the money. Sure, you have the ten percent needed for the deposit, but I’m not sure you’re going to be able to pull together the other ninety percent in the ninety days allotted.”

“How about you let me worry about that!” I snap.

He says nothing.

“So why do I feel there’s more to this?”

Regret clouds his gaze. “I have a buyer who is willing to pay double what the land is worth. If I get that, I can find you a piece of land outside of the Detroit area and sell it to you for below-market value. It would be a really great deal and money wouldn’t be so much of an issue.”

Ignoring the alternative, because to me there isn’t one, I bark, “Who wants the land?”

Not his usual calm, cool, and collected self, he looks around and then whispers, “I can’t say right now.”

Encroaching on his personal space, I point my finger at him. “You and I had a deal. I give you the show you need to prove to the city that you are the man for the job. That despite your youth, you are all in when it comes to fixing the future of Detroit, and in return, you make sure I get that land.”

Sweat coats his brow and he holds his hands up in surrender. “Relax, Jasper. I’m just asking.”

I narrow my stare. “I don’t know why you’re asking me that now, but you don’t want to renege on our deal, Alex. I can promise you that.”

“No need to make threats.”

“I’m not making any threats. I’m making you a promise, Mr. Mayor.”

“I got that,” he says taking a handkerchief from his pocket and wiping his forehead.

“We done here?” I ask.

With a sigh, he answers, “Yeah, I think we are for now.”

With that, I descend back down the stairs and join Will, Jake, and Drew.

I notice Whitney is keeping her distance, and although I want to tell her to have patience with Will, I know the two of them have to be the ones who work it out. I might be able to help Will when it comes to his mother because I’ve earned that right, but when it comes to his love life, he has to be in control of it.

With the news cameras on one side and the people of Detroit on the other, the auctioneer approaches the podium. He makes all the correct legal announcements, discloses the address, and tells everyone that the taxes are paid.

Tory Worth had paid the back taxes and then petitioned for her father’s right to repossess the land. With Tom and Tory both dead, the petition was denied.

Why?

That is a question we may never know the answer to.

In typical auction style, the auctioneer asks, “Is there an opening bid? Do I hear one-hundred thousand?”

Some man raises a hand. Alex had already warned me he had plants in the audience to make more of show of this, but he assured me they would not bid up the amount beyond the reserve price.

“Over here to the man in yellow. Do I hear two hundred thousand?”

I raise my hand.

The auctioneer points at me.

“Do I hear three hundred thousand?”

“Over there to the woman in pink,” he says.

This goes back and forth. People gasping and nerves racking, as the citizens of Detroit wonder if the underdog will get the land.

Finally, after fifteen minutes of this sweat-pouring show, the auctioneer says, “Do I hear two million?”

Everyone is silent, and for a split second I wonder if Alex is going to renege on our deal after all and allow someone to swoop in and take it.

“Two million. Two million. Two million,” the auctioneer repeats.

No one responds.

The man in the white suit points to me. “Then sold for one million nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand to the man in black.”

The guys are whooping and hollering. Hugging me, each other. Cheering.

Standing there stunned, I’m unable to move.

I did it.

I did it.

The land on 8 Mile Road is mine.

It’s mine.

Ours.

“You did it, sweetheart.” My mother is standing beside me.

I turn to face her. Standing in front of me is the vibrant woman who used to stand in our kitchen in Eastpointe, drink a glass of wine, and wait for my father to get home. Not the broken woman whose husband died and left her and her son penniless.

With tears in her eyes, she looks up toward the heavens. “Your father would be very proud of you if he were here today.”

I pull her in for a hug and embrace her. “That means more to me than you will ever know.”

My father. The man who walked fast, talked fast, and did everything fast. The man I thought I hated for so long. I did this for him. For me. For us. For what was lost, and what can be found.

It took twenty years for me to figure that out, but I finally have.


 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

PIT STOP

Charlotte

SUMMER IS OVER. Well, technically it doesn’t end until September 23rd, but Labor Day Weekend has always marked its end to me.

No one goes to the beach anymore. The buses hit the streets as kids go back to school. The supermarkets are already stocking up on Halloween candy. And the clothing stores offer nothing in terms of choices that don’t have the word wool written on the label.

The hired car comes to a stop and the five of us shuffle out. It’s Thursday night and it’s the annual End of Summer White Night Party at Tonic, a dance club the guys have been coming to for years. I glance up at the sky. The weather calls for rain, but so far the sky looks clear, which is good when a girl is wearing white.

It’s hard to believe this is the first time Jasper and I have gone out since Jobbie Nooner, which was four weeks ago. Sure, we’ve gone out to eat and done a little shopping for the loft, but not much else.

Between moving me into his place, fixing my car, and working, the time has just flown by. In fact, everyone has been so busy that we find ourselves usually too tired to move and end up hanging out at the loft and ordering food in.

Will and Whitney are completely over.

As far as I know they haven’t talked in weeks. Will spends all his time working during the day and then staying at home with his mother at night. He and Jasper have tried to get her into a rehabilitation facility, they’ve even asked Alex for help, but no spots have opened up to date.

Jake and Shannon seem to be hot and cold. Jake didn’t ask her to come with us tonight. She’s working anyway, so even if he had asked her, she wouldn’t have been able to come with us. I honestly have no idea what is going on with them. I don’t even know if the beads she wore back to the boat during Jobbie Nooner were because Jake saw her boobs. However, I do know they haven’t slept together. I overheard him telling Jasper that it’s the longest he’s gone without sex since he was eighteen.

Speaking of sex, as far as I know, Drew hasn’t seen Hailey and Bailey since he brought them back to his place after the boat. Although in the four weeks since that night, I think I’ve seen him with at least four different girls.

Six weeks.

It’s been almost six weeks since my attack.

Six weeks that I’ve had to wear this cast.

It comes off tomorrow.

Finally.

Giant white tents are set up outside and the line to get in the club snakes around the old brick building.

Jasper leads the way, looking every bit the male model he could have been. The black denim of his pants clings just right to his tight behind and his white t-shirt fits him like a second skin across his muscled shoulders and back.

With my hand in his, he moves through the crowd with an almost liquid grace that melts my insides. Once through it, he breezes right up to the VIP line.

“Hey, man,” says the bouncer. Fist pumping Jasper like an old friend.

Jasper releases my hand to return the gesture.

“Long time no see.”

“I know. Too long,” comments Jasper.

The bouncer looks around Jasper to me, runs his eyes up and down my body, and then brings them back to Jasper’s face.

Jasper tenses for a quick moment. “This is my girl, Charlotte,” he says through gritted teeth.

The guy smiles at me in a way I don’t really like. It’s the clothes. I don’t know how I let Jake talk me into wearing club clothes, but somehow I did. I already feel uncomfortable. Then again, the way Jasper’s eyelids lowered in an unconscious smolder when he first saw me, and the wow that escaped his lips, has already made it all worth it. I’m totally out of my comfort zone though—wearing a tight white skirt which stops just above my knees, matching sleeveless top which shows a hint of midriff, that I picked up on sale at Macy’s, along with the much higher than usual pair of silver strappy sandals on my feet.

“Hey, Blake.” Will pushes forward. “We should have called, but do you think you could let us in?” he asks, taking over, as if reading Jasper’s body language and looking to avoid an issue.

“The whole gang is here, it’s been way too long.” Blake, the bouncer, grins.

“We’ve been busy,” Will tells him.

“Yeah, I know. Of course, man, you’re always welcome here; go on in. And have fun.”

Inside, I look around. The place is huge. Old wood beams. People dressed in white are everywhere. There are even two other floors of dancing, and I think each floor has its own DJ.

Jake is right at home here. “Let’s grab some drinks!” he shouts and steps in front of Jasper to lead the way.

Through the packed club, Jasper guides me with his fingers firmly laced through mine.

Will in a white button down, Drew in a white polo, are both following behind us.

After a lot of teasing and harassing from Jake and Drew, Will had finally agreed to come out for an hour or two, only if he could have the car bring him home early and then return to get the rest of us.

“Blow Job or Buttery Nipple?” Jake shouts when we arrive at the bar.

I burst out laughing. “Is he serious?”

Jasper pulls me close to him. “Tell him you think we should drink Red Headed Sluts.”

I raise my brow. “What? No Blow Job for you?” I whisper.

His teeth nip at my ear and he growls, “I’d never turn one down.”

Intoxicated by his scent, it takes me a minute to compose myself.

It doesn’t get by Jasper either by the wicked gleam I see in his eyes, and then he adds, “If you’re offering, that is?”

With that, I break out of his spell and give him an eye roll. Trust me, he’s not neglected.

Those lush lips curve into a slow, sexy smile that causes my knees to wobble.

Composing myself because the night has only just begun, I tell Jake what to order.

“Fuck, not Jäger,” he whines.

“You can’t turn down a girl, Pretty Boy.” Drew harasses.

Jake is pretty. It’s not a word that should be used to describe a man, but his blond hair, tanned skin, blue eyes, and soft features make him that way. Don’t worry though, he’s all man, and anyone who doesn’t know him finds that out as soon as he opens his mouth. “Whatever. Let’s just fucking do this and get it over with.”

Five shot glasses come our way with a red cloudy liquid in them. Handing them out, the cheers come fast. I sip mine and let out a little oof. “What is this?” I ask puckering my lips.

The shot glasses that surround me are empty.

Jasper leans over to say into my ear with a tickling whisper, “It’s a shot, Charlotte. You’re supposed to drink it quickly, not sip it.”

“Oh, right,” I say and then drink the entire thing down. “That was gross.”

Amusement dances in his eyes.

“Fucking Jäger,” Jake whines holding his empty glass in the air.

Drew waves a demanding hand toward the bartender. “Another,”

“Oh, no!” Jake shouts.

Drew gives him a nod. “Absofuckinglutely.”

And so we let go. Drink. Have fun. Talk. And drink some more.

Jasper is watching me with those bedroom eyes that make lust whoosh in my lower belly.

Soon enough, I discover Jake and Jäger have a very tremulous relationship. That particular type of liquor not only turns him into a cuddling mess, it makes him put his dancing shoes on.

After three of those icky shots, my body is swaying, and I switch to a gin and tonic. That sounds much safer.

The guys then order tequila, but I pass. I’m completely mesmerized when I watch Jasper shake some salt on his hand, lick it up, down the shot, and then suck on the lime.

It makes me want to suck on the lime with him.

Moving on to something that comes in a slightly larger glass, the guys toss back a few more drinks. Jasper is popping a cherry into his mouth and my own mouth waters. Once he’s swallowed it, he sticks the twizzle stick in his mouth and chews on it.

It’s so sexy.

I nurse the one in my hand, my body already more than feeling the effects of the alcohol. The music down here is techno. I don’t really know any of the songs, but find myself moving to the beat just the same.

Jake is moving too, in a much different way. Arms. Shoulders. Legs. He reminds me a little of Justin Timberlake right now with his moves.

There had been a moment when Jasper first told me we were going out tonight to celebrate the kick-off to the holiday weekend that I wondered if it was a good idea. Four wild guys and one tame girl—not the greatest of mixes. But then Jasper turned to look at me in a way he did when we were young, and right then I knew that even though the boy standing beside me had grown into a man, that protective boy was still in there—and he’d never do anything to hurt me.

Besides, if I had said no, I’m not sure any of them would have come, and they had been working seven days a week and needed to cut loose. In fact, they are taking off Friday and Monday. And I have plans for Jasper. He doesn’t know it yet, but we are heading to the Butterfly House on Mackinac Island Saturday for the night. I can do surprises too.

Drew is looking at something on his phone. Soon, he passes it to Jasper. I watch Jasper shake his head and seconds later pass the phone to Jake. Feeling a little tingly and a little giddy, I pull Jasper to me by his belt. One step away is all he’d been, but I wanted him closer. I catch him by surprise. I can tell by the look on his face. He catches me by surprise too. The heat of his palms seeps through the fabric of my skirt. I love when he touches me like this. And then that lean muscled frame of his leans down to kiss me softly, and suddenly I’m made of feathers. Floating through the air. Drifting.

“Hey, you two.” Drew’s booming voice interrupts our bliss.

Sheepishly, I turn to the massive body standing beside us.

“What do you think?”

Think?

I wasn’t thinking.

Jasper draws me into his side. “Yeah, sure, sounds like a plan.” How does he even know what Drew is talking about?

Jasper leans to whisper in my ear, “He wants to get a booth.”

“Screw sitting down!” Jake exclaims. “Let’s go upstairs and dance!” Jake points toward the staircase.

Jasper looks at me, and I nod. “Sounds fun.”

Will and Drew both begrudgingly agree as well.

The guys toss back the drinks in their hands and put the empty glasses on the bar.

Four sets of eyes are staring at me. Waiting for me to do the same. So I do. I chug the drink, the carbonation fizzing in my throat from the tonic, and try really hard not to burp.

That is something I’d never live down.

The colored lights from the ceiling flicker in an almost sensual way, and the five of us, all dressed in white, make our way to the third floor.

The crowd up here is different than that on the first floor. Almost feral. The music is different too. We stand on the edge of the dance floor, watching. Listening. I don’t know the song, but everyone seems to love it. People surge around us, bouncing, wiggling, moving to the beat, some even grinding. Groups of dancers join together and then break apart. Happy to touch their partners, if only for a moment.

When the song changes to the familiar opening strands of “Ice Ice Baby,” Jake looks toward Jasper.

Jasper gives him a nod and to my surprise Jake jumps on the dance floor.

At first he blends into the crowd and it’s hard to see him, but soon enough the crowd clears away and everyone circles the dance floor to watch him.

Jake is breakdancing. Really breakdancing. He’s moving in a circle, one leg extended in front of the other and then switching to the other leg as fast as he can, over and over. When the chorus changes, he switches to a push-up position and kicks his feet up in the air.

Flipping back onto his feet, he moves his body in sync to the beat and when he turns toward us, he points to Jasper. Much to my surprise, Jasper lets go of his hold on me. Taking a couple steps onto the dance floor, he widens his stance, and then drops to his hands and starts spinning with his legs intertwining in his arms in a way I would never be able to do.

Feeling giddy, I clap my hands together and bounce to the beat, my hair going wild as it bounces at the same speed.

Standing up again, along with Jake, they both drag their feet almost like they are doing the moonwalk.

Watching him out there, he couldn’t be more adorable and charming. I can’t stop myself from laughing, cheering, and maybe even crying a little. I love that he is having fun and enjoying himself. It makes my heart swell. I love that he’s not inhibited to be in front of people and do his own thing. It makes me proud. I love that he is here with me. I love him. I love him. I love him. I might not be able to tell him so, but I do.

As soon as the song ends, he’s striding toward me. He’s laughing and curling his finger. I have no more air left to laugh anymore. I can’t take my eyes off him. I think my heart forgot to beat.

The new song pumping through the speakers is a little slower. It starts just as Jasper’s lips connect with mine. A burning hot kiss and a furtive slip of the tip of his tongue that has me throwing my arms around him just to keep standing.

Pulling away, he mouths, “Dance with me.”

I’m out on the floor before I can say yes, and aligned thigh-to-thigh, belly-to-belly, before the next line of the song is sung.

“Did you like that?” he murmurs in my ear.

“Yes, I had no idea you could move in that way,” I answer, my pulse pounding in excitement.

Jasper splays his fingers against my spine, his thumb drifting back and forth in a slow seductive way. “I have all kinds of moves.”

Sliding my arms down to his chest, I look up into his hungry gaze. “I hope you show them all to me,” I breathe out.

His eyes stare into mine, hard, and his smile is a little less bemused. “I want to show you the world.”

People press against us, the dance floor filling back up. Somehow we ended up in the center of it all, and yet it feels like just the two of us. “I want that, too.”

His thigh slides between my legs. “Do you?”

The bass is thumping loud and I can feel it throughout my body, but most of all in my beating heart. All I can do is nod, and then because I can show him much better than I can tell him, I reach for his mouth.

He kisses me back with so much emotion that I get lost in the music, the beat, in him. Both his hands slide up just below my breasts and then glide back down to my hips. Soon enough, they’re resting on my behind, and he’s pressing me to his very hard body. It isn’t long before I feel his cock against my belly.

At first I’m startled. There are so many people around. But no one is paying any attention to us. Everyone is lost in the beat. My hands circle back around his neck and I toy with his hair, now a little wet from the exertion of dancing.

His hands aren’t idle either. They move up my back to tangle in my hair. And then he tugs a little, causing my head to tip back, and slides his lips along my throat.

I’m not sure who can hear me, but a small moan escapes my throat in delight as little tingles erupt beneath my skin from my head to my toes.

My little moan turns into a gasp, and I lean back to look at him. Low-lidded eyes. Lips parted. A man looking at me like I’m the only woman in a club that has to be filled with hundreds of hot, sexy bodies everywhere.

We move this way for a long time. The song changes. It doesn’t matter. Soon, we’re toward the back of the dance floor, the dancers surrounding us pushing us even closer.

This time, when his hand splays across my behind and presses me into his erection, I press back. Even through the denim, I can feel how hot and thick his cock is. Seemingly unbothered by his state of arousal, he reaches upward to the small of my back, my tattoo. He holds his hand there for a moment or two, and then caresses down again.

My intake of breath is sharp.

“It’s okay, just relax,” he assures me, his warm breath blowing across my neck and sending a shiver down my spine.

Breathless, aching, and pleasure building between my thighs, I do as he says, and relax into his hold.

This time when the song changes, he turns me around.

I’m facing the graffiti-inked wall, the mob of people on both sides of us lost in their own movements.

His hand slips inside the waistband of my skirt, and immediately moves to cup my sex.

To anyone else we look like a couple swaying to the beat. Hips moving slowly from side to side. Feet shifting ever so slightly. No one would know Jasper is pressing the heel of his palm against my clit, and no one would know it is sending a rush of tingles between my thighs.

The crowd moves around us; we move too. And for a moment, when there’s another shift in the crowd, I think he’s going to turn me back around. Instead, his fingers dip inside the lacey edge of my panties and find me wet.

There is no way to control my body’s reaction or the passion flooding my veins like hot lava.

His teeth graze my neck and his fingers dip inside my slick heat. Once. Twice. Three delicious times.

Biting my lip to stop my moan, I find myself leaning against him for support, my arms going over my head and around his neck. As soon as I am in this position, I am all his. Completely open for him. And he strikes fast. His fingers rubbing my clit and dipping inside me at such a pace that my entire lower body feels like it’s throbbing within moments.

Fun is fun, but I can’t have an orgasm on the dance floor. I turn my head. “What are you doing?”

“Turning it up,” he blows against my skin as he nuzzles my ear.

Before I can say another word, my body is shuttering and my clit pulsing around his fingers. I’m shattering in his arms—on the dance floor. Red, yellow, blue, and green lights coat my vision. A psychedelic spectrum of colors takes over my world as the earth shifts beneath my feet.

After a few seconds, he takes his hand out of my skirt.

When I first try to catch my breath, I can’t. It seems to still be running in circles. On my second attempt, I inhale and it’s the scent of Jasper that pulls me back down to earth. His nearness. The need to see his gorgeous face. Finally, I turn around. When I face him, I’m met with the most beautiful set of brown eyes.

Warm.

Inviting.

And flaming hot with desire.

Jasper bends to kiss me. “I love watching you come.”

Heat creeps up my chest. Down my spine. A new kind of want is spreading warm and hot through my body, and all I can do is stare at him.

The song changes again.

He runs his hands through my hair and pushes it over my shoulders.

My breathing picks up again. If it were legal to fuck in public, I’d let him take me right here, right now. It sounds dirty, animalistic, feral, but it’s the truth. “I want you,” I manage, unable to think of anything else.

Whiskey-scented breath washes over me. “Here?”

I nod.

I want to kiss every beat of his heart for making me feel the way he does. I want to give him the world. To give him me.

The wetness of his tongue caresses my earlobe, making the warmth I’m feeling spread even deeper. “You sure?”

I nod again.

“There’s a VIP room in the back. I can see if it’s open. Follow me.”

Like I wouldn’t?

Halfway through the crowd, he turns. “I can’t wait to fuck your brains out, but I don’t want to do it here. What do you say we head home?”

There’s that word again.

Home.

And this time when I hear it, the smile that spreads wider and wider across my face is only for him.

“I’d love to go home,” I tell him, wrapping my arms around him so I can feel his body against mine one more time before we get off this magical dance floor.

Jasper lifts his chin and wipes a stray tear away that I didn’t even know I shed. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing, absolutely nothing.”

My emotions have been haywire. It goes hand in hand with my elevated sex drive, I guess.

Making our way through the crowd once again, we finally reach the end of the dance floor. Before I even have both of my stiletto-killing-me feet on the alternate surface, I feel a hand on my shoulder.

I turn.

“There you two are. I’ve been looking for you both.”

It’s Jake, and there’s no doubt in my mind that while we’ve been on the dance floor, he’s been drinking. And doing a lot of it. His eyes are unfocused. His words slurred. And his body is swaying.

“Have a drink with me,” he slurs.

“Next time, man. We were just heading home,” Jasper tells him with a clap on the shoulder.

“You can’t do that. Will already left. Drew’s in the VIP room. And I shouldn’t be looking at all these women the way I am.”

Jasper raises both of his brows. “What are you talking about? Look bro, why not?”

“I took a vow of celibacy.”

Laughter fills the space between us. “Why the fuck would you do something like that?”

“Because I’m an asshole and I don’t deserve a nice girl like Shannon. She’s everything I should never have.”

“That’s not true, Jake,” I tell him.

His blue eyes flash. “Yeah, it is. I was an asshole to you, too.”

I say nothing. He was.

Jasper looks at me and crosses his arms over his chest.

Something in my face makes his soften in understanding.

“I am to every girl I meet,” Jake continues. “Why didn’t you tell me to fuck off?”

I look him the eyes. “I was able to see what you were doing was your way of protecting yourself.”

He scoffs. “Protect myself? From what?”

“I don’t know, Jake. That’s for you to figure out.”

He cuts me a dark look. “Yeah, maybe I could do that after another drink.”

All I have to do is look at Jake in this state and my heart hurts for him.

“I think we’re done drinking tonight,” Jasper tells Jake with a clap on the back.

“No, you guys go. I’ll be fine.”

Just then someone pushes past us and Jake loses his balance, almost falling to the ground, but Jasper catches him.

Jake starts laughing. “You might need to help me to the bar before you leave, though.”

Jasper whispers in my ear, “Do you mind if we take him home?”

“No, of course not.”

Clearly Jake drank way too much because in order to move him from the spot we are in, we have to drape his arms around both Jasper’s and my shoulders.

“I love you,” he mutters to Jasper.

Jasper just shakes his head. “You tell Charlotte that and I’ll leave you here right now.”

“No man, I wouldn’t think of it. That’s your job.”

Jasper looks over at me with eyes that tell me just how he feels.

I say nothing.

Although I wish I could.


 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

WINDING ROAD

Jasper

MAX, OUR CHIEF automotive design engineer, has this process he refers to as a thought experiment.

I fucking hate it.

Then again, he knows this and likes to fuck with me. I remember this one time when the result was more than even he anticipated.

 

“First, picture a traditional six-cylinder engine,” he says.

The engineer in me can do that easily enough. Shit, the street-kid mechanic in me can do that with his eyes closed.

“Now take the cylinder heads, valve train, camshaft, head gasket—take it all off and throw it in the trash.”

I look at him like he’s lost his damn mind.

“You don’t need it anymore,” he tells me.

Right, I think, he must have been drinking at lunch.

“Then, take that engine and chop it in half, right down the middle.”

I continue to humor him.

“Now,” he says excitedly, “flip it over, one half on top of the other.”

“What the fuck?” I respond, unable to play around anymore. We have work to get done.

“Think about it, Jasper,” he says.

And I do.

It takes me a couple of hours, but I sketch out the idea, put a lot of hard thought into it, and then the light goes on. What we have is an engine with two pistons in each cylinder that oppose each other—it just might be the powertrain of the future.

No fucking way.

 

That experiment is still going to rock the automotive world.

It is state-of-the-art technology all the way.

It is the soul of the Storm.

What will sell it.

That was seven years ago.

Seven.

We’ve spent years making it better, stronger, faster.

We have.

It’s been a long road.

And this guy I’m carrying out the door is now the one selling this technology to investors—and he’s fucking great at it.

So yeah, I’ll help him through whatever shit he’s got going on in his head tonight, but come Tuesday, you better believe I’ll be pounding that head if he isn’t focused as fuck.

A rumble in the distance steals my attention.

Dark, angry clouds are gathering high above us in the heated summer sky. Strikes of lighting are already illuminating the blackened heavens in quick flashes, and the thunder is roaring in the distance.

I pull my phone out to call for the car, but before we even make it past the row of tents, it pulls up to the curb.

The window rolls down. “Good, you’re here; I was just coming back to get you.”

“What’s going on?” I ask Will.

“Where’s Drew?”

“Still inside.”

“What happened to him?” Will jerks his chin toward the weaving Jake holding onto Charlotte and I for dear life.

“Just what it looks like—too much Jäger.”

The car door opens. “Get him inside, I’ll go find Drew.”

Like a bat out of hell, he passes me on the sidewalk, and I grab his arm. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing good. I’ll tell you in a minute,” he says and strides off.

Always the drama queen.

Inside the car, I don’t worry about him right now. Instead, Charlotte and I try to get Jake situated. We just get him settled in his seat when he lunges for the door. “Get out of my way, I’m going to puke.”

In a rush, I practically shove Jake’s head out of the door.

True to his word, he tosses the Jäger.

I really should have known better.

When I turn back, I see Charlotte struggling to open the other door, and then I hear her vomiting too. I shouldn’t have let her drink so much either. The rain has started to fall and the drops hit her one by one. Pulling Jake back in the car, I lean over to her. “Baby, are you okay?”

She holds a finger up.

Tentatively, I ask, “What can I do?”

All she gives me is a shake of her head.

I hate being helpless.

Nerves jittering, I wait for her.

Sighing, she pulls herself back into the car and leans over. She looks sexy as all fuck, but completely exhausted.

Hating this for her, hating I can’t do anything to help her, I rub her back with slow, small soothing stokes. “Hey, are you sure you’re okay?”

Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she takes a deep breath and pulls the car door closed. “Yes. I’m fine. The heat just got to me. That’s all.”

“Yeah, me too,” Jake says with a laugh.

Dumbass.

Sometimes I really hate when I’m in a situation I can’t control. Knowing nothing I do is going to make her feel any better, I pull her to my chest. “This night is not turning out the way I thought it was going to.”

She rests her warm cheek on my chest and I comb my fingers through those mounds of curls I can never get enough of. Soon, that adorable little snoring noise is coming from her mouth.

I can’t help but grin.

Fifteen minutes or so pass before the car door opens. The sound has me bolting upright. I might have dozed off. I watch both Drew and Will get in the car, solemn faced.

Charlotte startles and sits up. I pull her back to me. “Lay down and rest.”

She obliges.

Jake is passed out cold.

Upon Will and Drew settling in, I take a deep breath and prepare myself for what Bunny might have done now. In the past four weeks she’s been a handful. Will’s attention isn’t fully on his job because it’s always on her. But I get it. She needs help. And someone to watch over her. She’s tried to steal his checkbook, been caught soliciting men in his building, invited a few friends over to party at nine in the morning, and somehow managed to drink all the booze Will had in the house before he even noticed. This isn’t going to sound right—but it could be so much worse.

Will tells the driver to go and then turns to look at me. Here it comes. “Jasper, Drew,” he says, “we need to sober Jake up and then get to the airport. We’re on a flight to LA in three hours.”

What?

Sobering up, I scowl at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Drew is quiet. He must have gotten a heads up inside.

Rising off the seat, Will pulls a piece of paper out of his back pocket. “When I got to my apartment building tonight, I found Whitney sitting in the lobby. She gave me this.”

He hands me the piece of paper.

It’s a newswire of some kind from the Detroit Free Press. The headline states, ‘Lightning Motors to add a fifth partner.’

What the fuck?

I keep reading. ‘Acquitted child molester, Nickolas Crown, offered stake in his son’s company. After winning a wrongful damage suit ten years ago, is Nickolas Crown just the fat cat this company needs to survive?’

With shaking hands, I crumble the paper and stare at Will. “It isn’t true. Jake hasn’t talked to his father since he was accused.”

“I know that, Jasper, and so does Drew, the fucking problem is the public doesn’t know that. We can’t survive a scandal like this. Taking a child molester’s money isn’t the image we want out there. Investors will be pulling out as soon as the story hits the press. That’s why we’re going to go out to LA to meet with the best damage control law firm in the country.”

“When is the story releasing?” Charlotte asks.

Will shrugs. “It hit Alex’s inbox just before Whitney was going home this evening. Her best guess is the Free Press is looking for validation from the city office before running it because they know Alex has invested a lot of resources in helping us. Bottom line, best case is that it will happen after the holiday weekend. Alex hasn’t even seen it yet. I’m certain he won’t endorse it, but that doesn’t mean it won’t run.”

“When is Whitney showing it to him?”

“I guess he’s off with the family for Labor Day Weekend.”

“Hank’s lake house,” I mutter. That fucking house he loves with his wife, son and his wife and child, daughter, dog, and cabin cruiser. The thing missing—my mother.

“Is Whitney going to alert him?” Charlotte asks, sitting up and crossing her legs.

The limo feels warm and the rain is pounding harder and harder on the roof. “No,” Will says, “she’s going to leave it alone, not draw any attention to it, which should give us time to hopefully get in front of it. She’s the one who gave me the name of the firm in LA.”

Pissed. Irritated. And a little out of my league here, I put my arms behind my head. Now this, this, is completely out of my control. “Fuck! We just can’t catch a break.”

“You’re not kidding,” sighs Drew.

I indicate Jake. “He’s not going to take any of this well, especially with the state of mind he’s in.”

“He’ll be okay,” Charlotte whispers. “He has you guys to help him through it.”

Will throws her a warm gaze. “How about we drop you and Jasper off, and Drew and I get to work on sobering this guy up.” He points to a snoring Jake, who has drool leaking out the side of his mouth.

Instead of answering right away, she looks at me with those eyes I’d say yes to before even knowing what she is asking. “How about you guys drop me off and I’ll get your things together so you can help with Jake. Just send the driver back to pick them up.”

Contemplation can be added to the long list of things I’m struggling with right now.

A slow, sad smile curves her perfect mouth. “It will save you a lot of time.”

Half a second is all it takes for me to lean over and brush my lips against the fullness, kiss the girl who has somehow tempered me, and changed my world. “You sure?” I whisper over her lips.

“With you, I’m always sure.”

My chest tightens, and the way I feel for her drums wildly in every beat of my heart.

Innocent.

Sweet.

Perfect.

That kitten who dares to show me she can be a tiger.

“Thank you,” I whisper and then hold her tight.

When we pull up in front of the my building, I put my hand on her knee. “You sure you’re going to be okay?”

“Yes, I’ll be fine.”

The driver gets out and comes around with an umbrella.

“I’ll have my mother take you to the doctor tomorrow,” I tell her.

She puts her hand over mine. “You don’t have to do that.”

“It will make me feel better if she does.”

That warm smile is the concession I need to feel better about this.

The door opens and the driver has an umbrella tented. Charlotte kisses me. “I’ll see you soon.”

As soon as she gets out, I have this overwhelming need to hold her again. “Charlotte, wait,” I call before she goes through the lobby door.

She turns and I find myself staring into her eyes. Conveying a message. A secret language that only we share. Everything is going to be okay, I’m telling her. I have you, and no matter what I want out of life, if all I have left is you, I’ll be fine.

I know her body well. Every curve, every line, every dip and hollow. I know what her legs look like, the shape of her knees, the size of her ankles, but what I don’t know, as I take her in my arms and hold her, is what her message back to me is.

“Come on Jasper, we have to hurry,” Will calls.

One last look.

No time to ask.

I’ll figure it out.


 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CROSSROADS

Charlotte

DETROIT PROPER GETS a bad rap.

And for good reason—the crime, the poverty, the dysfunction.

Yet, as I drive northwest to one of its outer suburbs, I can’t help but feel I’m somewhere else. With average home prices hitting nearly seven figures, unemployment lower than any other suburb, and no gridlock, it doesn’t feel like Detroit at all.

It was exactly twenty-nine minutes to get to Mrs. Storm’s house in Bloomfield Hills, and it should only take another fifteen minutes to get to the orthopedic office that Shannon had recommended in Bloomfield Township.

The rain is gone, replaced by bright sunshine. Through the orchard of apple trees, I can see a small pond shimmering in the distance.

I’m sitting in my Honda Civic, which is running like a dream. Even though he fixed it, Jasper really dislikes my car and wants to get me something safer. Not a Storm, of course, they’re too fast, he says.

Mrs. Storm turns to me. “It’s pretty up here.”

“It is,” I answer.

“It would be so great if you and Jasper decide to move here.”

Taken aback, I find myself flushing. “Oh, Mrs. Storm, we’re not . . . I mean, we . . .” I don’t know what I mean. One way I know to freak Jasper out though is talk about the future.

She looks out the window. “I know what you are,” she grins.

Changing the subject seems best. “We’re almost there, and more than an hour early.”

“Let’s grab some lunch; there’s a little place right up here that serves the best sushi. I think you told me you loved sushi, right?”

The thought of raw fish makes my stomach turn. “I do, but I haven’t had breakfast, maybe a deli would be better.” I smile.

“I know just the place.”

Ten minutes later we’re seated across from each other at a white iron table, with a red plaid tablecloth covering it, in the cutest café, looking over our menus.

Unfolding her napkin, Mrs. Storm blurts out, “Hank and I have broken up. I haven’t told Jasper yet.”

Shocked, I stare with my mouth wide open. “Why?”

“It’s been coming for awhile.”

The waitress approaches, flips open her pad, and asks if we’re ready.

“Yes, I think we are,” Mrs. Storm says cheerily. “I’ll have the tuna sandwich, plain, on white bread, please, and a lemonade.”

The waitress looks at me. The word tuna makes my stomach turn—again. I think I’m still hung over. “I’ll have the BLT, minus the bacon, no mayonnaise please, on whole wheat.”

“Anything to drink?”

“Water, with lemon would be great.”

The waitress nods, asks if that’s all, then turns on her heels to go.

“Are you not feeling well?”

I brush the hair off my face. “I’m fine. Just had too much to drink last night.”

She gives me a knowing glance.

“Finish your story,” I prompt.

The waitress brings our drinks though, before she can.

Mrs. Storm takes a sip of her lemonade. “I want so much that I don’t have. I want to be a part of my son’s life. I want him to be proud to be seen with me. I want to feel like I earned the right to be called mom. I want him to love me.”

I squeeze my lemon into my glass. “Oh, Mrs. Storm, he does love you.”

She shakes her head. “No, not the way he would have if Luke was still alive.”

I put the lemon on the plate beside my water. “Things happen in life, and we all adjust.”

“That’s true. But I’m the woman who let him down over and over. I don’t want to be that woman anymore.”

“I can understand that, but you need to do what is best for you, not Jasper. He’s an adult now.”

She pauses for a moment before speaking. “I think I should clarify something. I didn’t break up with Hank for him. I did it for me. In fact, the day of your attack, Hank and I met with an attorney. He’s deeded me the house free and clear. After twelve years of hiding our relationship, I think I deserve that. And I got a job, here in Bloomfield Township managing the nursery downtown. It’s a full-time job. I start next week.”

Tears haze my vision and I lean across the table and grab her hands. “I’m so happy for you.”

She laughs. “I’m proud of myself too. I also haven’t had a drink in more than six months. Although Jasper thinks I’m an alcoholic, I never really drank as much as he thought I did, but still I quit.”

“That’s great news, too.”

The waitress sets our plates in front of us.

The smell of the tuna wafting in my direction causes another turn of my stomach. I stand up. “I’ll be right back,” I tell Mrs. Storm, “I just want to wash my hands,” and then I dart toward the restroom.

Once I can breathe again, I make my way back out to the table.

Mrs. Storm raises a brow. “You sure you aren’t sick?”

“No, I told you, we went out last night, that’s all.”

After she takes a bite of her sandwich, she wipes her mouth and looks around the café.

I try to eat, nibble a little at the crust, drink my water. “So,” I say, “will you work during the winter months?”

She sips her lemonade. “Yes, the nursery is open year round. It offers indoor plants, Christmas trees, and garden supplies.”

We spend the rest of our lunch talking about flowers until it is time to head to my appointment.

The doctor’s office is decorated with pictures of limbs—arms and legs mostly in movement, and the racks overflow with magazines with the words running and fitness on them.

“Miss Lane?”

I look up from what I am reading.

The nurse smiles and gestures. “We’re ready for you.”

I grab my purse and look at Mrs. Storm. “It shouldn’t take too long to remove this.” I raise my casted arm.

She looks at me above her reading glasses. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go back with you?”

“I’ll be fine,” I smile.

She closes her magazine. “I’ll be right here if you change your mind.”

Seconds later, I’m following the nurse down a tranquil blue hallway with more photos of runners decorating the walls, and into an exam room.

“You don’t have to undress, but we do need a urine sample. You’re not pregnant, are you?”

I shake my head no. And then again to make sure she understands.

She points to a door. “Just leave it on the counter. We just need to be certain before taking an x-ray of your arm.”

“Sure, I understand.”

Once I complete my task, I’m back in the exam room.

Waiting.

Thinking.

Wondering how Jake took the news.

How things are going for Jasper.

We spoke earlier after he had landed, but the guys were close by and he couldn’t really talk.

A sharp knock on the door pulls me from my thoughts.

The doctor looks to be in his mid-forties, tall, handsome, with a beard and glasses. “So how are you today, Miss Lane?”

“Call me Charlotte. And I’m fine.” I sit up a little straighter.

“Good, good.” His nurse bustles around the room while he sits on the stool in front of me. “How about I take a look?”

I hand him my left arm.

“Have you had any trouble?”

The stick figures of a boy and a girl on bikes that Jasper drew on my cast when he saw it, is the first thing I see when I look down, and that makes me smile. “No, other than it constantly itches, it really hasn’t been a problem.”

“Good, good,” he repeats.

“Here you go, doctor.” The nurse hands him a pair of medical scissors.

He takes them. “This isn’t going to hurt at all.”

I nod, feeling a little nervous.

He snips.

The nurse then hands him a saw of some kind and my eyes grow wide.

The doctor pats my arm. “This isn’t going to hurt either, Charlotte. It will cut through the plaster only, I promise.”

With the mask pulled over his face, he turns the tool on.

It sounds just like a real saw and sweat coats my brow. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to ignore the way my nerves jump with every whirl of the blade.

“So,” he says, “how does it feel?”

I draw in a breath and look down. My cast is gone. My skin a little whiter than the rest of my arm where it was, a little more shriveled, but otherwise it feels almost the same. “Good,” I answer.

“Good,” he says.

The nurse takes the tool from him and he rolls back a little on his stool. “Now let’s check the movement, shall we?”

He moves it up, down, left, right, flexes it, has me squeeze a ball, wave, make a fist. “That looks really good. The nurse will help you wash it with a special soap that should remove all the stickiness, and then I’ll meet you in my office.

The soap really does work and although my wrist feels a little strange, it almost feels like nothing ever happened to it.

Five minutes later, the nurse leads me to the doctor’s office.

“Have a seat,” he gestures to the chair in front of his desk.

I do.

“Normally, we like to x-ray any limb that suffered a trauma just to be certain there is no bone damage or any hairline fractures still unhealed.”

I twist my little diamond earring around my lobe. “Oh yes, the nurse had said you’d do an x-ray after the cast was removed.”

He clears his throat. “Charlotte, it’s not often that as an orthopedist I deliver news like this, but because you are pregnant, we won’t be able to take that x-ray.”

“No, no, I’m not pregnant,” I laugh.

He pushes back in his chair. “Well, the urine test indicates you are. Of course, you should follow up with an OBGYN to confirm, and if our test was incorrect, come back and we’ll be happy to do that x-ray.”

The room is spinning.

I take a deep breath and close my eyes, touch my fingers to my stomach, imaging a tiny life growing inside me.

My world is turning.

This can’t be happening.

I’m no longer breathing.

I’m not ready for something like this.

I feel sick—again.

Jasper isn’t ready for something like this.

I’m still not breathing.

Oh my God!

I can’t be pregnant.


 CHAPTER NINETEEN

YIELD

Jasper

OF ALL THE words to describe LA, swanky is the first that comes to mind. So it is little wonder that I do a double-take when Will drives up to the offices of Waters, Parks, Winters, and Pearl.

Housed in what has to be a former warehouse, the outside leaves much to be desired.

Tired and irritable, I turn to Will. “I’m all for not judging a book by its cover, but are you sure we’re in the right place?”

Will pushes his sunglasses up and pulls the rented Jeep Cherokee into one of the dozens of open parking places.

I’m riding shotgun, but Will insisted on taking care of the directions himself.

Whatever.

Once in park, he looks again at the address Whitney had texted him and compares it to the one entered in the GPS. As if he too is uncertain, he scans the building and then points to the obscured sign. “This is it.”

With a shake of my head, I rub my hands down the black slacks that Will insisted I wear, and smooth the buttons of my white shirt, that he also insisted I wear.

Turning, I give Drew and Jake a quick glance. Jake hasn’t said more than five words since we sobered him up and told him about the statement we believe came from his father, who Will discovered through some research on the airplane still lives in Las Vegas, Nevada. “You cool?” I ask him.

A nod.

I didn’t expect more.

There are no placards in the lobby that point to specific offices. It is the kind of building where to get around, you have to know your way around.

Don’t judge, I remind myself.

Drew punches the elevator button harder than he needs to. Inside, floor two is marked reception and the others aren’t marked at all. Drew gives two an equally hard jab, and then looks to Will. “We have five choices here, so I thought I’d start at the most likely place.”

Jake lets out a small laugh.

Surprised, I look over at him. He’s freshly showered, and he smells so much better. He’s also dressed, but I think he forgot to use a comb. That blond hair on his head is still a fucking disaster. It’s sticking up everywhere, and when he talks it moves with him. “I can’t believe we haul our asses all the way to California and end up at a fucking old tire warehouse.”

“How do you know this used to be a tire warehouse?” Drew asks.

“The Michelin named carved in the brick outside was my first clue.”

I raise a brow. “Wow, man, good catch for someone who’s half dead.”

He grins at me. The first since last night, but I don’t miss the way his muscles bunch in his shoulders; his entire being radiates with hostility about why we’re here.

Good reason too.

The door opens and he bangs the wall, all wound up and fucking on edge. Tension noticeably emanates from him. And perhaps a little over anxious, he’s the first to stride out of the elevator.

“Holy fuck! What is this place?” he sneers.

With my stomach twisting in about twenty knots, the only response to repeat what Jake just said. “Holy fuck!”

Drew’s jaw drops. “Where the fuck are we?”

Will brings his fingers to the tip of his nose. I can tell the stress is hitting him hard too.

“May I help you?”

Too busy focusing on the gleaming white floors, the pool tables, the television screens with pictures of fish on them, and the pinball machines in the back of the room, I never even noticed the reception desk.

Will beelines for it. “Hi, I’m Will Fleming. We have a twelve o’clock with Brad Pearl.”

She glances at her computer screen. “Oh, yes, Mr. Fleming. Give me one minute.”

The woman behind the desk is dressed professionally in a blouse and skirt with her hair pulled back, which doesn’t match the recreation center atmosphere—at all.

Jake and Drew are still trying to understand what they are looking at.

I’ve given up.

The receptionist hangs up the phone and looks up. “Mr. Pearl will see you now. He’s on the 5th floor to the right.

Will thumps the desk. “Thank you.”

This time in the elevator, Jake pounces on the number pad.

Averting his gaze to the floor, Jake grasps the bar behind him, seemingly contemplating something. “If we can’t stop him from making that statement, I’m resigning effective immediately.”

I edge forward. All too familiar with the martyr role, having lived it my whole life. Every step is calculated. My fuck this attitude somehow lost over the past weeks, I approach with sympathy and understanding.

The door dings and before Jake can bolt out, I grab his shoulder. His eyes meet mine, as if bracing himself for the spew of shit that would normally come from my mouth.

That’s not what he gets.

“Jake, my brother, we’re in this together. If the ship goes down, we all go. I think I speak for all of us when I say if we aren’t in this together, I’m not interested in being in it at all.”

Silence fills the space.

And then Will clears his throat as if emotion is clogging it. “I couldn’t have said it better.”

Drew puts his hand in the middle of the small space. I cover it. Will follows. Jake is the last to join us. “All for one, and one for all—that’s how we roll,” Drew chants.

The door starts to close and this time I let Jake lunge for it.

“You must be the men from Lightning Motors,” a voice booms.

We all turn to see a very tall, very distinguished looking gray-haired man waiting for us. “Yes,” Will answers extending his hand. “I’m Will Fleming, we spoke earlier.”

“Nice to meet you.”

In tandem we all extend our hands.

“Jasper Storm.”

“Drew Kates.”

“Jake Crown.”

“It’s nice to meet you boys. We have a lot of work ahead of us, so what do you say we get started?”

His office is decked out to the nines. Huge, spacious, couch, bar, three televisions, and a conference table. “Have a seat,” he says, motioning toward the sitting area where a black leather couch and two chairs are located.

Like a bunch of chumps, we all sit on the long sofa. Brad sits in the cushioned chair near an intercom. He presses it. “Sally?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Would you be a doll and bring us some beverages?”

Still feeling nervous, I rub my hands on my pants again. “You have a nice place here.”

A humidor is beside him and he removes a cigar. “Anyone?”

Again, a bunch of chumps acting like we’re in the principal’s office, we shake our heads no.

He doesn’t light it, but chews on it. “Yes, my partners and I have worked hard to create an atmosphere that allows our clients to de-stress. They are often dealing in highly volatile situations and often spend long hours waiting for answers. The lobby is a place they can wait, and hopefully relax, if only for an hour or two.”

“Interesting concept,” Will comments.

“It works,” he says around his cigar. “So, I’m going to get right down to it. If everything you told me is true, we have a simple case of intent to commit malice. I’m suggesting, due to time constraints, we hit him straight on and have a gag order served today. I already had one drawn up.”

“What exactly is a gag order?” Jake asks.

“It’s a legal document prohibiting Nicholas Crown from committing malice with ill intent against Lightning Motors.”

Jake shivers. “How is that going to stop him, though?”

“It’s pretty detailed, but basically it lays out the consequences of committing irreparable damage.”

The door opens and a woman close to Brad’s age comes in with a tray of tumblers, a bucket of ice, and a bottle of scotch. She pours five of them and hands us each one. I take it without a second thought. Jake declines, looking a little pale just seeing the liquid sloshing in the glasses. Will shakes his head informing us all he is driving. At least Drew and Brad join me.

With his drink in one hand and cigar in the other, Brad takes the time to go over every line of the document on the table in front of him. An hour later, we’re still talking and Brad looks at his watch. “If we are going to have my guy over at county clerk of Nevada deliver this summons today, I have to call it in.”

“What if Nick’s not there?” Jake chokes on his father’s name.

“My guy will find him. For what I pay him, he’ll cross state lines or jump in the middle of a cockfight. Whatever it takes.”

“What if I want to be there when he does?”

All of us dart our gazes to Jake.

“Man, let’s talk about this,” I say.

Jake ignores me and looks at Brad. “What will it take?”

Biting on the cigar, he pretends to breathe in. “Besides cash, you getting your ass in a car and getting to Vegas. I can have my guy locate Nick and be waiting for you.”

“Do it,” Jake says without taking his eyes off Brad.

In stunned silence, we say nothing.

After a round of goodbyes, we take the elevator down to the lobby.

The place makes a fuckload of sense now.

“Drop me off at the car rental place,” Jake directs Will as we get in the Jeep.

As if in practiced unison, the three of us say, “Fuck that, we’re going with you.”


 CHAPTER TWENTY

STALLED

Charlotte

THE FIRST THING I do, after I somehow manage to drive Mrs. Storm back to her house without completely freaking out, is stop at the pharmacy, buy five different tests, and go directly home.

Five plus signs are staring me in the face. I glare back at them waiting for the minus sign to appear. Some kind of false alarm to blink across the stick. None of that happens though.

My heart is beating too fast. Dangerously fast. I clench my fingers to keep from shaking. I shut my eyes tight, so I don’t have to see the counter.

How did this happen?

I missed one, maybe two pills when my toiletry bag was reprimanded in police custody the night of Eve’s murder. By that Monday, I’d gone and refilled my prescription and gotten back on track. Jasper and I hadn’t even had sex for the first time until almost a week later.

I swallow hard.

I’m begging myself not to burst into tears and I don’t think it’s working. I’m everything broken and glued back together, and not exactly secure. How can I possibly be a mother? I wouldn’t know how to be one, anyway. I never really had one.

And Jasper.

Oh, Jasper.

He is going to completely lose it.

Jake’s warning from the day I confessed my reason for coming back to Detroit pops into my mind, the one that lives in the back of my head, the one I’m so very careful to make certain I don’t cross.

 

Jake is standing beside me. Very much at home, he opens the refrigerator and grabs a beer bottle. There’s a snicker in his laugh as he closes the door and twists the cap. “Jasper and I tell each other everything, and I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Charlotte—you’re an anomaly.”

Insulted isn’t sufficient to describe how I feel right now. “I’m a what?”

He steps toward me. “You’re an anomaly, and the thing about anomalies is no one can figure them out, and therefore, no one likes them.”

Feeling a little crowded, I round the island and take a seat on one of the bar stools. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

Jake leans back against the cabinets. “I’m talking about you. Jasper never goes after a woman, and for some reason you have him jumping through hoops.”

My face scrunches. “That’s not true.”

“But it is. Don’t worry, though—I’m sure it won’t last long because there’s one more thing about him you should know: that as soon as a chick shows signs of being too needy or getting too attached, he’s gone. Like out the door, running far and running fast. The last thing he wants is for anyone to count on him for anything.”

 

Anomaly or not, the one thing that can’t be denied is that a woman pregnant with your baby who lives in your apartment and works for you is a walking, talking, billboard of need.

I’m petrified.

Not about Jasper though.

Something inside me tells me Jake is wrong about Jasper. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. He’s the one who’s been building our relationship, piece by piece, step by step, he’s the one who’s let his walls down and let me see who he really is.

He’s not the issue.

It’s me.

I can’t be a mother.

I don’t know how.

What if I’m just like her?

Running from the mountain of truth slapping me in the face, I end up in our room and toss myself on the bed and start to cry.

What am I going to do?

What am I going to do?

What am I going to do?

No answer comes to me no matter how many times I ask, but the sound of my cell phone dinging with a text message brings on an onslaught of all new questions.

Where would we put a baby—we have no spare room.

How would I be able to work?

Does Jasper even want kids?

Would he want one with me?

Will he accept the pregnancy?

Can I?

I can’t be a mother.

Look at the role model I have.

I’ll turn out just like her.

Pain. Bitterness. Anger.

That’s all I feel.

My cell beeps again and I dig in my purse for it. I can’t find it, so I dump the entire thing. Finally, I locate it. On my screen is a message from Jasper telling me something has come up that they have to take care of. It’s going to take a while. And he’ll call me tomorrow.

Somehow I manage to type a quick response. When I toss my phone back onto the pile of stuff from my purse, I see the smooth linen business card with gold scrolled font.

My mother’s business card.

I pick it up.

I read it. It has her name as Allison Lane. Not Worth. She’s a realtor with Sun County Reality. And she lives in Leamington, Canada. The only two things I know about Leamington are that it used to be where the Heinz Ketchup Factory was located, and that it is on the water.

It has her business address on the front. I flip it over to find her residential address hand written across it.

I hoist myself off the bed.

My heart fails for a moment when I decide I’m really doing this.

I’m going to see my mother.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

NO PASSING ZONE

Jasper

WHAT HAPPENS IN Vegas—stays in Vegas.

Or that’s what they say.

Jake spent the first nine years of his life living there until his father was arrested for molesting a young girl and sent away. He pleaded innocence. That’s all Jake ever knew. His mother took Jake and fled shortly after that, and somehow ended up in Cass Corridor.

To get out of town, we follow the signs to Barstow and pick up Interstate 15 through the mountains that border LA. It’s not long before the palm-treed oasis that is Los Angeles gives way to the desert.

Damn, it’s hot out here.

Not quite two hours later we’re making a pit stop at an In-N-Out Burger and are back on the open road within ten minutes. The long stretch of highway looks the same mile after mile. Will’s moving pretty fast, and at this pace, we should be there in well under the four hour trip time.

Everyone is eating, even Jake who has yet to eat a morsel of food since dinner last night, but no one is talking. We all have a lot on our minds.

I can’t stop thinking about Charlotte. She’s done something to me. Something terrifying and completely right at the same time.

It’s like my world is tilting.

Changing.

I can’t control it.

And that’s not necessarily a bad thing.

In fact, I’m okay with it.

Images of life and work are no longer the same images—my work isn’t my life.

Those mounds of curly blond hair keep flashing before my eyes. The way I love to run my fingers through it and even get lost in it for hours, days, weeks, years . . . a lifetime. The scent of her skin. So intoxicating. The sweet taste of her lips. How much I yearn for it. And that body, the way she moves, how she doesn’t even know what she does to me.

How is that possible?

The thought makes me smile, then makes me want to laugh, then makes me want to cry.

It’s because she doesn’t think anyone can love her.

That’s why! It’s not so much the fear of people leaving her like she told me, she doesn’t think she can be loved. I want to bang my head against the window right now. How had I not figured it out before now?

Time to man up, asshole, and just tell her. What are you afraid of? Being rejected. Fuck that. Think about her, not yourself. Prove to her you’re not going anywhere.

Exhaustion and adrenaline are a dangerous combination for anyone left in their own head too long. And my mind won’t shut down. I hate that I didn’t just do it when I started to say it.

Slurping the last of my soda down, I finish my fries and then resume staring out the window thinking of the best way to prove to her I’m hers. She’s mine. That those two kids who lived next door to each are meant to be together.

Bring flowers.

Take her out to eat.

Make love to her.

Is there a fucking rule book for this kind of thing?

I’m out of my league here.

An hour and a half passes with my mind flipping between different ideas and still the landscape hasn’t changed. The three-lane highway that gives way for us to move faster is the only thing I like about any of this.

Will is really moving now. Weaving in and out of tractor-trailers and passing mini vans. And then, out of nowhere, billboards start popping up. More and more still, closer together with each passing minute. And then bam, just like that, high rises can be seen in the distance.

Traffic is stop and go for the next couple of miles and then the strip comes into view, as all of the casinos pop up to my right, but then we pass by them and veer left onto I-95.

The GPS tells us to exit. The sprawling flatland of the residential area looks run down. Populated mainly by low-slung, ranch-style homes and aging apartment buildings. Soon enough, we’re headed into the mountain range.

Our rental car is climbing steadily at twenty miles an hour, and the slow pace is beginning to agitate me.

“Where the hell are we going?” I ask, but not to anyone in particular.

“Take a right up here,” Jake mutters.

“The GPS says not to turn right for another two miles.”

“Trust me, just do it.”

Will does it.

The paved road is in disrepair. Every pothole we hit makes me wonder if this is the right way.

“Take a left up here,” Jake instructs.

We ascend gradually, rounding a blind curve, and then we come to a fork in the road.

“Stop the car!” Jake yells.

Will jerks over to the side and Jake jumps out.

I follow him, as do Drew and Will.

He drops to his knees in the dirt and loses his entire lunch.

“Hey, what can I do?” I ask.

Twisting around, Jake plops himself down and wipes his mouth. “I remember everything.”

Huh, okay. “What are you talking about?”

His face clouds over. “That night. I never told anyone, not even my mother, but I remember every single thing that happened.”

I frown, dropping down beside him. We’re all a little unsure—Drew leaning against the car with his arms crossed and Will standing across from me with his hands in his pockets—a true sign we’re fucking clueless about what to say.

Kicking at a stone with my dress shoes, I finally break the ice. “Want to talk about it?”

Jake nods his head toward the fork that leads to the right. “We lived there, at the top of the hill in a doublewide mobile home.”

Practically buzzing with disbelief, my entire body shakes. “He lives in the same place you grew up?”

Jake shakes his head in his own zone of disbelief. “Yeah, I can’t fucking believe it. The entire drive I hadn’t picked up on it. The fucking address didn’t even register. But that dirt road. That fucking dirt road, I took it down to the bus and back up every single day.”

I hold my breath and nod. Sure, we told each other everything, but there were some things we all knew were just taboo. I never talked about my father, Will never talked about his mother being a prostitute, Drew never spoke about where he came from or who his father was, and Jake never talked about why his mother left his father. Sure we all knew these things about each other, but, like I said, we never talked about them. They were forbidden topics since the beginning of our friendship.

Jake frowns and wipes at his mouth again. “That night he raped that girl. She was my babysitter. My mother had gotten called into work. She worked at one of the casinos on the outskirts of town. My old man hadn’t worked in months, but was never around. She called the neighbor,” he points to the left side of the fork in the road, “who had a twelve-year-old daughter and asked if Becca could babysit.”

I pick up one the stones and roll it around between my fingers in order to keep the raging hostility I’m feeling for Jake’s father at bay.

Jake draws in a breath. “He thought I was asleep when he came home. He opened up the door and called my name, but I didn’t answer him because I didn’t want to talk to him. The only time he talked to me was when it was to tell me what to do. Becca was watching TV on the couch and I remember the volume getting louder. He said something to her. She answered him. I had no idea what was being said. Then I thought my father had knocked something over until I heard her faint cries.”

I toss the stone in my hand into the barren wasteland of dirt and grab another.

Jake wipes his brow and then looks around at each of us as if looking for reassurance.

I nod my head in his direction. “Go on, Jake, get it out.”

“I was seven at the time. Seven years old. There was nothing I could have done.”

“I don’t think anyone would have expected you to,” Will tells him.

“Becca would have. She was a nice girl. She was there for me, and he covered his dirty body over hers, covered her mouth with his filthy palm, and raped her. He raped her right there in our living room and I saw him do it.”

Dread washes through me.

“I didn’t say anything. She was a nice girl, and he was vile. She didn’t tell anyone for a long time. Once she did, there was no evidence. He went to jail but got a lawyer who thought he could get him out. My father claimed Becca made it all up. I knew she didn’t. And I think my mother knew I knew. She claimed being harassed everywhere we went was why we left, but I think she was afraid I’d speak out, and after all that time, where would that have left us?”

My anger towards his father and empathy for him seems to be punching it out inside me. I’m not sure which I want to win out. I catch his gaze. “We can’t live our lives trying to change our past, Jake, nothing good can come of it, trust me, I know.”

He runs his hands down his face. “I could have saved her, and I didn’t. I live with that every day.”

“It’s time to let it go,” Will whispers.

Everything about Jake makes such sense now. He stays away from nice girls. Thinks he’s dirty. He can’t forgive himself for not helping Becca.

“It was a long time ago, Jake. You were a kid. You need to stop punishing yourself for what your father did.”

His expression hardens, and the vulnerable part of him disappears right in front of me. “I’ve never told anyone that story, but I’m telling you guys now because when we go up there, I need to go in the house alone. It’s time I had my peace with that man. Let him know I know he’s a liar. He can plead innocence and sue whomever the fuck he wants for wrongful doing, but it’s all a lie, and I know it. I’ll get him to drop whatever scheme he has cooked up against Lightning Motors; you have to trust me on this, but I need to do it alone.”

“It’s your call,” I tell him.

Will and Drew agree.

Jake stands up. “Let’s get up there then.”

“You sure you want to do this?” Drew asks him. “Brad’s guy should be up there. We can turn around right now and let him handle this.”

Jake shakes his head with determination. “I got his.”

I believe he does.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

STOP SIGN AHEAD

Charlotte

GONE ARE THE days of simply popping over to Canada.

Armed with my passport and driver’s license, I approach the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel crossing with apprehension. I shiver slightly from the cool evening air as I open my window and then smooth a hand over my messy hair.

The booths and inspection plazas are jam-packed with people. Then again, it is a holiday weekend.

“Pull forward and to the left,” security tells me.

Stuck in a line a mile long, my mind starts to drift.

I’m pregnant.

There’s no way I can have a baby.

I can’t take care of a baby.

I’m not ready for that.

When someone pounds on my window, I jump, my hand flying to my belly.

I’m spinning.

Scanning.

Worried.

It’s not just me anymore.

But it’s no one dangerous. It is just security.

That’s all.

Calming down, I lower my window once again and do as I’m instructed. The inspection is over so quickly that I’m driving seventy-five feet below the Detroit River in no time.

I hate this part.

Hate being underground.

It has always made me feel so vulnerable.

Fearful.

Thank God the mile goes quickly.

Toll paid, GPS leads me to ON-3, where I drive for an hour.

Too soon, I’m driving down a residential street in a nice neighborhood. Her street. I swing the Civic into a steep driveway, apprehensive in a way I haven’t been before.

I look at the house.

It’s small, but nice.

I stare at the front porch with the light on, and my pulse flutters like a bird hoping to take flight. My gaze widens and I take in the white-shingled home with a red door, black shutters and detached garage.

Red door.

She has a red door.

And it’s so welcoming and inviting.

I pull the emergency brake, just in case.

Stalling.

What am I here for?

I don’t know.

I just know I had to come.

Clicking on my phone to make sure Jasper hasn’t called me, my screensaver pops up and I smile. The picture of a dreamy man with light-brown hair, tan skin, full lips, and large chocolate-brown eyes. I stare at Jasper’s picture, the one I took the day we went out on the boat. There’s such intensity in his eyes and face, it reminds me that he feels things, deeply.

Stalling again.

Getting out of the car, I start for the house. For a moment, I feel the familiar tinge of resentment. Did Tory grow up here? With my mother as her mother? Then I remember anger won’t change anything.

I find myself marching toward the front steps as if I’m going to a funeral.

Maybe in a way I am.

My hand is shaking when I ring the doorbell.

I wait.

Nothing.

I hover my finger over the button and take a deep breath before pressing it again.

Still nothing.

Giving up and thankful she isn’t home, I turn and head for my car.

I hear it before it registers.

The door opening.

The voice calling, “Charlotte? Is that you?”

Slowly, I turn around.

She stares right at me.

Step by step, I walk to the porch.

We look at each other, expressionless, motionless, a standoff of some kind.

She finally speaks. “I never thought you’d come.”

I open my mouth to talk, then shut it. I’m nervous and rattled, and so uncertain. “I . . . I . . . I was hoping to talk to you,” I stammer.

There’s a sad gleam in her eye. “Yes, of course. Come in.”

I realize I’m holding my breath. I can’t go inside. I can’t see where she’s been living all these years. See pictures that don’t include me. “Can we go somewhere? Maybe get some coffee?” I suggest as an alternative.

She looks at me as if understanding what I’m thinking. “Okay, sure. There’s a Starbucks a couple of blocks over. It should still be open. Let me just grab my purse.”

For one second, I am stupidly stunned that she has agreed, but ride together? No. “How about I follow you?”

“Yes, of course.”

She drives a Ford Escape. I follow her down the street and around the corner of an average neighborhood from her average home in her average car. Not that much different from Eastpointe, actually.

Everything about this makes no sense.

As we enter the coffee shop, the buzz inside is a relief. People around are a good thing. The smell of baked goods in the air reminds me I haven’t eaten since lunch, and then I didn’t really eat. I should force myself to eat something. It’s probably not good for the baby for me to go without food.

“How about you grab a table and I’ll order,” my mother suggests. “What would you like?”

I glance up at the menu and know I am taking way too long.

She’s patient with me.

That’s unexpected.

Reaching for my wallet, I tell her, “I’ll have the green tea and one of the protein pack meals, and maybe a bottle of water,” and then I hand her a twenty-dollar bill.

She pushes it back toward me, and I imagine she feels scorned, although she just says, “I got it.”

By the time she comes back to the table, I am filled with anxiety, so much so I’d say it’s flowing through my veins.

She sets the tea and food in front of me, and then sits down with a cup in her hand.

As I reach for the bottle of water, I notice that my hands are shaking. I feel lightheaded, sweaty, queasy, and I can’t seem to catch my breath.

“Are you okay?” she asks, more concern in her voice than I ever remember hearing.

I force myself to snap out of it. I will not have an anxiety attack in front of this woman. “Yes, I’m fine, just thirsty.”

Grow up, Charlotte.

She peels back the plastic lid of her cup, checking for the amount of cream. It appears to be okay because she says nothing. “I’m surprised you came to see me. I didn’t think you would.”

When I can’t manage a reply, she adds, “It’s nice to see you.”

I look at her, bracing myself. I lick my lips, my throat still dry, and stalling a little more, I take a large sip of the tea and it burns the roof of my mouth.

“Careful, it’s hot.”

“It’s fine,” I say, my voice cracking. “I came because I have some questions I’d like the answers to.”

She holds my gaze. “Yes, anything. I owe you that much.”

My chin trembles as I nod the smallest of nods. She does owe me, but I don’t tell her so.

She smiles at me. “Maybe I could start?”

She’s asking me?

I sit frozen, anticipating what she’ll say—that the motherhood gene is hereditary. Her mother was just like she was. Some women aren’t born to be mothers, and her and I are in that group.

I feel sorry for my baby.

Her smile fades, all the color draining from her already-fair complexion, as she stares at me with eyes the same as mine.

We’re the same.

I’m going to cry.

I don’t though.

I feel more grown-up already.

She clears her throat. “What I did to you wasn’t right, Charlotte. I was very young when I got pregnant with you, barely out of high school. My parents encouraged me to get married, so I did. I never loved Adam.”

I open up the food box and tell myself I need to eat, even though I’m not certain I can keep it down.

She continues. “Adam didn’t want to get married either, but his parents forced him. I was alone all the time. It’s not an excuse, but I was so unhappy. And you, well you were a baby and babies need attention. I struggled to do what was right. Every day, Charlotte, I told myself today, today I would be a better mother. And then every day passed and I wasn’t. As you got older, you needed more and more.”

The bite of hard-boiled egg gets stuck in my throat and I have to wash it down with a swig of water.

She holds my gaze then hesitates, taking a deep breath. “But none of that was your fault. I know I told you it was, but it wasn’t. You were a child who needed love, and I was broken. It was me who couldn’t give it to you. And Charlotte, I’m so sorry if I made you think anything different.”

Unable to contain my emotion, it just comes out. “You did. You made me feel so unwanted, unloved. That I couldn’t be loved because I needed too much. And then, and then, you left me,” I stammer.

Tears stream down her face; she wipes them away one after the other.

Mine are falling too.

She swallows and waits as we both stare at each other awkwardly. And then she does something unexpected. She reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “I am so sorry, baby girl, I am so, so sorry. I know that doesn’t make up for anything.”

I tense at the coolness of her fingers around my hand. They are slender, delicate, and her middle finger is dwarfed by a large silver ring.

I look down at our almost identical hands and ask, “Was your mother like you? I mean, unable to handle being a parent?”

She shakes her head with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “No, my mom was a great mother. She stayed at home and loved it. She was my Brownie troop leader, the cheerleading team mom, prom coordinator, anything she could do to be a part of my life—she did it. She was wonderful.” She pats my hand and then pulls it away to wipe her eyes. “Her and my father were in a car accident right before I had you. It devastated me. She’d already gotten the nursery ready and every time I went in there, it reminded me of her. I made Adam redo the room before you were even born.”

I digest this. Something I never knew.

She takes another sip of her coffee. “Do you want me to go on?”

I stare at my food. “Yes.”

She nods, resigned. “When Tom’s wife died, we formed a bond, and that bond grew stronger and stronger every time we were together. I fell in love with him, and he fell in love with me. He made me happy. So when he asked me to run away with him, I said yes. I knew I couldn’t bring you, Charlotte, I was too broken to take care of you.”

“But you took care of Tory,” I say indignantly, and wish I could take it back.

“She wasn’t mine, don’t you see, I wasn’t responsible for her. Tom was. I could deal with that.”

“But you couldn’t deal with me.” It’s not a question.

That slender hand is on mine again. “But not you.”

I jerk my hand back. There isn’t much left to say. I take a final sip of my tea and start to stand.

“Don’t leave yet,” she pleads.

“Why?” I ask, holding my breath, waiting, mentally pulling myself together.

She hesitates, and then says, “Because there is more you should know.”

I open my cheese stick. “I’ll finish my food, but then I need to get back.”

“Thank you,” she breathes.

I take a bite and wait and say a silent prayer that I made the right choice to stay.

“When I saw you, I told you to be careful of Hank Harper, but I didn’t tell you why. I want to now.”

She leans forward. “Tom had been taking payoffs from Hank Harper to turn down new work at the plant for years.”

Choking down my food, I toss the rest in the container on the table. “Why would Tom do that to Dad?”

“His wife’s illness had left him in a pile of debt and he needed the extra money.”

“Then why not take the extra work?”

“If the parts would have been taken on by the plant, he wouldn’t have seen the money. It would have been reinvested in operations.”

An audible intake of breath is my only response.

“I’m not saying it was right, Charlotte. But it happened. Still, despite that, the plant was doing well and taking over more and more business from Hank. Hank then offered Tom a big chunk of money to slow things down. When Tom said no, Hank blackmailed him. Told him he’d tell Adam everything. That’s when Tom decided it was time for us to go. He’d saved enough money that we could leave.”

“Did he do what Hank wanted?”

“No, but he knew someone else was going to.”

Horror prickles my skin. “So he left knowing he was going to kill all those people?”

“No!” she cries. “No one was supposed to be working that night. Tom had made certain of it. The lines should have been shut down. Whatever was done was supposed to cause a mild fire. Enough just to shut down operations for a short time.”

“But Luke added a shift,” I mumble in disbelief. “He wanted to help Dad and Tom.”

She nods. “After that, we could never go back.”

I stare at her, trying to figure out if she can possibly be telling me the truth.

She takes another sip of her coffee. “The story isn’t over.”

I nod. Knowing this.

“Tory turned out to be a wild girl. She hated rules and moved to Windsor right after she graduated high school. Sometime last year she came to visit us and started asking a lot of questions about the past. She was so young then she really didn’t remember much. Anyway, she started talking about looking you up and moving back to Detroit. Tom asked her not to do that. To leave well enough alone.”

“She came to the Butterfly House,” I tell her.

Her face goes blank. “Did you talk to her?”

I shake my head. “She never introduced herself.”

“She never told us. All I know is she kept asking her father questions about that time, and his nerves were showing, he said a few things to her, and warned her to stay away from Hank Harper. He was paranoid that Hank was out to get him, even after all those years, for taking off like he did, and then of course for the aftermath he was left with.”

I’m sipping at my tea, now cool, when she says that. “What do you mean aftermath?”

“The cover up. The explosion couldn’t look like Hank had caused it; he was afraid if it did, fingers would be pointed at him, and rightfully so.”

“So what did he do?”

“I’m sorry, Charlotte, I honestly don’t know. In fact, until the night Tory called and told her father she’d made a deal with Hank Harper and now feared her life, I did everything I could not to remember that time.”

I twisted my water bottle in my hands, ready to spring the million-dollar question. “So why was Tom in my apartment? And why did he attack me?”

My mother looks down and twists her fingers in her lap. “I wish I knew. I really do. And that is why I’m worried about you. The last I spoke with Tom, he couldn’t find Tory and he was headed to Hank’s office. After that, I never talked to him again.”

I gather my things. “Thank you for your concern, but I’ll be fine.”

Again, she takes my hand. “Please be careful. He’ll mow anyone down who tries to take business from him. He’s ruthless, Charlotte. He’ll do anything to stay on top. Anything.”

The word rings in my ear.

Anything.

Sabotage?

Murder?

When I stand up, so does she. “I meant what I said earlier, Charlotte, I’m so sorry for who I was back then. I know that isn’t nearly enough, and I don’t expect that you will ever be able to forgive me, but if someday, you think you might, I’ll be here.”

I can’t even call her mom. I can’t call her anything. And I can’t say I accept her apology because she’s right, it’s not nearly enough. So I nod and as I turn to leave, I pause and then reach for her hand, giving it a little squeeze. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

Tears spring to her eyes and to mine.

And I leave.

Walk out into the night and inhale the air.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

I let it fill my lungs with air before exhaling a long cleansing breath.

Slowly, I make my way to my car, and when a breeze blows by, I raise my arms up high above my head and clutch fistfuls of air as it weaves it way through my fingers.

It wasn’t me—it was her.

Her.

She was the broken one.

Not me.

Then I look down at my still-flat belly and think . . .

Maybe.

Just maybe . . . I can do this.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

LICENSE TO DRIVE

Jasper

EVERYONE WANTS TO do it.

Drag down Hansen Dam, Ogden and Kostner, Telegraph Road, even the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway can be a thrill, but if you’re a street racer, no place is more coveted than Mulholland Drive.

My hands are gripping the wheel.

There is a carpet of shimmering lights below.

Windows open.

I whip through the turns with hair-raising precision.

The stretch of broken pavement that clings to the side of the ridge is nine miles of pure adrenaline.

Vroom!

Tires spin.

The V-8 growls as it rolls down the boulevard.

It’s over way too soon. But just once. That was all I needed. Just once in my lifetime to be able to say I did it.

“Woohoo,” Jake hollers as I pull into our hotel.

“You’re one crazy fuck,” Drew shouts as he gets out.

I grin like a motherfucker.

“Last time you’re driving when I’m in the car,” Will breathes under his breath.

I clap him on the shoulder. “What’s the matter, getting old?”

“Hardly. You’re just a crazy fuck.”

“Come on, I had complete control.”

Will walks ahead of me.

“You’re mad because you didn’t get to ride shotgun. Aren’t you?”

He raises his hand and gives me the finger.

“Love you too!” I shout.

He turns around with a grin and I know he loved every second of that ride. “I’ve got some calls to make,” he tells me.

Guess that means he wants some privacy.

Subtle.

I slow my pace and wait for Jake. “What you did today took a lot of guts.”

He shoves his hands in his pockets. “I did what I had to do, JJ, to save our company.”

“Yeah, you did, man, and you delivered.” I grin.

Once Jake confronted his father, he not only presented him with the legal document Brad had put together, but he told him what he remembered. The dude came clean right away. He told Jake someone had offered him ten thousand dollars to fabricate the story. That was all he had to do. Jake also found out whatever money his father had come into, he lost at the casino tables. After that, we blew out of Vegas.

Shit! Have we grown up or what?

We never even stopped to hit the tables, check out the strippers, or have a drink.

We just rode like the wind.

The lights of Vegas are far behind us, and Jake seems to be finally feeling better. In fact, he insists we make another stop at In-N-Out Burger. This time we eat there.

Fire out.

The hotel is on the small side, and the pool is off to the side. As the three of us head to the lobby, I veer toward it. Unbutton my shirt. Undo my pants. Hop over the small wire fence. And take everything but my skivvies off.

“The pool is closed,” Drew hollers.

“Since when do I care about rules?” I shout and jump in.

A second later there’s another splash.

Then another.

Jake grabs me by the ankles to pull me under.

Drew grabs Jake.

It’s like we are kids again, sneaking into the pool at the YMCA at midnight just because we were hot.

I slide an arm around Jake’s shoulder to knuckle him in the head. He catches it and twists my arm back. The horseplay continues for a long time. It feels good. Drew is the first to head up to the suite. Jake, exhausted, soon follows. I stay behind, put my pants back on, plop on a lounge chair, and pull my phone from my pocket. It’s midnight here, so it’s three in the morning in Detroit. I shouldn’t call her, but I need to hear her voice.

“Jasper,” she answers sounding more than a little groggy.

“Hi,” I whisper.

“Hi,” she whispers back. “I miss you.”

I stretch out on the lounge. “I’m glad.”

She laughs. “You’re supposed to say I miss you back.”

I love the shape her mouth forms when she smiles and I can picture it right now. “Since when do I do what I’m supposed to do? But I do miss you.”

That laugh again. “That’s true. I got your text. I’m glad everything went well, but it’s disturbing to hear that someone paid Jake’s father off to slander Lightning Motors.”

I run a hand through my hair. “Yeah, I know.”

“Any idea who? Competitors out there maybe?”

“I don’t even want to think about it right now. So how’d it go at the doctor?”

She draws in a breath. “Good. Well. Interesting.”

I raise a brow. “Interesting how?”

“I’ll tell you all about my day tomorrow. What time will you be back?”

“Around six.”

“Okay, I’m going to get up early and take a drive out to Mackinac Island.”

Surprised, I ask, “Why are you doing that?”

I can hear the rumple of the sheets and I wish I were there with her. “Remember I told you that Katy Underwood had found some of my father’s things? I’d told her to destroy them, but she said she’d hold on to them until I made it out there, so I thought I’d go have lunch with her and pick them up.”

I look around the empty space and hate that there’s so many miles between us. “Take my car.”

“No, I like my car. Yours is a shift and I’m not good at it.”

I sigh. “It’s not going to make it.”

“Don’t say that. Yes, it is.”

I relent. “Well, be careful driving that far,” I whisper.

“What? Are you telling me I shouldn’t go ninety the whole way?” I can hear the smile in her voice.

“That car could never. But Charlotte Lane, you’re a woman after my own heart.” And then I add sternly, “Besides, that piece-of-shit car of yours needs to be handled with TLC.”

She laughs. “That’s not the only thing that likes to be handled with TLC. And it will be fine.”

She owns me with that laugh. “I’ll give you TLC, trust me.”

“I was planning on surprising you and taking you up there with me.”

“Oh, yeah, why, because you wanted to have your wicked way with me?” I tease.

“That and then some.” I can hear the hitch in her breath.

“You better stop.”

“Not much you can do about it from there.”

“Oh, baby, you do not want to go there.”

She giggles.

I get serious. “If you want I could meet you up there,” I suggest, thinking that is just the place to make her listen to me.

“It’s five hours. You’re going to be tired and you wouldn’t get there until so late.”

“First, for me it’s four and second, I’d do anything for you.”

There’s silence on the line. “I’d really like that, but we’ll have two cars.”

“Let me worry about that. We’ll stay until Monday. It’s settled.”

“Okay.” I can hear her moving around again.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Trying to get comfortable in bed. What are you doing?” Her voice sounds seductive.

“Well, I have to share a bedroom with Will, so right now I’m flopped on a lounge chair at a closed pool by myself wishing I was in bed with you.” The huskiness in my voice is unexpected.

“Is it weird that you’ve only been gone a day and I can’t wait to see you?”

I laugh. “No, it’s not weird, but is it me or my cock you miss?”

“Do you really want to know?” Her voice is sexy.

I’m surprised by her response.

“I think you just answered my question. What are you wearing?” It just slips out.

“One of your t-shirts,” she rasps.

“What else?” I keep going.

“Nothing.”

I nearly stop breathing.

“Are you still there? I said nothing.”

Something’s different about her. She sounds lighter, freer. Maybe getting that cast off was a great relief.

“Jasper,” she breathes again.

The way she says my name makes my cock thicken and my balls tighten. “Yeah, I’m still here. I’m thinking about you lying there. In our big bed. Without me. And trying to figure out how to fix that problem.”

“Sorry, but I think the distance between Detroit to California isn’t a problem that can be fixed.”

“But it is. I’m very resourceful.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Pull your shirt up.”

“Okay,” she breathes without reluctance.

Again, I’m surprised.

“Did you do it?”

“Yes.”

I can picture her right now. Her nipples peaked. Her pussy wet for me. Her mouth parted. The tip of her tongue slipping out to wet her lower lip, just the smallest, most unobtrusive bit, but enough to drive me wild. Then her breathing picks up. Her hair is a beautiful mess all around her. I’m practically panting when I speak. “Pretend your hands are mine, and that I’m caressing your beautiful tits and pinching your tiny pink nipples until you moan. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes.”

“Harder.”

“Yes, oh yes.”

I can feel the blood rushing faster and faster to my cock. “That’s it, baby, moan for me. Let me hear you.”

“Oh Jasper, I want your mouth on my pussy.”

“Jesus Charlotte, you can’t talk that way to me when I’m not near you.”

“I can’t help it. I’m thinking of you and the way you look at me when you push my legs apart.”

My heart stutters at the thought of doing just that. “Well, it’s your lucky day because I’m there. I’m crawling up the bed to get to that sweet little pussy of yours with my mouth and my hands.”

“I can feel you. Your tongue, the slick, hot swipe of it against my flesh.”

I groan, painfully aware that I am out in public and that my straining cock can’t make an appearance, but I can be unselfish and focus on her. “That’s it. My fingers are over your clit now. I can feel that tight knot under my fingertips. Can you feel it?”

“Yes,” she moans.

“Good girl, now my fingers are inside that wet, hot pussy of yours, and they’re moving in and out. In and out.”

“Say it again,” she demands.

I love when she tries to take command.

It makes my lips part and my eyes heavy-lidded. “In and out . . . in and out. Both hands now, one with my finger deep inside you, and the other is lightly pinching your clit. You’re rocking your hips.”

“Oh, God,” she moans.

I’m fully aware of how heavy my balls feel. “That’s it, baby. Rock against my hand. Feel my mouth sucking on your clit, my fingers inside you stroking upward and fucking you. I’m there. I’m on you. Tasting you. Licking you. Sucking you. Feasting on you like you’re my last meal.”

“Oh, God, Jasper. Oh God.” She manages a barely coherent mumble.

I’m coated in sweat. I lick my lips and taste something tangy. I taste her. “That’s it. Come for me, Charlotte. Come for me, baby.”

The series of moans that rip through the line has me wanting to take my throbbing cock in my hand and fuck myself without finesse or grace—just raw, unadulterated animalistic fist fucking.

“Oh my God,” she breathes into the phone.

“Yeah,” I smile and then laugh. “I was that good, huh?”

I hear her suck in a breath.

“Yes,” she answers a little sheepishly and I can picture her cheeks turning pink. “Your turn,” she says, “But you’re going to have to help me out.”

I suck in my own breath. “Fuck. I wish I could. But I’m out in public and really don’t want to be slapped with a public indecency charge. But just know that my boxers are straining right now because my cock is rock hard just thinking about how sexy you must look.”

She lowers her voice. “Do you remember when we used to play in the backyard and you didn’t want to take the time to go into the house and use the bathroom?”

“Yeah,” I laugh, “I’d go stand behind the garage and tell you not to look. You’re not going to tell me you did?”

“No! I was going to suggest you find a private spot, and I could tell you how to touch yourself.”

“Oh, fuck!” I’m so hard it’s making my teeth hurt. I make a shuddering noise of desire and look around. There is another few seconds of silence before I can speak. “Nothing private around here. Looks like it’s going to be me and my hand in the shower.”

“Will you push your hips forward and stroke your cock from the base to just below the head in short, fast strokes?”

I push my fist in my mouth to keep from doing that. “Yes.”

“Will you do it over and over?”

I’m mindless and filled with desire. “Fuck yes.”

“I wish I could watch.”

She’s so naughty.

My voice is low and hoarse. “Well, that might be able to be arranged. I can Facetime you when I get back to the room if you want?”

“Yes, I want, very much.”

Barely able to hold on, I can’t believe this girl is mine.

I want to cry out to the world . . .

Me too.

That and so much more.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

REST STOP

Charlotte

THINGS DON’T ALWAYS go as planned.

And I’ve learned over the years to just roll with it.

Until now.

Everything is different now. It’s not just me. There’s a tiny life living inside me. One that needs so much.

Needs.

The night air is warm as I cross the grass to the rocks and make my way to the beach-like landing where I sit down. It’s quiet down here. Private. No one knows it’s here. I used to come here all the time when I was younger.

Younger.

Babies, children, they need things from people.

Finally I can accept that.

Accept that I wasn’t too needy.

I just needed.

Love.

Attention.

Affection.

And that was okay.

Raising my head, I watch the momentary sonic boom that fills the sky. As it happens, I think about my life and where this new event will lead me.

Will Jasper accept the baby?

Can we make a life together?

It’s with all my heart and soul that I hope we can, but if he can’t, I feel strong enough for the first time in my life that I can do this alone.

I know I can.

Streaks of color cross the sky and I lean back to absorb the sounds of the Labor Day fireworks in the darkness of the beach. I watch the sky come alive with so many vibrant hues, starbursts of color, showers of light. And as ribbons of smoke blur the sky, I can say for the first time in my life . . . I am not broken.

The water laps the rocks and I relax into the sand, letting it wash over me, my dress, my body, my soul.

There’s a crinkle, a tickle, a tease on the back of my neck. I jump to my feet and slowly turn around. More than aware of what’s causing it. Or rather who.

The colors in the sky begin to swirl and dance into flashes and bursts, but it’s my heart that is really exploding.

He’s looking at me with those bedroom eyes.

My pulse pounds at the sight of those long legs striding toward me. Even at a distance, I can’t stop my body from shuddering. Hair the color of milk chocolate lightened by the sun spikes forward over his forehead and feathers against his cheeks in front of his ears. Short and wispy in the back, it sticks up everywhere. He’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt and his boots to the beach.

I laugh.

So Jasper.

And I love that I know that.

He gets a little closer and the light of the moon highlights his gorgeous face. He’s so scruffy and delicious.

His gaze slides over me with a warmth I want to hold on to forever. This might be it for us. Once I tell him about the baby, he might just turn around.

I can’t tell him right now.

Not yet.

I want too much.

Just him.

And me.

And the moment.

Nothing else but the earth and the sky.

“Hey, there you are,” he calls with a grin that melts me.

My feet are moving, running, and I’m jumping into his arms. “How’d you get here so early?”

Jasper twirls me around like I’m as light as a feather and made of air before setting me down. “I took a turbo chopper, but I think the better question is why’d you get here so late?”

I don’t pull away to answer. I just keep my embrace around his neck and hold him tight. “A little setback.”

He laughs long and hard into a spot he’s burrowed his face into at my neck. “I wouldn’t call your engine overheating a little setback.”

“The mechanic told me it wouldn’t be worth fixing.”

His mouth is licking up my neck. “That sucks,” he mocks.

I toss my head back. “Yes, it does,” I say sternly.

“Say it.” He bites at my earlobe.

I shake my head.

“Say it.” His lips are over mine.

I give in. Easier than I should. Because I missed him. “You were right.”

“What?”

“You were right!” I shout.

When I can’t stop laughing, he covers my mouth with his. Searches it. Explores it. Lips. Teeth. Tongue. His hands anchor my hips to hold me in place and he kisses me hard and harder still.

I want it to always be like this.

Suddenly, he’s emptying his pockets, and then he’s lifting me and tossing me over his shoulder.

“What are you doing?” I squirm.

“Teaching you a lesson, baby.”

Before I can even protest, we’re both underwater and bobbing up in water that is chest deep. I push my hair back. “You did not just do that.”

He raises his brow. “But I did.”

With a frown, I try to playfully shove him to knock him underwater, but he is steady like a rock.

He grabs my wrists, gentle but firm, and yanks me to him. “Come here.”

This close, all I can smell is his cologne and his fresh scent. I feel intoxicated by it. Drunk on him. Us. What I hope will always be.

His tongue slides over my lips and he kisses me again. Kisses me forever. And then his hands slide up my thighs, and with the hem of my dress floating around me it makes it easy.

“What are you doing?”

His hands move up to the curves of my breasts, as if he can’t touch enough of me fast enough. “What do you think I’m doing?” he whispers around his kiss.

I start to laugh. “Out here?”

The slide of his tongue on mine makes it impossible to think or care where we are.

His hands slide down the wet fabric of my dress and disappear beneath the water to find my panties. He tugs them down and when they stick to my body, he tugs harder until he rips them off me, and then he lets them float away.

I really don’t care.

His fingertips circle my pussy beneath the cool water.

Warmed by him, I’m thinking of the temperature, but I am thinking about where we are. I try to mutter a protest, but not really that hard. “Someone could see us. We should go back to the house.”

He nudges my legs apart. “No one is going to see us out here in the dark.”

He’s right. No one is.

Then he’s unzipping his pants and I’m panting at the thought.

Unable to wait, I reach for him. Take his full, thick, warm cock in my hand before his zipper is completely down. I pull it out. Stroke it. Hold it. Caress it.

I want to feel him like this forever.

“I need to be inside you.” His breath comes a little short. “Wrap your arms around me.”

I do.

“Now your legs.”

I do that too.

And then he pushes in me. Hard and fast. His fingers digging into my flesh as he holds me and fills me.

Fireworks continue to light up the sky, but it’s Jasper who’s lighting me up.

“Oh, fuck, I missed this.” His words blow hot over my skin.

I push into him. He pushes into me. The water laps around us, but Jasper has us. I slide up his body a little; the change in angle allows him to go deeper.

So deep.

Groaning, he moves faster, faster still.

In and out.

Back and forth.

His head is buried in my neck, sucking, licking, tasting me.

I lick my lips.

He finds his way back to my mouth.

Our rhythm doesn’t falter.

I kiss him, my tongue flicking against his lips.

Jasper kisses me harder, gasping and panting.

With our lips still touching, our eyes meet and hold.

Jasper quickens his pace.

Harder.

Faster.

My eyes flutter closed with the satisfaction of him completely filling me. And then I start to shake, breathing hard, unable to catch my breath.

“Charlotte, open your eyes,” Jasper demands hoarsely.

I do.

Jasper’s body surges, his cock thrusts.

I hold his fierce gaze.

He thrusts even deeper. “I want to see your face when you come,” he whispers.

He continues to slide in and out of me.

I move against his thrusts, my heart speeding out of control.

“You feel amazing,” he grunts against my lips.

“So do you.” I hold his demanding gaze and see him completely naked. I don’t mean his state of dress. I mean there are no walls up. He’s here with me. All here.

I hope after I tell him about the baby, that doesn’t change.

“Charlotte.” His grip on me tightens. His eyes blaze into mine.

“Jasper,” I whimper. That slow, steady pressure I have come to yearn for starts to build.

“Fuck.” He starts moving at lightning speed.

I’m tipping over the edge. The feeling so quick, so intense, I pull his hair hard just to hold on, and he gasps.

The air around us feels like it’s crackling. I cry out his name, my fingers digging into his skin as I clench around his driving cock.

“Oh, fuck, oh fuck,” he shudders as he finds his own release.

Slowly, he lets go of me and I slide down his body.

He slips out of me and I feel a loss.

Our eyes still connected, I look at all of him. His mouth is wet. His hair is wet. His clothes are wet. But his eyes are bright.

Bliss shivers down my spine.

His smile teases my lips into a soft kiss. Ever so gently he takes my face in his hands, and then tilts it to look at him. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I whisper, without an ounce of hesitation.

Triumph lights up his face.

I should tell him now.

I don’t.

I’ll tell him in the morning.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

SINGLE LANE

Jasper

IN THE EARLY morning light, I breathe in her goodness. Swim in her warmth. Get lost in her perfect little body tucked up close to mine.

Life.

Love.

It surrounds me in a way it never has.

I brush my fingers through her mounds of curly blond hair, which in the silhouette of the morning light, looks like a halo.

She’s an angel.

My angel.

Sent to save me from myself.

I love this girl.

I am in love with Charlotte Lane, the girl next door.

And she’s in love with me.

A soft snore slips through her parted lips as she sinks closer into the security of my hold. That little sound lights up every one of my nerves.

Unable to control myself, I press my hard body against her soft one and hold her close.

Feels so good.

I am in love with this girl.

And I’m never going to let her go.

She burrows further against my chest.

Unable to control myself, I slowly slip my hand down her side. I’m surprised when my breath catches.

The way she impacts me still gets me.

I rest my hand on her hip.

Beneath my touch, Charlotte continues to slumber in the depths of sleep.

Unable to control myself, I bury my nose in her hair and stay one with her.

Ring. Ring.

Fuck, the sound of my cell ringing on the table beside us is hard to ignore.

I manage.

Disturbed by the sound, Charlotte sighs and mumbles those cute, muddled sounds.

I nip at her ear, coaxing her from sleep. “Baby,” I whisper low. I need to talk to her. Talk through all the crazy shit she told me when we came back to the room last night.

Hank behind the plant explosion is insane.

It’s a hard pill to swallow.

The question is, can we trust that Allison is telling the truth?

In my arms, Charlotte slowly rolls over to face me. Her eyes blink open. The intense blue taking my breath away again.

“Morning,” I grin.

A slow smile curves her perfect mouth. “Morning.”

I’m hopeless against that look. My chest tightening, I lean over and brush my lips against her soft, full ones.

“Mmm . . .” she moans.

Yeah, mmm is right.

The sound of her cell ringing is hard to ignore.

Struggling to pull myself away, I blindly reach behind me and grab a phone. It’s mine. I check the caller log. It was Will who called me a few seconds ago. I reach again to grab Charlotte’s phone and see Will’s name flashing.

Soft fingertips flutter against my jaw. “Answer it.”

“You sure?”

She shakes her head and moves across the bed.

I watch her. The way she moves.

The phone stops ringing.

Affection flows through my veins.

My phone starts ringing.

Standing up, she glances over her shoulder. “You should answer that.”

I reach across the bed for her and pull her down. “I will but you need to stay right here.”

She rolls over and points to the phone.

I hit accept. “Hey,” I answer.

“There you are,” Will greets.

My eyes sizzle down Charlotte’s body. “Yep. Here I am.”

“Jasper, I’m sorry, but you need to get back here.”

Ever the drama queen.

Charlotte moves closer to me. I sweep my mouth across hers before getting back to the phone call.

“What’s up, Will?”

“Whitney came across some information in Alex’s office about Drew’s father.”

I furrow my brows. “What kind of information?”

“Something that by association could harm our ability to not only recruit, but retain investors greatly.”

I am just dipping my tongue in the sweetness of Charlotte’s mouth when I bolt upright. “You think Alex is behind all of this?”

Charlotte’s eyes grow wide at my question.

“I don’t know, Jasper, but it sure as shit seems that way.”

I take her hand and lace my fingers through it, feeling like shit that I have to abandon our weekend. “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” I tell Will. “Before I do anything though, we need to figure out if it’s true. It makes no sense. Why would he want to sabotage the factory when he’s using it to grandstand his campaign?”

“I don’t know, Jasper, man, but something isn’t right. This shit about Drew’s father, it’s bad.”

“Has it been published?”

“No, it’s just in note form. Someone’s trying really hard to dig up dirt.”

I kiss Charlotte’s hand. “What does it say?”

“That Drew’s father is a member of the Army of God.”

I drop Charlotte’s hand and stand up. “Shit, a domestic terrorist group? Is it true?”

“Drew doesn’t know. He says he remembers his father having a tattoo on his arm that he thinks could have been their symbol, but he doesn’t know. And he doesn’t want to know.”

I pace the room. “Shit, fuck, shit.”

“Listen, Jasper, I think we got ahead of this, but we need to put an end to whatever is going on.”

I look at Charlotte who is heading into the bathroom. She looks a little pale. “Yeah, we do, and fast. Okay, let me see about getting that chopper out here to take us back to Detroit. I’ll call you when I’m close to landing.”

“Yeah, I’ll come get you both. See you soon,” he says and hangs up.

The bathroom door is closed. I rap on it.

“Just a minute,” she tells me.

I try to turn the knob, but it’s locked.

She cracks it open.

“I’m going to call for a ride,” I tell her.

“What about my car?”

In the midst of all this shit, I can’t help but laugh. “Sweetheart, I’m calling a towing company to haul it to the junkyard.”

She sighs. “Yes, I guess you’re right.”

I just nod, not in the mood to act triumphant.

After that, we both get ready quickly and when I look over at her, she still looks a little peaked.

I hate this for her.

For us.

She glances at the box of her father’s things that is sitting on the small table in the corner unopened.

I grab it. “We’ll open it together as soon as we get this thing with Drew figured out.”

She closes her eyes slowly.

“Hey,” I say lifting her chin. “I love you.”

“I love you,” she whispers softly and her eyes remain closed.

“You okay?

Her eyes open and she gives me a nod.

I can’t help but feel she isn’t.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

REDUCED SPEED AHEAD

Charlotte

HERE’S THE THING about secrets . . . they eat you up.

It’s Tuesday now, and I’ve known about my pregnancy for five days and not told a soul. Not told Jasper.

At first it was timing.

Now, I think it’s fear.

Fear of how Jasper will take the news.

What will happen to our relationship when he finds out?

We flew back from Mackinac Island and Jasper, Whitney, and the guys have been hashing out their thoughts in the loft for days.

Nothing makes sense.

The rain is back and it pelts against the windows. I stare out into it. Will just picked up Jasper and they are headed over to see Alex to confront him. I’m alone in the loft and I should be working, but instead I’m trying to figure out the best way to tell Jasper the news.

‘Hey, honey, surprise, I know we haven’t been together that long, but we’re having a baby.’

Or . . .

‘You know how I told you I was on the pill? Well I was, but I missed one or two, and guess what? We’re having a baby.’

Or better still . . .

‘I know you just told me you loved me, and I told you I loved you, well, now we have someone else to love, surprise we’re having a baby.’

The thought that I still haven’t told him makes me sick and I rush to the bathroom.

When I come out, I feel like I need to lie down. Inside the bedroom, I stare at the ceiling, the floor, and my eyes land on the box of my father’s things.

I take a deep breath and close my eyes.

I can do this.

Unsealing the tape, I remove the lid. There’s an envelope on the top with my name on it. With shaky fingers I unseal it and read it. “My dearest Charlotte, if you’re reading this, I did what had to be done, for you. You need a stable environment. A place to call home. I can’t have you displaced again. You may never forgive me, but know you were the best thing that ever happened to me in my life. I will always love you, Dad.”

Tears stream down my cheeks. He did leave me a note. I just never found it. I go to my knees and press my face into my hands.

I grieve.

I grieve for a man I lost long before he died.

I grieve for the life we should have had.

I break and shake and shatter.

I come undone.

And then I clutch the letter to my heart and feel myself healing.

He loved me.

He never forgot me.

He never forgot me.

He never forgot me.

The rush and rise of my breathing begins to settle. I reach into the box, pull out its contents, and one by one look through the pieces of paper, discarding each to the side until I come across a fire inspection report with the word, “ARSON,” stamped on it.

I read it. It clearly states the explosion at the plant was a result of human tampering.

Oh my God, my mother wasn’t lying. Someone covered up what really happened at the plant twenty years ago.

Hank has to be involved.

Jumping to my feet with the document in hand, I know I have to talk to Detective John Hill. He knew something wasn’t right back then, but I bet he had no idea just how deep the corruption went.

This was a huge cover-up—the DA, fire marshal, and police chief.

Having no choice but to take the Storm, I’m pulling out of the garage and into the pouring rain, trying to get the car into the proper gear.

Here I go again.

Shifting from second to third, I finally manage to keep up with the speed of the traffic. My wipers are moving fast and I’m trying to make sure I stay in second gear. The oncoming light turns yellow and I gun it.

The brake lights in front of me burn red. The car stops too quickly and I slam on the brakes. Nothing is happening. I do it again. They feel squishy. I do it again. And again.

Nothing.

I’m not stopping.

I can’t stop.

Oh, my God!

The Storm comes to a screeching halt when it crashes into the car in front of me. My body is jerking. I’m being thrown forward. I can’t see. There’s a smell of burnt chemicals in the air. Something’s biting into my arm. Dust clogs my eyes, my mouth, my nose. I can’t push it away.

It seems like too much trouble.

There’s a pressure against my chest. A high ringing in my ears. I still can’t see. My sight is coated in a dark metallic color.

A vision of Jasper pops into my mind.

And I see a tiny, little baby with his eyes and nose.

No, the baby!

The baby!

Snapping into action, I struggle to get out. I’m pillowed in a giant plastic bubble of some kind. I take a deep breath. It’s the air bag. Knowing this, I try to go under and around to reach the door handle.

Emergency vehicles must be on their way because I can hear the sirens in the distance.

Soon enough, I open my door and somehow manage to grab my purse. When I get out, it’s on shaky legs.

I try to look around, but the rain mutes my vision. All I can see is that the entire front-end of the Storm is wrinkled like an accordion.

I walk, but slowly, my feet numb. Everything feels hazy, like I’m moving in slow motion. Thunder rattles the ground. Lightning strikes at a distance. Though I’m getting wetter and wetter by the second, heat seems to be all around me.

People come rushing over. “Are you okay? Sit down. You’ve been in an accident.” The voices all blend.

Umbrellas pop open.

Someone hands me one.

I sit down on the curb.

Still a little dazed.

But I’m fine.

I’m okay.

Relief soothes the edge of my anxiety as I look down at my stomach. It looks fine. I feel the same. My arms. They’re coated in a powdery-like substance, but they are fine. My legs too, they are fine as well.

Trembling, I reach for my phone in my purse and call Jasper.

I don’t expect him to be available.

“Hey,” he answers.

“Jasper,” I cry.

“What is it?” He’s concerned.

The pressure in my lungs is pushing out frantic words. “I need you. We need you . . .” I trail off.

“Where are you?” Now he’s frantic too.

“Miss,” a paramedic calls. “Were you the driver in that car?” he points to the Storm.

I nod.

“We’re going to have to examine you.”

I nod again and hand him my phone; I’m unable to say anything else, but he talks for me.

We need Jasper.

We need him.

We do.

A blur passes. The paramedics examine me. I’m fine. The police question me. I tell them what happened. The rain continues to fall at a punishing pace, slipping down the umbrella I’m holding and to the ground. My ballet flats are soaked. My jeans and top too. Although, I barely feel the uncomfortableness of it all.

Slowly, things are starting to seem less hazy.

Soon enough, I wrap my arms around myself.

My teeth are chattering. I’m wet. None of that matters.

I crashed Jasper’s car.

I’m holding a document that reeks of corruption.

I’m pregnant.

“Charlotte!” I hear his voice.

Quickly, I turn and suddenly my tears mix with the tiny raindrops blowing against my face.

Lightning.

Thunder.

Jasper.

Footsteps are pounding in the puddles of water. Fast. Faster still.

“Jasper,” I whisper.

He’s got my upper arms. “Charlotte! Are you hurt?”

My heart is about to drop in my chest. “No, I’m fine, but I’m so sorry about your car.”

“I don’t give a shit about the car. What happened? You sure you are okay?” His lips are moving. His eyes are wide. The look on his face frantic.

I nod again, answering yes to whatever he just said because it seems like a good answer.

“You need to get out of the rain,” he says and then he’s dragging me to the sidewalk and into an office building with a vast lobby.

I drop the umbrella.

He grasps at my arms again and pulls back to look at me, head to toe, but not in a sexual way. He’s making sure I’m not harmed, protecting me like he always has.

Always will.

Even in the midst of the chaos, the storm taking place outside, the accident I caused, I can’t go another minute without telling him. I stare into his eyes, at his soft lips, his furrowed brow. And then, I take a step forward and lean into his ear, my voice low, and whisper the words I should have five days ago. “Jasper, I’m pregnant. I found out on Friday and haven’t been able to figure out how to tell you. No, that’s not true, I’ve been afraid to tell you.”

He exhales suddenly, shaky, uneven. Swallows hard. His eyes are burning into mine. His pulse is beating so fast I can’t distinguish it from my own.

Fear. Anxiety. They flow through my veins. He’s frozen in front of me. I don’t think he’s breathing. In the state he’s in, I’m not so sure he’s not going to turn around and leave me here. Alone.

His hands relax. His eyes quiet down. He stares at me for so long I start to tremble, and then he blinks as if what I said finally registers. In that moment—his lips form a small smile. “You’re pregnant?”

I nod, wondering if the shock is too much for him.

“As in we’re going to have a baby? You and me?”

I nod again.

His smile grows wider and he lets out a little huff of laughter.

“Why is this funny?”

He shakes his head. Just a bit. Then lifts me off my feet and twirls me around like everything is perfect in our lives. “We’re having a baby!” he shouts, no concern at all for where we are or his completely crushed car just feet away.

If I have ever smiled before in my life, it’s never been as big it is right now.

Setting my feet back on the ground, he holds me in place, with his hands and his eyes. The pull between us is so strong I can almost feel his heart beating against my body. I can almost feel his lips breathing against mine. And I can almost taste him on my tongue.

Almost.

I part my lips. Move my tongue. Talk. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

Jasper leans his forehead against mine. “More than okay.” His voice is dangerously husky and his words tingle on my skin.

His answer makes me dizzy in the most delicious way. Because my body needs his, I allow my hands to clutch his wet shirt. My fingers trace the perfectly sculpted lines of his body. Feel his lean muscle. Rely on his strong frame for support.

As unexpected as his response to the news, is what comes next. He drops to his knees. Kisses my stomach. Holds me. And holds me. And holds me like this.

My body is a stick of butter and I am melting in his embrace.

Slowly rising to his feet, he takes me in his arms, kisses me, and whispers, “I love you, Charlotte Lane, and I want to get married as soon as possible.”

My eyes are filling with tears and I’m blinking them back. “You don’t have to feel obligated to do that, Jasper.”

Softly, he pushes the wet hair from my face. “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t do anything I don’t want to do?” he says, and then he smiles at me with that smile that brings back every moment we’ve ever shared.

I draw in a breath, clear my throat, and push him away. “Well, Jasper Storm, that wasn’t very romantic then.” The smile on my face is all he needs to know I’m teasing him.

He tugs me back to him. “Give a guy a chance, will you? I haven’t asked you yet.”

“Good, because I haven’t said yes.”

His smile fades. “You’re going to? Aren’t you?”

I shrug. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

“Keep it up,” he grins.

And then he kisses me again.

He lets his kiss tell me everything.

How much he loves me.

How much he needs me.

Maybe even that I’m his world.

A throat clearing has me twisting around. Behind me standing are Will, Whitney, Jake, Shannon, Drew, and Mrs. Storm. I turn back to Jasper. “How . . . why . . .” I can’t even get the words out, my throat is so clogged with emotion.

“Everyone was worried about you,” he tells me, and then he tells everyone right here in the lobby of I don’t know where, “We’re getting married, oh, and we’re having a baby too.”

Mrs. Storm slaps her hand to her mouth and rushes for us. And everyone else gathers. Among the well wishes and tears, it’s Will who draws us back to reality. “What happened?” he asks me.

By now we’ve migrated over to a group of chairs in this investment banking building. I tell him what happened.

He and Jasper share a look.

“What is it?” I ask.

“My car has the new front radar sensor that Max designed and installed. It not only senses an object’s closeness and adjusts the braking power, but it monitors the brakes too. What just happened to you couldn’t have possibly happened unless someone disabled the device.”

“Hank or Alex,” Will whispers.

The revelation is astounding. Jasper stands and runs for the door.

I stand up to rush after him.

“Give him a minute.” Jake’s voice stops me.

Shannon stands. “Charlotte, I know you said you are fine, but I really think we should go to the hospital just as a precaution because of the baby.”

I nod, my eyes on Jasper. Outside he raises his hands above his head and paces in the rain.

“I’m going to arrange to have the Storm towed to Craig’s garage so we can take a look at it,” Will informs the group, and then he turns to Whitney. “Can you go with Mrs. Storm to the loft and see if you can get the computer or phone to take a charge?”

I look toward Will in question, but Mrs. Storm answers. “I guess Jasper and Will were on their way to Alex’s office when I called Jasper to tell him I’d found something strange. I was out in the meadow trying to pick the last of my flowers before the storm destroyed them when I noticed the water had deeply eroded a section of dirt. With my pruning shears, I pushed at it, and found a computer and phone buried there.”

“Eve’s computer?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. It wouldn’t turn on and neither would the phone.”

Jasper comes striding back, slow and unsteady.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

He drops his head. “No, whatever is going on, that accident was meant for me, not you, and because of me you could have almost . . . fuck, I can’t even say it.”

I caress my hand against his cheek. “No, Jasper. Don’t even think that way,” I say and then I remember why I ended up here. I find my purse and pull out the report. “Look, my mother was right.” I waive the report. “This is why I left the loft. I was going to show it to Detective Hill to see if he can help us.”

All sets of eyes snap to the word, ARSON.

Whitney is the first to speak. “Jasper, I think you really need to consider how far you want to take this.”

Jasper’s entire body is shaking with tension, but his voice is strong when he answers. “I want to destroy the Harpers.”


 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

TURN THE KEY

Jasper

WHEN THE FORMER Detroit mayor was found guilty in a major public corruption case, many hoped the guilty verdict meant a new day had arrived for the city facing bankruptcy—one where corruption would no longer be tolerated at City Hall.

We all wanted to believe that with Alex Harper in place, the nod-and-a-wink justice days of Detroit would be long gone.

It isn’t true.

My decision on what to do with this knowledge isn’t easy.

My need for vengeance is only tempered by my need to get this city on its feet. Pent-up aggression and anger makes me want to take both Alex and Hank down. It has become clear to all of us that one of the Harpers almost killed me three years ago and then almost killed Charlotte today, and my baby as well.

The only possible reason—greed.

Why? Did Hank want to hold onto his monopoly so badly he’d do anything? Did Alex know his father was corrupt and want to cover it up? Sadly, the answer has to be yes.

The question is which Harper killed Eve and Tory?

Either.

Both.

Who the fuck knows.

Yet, I know for certain, it was Hank who arranged to incapacitate the plant, and whatever he did didn’t just incapacitate the place, it annihilated it, by resulting in a deadly explosion. That there is no doubt.

Still, dragging Detroit through the torment of the explosion all over again would not help me in my end goal, which is why I have decided to leave it alone. Let what happened twenty years ago stay buried in the files of City Hall and in the minds of those who were corruptly involved.

The rain has let up and the afternoon sun is warm on my face. I’m in my mother’s car, zooming down the highway. Alex left the office early to meet his wife in Gross Pointe for the town’s annual sidewalk chalk fundraiser.

I’m heading there now.

Taking a left, I turn and slam right into the congested part of the city. I quickly change, lanes wishing I had my own car because every time I accelerate this little putt-putt car goes nowhere. Exiting the highway, I see a steady line of automobiles heading toward the quaint Gross Pointe downtown area.

Turning around, I take a few side streets to get there faster. Once I’m there, I ease off toward the municipality area. Maneuvering into a tight spot, I park my car on the street and watch as men in suits and women in dresses spill from their automobiles. They’re all engaged in their own conversations as they walk along the brick-paved sidewalks. Scanning the area, I spot the mayor’s podium and a chill creeps through me.

There was a time I wanted to be a part of the Harper family. Wanted it more than I wanted almost anything. I guess it’s lucky for me they never accepted me in that way.

I was always the poor boy looking in.

The outsider.

I sit in the car until I spot him. He stands front and center—smug, black suit, sunglasses, and a piece of chalk in his hand.

Always the showman.

Getting out of the car, I lean against the door and continue to watch. His wife and baby girl are by his side.

My jaw clenches. He almost killed what is mine. My fists ball and for a moment, I consider barreling over there and ending it all right now.

But I don’t.

Not for him, but for me.

Still, justice will be served.

The sound of his muffled voice courses through my body and lures me closer. From a distance I watch as people cheer him on. His speech is over quickly and everyone seems to disperse just as quickly. I take the opportunity to blend into the crowd and make my way toward Alex. His wife is a few feet away, and I wonder if she knows just how despicable he is.

Weaving through the crowd, I near the podium. Alex stands next to it, talking to a silver-haired woman in an animated conversation. As soon as I approach, he sees me. Alex excuses himself, and with a staggered gait that can only be for show, he walks over toward me with his hand extended. Through a forced smile he says, “Jasper, what are you doing here?”

“I want to talk to you.” There’s a calm control to my voice that I’m surprised by, considering I want to pound the shit out of him and bury him under this brick sidewalk.

He’s glaring at me through his sunglasses. “About the factory?” he asks. His blood pressure must be out of control because his face is turning beet red.

My eyes hold his. “Meet me in your office in one hour. Alone.”

“I can’t do that. My wife is expecting me to take her to dinner,” he responds, glancing toward her.

I glance in her direction too. “You can, and you will.”

Catching my drift, knowing I know all about his indiscretions, he puckers his brows. “What’s going on?”

I ball my fists at my sides. “You and I need to settle a few things.”

“What kind of things?”

“Old and new,” I tell him, anger coursing through my veins at an uncontrollable speed.

He works his jaw. “I’ll try to make it.”

Before walking away I sneer, “You better make it if you want to wake up tomorrow morning and still be mayor.”

Shocked silence is my response.

Hightailing it back to my car, I hop in feeling only slightly satisfied with how that went. There is still a chance that he might not show. Then I will be forced to do what I don’t want to do.

For a moment I consider confronting Hank. But I know that will get me nowhere but in a fuck load of trouble—I just might kill him. The man who pretended to care about me is someone I don’t need to see to resolve this issue.

Rush hour is in full swing as I approach the city again. With one hand I grip the wheel, and with the other I call Charlotte.

“Jasper,” she answers hastily. She’s nervous about what I’m about to do.

“Hey,” I whisper. “How’s my baby?”

“Are you asking about me or our child?”

“Both. I guess I need to say babies.”

She giggles.

This is all new. I’m still trying to digest it. It’s scary as hell, but it’s real, and I’m ready to try to do this. “Are you resting like the doctor said?”

She sighs. “Do you think with the army surrounding me I have a choice?”

I laugh. I did leave her in good hands.

“Toss your card,” I hear Jake demand.

“Ahhh . . . Jake’s got you playing poker.”

“Yep, and your mother is cooking chicken and dumplings.”

My mother is trying really hard to be supportive. I think I may have been harder on her all these years than I should have been. I’m working on easing up on that, especially with all the Hank bullshit that is being thrown at her right now. Taking the downtown exit, I veer left and try to stay focused on the matter at hand. “Was Whitney able to get anything off the computer or phone?”

“No. She’s says too much moisture has gotten into both devices. We’ll never know what was on them. What about you?”

“I’m on my way to City Hall.”

“Please be careful.”

“For you, and our baby, I won’t take any unnecessary chances.”

“Promise?”

“I’ll do one better and pull out the good old pinky swear.”

She laughs. “I love you.”

“I love you too; I’ll call you on my way home.”

Concentrating on what I’m doing, I push on the gas and cruise down the road. Soon enough, I’m pulling into the underground garage, which I never park in.

At this time of day it is empty. As is the staircase, the reception desk, and the hallways. Breezing through security, I head toward the mayor’s office.

My nerves start to pop and my legs seem to be shaking.

What the hell am I nervous about?

Stepping into the elevator, all I can think is—keep your poker face on, mean what you say, and own it. The door closes and I shut my eyes. The doors open and I’m not even paying attention until the bell dings. I snap my eyes open and hustle out of there—game on.

My fingertips tap the dark wood of the reception desk and a cute red-headed woman smiles at me. “Mr. Storm, the mayor is expecting you. Let me show you in.”

If I know Alex, she works late for his benefit.

Eagerly, she twists the knob to his door and holds it open for me to enter. I walk into his over-the-top office—a huge mahogany desk, floor-to-ceiling glass windows with a view, a large-screen TV on a red wall, an oriental rug with a large leather sofa on top of it. Very over the top for a city-held office.

So his style.

I bet the couch gets a lot of action.

Alex is standing near the window and pouring himself a scotch. When he finishes, he raises his glass. “Care for one?”

The big windows provide a bird’s eye view of Detroit. It’s like he’s in a tower. Ironic. “No thanks. I’d hate to waste your one-hundred-year-old Balvenie when I won’t be here long enough to drink it.”

The ice in his glass clinks and he takes a sip. “Your choice.”

Striding across the room in two seconds flat, I decide I’ve had enough of him. I grab his shirt and push him roughly, slamming his back up against the wall. The liquid in his glass sloshes all over both of us. “You disgust me.” I stare hard into his cold dark eyes and repeat myself. “Did you hear me? You disgust me . . .”

Alex struggles to free himself of my hold. “What the hell?” he hisses.

I flinch at my actions and let go of him. “I know about everything.”

With shaking hands, he sets his glass down. “What exactly are you talking about?”

That confused look he’s giving me makes me want to twist it off his face. I’m choking, shuddering at his audacity to feign ignorance. But then I catch a glimpse of myself in the window and rein my temper in. For Charlotte, I keep reminding myself. Keep your cool for your girl. With a deep breath, I slowly exhale and then say, “No games, Alex. I know about Hank and what he did twenty years ago. I also know either him, or you, or the two of you, have been trying to sabotage my success for years. First by trying to kill me three years ago, then by trying to pin a murder on me, and when none of that worked you went after my friends, but today was the last straw.”

I know Alex well enough to know the emotion flashing in his eyes is true surprise. “What happened today?”

Getting to it quickly, I enlighten him. “Someone who knew what they were doing disabled the front radar censor in my car and cut the brake lines, again,” I add, “but it wasn’t me driving the car this time, it was the woman I love.”

Dumbfounded, he shakes his head. Pinches the bridge of his nose. Looks at me. “You need to walk out of here right now and never repeat any part of what you just told me to anyone. If that was Hank, he’s out of control and I can’t protect you any longer.”

I give Alex a small huff of laughter. “First of all, that’s not happening, and secondly, protect me? Are you for real?”

There’s a pleading look in his eyes. “Listen to me, I know Hank is my father, but he’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

“Like I don’t know that!” I snap.

“I’ve been trying to protect you for weeks now, Jasper. If someone messed with your vehicle, it had to be him, he’s desperate. He’s worried you know too much.”

I point my finger. “Yeah, Alex, he’s right—I do fucking know. And it’s time for all this to come to an end. Right now!”

Alex takes a deep breath and paces the length of the window. “You need to listen to me. Let me explain before you do something stupid.”

My patience short, I stare at him. “I’m waiting. You’ve got thirty seconds.”

For a moment, he looks scared, but it passes quickly. “Let me start with the past. What happened twenty years ago was an accident. He never wanted to kill anyone.”

His words sting. “You knew about it?”

“No. Yes, I mean. I found out recently.”

“And you said nothing?” I spit.

“What the fuck choice did I have? He’s my father.”

My laugh is bitter. “Oh, everyone always has a choice.”

“You’re wrong. Not me. Not with him. I had to play along, for you. To protect you.”

“Are you fucking for real?”

He sighs. “I am. I’ve been stalling him. Giving you time to get your ducks in a row so we can get your factory up and running under his nose.”

I run a hand through my hair. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I’ve been stringing him along. Telling him what he wants to hear.”

“Why would you do that?”

“He is determined to shut your project down. At any cost.”

“And what? You’re helping him?”

“No! I already told you, I played along . . . for you, and this city.”

“Right,” I say through gritted teeth. “More than likely for you and your reputation.”

“I’m not lying, man. I wanted to stop him when I found out, but he already had the wheels in motion.”

His thirty seconds is up, but I give him more time. “Go on.”

Stopping his pacing, he looks down on his kingdom before turning back to me. “Before I found any of this out, Tory Worth had gone to him, threatening him. She said she knew about him. He assumed Tom had told her about his part in the explosion. Personally, I don’t think she knew shit. Anyway, she wanted money to stay quiet. Instead of giving it to her straight, Hank offered her a deal. Get pictures of you with some whores doing drugs, which would ruin your chances of getting access to the land, and he’d pay her what she was asking for. Then his plan was to leak the pictures. You know the tight-asses on the council would have frowned upon something like that, and the factory, at that location anyway, would have been history.”

I don’t move. I’m caught in the web of the story he’s weaving.

“Tory did what he wanted.”

I remember what she did. How she seduced me. I also remember how fucking easy I fell for it too. Makes me sick.

He takes a step toward me. “But when Tory met with him the night of the vote to give him the pictures, that nosey reporter followed her, heard their conversation, and threatened to spill the entire story. Hank lost control and killed her. Tory fled the scene without giving him the pictures. With Tory gone, he had no pictures to leak, so he buried the body on the old plant site to slow the sale down. And that wasn’t all. He also broke into Eve’s hotel room to get her computer incase she and Tory had been working together. When he did, he discovered documents from twenty years ago that belonged to Charlotte. I think he later broke into her apartment to find what else she had.”

I’m doing all I can to keep it together. Hank is behind all of the shit that has happened. Eve’s murder, breaking into Charlotte’s apartment, stealing her things.

Hank.

The man I wanted to be my father.

I feel sick.

Alex’s eyes draw together tightly, his forehead pinches, and he continues. “It wasn’t until after I put that tail on Tory for you that I knew any of this. You have to believe me.”

I clench my teeth and start to count to ten to stop myself from punching him in the nose right now.

He senses my anger and takes a step back. “My guy had found her and was following her. She was laying low. Until the day she went to see my father at your mother’s house. Hank met her outside. It was really early in the morning, still dark. They began to argue, my guy told me. She was blackmailing him again. And then Hank started to strangle her. My guy tried to stop him, but by the time he got to them it was too late. My guy left. After that though, Hank knew I was involved. I told him I didn’t want to know shit. He told me anyway. Told me that he moved Tory’s body to where he’d hidden Eve’s car. I told him that was fucking stupid. So close to where his mistress lived. He knew it was a bad idea too and he was planning on moving the car, but it was found first. And then all hell broke loose.”

All the air leaves my lungs. “Yeah, I got arrested for the fucking murders.”

“I got you off those!” he shouts.

Astonished, I gape. “What are you talking about?”

“Tom didn’t confess. I set it up that way after—”

“Stop right there,” I hiss.

He does.

I know the after—Alex forged the confession after Tom was killed. I don’t want to hear it. I can’t know this.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

“I was looking out for you, Jasper. I’ve always been looking out for you; you just always had a big chip on your shoulder and you never could see it.”

I stare at him. Stunned. What he is telling me is so corrupt that I freeze. Falter. Words can’t explain how sick I feel right now. Finally, I find my voice. “What else did you do?”

A sad smile spreads across his face. He touches his fingertips to his desk and leans on it. “All I wanted to do was slow Hank down before he hurt anyone else. I had my guy dig up that dirt on your friends to make him happy.”

“So you were working with him to sabotage me.”

He shakes his head no. “He never wanted to hurt you. All he ever wanted you to do was find a location outside of the city. I tried to get that through your head.”

“Right, the offer to give me land elsewhere,” I hiss.

“Yes, but you wouldn’t fucking listen. You never fucking listen. I knew Hank was out of his mind, not thinking clearly. He couldn’t have been. He thinks of you as a son, but it seems his need to protect the monopoly he’s built is beyond reason.”

Trembling in anger, I clutch my fists at my sides. “I don’t want to hear any more.”

“Then what do you want?” he asks with a grimace.

“To tell you what’s going to happen. How things are going to run from now on.” I weigh the options. This city loves Alex. He’s brought them hope. I don’t want to destroy that and risk ruining all the progress that has been made here. Alex needs to remain in place, but he has to be controlled by someone who cares about Detroit. By me. So I decide to do what is best for right now—leave him in place.

Alex seems resigned to listen.

Ready to do this, I hold the arson report in the air. “It’s Hank for this.”

With slow strides he comes closer to me, takes it. Scans it. Sets it on his desk. “Where’d you get this?”

“Does it really matter? What matters is that it never be made public.”

His eyes darken as realization dawns on him. “You want me to turn my father over to the police in order to save the city from learning about the corruption of the past?”

I reply with a cool look. “That’s right.”

His lips pinch with concern. “I can’t do that.”

This isn’t easy for me, either. Hank was once my mentor. A man who taught me everything I know. Took me under his wing when he didn’t have too. But the man I knew isn’t who Hank Harper really is, because the treachery he committed twenty years ago was done so long before I met him. He is a greedy bastard who just so happens to have a soft side. But make no mistake about it—he’s a murderer. Maybe a sociopath. And he has to be put away. “If you don’t, then you’ll go down with him, because mark my words, either way, he’s going down. He’s going to pay for his sins.”

“Think about how exposing him as a killer will affect me. He’s my father. No one will trust me.”

“I have been thinking about it. Believe me, or else you’d be going down with him. Lucky for you, this city needs you right now, and no matter how much I want to blow all of this up and expose the vile evil you allowed yourself to be a part of, I’m not going to because it won’t help the good people of Detroit get that future you promised them. Knowing that, and exposing Hank for his crimes, is the only way I can rationalize not turning you in.”

“But—”

I cut him off. “Alex, you’ll think of a way to spin this to come out the hero; you always do.”

He sucks in a breath. “I can’t do that.”

Stepping forward, I stand directly in front of him. Eye to eye, I’m buried in hatred, anger, and frustration—wanting so much to wrap my hands around his neck and strangle him. But I have what he wants and I’m pretty sure he’s a lot like his old man, and wants it more than anything else too. I casually walk around his desk and take a seat in one of the two chairs in front of it. “I think, Mr. Mayor, you can.”

His sigh is deep. “Tell me what you want.”

I tell him that I have the computer and phone, but I want them found on Hank’s property, not my mother’s. I want her left out of this. I want justice. I want Hank put away for the murders of both Eve and Tory. And then I want my factory—and for him to help Jake recruit the remaining investors we need with the ties he has in the community.

Alex sits in his desk chair, tenting his fingers. “And if I do this, you promise to never mention a word that I knew anything?”

“That’s right.”

Moments pass. He ponders this. “Okay. I’ll put a task force in place to find the evidence that will tie the murders to Hank.”

I laugh. “See, you’re already spinning it your way. And don’t worry, if you want the glory of bringing your old man in, it’s all yours, Alex.”

“I can’t change what he did, but I can make it right.”

Vibrating in disgust as the words roll off his tongue, I take a deep breath knowing he’s selling out his father to save himself.

He squeezes the arms of his expensive leather chair and with concern asks, “Is Charlotte okay?”

I cock my head. “Yeah, but only because after my last accident my car has more than one safety feature when it comes to faulty brakes.”

His bottom lip trembles. “You really think Hank did that back then?”

“I know he did. I’d bet my life on it.”

Reality seems to slap the rich boy in the face.

“Oh, a few more things,” I say and tell him what I see in the future for him and I. How I will be watching him. Making certain he does right by this town.

“Jasper,” he says opening up a drawer and tossing something at me.

I catch it. It’s my matchbox car, the one my father gave me just before he died, the one I lost the night this whole nightmare began. “Where’d you get this?” I ask. “You know what, I don’t want to know.”

He nods. “Believe it or not, I’ve always been on your side.”

Everything that needs to be said has been. I have nothing to say to that, so I get up and walk to the door squeezing my good luck charm. “I’ll get you those items,” I tell him. “You have a week to do whatever needs to be done to bring justice for those two women.”

He gives me an acquiescent nod.

Me—the poor boy.

The one who came from nothing.

The one he looked down upon.

Made fun of.

It feels so fucking good to have the upper hand.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CONSTRUCTION ZONE

Charlotte

DETROIT IS IN the car business again—or it will be soon.

I bite my lip to contain my excitement.

Jasper Jackson Storm stands long and lean on the iron beam in his leather jacket, pressed white shirt unbuttoned at the top, and dark dress slacks. He’s even wearing new dress shoes. The impressive muscle tone of his arms and chest flexes through the tight leather as he looks out over the acres of land being cleared that will soon be home to Lightning Motors, a six hundred thousand square foot, fifty million dollar building.

Scanning the area, his gaze, heavy and thick-lashed, lands on mine. I can’t believe butterflies still seize my stomach every time I catch his eye. In the bright sunlight of the cool late November day, his eyes gleam like something liquid. Molten lava. Hot. Warm. Inviting.

I rub my hand over my belly. It, along with my breasts, are just barely starting to grow larger. He flashes me that mischievous smile and I blush a thousand times over.

Jake, Will and Drew are standing beside him. They’re shooting a cover for Car and Driver Magazine today. I plan to feature some of the photos, along with an exclusive inside look at what to expect within the four walls of the new, state-of-the-art factory, on my next Lightning Motors.com blog post.

The mayor made an appearance earlier, at Jasper’s urging. I encouraged him to reach out. It was a good photo op and great for goodwill. Although, I have to say, the scandal regarding Hank Harper passed quicker than I would have thought. Alex spun the story in a way that made himself out to look like he was a real hero. Self-sacrificing. For the better of the city. Blah. Blah. Blah.

At first, Hank’s arrest was a shock to everyone, and Detroit became paralyzed by the uncovering of the real man behind the Eve and Tory murders. Not surprising though, at the same time, they were relieved it had nothing to do with what took place twenty years ago. Now, Hank has taken over the black sheep title—and it is well deserved.

There’s a harsh chill in the air today, and I’m glad when I’m finally able to get away and sneak into the car. The latest Storm prototype is equipped with so many safety features, I’m surprised it actually moves as fast as it does.

Waiting for Jasper, I pull down the mirror and check my reflection. My hair is an utter mess from the wind. My cheeks more red than pink from the cold. My lipstick completely gone from biting on my lip. And it’s okay because what I see is the woman Jasper has made me want to be.

Strong.

Confident.

Loving.

Kind.

Understanding.

And fun.

The door opens and he tosses his jacket in before he eases into a driver’s seat that was made for him. Every nerve in my body thrums with excitement when he leans in toward me. We stare at each other. He holds out his hand and I take it. Mine still cold, his warm, despite the cool temperatures.

Once he starts the car, he looks over at me. “Come here,” he tells me pulling me onto his lap.

Straddling him, his shoulders feel warm beneath my palms. “We’re not going to be able to do this soon,” I tell him looking down.

His hands go to my belly and gently caress the miniscule bump. “We’ll be able to do this forever.”

I lean in to kiss him.

My Romeo.

Who knew beneath the boy next door made of trouble with a capital T, there was a romantic? His boyish charm makes my pulse pound wildly in my wrists, my throat, and between my thighs.

His hands move up and down my body. I explore the lines and curves of his in every place I can reach. The ridges of his ribs, the bulges of his biceps, the V that leads into his waistband. The windows fog up, but we don’t care. We just kiss, and kiss, and kiss.

Breathless, he touches his nose to mine. Leans in to my neck. Wraps a piece of my hair around his fingers.

I can’t breathe. “We should stop.”

“Yeah,” he manages, catching his own breath. “I want to take you someplace.”

Sliding off him, I get in my seat, no longer cold, instead now both hot and bothered, but so deliciously happy. “Where?” I ask shrugging out of my wool coat.

That sexy mouth quirks up. “You’ll see.”

I shake my head, realizing that trying to get anything else out of him is hopeless.

Soon enough, he’s bobbing and weaving through cars on M-10N.

“Are we going to your mother’s?” I ask as we head toward Bloomfield.

He glances over me with those languid dark eyes. “Nope.”

I laugh, rueful. “Then where?”

The cat that caught the canary is the look he gives me.

“Pfttt.” My lips move like a motorboat and I cross my arms.

Jasper makes a low purring noise. “I love when you do that.”

I shake my head. “You’re so infuriating.”

“I’ll remind you of that later when you’re begging me to put my mouth on your pussy.”

“Jasper! You have such a dirty mouth. And I do not beg,” I add.

He raises a brow. “Yeah, you do, Charlotte.”

Heat rises up my chest. “I do not.”

“Charlotte.” His voice dips low.

I turn to look at him.

“I’ll be happy to be the one begging later,” he murmurs.

Triumph flares in my gaze. “Then I’ll be happy to let you put your mouth between my thighs.”

He licks his lips once, then again, before flashing me a wolfish grin.

Twenty minutes later he’s pulling into a long brick driveway that leads to the most beautiful sprawling Cape Cod-style house with copper gutters and a cedar shingle roof sitting on Turtle Lake. “Why are we here?” I ask, reaching for my coat.

“Just come with me,” he says getting out of the car. “And you don’t need that.”

Leaving my coat behind, I quickly smooth my hair and then hurry to meet him as he waits for me at the front of the car with his hand outstretched. Our fingers lace as we approach the front steps.

One.

Two.

Three.

And we’re standing on a covered porch. I wait for him to ring the doorbell, but he surprises me when he uses his keys to unlock the door. “What are you doing?”

Without answering me, he picks me up and carries me over the threshold like he’s Prince Charming and I’m his princess.

He’s never picked me up like this.

Inside, the house is empty.

He sets me down without saying a word. His body is trembling. His face flushed.

Nerves?

My head is buzzing as I look around the entry area. I find my body rotating to take it all in. The beautiful wood floors, the large open space, and the spectacular view of the lake, which is the only thing you can see out the massive windows.

“Charlotte. Will you look at me?”

I finish pirouetting back around only to gasp in utter surprise.

Jasper is on the floor on one knee. A small velvet box in his hand. A hopeful look in his eyes. When our heated gazes meet, he opens the box and something shiny glitters inside, bright enough to make me gasp again.

“Charlotte Lane, you were the best part of my life growing up and I want you to be the best part my life as I grow old. Will you marry me?”

My hands fly to my mouth and tears stream down my cheeks as I take him all in. The ring he’s now holding between his fingers flashes so brilliantly in the light in the room and he’s looking at me like I’m his world. Like without me there could be no him.

And then I smile at him and softly say, “Yes.”

Slowly, he rises to his feet. Steps closer to me. When I look at him I see everything we are and everything we can be. “I can’t promise you things will always be easy, but I can promise you they will always be worth it.”

“Yes,” I say again.

Possibly a little bashful, he smiles back at me and holds the ring over my fingertip. “Yes?”

I nod and feel like I’m Cinderella swirling and swirling as my fairy godmother casts her wand upon me.

Jasper slides the ring all the way down.

I’m still in motion, sparkles of color twirling around me.

As soon as he glances up, I break out of the magic spell and shout, “Yes,” and throw my arms around him. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

For a moment we soak each other in. The love. The heat. The friendship. And then he lets out a breath and kisses me, hard. I kiss him back tasting not only him, but us. We. Him and me.

This time when I let go of him, it’s with a surreal feeling that never in my life will I ever really be letting go of him. I lean back to look at the beautiful stone and then back to see his beautiful face. I catch sight of the staircase, a large hallway leading to a kitchen, another hallway. “Where are we?” I murmur into his ear.

He looks down into my face and simply says, “Home.”

“Home?” I ask in surprise.

He nods. “We can move in anytime. The house is ours.”

I blink trying to take it all in.

He puts his hand on my belly. “We need a safe place to raise our child.”

Safe.

With him I know we will always be safe. Protected. Loved.

“Come on, let me show you the kitchen,” he says with excitement.

We cross the massive living room and into a room with a kitchen and family room that opens up to a large stone patio.

He rushes to the windows where a kitchen table would go. “I want to put a swimming pool in.” Jasper points to the open back yard. “And a swing set. And monkey bars. And maybe even a little race track.”

Tears streaming down my cheeks, I laugh as I walk over and wrap my arms around him. “That sounds perfect.” Resting my chin on his shoulder I squeeze him and think, how could I ever have doubted him?

Slowly, he turns. “Come on, I’ll show you the rest.”

There are fireplaces in the master bedroom, family room, and on the outdoor patio. A wet bar in the dining room. An office. Three other bedrooms. And a view that beats almost any I’ve ever seen.

Back in the large open kitchen with sparkling white marble counters and dark wood cabinets, I walk to the window over the sink and look out at the trees and lake and the bliss of it all.

“My mother could help you plant a flower garden out there,” he whispers in my ear, his arms going tight around me.

I nod. Speechless.

“You haven’t said much. Don’t you like it?” he asks concerned.

Twisting in his hold, I wrap my arms around his neck. “JJ,” I say, using his nickname I haven’t used in so long. “I . . . I.” I struggle with the words. Emotion clogs in my throat. “I have never been more happy in my entire life. This place is beautiful. You are beautiful. I just feel like this is all so surreal and any moment it’s all going to disappear.”

There’s a familiar look in his eyes. Gone is the boy with the bashful charm. He kisses me once. “That, Charlie Lane, is not going to happen.” He lifts me and turns, sitting me on the huge island. “This is real. This is happening.” He kisses me again and this time his hands slide under the hem of my skirt.

I take a deep breath and lean back on the counter, letting his hands and mouth explore my ever-changing body. I can feel the corners of his mouth curve upwards as he moves to kiss my stomach.

“You’re going to love it here,” he whispers to my belly.

My heart flutters with joy.

His lips course their way down my clothed body and even through the fabric, he makes me quiver.

I’m wearing a sweater, skirt, tights, and boots.

Seeming not at all bothered by the layers of fabric between us, Jasper continues to kiss down my body, over my thighs, and back up. As he ascends my quivering legs, he eases my skirt up with his warm fingers.

I lift his chin.

His gaze meets mine.

I’m practically panting. “What are you doing?”

Sly like a fox’s grin, he nips at the fabric covering my pussy.

I gasp, “Jasper.”

“That’s it, Charlotte, beg.”

And so I do. Because I want this. Because I want him. “Please, Jasper.”

My skirt is up around my waist now. And he’s easing down my tights and panties, pulling them to the top of my knee-length boots, leaving my bare flesh exposed. “Please what, Charlotte?”

The marble is cool beneath my skin, but when his wet mouth blows hot, teasing, bursts of air against my pussy, I cry out, “Please put your mouth between my thighs.”

There’s a satisfied laugh that echoes in the large, empty space before he dips his mouth in a swooping lick that makes me shake even harder. With lust in his eyes, he spreads my legs as wide as he can with my tights at my knees, and then his hands slide beneath me and he pulls my body toward his mouth. My pussy clenches at his intimate touch.

When his tongue circles my clit, it starts throbbing immediately. His touch is hot. His breath is warm. His lips are wet. He licks. He dips. He sucks. He devours me. And way too soon, I am pulsating everywhere.

His gaze lifts. “You taste so goddamn good.”

Tiny shivers course through me.

His words murmur against me. “I can’t believe I get to taste you for the rest of my life.”

I open further, stretching the restraint of my tights as much as I can, and then I arch, offering my body to him. Giving him what always belonged to him. Always did. Always will.

He slides a finger inside me, and it feels so good. “Let go, Charlotte,” he says lifting his mouth from between my legs for only a few short seconds.

And when his lips touch my soft flesh again, I cry out and let myself go. Let him take me to that place only he has ever gone. My head falls and I arch my back as he licks, sucks, and kisses all of me. My toes curl as an exquisite sensation overcomes me, rocks me, makes me his. And in this single moment of ecstasy, my body trembles as he claims what’s always been his and I cry out with what can only be described as pure pleasure.

I look down at him. At the man who makes me feel. Feel everything. From the sound of voice, to his soft touch, to the way he looks at me. I feel it deep within my soul.

The nerves in my body jump when his lips rejoin mine. My fingers unbutton his pants and I mutter around his lips, “Do you want to go to our new room?”

His mouth opens to answer, but all that comes out is the word fuck, which sounds more like a groan. Before I can slide my fingers inside his waistband, his hand extends. “I’ll lead the way.”

Quickly removing my boots and tights, I’m off the counter and by his side in no time. With my lips on his neck, we ascend the stairs of a house we will make a home.

He stops inside the bedroom, but only long enough to kick his shoes off one at a time, and remove his shirt. And then he comes at me without hesitation. “I want to see you,” he whispers.

And I want to show him. I undress slowly. Slowly, slowly, slowly, I pull my sweater over my head, slower still I undo my bra and let it fall to the ground. The heat in his stare is a fire that looks like it will never burn out. Almost in slow motion, I slide my skirt over my hips, and as soon as it’s gone, my small bump comes to life. More obvious when I’m naked than clothed.

His eyes land on it, and he sucks in a breath. “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” he breathes.

Strong and confident, I reach my hand out for him.

He grips my hips and walks us backwards. When my thighs hit the built-in window seat, I find his pants and finish undoing his zipper. There’s no hesitation when he shoves them down. In the bright sunlight streaming through the bedroom window, he stands before me in his boxer briefs and my arousal escalates to an alarming level. It’s unlike me to swear, but fuck he is beautiful.

My heart goes thump, thump, and I can’t help but think of the first night we spent together. “Do you remember,” I whisper, “our first night together when both of us were so nervous to see each other naked. So scared to touch each other. Worried that what we shared as children would be jaded if we crossed the line from friends to lovers?”

He nips at my lip. “I do. I was even more nervous than you knew.”

Gently, I run my fingers down his chest. “I knew you were nervous, but I also knew there was no way what we shared could ever be jaded.”

To my surprise he doesn’t have a smartass comeback. “You were right to think that. What we have is something nothing can ever change.”

My left hand slides lower, my ring feeling perfect on my finger. “I love you, JJ Storm.”

“I love you, Charlie Lane,” he breathes.

Filled with so much joy, my fingers graze along the outside of the fabric—he is long and full and I have to see him. With a prowess I know he loves, I push him onto the bench and ease off those Calvin Kleins.

He groans. “I love when the kitten turns into a tiger.”

A seductive knowing smile curves my lips, but this time I don’t tell him I know that. Some things are more fun unsaid.

I’ve grown into a woman I am secure to be.

Because of him.

I’ve accepted my past.

Because of him.

I’ve found love in him.

Because of him.

Tiny blue flowers spread before me like bunches of small wild fires, but all I see when I look at them is the beauty they hold. Not the sad memories they once represented.

Because I know he will never forget me.

Emotion filling me, I cast my eyes down and admire the leanness of his body. It doesn’t reflect the fullness of his cock—but then again, it’s beautiful, just like him. And when I glance up and he looks at me with those languid brown eyes, my stomach flutters. I think it will be fluttering forever.

Yes, this man is model material, but it’s not only his looks that put me in a constant state of utter arousal—it’s everything he is. And when I look at him there’s only one thing I want—and that’s him.

All of him.

Now and forever.


 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

NO TRAFFIC

Jasper

IF ANYONE WOULD have told me I’d turn out to be that guy, I would not have only sucker punched him to the jaw, but I probably would have made certain he swallowed his teeth too.

You know the guy.

The one in the commercial who’s fucking every chick in town and then looks at a couple making googly eyes at each other and says, “I’m never falling in love.” And then in the next frame he’s looking hopelessly into a girl’s eyes.

Soon enough the couple is walking down the street and they pass a family with a screaming kid, and the guy says, “We’re never having kids,” and his girl turns to him and says, “We’re pregnant.”

Then the three of them are sitting around a table in a very cool urban apartment, and the guy says, “We’re never moving to the suburbs,” and then poof, he buys a house in suburbia.

Notice I left the minivan out—that is never happening, that I can guarantee you. Anyway, I could go on and on, but I think you get my drift. My story can’t be told quite in that order, but pretty damn close.

The fire crackles behind me, the lights of the Christmas tree twinkle in the reflection of the window that overlooks the lake, and the smell of turkey wafts through the air. Sipping my drink, I look around at the house Charlotte and I are slowly making a home, and smile.

Furniture, dishes, and rugs surround us, but those are just things. What makes this house a home is the love we are filling it with.

We’ve been through a lot, but I think things are finally going to go our way. Sure, I carry a heavy guilt around with me every day that Alex hasn’t had to pay for his sins, yet I know, at the same time, this city would have never have survived another corruption scandal. Maybe the ends don’t justify the means—but maybe, just maybe, they do.

“Who’s going to say grace?” Drew’s mom, Mrs. Kates, asks looking toward her son, pulling me from my dark thoughts.

I shove Alex out of my head.

“Don’t look at me,” Drew says to his mother.

“I’ll do it,” Jake pipes up.

Mrs. Crown pats Jake’s hand.

He stands up, Shannon looking at him with a look I know all too well in her eyes. Somehow, Pretty Boy let go of his dirty boy issues and is giving the relationship thing a try. I’m kind of proud of him. He clinks his glass with a spoon.

“Hey, Pretty Boy, Mrs. Kates said grace, not a toast,” Will mumbles.

Will’s mother leans over and whispers something into his ear. Using Alex’s contacts, Whitney was able to get her into one of the rehabilitation centers. She’s doing really well, so well in fact, that she was allowed a pass to join us for Christmas.

When his mother sits back, Will clears his throat. “Sorry, Jake, go on,” he mutters and takes Whitney’s hand in his and then his mother’s too.

I laugh so hard I can’t help myself.

My mother’s looming stare and tightening grip tell me I should shut up because I might be the next one to get scolded.

It seems the four women of Cass Corridor, who didn’t bond when their boys were younger, have now decided to jump on the bandwagon and join forces to try to control their grown sons’ antics.

Funny thing is—they’re doing it.

While Jake gives thanks for everything we have, I look over to my wife who is sitting beside me.

Beautiful.

Vibrant.

Fucking amazing.

Forgoing a long engagement, we got married a couple of weeks after I proposed. I didn’t want to wait and neither did she. She wore white. I wore a tux. Yes a tux. I even bought new dress shoes. We had a small ceremony and celebrated with everyone we care about. Even after we exchanged vows, nothing has really changed between Charlotte and I because the truth is—we’ve always belonged to each other.

Charlotte’s belly is now noticeably round and her breasts equally so. Dirty thoughts cross my mind. They’re on how much I love to suck those round tits, caress them, and cradle them in my hands. Then my mind goes clean when I look at her belly. At our unborn son. And I can’t help but think about what Charlotte has done to me. How she has made me a better man.

As if she knows I’m thinking about her, she catches my gaze and smiles.

Filled so much happiness, I squeeze her hand, and mouth, “I love you.”

In an instant, she mouths it back.

There’s absolutely no hesitation. We love each other. Now. And forever.

And as I look around my table, in the house I share with Charlotte, filled with all the people we both love, I can’t help but think how good it feels to be on the inside.

I may not know what the future has in store for all of us . . . but the one thing I do know is that never again in my life will I be the outsider looking in.


EPILOGUE

CHECKERED FLAG

Jasper

THE FIRST RAYS of sunshine break through the clouds.

I stare up at the sky. My eyelids flicker. Thinking. Pondering. Wrestling with the important decisions that are out of my control, and I wonder, “Will the race be canceled?”

Fingers crossed.

Engines scream to life as drivers start their cars.

Guess not.

An official walks through the rows of cars, checking that all safety procedures are being adhered to.

Searching, I finally find the blue helmet.

He looks in his mirror to see me staring at him. He gives me a nod.

He’s got this.

Jerking his head forward, he looks straight ahead.

Pulls his visor down.

The ten-second board is held up.

He grips the wheel.

Ready to do this.

He selects second gear for the wet track and revs the engine. Good choice. The dashboard needle climbs through the RPMs.

I grin.

The flag is waved.

He gives me the thumbs up.

My heart is a caged animal.

His foot hits the floor, and his engine screams that deafening, stomach-rearranging high-pitch scream that drowns out the roar of the crowd.

The car catapults forward violently, the wheels spin, leaving livid black scars on the asphalt.

My pulse is pounding.

He gets away first. A good start! He’s gaining speed right out of the gate. But within seconds, there’s a roadrat directly behind him, breathing down his neck. He starts to move faster.

Fuck.

Slow down.

As the roadrat roars past him, my heart beats out of my chest. He’s pushing it. Moving faster and faster still.

I can’t take it.

Slow down.

I’m breathing so hard my frame is shaking.

Over my shoulder, soft lips kiss my neck and whisper in my ear, “Lucas is doing great. Don’t be so nervous. Nothing is going to happen to him.”

“I know that,” I say defensively, although with a shaky voice.

I can feel her smile on my neck as she wraps her arms around me. Then I say again, softer, gentler this time, “I know that,” and put my hands over hers as I watch what has to be the longest quarter mile race of my life.

Lucas is ten and so much like me it scares the hell out of me. He walks fast. Talks fast. Moves fast. Go-karting is his passion and when he asked me if he could participate in this quarter mile race, I said no at first. It was Charlotte who talked me into letting him do it. “He’s safe with you by his side,” she told me. “You’d never let anything happen to him.”

She was right.

So I helped him prepare, but it’s me who isn’t prepared.

As he weaves in and out of the small lanes, my stomach twists and turns. Every engine that revs in the distance, causing my pulse to race faster and faster.

Slow down!

Sweat coats my brow as he comes into sight mere feet from the finish line. He’s neck and neck with the roadrat, but somehow he inches ahead, and as the checkered flag is lowered, the announcer declares, “Lucas Storm is the winner.”

I turn to Charlotte and lift her off her feet, twirling her in circles. “Did you see that? He won. He won!”

“I did,” she cries, holding me tight.

When I set her down, I gaze into her bright eyes.

She is still my light. My love. My best friend. My life.

And although the years have passed, nothing between us has changed.

Even with three kids, a mortgage, and a booming automotive factory . . . all I see when I look at her is the little girl who lived next door to me with the shining blue eyes the color of the summer sky and mounds of curly blond hair, who called me JJ.

 

The End!

I hope you have enjoyed Jasper and Charlotte’s journey as much as I did. ☺


AUTHOR NOTE

Although I tried to stay true to Detroit’s landmarks, financial, and socioeconomic situation, I did take some liberties with facts, locations, dates, setting, and timing for the benefit of the story.
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THE NORTH STAR

The North Star—aka Polaris—is famous for holding nearly still in our sky while the entire northern sky moves around it.

That’s because it’s located so close to the north celestial pole, which is the point around which the entire northern sky turns.

Polaris is significant because it marks your way due north.

As you face Polaris and stretch your arms sideways, your right-hand points due east, and your left-hand points due west. About-face of Polaris steers you due south.

Polaris is not the brightest star in the nighttime sky, but you can find it easily. And once you do, you’ll see it shining in the northern sky every night . . . and you’ll always be able to find your way.


CHAPTER ONE

Back to the Drawing Board

JULES EASTON

. . . YOU’RE NOT NERVOUS, JUST EXCITED.

. . . . . . You’re not nervous, just excited.

. . . . . . . . You’re not nervous, just excited.

I had been chanting these five words for the past couple of blocks. The dose of calm my self-help book had assured me this phrase would trigger had yet to take effect.

I made a mental note to return that book. If anything, I was even more wound up than I had been before. Now my heart was beating faster, my palms were sweatier, and my entire body was trembling.

I had to calm down—and soon.

Having already tried smiling, closing my eyes, and thinking positively, I was entirely out of stress relievers.

Time to suck it up—and deal.

The mere thought of meeting with prospective clients always made me slightly anxious, but today I was full-out nervous.

Oh God, did I have everything I needed?

As I stepped off the curb to cross the street, I ran through the list I kept in my head. Menu options—check. Invitation samples—check. Venue photos—check. Favor ideas—check. Jaxson’s business card—check.

Check.

Check.

Check.

Yes, all the checks were tucked safely in my bag.

All of a sudden it seemed to weigh a ton. Feeling like I was carrying the weight of the world on one shoulder, I attempted to switch the heavy leather tote to the other side. While doing so, the strap slipped from my sweaty grip, and my bag dropped to the ground. With a shriek, I watched in horror as all the contents tumbled out.

In the middle of the busy street, I found myself on my bare knees trying to gather my things before the light changed to green and all of my hard work turned into road kill, not to mention myself.

As I shoved the blue fabric swatch into the vast, leather rectangle, I thought about the young woman I had an appointment with in less than an hour. She was engaged to the Governor’s son, and she wanted her wedding to be the most significant affair the State of Georgia had ever seen.

Beep. Beep.

Beep. Beep.

Scrambling back on my feet, I rushed to the corner with my mind still on the client I was desperate to sign. Landing this event was exactly what Easton Design & Weddings needed to prove to the community that the new management was just as capable as the previous.

The problem was I wasn’t one hundred percent sure it was. But I’d keep that to myself.

There was no doubt in my mind the press received from nuptials of this magnitude would be of tremendous value.

The timing couldn’t be more perfect.

I had to land this job.

Even if only to prove to myself I was more than competent enough for this position.

With the afternoon sun beating down on me, the air felt unusually thick in my lungs. I took three deep breaths while making my way along Peachtree Road. Blowing them out slowly, I glanced down at my outfit.

In a navy shift dress embroidered with white birds that I happened to catch sight of in the thrift store window only ten minutes ago, I knew I should feel confident about my upcoming appointment.

This dress was undoubtedly a sign.

Although I had gotten more than a few strange looks from passersby on the sidewalk, I didn’t care because what I was wearing was more than appropriate.

Trust me.

When I heard someone shout, “Pierre, come back here,” I quickly lifted my gaze just in time to see a dog trotting in my direction. Before his owner could retrieve the leash, the toy poodle was at my feet. I bent down to pet the little ten-pound cutie, and when I did, he barked so fiercely it startled me, and I went flying backward into a trashcan.

“I’m so sorry,” the older man said. “Pierre tends to get excited around pretty girls.”

Straightening up, I smiled. “It’s fine.”

Hey, at least someone got excited when he saw me.

After wiping any debris from my rear, I reached for the sanitizer in my bag and squeezed some on my hands, and then I decided it was time to hasten my pace.

This walk seemed endless today.

I probably should have driven, but parking was always impossible on this side of town.

When I saw someone get out of the back of a car and then watched it drive off, I considered the fact that I probably should have taken an Uber, but then again, that was money I didn’t need to spend.

Blowing a piece of stray hair from my face, I sighed. I probably should have skipped lunch with my uncle, but I couldn’t do that.

Sighing again, I thought about all the ‘probably should haves’ and ‘buts’ in my life and sped up. No time to contemplate the decisions I’d already made. They were mine, and I owned them. The thing was . . . I wanted everything to be perfect . . . I just didn’t know how to make it that way.

With long strides, I glanced into the window of designer store after designer store until, at long last, I turned onto the small street that would bring me to the older and ever-so-charming area of Buckhead known as Wedding Lane.

As soon as I felt the cobblestone beneath my feet, my heartbeat finally began to slow.

I loved this part of town.

Small.

Quaint.

Quiet.

Amidst the old sidewalks and the flowering magnolias, one could find floral shops, bridal boutiques, travel agencies, fine china stores, stationary lofts, and of course the offices of almost every principal event planner in Atlanta, including my own.

It was three solid blocks of heaven.

One more turn, another lane, and then I spotted it—the battered red brick of the building I was headed toward. With all those industrial-sized windows, it made it hard to believe the place was one of the best bakeries in the southeast.

The Bride Box was a gem tucked away for those of us in the wedding business seeking out the very best of the best.

A bead of sweat dripped down my back as I once again hastened my pace, and then I was finally here. Like a kid in a candy shop, I peeked through the clear glass and there it was. A burst of delight shot through me. Even from the sidewalk, the sight made my knees go weak.

Its size.

The colors.

Its design.

The birds.

This cake was going to make a magnificent first impression, and it was going to knock my pitch right out of the park.

Even in the oppressive heat of this typical Atlanta summer day, I couldn’t help but stare at it for a few long moments.

Don’t be mistaken. I wasn’t bragging. This place wasn’t my business. I wasn’t the baker. I was a wedding planner, and this was the place I had selected to meet Rory Kissinger for the very first time.

More than a dozen wedding planners had pitched the Governor’s son’s soon-to-be bride, but none had met her expectations. In her correspondence to me, she not only provided more than one list of wedding musts, but she also told me she expected me to wow her.

I would certainly say this cake should do the trick.

Finally feeling like the meeting was going to go even better than I planned, I hurried around the corner. Once at the entrance, I took a single deep breath hoping to expel any remaining jitters before I opened the front door.

I so had this.

As soon as I walked through the lobby and into the showroom, all of my senses engaged, and just like that my worries disappeared. Not only was there a delicious scent of chocolate wafting through the air, but also the sight of the bowl of icing sitting beside the cake made me drool. And don’t get me started on the massive lovebirds perched so perfectly upon the top tier. Although I knew they were made from pure sugar and more than edible, they looked so real they gave me goose bumps.

There was no doubt about it—this wedding cake was not only a work of art, it was also a masterpiece.

From the doorway, I cleared my throat to alert Montgomery I had arrived. “Hi,” I greeted.

“You’re early,” Montgomery tossed over his shoulder with his thick southern drawl as he finished transforming a panel of fondant into a swatch of elegant, edible, tree branches.

Rushing over to him, I took my sunglasses off to better admire his work and made a hush noise. “Pretend I’m not here. I just thought I’d watch you work for a bit.”

With a confidence that never failed to amaze me, he placed the completed tree branch on the bottom tier, and then he glanced over at me. “Darling, I hate to say this, but I don’t believe that for one minute. I know you. You came for a sample before your new clients arrive.”

I shook my head. “Nope, not today.”

Reaching over, he pretended to feel my forehead. “My Juliette, are you ill?”

Montgomery was the only person I allowed to call me by my proper name. After moving from New York to Atlanta to live with my uncle, I was teased in school relentlessly about all kinds of things—being the new girl, a Northerner, my New York accent, my height, my lack of southern grace. You name it, the mean girls used it. They wanted to make sure I stayed away from the boys they liked, and when they came up with the Romeo and Juliette clichés, they taunted me with them for almost a year. Ever since then Jules was the only name I ever went by.

Pushing Montgomery’s hand away, I fluttered my lips in mock protest. “Don’t be ridiculous, I couldn’t possibly indulge in chocolate this early in the day. That would be crazy. You know it makes me hyper. Besides, I just ate lunch and I’m way too full.”

He continued to eye me with speculation. In his own way, he was a very handsome older man. Today, his salt and pepper shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. And beneath his slightly wrinkled, double-breasted chef’s jacket that showed a gut that screamed of the sweets he ate, he wore a Tiffany-blue tie.

Nice touch.

His houndstooth–patterned, black and white pants were, of course, to die for, but when he put on that torque blanche hat of his, which was always stuffed in his pocket, he drove the women mad, especially the mothers of the brides.

Too bad he was taken, and his husband didn’t like to share. That didn’t stop Montgomery from exerting his deep southern charm every chance he could.

He made a burly sigh of disappointment as he picked up the metal spatula from a cup of water on the counter. “Did I tell you this cake has four moist layers of chocolate? Four! And that each layer is not only held together by ganache filling but also filled with a tremendous amount of it as well?”

Even though he couldn’t see me, I pretended to cover my ears. “Stop taunting me. It isn’t nice.”

Smoothing a few spots of icing with only the very tip of his tool, he ignored me. “Oh, and in case I didn’t mention this either, I made an extra tier just for you. It’s in the refrigerator chilling, just the way you like it.”

The way he was describing the cake made it sound like a bottle of the most expensive champagne. “Montgomery,” I warned. “I can’t.”

He shrugged. “I know, I know, you never do anything crazy like eat—”

Lost in the moment, I stared at the cake and licked my lips. It had been a long day, and it wasn’t even dinnertime yet. One piece wouldn’t hurt. In fact, it might just help by giving me that little extra spunk every girl needed once in a while.

Setting the spatula down, he got back to working on the branches. He pulled some kind of white, straw-like thingy from a drawer and then using it, he molded them into place. While he worked, he continued to describe the details of the cake until it became the only thing I could think about. Eventually, I subconsciously tuned him out as my mind wandered.

Four filled layers.

Chocolate.

Ganache.

Chilled.

With only the thought of the taste of that cake on my tongue, I practically orgasmed on the spot.

Hey, thinking dreamily of that cake was the most exciting thing to happen to me in . . . too long.

I blinked back the sad reminder of how imperfect my life was. “Well, if you insist,” I told Montgomery, “but not until you’re finished. We don’t have much time before my clients are due to arrive.”

Swapping out his tools, he ran the spatula under the tree branch and around the tier. Smoothing the icing into place with such concentration, I had no idea how he remained so steady. When he finished, he placed the metal tool back in the water along with the straw-like thingy and pushed the vessel against the backsplash. “There, now it’s finished,” he declared, a happy gleam in his eyes.

I clapped my hands together. “This cake is so great!”

He nodded in agreement. “Now I’ll get you that piece of cake and then clean up.”

“Oh, no,” I declared, “I’m not eating alone. You have to share it with me.”

A girl never likes to eat cake by herself unless she’s in her bed drowning boy troubles in cake and ice cream.

It’s a fact.

The coy look on his face made me grin. “Oh, my darling,” he laughed. “I would be more than happy to.” He lowered his voice. “But you have to keep it between us.”

“You mean like a secret?”

He nodded.

With a curious look, I asked, “And why is that?”

Montgomery sighed deeply. “Archer thinks I need to watch my waistline.”

“No!” I whispered in a gasp. Montgomery loved his sweets.

“Yes, it’s true. But how can I turn you down when you so clearly need help easing whatever absurd guilt you’re feeling about eating chocolate cake in the afternoon?”

“It’s not guilt. It’s just too much chocolate makes me hyper.”

“Everything makes you hyper,” he declared.

It was true.

There was no point in denying it any further, so instead, I shrugged. “It’s just a thing.”

He shook his head. “No, it’s not just a thing, it’s a Jules thing,” he joked, and his southern drawl was especially thick.

Once again I found myself lifting my shoulders in an undeniable shrug. He knew me, and he knew I had quirks.

A lot of them.

Montgomery set his gaze back on the cake, and when he did, a line creased his brow.

“What is it?” I asked in alarm, worried something was wrong with the cake that I hadn’t noticed.

Taking a step back, he eyed his work. Circling it, he searched for flaws, of which I was sure there would be none because Montgomery was nothing if he wasn’t a perfectionist. Not a single thing was ever overlooked.

My gaze followed his. Each tier looked like driftwood, only instead of being made out of bark, the frosting, or fondant to be politically correct, was created from the most decadent white and dark chocolates.

There was also a heart piped on the middle tier as if it were carved in the tree, and inside were the couple’s initials, written in Tiffany blue.

Such a perfect touch.

The branches that had been placed here and there in such a geometrically pleasing fashion were also spot on. And needless to say, the topper was exactly what the bride had ordered.

Or I hoped it was.

Birds.

Lovebirds.

I bit my lip in contemplation.

They were conventional, and from what I could tell, my prospective client was not. I had wondered about this enough that I emailed her twice to be assured I had gotten it right.

The responses she provided to me had been all over the place. In one email she stated she wanted an outdoor barn wedding, but without the cowboy boots, horses, and hay. Then she added that rustic would be okay, but she preferred modern. In another, she stated she wouldn’t be able to live without those lovebirds as her wedding theme. And finally, she wrote that chocolate was her must-have flavor. Oh, I almost forgot—her PS informed me Tiffany blue was her favorite color.

I took what I could from the mix of chaos and spoke to Montgomery. Once he designed the ideal cake, I invited her and her groom-to-be to The Bride Box so I could wow her before taking her to my office to discuss the details of my plan for her wedding.

After spinning the cake around, Montgomery glanced over at me.

My heart was in my mouth, and my pulse was racing up my throat to meet it. I couldn’t find the air to breathe and was barely able to repeat myself. “Montgomery, what’s the matter?”

“It’s nothing.” He waved a hand in the air.

I continued to stare at him with my heart in my throat. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he stressed. “I’m just giving it one final look-over,” he added.

Okay, he did always do that.

Didn’t he?

With a grin on his face, he picked up the base. He carried the giant cake to the crystal platform on the large, distressed, wooden table behind us. And then his masterpiece was on display.

Finally, I felt like I could breathe again.

For a few seconds we both stood there and admired the cake, but then I broke free and gave in to the temptation sitting beside me. I couldn’t help myself. I dipped my finger in the leftover bowl of chocolate icing and brought it to my mouth. The moan I made wasn’t on purpose. “Montgomery, you outdid yourself this time.”

Remaining straight-faced, he said, “You say that every time.”

“This time I really do mean it,” I said around a lick.

“You know I’d do anything for you.”

“I know you would.” I smiled at him. “But I mean it. This time, you really, really, really, did outdo yourself.”

The corners of his lips lifted. “I’m glad you like it.”

“I don’t just like it,” I moaned again, swiping my finger across the bowl’s edge one more time. “I love it.”

Never one for praise, he placed a kiss on my forehead. “Remember, Juliette, you are the one who did this.”

I shook my head.

It was all him.

“Yes, you did,” he insisted. “I might have made the cake, but it was your idea to present the bride with it first, to give her what she wants when she doesn’t even know herself. That’s the sign of a true artist.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I admitted.

He nodded. “I’m more than right. You can do this. And I mean more than just the upcoming meeting.”

“I hope so, Montgomery. I really do,” I whispered.

His gaze narrowed on me. “Stop doubting yourself. Do you hear me?”

With a bright grin, I said, “Yes.”

He brought his hands together. “Good, because now it’s time to eat, and then clean up,” he replied.

Now that was a good idea.

Grabbing the bowl of chocolate icing, he strode through the swinging door that led to the back kitchen. As it closed behind him, I was not only left with the lingering taste of chocolate on my lips but the feeling that I really could do this job.

All I had to do was prove it.


CHAPTER TWO

Bite Off More Than You Can Chew

JULES EASTON

IT DIDN’T TAKE MUCH TO make me happy.

The simple things in life seemed to be the ones that made me smile the most. I was a lot like my mother that way.

A sunny day.

The pitter-patter of rain hitting my window at night.

A kiss.

Even chocolate icing.

I licked my lips one last time and glanced around the place that had become like my second home when I needed one the most. The place I’d worked at after school for four years, only then the business name had been The Pastry Box.

As most things do, the showroom had changed over the years. No longer a retail bakery, it had been closed to the public years ago. Montgomery and Archer had decided to concentrate on the wedding trade exclusively, and it had paid off.

Now this place was used for magazine shoots, bridal party gatherings, and wooing, yes wooing, clients. The reason everyone loved this area was that it looked like Martha Stewart’s kitchen, only super-sized, and on steroids.

Painted brick walls, old wooden floors, marble counters, stainless steel appliances, refrigerated cases, and open cupboards filled with various plates, bowls, and decorating tools collected over many years. It was southern charm and New York metro combined. With the amount of sunlight streaming in, it was also the perfect backdrop for photos.

It was also the perfect sales floor.

The walls were a soft pastel blue, except the back one. That one was finished with a white glaze to allow the words scrolled across it to stand out. Every time I read, “LOVE IS ALL YOU NEED,” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes, and this time wasn’t any different.

It wasn’t that I was a cynic, but love really wasn’t all you needed. You needed air to breathe and water to survive and your phone to keep in touch with those you love.

Don’t get me wrong—I was all about love. In fact, I was so much about finding the perfect love that I made it the basis for my career.

That didn’t mean I understood it. In fact, I found it somewhat confusing. Love was not always patient. Love was not always kind. And love most definitely did not conquer all. It could happen in a fleeting moment or not even once in your life. It wasn’t shared fairly, and sometimes it meant something different to different people.

Still, love was what made my world go round at Easton Design & Weddings, and that was all I needed to understand about it.

Right?

My uncle, Edward Easton, founded Easton Design & Weddings more than thirty-five years ago because he, like Montgomery, believed love was all you needed.

Since then the company had earned almost every prestigious award in the industry, including The Knot’s Best of Weddings top pick for the past ten consecutive years.

Sadly, it was highly unlikely we would be receiving that award this year. A little more than six months ago, I had taken over the day-to-day operations of the business so my uncle could enjoy the beginning stages of his retirement. Since then I’d worked night and day, drained my entire savings account, and lost more jobs than I’d landed.

Unfortunately, the transition had not been going as smoothly as my uncle had thought it would. I had experienced more than one setback. For the first time in the company’s history, the business wasn’t making a profit. And worse, it was losing money.

Other than Montgomery, up until recently, no one else had known just how bad things were. Although it had killed me to keep it to myself, I had known it wouldn’t remain a secret for long.

And it hadn’t.

Four weeks ago the hammer fell, and now I had until the end of summer to make a success of Easton Design & Weddings or . . . I can’t even think about it without wanting to cry . . . my uncle was going to be forced to sell the business.

The mandate came after my uncle asked to see the company financials. They were actually much more dismal than they appeared, but since I had infused my own money into the business, he wasn’t aware of this.

Even still, based on what he saw, he had canceled most of his upcoming travel plans to meet with me twice a week for business updates and consultations. During these meetings, I always remained optimistic, but I finally had to admit I didn’t know what I was doing wrong. He frowned at this and told me I didn’t understand love. Although I had voiced my disagreement, he remained steadfast in his convictions.

And then today he dropped a bomb on me.

Thinking I could use the help, and hoping to motivate his son at the same time, Uncle Edward had asked my cousin to help me out. What is it they say, ‘Kill two birds with one stone’?

The thing was, my cousin wasn’t anymore ready to help run a business based on love than I was. In fact, if you asked me, he was going to be completely unable to do so.

Love was the last thing on his mind.

Still, my uncle had hope.

I got it.

If I couldn’t do it, maybe his son could.

More than twenty years ago, my uncle had lost his wife and son in a tragic car accident. After that devastating loss, all he did was work. And when I came to live with him, it was an adjustment on both of our parts.

It seemed like we’d just got in the swing of things when one day he came back from a wedding expo in Nevada with a foster kid who’d tried to pickpocket him. Soon he adopted that kid, and Finn became part of our small family.

I think even today he was still reeling from the effort it took to raise us both.

Boys were said to be easier to raise than girls, but Finn had been much more difficult to handle than me, and even now, he still was.

He was a wild card.

Even though Finn had been out of the toxic environment he had grown up in for a long time, he still had a dark fire in him he had yet to extinguish.

Now twenty-two years old, Finn had graduated college more than three months ago and had yet to begin to job hunt. To this end, my uncle knew very well that Finn didn’t want to be in the family business. This he had made clear over and over throughout the years. However, without a plan for the future, Uncle Edward decided Finn needed to give it a try.

Finn didn’t have a choice.

What my uncle didn’t know was that Finn did have an interest in another field, if you could call it that. What he was doing with his nights was a secret between us, though, and if Finn had his way, my uncle would never find out about it.

The idea of Finn working with me still hadn’t sunk in. Yet, I knew I either accepted the help or Uncle Edward was going to cancel all his vacation plans and come back to work himself. If that happened, I would never be able to prove I could make it on my own. Even if his doubts seemed less like doubts and more like reality with each passing day, I still wanted this chance.

For me.

And for him.

In my late twenties, Uncle Edward knew I was more than mature enough to run a business of this magnitude, and he also knew I wanted to be in the wedding business. Which was why he turned it over to me, to begin with.

However, today during our rather heated discussion about Finn, he told me that my quest for perfection, coupled with my impulsive nature, could be the downfall of Easton Design & Weddings. And that he wasn’t sure giving me until the end of the summer to turn things around was the right thing to do.

Those words broke my heart, but they also made me more determined than ever to prove him wrong. After a very long conversation, by some miracle, he had decided to honor his promise and not rescind it before selling the business.

Proving myself wasn’t going to be easy.

Of course, there was the indisputable fact that I had to turn the business around. However, there was also the fact that my failed engagement still weighed heavily on my uncle’s mind. In his eyes, I had made a wrong decision, and I think he saw that as a testament to my poor decision-making abilities.

That was nearly nine months ago, and yet he continued to refer to the less-than-logical reasons I had called the wedding off. It was safe to say he talked about it more than I did. In his opinion, Jaxson Cassidy was about as close to being the perfect one for me as anyone ever would be.

He might not have been wrong about that.

But I’d let Jaxson go.

Jaxson Cassidy.

Just his name brought a smile to my lips.

Everyone called him Sundance because he was the polar opposite of Butch Cassidy in the famous movie. Laid back and fun loving, he was more like the Sundance Kid. Jaxson, which I preferred to call him, was the Ying to my Yang.

The whole opposites attract thing described us perfectly. Where I was a bit overzealous, to put it nicely, he was laid back and easy going.

Perhaps a little too much.

I had been the one to suggest we get engaged, and so we did. I had been the one to suggest a wedding date, and Jaxson had agreed. I had been the one to pick out everything, and that worked for him.

Do you see the I pattern here?

In the weeks leading up to the wedding, I noticed his light seemed a little dimmer. That he wasn’t shining as brightly as he normally did.

Just in case you hadn’t guessed, I’m an overachiever and a bit of a perfectionist myself. Even though Jaxson swore nothing was wrong, I knew something was. And I couldn’t get it out of my head. I began to wonder why he wasn’t happy, and then I figured it out.

It was me.

I didn’t make him happy anymore.

I wasn’t the Yang to his Ying.

Being the perfectionist that I was, I wanted to be that. I wanted perfect. I wanted to be his everything, but I knew I wasn’t.

This only made me question if he was my everything, and that was when I realized maybe he wasn’t.

Ending our engagement was the best thing for both of us.

We weren’t meant to be.

I felt it in my bones, and at least we remained friends, which was both good and bad. On the one hand, I loved talking to him and working with him. But, I also hated the idea that the day was going to come when he’d fall for someone else, and being close with him still, I’d not only know about it, but I’d also have to see it.

Me, on the other hand, I was beginning to think my uncle was right, and that I had made a mistake.

After nine long months, I had yet to even go on a date.

Perhaps finding Mr. Right was impossible.

Maybe finding Mr. Almost Right was as close as I could ever hope to get, which meant Jaxson had been my shot at love, and I had blown it because it wasn’t perfect.

We weren’t perfect.

Perfect.

I was beginning to hate that word.

Imperfect wasn’t looking so bad.

Then again finding my North Star wasn’t exactly something I had time for right now. And dating, that not only took time but energy, both of which were running low right now.

The creak of the steel door swinging open jarred me out of my more than unfortunate reality.

When I looked up, though, I smiled wide. In each hand, Montgomery held a small porcelain plate. I was certain they would be his favorite silver-lined ones if I could see the rims, which I couldn’t because the pieces of cake were the size of Mount Rushmore.

Raising an eyebrow, I scolded him. “Montgomery! I thought you said we were going to share a piece, not eat the entire tier. That is way too much cake. I can’t be in a chocolate coma when I meet with my prospective clients.”

Before I could comment further, a pair of thick, muscled arms gripped my waist from behind, and a tight belly pressed along my back. “Not prospective client, your new client. Think positively, my dear,” a strong English voice whispered directly into my ear. “And don’t worry love, I’m not going to allow Montgomery to eat that bloody piece of cake, and you don’t have to, either.”

I twisted, giving into laughter at the tickling touch of a beard on my earlobe. “Archer, when did you get here? I didn’t even hear you come in.”

Archer was as English as Montgomery was Southern, and he was not only Montgomery’s husband but also the manager of The Bride Box. With his incredibly fit physique, methodically shaved hair close to his scalp, and that single diamond stud in his ear, he was incredibly handsome.

With his deep-rooted English manners, Archer took my palm and kissed my hand. “Why my love, I’ve been here all day, but I was in the back office, which as you know is like being in Siberia. And since Montgomery turned off the security system yesterday when Jaxson was here doing a photo shoot for his portfolio, I didn’t hear you come in, or of course, I would have greeted you properly when you arrived.”

Montgomery was shaking his head at Archer.

“Jaxson was here doing a shoot, for his portfolio?” I asked, and I wondered why he hadn’t told me.

Montgomery ignored my question and extended his arm to hand me the cake. “Yes, I, once again forgot to turn the alarm back on,” he admitted, not looking at all sheepish about it.

Before taking the plate he was offering, I shook a finger at him. “You know it drives Archer crazy when you leave the building unsecured.”

“It wasn’t my fault,” Montgomery sighed. “That system is much too complicated.” He looked at Archer. “Even you said so.”

Archer nodded. “Yes, the system has its quirks, especially when it’s turned off. No matter.” He waved a hand. “Tell me, how are you, love?”

“It really was nearly impossible to concentrate with that constant ding, ding, ding,” Montgomery muttered under his breath.

With my gaze glued to the decadence in my hand, I ignored Montgomery’s complaining, and answered Archer with a light, “How could I be anything but great when I’m about to taste this piece of heaven.”

“I know, it’s practically orgasm inducing.” He winked, and then turned to Montgomery. “Speaking of cake, you know you can’t eat that,” he scolded, and then he tried to take the plate Montgomery was holding from his hand just as Montgomery was lifting his fork.

While the couple battled over the cake, I was unable to stop myself from taking a bite. I sliced the fork through the seven layers and watched as the ganache oozed along the metal of the prongs. And then I lifted the heaping size portion to my mouth, and yes, Archer was right, it was orgasm inducing.

Not that I came or anything.

But seriously, as soon as the delicious taste hit my tongue and slid down my throat, I began to wonder if it might not be better than sex, or the sex I was having with myself, ever since Jaxson and I broke up, anyway.

And if that wasn’t just pathetic.

Scowling at Archer very loudly, Montgomery drew my attention, and I brought myself back to their conversation.

“—I meant the bloody cake, not the orgasms, Monty,” Archer scolded. “Now give me that plate. You know you can’t eat it.”

Monty was his pet name for Montgomery, and although it didn’t seem fitting, whenever he said it, it seemed right.

“It’s my fault,” I piped up. “Montgomery told me you wanted him to watch his waistline, but I insisted he have a piece with me.”

“Is that what he told you?” Archer asked. So unmistakably horrified at the thought, he relinquished the plate back to Montgomery immediately, as if it were burning his fingertips.

Montgomery was making a slicing gesture across his throat, but it was too late, I’d already spoken. I had no idea where to go from there.

“That simply isn’t true,” Archer divulged, straightening his pink bow tie.

“Archer, please don’t say another word,” Montgomery begged.

Archer shook his head. “I’m sorry, Monty, but Jules needs to know. I should have told her last week.”

“Told me what?” I asked, placing my fork into the cake since there was nowhere else to put it.

He turned toward me. “Last week, Monty thought he had a severe case of indigestion, but when it didn’t go away, I practically had to handcuff him and force him to allow me take him to the Emergency Room. The ER doctor determined almost immediately it was not indigestion, but rather diagnosed he was having a heart attack. In a matter of minutes, my Monty had been whisked to the cardiac floor where they discovered a blockage in one of his arteries. Luckily, the cardiologist was able to open it, but our Monty needs to work on keeping it that way by eating the right foods.”

Shocked, I set my plate down on the counter beside me. “Oh, my God. I had no idea. Montgomery, why didn’t you tell me?”

Archer answered for him. “Because he knew how important this client was to you, and didn’t want you to cancel.”

Tears shimmered in my eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Montgomery was nodding his head. “I’m fine, my darling. Don’t listen to Archer. You know he overreacts to almost everything. It wasn’t that big of a deal. And look at me—I’m fine. The doctor said to watch what I eat, and I have been. Once in a while, if I want to indulge, I should be able to. Don’t you think, Juliette?”

Just then there was a pounding on the back door. It saved me from having to answer, and I was thankful for that.

At the sound, Archer slung an arm around Montgomery and took the plate from his hand at the same time. “Come with me in the back, my Monty, that must be the security company.”

Montgomery looked at him in confusion.

“They are going to install a new feature that will allow you to turn the door buzzer off all by itself. You can use it whenever you need silence while leaving the alarm system intact.”

Jerking his head toward me, Montgomery said, “What would I do without him? He’s always trying to make my life easier. Finish your cake, Juliette. I’ll be right back.”

I smiled at him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

And then I watched the couple as they strode into the back kitchen arm-in-arm, and sighed.

Now that was a perfect kind of love.


CHAPTER THREE

Actions Speak Louder than Words

JULES

I WASN’T A ROMANTIC, BUT some gestures always made my heart swell because they reminded me of my parents.

The ways in which my father used to show my mother how much he loved her were so sweet.

Their love for each other was deep, profound and full of the little things that mattered.

It was so perfect.

All I had to do was close my eyes, and I could easily remember the times my father had serenaded my mother at six in the morning because she’d gotten upset with him the night before. Or the holidays he’d had flowers sprayed in glitter before having them delivered because my mother adored sparkly things. And how sometimes he’d bring home a picnic dinner in the middle of winter to help satisfy her spring fever.

I wanted that—someone who knew me better than I knew myself. Someone to laugh with. Cry with. Be with. Someone who made my leg kick up and my toe point when he kissed me. Made my world stop. Someone to love who loved me the same way.

But my prince charming hadn’t arrived yet, and he might never arrive. I had to accept that. Still, I was lucky. I got to see love all around me, and that would have to be enough—for now.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and set my teary-eyed gaze on the cake.

Feeling like this appointment was going to go off without a hitch, I quickly swiped my tears away. Pulling my portfolio of items from my bag, I began neatly arranging them around the cake.

The Tiffany blue looked terrific against the white and brown. And the rustic look really made the color pop.

Jaxson’s business card had gotten intertwined with the photos of the old barns I’d found online for potential venues.

“Sundance.” His nickname used as his professional name was embossed in silver upon white card stock. The S was in a scripted font, and the remaining letters were plain. There was a camera watermarked behind it. His business moniker was not so much elegant as it was practical. Easy on the eyes. A lot like he was.

I stared at it for a long while. He had always aspired to do more than weddings. He wanted to work for a prominent magazine and shoot fashion models. He wanted to work for National Geographic and photograph wild animals. He wanted to photograph anything but weddings.

Had I been the one who had held him back?

Was he finally moving on?

I shoved the card back in my bag. I’d show Rory his work back at my office. Seeing was believing, after all.

When my gaze swung back to the cake, I frowned as I focused on the heart etched into the middle tier.

A wave of alarm washed through me.

Oh, no!

No.

No.

It couldn’t be.

It just couldn’t be wrong.

I bent to get a closer look. With my lips twisted in contemplation, I stared at it for three long seconds.

The initials carved in the cake were RK + RH, but I was fairly confident the groom-to-be’s name was Kyle Harrison, and that would mean the second set of letters should start with a K, not an R.

All of a sudden, I was so hot, and my ears felt like they were on fire. I was about to have a full-fledged panic attack, and I knew it.

This was so not the time for that.

I tried to shake it off. The cake was astonishing, so what if we had one tiny detail wrong? Everything would still be fine. Even as I tried to convince myself otherwise, I knew it wouldn’t be. Not with a mistake of this magnitude.

As fast as I could, I snatched the sketchpad Montgomery always kept under the counter to double check the initials we’d agreed upon. Flipping it open, I found the rendering right away, but the heart hadn’t been filled in, which meant he hadn’t planned on filling it, or he was uncertain about what to fill it with.

“Montgomery,” I called, but there was no answer.

Pulling my phone from my bag, I quickly thumbed through the emails from Rory Kissinger. Even after scanning them, it didn’t bring me any closer to finding out her fiancé’s name. All her references to him were my fiancé this or my fiancé that or we this and we that.

Tapping Google, I hurriedly searched the Governor of Georgia’s son. Of course, he had to have two sons, whose names, of course, were Kyle and Robert.

Just my luck.

I tried adding the words recently engaged to my search, but I got nothing. Then again, the happy couple hadn’t made any announcement yet. That would be one of my tasks if I got the job.

“Montgomery,” I called again. When I got no answer, I rushed to the kitchen door and pushed it open. The room was empty. They had gone somewhere.

This couldn’t be happening.

I glanced at the clock. Less than ten minutes until my clients were scheduled to arrive, and there was no time to waste. Since the name Kyle was my first instinct, I was going with it.

How hard could it be to fix?

With my stomach a queasy mess and my breathing out of control, I acted without thinking.

Hurrying back to the counter, I yanked that straw-like thingy from the cup against the backsplash and whirled back around. I just had to turn that R into a K before my clients arrived. If I didn’t, I was sure I’d lose the job because the happy couple would think I was totally incompetent.

Or worse, they would think I had paired the bride with the wrong groom!

Just as the blunt tip of the tool hit the icing, someone’s voice echoed from the lobby, “Are you open?”

I jumped at the deep tremble of the male voice reverberated through me. That huskiness made him sound sleepy, and dare I say sexy. Having been startled, I was a bit unsteady. Forced to stop what I was doing, I jumped into work mode.

My clients.

This had to be my clients.

Of course, the happy couple was early.

The footfalls were getting closer. With only seconds to spare, my mind started to race.

The letter repair was out of the question, and the alternatives at my disposal were limited. I could turn the cake around, step in front of it, stick my finger over the R and erase part of it, or rush the couple out of here and ignore the cake altogether.

No, forget the last one, I couldn’t do that.

It was my selling point.

Pausing for a moment to catch my breath, I inhaled deeply before setting the tool down, and then I discretely just did it. I wiped away part of the top of the R and then quickly licked the frosting from my finger.

Once the evidence was gone, I stood directly in front of the cake and slowly pivoted around on my toes. Ready or not, it was time to meet Rory Kissinger and her fiancé. I didn’t have a plan on how to address the smudge mark on the cake, but I hoped they wouldn’t notice.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Wide-eyed, I found myself looking at only one person, not two. A current ran up my spine, and for a moment I wondered if I knew him, but when I couldn’t place him, I shook it off. “Oh, you didn’t,” I finally managed, the mistruth forcing me to avert my gaze.

Still walking across the lobby, he hadn’t quite made it to the showroom entrance. “Well, even so, I apologize if I disturbed your work,” he said.

Busted. I was busted. I had lied, and worse, he knew it.

Could he see the smudge all the way from there?

Oh, God.

Feeling my body flushing, I forced a smile on my face. “Apology accepted even though it isn’t needed,” I responded, feeling foolish the minute those silly words left my mouth.

“May I come in?” This stranger didn’t have a southern accent, but he definitely had the southern charm.

When I swung my gaze back to answer, he was closing the distance between us. Our eyes met, and for some utterly bizarre reason, the connection felt physical.

All of a sudden, his brow creased, and he stopped in his tracks. Had he felt it too? Perhaps just as confused as I was, he flicked his gaze away from mine and then pouted his bottom lip. It was as if he didn’t like the static between us.

The flirtatious hot guy in front of me wasn’t my client, but despite the fact that this should have calmed me down, my heart began to pound, and I felt that flush rush all the way up my neck. Not that it mattered what color I was because the hunk wasn’t looking at me. He was doing his best to put the cake back in his line of vision.

There was still a fair distance between us, and I think the magnificence of the cake had captured his attention. That was fine because it gave me time to stare at him a bit longer than would ordinarily be socially acceptable.

Tall. Dark. Handsome. Very handsome.

Actually, he was drop-dead gorgeous. And that mouth. His lips. They looked absolutely kissable.

With his partially wet hair the color of milk chocolate spiked forward, and only somewhat combed, it appeared unruly, like he didn’t give a you know what. Maybe he’d recently taken a shower and hadn’t had time to finish styling it, nor had he had time to shave for that matter. He had quite the five o’clock shadow for two in the afternoon.

The fact he appeared ‘undone’ somehow gave him a sexier edge, if that was even possible.

His rebel good looks, along with his dark sunglasses, made him look like the kind of guy your mother warned you about.

Trouble.

Give him a leather jacket and a cigarette, and he could have been James Dean.

There was a blue T located in the upper right of his shirt with a lighter blue wave rushing over the top. Not that I would know, but my best guess was that was the logo for his employer.

The had-to-be security company employee must have come around the front when no one answered in the back. Montgomery and Archer were probably out back arguing over the slice of cake and waiting for him to return. They’d figure it out soon enough.

Not that it mattered. I could keep him occupied for a few minutes. It wouldn’t be that great of a hardship.

The hot technician had stopped in the doorway and was standing there with one hand on the doorjamb at a point high enough to stretch his long, lean body.

I felt like I should pose in some way. Cock a hip, hold my chin up, anything to get his attention. However, before I could come up with something that wouldn’t make me look like a hooker without heels, his gaze shifted my way, and he caught me staring.

Living in the moment, I pushed my small chest forward and placed a hand on my hip. Okay, I probably looked like a girl getting ready to hitchhike. All I had to do was stick my thumb out.

Great.

“May I?” he asked.

Oh, right, he had asked a question. “Yes, of course, come in,” I answered.

Either not noticing or not paying any attention to my ridiculous pose, he pointed to the cake. “That’s quite a showpiece.”

Stepping aside to show it off, I felt very proud that I had helped with the creation, no matter how small my part had been. That was until I noticed the way he had stuck his bottom lip out in a pout once again.

Keeping my gaze fixed on him, I watched him bite that same lip, as if in contemplation. Then with a slight cock of his head, he finally said, “Birds, huh.”

It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t said with excitement, either. I wasn’t sure what to think about that. After a moment, I decided he must be overwhelmed. “Lovebirds,” I clarified, not sure why that mattered. It was just my body was buzzing, and I had to say something.

As if he were done admiring the cake from afar, he eased slightly forward. One foot balanced his entire weight while his other leg bent to take a step inside the showroom, and then slowly he strode toward me.

Entirely unlike me, I found myself watching each step he took. With a body like that the man must work out, like all day, every day. There was no other explanation for how a guy could look that damned good. I had dibs on the fact the security job was part-time.

His sunglasses were still on, and although the sunlight might not have been blinding, he was. I couldn’t help but take him all in. Those sexy low-slung jeans, and the way they sat on his hips. The gray T-shirt that molded to his muscled chest and was snug around his bulging upper arms.

When he rounded the large wooden table, he stroked over his sexy stubble. “They look real,” he said, his tone skeptical at best.

Trying not to laugh, I slanted him a sideways glance as he moved a little closer to the table. “They’re not stuffed, if that’s what you are thinking. The master baker is an excellent artist, and he sculpted them out of fondant.”

While looking at the cake, he took another step around the table, and this time he removed his sunglasses as if he needed to get a better look. “So you didn’t make this?”

Nervous for no reason at all, I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “No, definitely not. I’m not even sure when the last time I baked a cake was. It might have been in my Easy Bake oven.”

That earned me a sexy smirk, but then his lip pouted again as his gaze swung my way. That mouth was something to look at, but those eyes. He was close enough now that I could see them. They were blue. Really, really blue, but they were also a little red around the rims. “Sorry, you were, well . . . I saw you . . . I just thought—” he trailed off, looking sheepish, and then he shook his head. “Never mind.”

Biting my lip to control my giggling, I clarified the situation to help him out. “Montgomery Laurent is the master baker, and he owns The Bride Box. I’m a wedding planner.”

Almost business-like, he slipped his sunglasses into the collar of his shirt and straightened up. “Good,” he said, “then you won’t be upset if I tell you those birds look a little too real to be on top of something people are going to be eating.”

Uncertain how to take his comment, I responded with, “Don’t you like birds?”

He shrugged.

Shrugged!

And then he was standing almost at my side. “Sure, I like birds. Just not on top of a cake. Don’t get me wrong, I’m certain they are appealing . . . to the right person.”

Trying not to be offended, because really, what did he know about this bride, and her likes and dislikes, anyway, I decided it was time to move him along. “Are you looking for Archer?” I asked, hoping my point would come across.

Beat it, buddy.

“Archer?” he questioned, clearly distracted.

And not by the cake this time. He had fully rounded the table and was now standing less than a foot away from me.

This had to be the flirtiest technician on the planet, and I began to feel the oddest blush coat my cheeks from the manner in which he was now staring at me.

Those blue eyes of his darted across my face, once, twice, three times. I would have sworn they were laughing at me if I didn’t feel the heat in them right between my thighs.

“Yes, Archer,” I tried to say in a huff, but it came out more like a dreamy sigh.

Oh, boy.

He stepped even closer to me.

For some insane reason, my pulse started to race, and things that felt like butterflies in my belly seized me. These had to be new client butterflies, but I’d never gotten them like this before.

“I’m sorry if I’m staring,” he said, lifting his arm, “but I think you have a little—” As the words tumbled from his mouth, his finger slowly swiped across my bottom lip.

I closed my eyes.

“Frosting, right here,” he finished.

Oh my God!

My lids popped open. That was what he was looking at. Frosting on my lips. And here I had thought he might be into me. Flirting with me. Maybe even wanted to go out with me.

How embarrassing!

As if he sensed my disappointment, his eyes lowered beneath their lashes. I inhaled at the shock-like feeling that jolted through me as his gaze traveled down my entire body and then back up again.

My brain was a little flustered, and I was having trouble concentrating on any one thing. But when he held up the chocolate he’d wiped from my lip, and then slowly licked it from his finger, I was able to focus just fine. Now it was my racing heart I couldn’t keep track of.

“Not bad,” he breathed.

Not bad!

Furious, I blinked out of my lustful haze.

I was really ready to tell him to beat it, that was until his eyes came back to my face, and he offered me such a searing look, I let the comment go.

After all, to him, it was just a cake. He didn’t know any better. It wasn’t his fault.

And . . . he was into me.

I had been right.

In fact, by the way he was now looking at me, I thought he might just be the one to love me forever.

In that one single moment though, it wasn’t love on my mind. I’d started to question what the hell I had been thinking only moments ago. Had I actually thought chocolate cake was better than sex?

If I had, I was so taking that back.

Why on earth was this security technician making me think about sex? The answer struck me so quickly, it made me weak in the knees—it was because I wanted to have it with him. And by the way his chest had started to rise and fall at a rapid pace, I knew if I asked him to meet me later, he wasn’t going to refuse.

Here Montgomery thought I never did anything crazy.

The words just slipped off my tongue. “What are you doing later?”

Intrigue gleamed in his eyes as he raised a single brow. “I believe I’m meeting with you to plan the wedding, and afterward I have to go to work, but—”

Meeting with me?

A cold shiver ran down my spine at the exact moment a beep-beep alerted me that someone had come through the front door. This confused me. How could the security system have been updated already if the technician was standing in front of me?

It became painfully clear the man in front of me wasn’t from the security company when a very excited young woman came rushing toward him.

This was my client.

This was Rory Kissinger.

That I knew without a doubt.

“I can’t believe you got here before me,” she squealed. And throwing her arms around him, she then added, “You really must love me after all.”

Are you kidding me?

This guy really was Rory Kissinger’s fiancé! They must have had a lover’s quarrel, and that was why he’d practically fucked me with his eyes.

In my book that was about as close to cheating as any man could ever come. I shot him a look of disgust, but that wasn’t enough. It didn’t stop the anger I was feeling from building. His fiancé deserved to know just how despicable he really was.

There was no way in hell I was ever going to allow this cheat to be my client. In fact, this guy really needed to be taught a lesson.

“I can’t believe you,” I hissed.

That bottom lip pouted again. “Believe what?” he somehow managed to ask around the body that was wrapped around him.

His fiancé’s body, that was.

All the tension and anxiety I had been feeling for weeks unfurled within me, and before I could stop myself, I had the cute little silver-rimmed plate in my hand with the giant piece of chocolate cake still sitting upon it. And then as if I’d snapped, I was lifting the plate in an arcing motion. “This!” I said with deep satisfaction.

The kitchen door pushed open while I was midway in swing, and I heard Montgomery’s thick accent. “Dr. Kiss, what are you doing here?”

Dr. Kiss.

Who in the ever-loving world was Dr. Kiss?

Could it be this man wasn’t Rory’s fiancé, but rather someone Rory loved, and an acquaintance of Montgomery’s, as well?

Dr. Kiss.

Oh my God!

Kiss, as in Kissinger.

A relative.

No!

No!

No!

Suddenly, my uncle’s voice echoed in my ear. “Always do your research so you can anticipate your client’s needs.”

And I had. Or I thought I had. But what I hadn’t done was Google any images of my clients, and that would have been so easy. For goodness’ sake, I had just searched Rory’s fiancé on my phone. All I had to do was click on images.

Oh no!

Another wave of panic struck me. The groom-to-be was the governor’s son.

The governor’s son.

Oh my God, the press.

The bad press.

The fall out.

I would never land another job as long as I lived.

This could mean the end of my career if I didn’t turn this situation around.

Unfortunately, the perilous act I had planned on committing was already in motion. Much to my horror, I was smashing that substantial-sized piece of chocolate cake in this handsome stranger’s face before I could stop myself.

Rory jumped out of the way and started screaming at once. Montgomery shouted, “What are you doing, Juliette!” And then as if that wasn’t enough, the door was beeping again. A younger guy came inside with a t-shirt on, which apparently read TULANE UNIVERSITY across it.

Going to stand beside Rory, the younger man stared at me in shock like I was a lunatic, and then he turned to Rory and said, “What did he do now, honey?”

This guy had to be her fiancé.

Pulling the plate away as fast as I could, I felt dumbstruck as the cake slowly fell in pieces all over Dr. Kiss’s shirt. Some of the morsels landed on the T, which I figured out was meant to represent Tulane University, not the security company.

That part was at least an understandable misunderstanding.

I might not have comprehended who everyone was, but I knew they had a connection to each other. Then again, did the specifics truly matter anymore? “I’m so sorry,” I apologized, setting the plate down.

In the way those icy blue eyes were glaring at me, I wasn’t sure what I should do. Taking both hands, he swiped across his nose and then shook the frosting from his fingertips. “What the hell was that for?”

Quickly dropping down to my knees, I began to pick up the morsels from the ground. When I looked up, more cake fell and landed on my own face. I ignored it and tried to answer him. “I . . . I . . . I have no idea what came over me. I thought . . . well . . . I thought . . . you were the groom-to-be and that you were coming on to me,” I confessed.

He used his fingers to wipe the cake from his own lips this time. “And what? You were going to put me in my place with a piece of chocolate cake? How old are you? Twelve?”

There was no way to explain that the butterflies he had given me were something I hadn’t felt in a long time, if ever, and then when I thought he was only screwing with me, well, I overreacted.

He was right. I had not only responded impulsively, but immaturely. Feeling like there was nothing further I could say that would make any sense, I stood up and glanced around for something to clean him up with. “I’ll get some towels.”

Rory had stopped screeching at least, but now she started laughing. I tried to catch her attention, and when I did, I silently begged her to stop. Instead, though, she strode around the table to get a little closer and then crooked a finger to swipe up some of the cake. That was on his face. Her laughter was out of control. I was at a loss for what to do. Dr. Kiss then glared at her too, but she didn’t seem to care one bit, which was evident when she licked the frosting from her finger and made a Mmmm that’s delicious noise.

Her fiancé, on the other hand, was still looking at Dr. Kiss with his mouth hanging open. “Remy,” she said to him as she took her place beside him once again. “Come on, you can laugh. It’s way too funny not to.”

Remy?

Not Kyle?

Or Robert?

Was there a third son I hadn’t found?

How had Google failed me?

With no time to worry about the fact that there was a messed up K on the cake where there had once been a glistening R, I started grabbing all the decorative dishtowels that were scattered around the counters. I thought about crying while I did.

I should never have doubted Montgomery.

The cake.

My client.

My life.

Once I had all the towels I could find, I rushed back to the center of the room and attempted to pat the remaining cake from Dr. Kiss’s face. Montgomery was there as well and trying to ease the situation.

As to be expected, Dr. Kiss shrugged away from me. “I’ll do it myself,” he gritted through his teeth.

It wasn’t a peace offering, but I held out one of the towels, and much to my surprise, he took it.

On my heels, Archer had come into the room and grabbed another towel from my hand to assist in removing the chocolate from his face.

When it became evident removing the cake wasn’t going to be an easy job, Montgomery said, “Come on, Doc, let’s go in the kitchen and get this mess cleaned up.”

The glare Montgomery shot me while speaking made me feel like a child who was about to get scolded.

Even though there was absolutely no way I would be getting this job after what I’d done, I had to atone for my actions in some way. Somehow. And to do so I needed to do more than offer a simple ‘I’m Sorry’.

I had acted impulsively.

Just as I was about to try to give a better explanation for my actions, not that I could just out and say I was attracted to him, Rory chased after Dr. Kiss, and somehow managed to speak around her laughter. “Looks like I’m not the only one you pissed off today, brother.”

Her brother.

Of course, Dr. Kiss was her brother.

I sighed. I wished she’d told me about him. Instead, her emails had stated the appointment would be with the groom-to-be, her, and myself, only. When I asked if she was sure she didn’t want to invite a family member along, she had been rather adamant she would be doing this alone.

Unmistakably, she’d changed her mind, which of course, was her prerogative. If there was any doubt that I hadn’t lost the job, it vanished right then.

Her brother was apparently here for a reason—to help her make a decision. And I’d just lost his vote.

Stopping just before the kitchen door, Dr. Kiss jerked his head toward her. “This isn’t funny, Rory. As soon as I get cleaned up, I’m out of here.”

“Come on, Jake,” she whined, “you can’t go. We haven’t even listened to the wedding planner’s proposal.”

More chocolate fell from his lips as he spoke. “Trust me, I’ve heard and seen enough.”

“But the cake, didn’t you see the cake?” she pointed. “It’s perfect.” Clearly, she was impressed. And clearly she loved what he had not.

Perhaps there was hope after all.

After rubbing his chin and leaving a stain of chocolate behind, her brother narrowed his gaze at her. “Not even an hour ago you told me you wanted a vintage wedding with antique Louis Vuitton suitcases and a classic Rolls Royce. How the hell do birds fit in that picture?”

“They don’t,” she answered almost contritely.

Wait! No birds?

I glanced from the cake to my dress, and my frown turned even deeper.

When was this day going to be over?

Those eyebrows of his rose as if to say I told you so. At least there wasn’t any cake stuck on them.

Rory bounced on her toes over to the cake. “But that’s only because I changed my mind. If I hadn’t, this is exactly what I would have wanted. And besides, if you’d been listening to me the past few weeks, which you clearly were not, you would have known that lovebirds were my first choice. I might not want them for my wedding theme any longer, but that doesn’t mean the cake didn’t still wow me.”

I had wowed her.

At least there was that.

“Rory.” His tone was authoritative, and by the way his sister practically stamped her feet, it was painfully obvious he was the decision maker.

I was so screwed.

And not in the way I had thought I might be only minutes ago.


CHAPTER FOUR

Speak of the Devil

JAKE KISSINGER

IT WASN’T LIKE VANILLA WAS my thing, but right now I would have fucking given anything for it.

The water ran cold as I cupped my hands and splashed my face one last time. I’d been bitch-slapped, sucker-punched, even head-butted, but I’d never had anyone smash cake in my face.

It was a first.

And I hoped, a last.

I turned the faucet off and licked my lips. At last, the taste of chocolate had faded. And although it wasn’t fully gone, there was the comforting fact that it wasn’t in my nostrils any longer.

Monty handed me a dry towel. “Juliette can be a bit impulsive.”

Taking the terrycloth from him, I patted my skin dry. “Juliette,” I said, liking the way her name rolled over my tongue, and hating that I did, “is much more than impulsive.”

Grabbing for my shirt, he took my vacated place at the sink and started scrubbing at the chocolate stains. “Yes, I’ll admit she can also be a bit feisty, but she means well.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” I told him, pointing to my shirt.

He paused to glance over at me. “Maybe you could give her a second chance and listen to her proposal?”

I slid the towel down my neck and wiped away the excess water that dripped down onto my bare chest. I didn’t know Monty at all. He’d been my patient last week, and I was sure he was a decent guy, but I had to call a spade a spade. “Look, I’m sure your daughter has the heart of an angel, but right now I just want to clean myself up and get the hell out of here.”

The shirt was as spotless as it was going to get, and he handed it to me. “Juliette isn’t my daughter, but I’ve known her since she was fourteen, and I can attest to the fact that she is more than competent when it comes to her job. She’s also very passionate about her work, and from what I can tell about your sister, I think she would love working with Juliette.”

Shrugging the damp shirt over my head, I tucked it into my jeans and then looked directly at him. “You don’t seriously think I’m going to allow that woman to pitch her services to my sister after the fiasco that just took place?”

Monty eased back against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Dr. Kiss, haven’t you ever made a mistake?”

I mirrored his pose, kicking my Adidas out and leaning beside him to link my arms. “More times than I care to admit.”

The shift in his gaze from myself to the door was anything but inconspicuous. “If you could take back the things you did that caused them to be mistakes, would you?”

Running a hand through my hair, I spoke honestly. “Sure, some of them. Heck, most of them.”

After I responded, Monty fell silent a few long moments, but then he asked, “Do you go to church?”

Everyone from the south went to church. Even if you spent the majority of your youth in the north, if you had ties to Georgia, you went to church. Not at all liking the direction this conversation was going in, I paused for a moment, cocked my head to the side, and then answered with a, “I did when I was a kid.”

“So you’re familiar with the Bible?”

“Look,” I said, “I know what you’re getting at.”

“Good, then you won’t have a problem hearing her out.”

I straightened. “I’ve had a long week, and I have to be back in the ER for another twelve-hour shift at five.”

He glanced at his watch. “You still have plenty of time to hear at least a few of Juliette’s ideas for your sister’s upcoming wedding. I know she feels terrible about what she’s done, and will want to make it up to you.”

Make it up to me. How the hell was she going to do that? Get on her knees again. Maybe that would work. As the thought ran through my mind, it was one that most definitely did not include an audience.

“Well?” he said.

I blinked my dirty vision away.

Strictly speaking, I took care of sick people. Tending to well people who needed to feel better about themselves was a shrink’s job. “I’m sorry, but no.”

Monty stared at me in disappointment. “I thought you went to church?”

I felt like a douchebag.

“Look,” I said. “Just because when I was a kid I was forced to listen to the whole forgive-those-who-trespass-against-you sermon, doesn’t mean I believe in it, and it certainly doesn’t apply in all situations.”

Monty’s face was pinched tight. “No, you’re correct about that. It doesn’t. But in some circumstances, it’s just the right thing to do.”

Guilting me.

I didn’t even know this guy, and he was guilting me, and it was fucking working. I was beginning to feel my resolve flicker.

Just as I was about to answer with a ‘Sure, why the hell not’ the door squeaked open and Monty’s husband stuck his head in. “Everything okay in here?”

I looked past him and found Juliette staring at me. Her lips had rounded to an O, and her eyes were wide and filled with bewilderment. She looked flustered. Panicked even.

Archer opened the door wider, and when he did, the empty plate came into view. As soon as my gaze landed on it, I was reminded of what she’d done. Forgiveness could only go so far, but that wasn’t really what was holding me back.

There was more.

Aside from experiencing the oddest sense of déjà vu in her presence that made me feel uneasy, I knew firsthand what a wildcard she was. Someone who acted before thinking wasn’t anyone I could work with.

What was it they said about two peas in a pod?

Forcing myself, I averted my gaze from hers and nodded at Monty’s husband. “Yeah, everything’s cool. I was just getting ready to leave.”

Monty’s brows drew together as he looked at me.

I stuck my palm out to him. “It was nice to see you again.”

The wariness in his eyes didn’t stop him from shaking what was offered. “I hope once you’ve had time to think about things, you’ll change your mind.”

Not wanting to look like the asshole I couldn’t stop from being, I gave him a nod and then strode toward the door.

In the other room, the chatter was loud and animated. Rory and Remy were sitting at the large wooden table, and the wedding planner had joined them.

As soon as everyone noticed I had entered, the room fell silent.

Now I really looked like a real asshole.

Fucking fantastic.

Juliette stopped talking mid-sentence. Archer, who was looking through my sister’s idea book, sat frozen in place. And my sister and Remy, who were sharing a piece of that cake, set their forks down.

I swore even the birds perched upon the cake seemed to be staring down at me, and I found it fucking eerie.

“There you are,” Rory said in delight, “You just have to taste this cake.” She picked up her fork and held it out toward me. “It’s so delicious.”

Keeping the sarcasm to myself, I strode past Juliette and didn’t stop until I reached my sister. “I’m good,” I said tightly.

She pulled out the vacant chair beside her. “Well, at least sit down with us.”

Looking down at her, I kept my eyes right where they were. “I already told you I was leaving.”

Pouting her lips, she practically whined. “Jake, please don’t leave over a silly mistake. Jules has the best ideas, and I really want you to hear them.”

Huh . . .

Jules, short for Juliette.

Jules, the woman who was across from me looking like a deer in headlights.

Jules, the wedding planner who smashed cake in my face, who also happened to be the person my sister had ironically decided, after meeting with countless other planners, was the one for her.

Was Rory even for real?

Seriously, I thought I might lose it.

I didn’t.

I wouldn’t.

The bottom line was my baby sister was my responsibility, at least until she wed. And even though she was a fucking pain in my ass, I loved her and hated to disappoint her. With that being said, it didn’t mean that sometimes she didn’t push me to the limit.

Only after drawing in a deep breath could I answer her calmly. “Rory, I have to be at work in less than two hours, and now I need to get home and shower before I can grab something to eat.” I bent to kiss her. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Her eyebrows bunched together. “But I’m leaving to go back to Tulane tomorrow, and we haven’t made any decisions.”

Standing straight, I cursed. “Shit, that’s right. How about I come by after my shift and we have breakfast together?”

She popped to her feet. “Great. And we can talk about the wedding then?”

I barely suppressed a sigh. “Yes, we can talk about it then.”

Throwing her arms around my neck, she said, “You really are the best.”

With a shake of my head, I hugged her back. Less than twelve hours ago she was yelling at me over the phone, telling me that if I didn’t show up today to meet wedding planner number fifteen, I didn’t love her. “Remember that,” I muttered.

“Always.” She kissed me on the cheek and hurried around the table toward Juliette.

Juliette had a forced smile on her face.

“Tell me more about the wedding you did last summer,” Rory demanded.

Juliette seemed lost.

Rory went on. “The one with the antique furniture set in groupings outside carpets on the grass with crystal chandeliers hanging from tents.”

There was no way we were using this wedding planner, no matter how spectacular her weddings turned out to be. However, I wasn’t stupid. I’d break that news to my baby sister in the morning.

After shaking Remy and Archer’s hand, I strode back in the direction I’d come in but found myself stopping mid-step when I heard my sister’s burst of laughter.

Looking over my shoulder, I let my gaze settle on the quirky girl in the bird dress and took her in. Busy talking, her hands were moving with excitement, and all the tension that lined her face moments ago appeared to be gone.

Her dirty blond hair was tucked behind her ears, revealing a startling beautiful face with striking green eyes. The sun caught on the sparkle of her small diamond star-like earrings, and when it did, that feeling like I’d seen her before was stronger than ever.

Maybe she came into the ER with Archer when Monty was there or some other time. That had to be it.

I didn’t know how long I stood watching her, but it must have been only a matter of seconds. Still, as if sensing my gaze, hers lifted to meet mine. Although she continued to speak, her eyes widened, and something like panic entered her expression once again.

Having no idea why I wanted to ease that panic, I lifted my hand in a goodbye gesture.

What the hell?

Once I turned, I made certain I didn’t look back again.

As I made my way down the sidewalk in the blazing heat, the strangest emotion washed over me. For some reason, I was feeling like I’d been the one who had done something wrong.

As if that wasn’t the most screwed up thing ever.

I mean come on . . . I could still taste her, no not her, the chocolate she threw at me . . . on my lips.

And it pissed me off.

It really did.


CHAPTER FIVE

A Penny For Your Thoughts

JULES

AT FIVE A.M. IT WAS hard to be perky, even if you were a morning person, but it was even harder when you felt like the four walls that surrounded you were closing in.

My life was such a mess.

I stretched and looked around. The ordinarily comforting feeling that being in this house had once given me had faded months ago.

Hopping out of bed, I went into the small bathroom I shared with my cousin and sighed at the mess on the counter. Bandages, tape, scissors. Sighing, I brushed my teeth and then put everything away.

After Jaxson and I broke up, I let him keep our apartment and everything in it. In order to save enough money to buy all new household necessities, I moved back home for what was supposed to be a few short months. That was nine months ago, and now with my savings entirely depleted and little money to spare, securing a place of my own had been pushed to the back burner.

Whenever I thought about it, I couldn’t believe I was in my late twenties and living with my uncle and cousin.

As I climbed out of the shower, I drew on my robe and then closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose.

What happened yesterday was bad.

So, so bad.

And the worst part was, Rory loved me and wanted to hire me. It was just she couldn’t because she really wanted her brother’s approval, and she doubted that was going to happen.

So did I.

Thank God my uncle had left Atlanta to go to his farm immediately following our lunch meeting. Having to tell him about what I’d done wasn’t anything I was ready for. At least while he was gone, I didn’t have to.

Heading down the back stairs to make coffee before getting ready, the dark form huddled at the kitchen table startled me. When I let out a terrified shriek, I stumbled forward. Barely keeping myself from tumbling down the stairs by grabbing the railing, I felt like I was free falling.

For a few agonizing moments, my body lurched forward into empty space and I thought, “This is it.” I was going to fall and crack my skull or fracture my spine, or worse, be burdened with some long debilitating injury that would force me to have to kiss my job goodbye without a fight.

But then I managed to somehow keep both feet on the step. I might have saved myself, but the stack of empty dishes I had been carrying in my hands from my food binge last night wasn’t so lucky. With first a roll and then a crash, the plates and bowls broke into tiny pieces all over the wooden floor.

Could my life get any worse?

“Nice,” said the voice I knew, even if darkness obscured the mouth it was coming out of, I knew who it was.

“Darn you, Finn! You scared me!” I put a hand on my heart, the other still on the railing. I really thought I might just faint before I forced myself to breathe.

“Sorry,” he said quietly as he got up and strode toward the broom closet.

Shakily, I sidestepped the glass and flicked the light on. Then I carefully tiptoed to the sink to pour a glass of water. With the drink in my hand, I watched as Finn grabbed the broom. Although I knew I should, I didn’t want to ask him why he had been sitting in the dark.

Like a coward, I didn’t want to talk with him about where he’d been all night or his new job, and that wasn’t fair.

Finn was always there for me. He had been a shoulder to cry on when I needed someone. Not only had he helped me move out of my apartment after my breakup, but he had also been there for me when I started to second-guess my decision, about everything. Finn was like the brother I never had.

After gulping the water, I refilled it and turned around. “I’ll do that,” I told him.

“I got it,” he said, sweeping the pieces into the dustpan.

It was hard not to notice the bruises on his knuckles, but I knew better than to ask if he needed anything. We’d gone round and round over his nighttime activities one too many times, and each time we argued, he only pulled away from me more and more.

Resigned to keeping my mouth shut, I leaned against the counter and took in his clothing. Jeans, T-shirt, hoodie. “You’re up early or is it late?”

I already knew the answer.

Dumping the broken glass into the garbage can, he glanced over at me. “I got home a few hours ago, but I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been sitting here thinking about today.”

“Ah.” There wasn’t much more to say than that, so I went with, “How about a cup of coffee?”

That got a laugh from him. “Um, no. I need to grab a few hours of sleep before I have to go to work.”

Setting my glass in the sink, I walked to the other end of the counter and switched on the coffeemaker. My uncle had one of the fancy kinds that ground the beans and heated the water to just the right temperature.

After Finn put the broom away, he headed for the stairs. “What time do you want me to start, anyway?”

Opening the cupboard, I grabbed a mug and answered him. “I have to go in early, but you don’t have to be there until at least ten.”

He stretched and yawned. “You sure? I can come in earlier.”

I pressed the brew button, and the machine spat and hissed, burping out black liquid. “I’m sure. That will give me time to figure out what you can do since at the moment we have no clients.”

He cocked one eyebrow upward. “Things are that bad?”

Lifting my cup, I considered adding some whiskey, that’s how bad things were. “They’ve been better,” was all I said.

He strode over to the counter. “Jules, how bad?”

Surprise gripped me at the earnestness in his tone. “I have no more money to float the business next month,” I said shakily. “I’m broke and so is it.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he demanded.

I shook my head. “Nothing. Never mind.”

He leaned forward, his gaze narrowing on me. “Don’t shut down, Jules. Tell me what’s going on.”

And so I did.

Tears filled my eyes as I told him everything. How I thought I could run this business, but couldn’t. How I didn’t want to disappoint Uncle Edward, but how I might have already ruined everything he had worked for his entire life. How I didn’t have the money to pay next month’s business expenses.

How I had failed.

How I wanted out.

Finn reached across the counter and curled his hand around mine, squeezing it reassuringly. “I’m going to get you out of this mess.”

“I don’t think you can,” I whispered.

He squeezed my hand again. “I can try.”

I smiled indulgently at him and then hugged him. “Go get some sleep. I’ll see you at work in a few hours. We can talk then.”

With that, he gave me a nod and turned around.

I took a sip of my coffee as his heavy black boots pounded up the steps. I appreciated the sentiment, but there wasn’t anything he could do to help me. I needed ten thousand dollars to cover next month’s expenses, and without any clients, that was never going to happen.

The coffee was strong and good, and I hoped it was the jolt I needed to get this day started because all I really wanted to do was climb back into bed and sleep.

I sat in the chair Finn had vacated and started to think about what to do next to turn things around. All I had was until the end of the summer, and I already knew that wasn’t nearly long enough.

Then there was the accounting issue. How could I make my funds stretch far enough to pay the bills? The answer was simple—I couldn’t.

Worry was high on my mind.

I needed to tell Uncle Edward he should list the business now, before it was bankrupt and impossible to sell, and I would. Soon.

The square of stained glass over the sink lightened before I realized I’d been sitting there way too long. Daylight was dawning. I had to stop moping around and get ready to go to the office.

Just as I finished loading my cup in the dishwasher, I heard my cell ringing from upstairs. Heart racing, I rushed up the steps and didn’t even care when I tripped and landed hard on my knees. I just got up and kept going.

This had to be my uncle. No one else called me this early. Biting out a curse, I scrambled up the hardwood as fast as I could. The last thing I needed was for him to have any reason at all to come home, and not being able to get ahold of me would definitely be reason enough.

Almost smacking my head into the door, I pushed it open and threw myself across the bed to snatch my buzzing phone from the nightstand. I frowned at the number on the screen.

I didn’t recognize it.

The cold caller was going to get a word or two from me for calling this early. That was for sure. Deflated, I answered with a very snarky, “This better be important.”

“Hello, this is Rory Kissinger. Am I speaking to Jules Easton?”

I jumped to my feet. “Yes, Rory, it’s me,” I said sweetly. “Sorry about that. I thought—never mind. How are you?”

“I’m good. Listen, I was hoping I could see you this morning.”

My pulse started going wild. “Of course. What time did you have in mind?”

“Now would be good.” I glanced at the clock. “And if you could come to me, that would be terrific.”

I looked at my reflection in the mirror. I was still in my robe, and my damp hair was a mess. “Sure,” I said. “I can leave within the next thirty minutes.”

“Super great,” she said in excitement.

“Did your brother change his mind about hiring me to plan your wedding?” I asked, surprised he’d had a change of heart at all, let alone so quickly.

She hesitated before speaking. “Well, not exactly . . . but we can talk about that when you get here. I’ll text you the address.”

At this point, did it truly matter? “Okay, can’t wait to hear what you have to say. See you soon.”

“Jules, wait,” she said.

“Yes,” I answered.

“Do you think you could hurry?”

“Yes, of course, I can,” I said, and then I hung up, wondering if there was a fire sale or something, before rushing around like a crazy woman to get ready.

It wasn’t like I had anything to lose.

Little did I know just how untrue that statement would turn out to be.


CHAPTER SIX

From the Fire into the Frying Pan

JAKE

THE SWELTERING HEAT WAS REALLY starting to piss me off. Then again, just about everything was doing that lately.

Warm days had every Tom, Dick, and Harry out on the street. Mix the extremely high temperatures with alcohol, drugs, and handguns and the results weren’t anything pretty.

As I headed across the large room, the green linoleum felt especially hard under my feet. After fifteen hours on them, anything would.

The twenty-six beds lining the three U-shaped walls were cluttered with wires, monitors, and charts, but for now, everything in this unit was quiet. Exhaling a deep breath, I unwrapped my stethoscope from my neck and shoved it into my pocket.

Walking out to the reception area to dictate some notes, I was pleasantly surprised when the main ER doors opened, and the sunlight practically blinded me. Thank fuck this night was over.

In came a man with his hand wrapped in a bag of ice. He wasn’t running or screaming, so it was safe to assume all his appendages were still attached. As he waited in line at the window to give Gladys, the night receptionist, his information, the night nurse looked over at me. “What do you say, you and me one last time?”

It didn’t go over my head that she was talking about more than the patient. I shook my head. “Not a chance.”

Those long lashes of hers blinked. “Come on, Dr. Kiss, just one more,” she purred.

That whole don’t dip your pen in the company ink thing, yeah, well, I think I’d finally learned my lesson. “About that. Could you stop calling me Dr. Kiss? Now I have patients calling me that in public.”

She threw her head back in laughter, and her brunette hair swung back and forth. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to see your face when they do that.”

I eased back against the counter. Carly was, for the most part, cool about our past one-night stand. I think she just liked to press my buttons to see my uncomfortable reaction when she brought it up, more than anything else. We both knew it wasn’t the right thing to do since we worked together, but at the time, it didn’t seem to matter.

The hookup took place right after I’d learned my grandmother didn’t have long to live, and the gravity of that had sent me spiraling. She was the one constant in my life, and in my sister’s as well. Losing her was going to be devastating for us both. Carly was here that night my grandmother was brought in, and that morning when I learned the news. All I had wanted to do was forget, even if just for a little while. And she helped me do that.

The man with the bandaged hand rapped on the counter, and when his bag of ice clanked, I flicked my gaze his way. Who knew what he had done. Punched the wall? Slammed his hand in the car door? After the night I’d had, something that simple would be like a wet dream.

He had just finished up at reception and was walking toward the waiting room when Gladys handed Carly the chart and then turned to me. She was just about to update me on the specifics when I stopped her with my hands in the air. “No. No. No. No way.”

“But, Dr. Kissinger—”

I cut her off. “You’re going to have to call Dr. Hall. I’m sorry, but I’m out of here.”

Gladys was in her early sixties and had been working at this hospital for over thirty years. No matter who said they were in charge, we all knew she was the reason things ran smoothly.

So when that stare of hers narrowed on me, and she pursed her lips and raised her brow at the same time, I might have second thought my decision, for about a half a second. “You can’t intimidate me,” I smirked. “Don’t forget, I know what a kitten you really are, even when your claws are out.”

With a huff, she turned around and picked up the phone. Overhead, her voice bellowed. “Dr. Hall, you’re needed in the ER.”

“Not even a stat,” I muttered under my breath.

I knew she heard me by the shake of her shoulders, but she didn’t turn around. That was okay. I’d make it up to her by bringing her one of those milkshake-like drinks from Starbucks she liked so much on my next shift.

Carly was giggling under her breath, and I looked back over at her. “Don’t you dare let her hear you,” I mumbled.

She put a finger up to her lips. “I wouldn’t think of it.”

Good thing Gladys was busy with another patient.

“You know,” Carly said low, “why don’t you stick around? I’m off in thirty minutes. We could grab a coffee or something.”

Something.

I started to log into the computer. “Sorry, I can’t. I have to meet my sister for breakfast.”

So much for the whole she was fine with the way things were. Guess I had that wrong.

“Maybe next time,” she said breezily.

Not that this was the place, but I thought maybe I should just tell her there wasn’t going to be a next time. That it was best if we remained colleagues and keep it at that. I wasn’t really into her, or maybe I just wasn’t in the right headspace.

Learning the person I had relied on wasn’t going to be around much longer changed me, made me look at things differently, set me straight.

Gone were the nights of drinking and partying, and meaningless sex. They just weren’t as appealing as they once had been. I had very little time left with my grandmother, and I wanted to spend what there was wisely.

Just as I was about to open my mouth to let Carly down as tactfully as I could, someone frantically yelled, “Dr. Kissinger!”

I wielded around to find a very frazzled first-year resident shoving a chart in my face. “Dr. Kissinger, I need your help.”

“Where’s your attending?” I asked pointedly.

Her distress was more than evident. “I don’t know. I can’t find him, and I’m next up to take the lead.”

“First of all, you need to relax.”

She took a deep breath.

“Okay, that’s better. Now, what’s going on?” I asked, wanting so much to tell her to find someone else to seek advice from, but at the same time not being able to.

“There’s a knife wound victim on his way in. The paramedics will be here in less than two minutes, and I’m not sure where to start.”

A siren screamed in the distance. Hearing it, I took the chart from her and quickly looked it over.

Fifty-year-old male.

Multiple ER visits.

History of alcohol abuse.

The poster child for this ER.

I so had this.

Grady Memorial Hospital was the largest healthcare facility in the state of Georgia and also the fifth-largest public hospital in the United States. It was not only one of the busiest ERs in the southeast, but also one of the busiest Level I trauma centers in the country.

We saw just about everything, and nothing was a surprise.

Not even sixty seconds into my chart review, the doors flew open, and three paramedics came rushing through. As soon as they reached the holding room, they moved the bloody body from their transport table and onto the trauma gurney.

The paramedic gave a rundown of the patient’s current condition and the first-year nodded in acknowledgment. Well, that was a good sign that she wasn’t completely lost, but really, where was her attending?

Rushing over to the patient, I pulled out my stethoscope and immediately began to assess him. The moment I looked into his bloodshot eyes, he spasmed and jerked in agitation. The signs were pretty clear, and his history had already spelled it out. “He’s drunk. Very drunk,” I told the intern. “The first thing you need to do is sedate him with a milligram of diazepam to help calm him down.”

“Okay,” she responded, and for a moment I seriously thought she was going to write it down. Thank fuck she didn’t.

Not knowing if she’d taken the time to read the chart before handing it off to me, I went ahead and gave her the rundown of what I’d picked up in the few seconds I’d scanned it. “He’s an alcoholic, which means his blood is thin, and he won’t clot. Once you get back in the trauma unit, you need to run an Autoplex solution in his IV before you do any cutting or he might bleed out.”

When there was no response, I glanced over and caught her blank stare.

“Autoplex,” I repeated. “Got it?”

Still with the blank stare.

“It’s a plasma-based coagulant.”

“Yes, yes,” she said as if it finally clicked. “Where do I get that?”

“You’ll have to order it from the blood bank as soon as you cross through the doors.”

She nodded. “Okay, I got it.”

Assessing the wound site, I took her hands and showed her how to apply the right amount of pressure.

She knew what she was doing because she took over without me having to prompt her. It was clear, she was just nervous to be on her own.

I wasn’t judging.

All of us in here had gone through it.

Lucky for her, two more first-year residents came rushing through the trauma unit doors and got right to work.

“Thank you, Dr. Kissinger,” they all said in unison.

I nodded and watched as they tore through the set of doors, and I hoped in the future they all could respond a whole hell of a lot faster than they had.

When I turned around, I came face-to-face with the chief attending. I shook my head. “There you are.”

Dr. Peter Wright was standing behind me with his arms crossed and looking just as exhausted as I felt. “I thought this time she was going to get it on her own. I really did.”

“Yeah, well, she’s just started her first year,” I told him.

He sighed. “I know. I know. But potential without experience seems to be the story of my life lately. You could change that, you know. Are you ready to come show them all how it’s done and join us in the trauma unit?”

Dr. Wright had moved from New York to Atlanta the same time I started working at this hospital. He said it was for the warmer weather and to begin the early stages of retirement, but as far as I could tell, he was far from retiring. He was, however, always looking to bring me under his wing.

This time when I took my stethoscope off, I swore I wasn’t putting it back on until Monday. “Not happening, Peter. You know that.”

As always, his face fell. There was this haunted undertone to almost every one of our conversations. I never understood why. “You sure you won’t change your mind?” He was almost pleading. “I have an open spot in the Trauma Unit, and it’s yours if you want it. You don’t have to wait to move to New York to do the job.”

I shook my head. These days New York seemed like a pipe dream instead of reality. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, I’m not changing my mind about New York. They’re holding my spot indefinitely.”

He squeezed my shoulder. “You know you would have made your father proud no matter where you worked. Even here, in Atlanta.”

“Peter!” I warned.

He held his hands up. “I’m done trying.”

I doubted that.

All through my residency, he had steered me away from New York Presbyterian. “Good,” I said, “because I’m finished talking about it, and besides, I’m out of here for the day.”

Clapping his hand on my shoulder, he said, “Have a good day, Jake.”

“You too, Peter.”

“Hey, Jake, how about dinner next Sunday?”

I made a face. “I don’t think so. Mimi isn’t doing well and I want to spend as much time with her as I can.”

He nodded in understanding. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll be in touch to check on her when I get back from the City.”

“You headed back to New York again?”

“Yes, for a few days, but I’ll be back.”

“Can’t stay away,” I joked.

“No, son, I can’t.”

With that, I headed down the hall and pushed the elevator button. I had a stop to make before going to see my sister.

And unfortunately, that stop was in the ICU.

The hospital complex took up multiple city blocks. To say it was huge was an understatement of epic proportion. After walking down three corridors and across two walkways, I was finally in the Crawford Wing. Taking the elevator up to the fifth floor, I stood outside my grandmother’s room and stared at it through the glass for a few long moments.

Beatrice Beau Crawford Alexander might have once been America’s most revered media mogul, and the richest person in Atlanta, but to me, she has been and always would be Mimi.

At sixty-nine, she should have had a decent number of years left. But lying in that hospital bed looking so frail and small, she looked more like ninety, and I knew her time was running out.

Famously private and ironically media shy, she still remained on the board of directors of Crawford Enterprises, but her involvement over the last couple of years had been minimal at best.

Her hope was always to live long enough to pass the torch to my sister, and Rory wasn’t quite ready to assume her role in the company. Until she was, the company was being run by a half dozen suits who I hoped like fuck knew what they were doing.

Beatrice Beau Crawford was, by all accounts, a true southern belle, and the greatest lover of dogs I’d ever known.

Aside from successfully taking the helm of her father’s business when his brothers tried to take it from her, she was also a canine lover and an avid gardener. So much so, she was elected the Peachtree Garden Club president every year for ten years in a row.

Damn, why didn’t I think to bring her some of her beloved Cherokee Roses?

Cursing myself, I took a moment to peruse her chart. Her vitals hadn’t improved, and the newest tumors weren’t responding to this round of chemotherapy. By the looks of things inside, another remission was highly unlikely. I wasn’t an oncologist, but I didn’t need to be to know her condition was worsening, and quickly.

When I opened the door, the seal broke, and a little hiss of air was released. Inside, the medical equipment was doing its job—pumping and monitoring and keeping everyone informed of her current state.

God, she hated those machines, and I hated having to see her hooked up to them.

Her eyes were closed, but I knew she was awake when she reached to fix the scarf around her head before opening them.

Once regal and beautiful, my grandmother now looked so ill. Her eyes had sunk back into her skull, her once able body looked so frail, and her arms too thin.

“There you are,” she said with a mustered smile. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about me.”

Grabbing a chair from the corner, I kissed her cheek before sitting down. “Like you’d ever let me do that?”

“Well, that’s true,” she said, and then tried to sit up. I wanted to help her, but I knew how much she hated that. However, when she couldn’t manage, she looked at me. Without a word, I assisted her.

Alarm bells went off in my head.

Once she was settled, I held her hand. It felt so cold, and I rubbed my thumb over the top of it to try to warm it. “How do you feel today?” I asked.

Reaching for the white Styrofoam cup on the bedside table, she took a sip from the straw before answering. “Not very well, I’m afraid. Sleeping around here is impossible. And that’s why I’ve been waiting for you to get here.”

I raised a brow.

“Don’t give me that look. There are some things I need to talk to you about.”

I took the cup from her and set it down. “Oh yeah, what are they?”

Her eyes became laser-sharp when she looked at me. “I’m stopping my treatments. They aren’t working, but they are making me very sick. I want to go home.”

Suddenly the beeps and bleeps and pumping sounds in the room seemed even louder. But somehow I managed to hold her stare. “Mimi, you can’t do that. You have to fight.”

“I’ve been fighting long enough, Jake. It’s time to stop.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

She had the bluest eyes, and I swore there were times they looked like storm clouds. “Well, I do,” she said sharply. “And I want to die at home in a place that isn’t filled with strangers.”

Sadness thundered through my body. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good,” she said. “I was confident you would take care of it.”

I hadn’t said I would. I’d said I could try, but I wasn’t about to tell Mimi that. Besides, there was something in her voice that was more pleading than demanding, and it killed me not to be able to say yes right away.

“And there’s something else.”

“Oh yeah, what’s that?” I whispered as I stared at her more than serious face.

She squeezed my hand. “I want to see your sister get married.”

The before I die, was left off, but it was more than implied. There was a lump the size of Georgia in my throat. What else could I say except, “I can make that happen.”

“Good,” she said again. “I’m glad that’s settled. Now, what about you?”

“What about me?”

She glared at me hard enough to burn a hole in my forehead. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

I shook my head, nothing but blankness coming to mind.

She sighed. “You, Jake. Your own life. You need to start building one that doesn’t center around Rory and I. What about Bridget?”

“Bridget?” I rolled my eyes. Bridget and I had been a thing as residents in New York, but once our training was over, so were we. We both wanted different things. She wanted love and marriage. I didn’t. There was no room for compromise on either of our parts.

“Yes, Bridget. And don’t roll your eyes at me.”

“Sorry,” I said. “But we’ve been over for more than a year, and as far as I can tell, your mind is still as sharp as a tack, so you already know that.”

Mimi gave me a little shrug. “You could call her and see how she’s doing. Take that job in New York that is waiting for you and be closer to her. See what happens.”

“No, Mimi, I can’t.”

She frowned. “Why not? Was the sex not good?”

Both of my brows popped. “You know I am not going to discuss sex with you, and besides you know why.”

The white sheets seemed to swallow her up. “Jake, it’s time you stopped taking care of everyone around you and take care of yourself. If you want that job in New York, you should go now.”

I shook my head. “They are holding it for me. I’ll go when I’m ready.”

She shook hers. “Sometimes you can be so stubborn.”

“Wonder who I take after?”

She gave me a smile, it was faint and weak, but it was still a smile. “All I’m trying to tell you, Jake, is you can stop waiting around. Rory will be married soon, and you won’t have to take care of her anymore. And me, well—”

I cut her off. I couldn’t hear the words. “Mimi, you will still be the same hard-headed mule you’ve always been.”

Fighting a smile, she drew in a breath. “Go to New York, Jake. Live your life.”

“I am living my life.”

The look she tossed at me was doubtful. “You work and spend time with me. That isn’t living your life.”

“I think it is.”

She waved a hand “You’re a bad liar. You always have been. Go to New York. Look up Bridget. Maybe things will be different when you see her again. Perhaps the chemistry will pop the second time around.”

“Nothing will have changed. We want different things. That’s the end of our story.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” she sighed. “I wish I could see you fall in love and get married.”

I gave her hand another squeeze. “Mimi, don’t ask me for something I can’t give you. You know I’m not looking for love.”

This time her sigh was resolute. “Someday, Jake, love will find you. And when it does, you won’t have a choice but to accept it.”

“I will always have a choice.”

She shook her head. “Just wait and see,” she said almost wistfully. “Just wait and see.”

I let her have the last word.

She always made sure she did.

“Jake.”

“Yes?”

“You didn’t get one of those letters this year, did you?”

Those letters. The ones I’d gotten every year for fourteen years on off-white heavy stock paper tri-folded in the oddest way with the same six typed words,

I’m sorry. It wasn’t your fault.

The letters postmarked from New York City. “No, I didn’t get one last year or this year so far, anyway.”

“Good,” she said.

After that she closed her eyes, and when she did, I knew that I had to make my sister’s wedding happen fast.

Time was running out.

It was in the sound of her voice.

The distance in her eyes.

And the sad way she looked at me.

Yet the words fast and wedding weren’t synonymous, unless you hopped on a plane to Vegas. Every wedding planner my sister and I had met with was booked out for months. They had also stressed that it was going to take more than a year to plan the type of affair my sister wanted.

A thought came to mind, and I wanted to set it on fire.

The wedding planner from yesterday.

God help me, but she was the only one we’d met with who was more than accommodating to our schedules. It appeared that perhaps her schedule was wide open. She also seemed like the most likely person to help me do what I needed to do, quickly. She was eager, and spunky, and maybe even an over-achiever.

Juliette.

Jules.

Shoot. Me. Now.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Take Your Head Out of Your Ass

JULES

ROSEWOOD!

Rory Kissinger was at the house known as Rosewood. The McMansion on West Paces Ferry Road was located across the street from the Governor’s estate. And I used the term across the street loosely. It was actually more like across half a mile.

Coincidence?

I highly doubted it.

Stopping at the entrance located in the affluent neighborhood of Tuxedo Park in Buckhead, I pressed the button to gain access, and while I waited, I quickly brought up Google and typed in Beatrice Crawford.

As the gates began to open, I scanned through her biography. The article I was reading called her a recluse. A heartless woman who only tolerated perfection. Someone who’d divorced her husband because of his sex addiction and disowned her only daughter because of her issues with alcohol. And then there it was, the estranged daughter named Monica, who had two children.

Were Jake and Rory her grandchildren?

I read on, and there it was.

Jake and Rory were her grandchildren!

I thumped my palm against my forehead as I pulled through the massive iron gates, and then I gazed up at the two-story white brick manse in awe.

Rory was a Crawford.

A Crawford.

One of the founding families and the most influential names in Atlanta.

And I hadn’t had a clue.

Uncle Edward was so right. I really did have my head up my you know what these days. Clearly, I hadn’t done enough research on my lost client. Here I thought the draw of the event would be Rory marrying the Governor’s son, but it was definitely the other way around.

And the wedding was going to be so much bigger than I had initially anticipated.

A Crawford getting married would be front page, Page Six news, across the country news.

Putting my little Miata in park, I slowly climbed out and breathed in the warmth. The dense air smelled as fragrant as a bouquet of flowers, and I knew there had to be a rather large garden around back.

As soon as I took my first step, one of my heels caught in the crevices between the cobblestones of the walkway. I made a mental note to slow my ordinarily quick pace in these shoes. The nude pumps were all I had to go with my navy silk dress. I figured after the previous day’s debacle, polished and professional was the way to go.

I’d even pulled my shoulder-length dirty blonde locks back into a low chignon. Then again, I hadn’t much time to do much else.

The residence sat in the middle of the property, almost on top of a hill. The beautifully landscaped grounds were shaded with maple and spruce trees and birdbaths, and angel’s wings could be seen in the pockets of lush green grass.

Walking painstakingly slow, I used the extra time to glance around. There were fountains on either side of the house, boxwood hedges that seemed to wind through pathways for miles, and I thought I could see the tops of some colossal stone statues through the dozens of Magnolia trees.

The grounds were absolutely breathtaking.

Ringing the bell, I stared at the large glossy red doors and waited patiently. I had no idea why I was there, but I hoped it was for a second chance. I wished I could have a do-over, but my head wasn’t in the clouds. That only happened in the movies.

When I heard the purr of an engine, I glanced over my shoulder. I was surprised to see a vintage black Jaguar pulling in with the top down. It was already so hot. Still, the car was totally awesome. The sun was blinding me, and I couldn’t see who was behind the wheel. Before I could catch a glimpse of who was driving it, the front door opened wide.

“You made it.” Rory threw her arms around me and then practically pulled me inside.

Tripping over a tangle of leashes and landing in a mound of suitcases in the grand foyer, I really wished I’d gone for the flats. You’d think I would have known better by now not to wear heels. I was just too clumsy in them. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t walk very well in them.

“I am so sorry. Are you okay?” Rory asked, with that slight sliver of a southern drawl she had.

I shook it off and smiled. “I’m fine.”

“Oh, phew. I’d hate to have to call my brother.”

Light from crystal chandeliers glinted off the gilt-framed oil paintings that hung on the walls, and I marveled at how beautiful they were. “Should we move them out of the way?”

She shook her head. “Remy will be here soon, and he’ll be loading them in the SUV. He would have been here by now to meet with you, but his father’s security detail hung him up. Something about our new apartment needing to be cleared.”

Security detail.

Go figure.

It was such a different kind of life.

As was this place. I couldn’t help but look all around me. “Oh, that’s right. I overheard you yesterday when you told your brother you were headed back to college today. Isn’t it early for school to start?”

With a wave of her hand, she led me past the grand staircase. “Yes, you’re right. Classes don’t start for two more weeks, but since it’s my senior year and I’m the sorority president, I have way too much to do, and thought it would be best to get started early.”

Taking small steps, I tried my best not to slide across the highly polished black and white tiled floor. “Wow, president. I bet that keeps you pretty busy.”

She stopped at a set of large wooden doors and turned the ornate brass handles. “It does, and that’s why I wanted to talk to you before I left.”

My eyes were flickering all around. “You peaked my interest, for sure, but first, I have to ask, do you live here?”

With a push of both doors, she answered me. “Yes. It’s my grandmother’s house.”

“I remember reading online that this house has twelve bedrooms and each is painted a different shade of blue?”

She laughed. “Yes, it’s true, but that’s probably about the only thing you read that is. My grandmother wasn’t trying to ward off evil spirits, nor does she sleep in a different bed every night. Her mother loved the color blue and decorated each one. Mimi just never changed them. There was no need to, she said.”

I nodded. “I can understand that.”

She shrugged. “Well, you haven’t seen them yet. They are a bit extravagant and over the top, but really beautiful at the same time.”

Extravagant.

Interesting.

The room we walked into had at least a twelve-foot ornately carved wooden table in the middle of it. It had to be the formal dining room, and it too was extravagant with its silk wallpaper, sterling silver, and chinaware.

Rory spoke to an older man in his sixties who was dressed in traditional butler attire. He wore black tails, a white shirt, cufflinks, and gloves, and he was setting a bowl of fruit on the sideboard next to several large covered silver platters. “Hi, Roger. My guest has arrived.”

“Miss Rory,” he greeted and then bowed. His voice was deep, proper, but still very Southern. “Breakfast is ready. Would you care for tea this morning?”

“Yes, please.”

“And you, madam?” he asked me.

Madam.

I wanted to giggle. “Coffee for me, please,” I managed without an embarrassing sound.

“And we’ll both have orange juice,” Rory told him.

“Of course.” He bowed once again and then disappeared through a door in the back of the room.

Rory went over to the buffet and picked up two plates.

On her heels, I took one from her, and because I was impatient, I couldn’t wait any longer. “So,” I said. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

I crossed my fingers.

She lifted the lid to the first serving dish to uncover pancakes. “Well, I thought that was obvious, I want to hire you.”

My heart started to pound. “What about your brother?”

Lifting a pancake with the giant fork, she looked it over. They appeared to be buckwheat, and she scrunched her nose as she set it back down. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. After meeting with you yesterday, I think you get my style more than anyone else. Actually, I think you get me.”

Not picky myself, I took a pancake. “That’s really sweet of you. I appreciate it.”

She opened the next serving dish and grinned at the waffles. “It’s true. And like I told you yesterday, Remy and I have been together since we were fourteen. He’s my soulmate.”

Soulmates?

Did they really exist?

“How do you know?” I asked, unfiltered and inappropriate. I wanted to slap my hand over my mouth as soon as the words left it. “Never mind, I shouldn’t have asked that. I’m sure it’s not only personal but complicated.”

Then again when was love anything but?

“No, no, it’s fine,” she said with a wave of her free hand. “I don’t mind answering. It’s simple really. We’re best friends, we challenge each other, and we can’t stand to be apart. What else matters?”

I stared down at my plate in thought. She had a point. What else did matter?

“I know I’ve been all over the place with what I want. But that’s because I want our wedding to be perfect, which is why I want you to help me convince my brother to hire you.”

Jerking my head toward her, I almost dropped my plate. “Rory, I smashed cake in his face yesterday. I don’t think I can come back from that. He probably hates me.”

“Hate is a strong word.”

“Dislike,” I restated. “Either way, I really doubt there’s anything I can do to sway him my way.”

I had to be honest.

Scooping scrambled eggs onto the gold-rimmed china, she said matter of factly, “Oh, he’ll get over it. In fact, if I know my brother, he probably already has.”

“I don’t know about that,” I responded, and used the tongs to pick up a piece of toast. “He looked pretty angry the way his brow creased and his lips pouted.”

She popped a croissant onto her dish with her fingers. “Oh, you mean that brooding look he has going on,” she laughed. “It’s nothing. He’s been wearing it a lot lately. He has a lot on his mind, that’s all. Besides, in the grand scheme of things, what you did wasn’t that bad. And, if he takes the time to really think about it, it was almost commendable.”

When I lifted the lid of the next silver dish, the smell of bacon wafted under my nose. It smelled so good, but my stomach was still upset, and I knew better than to overeat. “I’m not sure he’ll ever see it that way,” I laughed and closed the lid.

“Well,” Rory said. “As a matter of fact, that is why I asked you to come over. Now hurry up and finish getting your food so we can get to work. We don’t have much time.”

All I could do was what she’d told me to do—hurry.

Grabbing an apple, she practically pranced over to the long table. With her shiny long brown locks pulled back in a hairband, and her bright pink pants with white halter-top, she looked like an actual modern southern bell.

Quickly placing some peach slices on my plate, I traipsed over and sat next to her. Once I put my napkin on my lap, I said, “Okay, I’m ready.”

Just when she was about to speak, a text went off on her phone. “Give me one sec, that’s Remy.”

Roger had already served the coffee, tea, and juice. As I poured cream into my cup, I glanced down at the notebook Rory had laid on the table, and my heart started to pound.

On the page it had fallen open to, Rory had written different ways to invite the guests to her event. It wasn’t the phrasing I was staring at though, but the names she had scribed. They read, “Rory Beatrice & Kyle Remington.”

I couldn’t believe it.

Monty must have done his research and known that Kyle went by the name Remington, or maybe he even knew her fiancé preferred to be called Remy.

Google hadn’t failed me.

I had failed me.

Setting the creamer down, I felt like the pit in my stomach had morphed into a tennis ball.

All of a sudden it became crystal clear why I wasn’t able to sign clients and make a go out of running my own business. I was focusing on all the wrong things. Whereas, my uncle had always focused on the couple first and the business second, I had been spending most of my time on the dynamics of running the business. It was so time-consuming. The thing was I wasn’t sure I could do both and do them well, and that worried me.

I wasn’t programmed that way.

“Okay,” Rory said, setting her phone back down. “He’ll be here in twenty minutes to pick me up. That doesn’t give us much time to strategize about my brother.”

With my hand already shaking on my glass, I found myself once again jerking my head in her direction. “What exactly do you mean by strategize about your brother?”

She took a bite of her croissant and chewed it. “Well, the term strategize might be a stretch. All we need to do is come up with a way for you to win my brother over. And the best place to start is to appeal to his bleeding heart.”

I practically choked on my glass of juice. “His bleeding heart?”

“Yes, he’s a bleeding heart.”

I chuckled. “He seemed anything but.”

Again, I had to be honest.

“No, really, he is. I promise you,” she reassured me, dabbing her mouth with her napkin. “It’s the whole doctor thing. He’s a lot like our father was in that way. I wish I could be more patient and kind like him, but I’ve always been business minded. There’s no changing that. Anyway, here’s what I’m thinking.”

As we ate breakfast, she disclosed her plan to get her brother on board. It not only included me apologizing, but appealing to his humanity. According to her, the doctor in him couldn’t turn away from a person in need.

I didn’t quite understand if I was supposed to feign being ill or if she thought I was so off-the-wall crazy that all I had to do was talk to him, and he’d feel sorry for me when he took the time to listen.

“Finish your coffee,” she said. “I’ll give you a tour of the bedrooms in the west wing, and then we’ll finish talking while I wait for Remy.”

Setting my cup down, I lifted my napkin and placed it beside my plate. “Okay, I’m ready.”

Although I wasn’t certain, I was.

The conversation had turned what I had eaten into sludge. Her brother didn’t like me, and she wanted me to turn that around.

Like I could do that.

The thing was, she was convinced I could.

And I wanted to believe I could too, but really . . . talk about a long shot.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Picture Paints a Thousand Words

JULES

THE OLD STAIRCASE CREAKED UNDER my feet as I climbed it.

At the landing, Rory and I had the option of going right or left. “This way,” she declared and veered to the right.

I followed without question. I was anxious for a look. Curious, was probably a better word.

“My bedroom and my grandmother’s are to the left, but they are not blue, and not nearly as fun to look at,” she laughed. “Mine is pink, and Mimi’s is gold.”

I laughed along with her. “I guess someone had to change it up.”

Rosewood’s southern elegance was straight out of Gone with the Wind. Polished dark wooden stairs and brocade gold draperies, walls painted white, but not looking sterile in the least and regal carpets that belonged in a palace.

“Miss Rory,” Roger called, from the bottom of the stairs.

We both turned to see him holding up a phone. “Yes, Roger?” she asked.

“Mr. Remy is on the phone, and he needs to speak with you. He says it’s urgent.”

With a shake of her head, she said, “I just hung up with him.”

She must have left her cell on the table in the dining room.

She started to grin. “He must miss me,” she said and then looked in my direction. “Jules, do you mind having a look at the bedrooms without me? I’ll meet you in the room next to the dining room in five minutes.”

“That’s fine,” I answered. I figured I might not get to see anything like this again, and I was curious.

Rory pranced down the stairs and took the phone. “Remy, baby, what is it?”

The hallway at the top of the second flight of stairs was relatively long, and I started down it. The doors were opened, and each bedroom was decorated more beautifully than the next. And yes, each was a different shade of blue.

Just how many shades of blue actually existed?

At the end of the hall was another flight of stairs. That article I had read online about Rosewood so many years ago had spoken of a secret room. I wondered if what they had written was true. Since this wing appeared entirely unoccupied, I decided to find out and hoped that cliché about curiosity killing the cat wasn’t true.

The stairs were narrow and the lighting dim. I jumped a few times when the boards beneath my feet creaked, but once I got to the landing, I breathed a sigh of relief. There was only a short hallway with two doors. No ghosts or goblins or trap doors. Both of the standard-looking doors were slightly ajar, but not entirely opened.

I should have taken that as a sign that privacy was required.

I didn’t.

In my quest to see if these rooms were also blue, my fingertips nudged the door open just enough to see the wall, and yes, it too was blue, but not the same as the others.

Then again, it was the bathroom, not the bedroom, and the sound of water running should have sent me running.

It didn’t because I could see the reflection of who was under the spray in the mirror.

Perfectly.

I gasped and jumped to the side. In my direct line of sight was a huge glass wall and he was just beyond it.

My pulse was beating so hard I could feel it pounding at all my pulse points. I needed to leave. Yet, I couldn’t move. Or maybe it was more like I didn’t want to.

Steam hovered in the air, but there was not nearly enough of it to obscure anything. He was naked. His eyes were closed. And his head bent as the water sluiced over him. With one hand on the wall, the other was sliding slowly down his belly, and it landed between his thighs.

Oh, God.

Now I really couldn’t move. I was frozen in place. His hand was on his cock. I swallowed the noise my throat tried to make, but I was sure I didn’t do a good job of it. Thank you, Jesus. He didn’t seem to notice. No, he definitely didn’t notice because oh, my God, he was stroking himself. Slowly. Deliciously. Up, then down, and a twist of his palm around the head of his cock.

I shouldn’t have been watching, and yet I couldn’t look away. This was private. For him only. Not for me. And definitely not for my viewing pleasure.

When he moved his wrist faster, I had to stifle my sudden harsh breath with my hand. My eyes were glued to his body, and although I should leave, I didn’t.

Jake, doing this to himself, was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. The only thing that prevented me from reaching between my own legs to get myself off was my perverted fascination with wanting to watch him come. Oh, and of course the terror of getting caught.

Like the cake incident wasn’t unfortunate enough.

His mouth opened, water filling it and overflowing when he tipped his face into the spray.

I watched him.

Soon he was fucking into his fist with a deliberation that made me weak at the knees, and still I watched. I watched the way his muscles corded in his arms, the way his cock moved within the confines of his fist, the way his face contorted into pure pleasure.

I watched.

Looking at Jake about to come made him seem like the sexiest man I had ever seen.

His cock disappeared inside his curled fingers, and this stroke seemed somehow more determined. Up, down, a twist around his crown, and then another twist. This time his hand dipped down, and then lower still.

I pressed my thighs together to ward off the ache of arousal that was flooding me. I couldn’t hear him, but I wished I could. I knew what he was feeling, though, because I could see his mouth open and his face twist with satisfaction. He was close. I could tell. And then soon enough, his taut belly strained, the muscles in his legs bunched, and then it happened—his desire jetted out.

Oh, God.

I watched.

Never in my life had I wanted to make myself come like I did at that moment. Still, it was all kinds of wrong. I shouldn’t have been watching him. I knew this, of course. Chiding myself, I licked salt from my upper lip and slowly, cautiously took a step back.

Guilt washed over me.

This was so wrong of me.

When had I turned so bad?

“Miss Easton, is everything okay?”

That voice. I knew that voice. It was Roger.

Oh, God!

No. No. No.

Before I even dared shift my gaze, I took a step and then another, and another still away from the door. My heart was beating like a drum. And although my sight was a little blurry from looking through the steam of the bathroom, I forced myself not to appear petrified as my head snapped in the direction of where Roger was standing.

He had no idea Jake was in there.

Right?

No idea what I was doing.

Right?

I couldn’t look guilty.

Couldn’t.

On trembling legs, I made myself walk toward him. “Oh, Roger, I got lost, I was looking for another way down.”

The look he gave me was sympathetic and not at all suspicious. “Madam, this way. Follow me.”

My escape was slow and unsteady.

Oh, my God.

The image of Jake was still in my head, and my body wouldn’t stop trembling. However, way too soon I was standing at the bottom of the staircase in the grand foyer, and I had to pull myself together.

But what I had seen changed everything.

And I knew I’d do whatever I had to in order to make things right between us.


CHAPTER NINE

Sitting on the Fence

JULES

THE HOUSE WAS AN AUTHENTIC mansion.

And the room I was about to enter with flushed cheeks must have once been a parlor. A place where the young women received gentleman callers and the two of them sat properly while they sipped iced-tea and spoke of polite, but boring things.

Nothing taboo was allowed.

Definitely not masturbation.

And they most definitely were not permitted to discuss the idea of watching someone masturbate.

I looked around and wondered how many women had broken that rule. Watched the man of the house like I had.

There were silk draperies and oriental carpets and more oil paintings, if only they could talk.

Forget that.

What if they told on me?

The room was soft and light. Painted and covered in ivory, cream, taupe, and yellow with blue accents. It was as bright as the sunny day outside. Antique tables and tufted velvet sofas with wingback chairs were spread across the space in various seating arrangements, but the focal point was most definitely the huge marble fireplace.

And there were also dogs in the room.

Lots of dogs.

Seven, if I counted correctly.

“So,” Rory said, “What did you think?”

I think your brother is super hot and I want to jump his bones. “It’s amazing,” I answered. “The rooms are so big . . . I mean so grand.”

Whoops.

“Aren’t they,” she smiled. “My grandmother used to fill them with guests every weekend. She loves this house, almost as much as her dogs, and I guess I do as well. It just has so much charm.” Rory was crouching down petting one of the dogs.

“Yes, it does.” I had to get off the room topic, or the image of Jake in the blue bathroom was never going to leave my mind. “Was everything okay with Remy?” I asked.

“Oh well, it wasn’t quite an emergency. He just couldn’t decide what to pack for Fall Ball. I told him to bring his tuxedo. We are going all out this year. I’m going to wear a gown and the highest heels I can find.”

“Sounds fun.”

“It will be. So, anyway,” she said, “about my brother. Don’t you agree?”

“About which part?” My mind was still on his cock, and she most definitely didn’t mean that part of him.

“That you need to win him over.”

No, would have been my answer before the bathroom incident, but now, I honestly didn’t know. I wanted to win him over all right—right into my bed. That was so wrong, so I said nothing.

As Rory made her way around the room saying goodbye and petting each and every dog, I realized I had to be honest. This was about my career, not my libido.

I spoke up. “I think the best way to convince your brother I’m right for the job is to be straightforward and tell him my ideas. Let the plan sell itself.”

She scoffed as if she knew something I didn’t, and then she pointed to the enormous sable-colored German Shepard lying on the sofa. “This is Mr. Darcy,” Rory said, kissing the dog’s head.

He wore a wide black leather collar with spikes on it around his neck. I stepped over to where Rory had taken a seat on the sofa. “Well hello there, Mr. Darcy.”

I loved dogs.

As soon as I got close, he barked really loud.

Too bad they didn’t love me.

“Mr. Darcy, be nice,” Rory admonished, shaking her finger at him. “Jules is here to help us.” As soon as she gave him a small pet, he calmed right down.

“How did you do that?” I asked.

“He’s really a big softie. All bark and no bite. Don’t let his size intimidate you.”

Just as I bent to attempt to pet him once again, I heard the familiar sound of a husky throat clearing.

Rory and I both jerked our heads up to find Jake leaning against the doorjamb, holding a glass of orange juice and popping a grape into his mouth. The mouth I had seen open in ecstasy just moments ago.

I froze like a kid who’d just gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar. I wasn’t prepared with the best way to address him yet, especially after what I’d just witnessed.

If I took Rory’s advice, all I had to do was pretend to faint, and he’d be sympathetic to my condition.

It was simple case of doctor, doctor.

Then again, I wasn’t much of an actress, and besides, what if I really hurt myself as I fell to the ground? The whole wolf in sheep’s clothing thing terrified me.

“You’re just like your brother, aren’t you, Mr. Darcy?” Rory cooed.

I wondered which part of what she’d said moments ago she was referring to. The softie, the bark, or the size. The last one had me blushing. He was big. No, he was huge. And I knew that firsthand.

My heart started fluttering as I thought back.

Shame on me.

Knowing I couldn’t avoid the well-endowed man since he was right in front of me, I lifted my gaze. Jake’s eyes might have been even more bloodshot than they had been yesterday, but that didn’t detract from his incredibly good looks. His hair was wet, of course, and he was in jeans and a T-shirt. I hated to even think the way I was, but God, he really was so sexy both in and out of clothes.

“Hey, you finally made it,” Rory said. “I was beginning to think you were going to stand me up.”

Oh my God, she’d engineered this meeting and hadn’t told me.

So much for the sweet girl routine.

Jake shoved his hands in his pockets and strode into the room. “You didn’t tell me you’d invited Juliette.”

Juliette.

I wanted to correct him, tell him my name was Jules not Juliette, but his glare was much too fierce for me to say anything but, “Hi.” I gave him a slight wave and wished the seeping flush to stop creeping up my neck.

He nodded or cringed, I couldn’t be certain. That was better than giving me the finger, I supposed. “I stopped to see Mimi first,” he told his sister.

Who was Mimi?

Another dog?

Rory stiffened, and her voice cracked when she spoke. “Is she any better? Last night when I went to see her, her stomach was bothering her, and she couldn’t eat.”

Okay, Mimi wasn’t a dog.

Stopping at the first dog he came to, Jake crouched down to pet him. “Nothing’s changed, but she wants to come home.”

Now I knew who Mimi was. She was Beatrice Crawford, their grandmother, and she was sick.

Rory rested her head on Mr. Darcy’s big body and hugged him tightly. “Will she be able to?”

Jake glanced over at her. “I’m doing my best to make it happen.”

Rory bolted up. “Should I stay home so she isn’t here alone?”

Almost adamantly, Jake shook his head. “No, I’m moving back into my old room. You know she wants you to finish school.”

The room at the top of the stairs.

Rory nodded and went back to petting the dog.

“Rory,” he said.

She looked up.

“I think you should move the wedding date up.”

“Why?”

The look on his face was heartbreaking. “She’s stopping her treatments.”

“I don’t understand. Why would she do that?”

“It’s making her sick, Rory, and it’s not working.”

“You can’t let her do this.”

“It’s not my choice.” His voice was barely audible.

“But her doctors said she had more time,” Rory whispered, wiping a tear away.

A few of the other dogs had gathered around Jake and he was showing each of them some attention when he glanced up at her with such sadness in his eyes I felt like I might weep. “I don’t think she does.”

“How long then?”

He stood and strode toward us. “I don’t know, but she wants to see you get married and I think we should give her that.”

“Of course we will,” Rory cried. “When should I move the date to?”

“As soon as possible. Labor Day weekend if you can.”

Labor Day weekend was less than five weeks away!

“Then I should just stay home.”

Jake had shoved his hands into his pockets. “Rory, she won’t come home if you do that. You know how important it is to her that you finish school and start working at Crawford Enterprises.”

Wondering if I should excuse myself, I went to stand up, except Rory put her hand on my knee to stop me. Staying where I was, I instead leaned over to pet the little sand-colored Yorkie that had somehow ended up at my feet. Her collar was hot pink and almost bigger than her. The jewel-encrusted nametag read, “Daisy.” Daisy was adorable. She licked my hand, and I let her.

Rory slid to the Oriental rug and kissed her, too. “It’s okay Daisy, Mimi will be home soon.”

Apparently, her grandmother had a great love for dogs, and it was also evident it was shared by her grandchildren.

More tears slid down her cheeks, and I felt a pain in my heart for her. A few moments later, she looked up at her brother. “If I go back to school, I won’t be able to plan the wedding. Will you work with Jules to plan the wedding?”

Wait!

What?

The pained look on his face was to be expected, but his single word response was anything but. In fact, it truly surprised me. “Yes.”

Rory reached up and grabbed my hand. “Jules, will you do it? Will you work with Jake to create my dream wedding in time for my grandmother to be a part of it?”

Uncomfortable with the fact those two sets of blue eyes were on me—one sweet and kind, the other hard and angry—I forced a smile to spread across my lips and then took a moment to ponder my answer.

It wasn’t as simple as it should have been. There were too many factors. I was supposed to work with Rory, not her brother. And this was supposed to be a hard sell. It wasn’t supposed to be a slam-dunk. Besides, what if I couldn’t do it?

Not only did I have to plan the wedding of the decade, but I also had less than five weeks to do it in.

My heart was pounding stupidly hard in my chest as I opened my mouth and said, “Yes.”

“Yah! I’m so excited,” Rory blurted out. “I can’t wait to see what you come up with. Oh, and I almost forgot why I brought you in here. Look,” she pointed to a large photograph sitting on the mantel.

There were many others scattered along the space, but that one stood out. “Who is it?” I asked.

“My great-grandmother in her wedding gown. And I thought I might wear it.”

Surprised by this, I stood on shaky legs. I wasn’t looking at the ground as I walked, and I stepped right on one of the dog toys. I caught myself this time before tripping though, and other than my hands flying in the air, I hadn’t made that much of a scene.

Thank goodness it wasn’t one of the dogs that I stepped on.

Jake chuckled, low and deep in his throat, and although it shouldn’t have turned me on, it did.

Rory was kissing the dog with a big wide pink collar and hadn’t noticed.

With my head held high, I walked past Jake. To avoid one of the dogs, I had to sidestep though. When I did, I brushed the skin of Jake’s muscular arm, and those pesky butterflies took full flight in my belly.

I ignored them as best I could.

Over at the mantel, I picked up the photo and tried to calm my racing heart.

“I believe it was actually her mother’s.” Jake was standing next to me, and he smelled so good.

“It’s beautiful,” I marveled. And it was. In the photo, the elegant woman was sitting on the back of a vintage Rolls Royce, and her dress was long and flowing and made from pure silk and the most beautiful tulle. It was something right out of Great Gatsby.

“Do you think you can secure that place we talked about yesterday?” Rory asked.

Lost in thought, I blinked and looked over at her. “Where was this photo taken?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.” She glanced at Jake. “Do you know?”

He took the picture from me with the hand he’d used to jerk off and stared at it. “I think it was taken here.”

“Didn’t that place you talked about have an outdoor ballroom?” Rory asked.

I looked out the French doors at the beautiful view and wondered if the photo was taken here almost one hundred years ago. “Yes, it does.”

She had picked up one the dogs and was cradling her like a baby. “What was it called again?”

“Lanier Islands in Buford. And it has the most stunning lake views.”

“It sounds perfect,” Rory said dreamily, “Doesn’t it, Myrtle?” she asked the dog she was holding before setting her down.

“I can certainly call and inquire about it, but unless there has been a cancellation, it is highly unlikely they’ll have an opening.”

The front door opened and a voice boomed, “Rory, are you ready?”

“Remy, I’ll be right there,” she called, and kissed her brother and hugged me. “I trust the two of you to make my day magical. I have to go.” And then she was off, leaving Jake and I staring at the door she trotted out of.

He handed back the photo, and when he did, something flickered in his gaze. I held my breath as we stared into each other’s eyes.

I couldn’t stop my eyes from dropping to that mouth that he just loved to pout. Afraid he was going to catch sight of my desire, I averted my gaze, only to find he was looking at my lips.

They parted under his stare.

Quickly, his gaze returned to mine, and then he reached in his back pocket to pull out his wallet.

I didn’t want to look inside. What if he had a condom in there, and I saw it? Yet my curiosity got the best of me, and I snuck a peek. Nothing. I saw no condom outline. Phew. That would have been embarrassing.

All business-like, he handed me a card. “Call me when you have something to discuss, and we can meet then.”

I held a hand up. “Wait. It doesn’t work that way. We need to discuss the budget, so I can secure a venue and pick a date.”

He set his card on the mantel. “There isn’t a budget. Whatever it costs is what it costs, and the rest is up to you.”

“Everyone has a budget,” I protested.

“There is no budget,” he insisted through gritted teeth. “Make this wedding everything my sister wants and more.” He pointed to the card. “And like I said, call me when you have something to discuss.”

I picked up the card and stared at it. Like Jaxson’s it was simple. But instead of the picture of a camera, it bore the caduceus with its two snakes and wings used to symbolize medicine, and read:

 

Dr. Jake Kissinger

Grady Memorial Hospital Emergency Medicine Department

404–616–1000 (main)

404–121–4321 (cell)

 

When I looked up, he was gone. I heard his voice in the foyer and all of a sudden the fact that I had to work closely with him became very real.

Him.

The jackass.

Him.

The guy with the big dick.

Him.

The hot doctor with the kissable lips.

Dr. Kiss.

I meant Dr. Kissinger, of course.


CHAPTER TEN

At the Drop of a Hat

JULES

THERE WAS A GENUINE POSSIBILITY my ear was going to fall off.

And that was no joke.

For the past three days, Finn and I had done nothing but make phone call after phone call. The only place in the entire state of Georgia we were booking a wedding of this size on such short notice was the Moose Club, and that too was no joke.

Yet still, the pompous Dr. Jake Kissinger couldn’t even manage to meet me on time to discuss the alternative.

I glanced at my watch. He was late. Albeit only three minutes late, but nonetheless, he was late. Maybe he wasn’t coming. I wouldn’t doubt it. He hadn’t exactly been welcoming when I tried to correspond with him. In fact, he had been downright rude.

Looking down at my phone, I pulled up my text correspondence with him, and reread it to make sure I hadn’t misunderstood our date. Well, not our date, but our scheduled appointment.

Me: Having trouble securing a location for the date you gave me. Any chance I can move it a little later into the month of September?

Him: No. Rory and Remy have a long weekend, and I’ve already taken the time off. Make it work.

Me: Is there any chance you can meet me tomorrow to discuss?

Him: Do you have a plan to present?

Me: Not exactly.

Him: Then no, I can’t.

Me: I do have something to talk about though. Fifteen minutes is all I need. Please.

Him: Fine. Make it later in the afternoon. Where do you want to meet? The bakery?

Me: No. How about Octane at three?

Him: Fine.

Fine. Fine. Fine.

I really despised that word.

Okay, so there were no alternative dates. Labor Day weekend it was. Rory and Remy would have time off from school to get married. And, there was more to it, I knew, and I got it. However, like I said, there were no suitable locations available.

The only thing I could think to do was see if he could exert his influence to sway the manager of the Cherokee Town & Country Club to allow us to use the grounds. And that was why I was meeting with him, and the only reason. Because really I would have rather been pulling my eyelashes out one by one than sitting here.

All the ballrooms at the country club were booked, and the manager wouldn’t even entertain the idea of using the grounds. Yet, it was an option. Of course doing so meant if it rained we were screwed. Still, there was no other alternative other than the Moose Club.

It was all I had.

And I needed the sexy jackass’s help to get it done.

God help me.

Closing the text, I went back to pretending I was making progress by searching for the perfect invitation. While I was at it, I ordered myself to stop watching the door of the coffee shop. And then while I was at that, I pretended I was doing a great job of not watching it.

Sadly, pretending was all I could do.

I totally was.

Forcing myself, I flicked my gaze away. The colorful booths and stools were crowded with college students. The lights were too bright and the voices too loud. It was way too over-stimulating in here to truly concentrate.

In my college days, I’d hung out at this coffee shop all the time. It was strange how I’d forgotten how noisy the place could be. Forgotten how busy the place was. And not realized what a wrong choice it was for a meeting. I should have selected somewhere quieter. But I knew the brooding doctor would probably have to be to work by five, so I’d chosen Octane in Atlantic Station because it was halfway between Buckhead and Grady, and should have been convenient for him.

I was just about to text him and ask if he’d like to reschedule when I got a text from Finn.

Finn: Sunshine Farms had a cancellation.

Me: Are you serious?

Finn: Jules, get real. Why would I tell you that if I wasn’t?

Me: Sorry. Can you send me pictures of the venue? I’m not familiar with it. Where is it anyway?

Finn: I’m headed out. Pull it up on Google. It’s about an hour drive east. And they also told me they have a wedding tonight, so if you’d like a tour, you should be there before five.

Me: Thanks.

It was Friday, and he had been working twelve-hour days just like me, so I wasn’t about to fault him for wanting to leave at three.

Searching for the venue on my phone, I couldn’t believe my luck. Now I just hoped it was suited for a wedding of this stature.

With my anxiety level at an all-time high, I thumbed through the pictures. It looked decent. Not great. The hay barrels everywhere were an immediate turnoff, but I could have them removed and dress the shabby barn up. I’d have to go see it in person first before making a decision.

“Hey, sorry I’m late. It took a while to find a place to park.”

I looked up as Jake slid into the seat across from me. He was in his standard jeans and Adidas, but this time he was wearing an Atlanta Hawks golf shirt instead of a T-shirt. It appeared his hair was once again wet, but it was hidden under his Atlanta Hawks baseball hat, so I couldn’t be sure. I wanted to ask him if he lived in the shower, but obviously, I didn’t. “Hi. It’s fine.”

Pulling off his cap, he ran a hand through his wet hair as he glanced around the shop. “I haven’t been in here before. Cool place.”

I kept an easy smile on my face, my breezy manner intact even though my excitement about the potential venue had me wanting to jump up and down. “I used to come here all the time, and I figured it was close enough to the hospital that you wouldn’t be late for work.”

His eyes flicked over me from my head to my chest. I had dressed to impress, and I thought I was doing just that. I had styled my hair straight and sleek in its bob-like shape. I wore a black and white printed silk tank top and black wide-leg pants with wedges. I was put together and professional, but not stuffy. His gaze came back to my face, and he heaved a heavy sigh of irritation. “I’m not working tonight. So tell me, what am I doing here?”

God, he really was an ass. “How about a coffee first?”

He looked around for the waitress, and then muttered, “Oh, shit.”

“Jake, this is a surprise. I’ve never seen you here.” The voice was sickeningly sweet.

The woman who came into view was not the waitress, but rather a very beautiful woman wearing Grady Memorial Hospital’s signature black scrubs.

Jake went to his feet. “Hey Carly, yeah, this is my first time.”

The nurse looked at me. “Hi,” she said, and I could tell right away she was accessing me.

“Carly, this is Jules Easton, she’s helping me plan my sister’s wedding.”

“Oh,” she said and in her tinkly laughter, “that’s why you’re here. It makes sense now.”

As if he couldn’t just be meeting me for coffee?

She batted her lashes and smiled at him, and it was a smile that left no question of her intentions. “Well, I should be getting to work. I’m sure I’ll see you soon,” she directed to Jake.

Jake looked very uncomfortable, and I could tell they either had something going on or were about to embark on that something. “Yeah, see you around.”

I wasn’t a jealous person, but a surge of venom coursed through my veins. “Bye Carly, it was nice to meet you.”

She gave me a little wave, and I looked over at Jake, who was frowning. “Girlfriend?” I asked.

“No,” he said quickly. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

Oh, that was good to know. “I was only asking for wedding planning purposes.”

Liar.

He stared at me. Did he see right through me? I was fairly confident he did. “So,” he said, tapping his fingers on the table, “tell me what I’m doing here.”

I squirmed a little under the intensity of his stare. “Well, I asked you here because . . .” I looked down at the table. “Because . . .” I looked back up to find him now glaring at me with a raised brow.

What the ever-loving hell?

Why was I so nervous and tongue-twisted around him?

I cleared my throat. “Because I found a venue for the wedding,” I finally said cheerily, although I felt a flush coat my cheeks at the mistruth.

It wasn’t really why I asked him here, but still, it was true.

“Then I suggest you do whatever it is you do,” he shot back.

Not a that’s great, or fantastic, or even a high-five.

I pushed down my irritation, reminding myself that in this most unusual case of the unavailable client, he was the closest thing I had to one. And, since I had recently figured out my focus hadn’t been entirely on the client as it should be, I had to play nice.

Although this client was all kinds of irritating, perhaps he didn’t understand and needed to be schooled. “That’s just it, Jake, I don’t act alone. I don’t make major decisions on my own. I need input from you about your sister’s wedding.”

His glare turned almost hostile.

I swallowed. Okay, perhaps I took it a bit too far, and he never did tell me to call him by his first name. I’d start with that. “Dr. Kissinger, I mean.”

“Jake is fine,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Okay, Jake,” I said firmly, “what I do is work with the clients to make their dream day come true, and in this case, whether you like it or not, you are my client by proxy.”

His response to that was to sigh and relax against the booth. He crossed his arms over his chest and hit me with, “So, let me get this straight. You want to make my dreams come true?”

“Well, yes and no.”

That brought the most condescending smirk I’d ever seen to his hot lips. “You might change your mind after I tell you what they are.” His tone was sly, hot, and flirtatious.

Dirty, dirty, doctor.

I wasn’t insulted by his comment or agitated like I probably should have been, but rather my insides felt all warm and fuzzy.

Wait!

I had to get real here.

I had a job to do.

There was no time for crushes. Just as there was no time for resentment. He was acting difficult on purpose. That was clear.

“Look, Jake.” I held up my hands in surrender. “What I did was unprofessional and—”

“And what?” he asked coyly.

“And I apologize,” I hurried to finish.

“Hi.”

We both jerked our heads toward the end of the booth. Enough of the interruptions already. This time at least it was the waitress and not another want-to-be-girlfriend.

Jake mustered up a smile for the girl who had finally come to take his order. Damn, I should have asked him what his dreams were while we were in the moment. Then again, watching the way he lit up for this woman, maybe I didn’t want to know.

“I’m Sara. Sorry about the wait. It’s crazy in here today.”

“It’s fine,” Jake said.

Sara smiled at him. “What can I get you?”

He peered up at the menu board. “I’ll have an extra tall latte macchiato with an extra shot. No, make that two extra shots.”

Sara smiled wider. “That’s a lot of extras. You must really want to stay awake.”

The debonair charm he exuded in her presence agitated me because it was the same charm he’d shown me—before I’d smashed cake in his face. And the same charm he’d shown Carly, I reminded myself. “Just waking up, actually. I worked all night.”

“Oh, then I’ll be sure to make it extra strong,” she said with a wink.

Jake smiled in return, and I swear she started to blush right there.

Seconds later she looked at me. “Another Vanilla Latte for you?”

“Actually, no,” I smiled, but mine was more than fake, “I’ll have what he’s having.”

She scribbled the number two down. “Were you up late working, too?” she asked.

“No, but I’m going to be up late tonight.”

“Ah,” she remarked, like Jake and I were going to be going at it like bunnies all night long. The thought had me blushing.

“I have to . . . never mind.” I decided it was best to discuss the farm with Jake before just blurting the location out to the waitress.

She winked at me. “Gotcha. Two high-octanes coming up,” she said, and then walked away.

“Okay.” I propped my chin on my fist. “Get whatever it is you need to off your chest.”

He quirked an eyebrow at me. “You sure you can handle that?”

I ignored his sarcasm and answered directly. “Yes. I’m more than sure.”

The surrounding air thickened with my challenge. “Fine. Here it goes. I only agreed to work with you because I needed someone who was available now. Every other wedding planner is booked out for months.”

I threw my shoulders back in deference to his comment. “I don’t really care why you agreed to hire me, or what you think of me for that matter. The only thing that matters is that your sister has entrusted me to engineer her perfect day, and contrary to what you might think, I am more than capable of doing that.”

His already narrowed eyes shone with a spark of challenge as he said with threatening calmness, “That has yet to be seen.”

I closed my eyes.

Bleeding heart my ass.

He wasn’t patient, nor was he kind. What he was, however, was the prince of darkness. An arrogant ass I wanted nothing to do with. And what made matters worse was somehow he had figured out what my weaknesses were, and he was purposely exploiting them.

I could do this job.

I could do this job.

I could do this job.

So what if his opinion of me wasn’t positive. I didn’t care. I knew my capabilities, and I knew I could do this job.

I could do this job.

I could do this job.

I could do this job.

That damn self-help book and its silent chanting. That technique did not work, and I was proof positive of it.

I opened my eyes and stared at him stonily. “With that out of the way, now are you ready to move on to why I asked to meet with you?”

“Not quite. There’s one more thing.” His gaze went to the counter. “Sara.”

She turned back from the counter. “I’ll have a piece of that chocolate cake as well.”

Surprise flared in my eyes. “You wouldn’t dare?”

Jake slipped on that intimidating mask of his. “Wouldn’t I?”

I gulped, suddenly wondering why I thought it was a good idea to poke the tiger. “Jake,” I warned. “I don’t have time to go home and get cleaned up. I have to drive out to Monroe after I leave here to meet—”

“Two high-octanes and one piece of chocolate cake.” Sara set the oversized cups on the table, along with a fairly healthy serving of cake. “Enjoy!”

As soon as she was gone, Jake glared at me. “Don’t stop now,” Jake insisted. “To meet with who, your boyfriend for a date? Your lover for a rendezvous?”

Enough was enough. I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear and then placed both of my hands on the table to lean forward. “For your information, I do not have a boyfriend, and I have never had a lover who I’ve had to rendezvous with. What I am going to do with my Friday night is drive over an hour to the only place I can find that is available for your sister’s wedding besides the Moose Club or the grounds at your country club, which is what I wanted to talk to you about. And just so we’re both on the same page, you can smash that cake in my face, you can make me feel incapable, you can avoid talking to me, you can even act like a condescending, pompous ass, but I’m not quitting.”

Jake’s demeanor seemed to change almost instantly from anger to amusement. “A condescending, pompous ass? Wow. That’s pretty harsh.”

I shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

He forked a piece of cake and then leaned back to nibble on it as he studied me, and just like that his mirth was gone too, leaving nothing but seriousness in its wake. “Look, Juliette—”

I jutted my chin out in defiance. “I’d prefer you call me Jules.”

“Fine, Jules.” He set his fork down and stuck out his hand. “For the sake of my sister, I’m willing to move on from the cake incident and focus on the wedding.”

My eyes dropped to his hand in suspicion. What had triggered his abrupt change of heart?

My outburst?

My tone?

My own bleeding heart?

Or was he still going to smash that cake in my face, and just biding his time until I let my guard down?

His gaze was unwavering as he waited for me to accept his gesture.

Maybe he was being sincere?

I tried not to tremble when I reached out and slid my small hand into his large one. “Fine,” I said, using his very own annoying word on him.

Let’s see how he liked it.

As soon as our hands came together, though, I wasn’t thinking about what he liked or didn’t. I wasn’t really thinking at all. The friction of the rougher skin of his palm against the softer skin of mine was sending sparks shooting from the tips of my fingers all the way to my toes.

Oh, no! I was not going to allow myself to be attracted to this pompous ass.

Quite abruptly, as if he was thinking something along those very same lines, Jake ripped his hand from mine and reached for his coffee cup. “There isn’t much in Monroe. What is this place you’ll be looking at, a farm?”

Still shaken from the sizzle that had just passed between us, I answered hoarsely. “It is. The place is called Sunshine Farms. Have you heard of it?”

He swallowed his coffee, and then set his cup down. “No, I haven’t.”

“From what I can tell, it has a suitable size barn.”

He pouted his lip. “I think you need to understand something about my sister.”

“What’s that?”

An emotion I couldn’t decipher flashed across his face. “Rory has been treated like a princess her entire life. It’s not her fault. It’s just the way it is. So, when she says she wants to get married in a barn, I can’t help but think she doesn’t really mean a barn in the actual sense of the word.”

I scrunched my brows together in confusion. “Okay, then, tell me, what does she mean?”

At first, he said nothing. Then the corners of his lips twitched up. It wasn’t a smile, but it was close enough. “Knowing my sister, she thinks a barn is a magical place that smells like roses, not horse shit. And that it is a place where the ground sparkles with glitter, not littered with dirt and hay.”

Tension eased inside me, and I found my own smile easily enough. “You see, here’s the thing, I can make those things happen. That’s my job!”

Again, he said nothing, but his lips had thinned and the look he gave me was filled with doubt.

“Jake . . .” I began, stuttering at the way my pulse sped up when I said his name.

The blank mask was back. He was so hard to read. “Yeah,” he answered.

The table between us was so small that when I shifted to sit up straighter, my knees bumped his. I couldn’t stop the hitch of my breath or the thump of my heart that resulted from the contact. “Why don’t you come with me to see the farm? If you don’t think it’s something your sister might like, I won’t pursue it. But you should know, the only other suitable alternative was Cherokee Town & Country Club, but I’ll need you to talk to the manager about it.”

He ran his hands down his face. “I really don’t like that place, but that aside, why would I need to talk to the manager?”

I stared down at the veneer tabletop and traced one of the lines in the hatched pattern.

“Jules,” he demanded. “Tell me.”

Drawing in a breath, I glanced up. He could be very domineering. “Because the ballrooms are taken, but the grounds are available. I just can’t get the manager to consider my suggestion.”

“You mean you want to hold the wedding outdoors?”

I slowly nodded.

“With no cover and no indoor facilities?” He practically shouted the words in a way that they didn’t really come out as a question and also made my idea seem ridiculous.

I attempted not to bristle at the clipped tone. “Yes.”

He shook his head adamantly. “That’s absolutely out of the question. My grandmother can’t be out in the heat all day.”

My stomach flipped. I hadn’t thought about that. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Then it has to be the farm.”

His eyebrows drew together.

“And if we leave right now, we can get there before the event starts and have a look around.”

Jake’s lips twitched, and he let out a low huff that wasn’t quite a laugh as he shook his head. “Do you ever give up?”

I struggled not to laugh. “No, I don’t.”

When he reached into his back pocket for his wallet, amusement might have been glittering in his eyes. I couldn’t be sure. “Yeah, I’m starting to figure that out.”

I reached in my purse. “I got this. I invited you.”

Standing up, he tossed two twenties on the table. “Consider it part of the deposit you have yet to ask me for.”

“About that,” I said, getting to my feet.

He waved a hand through the air to usher me forward. “You mean you want to get paid for what you’re doing? And here I thought you were doing it for the sheer pleasure of aggravating me.”

I gave him a shove as I passed him. And he liked it. I could tell by the small amount of wickedness that gleamed in his eyes.

The kinetic energy that zinged between us threw me off my game, not that I had game to begin with.

In my wedges, I couldn’t walk that fast, and I especially couldn’t walk and talk at the same time, so I stopped and jerked my head over my shoulder. “Actually, there is a set fee I should probably go over with you.”

His response was to place his hand on the small of my back and whisper in my ear. “I’m not at all serious. Just email me your requirements, and I’ll get you what you need.”

Had he actually been joking around?

He had.

Tingles of arousal shot through my core. I liked this side of him. Then again I was beginning to wonder if I wasn’t oddly attracted to all sides of him. “Yes, sure, I’ll do that, but don’t you want to know how much the fee is before you just blindly agree to make payment?”

He pushed past me and opened the door for me to walk through. “I never enter into anything blindly,” he said somewhat coyly, and I could feel his heat as I passed by him.

Oh, my.

Out on the sidewalk, the sun beat down on my skin, hot and humid. Quickly, I rummaged in my purse for my keys. “Did you want to catch a ride with me or drive yourself?”

When he didn’t respond, I looked up at him.

He was staring at me in utter annoyance once again.

“What?” I asked.

“I don’t catch a ride with anyone. But if you’d like, you can catch a ride with me.”

I was trapped in his gaze. “I can’t. My car is here.”

That stare of his remained pinned to mine, but it shifted to something other than annoyance. I think it was more like amusement. I didn’t care what it was because it was smoldering hot. “There’s an easy solution to that, Jules.”

“What’s that?” I asked, my voice husky, shaky, and totally off key.

“I’ll bring you back here after.”

Dah! was what he didn’t say. He didn’t have to though. Okay, I wasn’t thinking clearly because I’d have had to do the same thing.

Seriously though, there was no way he didn’t know the effect he had on a woman when he did that whole intense-look thing. Like I could say no even if I wanted to. “Sure. If it isn’t too much trouble.”

And there he went shocking me with a dose of that charm of his. “It’s no trouble at all.”

A smile prodded my lips. “Okay. I just need to get my briefcase.”

“Where are you parked?” he asked.

I pointed up the street. “In the garage at the corner.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “That’s where I am as well.”

“Good. That means we will be able to get on the road quicker,” I said.

He shook his head and started walking. “Do you always go one-hundred miles an hour?”

I shrugged. “It’s just that I want to arrive at the farm before the event starts so I can see it without people everywhere.”

“Oh, we’ll get there on time. Trust me.”

The heat practically radiated from the concrete as we walked. That’s how hot it was. And it didn’t help it was radiating off him as well. Neither of us said much. We just looked around at the chaos of the upcoming rush hour and walked.

At the garage, I pressed the elevator button, and when the doors opened, we both stepped inside. Surprisingly, we didn’t gravitate to opposite corners like is the norm.

Standing beside Jake in the coolness of the elevator, I looked over at him and asked, “Were you really going to smash that piece of cake in my face?”

Throwing me a quelling look, he answered with, “Do you really want to know?”

The doors opened, and the blast of hot air was almost unbearable. “Yes, I do,” I answered, and then I stepped out.

Walking beside me, he leveled me with that heavy dark gaze of his. “It’s probably best if I don’t answer that.”

“So you were.” I frowned and hit the button on my remote before pulling on the handle to my car door.

He gave me a slight shake of his head that was so much hotter than it should have been. “I didn’t say that.”

I got inside and grabbed my big leather bag. When I went to get out, he offered me his hand in assistance. I took it and hadn’t realized how close he was until I was standing on my feet and only inches from his face.

Teetering on my wedges, I froze, but my pulse sped up. “But you didn’t say you weren’t, either.”

He didn’t move.

Neither did I.

He didn’t speak.

Neither did I.

Surprise had transformed into a quell of nervous flutters in my belly.

This close, I could see his blue eyes. I could see the way his shirt sculpted his body and the superb strength in his shoulders and arms. I could see his strong jaw. And I could see how pillowy soft those lips might just be. All he had to do was lean in a little more and kiss me, and I would know.

Oh God, oh God, oh God.

For a moment I forgot I didn’t really know him and got lost in time. I wasn’t even sure I was breathing.

His gaze seemed to go liquid with a heat I felt between my thighs. “Some things are better left unknown,” he whispered.

Staring at him, I felt my palms turn clammy as my heart rate increased. “And some things are better when you know what to expect.”

His beautiful eyes flickered to my lips. “That can be true, too.”

We were no longer talking about the cake, and I suddenly felt overwhelmingly, deliciously surrounded by him.

“Hey, Miss, are you leaving?” a man yelled from his car.

Jake stepped back and shoved his hands in his pockets like we’d just gotten caught doing something we shouldn’t be doing “No, she’s not,” he called, “but I am. I’m right over there if you want to wait a minute.”

My head jerked to where he was pointing, and I stood openmouthed. The vintage black jag I’d seen pulling into Rosewood days ago was his. And I was going to get to ride in it. It made me feel giddy. Or maybe it was him that made me feel the way I did.

Closing my door, we started toward the car.

All of a sudden I had a sinking feeling in my stomach.

It wasn’t because I had the insurmountable task of planning the wedding of the decade in less than five weeks. Instead, it was because this man with his brooding disposition and impatient temperament did something to me no one had ever done. He penetrated a layer buried somewhere deep inside me. It felt like an arrow had been speared through my heart.

And that made me want to turn and run the other way.

As fast as I could.

Wedges or not.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Barking Up the Wrong Tree

JAKE

THE FARMHOUSE WAS CLASSIC AMERICANA.

With its white wraparound porch and the pair of rocking chairs swaying in the wind, it looked like something that belonged on a Norman Rockwell Christmas card.

Rustic.

Quaint.

Quiet.

And nothing I pictured as the backdrop for my sister’s wedding.

Turning the music down, I came to a stop under a giant Maple tree and glanced over at Jules. “Are you sure this is the right place because I don’t see a barn anywhere?”

“You’re such a city boy,” she quipped.

The top was down, and a few of the leaves from the canopy overhead floated down. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Barns aren’t like garages. They don’t always have to be close to the house.” She twisted her head to look around. “I’m sure it’s around here somewhere.”

This woman really knew how to push my buttons.

Either oblivious to this fact, or indifferent, she shaded her eyes and continued on with her search. “I’m surprised there isn’t a sign anywhere.”

A leaf landed on my steering wheel, and I swiped it away. “Are we in the right place or not?”

She glanced down at her phone. “Just give me a second. Will you?”

Frustration was slowly burning through my veins. Impatient to get this unplanned visit over with, I grabbed through the air at the next leaf that dared drop into my car before it made a landing, and tossed it out along with the other.

Pointing her finger down the hill and to the east, she said, “According to Google maps, it’s a half-mile in that direction.”

As soon as I pressed down on the accelerator to turn off the country lane and onto the dirt road ahead, my wheels started to spin. I stopped immediately and put the car in park.

Shit.

With a yank of her hair tie, she freed her hair, and it seemed to be dancing along with the slight breeze. “You might want to go a little easy there, big boy.”

Color had tinged her cheeks from the wind, causing her tanned skin to appear rosy. With her green eyes and the sparkle from her earrings reflecting off the sun, it looked beautiful. She was beautiful. Shaking the thought away, I peered over my Ray-Bans at her. “I do know how to drive.”

“Yes, I’m sure you do, on city roads. But how often do you drive in the country?”

“Probably about as often as you,” I remarked.

“Actually,” she said, holding a finger up, “my uncle owns a farm, and I’ve driven out there enough to know that if you get stuck in the muck, the only way you’re getting out is with a tow truck.”

I pushed my sunglasses up. “Fine. And what’s with the use of big boy?”

“It’s just a saying,” she defended. “If you prefer big man though instead, I’d be more than happy to use that term.”

Even though I glared at her, her gaze never dropped from mine. In fact, her eyes were so expressive, they were capable of swallowing a man whole. Again, I ignored that, too. “I prefer neither.”

“Little boy, then” she giggled. When I glared at her this time, she quickly looked back down at her phone.

At least she sensed I had limits. Shaking my head, I put the car back in drive. Knowing she was right about spinning my wheels, I eased slower this time on the accelerator and rocked the Jag easily onto the mucky road.

“Woot,” she catcalled, grabbing hold of her hair to keep it from blowing in her face.

Juliette, or Jules, as I was told to call her, had insisted we take the top down. Most of the time when a woman was in the car with me, I just left it up. The whole my-hair-will-be-a-mess thing got old after a while.

She wasn’t like that.

Then again, she wasn’t like anyone I had known.

Sassy, but sweet.

Funny, but a smart-ass.

Tough, but weak.

She was such a contradiction.

Back at the coffee shop, I had every intention of telling her to just do her job and leave me the hell out of it. And yet, as soon as she called me on my crap, I couldn’t make the words come out.

The truth was I had been an asshole to her. Taking out my own shit on her. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t who I was. Or who I wanted to be. It wasn’t someone my old man would have been proud of. So yeah, I decided to cut her a break, and atone for my poor behavior by agreeing to participate in the planning of my sister’s wedding.

Go figure.

Once we reached the bottom of the hill, all I could see were more hills and acres and acres of what looked to be vineyards and open fields.

“Well,” I said, the sarcasm more than evident in my tone. Hey, I was doing my best to go along with this thing, but I never said it was going to be easy.

Jules unbuckled her seat belt and leaned back against the seat to stand. Her long, slender body was impossible not to look at. Shading her hand over her eyes, she pointed to the left. “I think I see the top of the barn right over that second hill.”

Spending my time driving around a cow pasture wasn’t exactly how I thought I’d be spending my first night off in ten days. I waited for her to sit back down and buckle up, and then I hit the gas. Again the wheels turned, but the ground was dryer down here, so I knew we wouldn’t get stuck.

Climbing up the hill, I took my time, but when I reached the top and started down, I gave the Jag a little more gas. As soon as I did, Jules put her arms up in the air and closed her eyes.

“What are you doing?”

She glanced at me and opened one eye. “I love that feeling when the car shifts into first gear and the wind starts to blow on my face. It’s like when you’re on a roller coaster, you know?”

I shook my head and let that one just go without an answer.

She didn’t seem to care that I didn’t quite get it because she kept on doing what she was doing until we reached the bottom of the hill.

Minutes later we were pulling in front of the barn.

“Here it is!” Jules yelled, full of excitement. Hopping out of the car before I even put it in park, all I saw was she was there one minute and gone the next.

“Jules,” I yelled, dashing out and around.

She was climbing up the car door before I reached her. “Nothing to worry about. Just twisted my ankle. That’s all.”

I helped her the rest of the way up and then pointed to the passenger seat. “Sit down and let me see it.”

“I’m fine,” she said as she waved me off.

I pointed. “I’m the doctor, not you. Now let me see it.”

Begrudgingly, she sat and extended her leg.

“Can you flex your foot?”

She did.

“Wiggle your toes?”

She did.

“Move your foot in a circle.”

She did.

There was no swelling. She was fine, and yet I didn’t let go. With my hands firmly gripping the bare skin of her ankle, I couldn’t stop myself from wondering how it would feel to have those ankles wrapped around my neck.

“Well, Dr. Kiss? What’s your diagnosis?” she asked.

Normally I hated, no despised actually, when anyone called me that. Yet, hearing her say it in that saucy tone of hers zapped a bolt of electricity through my veins.

Confused by my reaction, I stood straight and put my hands in my pockets. “It’s pretty serious.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Why? What’s wrong?”

I leaned in and fixed my gaze on her. “I hate to be the one to inform you of this, but you have a severe case of clumsyitis, and I suggest you stop wearing shoes you can’t walk in.”

She narrowed her stare at me. “Not funny.”

I shrugged. “Hey, you’re not the only one with a sense of humor around here.”

Jules shook her head. “I hope you don’t expect me to pay you for that diagnosis?”

The corner of my lips tilted. The answer on the tip of my tongue was anything but appropriate, so I kept it to myself and extended my hand. “Come on, klutz, let’s check out this place so we can leave.”

When she got to her feet, she gave me a slight shove and headed toward the barn. “Don’t call me that.”

I gave her a second to make sure she could walk without pain, and when she could, I quickly strode up beside her. “What’s the matter, you can dish it out, but you can’t take it?”

She snorted. “If that isn’t the pot calling the kettle black.”

This could go on all day, so I stopped and looked up at the barn. “Yep, that’s a barn all right,” I muttered.

It was old.

Weathered.

Big.

Old. Did I already say that?

And again, it was nothing I saw my city girl sister getting married in.

“It’s charming,” she remarked. “Not quite magical, but I can fix that.”

A woman in her early sixties with gray hair and a blue dress came walking out. She looked surprised to see us. “Can I help you?”

“Yes,” Jules said, “We’re here to take a look at your venue.”

The woman patted her hair and smiled. “George, come out here, we have a happy young couple who’d like a tour.”

“I’ll be right there, Ethel.”

“No, you got—” I started to say, but was cut off.

“George and I just love when newly engaged couples come to visit. This hasn’t happened in quite a while. Lately, it seems like we’ve had a parade of those snotty-nosed wedding planners from the city who want to change everything about our place to make it more sophisticated.”

Jules, who I thought had been attempting to correct her at the same time I was, grabbed hold of my hand. “Yes, well, Jake and I wanted to see firsthand if this was the right place. Didn’t we, honey?”

Honey?

No one had ever called me that. The shock on my face was hard to hide, especially when she batted her lashes at me.

A man, also in his sixties, wearing overalls and cowboy boots came rushing out of the barn. “This must be the happy couple.”

“Yes,” Ethel responded. “Aren’t they darling?”

Darling?

He wiped his hands on the denim of his pants. “Looks like the picture of real love right here,” he said. “And it just happens, we have a wedding starting in about an hour. Let me show you around first, and then, of course, you’ll stay for the event.”

Love?

Stay?

I felt a cold sweat coat my brow.

“Yes, you must stay. We insist,” Ethel echoed.

“Ethel! There aren’t enough mason jars for the punch,” someone called. “The rest are up at the house,” she answered. “I’ll go get them.”

Mason jars.

Punch.

My sister would go out of her mind. She was more of a crystal and champagne kind of girl.

George looked at his wife. “You go on, sweetheart. I’ll take care of the lovebirds,” he told her.

Lovebirds?

I thought my airway might be closing up.

“I’ll see you two in a bit.” She smiled and walked over toward an old Chevy pickup that was cherry red, and pretty damn cool.

I let go of Jules’ hand. “I appreciate all of this, but—”

“We’d love to . . . stay,” Jules spoke up, cutting me off. “I’m Jules, and this is Jake.”

Fuck, that sounded so monogram.

So couple-like.

“Nice to meet you,” George said. “Now, follow me. We don’t have a lot of time.”

I stared at Jules and consciously had to keep my jaw from dropping.

All she did was smile back and then she retook my hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s not keep George waiting.”

Sweetheart?

What. The. Hell?


CHAPTER TWELVE

Don’t Judge a Book by Its Cover

JULES

THE MENU WAS DOWN-HOME SOUTHERN barbecue-style. From ribs to chicken to coleslaw to biscuits, even peach cobbler.

I sat back in my chair and placed my red-checkered paper napkin next to the china-looking plastic plate. “I’m so full.”

“Me too,” Ethel said, setting her mason jar of non-alcoholic punch down.

I took a sip of my Pinot Grigio. Jake had gone up to the main house to get the bottle. George had insisted when he learned it was my favorite. He said a friend of his from California sent him a case, and it was the best wine he had ever tasted.

Turned out his friend was Steve Johnson, the winemaker for Cupcake Wines. Go figure.

Jake took a sip of his punch, and I could tell he was biting back the bitter taste with a grin.

He was larger-than-life.

Sitting beside me, he was talking rather animatedly with George about country life and how far away the nearest physician was. I was surprised how at ease he was.

Then again, we both had our fingers crossed that no one, especially the bride and the groom, asked any questions about our relationship.

Our fake relationship.

So far, other than what we did for a living, Jake and I had gotten off easy. He more so than me. He, at least, had told the truth. I hadn’t exactly lied. I simply left my answer vague, stating that I worked for my uncle in his small business.

A sparkle of moonlight hit my wineglass just right, and it looked like fairy dust had been sprinkled from the ceiling.

I glanced up wondering if it had but knowing that was ridiculous.

Nope. No fairy dust, but still, the inside of the barn was beautiful.

Thirty-foot ceilings with twinkling lights strung across the rafters made the place seem right out of a fairytale. Round tables with white billowy covers and white chairs brightened up the parquet wood floors. The scent of water and rain and everything outdoors filled the air.

There were huge floor-to-ceiling windows in the back, which overlooked a river. A wooden fence ran along it with the most beautiful wildflowers growing all around it. I could imagine sofas placed here and there with overhead swaths of fabric as the perfect backdrop for photos . . . just not for Rory’s photos.

Inwardly, I sighed, but then I smiled when I noticed the same wildflowers from outside were what filled the tin cans that served as centerpieces.

Ethel was quite the wedding planner herself. The perfect touches here and there proved this.

This place was magical. Just not Rory’s kind of magical. And although I was sure I could transform it into anything, it was clear that George and Ethel took a lot of pride in what they had created, and changes were out of the question.

“Isn’t that right, sweetie?”

An elbow nudged me, and it wasn’t until then that I realized I was sweetie.

Sweetie?

Could he find something a little sexier to call me? Sugarcakes. Honeypie. Cookie, even.

“What’s that, Chocolate Cake?” I smiled big and wide when I said it.

Jake draped an arm around my chair just as Shania Twain’s “Any Man of Mine” came bellowing through the speakers.

When his fingertips brushed my shoulder, I wasn’t listening to the beat of the music though because butterflies took flight in my belly, and this time they drifted even lower. I had to remind myself this was part of the show, but still, I found myself having to squeeze my thighs together to sooth the ache his touch had ignited.

“I was just telling George how much you love to dance. Especially square dance,” he said.

I had been reaching for my water, and I practically spilled it when he said that. Was he out of his ever-loving mind? I didn’t know a thing about country dancing other than the fact that the word do-si-do had something to do with it.

I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “Yes, big boy, I do like to dance, but you know I prefer to watch you line dance because you’re so great at it. Besides, don’t forget, I did hurt my ankle not that long ago.”

His grin was beyond wicked. “You can be a klutz sometimes, but I seem to recall you assuring me your ankle was absolutely fine, and after I checked it out, I did concur with your self-diagnosis.”

Ethel tapped George on the shoulder, and when he looked at her, she whispered something in his ear.

“Did you say you wanted to dance, Jules?” George asked me over the music.

Before I could say no, George was on his feet and standing beside me with his hand extended. “Would you do me the honor of having this dance with me?”

Like I could say no now.

He really was so sweet. Dr. Kiss, on the other hand, well he was the devil incarnate. “I’d be delighted,” I said and glared at Jake as I stood.

“Have fun, Sweetie,” Jake grinned.

I bent to whisper in his ear. “While I’m gone, do you think you could come up with something to call me that doesn’t make you sound like you might be George’s age?”

He narrowed that blue-eyed stare at me.

Satisfied with that, I pivoted around and didn’t look back.

The bridesmaids, in their short, peach dresses and cowboy boots, were having a blast stomping their feet and clapping their hands all while shaking their behinds and pressing their thumbs into their sides.

How on earth were George and I going to dance to this?

Thank God just when we reached the center of the dance floor, the music changed, and Tim McGraw’s voice came overhead. As Tim sang about how no one ever made him feel the way she did, George and I stepped into position.

He took my hands and started to move, ballroom style. This type of dancing I knew how to do. “So,” he said, “when are you and Jake planning on getting hitched?”

Up until then, I had been able to twist what I said so it didn’t sound like a blatant lie, but this question was pretty straightforward. “We haven’t decided yet.”

Which was true. In fact, we hadn’t decided a lot. Like, as a starting point, if we were friends or enemies.

“I noticed you ain’t wearing a ring. He not gotten you one yet?”

“That’s complicated,” I answered.

And it was. He hadn’t gotten me one and he never would because he didn’t even like me, and after tonight, I was fairly certain he wouldn’t be able to stand me.

“Well, he’s a good man. Give him some time. He’ll come around.”

Yes, he’d come around all right. Come around to telling me I was fired, which reminded me of Finn.

Where had he gotten his information?

I leaned back. “Is Labor Day weekend available for a wedding?”

George started to laugh. “You’ll give the man a heart attack if you make him move that fast.”

“Oh, I know, but just in case, is it?”

“As a matter of fact, it might be. A lad called here today inquiring about it though, and I told him to come up and see the place before I reserved it for him. Since he ain’t shown, I reckon it could be yours.”

“Good to know.” I winked.

He raised a curious brow.

I shrugged. “Just in case.”

Yes, just in case I decided to come clean. And just in case I could figure out how this place was suitable for Rory. But even as I thought it, I knew it wasn’t.

I nearly missed a step when I caught a glimpse of Jake leaning against the wall, watching us.

He threw me off, and I had to order myself to tune back into George for the remainder of the dance. My lack of focus had to cease right now because the bottom line was that at the moment I couldn’t allow myself to be thrown off course.

When the music ended, I stepped back and curtsied.

“Thanks for indulging me.” George gave my hand a squeeze. “You and the Doc are really quite a couple.”

“Thank you,” I told him, but I knew I should have been correcting him instead. I hated the lie, but I couldn’t undo it now, nor could I stop what he was doing. George had signaled Jake over, and he had started to move.

All tall, dark, and handsome, he strutted my way with a cat-that-ate-the-canary grin on his face. I wanted to wipe it away—with my lips.

No, I didn’t mean that.

“It’s your turn,” George told him.

“Oh, but he only likes to line dance,” I said.

George laughed like it was a joke and strode toward his Ethel, who had started clearing the buffet table.

“May I?” Jake asked, all debonair-like.

“I don’t know, may you?”

He shook his head. “Just give me your hands, will you? I’d hate to ruin George and Ethel’s night by admitting this was all a ruse.”

“Grrr . . . You are so frustrating,” I said offering my hands.

He laced his fingers in mine and drew me close. “Did you just growl?”

With a frown, I placed my hands on his shoulders. “I did no such thing.”

His hands fit my waist like they were made for me. “Yes, you did. And smile, they’re looking at us.”

Forcing myself to keep the corners of my mouth tilted upwards was very difficult because I could barely breathe when he slid his thigh between mine.

The crowd surged around us, and just like that, I forgot it wasn’t real. We were aligned thigh-to-thigh, belly-to-belly. If I turned my head, our mouths would be close enough to kiss.

Silly thought.

We moved together, and when my hands slid from his shoulder to cup the back of his neck, the edges of his soft brown hair tickled my knuckles. The heat of his skin was almost too much, as was the feel of his body so close to mine.

When his fingers splayed against my back and lingered there, I could have sworn the music thumped in the pit of my stomach, my wrists, and especially between my thighs

“What are you doing?” I asked.

He moved closer to me. “I believe it’s called dancing.”

“Are you still acting? Because if you are, George and Ethel are no longer watching us,” I whispered this in his ear.

“Does it matter?” he answered back, and when he did, his breath caressed my ear.

“Do you want it to?”

He pulled back to look into my eyes, his smile less bemused and his gaze bright. “Do you always answer a question with a question?”

“Only when . . . I’m talking to you.” My hesitation sounded coy, but I hadn’t meant it to. Scared of something, but no idea what of, I said, “This place isn’t that bad. It just needs some sparkle.”

“Sparkle?”

“Yes, like crystal chandeliers hanging from the beams.”

He chuckled. “I don’t think crystal chandeliers are George and Ethel’s style.”

“No,” I said. “We should probably go. You were right to begin with, this place isn’t appropriate for your sister’s wedding.”

All of a sudden the music ended, and before I could say another word, I was being pushed into a very grabby crowd of women.

Oh, no! The bouquet toss!

I had to get out of there. I bent down and crawled around, through, and practically under, a number of jumping cowboy boots.

“One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

Rushing out of the side of the crowd, I stood up, and I could hardly believe it when the bouquet landed at my feet.

Without thinking, I picked it up to throw it back into the crowd, but it was too late.

“Oh, Jules, you caught it.” It was Ethel, and she was escorting me to the front of the room. When I saw George leading Jake there as well, I wanted to end this charade.

It was too much to handle.

Having him so close was too much to handle.

He was too much to handle.

George and Ethel pushed us both together, and all the girls started chanting, “Seal the deal. Seal the deal.”

“What are they talking about?” Jake muttered.

“Kiss her, Doc,” George clarified for me, and before either of us could step away from each other, George and Ethel were once again pushing us together.

I landed against Jake’s hard chest. My mouth flew open in surprise, and a small sigh escaped.

My lips were so close to his.

Tantalizingly close.

The need to close the distance between us was strong.

He was breathing heavy, and I could see the muscle twitch at his temple, witness how tight his jaw was. Everything about him screamed he was holding himself back.

We were both losing that battle though.

Whether out of obligation, pressure, or need, his mouth came crashing down over mine in the hardest, heated, and most demanding way.

Oh, God, I wanted this.

Wanted him.

Especially when his tongue pushed inward, hot and sensual. It glided over mine as he licked at the roof of my mouth and swirled around my tongue in the most erotic dance.

His lips were so soft.

His mouth so hot.

His possession unlike any I’d ever experienced.

I could hear the catcalls, but ignored them all because he wasn’t simply kissing me, he wasn’t just sealing the deal, he was devouring me.

In that moment, any other man I’d ever kissed faded away.

No one had ever kissed me that way.

I became boneless. I became lost. I was lost. In him and his sinful mouth and full lips.

“Okay, okay, you two, that’s enough. You’re going to outshine the newly married couple.” George was now pulling us apart.

Stepping back, I stood stunned and brought my fingers to my lips, which tingled from his kiss.

“We need to go,” Jake said.

I swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, that’s a good idea. It’s getting late.”

In a trance-like state, I thanked George and Ethel. They were such a perfect couple. I promised to call them and then headed for the door. The barn door was opened and gave rise to the most star-filled sky I’d ever seen.

It was magical.

This place was magical.

Sighing, I walked away.

With his hands in his pockets, Jake waited for me to pass through the door, and when I did, I looked up at him. His expression was blank, but his eyes were filled with a kind of strange light I couldn’t interpret.

I wondered if he was in some kind of state of shock, but then he passed by me without a word and took the lead.

Something was wrong.

Something was off.

On quick feet, I followed behind him, my wedges too high to move at the pace I was, and yet I still managed.

The thick air filled my lungs. The light breeze felt too hot. And suddenly it was obvious this whole thing was one giant mistake.

He was already at the car and holding the passenger door open before I made it halfway there. Clearly impatient, he practically ushered me forward when I was within his reach. “Get in,” he said, careful not to actually touch me.

It was a demand that I didn’t care for, but my mind was in too much of a flurry of upheaval to argue with him, so I got in.

After he put the top up, he hit the gas, and before I knew it, we were turning onto the country lane. I looked out the window. The night was dark. The sky filled with stars. And the company in the car was dead silent.

It wasn’t until we reached the main road that he looked over at me. “Are you cold? I can turn the heat on.”

Was he serious? It was like ninety degrees outside. Just then I glanced down. I was hugging myself and trembling. “No, I’m fine.”

Or I will be as soon as I get over that kiss.

“Jules?”

The sound of his husky voice had my heart doing a quick, extra thump. I looked anywhere but over at him. The knob on the radio was actually lovely with its sheen of silver. “You don’t have to say it,” I whispered.

“Say what?”

“That the kiss was a mistake, and it didn’t mean anything.”

He didn’t respond, and the silence was deafening. Wanting to escape it, I turned the music on and stared out the window.

As the country faded into a blur, the bright lights of Atlanta seemed almost intrusive, and I was reminded of the first time I’d seen them twinkle. That was not a happy time, and one I always hated thinking about it.

Yet, as an odd sadness seemed to swallow me whole, I couldn’t stop that time in my life from coming back, and I wasn’t sure I even wanted to.

Sometimes remembering wasn’t so bad.

Then again . . . sometimes it was.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Let Sleeping Dogs Lie

JULES ~ SEVENTEEN YEARS EARLIER

IT WAS A TYPICAL TUESDAY morning in Brooklyn at the Easton household as I walked down the stairs. The dog was at my mother’s feet waiting for a treat, and my father was on her other side waiting for a kiss.

I turned my attention toward the television, and the annoying newsman was talking about the election for Mayor.

Boring.

I grabbed the remote and immediately switched the station.

My mother was at the sink rinsing her teacup. My father was sipping his coffee. Almost in unison, they both yelled, “Hey, turn it back.”

I rolled my eyes and nabbed a cereal bowl. “Sorry, I cannot watch another minute of that.”

My father leaned back against the counter. He was in his neatly pressed uniform and highly polished shoes. As a K-9 unit officer in the Explosive Detection Division for the Port Authority, he could be very intimidating, especially when he pointed his finger at me. “That is very important. That is the fate of New York City right there. It might very well change your future, Juliette.”

Just then, his trusted partner, Diogi, rolled over. I couldn’t help but laugh out loud. Diogi was a golden retriever highly trained in sniffing out explosives, but at home, with us, he was just my dog.

I loved him.

Especially when even he knew what my father was saying was equivalent to, “Blah, blah, blah.”

Grabbing the box of Frosted Flakes and carton of milk, I sat down and flicked through the stations. When I glanced up, there were four narrowed eyes on me, so I gave in and switched the television back to the sleeper news station.

Whatever.

“I might be late tonight. I have a meeting,” my mother told me. “Will you be okay?”

I propped an elbow on the table. “Yes, Mom, I’ll be fine.”

My mother was wearing her very best suit and her pearl earrings rather than her favorite diamond stars. I knew the meeting had to be important. She worked for Silverstone Properties and was hoping to be promoted to senior executive. If that happened, she was going to get an office overlooking both New York Harbor and the Hudson River, and that really excited her.

I guessed it was cool.

“Call me when you get home, so I know you made it safely.”

I shoved a spoonful of cereal in my mouth. “I always do, don’t I?”

My father kissed me on the head. “I’m headed in early. I have rounds to make around the complex before going inside.”

I looked up. “Bye, Dad, see you tonight.”

He snapped the leash onto Diogi’s collar. “Have a good day at school, and don’t forget your lunch again,” he pointed to the counter, “I made it, and that means there’s something delicious inside.”

“Josh Easton,” my mother scolded. “You know she doesn’t need any more sugar. Next thing we know she’ll be running into the walls.”

Okay, so I walked into an open locker yesterday after I bought a brownie for lunch and broke my glasses. It wasn’t like I’d done it before. And it wasn’t like it was the brownie’s fault.

“Rachael Easton, you know a little something sweet never killed anyone.”

“But Josh Easton—”

“Rachael Easton, you know Juliette is perfect just the way she is.”

“Well, you are right about that.”

The whole using full names thing was vomit-inducing enough, but when he patted her on the butt, I thought I might have thrown up a little in my mouth. “Gross!”

They both laughed. “Some day you won’t think so,” my mother said.

“I doubt that.”

“Lunch,” my father pointed, more sternly, and then after kissing my mother, he headed for the back door.

“Bye Diogi,” I called. “Love you, Dad,” I added.

“Love you too,” he said, and then he closed the door.

“You ready to go?” my mother asked.

Grumbling, I got to my feet. “I really hate school this year.

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. I think I’m having a panic attack over gym class today, and maybe I should stay home.”

She jingled her keys. “Good try.”

“Feel my forehead.”

She handed me my lunch. “Let’s go.”

I grabbed my backpack. “Mom, you’re supposed to be worried about my mental state. Suggest I see someone or something like that.”

She shook her head. “Juliette, there is nothing wrong with you, now let’s go.”

Pulling at the sides of my old glasses because this old pair was way too small, I gave her an exasperated sigh and marched out the door.

After she dropped me off, I tried to figure out the best way to change for gym class without anyone seeing me. I was tall and lanky and flat chested, and I knew I was going to be made fun of.

School really did suck.

At eight thirty, the homeroom bell rang. Some of the kids lingered in the hallway, but I was sitting promptly in my assigned seat when the teacher came in. “Good morning class,” he said.

“Good morning,” some of us answered.

“Busy day today,” he remarked.

I started to doodle on my notebook.

There was a crackle overhead and he stopped talking so we could hear the announcements. First, we were given a rundown on school elections. I couldn’t escape politics. Then there was talk about the fall dance and blah, blah, blah.

I doodled a little more. This time I drew a heart and wrote Robbie’s name inside. He was so cute, but he never even looked at me. I quickly scribbled through it.

Math was my first class, and I stayed put. Even though it was only the second week of school, Mr. Gilbert loved to give pop quizzes, and as he handed one out, there was a twinkle in his eye.

I breezed through the quiz and waited for everyone else to finish. When time was up, we exchanged papers to correct them. And then the new lesson started. I took notes and doodled some more.

Time seemed to be dragging until I realized it was past first period and the bell had not rang yet. Everyone else must have realized the same thing because they started to talk over each other.

“Well, class,” Mr. Gilbert boomed, “perhaps the office is still working the kinks out of the new school year. Let’s give it another minute.”

It was less than thirty seconds later when the school principal’s voice came over the loudspeaker, and what he had to say would change my life forever. “Two planes have flown into the World Trade Center.”

Chaos broke out. The students were so loud I couldn’t hear anything else, but I didn’t move as my entire body stiffened.

My mother.

My father.

Diogi.

They were all there, but I knew they had to be okay. Just like I knew they would be coming to get me to assure me of that.

We were told to remain where we were. School would be closing, and parents had been notified.

Mine, too.

Girls were hysterical all around me.

Boys were milling around.

I stayed where I was.

Glued to my seat.

Then, not even an hour later, another announcement came overhead. “The South Tower of the World Center has collapsed.”

Tower Two.

Something started to rise in my gut, but I pushed it down. My mother worked in Tower One, and my father, well he could have very well still been outside.

They were coming to get me.

They’d be here soon.

I couldn’t stop myself from inhaling deeply and quickly.

I couldn’t seem to get enough air.

I waited in my seat while most of the other kids got picked up, and then the principal’s voice came over the loudspeaker again. “The North Tower of the World Trade Center has also collapsed.”

Tower One.

I vomited all over Mr. Gilbert’s floor, and then I raced to the bathroom to splash water on my face.

They were okay.

They were coming for me.

They’d be here soon.

I was feeling light-headed, and the dizziness caused me to sway as I walked down the crowded hall.

Back in the classroom, tears streamed down my face as I waited and waited and waited.

“I called your uncle,” Mr. Gilbert said, placing a hand on my shoulder.

I shivered. I was so cold. “My uncle?”

“He’s on your emergency contact list.”

“But he lives in Atlanta,” I told him, trying to blink the haze away and suddenly feeling so hot.

“I know. He asked me to take you home and find someone to stay with you until he can get here.”

Uncle Edward was my father’s much older brother and ran a wedding business in Atlanta. He came to the city twice a year, but other than that, I really didn’t know much about him.

“My parents will be coming to get me,” I insisted. “And my dog, too.”

“Well, how about we wait at your house?” he asked, and I hated the grim look in his eyes.

“I don’t feel so well,” I told him.

He squeezed my shoulder. “Come on, I’ll get you home.”

I looked around to see an empty room.

Everyone left.

Except me.

Panic struck, or maybe it had long ago.

Is this what a real panic attack was?

I looked at the clock.

Hours had passed.

And still no word from my either my mother or my father.

I was alone.

And I’d be that way for a very long time.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Out of the Horse’s Mouth

JAKE

THERE WAS A LOT MORE to say than what she’d said.

It was that simmering, smoldering heat inside the aloof package that stopped me from trying to talk about what had happened between us.

Correction, what was happening.

She was so much like me in that way. Shutting down rather than risking getting burned. It was my MO, and apparently hers as well.

The garage was dimly lit, and my hands were gripping the leather of the wheel so tight that I practically jerked my car into the empty parking spot next to hers.

I knew I only had a matter of minutes to try to turn this situation around. Yet the problem was even after more than sixty minutes, I still couldn’t figure out what to say.

That didn’t change the fact that time was up.

As soon as I put the Jaguar in park and switched the engine off, silence rushed in. I didn’t like it, and I turned toward Jules. “Look,” I started to say.

She was already looking over at me, and the distance in her eyes made me wonder where she’d gone on the ride back. Momentarily caught off guard by the sadness I saw, I paused for a moment, and that’s when she pounced. “I’m sorry I ruined your night off. I’ll let your sister know she needs to find someone else to help her with her wedding. I’m not the right person for the job.”

I opened my mouth to tell her that was bullshit and she knew it, but she bolted out of the car so fast, I didn’t have time to utter a single syllable before the door slammed shut.

Without any hesitation, I jerked my door open and hustled around my car.

Obviously, she hadn’t planned her escape out very well because she was still rummaging through her giant bag, which she hilariously called a briefcase, when I caught up with her. “Damn it, Jules, you’re so frustrating.”

She whirled around, and her features were locked and impassive as she stared coolly at me. “I’m frustrating. Are you kidding me?”

The space between her car and mine was tight at best, but still, I moved closer. “Look,” I started again, “I know I’m not the easiest person to deal with, but you’re no piece of cake either.”

Her eyes were wide, her nostrils flaring, and I could see the pulse beating wildly at the base of her throat. “Grrr . . . you . . . you really—”

There she went again with the growl. I couldn’t decide if she was more kitten or cat or maybe even lion, and I couldn’t stop myself from throwing my head back in laughter.

Her eyes widened in surprise. She looked . . . shocked.

I sobered and glanced curiously at her. “What’s that look for?”

She immediately dropped her gaze and remained silent.

“Jules?” I prompted.

She sighed, and then lifted her head, her stare almost rebellious as her chin thrust upward. “I’ve never seen you laugh. Or even smile, for that matter. You don’t show your emotions much, other than the angry ones. I can never tell what you’re thinking, and that’s frustrating.”

Seemed like we were both filled with frustration.

My features relaxed into an easy smile, and I noted again her surprise. “I’ve been accused of being an emotionless bastard by more than one woman, but we’ve usually had sex first.”

The laughter she expelled was exhilarating and sent an electrical charge throughout my entire body, but more specifically right to my cock. “That just about says it all then, doesn’t it?” she somehow managed to mutter through her laughter.

I shoved my hands in my pockets to stop them from streaking over that gorgeous body of hers. “Does everything have to be a battle with you?”

She stopped laughing, but her breathing remained hitched. “I could ask the same about you.”

I shook my head. “What I was trying to say in the car, twice, was that I have some kind of thing for you, and I want to figure it out.”

She said nothing for a moment, but then curiosity seemed to take hold, and she bit her lip. “All right. I’ll bite. What does figure it out mean exactly? Be friends? Date? Screw?”

I quirked a brow. No woman had ever irritated me and turned me on at the same time the way she did. “What if my answer isn’t that straightforward?”

The disgruntled look she gave me didn’t get past me.

Nor did I let it daunt me. “But, I mean, if you’d rather cut right to the screwing part, I’m good with that, too.”

Now she was laughing again. “You really are too much.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” I mused and stepped forward, pushing her back against the car.

I wanted more of what I had back at the farm.

I wanted her.

And so I took what I wanted.

Crashing my mouth to hers, the taste of her was both hot and sweet, and something I couldn’t quite identify, but I knew it was satisfying.

Her lips parted on a whimper, and she gave me full access to what I wanted. What I needed. What I craved.

This time she kissed me back harder and clung to me in a way that had her fingers digging into my back.

Feeling like I needed more, I tugged her thigh up so I could press deeper between her legs. When my hand tightened around her neck, she pushed against me, and I groaned. The vibration of it causing only more heat to shoot through me.

As the kiss grew more demanding, it muddled my head and took me somewhere else entirely. The air crackled dangerously between us, and I let myself go. My hands wandering, my lips seeking, my tongue thrusting, and my body wanting.

When I felt my control starting to fray, I lifted my head, but didn’t step back, didn’t let her go. “We should talk first.”

Breathless and panting, she was attempting to steady herself and placed a hand on my chest as if she needed the support. “Okay, you’re the first guy to ever say something like that to me.”

Firsts were all over the place tonight.

“It’s just that jumping into bed, or anyplace, would be easy, and I’m not saying I don’t want to.” I glanced down at my raging erection, “I mean obviously, I do.”

A smile feathered her lips along with a slight blush that coated her cheeks. “But . . .”

“Yes, there is a but.”

“Isn’t there always?”

I shrugged. “But, you are going to plan my sister’s wedding.”

She shook her head back and forth. “I can’t. I don’t have enough resources to pull it off.”

“Yes, you can. And yes you are. Somehow, someway you will make that day happen because I’m not letting you quit.”

She raised a perky brow, and I couldn’t help but glance further down at her perky nipples. Fuck, I wanted to take them in my mouth. “Did you just say you’re not letting me?”

I shook off the thought of putting her in my car and having her naked beneath me right this minute. “Yes, I’m not letting you quit. I’ll sue you if I have to.”

Her palms pressed harder against my chest. “Oh yeah, on what grounds?”

I smiled. “Misrepresentation.”

“Of what?”

“Using that sexy body of yours to lure me into doing business with you and then not allowing me to sink deep inside you. Not allowing me to fuck you so hard and for so long that you can’t even remember your own name.”

I watched her eyes smolder with an explosive heat and had to order myself not to press her right back against the car and just take her right there. In a public place. She cleared her throat. Straightened her shoulders. Her voice was shaky when she finally spoke. “I never said I wouldn’t allow that.”

Triumph blazed in my eyes. “Good. Then the faster we can move past the business aspect of our relationship, the faster we can move on to getting naked.”

“That’s right to the point.”

“I’m always right to the point. You’ll figure that out soon enough, just like you’re going to figure out where to have this wedding. And then once you do, you are going to plan the biggest event the country has seen in decades.” I lifted her chin with my fingers. “Do you understand me?”

She nodded. Swallowed. Went to open her mouth, but I shut it with a kiss.

“Don’t even think of disagreeing,” I whispered around her lips.

Ignoring me, she placed her hands on my face and leaned back. “What I was going to say is what happened to figuring us out? To being friends? To dating? You’re skipping right to the sex part.”

“Isn’t that the best part?” I murmured.

Dirty blonde hair and big eyes framed an unexpected charm of twin dimples. “Well, yes, and no.”

“No?” I asked in surprise.

“I mean, when it’s good, yes.”

“I don’t know who you’ve been having sex with, but I promise you with me it will be more than good.”

She rolled her eyes at my flirtation, but those dimples flicked in amusement on her cheeks when she went on. “You sound like Tony the Tiger by the way, and I’m waiting for you to say, It’s great.”

An exasperated sigh escaped my throat, but so did a surprised smile. She knew how to dish it, that was for certain.

“Seriously though, Jake, dating is how you get to know someone.”

I sobered. “Dating is . . . complicated, and expectant, and time-consuming,” I ran my hand through my hair. “Three things I can’t handle in my life right now, and besides, I have a job waiting for me in New York.”

“New York?”

I nodded. “In the trauma unit at New York Presbyterian Hospital.”

“When do you start?”

“That’s open-ended right now.”

She nodded as if she understood that it was dependent on my grandmother. Then she rose on her toes, linked her hands behind my head, and laid her mouth on mine. A jolt of pleasure shot straight through me. I had to fight the urge to grab her as I had before, because all I wanted to do was release even a small portion of that pent-up lust that was between us.

I could have just a little taste right here, and it would help do just that. I ran a hand up her body then down it again. Stopping at the loose waistband of her pants, I eased my fingers inside.

Quivering, she drew back, and a pretty flush tinged her tan cheeks pink. “How about this? I agree to plan the wedding—with your help—and you agree not to define us, to see where things go, regardless of the place.”

All kinds of alarm bells went off in my head, and I pulled my hand back. That was dangerous right there because it meant she wanted more than I knew I could give.

Than I had to give.

“Look,” she said. “I have a business to run that you must already know is floundering, and that is my first priority. I like you, and I want to figure this out between us, but I want to do so with an open mind.”

I looked down at her. “Figure it out, that’s all.”

She removed her arms from around my neck and offered me her pinky. “Pinky swear.”

I shook my head. “I am not doing that.”

“Come on, please, it means we both understand the deal. We enter into a relationship with no expectations.”

“But with sex?” Hey, I was hopeful.

She smiled. “Yes, with sex.”

I offered my pinky and couldn’t believe I was doing such a foolish thing. She just had a way about her. Part strong woman, part lost girl. She was both a kitten and a lion, and I was drawn to her. With my pinky wrapped around hers, I said, “Now, for the sex part.”

“Yes.” Her eyes were wide, and her lips parted.

However, before I could tell her we were going to my place in midtown because it was closer than Buckhead, and I didn’t want to hear anything about it, my phone started ringing from my car, where I’d left it. I uncurled my pinky and held up a finger. “Give me one second.”

She nodded.

Opening the door, I grabbed for my cell. It was late, so either there was an emergency at the hospital, or it was concerning my grandmother. “Dr. Kissinger,” I answered.

“Dr. Kissinger, this is Matthew.”

I stood and held my phone to my ear. My heart was clambering in my chest. “Yes Matthew, is something wrong?”

Matthew was my grandmother’s night nurse. I’d hired him to take care of her at her home, and tonight was his first night.

“Yes. Yes. Everything is fine. And I hate to bother you, but she’s asking when you’ll be home.”

Relief washed over me and I laughed. “Tell her I’m on my way and then will you please remind her that I’m nearly thirty, which means she no longer has to wait up for me.”

“Yes sir, I understand sir, but I’d rather not if you don’t mind.”

“Sure thing, Matthew, I’ll tell her myself when I get there.”

“Okay, sir, goodbye then.”

I shoved my phone in my front pocket and backed Jules up against the car. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to postpone things. My grandmother just came home today, and I told her I’d stay with her. Somehow she took that to mean I need to be home before she goes to bed.”

Jules was giggling. “I heard you, and I think it’s cute.”

I thrust my hard cock against her. “Baby, I’m anything but cute. When you get home tonight, and you’re touching yourself, thinking of me and what I’m going to do to you, I doubt the word cute will come to mind.”

“I probably shouldn’t admit this, but I’ve been playing with myself a lot since meeting you.”

I groaned and thrust into her again. “That’s something we have in common then because I’ve had an itch I haven’t been able to scratch. But tonight when I get in the shower and grip my cock, this time I’ll be thinking about you playing with your gorgeous pussy and the sounds you make when you come.”

Her lips formed a perfect O. “When will I see you?”

Stepping back, I took her bag and immediately found her keys. “Me or my cock?”

“Don’t they come together?”

Unlocking her door, I smirked. “Oh, they do. Trust me, they do.”

“Seriously, when?”

I opened her door. “I’ll call you tomorrow, but check your phone tonight.”

“Are you going to send me a dick pic?” she asked, lowering herself inside.

“Not just a dick pic. Something better,” I told her and stepped back to shut the door. “Now get going. I’ll follow you out. If I don’t get back to Rosewood, my grandmother won’t get any sleep tonight.”

“That’s it!” she shouted with a burst of excitement.

“What’s it?”

“Rosewood. We’ll have the wedding at Rosewood and recreate the scene in that picture of your great-grandmother. A tea party in the garden before the ceremony during the day and the ball of all balls inside at night. It will be just like one of Gatsby’s parties, only so much better.”

I had to hand it to Jules; my sister would love the 1920’s vibe. I wasn’t so sure she’d love the Rosewood idea, though. Yet, I could sell her on that, especially since I knew Mimi would go for the suggestion the minute I repeated it. I tapped my knuckles on the hood. “Start planning, but Juliette, not before you make yourself come thinking of me.”

She ignored me again. It was really starting to irritate me, and that only turned me on more. “I need to come over, but not tomorrow. How about Sunday?”

I raised a brow. “My grandmother will be home, but if you insist on having me, I guess I’ll have to say yes.”

“Not for sex,” she scolded.

“I know,” I said and closed the door.

She opened the window. “I’ll be there at eleven.”

I leaned in. “What about getting together tomorrow for the sex part?”

With eyes the brightest green, freckles alight, and dimples practically dancing, she shoved me back. “Oh, that will have to wait. I have a lot to do tomorrow. See you Sunday,” she said, and then closed the window.

I watched her back out and then I watched the taillights of her little Miata fade. As she turned the corner, I wondered if this was all a big mistake because I couldn’t wait to see her again.

And that was so unlike me.

So very unlike me.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Taste of Your Own Medicine

JULES

EXHAUSTION HAD LONG AGO SET in.

At nearly eight at night, I was finally able to relax. I had run a bath and was lowering myself into the water when I decided on lavender-scented oil and bubbles.

After adding them, I settled myself against the back of the tub and reached for my phone. I thumbed directly to my messages to play the video Jake had sent me last night for the hundredth time.

It wasn’t of his dick.

It wasn’t of him making himself come.

But it was still such a turn on.

It was of him eating a piece of chocolate cake. “I want to come inside that hot mouth of yours,” he whispered and then opened his mouth wide. “I want to taste your pussy and make you come so hard,” he moaned as he licked at the fork with his tongue. “I want to bury myself deep inside you,” he said in a guttural tone, and the way his eyes closed when he did, made me think he was orgasming right in front of me.

He knew this of course.

And he was acting.

He was trouble.

And I knew it.

The dirty talking doctor was a bad boy through and through.

And I liked it. Worse, I wanted more.

What I had responded with was:

Me: No dick pic

Him: How bad do you want it?

Me: Not that bad.

Him: Send me something first, and I’ll consider it.

Me: Something like what? Me painting my nails?

Him: Something worthwhile.

I didn’t respond to that text, and we hadn’t spoken all day, but I’d spent the day contemplating what was worthwhile.

And I couldn’t believe what I was about to do. I was going to give him a show, and it was one he didn’t have to use his imagination for.

I’d never done anything like this before, and my hands were shaking.

Turning the video on, I angled my phone toward my sex, which was, of course, hidden by the bubbles, and then using my free hand, I ran my fingers down my belly.

Resting my chin on the water’s surface, I found my clit and started circling. The bath oil made my skin slick and my cunt even slicker. Smooth. Soft.

For some reason, my arousal seemed heightened because I knew I was doing this for him.

Sinking lower into the deep tub, with my ears in the water, I was able to hear the wildly beating thump of my heart.

The pitter-patter caused by thoughts of him.

His mouth.

His lips.

His tongue.

His cock.

Spurred on by the sound, I took my nub and started pinching it between my fingers. I pushed myself back up and allowed a sigh to leak out of me as my pussy tightened and bucked.

Water splashed out of the tub, but I didn’t care because his voice was in my head. “I want to come in that hot mouth of yours.”

Needing more, I opened my legs wider and pushed my hips against the water when my fingers plunged inside me.

I bit my lip, the intrusion causing my hips to jerk toward the surface. Still, it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. Not him.

Needing even more, I applied pressure and circled my clit. Over and over. My moans were real, and they were for him. The water supported me and lifted me, but not for long. Soon I was pushing my pelvis against my fingers, and my shoulder blades bumped the bottom of the tub.

I held the phone up higher.

His hands.

His big, callused palms.

Rough and soft.

His long, strong fingers.

That’s what I wanted to feel. That’s what I pretended I felt.

Sliding two fingers inside, I tried to make believe it was okay that it wasn’t his thick, hard cock fucking me. And for a minute, it was okay. My clit swelled. And my body opened with an ache to be filled. But then I realized it wasn’t him, and I forced myself to keep pretending.

I imagined it was him in here with me. Fucking me. Telling me to sit on his lap. To ride his hard cock. And we were all tongues, hands, and hot explosive kisses. And then, and then, I exploded in a small whirlwind of tiny sparklers.

No fireworks.

No stars or other galaxies.

And surely no earth moving under my feet.

I mean, I was alone. But I came hard, and I came for him. I may not have known what it was Dr. Kiss was making me feel, but I did know for absolute certainty that I wanted to find out.

I turned the camera off and thought about deleting the video, but what did I have to lose by sending it?

Just then my leg slipped from the tub and bubbles blew all around me and landed on my screen.

It was a sign.

So, without overthinking it any further, and before I could totally chicken out, I brought up my contacts list and hit send without attaching a message.

He’d figure it out.

I relaxed back in the tub and closed my eyes. Oh, how I wished I could be there when he watched it.

Five minutes passed and nothing.

Ten minutes passed and nothing.

At fifteen, I stopped counting.

The caustic bastard wasn’t going to respond.

He was waiting for me to come begging.

Well, he’d be waiting a long time.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Off One’s Rocker

JULES

I HAD TURNED INTO A prune, literally.

My skin was all wrinkled and my toes shriveled by the time I finally emerged from the tub. Grabbing a towel, I dried myself and noted that my skin might have been clean from the hot water, but my arousal was not nearly satisfied.

As I wrapped a robe around my naked body, I knew that I would give in and call him to invite him over. Now. Tonight. The simple truth was—I wanted him. His mouth on me. His hands on me. Him.

I wanted to feel him lick the soft, wet slit of my pussy. I wanted to coax a smile on his lips when I came hard under his tongue. I wanted him to fuck me with his hands and his cock and his mouth until I came. I wanted to make him come and beg for more.

And I couldn’t wait any longer.

When my phone rang, I lunged for it. It was him. I was sure, and I was going to order him to come over right now.

Before I could get to it though, I slipped on the wet floor and landed on my butt. With my rear throbbing, I got on my knees and crawled across the tile to grab for my phone, and then I hurriedly pressed answer. “Hello.”

“Is this Jules Easton?” the gruff voice asked.

I glanced at the number. I didn’t know it. “Yes.”

“I have a guy in my back room that gave me instructions I was to call you if anything happened to him.”

“What happened?” I asked in alarm.

“He got knocked out, and he’s in pretty bad shape.”

“How bad?”

“I’m not a fucking doctor, lady, but he doesn’t look good, or I wouldn’t be calling.”

“Can I talk to him?”

“He’s out cold.”

“Can you take him to the hospital and I’ll meet you there?”

He said nothing.

My nerves started to flutter. “Where are you? I’ll call for an ambulance?”

His laughter was almost sardonic. “Look, lady, we don’t take nobody to no hospital, and we don’t call for no ambulances. You got that?”

All I could do was close my eyes. “Yes, I got that.”

There was some crinkling of paper. “I was about to throw his ass out on the street when I remembered he told me if I called you I’d get $200.”

“How did he tell you that? He’s out cold.”

He sighed. “When he came in he gave me your number. And in case of an emergency, I was to keep him with me until you got here. If I did, I’d get $200 bucks. And I did, so are you coming to get him, or what?”

I got to my feet. “Yes. I’ll be right there. What’s the address?”

“Lady, I ain’t no phone book. We’re at the AX. And when you come, don’t forget the money.”

“No, I won’t.”

After hanging up, I got dressed as fast as I could. Once I slipped my sneakers on, I googled the AX. I gasped as I read posts about the underground fighting ring, or rather the cage fights. They were illegal. That much I knew. According to the internet, the referees weren’t trained, the fights weren’t monitored, and the rules weren’t set in stone. There were also no medical personnel there to help with injuries.

It sounded barbaric.

Why was Finn there, of all places?

No time to think about anything, I had to move fast. In a rush, I scrambled down the stairs and rifled through the kitchen cabinets for the coffee can where my uncle had once kept money when we were kids, in case we needed it. Luckily, there was still some in there, and I grabbed it all. I was fairly certain Finn didn’t have that amount of cash on him. And I didn’t have much, either.

Combining what I had with the money from the can, it totaled two hundred and twenty dollars. I tossed it in my purse.

In my car, I plugged the address into my GPS and then headed downtown.

What had he done?

In the past, I’d cleaned and bandaged Finn’s cuts, but he’d always come home and then asked me for help. Things had to be pretty bad if he couldn’t even get to the house.

Finn liked to fight, sure, but he was training with someone that was helping him get ready to apply to the UFC.

I had no idea where I was when my GPS told me I’d arrived. The building didn’t have a sign on it, but it looked like an old abandoned factory.

Cars, trucks, and motorcycles filled the parking lots, and when I got out, a man that had been loitering around whistled at me. “Hey, over here, pretty thing.”

I didn’t know why I even looked his way, but I did. He had leaned against a building and was unzipping his pants.

“Help a guy out,” he smiled.

My heart started to pound.

Luckily, I’d thrown on a pair of jeans and a tank top, along with my Converse, and I was able to move fast.

Throwing open the door, I could hardly believe what I was looking at. Hundreds of people filled the space. Stepping inside, I was nearly blinded by the fluorescent lights and the music was so loud, the floors were shaking. I felt there was a subway running beneath me.

This unsanctioned event was utterly rampant.

Pushing my way in through the throng of people, I ignored the smell and the heat. I had no idea where I was going, but I just kept moving. Even as the sweat beaded on my skin, I didn’t stop.

Up high, windows were open, and fans were blaring in almost every corner. I don’t think the place had air-conditioning.

There were sweaty men and women everywhere, most of them drunk or high. To my surprise, some of the men were dressed in suits and some of the women wore expensive high heels.

When I got close enough to the center, I could see the cage. People were screaming as they huddled around it. “Rambo. Rambo. Rambo.”

Their attention was on the fighter covered in tattoos who was pushing through the crowd with his corner men and three half-naked ring girls leading the way. He was huge. Big and ripped with biceps so large they had to be bigger than my thighs. Blood was dripping from his eye down to his mouth, and I prayed to God he wasn’t whom Finn had fought.

Scurrying away from the hustle and bustle, I spotted a sign that read, “Office.”

Finn had to be in there.

Weaving around and through the crowd, I reached the door and knocked on it.

“Go the fuck away,” came an angry voice.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Stupid. This was stupid. I should have called my uncle. “I’m here to pick up my cousin.”

The door flung open, and his eyes raked over me. “You got my money?”

I nodded and took the money out of my purse, tossing one of the twenties back in before I handed it to him.

After he took it, he shoved it down his pants. He didn’t have to worry—it wasn’t like I was going to try to get it back, but if I were, there was no chance of it. “He’s over there. Now get him out of here.”

My eyes darted to the heap on the floor. “Finn,” I cried out as I rushed over to him. He was shirtless and lay lifeless on the floor. There was dried blood on his face and hands, and he was coated in a sheen of sweat. “Finn,” I said again softly.

The burly guy turned up the wall unit, and a blast of cold air hit me in the face. I felt my nipples pebble and cursed myself for wearing this shirt.

The manager sat at his desk and picked up his sandwich.

“What happened to him?” I screamed.

With a hunk of food in his mouth, he said, “Like I already told you, he got knocked out.”

“By who?”

He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Rambo.”

“Why was he fighting a guy so much bigger than him?”

“Why do you think, girlie? Money.”

I looked back down at Finn. “How much money?”

“Ten grand. Any more questions?”

I shook my head. Finn knew I was in dire straits and when he said he’d help me out, I thought he meant with his time, not by trying to raise cash through fighting. I fought back my tears.

“Then get him out of here.”

With my ear to Finn’s chest, I could hear him breathing, and sighed in relief. “I need help. I can’t carry him alone.”

He sipped his beer and then burped. “That will cost you another hundred.”

I pushed Finn’s hair away from his eyes and saw how swollen both were, and by the amount of blood around his nostrils, it looked like he’d broken his nose again. “I don’t have another hundred.”

“Then come back when you do. I’ll be here all night.”

Tears fell hot from my eyes. I didn’t have a hundred dollars in my account. I wasn’t even sure I had ten dollars. “I have twenty dollars left in my purse. If I give you that, will you please just help me get him to the car?”

The guy had turned his attention to the porn he was watching on the small television. “I told you. That’s gonna cost you a hundred.”

“Finn.” I tried again to lift him. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. “Please Finn, get up.”

The guy turned toward me, “He’s out cold, girlie. There ain’t no way he’s getting up on his own, but I’ll take that twenty and a blowie if it helps you out.”

Disgusted, I got to my feet. “In your dreams.”

He shrugged. “Just thought I’d offer.”

I pushed the hair that had fallen loose from my ponytail back into the elastic. “You’ll keep him in here until I get back?”

His eyes were glued to the screen. “Like I said, I’m here all night, and he sure as hell ain’t going anywhere.”

Straightening my shoulders, I headed toward the door. “I shouldn’t be very long.”

He didn’t respond.

He didn’t care.

Outside his door, I pulled out my cell, but I had no reception. The place was concrete—everywhere.

Sighing, I made my way back toward the entrance. Fluorescent lights from overhead flickered as I weaved through the crowd once again. Hands touched my ass, my breasts, and tugged on my ponytail, but I did not show any fear. Instead, I just moved faster, and faster still.

Gasping for air out in the humid Georgia night, I pushed away the feeling that I couldn’t breathe and that I wasn’t quite steady on my feet. There was no time for that nonsense.

Knowing it would alter the dynamics of our relationship, but having no other choice, I pulled out my cell once again and called the only person I could think to call.

When he answered, I started to cry, and I hated myself for that. “I need you. Can you come?”

“Where are you?”

I told him. I told him everything. It just came out.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“And can you bring a hundred dollars in cash, please?”

“Yeah, sure,” he said without question. “And go where I told you, and don’t move from there.”

“I won’t.”

I hung up and clung to myself.

How had things gotten this bad?

“Hey, pretty thing,” said that same gruff voice.

I tried to back away, but the brick way got in my way.

He grabbed my arm with his huge hand. “Did you change your mind?”

I felt it coming, but there was no way I could stop it.

PANIC.

And once it started, there was no stopping it.

I’d learned that many years ago.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Take With a Grain of Salt

JAKE

THE PLACE WAS A FUCKING mob scene.

Without hesitation, I pushed my way through the crowd and shook my head when I looked in the direction of the cage. One guy had the other on the floor, and his fists were pummeling down without mercy.

AX was one archaic place.

Bare-knuckled fights without protection. Choke holds, eye gouging, groin attacks, the only rule was there were no rules. Over the past few months, I’d seen these guys come through the ER claiming they’d fallen or gotten into it with a buddy, but the bruising around the neck and bloodied knuckles always gave it away.

Whatever, I wasn’t there to judge. My job was to keep them alive. Nothing I did could stop them from wanting to kill each other.

The volume of people inside was unreal. Those who weren’t watching the fight were either drinking or smoking or looking for a good time. It smelled like piss and vomit and cigarettes everywhere, yet hands were exchanging hundred dollar bills like it was a fancy casino in Las Vegas.

I searched for the sign she’d told me to look for, and then strode past it down the hallway she’d mentioned.

It was where the restrooms were located. It was dark, and water dripped from copper pipes above. There was no doubt the place had once been condemned and was now occupied for the sake of off-the-grid illegal activity only.

A payoff here and there must be what was keeping them open for business. With any luck, not for much longer.

There were a few dudes in leather loitering about halfway down the corridor. This set me on edge. It could be a drug deal going down, or perhaps a plan was being hatched to inspire a good time.

Who the fuck knew or cared, so long as it didn’t involve Jules or me. To help ensure that, I pulled the hoodie of my sweatshirt up and started down the yellowed linoleum. Drawing attention was the worst thing I could do in a place like this. Invisible was what I wanted to be.

Christ! Jules would be anything but invisible with that bold dirty blonde hair of hers and those big green eyes.

Every muscle in my body tensed and my hands made fists so tight my knuckles ached when I thought about what an easy target she was.

These guys were all hyped up, one was bouncing on his toes, and another was throwing punches in the air. They did, however, seem in their own world. Exchanging stories of fights they’d seen go down, they barely appeared to notice me. I kept my cool and made casual as I breezed by them. Giving the only one guy who looked my way a slight nod, I then quickly averted my gaze.

I wasn’t a chicken shit, by any means.

In fact, I was a black belt, and I could probably take all three of them if I had to.

I just didn’t want to have to.

I had to find Jules.

The women’s restroom was where I’d told her to go. I had no idea how safe it was or wasn’t, but it was better than anywhere else I could think of since she’d refused to leave.

It was just ahead, and I glanced over my shoulder to see if any of the guys I’d passed were watching me, but no one was. They were too caught up in the insanity of this place to displace their attention for long.

I huffed in a huge breath and pushed inside. It was hotter than hell in here. I glanced around and saw only one small window opened for ventilation.

The room was quiet despite the open window. Having no idea if anyone was in there, I peered down like a peeping tom to look under the stalls. Only one was occupied, and by a pair of red Converse. Uncertain if it was her or not, I whispered, “Jules.”

The door opened slowly with a creak that seemed way too loud, and there she was standing in the opening staring at me with wide green eyes.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she answered, her voice low, shaky and her hands gripping the edges of the stall frame.

I wasn’t convinced.

“You shouldn’t have come here alone,” I barked, taking a step forward to inspect her.

She came closer to me. “I had to, Jake. I didn’t have a choice. I already told you that guy said he was going to throw my cousin out on the street if I didn’t come get him.”

I looked her up and down, and not because I was turned on, but because I was concerned. The blood had drained from her face, her breathing was slightly labored, and she seemed unsteady on her feet. As my gaze rose, I noticed a large red blotchy spot just above her elbow. “What happened to your arm?” I asked, gently taking her wrist to lift her limb.

“It’s not a big deal.”

“What happened?” I asked again, a little more sternly this time. Upon examination, the redness didn’t appear irritated or punctured in any way, but more like a hand mark, like someone had grabbed her.

She tugged her arm away before I could finish looking at it. “I said I was fine.”

“And I said, tell me what happened!”

She stared up at me wide-eyed with resolve. “Fine. When I was outside calling you, some drunk creep approached me and took me by the arm, but I took care of the situation.”

There was no way to explain the surge of adrenaline that spiked through me, the need to put that motherfucker in his place. I wanted to find him and tear him limb by limb.

It was crazy.

No, it was insanity.

Acting out irresponsibly in that way could cost me everything I’d worked for.

With a muttered curse, I shook off the white-hot rage that was threatening to consume me and focused on Jules. “How exactly did you take care of it?”

She smiled a bit, and right away that put me mildly at ease. “I kneed him in the balls and marched back inside.”

Fuck, yeah.

Smirking at her, I pulled her against me like it was the most natural thing in the world, and then I stroked my hand over her cheek. “What are you, some kind of ninja?”

She leaned into my touch for just a moment, but then she pulled back and looked up at me. “How did you know?”

The comedy she found in the situation wasn’t really funny. However, the fact that she could find it so fueled an insanely crazy need to kiss her. I couldn’t right now, though. Focus. I had to focus. “Other than being slightly delusional, where’d you learn to do that?” I asked instead, thinking it would be a great skill for my sister to learn.

“Finn taught me. And we should probably go get him, he really didn’t look good.”

“He’s in the office at the end of the hall, right?”

She nodded. “That creep said he’d keep him in there until I returned.”

Creep. The term probably wasn’t that far off the mark . . . for either of the men.

Looking at the way her tits filled out that tank top like half oranges, I unzipped the beat-up navy sweatshirt I was wearing and handed it to her. “Speaking of creeps, put this on, and pull the hood up. We’ll draw less attention that way when we leave.”

To her credit, she might have wanted to refuse, but she said nothing. Instead, she surprisingly held her arms back for me to help her into it. From behind her, I reached around and zipped it. She smelled like sunshine in a place that smelled anything but. I had an urge to hold her for a moment, and I had no idea why. Hugging was definitely not my thing. Besides, my sister did enough of that for the both of us.

I took her hand. “Come on, stay close to me.”

Back in the hallway, the group of guys had cleared, and it was empty. With quick strides, I was knocking on the closed metal door that read, “Manager,” in a matter of seconds.

Manager.

That was a joke.

More like human janitor.

“Go the fuck away.”

I raised a brow as I looked over at Jules. “I got this,” she told me. She put her face close to the door. “It’s Finn’s cousin, I’m back to get him.”

When the door swung open, I had to admit I was clearly impressed. “He’s awake now,” the burly dude with lettuce stuck in his beard, grumbled.

He looked me up and down. “Who the fuck are you?”

I looked around the shabby office and wondered what the hell her cousin was doing in a place like this. “A friend.”

“Friends ain’t welcome.”

Jules stepped forward and breezed right past him. “He’s here to help me get Finn to the car. And don’t worry, you’ll still get your money.”

Those beady eyes of his narrowed on me “Fine then. Saves me the trouble,” he muttered, and then he held his palm out. “I’m guessing you’re the ATM.”

I wanted to shove the twenties up his ass as I pulled them out of my pocket, but I wasn’t stupid either. Getting into it with this prick wasn’t going to make getting out with a defeated fighter in tow any easier. Besides, by the looks of the heap of a body in the corner, it was already going to be tough enough.

I held out the money though, he could take it himself.

“Finn, are you okay?” Jules asked her cousin.

He mumbled something that at least gave me hope he was alert enough to ambulate.

She looked over at me. “He says he’s fine.”

Without appearing to be overly worried, I strode over toward Finn and Jules and then squatted down. “Do you know your name?” I asked him.

“Finn,” he mumbled. “Finn Easton.”

I tracked his pupils. “Do you know what day it is?”

He looked over at Jules, and she nodded at him. “Saturday,” he answered.

“You know why you’re in here on the floor?”

“I was knocked out,” he said, his lip more than a little swollen and impeding his speech.

“What the fuck are you, a doctor or something?” the human janitor asked.

Finn was alert at least, and I felt comfortable enough that getting him out of there should be the first priority.

The sound of shuffling feet was quick, and huge boots were beside me. “Cause we don’t allow medical attention to be given in the building.”

I glanced up. “Do I look like a fucking quack?”

It wasn’t like I denied who I was. I simply asked a question.

For some reason using the term for a sham doctor seemed to satisfy him. “Just get him out of here,” he fumed, and then he turned and stormed out of the room.

“Come on,” I told Finn as I hoisted him up.

Jules went to his other side.

“I’m good,” he told her.

I pulled his arm over my shoulder. “I need that sweatshirt back,” I told Jules.

She removed it, and I couldn’t help but watch the way she moved. The shape of her body. Her slight curves. Once she handed it to me, I put it on Finn and pulled the hood up. If the crowd saw him, there was a chance he’d get heckled. This way we might slip out somewhat unnoticed.

Before I opened the door, I asked him, “Have you vomited?”

He shook his head no.

“You know, you should go to the hospital for a scan.”

Again, he shook his head no. “I don’t have any insurance. It’ll be too expensive.”

“Finn!” Jules admonished, “Don’t worry about that.”

“No,” he said firmly.

I nodded. “How about I examine you first, and we decide after?”

To that he said nothing.

As soon as we stepped outside the office and into the hallway, he broke free of me. “I need to walk out of here on my own.”

The main room looked even more crowded than when I’d arrived, and the crowd sounded even rowdier.

It wasn’t a bad idea.

“Jules, stay between the two of us. I’ll lead the way.” I told her.

Jammed wall-to-wall with bodies, even though I had her hand, and she had Finn’s hand, it was hard to weave through the mass and stay together.

Jules wrapped her arms around my waist to stay close. I tensed and sucked in a breath, realizing the shaking I felt was a physical response to her body. And the feel of her front to my back had me wanting to do very bad things to her. I couldn’t recall a time any woman had sent a shiver racing down my spine.

Outside, she let go of me, and I didn’t like it. I wanted to keep her cocooned in safety until we could get out of there. After taking another few deep breaths to shake off whatever this was, I turned to check on Finn.

“My vehicle is over here,” I said, “Let me get you back to my place, and I’ll take a better look at you.”

“We can’t go to Rosewood!” Jules exclaimed.

“Not Rosewood,” I said. “My apartment in mid-town.”

She nodded. “Do you want me to follow you?”

“No. I want you to ride with me. I’ll bring you both back here tomorrow to get your vehicles. They’ll be fine until then.”

“But your car is too small.”

“I didn’t drive my car. I borrowed the night nurse’s Explorer.”

“Matthew’s?”

I nodded. She remembered.

Finn was quiet but keeping pace. The air was humid, but still so much better than inside. I wiped my brow and kept moving. When we got to the truck, I opened both the passenger and back doors. Jules slid in, and I closed her door, and then helped ease Finn down. As he slowly sat, he stopped for a moment to say, “You must be the infamous Dr. Kiss I’ve heard so much about.”

Normally, I would have cringed over the use of Dr. Kiss and what he’d said, but tonight I found myself grinning. “Don’t believe all the bad shit your cousin says about me, I’m actually a decent guy.”

He nodded. “I know you are. She told me.”

“Finn!” she exclaimed. “Shut it.”

I laughed as I closed the door. He might have been banged up pretty bad, but at least he was talking and tracking.

The rear window was jammed open about an inch, and as I walked around the vehicle, I heard Finn say, “Relax Jules, it wasn’t like I told him you think he was made for you.”

Made for her.

What the hell did that mean?


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Burn the Midnight Oil

JULES

I PRESSED MY FINGERS TO the cool glass.

Atlanta was never dark, but it looked more alight than ever from the forty-fifth floor of Jake’s apartment. Painted in a silver and gold wash, everything down below appeared almost magical. The streetlights resembled twinkling lights, and Lake Clara Meer seemed more similar to a reflective mirror than a body of water.

Yet, the reason I was there was about as far from magical as you could get. I was in way over my head. That was becoming clearer and clearer by the day. As if running Easton Design & Weddings into the ground wasn’t bad enough, now I had Finn risking his life to help me build it back up.

Things couldn’t go on like this.

I hated to admit it, but maybe I wasn’t cut out to run a business of such large scale. I loved planning weddings. I loved the parties. It was the business dynamics I sucked at.

Expenses. Invoicing. Checks and balances.

It was all too much.

The sound of a door closing had me whirling around. Jake had been in his guest room with Finn for over an hour, and I was a nervous wreck.

Barefoot and looking exhausted, he came down the hallway, running a hand through his damp hair. In fact, his entire body looked damp.

“How is he?” I asked.

Jake started toward the kitchen. “He’s going to be fine. Nothing broken. And as far as I can tell, a few bruised ribs and a mild concussion is the worst of it. I helped him take a shower and gave him some clean clothes. He’s sleeping now.”

Relief washed through me, and I sagged back. “Jake, I don’t know what I would have done without your help tonight.”

With his bottom lip in that state of semi-permanent pout he wore so well, Jake stopped at the small bar in the kitchen. “He shouldn’t have been there.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I know that, and I’m sure he does as well. He was doing it to help me.”

Lifting the whiskey bottle, Jake gave me a knowing nod, and then he started to pour the amber liquid. “I told your cousin I’d introduce him to a friend a mine whose father is the general counsel for the UFC. If he wants to fight because he has demons to slay, that’s his business, but he needs to be smarter about it.”

I started for the sofa where I’d left my purse and phone. “You’d do that for him?”

Setting the bottle down, he looked up. “Sure, if it will help him out.”

My eyes found his but dropped a little when I noticed the way his shirt was sticking to the sculpted muscles of his chest. “That’s really nice of you.”

Jake smirked a little and cupped his ear. “Say that again, I don’t think I heard you.”

I grinned at him. “You heard me.”

He reached for a bottle of wine. It was Pinot Grigio, and of the Cupcake variety. This made me smile. “I didn’t buy this for you.”

“Oh, I didn’t think you did,” I quipped. “I mean it fits so well among your bottles of vintage varieties, it’s like it belongs right where it was on your shelf.”

Looking up at the fine bottles of wine that obviously he had collected over a long period of time, he shrugged. “I figured I’d help the company out.”

When he started to open it, I stopped him. “I should probably call for a ride and go home. It’s late.”

Ignoring me, he poured the wine into a glass. “You can’t leave. You have to help me check on your cousin throughout the night.”

Alarm shot through me. “What do you mean? I thought you said he should be fine.”

With a glass of whiskey in one hand and wine in the other, he started toward me. “Finn needs to be woken up every couple of hours to make sure he’s alert. Nothing to worry about. It’s standard practice for concussions. And then he needs to be watched for the next three days as well.”

Suddenly, I felt nervous. He’d rejected me by ignoring my text. Oh, God, the text. Obviously, I’d gone overboard. “Yes, of course. I can sleep on the sofa.”

His lazy gaze drifted over me, warming my skin as if he’d touched me. When he handed me the wine, he said, “You do have other options, you know.”

Setting my purse back down, I took the wine and sipped at it. “Oh, and what might those be?”

He lifted a thumb and pointed to the hallway opposite of where Finn was. “I have a really big bed in there. I’m more than willing to put myself out and share it.”

I frowned at him. “Why didn’t you respond to my text?”

He finished sipping his whiskey. “I didn’t get a text, or unlike you, I would have responded.”

My expression turned to confusion. “You didn’t get the video I sent from my bathtub?”

A half smile curved his lips upward. “No, but I’m more than intrigued. Were you naked in the bathtub?”

Pulse racing, I tripped over the coffee table leg when I went to set my glass down and landed face first on the sofa. Crawling across the leather the few feet I had to go, I dove for my phone in my purse as soon as I reached it.

Jake sunk onto the sofa beside me, his gaze more than intrigued as he watched me intently bring up my messages.

Still on my knees, my heart was pounding against my ribcage when I saw what I’d done. “No. No. Nooooo!”

It hit me like a brick.

I’d searched the letters Ja and never noticed I hadn’t selected Jake Kissinger.

Instead, I must have tapped on Jaxson Cassidy.

Oh, my freaking God, Jaxson!

Quickly, I typed out a message.

Me: Jaxson, I’m so sorry. Please disregard the video.

Him: You have some explaining to do.

Me: I will. Later. Promise.

Without asking, Jake took the phone from my hand and looked at the screen. “Who’s Jaxson?”

Deflated, I answered in a pathetically sad tone. “My ex-fiancé.”

Jake’s eyebrows climbed. “You were engaged? What happened?”

I looked down at him. “Yes, but Jaxson and I weren’t right for each other, so I broke it off.”

“How long have been broken up?”

“Almost a year.”

He was quiet for a moment.

When I couldn’t take it, I tried to snatch my phone back.

Jake held it just out of my reach. “Oh no you don’t. I’m going to watch this.”

“No way!” I reached across him, but his hold on it was too tight.

His gaze met mine. “I’d think after everything I did tonight, you’d be more than willing to let me watch something that was meant for my eyes to begin with.”

Resigned, I flung myself back on the couch and covered my eyes. With my feet on the sofa, I peeked through my fingers just enough to see him.

How was this even happening?

He set his empty glass down and then angled one leg over the other as if settling in for a movie—of the porn variety.

As soon as the sound of running water filled the quiet, sparse room, I felt my cheeks flush.

My on-camera moans were loud, and I had to fight my physical reaction to his response. His pupils flared as if a raw hunger had ignited inside him. When he watched me climax, he sucked in a breath. Thinking about what it would feel like with his very real, very thick cock inside me, an uncontrollable shiver worked up my spine.

The sound of the water lapping mixed with the noises of my climax filled my ears, and I knew the video was almost over. By the time it ended, Jake’s chest was rising and falling at a very rapid pace.

He was turned on.

I could see it in the way his jaw tensed. The way he bit his lip. The rigidness of his body. The outline of his erection.

It only took Jake a moment to look away from the screen. When he did, his gaze was hot and heated, and on me. “Fuck, you’re so hot. Show me your pretty pussy.”

I blinked. Did he just ask me to show him my pussy?

He did.

I know he did.

Was it like you show me yours, and I’ll show you mine?

I looked down at his thick erection.

I wanted to see it. Touch it. Feel it. I wanted to own it.

And yet I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. But my body did. My nipples hardened and pressed against the silky material of my bra causing arousal to shoot through my body in a blast of heat.

He untied my Converse. “That was a tease.”

“In what way?” I managed to ask.

“You made yourself come for me but never showed me so much as a glimpse of what you were touching. I want to see it. Show me.” His voice was so husky it sounded like gravel.

My entire body was trembling. “Right here?”

His nod was slow and seductive. “Right now. I can’t wait another second.”

I was still on my back, and I was looking at him through my spread thighs. Like this, he had a bird’s eye view of my denim-covered pussy and would have the same view of my naked one. “But what about Finn?”

Pulling both of my sneakers off at the same time, he let them drop to the hardwood. “He’s asleep, and won’t wake up for hours.”

“You mean until we wake him up.”

“Yes, until we wake him up, in two hours.”

Two hours.

It didn’t get past me that we had two hours of time to occupy.

With shaky fingers, I unsnapped the cool metal. Was I really going to strip for him? I was.

The small noise that eked out of his throat convinced me I made the right choice. My panties were already damp. They’d been that way from the first moment I saw him, no matter how many times I’d changed them.

I wasn’t telling him that.

Pulling on my zipper, it ratcheted apart tooth by metal tooth. I could feel the cool air whoosh over my skin when my fly opened. I hooked my thumbs in the sides of the denim to push them down.

Jake’s features had turned almost primal as he watched me slide the fabric over my hips and thighs. The jeans were tight, and I had to lift my hips to ease them down.

Slow.

Slow.

Slow.

I kicked out of them.

“Take off your panties,” he whispered in a voice rough-edged with need.

My breath was coming in short, harsh pants as I easily slid the tiny piece of lace down and then kicked it off.

I gasped when he got to his knees and circled his fingertips around my ankles. “Spread your legs, Jules.”

Automatically, my legs went slack, falling open and baring myself to him.

With just his fingertips he brushed over my smooth pink flesh. “Fuck, you’re perfect,” he groaned.

Nobody had said that to me in a very long time.

Using a single finger, he dragged it along my folds in a teasing manner. “You’re so wet. I can’t wait to taste you, to be inside you, to make you come.”

I couldn’t stop the hitch of my breath or the thump of my heart or the smile on my face.

The tease was over, and he withdrew his soft touch and then rested both of his hands on my knees. “Take your top off, and your bra as well.” This time I didn’t have to think twice. With the way he was looking at me, I would have done just about anything.

Without waiting another second, I lifted the hem of my tank and pulled it over my head and then reached behind and undid my bra. Once I’d pulled my arms out of it, I tossed the pieces to the ground. And then hesitantly, I raised my gaze, holding my breath as I looked back up at him.

“Fucking perfect,” he said again, but this time his voice was a low growl of appreciation that sent a jolt all the way to my toes.

There was a discernible bulge between his legs straining at the denim fly, and I wanted to reach and unzip him.

“Do you even know how sexy you are?” he asked.

His question stunned me. “I know the way you’re looking at me right now makes me feel sexier than I ever have.”

And it was true, under his needy, heated gaze, I don’t think I’d ever felt this desired.

Ever.

The only way I could describe the intensity of the moment was to say it was like being brushed with fire every time he raked his hot stare down my body and back up.

I was completely naked now, and yet he didn’t pounce. His approach was slow. My toes curled into the couch cushions with the anticipation of what he’d do next, but he made me wait.

Of course, he made me wait.

Then he was crawling. Coming up and over me, his body was strong and looming. When his face was directly above mine, he began to lower his head. I tilted my chin upward and placed my palms against his chest. I ran my fingertips down to his abs, and he flinched beneath my touch, his muscles going tight and quivering. I hastily withdrew, but he caught my hands with one of his and guided them back. “Don’t stop.”

I didn’t.

And then all at once, his warm, sensual mouth was moving exquisitely over mine and one of his hands was sliding up my body, and I couldn’t move. The feel of his skin on mine was pure bliss.

I sighed into his mouth.

The kiss deepened. His lips moved strongly over mine, demanding, taking, owning, and his urgency bled into my mouth. “I can’t be the only one feeling I’m going to die if I don’t get inside you.”

The statement was filled with warmth, and seeped into my blood, traveling through my body. “You’re not.”

He dragged his lips away from mine. “Tell me,” he demanded.

“I want you. All of you. I want to taste you, touch you, feel you, have you. All of you,” I said breathlessly, my heart surging as adrenaline spiked through my veins.

His eyes were brimming with lust and arousal. “Wrap your arms around me.”

I smiled and did just that. As if I weighed nothing, he hoisted me up. His hands slid beneath my bottom to hold me as I hooked my ankles around his waist. He strode out of the living room and down the hall to his bedroom. I clung to him and captured his mouth to give him a wild and hurried kiss.

A kiss to remember.

A single light from the bathroom shone into his bedroom, and it, like the rest of his apartment, was sparse and barren of any color, but the air in the room crackled like electricity ran through it as soon as we entered.

Wasting no time, he leaned over and landed me softly on the bed with my head on a stack of pillows that made me feel like I was floating on a cloud.

Just as quickly as he’d set me down, he stepped back and started tearing his clothes off. As soon as he pulled his shirt over his head, I felt dizzy. Dizzy with exhilaration, lust, and need.

I grew impatient at the sight of him half-naked. His strong shoulders, muscled biceps, and hard sculpted abs had me licking my lips.

I lifted my head as he unfastened his jeans and yanked them down his hips. His desire for me was right there to see in every inch of his tightly coiled body. He was hot. So freaking hot.

Standing there, his erection was straining, and his eyes burned over me with blazing heat.

My pussy throbbed and ached for him.

Him.

His muscles bunched as he crawled up the bed. My heart never pounded so fast. Grasping my legs, he spread my thighs open wide. I had never been so vulnerable and so turned on at the same time.

“Oh God,” I whimpered.

Those eyes flared and then his head dipped.

“Oh God,” I cried out again when his hot breath blew over me, and he kissed me there. Right there. When he licked me, his tongue flicked and teased. I drew in a breath. It had been so long since a man had gone down on me. Too long.

His lips worked my clit as he pushed a finger, then two, then three, inside me. Rough, but not harsh. He found my G-spot, and I think I convulsed around his fingers. Pleasure took my voice away.

I could feel my climax building, the muscles in my thighs trembling and tightening. He sucked and licked at me and slid his fingers in and out. I pushed my hips upward, and he fucked me with his mouth and hands and tongue until I gasped and trembled. I was heading for the cliff’s edge. Fast.

Trembling, I looked down at him nestled between my thighs. Passion hazed my vision, but everything became crystal clear when he paused to look up at me.

“Don’t come yet.” His breath drifted over my wet flesh mercilessly.

“Jake, please,” I protested.

He moved up my body and captured my wrists with his hands as he pushed mine over my head. “No touching yourself.”

It was a tease of course, but it felt more like torture. “Jake,” I whimpered.

His head surged down, and he kissed me, his tongue moving against mine in such hard, quick strokes, it was almost punishing. “Patience,” he chuckled.

My fingers curled around the headboard to fight the urge to touch myself just for a respite of relief, and I watched him as he fumbled in his nightstand for the package of condoms and slid one on.

When he moved back over me, he positioned himself between my thighs. “I can’t go easy, Jules.”

“I’m good with that,” I breathed out, my voice a husky whisper.

With one hand on his cock to guide it inside me, he stared at me with those intense blue eyes, and then I felt the tip of his cock push into me. He paused only for a moment before surging fully into me.

The shock of his entry nearly sent me over that same edge I’d come so close to moments ago, but I didn’t want to fall. Not yet. This was too good to end so fast.

My eyes closed as he filled me. When he moved, I moved with him. His fingers dug into my hips, and then he slid his hands up my belly to my breasts, palming them and tugging at my nipples.

Unable to stand it, I let go of the headboard and slid my hands up his arms to settle on his shoulders. He was so strong, and I reveled in the idea of touching him everywhere, all night long.

His palms went flush against the mattress as he fucked into me faster. Then he was back up on his hands and driving his cock deliciously deeper. He withdrew and thrust forward again, jolting my body with the force of his reentry. “Did I hurt you?” he rasped.

I couldn’t even draw a breath. I was lightheaded from the exhilaration and anticipation. “No. Don’t stop,” I cried out when he slowed.

His gaze seared into me, so intense that I shivered. “I won’t.”

My gaze was riveted to him, to his mussed up hair, his hard body, his soft touch.

He reached down, grasped my legs and pushed them both upward to wrap around his waist, and then pulled us both into a sitting position. Oh, God. Like this I was so tight around him, I wondered how he could possibly even move.

“Jake,” I cried out at the same time he cried out, “Juliette.”

Juliette.

It sounded so right coming from him.

Our gasps mingled, and the sounds of passion filled the room. Like this, I lifted my body and slammed myself down on his cock.

This was raw. Real. Primitive. We fucked hard and fast. No boundaries. The thrill of the next surge only driving me higher and higher than I had ever climbed.

The brink of orgasm was right there, but I had to keep chasing it up the mountain. I closed my eyes to stop myself from reaching the top. I wanted to see just how high I could go. Just how good it would feel.

“Keep your eyes open.” He thrust deeper into me. “Fuck,” he whispered, “keep your eyes open.”

With my hands in his hair, I found his heated gaze and lowered my mouth to his.

“You feel amazing,” he grunted against my lips.

I moved faster against his thrusts, my heart racing out of control. “So do you.”

“Juliette.” His grip on my hips tightened. “Juliette.”

“Jake,” I whimpered back as he thrust at just the right angle and I knew I had reached the top.

“Fuck.” He started to pump even harder, faster.

I was shuddering against him in tiny jerks trying my best to stop the fall and stay on top for just a little longer. The feeling was almost surreal. One I never wanted to go without.

His eyes glittered. “Come for me, Juliette,” Jake commanded, his voice gruff with need. “You’re so tight. Come around me. Let me feel you go wild around my cock.”

He was deep. So impossibly deep that I could feel nothing but the pulsating hardness of his cock as it drove inside me.

I let out a sharp cry as my orgasm flashed, explosive and intense. The fall into oblivion was higher and longer than I’d ever experienced, and it was with an intensity that I never could have imagined. Suddenly all those clichés I’d made fun of seemed so real. The earth shifted. The ground moved under my feet. I was on cloud nine.

As I floated back to earth, Jake held me to him and his rhythm increased. A few seconds later, his face pressed against my neck, his hips jerked, and I felt the release of his climax.

I shuddered.

He shuddered.

We held each other tight until our bodies stopped trembling.

And when our gazes met again, we both fell to the mattress in a heap and laughed.

Jake moved to get rid of the rubber in a nearby garbage can and then slipped beside me. He rolled to the side with one arm and laid one leg over my body.

I looked at him. Watched as his hand moved lazily up and down my body in smooth, flat strokes.

“Jules.”

“Yes,” I said.

“That was—I don’t even know how to describe it.” His hand centered over my pussy, his fingers dipping into my wet folds.

I opened my legs wider, loving the feel of his soft touch, and craving more, even though we’d only finished having each other a moment ago. “Out of this world. Amazing. Fantastic.” I threw a few words out there.

He stroked my pussy. Up. Down. Soft. Softer. “Yeah, all of that,” he laughed.

“I like it when you touch me,” I told him.

A wicked grin crossed his lips, and he dipped his finger inside me. “I like touching you.”

“I like it when you call me Juliette, too.”

His breath puffed hot on my shoulder and he kissed me. His lips pressed to my skin. His fingertips settled on my clit, and he circled lightly. “Why don’t you let anyone but Monty call you that?”

I was on my back looking up at him with my legs spread wide. He was on his side looking down at me, stroking me. And yet I found myself sucking in a breath and saying, “I tell everyone it’s because I was teased so much in school about the whole Romeo and Juliette thing, but that’s a lie.”

He stopped his stroking. “Why is that a lie?”

I took his hand and started to move it for him, telling him in my own way I wanted to feel his touch when I divulged the truth, and he figured it out because he dipped his fingers inside me and then started circling my clit in slow, even motions. Not enough to get me off, but enough to make me feel that tingling sensation a woman wished she could hold onto forever. “I think it’s because it reminds me of my parents, and sometimes I don’t want to be reminded.”

Jake didn’t stop playing with my clit, but he looked down at me with such intensity I felt like he knew exactly what I meant. “Do you want to tell me about them?”

I arched up, letting the good feeling in and trying to push out the bad. “They were perfect. More in love than anyone I’ve ever known. And then they died, and I had to leave New York and come here to live with my uncle. That was sixteen years ago, and I still miss them.”

He drew in a breath and his hand stopped.

“Don’t stop. Please, Jake, don’t stop. Let me feel this instead of the pain.”

And he did. He brought me to orgasm. Taking his time in a slow and steady motion, and although I didn’t climb the highest mountain, the fall was equally intense.

When I settled against him, I took his straining cock in my hand and started to stroke it. He shivered under my touch. He was big and thick and beautiful, and his skin was so soft. I wanted to touch him forever.

He reached for a picture on his nightstand and brought it back to show me. The light was poor, but I could see it enough.

I stopped my stroking.

It was of an older man in a doctor’s coat and a young man who, although much scrawnier and smaller, was still the spitting image of the older man, and there was no doubt who the younger man was.

He set the picture back down and took my hand and started moving it. “Don’t stop.”

I didn’t.

I found his gaze. “Was that you?” I asked, already knowing it was.

He nodded and let his legs fall open. “With my father, before he died,” he said, and then he closed his eyes as if wanting to block out the pain that accompanied the memory with the pleasure of my touch.

I understood.

I stroked up, circled his tip, and back down to circle at his base, and then lower to cup his balls.

His mouth fell open.

My heart pounded. He was silk and steel in my palm. I moved a little faster. Up. Down. Circling his width, stroking. I wanted to make him feel good. To help ease the pain of what he had yet to tell me.

His mouth parted on a small gust of breath when I moved faster. He fucked into my fist, and then he was crying out, short and rough, as his orgasm jetted onto his belly.

I watched the rise and fall of his chest, and then he opened his eyes and looked at me. “How did your parents die?”

My lips trembled, but I held myself together. “They both died in the World Trade Center attack. They both worked there. My father was a K-9 unit officer in the Explosive Detection Division for the Port Authority and my mother worked for Silverstone Properties.”

Jake sucked in a breath, and then he was silent for so long, I wasn’t sure he hadn’t fallen asleep with his eyes open. “My father died there that day trying to pull people out. He wouldn’t have even been there if it wasn’t for me. It’s my fault he died.”

“Jake,” I gasped, rolling onto him, not even caring that his sperm was still on his belly. “Don’t say that.”

His gaze was distant, and I knew he’d gone to that place I’d been to so often. That place where the hurt was so intense, you thought you couldn’t survive it.

The thing was, I’d been there too, and because I had, I knew how to bring him back. “Tell me what happened,” I whispered, knowing if he did it was going to open old wounds that had never healed.

Jake wrapped his arms around me and rolled us onto our sides. I was facing him, and we were close, so close, and yet he moved closer. It wasn’t until we were a breath apart that he opened his mouth to speak.

I braced myself.

I heard my pulse start to race.

What he was about to tell me was going to hurt both of us, but this time we had each other to help ease the pain.

And I knew it would make a difference.

It had to.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Drastic Times Call for Drastic Measures

JAKE ~ SIXTEEN YEARS EARLIER

IT WAS TUESDAY.

I hated Tuesdays.

Hated them ever since my father moved out three years ago and used his day off as his visitation day.

Rory was too young to know the difference. She thought it was fun when Dad came over and took us to school and then picked us up and brought us out to dinner.

I hated it.

Hated him.

For leaving us.

For leaving us with her.

Monica Alexander Kissinger.

Our mother, and completely incompetent.

My father worked at New York Presbyterian Hospital in the city and recently moved from Connecticut to the city to be closer to work. He also refused to let us come live with him. Well, he hadn’t exactly refused. He was working on that, but the laws regarding custody weren’t that easy, or so he’d said.

And then there was the fact that Monica was a well-known socialite with connections and was fighting him tooth and nail.

Whatever.

All I knew was that Monica was passed out in her bedroom, and I was the one getting Rory ready for school.

So he could fuck himself!

Pissed off that Monica wouldn’t even get out of bed and I had to deal with all the shit that was his responsibility, I texted him a message and told him not to come. That Monica had insisted on taking us early to meet the teachers since school had just started back up and didn’t want to have to see him.

That was a big, fat lie. Not the not wanting to see him part. Monica loathed him. But the part about school. I didn’t even think she’d ever set foot in either of our schools or knew what grade we were in, or even where our schools were for that matter.

I looked around at the mess in the kitchen and heard the stumbling on the stairs. Monica had come down looking peaked and a mess. She rushed to the sink where she vomited. Looking over at me, she said something I couldn’t understand.

I didn’t care enough to ask her to repeat it. “I can get us both to school,” I barked, and walked away, assuming she was apologizing again for her bad behavior.

The thing was I’d been covering up for Monica my whole life, and I was tired of it. I’d been filling in, doing what she was supposed to do, and keeping it to myself. Which was why I was in the place I was.

I got Rory on the bus, and then walked to school. I was early and hit the basketball court for a not so friendly game of pick up.

When the bell rang, we all hustled inside.

I glared at the teacher when she returned my paper with an F. “See me after school, Jake. I want to discuss this with you.”

I flung the paper onto the floor. “Don’t bother. I really don’t give a shit.”

She stood with her mouth opened and pointed to the door. “Principal’s office, now!”

Whatever.

I took my time walking to the office and realized what a dumbass thing that was to do. She would just call my mother, who wouldn’t answer, and then she’d call my father, who would. He’d be pissed off, disappointed in me, and give me the lecture about how if I wanted to be a doctor like him, I had to do better in school.

I

Did.

Not.

Want.

To.

Be.

Like.

Him.

“Wait outside,” I was told when I arrived.

I sat on the bench with my head down and pondered what to say.

I could come clean and tell her I was drowning.

That I couldn’t take care of my sister and my mother and do my homework and come to school and lie to my father and get good grades.

It was all too much.

That my mother had now started bringing strangers home at all hours of the night and waking me up with the noises she made while banging them.

That in order to make sure Rory didn’t wake up and hear her, I’d carry my sister out to the car until the dude or dudes would leave.

The door opened, and when I looked up, I saw the horror on Principal Mears face. “Jake, go back to class.”

I blinked. “But I was sent down here.”

“I know.” She was crying. “Please go back to class.”

Okay, I thought. That was easy, but why was she crying?

I didn’t have to wonder for long.

Her voice came over the PA. “Students, there has been a great tragedy. A plane has flown into the World Trade Center. The reason is unclear, but we are canceling school for the day.”

Unclear?

What did that mean?

Canceling school had to mean it meant something bad.

My blood went cold.

I had to get to Rory.

I ran as fast as I could out of the main doors and all the way to Rory’s school. Mass chaos was taking place there as the news had broken. I didn’t care about protocol or signing her out or that I was authorized or not.

I went to her class and called her into the hallway through the glass. She came out, and I told her we had to leave. She cried that her favorite pink bracelet was in her desk.

“Leave it,” I told her.

“I can’t. Daddy gave it to me and told me when I wear it to think of him.”

“Why did you take it off?” I gritted through my teeth.

“It’s too big. It keeps falling off.”

I waited for her to go get it, and then I took her by the hand and brought her home.

As soon as I got there, I turned the television on. A plane had flown into one of the towers, and they no longer thought it was an accident.

It was an attack.

We were under attack.

I tried to call my father.

He didn’t answer. He always answered when I called. I left him a message. “Dad, call me please, we need you.”

Monica stumbled down the stairs with a bottle of vodka in one hand and a cigarette in the other. “Aren’t you two supposed to be in school?”

“Mommy,” Rory ran to her. “Look at the television. New York City is under attack.”

She puffed on her cigarette and blew it out. “Oh, good, maybe it will wipe out the whole city and your father, too.”

Rory clung to the silk of Monica’s robe. “Don’t say that, Mommy. It isn’t nice.”

My mother pulled her back and slapped her across the face. “Don’t ever tell me what to do and not to do.”

The hatred I felt for Monica at the moment was unlike anything I’d felt in my life. “Rory, come over here.”

“You’re just like him,” Monica muttered. “Always the do-gooder.”

“I’d rather be like him than you,” I answered.

“Oh yeah, what do you think I am?”

“A drunk.”

Just then news of a second plane flashed across the screen. I held Rory tight and prayed for the first time in a long time that my father was on his way here.

But as the hours passed, I heard nothing from him. I kept trying to reach him. I didn’t understand why he wasn’t answering his phone. It was around nine at night when the phone rang.

“Hello?”

The voice was rough. “Can I talk to Mrs. Kissinger?”

“This is her son, she’s out, can I help you?”

“Yes, Jake, this is Dr. Peter Wright.”

“Dr. Wright, have you heard from my father?” He was my father’s friend and colleague.

“Listen, son, I really need to talk to your mother.”

I looked around the room, and then down at Rory who was asleep next to me. “She isn’t here. Is this about my father? I can’t reach him, and it’s not like him not to call.”

He ignored me. “Can you ask her to call me?”

“She won’t call you, Dr. Wright, come on, you have to know that. Please just tell me where my father is.”

A pained sound emanated from deep in his throat. “Son, your father went to the World Trade Center today to help with the victims, and—”

My world turned black.

I tuned the rest out.

He was dead.

Later that night, when I was beside Rory in her bed, I heard Monica come in the door, and even on a day like this she wasn’t alone. The music turned on and I smelled smoke and heard her drunken voice.

I didn’t have the energy to carry Rory out to the car tonight.

Anger burned through me, and I stormed downstairs. I found my mother and some young guy dancing around the living room. I went over to the stereo and turned it off.

My mother’s head jerked in my direction. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Rory’s sleeping. Do you think you could keep it the fuck down for once?”

Monica was scratching her thin arms, and her pupils looked smaller than I’d ever seen them. I had no idea how drunk or high she was, just that she was out of control. She practically leaped toward me and slapped me so hard, blood leaked from my mouth. “Don’t you ever talk to me like that!”

With a shake of my head, I turned my back on her and walked away. I was so done with her.

Upstairs, I heard Rory sniffling. I rushed toward her, and when I did, she sat up and looked at me. “Jake,” she cried.

“I’m here,” I said.

She took her little fingers and wiped the blood from my lip. Then she lifted her wrist and looked at the sparkly pink bracelet she was still wearing that was way too big for her before slipping it off. “I want you to have this.”

“It’s yours,” I whispered.

“But you need it right now.”

I took it from her. “I’ll keep it safe for you. Now, go back to sleep.”

“I can’t. I’m worried about Daddy. What if he never comes to get us? Who will take care of me?”

“I will,” I told her.

“But you’re not a grown up.”

She was right.

I might have felt like one, but I wasn’t.

That’s when I grabbed my phone. Rory couldn’t grow up like this.

“Hello?”

“Mimi, it’s Jake. You have to come and get us.”

And she did.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Through the Dark, I See the Light

JULES

THAT DAY MARKED OUR ENTRY into an exclusive club—a club no one would ever, ever wish to join.

We were the children of those tragically killed. There were over three thousand of us under the age of eighteen.

Each of us suffering through the never-ending DNA tests, the endless phone calls, the personal items identification process.

I’d blocked it all out.

Never talked about it.

This was, in fact, the first time I had shared my story or listened to another.

When Jake opened his eyes, they were the saddest, bluest eyes I’d ever seen. I knew I could drown in them, and I also knew I could pull him out of the water.

Tears fell from my eyes, but I forced myself to keep it together. For once I stayed strong.

I gazed down at him and threaded my fingers through his hair to push it from his handsome face. “Jake,” I whispered, “I’m so sorry for what you had to go through, but your father’s death wasn’t your fault. You have to know that.”

He shook his head. “A part of me does. A part of me knows my father would have made it to the World Trade Center even if he was in Connecticut, because that was just who he was. Helping people was in his blood.”

I stared at him in wonder. “And you followed in his footsteps. I’m sure he’s looking down at you with pride.”

His own eyes filled with emotion and his voice was hoarse when he said, “I never really hated him. In fact, I think I always wanted to be like him, I was just afraid I’d end up more like her.”

I pressed a sweet kiss to his lips. “You are a strong, kind, and giving man. And you are you.”

With a laugh, Jake rolled us over and looked down at me. “I’m not sure if you see me differently than the world or if you’re just blinded—”

Cupping his face in my hands, I cut him off. I didn’t care what he thought I was blinded by. His good looks. His arrogance. His brooding personality. His alpha tendencies. It didn’t matter. “I see you the way you are. I see you perfectly.”

He shook his head and then he lowered it, stopping just before my lips. “We have thirty minutes before I have to check on Finn. Let’s not spend any more of it talking.”

“But we’re not done—”

His mouth met mine like a fever, and the flashpoint of heat melted me. Like this, I forgot what I wanted to say.

All I knew was that we were connected through tragedy, and somehow that made this kiss even more intense than any of the others.

My head fell back as his teeth nibbled at the curve of my throat. He let his free hand roam, over my skin, my angles, my slight curves.

Had I ever been kissed like this before?

In that way that the meeting of lips, of tongues, of teeth, vibrated through my entire body.

Dazzling.

Hot.

Sweet.

Seductive.

I knew I hadn’t.

So I kissed him back.

And he kissed me.

And then we kissed some more.

I wanted him to kiss me forever.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

When Pigs Fly

JAKE

THE INTIMACY OF THE NIGHT had thrown me for a loop.

As the sheet covered our bodies from head to toe, I didn’t want to think about the same heartbreaking pasts we shared. Instead, I thought about her, and touched her, and then touched her some more.

Caressing my hand down her back, I lightly nipped at her shoulder with my teeth. She giggled, and I swore the oddest thing happened to me—my heart skipped a beat.

What the hell was going on with me?

She laughed from inside our cocoon. “That tickles.”

I buried my face in her neck and sucked on the spot behind her ear I’d already discovered didn’t tickle her as much as drove her wild.

Her breathing picked up the minute I applied pressure there with my lips. She might not be ticklish in that spot, but it definitely turned her on.

“Does this tickle?” I murmured in her ear, knowing already it didn’t. Knowing the more I sucked, the wetter she would get. The hotter she would get. The more she’d beg.

“No,” she said, and her voice sounded breathy.

We’d spent most of the night exploring each other’s bodies. I checked on Finn every two hours, and he was doing fine. Irritated. Sore. And in need of sleep, I’d decided to give him three hours before waking him again.

When Juliette and I had finally fallen asleep, it was almost dawn. With the light streaming in my room now, I wasn’t sure what time it was, just that it wasn’t early morning anymore. I didn’t really care either.

I nipped at her earlobe, and she giggled. The sound was one I was beginning to really like.

The soft chime of my alarm told me exactly what time it was. I rolled over onto my back and pulled the sheet from our heads.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Going to check on Finn.” I sat up.

She burrowed out of the sheet and crawled up to lay her head on my thigh. “Is it time already?”

“Well, I do have ten minutes.” I reached for my phone to see if I had any messages, but then I looked down at her. Her grin was wide and her hair was a beautiful mess of tangles. As soon as I saw that smile, I unclenched my hand and left my phone where it was. “You know what, ten minutes can be a really long time.”

“It can be,” she grinned, “but we should probably use that time to shower.”

“Together,” I added.

Just then her stomach rumbled.

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

“A little.” Her eyes seemed to light up at the thought of food.

“Okay, tell me what you want.”

“You,” she whispered and nipped at the skin of my thigh.

With a growl, I lifted her chin to look at me. “I meant what food do you want, but I like your answer better. Let’s go ahead and shower, right now.”

She looked away and then covered her face with her hands.

“Why are you acting shy all of a sudden?”

She lifted her fingers from her eyes. “I’m not, but I have to tell you something before we get in the shower.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And what might that be?”

Her cheeks flushed. “The day I went to Rosewood to meet with your sister, I saw you masturbating in the shower,” she confessed.

I bit my lip. “I know.”

She bolted up. “You know? How do you know?” she asked horrified.

The grin on my face had to be priceless. “I saw you in the reflection of the mirror.”

“Oh God! Why didn’t you say anything, or close the door, or tell me to get lost, or . . . or . . . or stop.”

I took her face in my hands. “I didn’t want to. It was hot watching the way you reacted to seeing me touch myself.”

“Hot? That was not hot. Well, I mean, you were hot. You were really, really hot, but—”

The things she got flustered about were sexy as fuck.

Did she even know that?

“I’ll do it for you again sometime, if you want.” I offered her a cheeky grin.

Her eyes hooded and her lips parted. “Okay, I’m good with right now.”

Laughing, I got out of bed. “Well, I think we could probably do something together.”

“That works, too.”

When I turned to take her hand and lead the way, her earrings glistened in the sunlight the exact same way they had the first time I saw her at the bakery, but I realized right then that wasn’t the first time.

The enormity of how I knew her, where I knew I had seen her before, hit me hard, and I sat on the edge of the bed.

She wrapped her arms around me. “What is it, Jake?”

I twisted around. “Your earrings.”

It didn’t make sense, I knew, but I had to catch my breath.

Touching one of them, she said, “What about them? They were my mother’s favorite pair. I wear them all the time.”

I shook my head. “No, that’s not what I mean. You attended the circle of honor at Ground Zero in 2002.”

It wasn’t a question.

I knew she had.

She nodded. “Yes, just before the candlelight ceremony in Battery Park. President Bush and the First Lady attended,” she said, and then swallowed. “How do you know that?”

“I saw you there,” I said my voice going low. “You were talking to the Mayor. I saw your blond hair and the way your earrings sparkled in the sunlight and the sadness on your face. It was something I knew I’d never forget.”

Her stare remained blank as if she’d gone off to that far off place that was filled with nothing but darkness.

“I came up to you right before the air filled with the solemn sound of “Amazing Grace” and gave you a single white rose.”

“Oh my God, that was you? That was you!”

I nodded. “I saw you looking around at everyone holding a flower.”

She smiled a sad smile. “And you said, “here you don’t have one, and you should,” and you handed me one.”

At the same time, I said, “And I said, here, you don’t have one, and you should,” and then I handed you mine.”

Juliette crawled onto my lap and pressed her forehead to mine. “You were my hero that day.”

I shook my head. “The heroes were those we were there to mourn.”

She cupped my face in her hands. “Yes, they were, but to me, you were also one.”

I wrapped my arms around her, and held her tight. I didn’t know what I was feeling or how I felt, but I knew it was something I’d never experienced before.

I was no one’s hero.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Your Guess Is As Good As Mine

JULES

THE WEEK PASSED BY IN a flurry.

Jake had worked eight nights straight. I had worked eight days straight.

Him, at the hospital.

Me, on Rory’s wedding.

I’d only seen him once, and that was four days ago. It was the Friday afternoon I’d spent at Rosewood to meet with the potential caterer, and he had woken up early and brought me to the pool house.

That didn’t mean we hadn’t been in touch though. Talking on the phone and texting had occupied a good portion of my days this week. We’d seemed to climb some wall, and what was on the other side held no barriers. He told me about what it was like when he moved into Rosewood, and why he went to medical school in New York City. In turn, I was able to tell him about my parents and Diogi, and smile at the memories, not cry.

It was a first for me.

The air just felt lighter with him on the line.

I sighed.

We talked about everything. I asked him why he worked as much as he did and he told me because he was good at his job. That he liked helping people. Liked learning what he didn’t learn in medical school. That in his first year out of residency he was putting in his dues. And that working nights allowed him to stay away from the administrative rules he found suffocating. It allowed him to take care of the patients.

He had me at the confident way he told me, “I’m not just good at my job. I’m great.”

“Tony the Tiger,” I’d snickered.

Work wasn’t all we talked about.

We talked about sex.

Boy, did we talk about sex.

From everything to first times to past lovers. About limits. About sex drive. About our positions on using condoms or not using condoms. Since I was on birth control, I wasn’t opposed to not using condoms as long as both parties were tested. We’d agreed to both be tested and go from there.

We also talked about stupid things like if we could only eat one food for the rest of our life, what it would be. Mine was spaghetti and meatballs. His was grilled steak and potatoes.

The list went on.

Favorite colors, sports teams, movies, games, and exercise routines were also discussed.

Jake was fun to talk to. Our conversations were easy. His texts were flirty and sometimes dirty. They made me smile and made me blush.

“What’s that grin for?” Finn asked, dumping a pile of folders on my desk.

The business space we occupied was small—one office, one conference room, and a lobby where Finn was temporarily located, and not exactly thrilled about it.

I picked up the files and glanced inside. They were the measurements for each of Remy’s twelve groomsmen. “I’m not wearing any grin, and great job on gathering this information so quickly. I’ll get it over to the tailor today.”

He rolled his eyes. “Emailing a bunch of dudes for their measurements isn’t exactly rocket science.”

I raised a brow and slid the list of twelve women his way. “Good, then contacting the bridesmaids should be a piece of cake.”

The bruises on his face had faded but were still evident. “Come on, Jules, you’re killing me here. I’m going to look like some pervert.”

“Or a Casanova,” I winked and waved him along. “The faster we get this information, the faster we can order the dresses. And as you know, time is of the essence.”

“How much longer are we open for business?”

I shot him a look. “Don’t forget to close the door on your way out.”

He threw me the bird.

“Very mature, Finn. Very mature.”

Once the door closed, I glanced around my uncle’s office. Nothing had changed since he’d left. Nothing had changed in twenty years either. It was looking tired and old and in need of a facelift. That would be for the new owners to decide though.

Uncle Edward hadn’t returned yet, so I had called him late last week and confessed the dire situation of the business. Needless to say, he was shocked. Then again, I had infused all my savings into it, so there was very little for him to suspect. Still, I think he breathed a sigh of relief. Me holding onto it meant him holding onto it, and he was more than ready to let go. It was time to sell. And hopefully, after Rory’s wedding, the business would be worth even more than before.

I had my fingers crossed.

As for me, I would have to find a job with another consulting group, which I knew wouldn’t be that difficult.

I was crap at finances, but I was good at planning weddings.

At least I had that going for me.

Pulling up the announcement for the Harrison/Kissinger wedding, I gave it one last read before hitting send and sending it to the social media expert I’d hired and all of the appropriate Crawford Media outlets.

In a matter of minutes, it would be world news.

This part of the job was what I lived or. There was nothing like the thrill of seeing all the hard work start to come together.

I glanced at my phone. I had texted Jaxson days ago and told him we needed to talk. He said he’d call me, but I had yet to hear back from him.

I decided to call him.

“Hey, Jules,” he answered, sounding distracting.

“Hi Jaxson, I was just calling to make sure you received the information I sent you for the Kissinger wedding. Sorry it’s on a holiday weekend.”

I heard him tapping the keyboard. “Yeah, I got it, and that works out great. I didn’t have anything booked.”

I looked at my own computer screen and the screensaver of the picture he had taken of me on my uncle’s farm. I loved it out there. “Okay, great, I was just checking,” I said. “So, about that video,” I added.

He laughed. “Right, that video. I have to say, I don’t remember you ever doing anything like that when we were together.”

I went silent.

He laughed some more. “I’m teasing you, Jules. I’m glad you found someone who brings something out of you that I couldn’t.”

“It’s not that,” I started to say but he cut me off.

“It’s all good, and I’ve already forgotten you even sent it to me.”

“So we never have to talk about it again?”

“Never,” he said. “Listen, I have to run, but we’ll talk soon.”

“Bye, Jaxson,” I said.

“Bye,” he replied, and then hung up.

I stared at the picture on my computer. It was taken on a beautiful fall day a couple years ago. Red, yellow, and orange leaves were everywhere, and I was sitting in a chair out near the barn, researching an upcoming wedding I was planning. He’d snuck up on me and called out my name. I glanced toward him and he snapped my picture. We were happy together, but even then, something was missing. Whatever it was had always been missing, I supposed.

The shrill of the old dial phone beside me rang. “Easton Designs & Weddings,” I answered. “How can I help you?”

“There are at least ten different ways I can answer that, three of which require you to get on your knees.”

It was Jake, and for whatever reason, there was nothing missing between us.

My nipples peaked in arousal at his innuendo, and I had to force myself to play it cool. “Who is this?”

“Who else talks to you like that?”

“Let’s see,” I tapped my chin. “There’s the butcher, the baker, and the candlestick maker.”

“Not funny.”

Amused by myself, I tsked. “Why are you calling me on my business line?”

“Pretend to answer again, and I’ll tell you.”

“Okay, I’ll play along.” I cleared my throat. “Easton Designs & Weddings. How can I help you?”

Heavy breathing filled the line. “I just got back from a run. I’m in the shower touching myself and wondered if you wanted to come watch.”

A blush heated my cheeks in the most schoolgirl way. With a quick glance out the door, I looked at Finn, who thank goodness was hunched over his computer typing away and paying no attention to me. “Stop that, Jake,” I admonished in a whisper. “I thought we already settled that issue.”

His chuckle tickled my eardrum. “We did? Refresh my memory—exactly how did we do that?”

“Remember the whole why watch when you can touch thing,” I purred. It was so unlike me.

“Then come over and do just that.” He got right to the point.

I sank back into my chair. “I can’t. It’s three o’clock in the afternoon, and I have work to do.”

“Come over.” His voice had turned husky, low, filled with desire.

My whole body zinged from just the thought of it. “Jake, stop it. I can’t.”

“My grandmother wants to meet with you to discuss the wedding.”

I bolted up in my chair. “She does? Why didn’t you say so to begin with?”

He laughed. “Yes, she does. And I’m going to ignore your comment.”

“When?’ I asked.

“Today.”

“What time?”

“Six.”

“Okay, I can be there, but don’t you have to work?”

“Yes, I do. I think the two of you should meet alone. It will make her feel like she’s a part of this.”

“Okay, but she’s your grandmother.”

He laughed again. “Juliette, put on your big girl panties and come to the business meeting with Beatrice Crawford Alexander.”

I sneered through the phone line. “I’ll put on my big girl panties all right.”

“Good, and after you do, as your client, I’m requesting you come early.”

I smirked.

My client.

I was ‘doing’ my client.

That sounded kind of naughty.

I cleared my throat. “That can be arranged. Will we be discussing the flower arrangements or the wine selection?” I asked with a smirk on my face.

“Juliette, I’m about to stroke my hand down my cock.”

Lust whooshed in my lower belly. “I’ll be right over,” I said and hung up.

It was ninety-five degrees. With the high humidity, it felt even hotter. My car barely had time to cool before I was inputting the gate code Roger had given me, and then pulling through the iron bars. I parked next to the vintage Jaguar that Jake had told me belonged to his father.

The car made even more sense.

I could tell he wanted to be like the man, and I was fairly certain that was why taking the trauma unit in New York City was so important to him.

It was like he had something to prove . . . to himself.

I grabbed my bag and got out. Steam practically simmered on the brick pavers, and I felt myself melting before I even reached the front door.

Fanning myself, I pondered what to do.

Hmmm . . . did I ring the bell and tell Roger the man of the house was expecting a booty call? Or did I just go on in and up the stairs?

At least I didn’t have to figure that quandary out.

The door swung open before I had to make a decision, and Jake’s searing gaze washed over me immediately with a hunger that ate me up. I’d dressed comfortably thinking I was going to be in the office all day—a knee-length cream slip dress with strappy sandals. The dress was nice enough with its chiffon overlay that I didn’t have to change before coming over to meet his grandmother, everything but my undergarments, that was. The underwear and bra I’d picked up on super sale during lunch, so they came in handy.

Jake’s eyelids lowered in such a smolder you would have thought he could see them with x-ray vision, and that wicked look sent off a rush of tingles between my thighs.

“Hi,” I said.

In gym shorts and a T-shirt, with his trademark fresh out of the shower wet hair, he looked so freaking sexy. He leaned forward and his hot breath whispered across my lips. “Let’s go up to my room.”

My whole body tightened at the thought of what he’d do to me once we got there. I sounded a little breathy when I replied, “Shouldn’t you say hi first and invite me in?”

Bowing like Roger, he ushered me forward. “Hello, Juliette, would you like to come inside so I can fuck your brains out?”

A smile tickled my lips. “I suppose I would.”

That was when he grinned at me—a huge, wide smile that made my heart flutter. “You’re too much,” he said, and then he picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder.

I kicked my feet. “Jake! Put me down!”

Ignoring my pleas, he carried me all the way up to the third floor and marched into his room. I lifted my head to look around. I was in his boyhood room. There were plaid curtains, and posters on the walls, and basketball trophies on the shelves.

Closing the door with his bare foot, he stopped just before his bed, his small double-sized bed, and smacked me on the bottom.

I yelped in surprise. “What was that for?”

“For being such a smartass,” he said, as he tossed me onto the mattress and followed. We were a tangle of arms and legs and laughter, but it didn’t take long for the laughter to get swallowed up in a deep, hot, heart-stopping kiss.

I wound my arms around his neck and curled my fingers into his hair as our tongues stroked, and our teeth clashed, and our mouths crashed.

There was a desperation between us that hadn’t been there before. Four days suddenly seemed like way too long to be apart. Hungry for him, I pulled at his T-shirt, and he quickly jerked it over his head, finding my mouth again just as quickly.

We kissed and kissed and kissed until we both needed air, until our lips tingled, until we couldn’t stand not being naked.

Rising up on his knees, he slowly pushed my dress up past my thighs, up over my stomach, my breasts. His touch was warm, searing, and inviting. I reveled in it for a few short moments, but then I raised my arms above my head so he could pull the fabric off me easier.

His eyes devoured me, raking me over as I lay under him in my hot pink lace bra and panties. “Hot pink, I like it.”

I shrugged. “It’s old.”

“Liar.”

With wide eyes, I balked, “Excuse me.”

Reaching down, he pulled something from my bra, and it snapped.

“Ouch,” I yelped.

He held the tag in his hand. “Old, huh?”

Oops.

Forgot about that.

I grabbed the tag from him. “I got it on super sale, so it was old merchandise in the store.”

Shaking his head, he ran his fingers over the lace of the cups and licked his lips. “It’s sexy as fuck.”

Sexy.

He was the sexy one.

My skin tingled where his fingers were caressing it, and the rise and fall of my breath was so fast that I dropped my gaze. It landed on the thick arousal stretching across the fabric of his gym shorts and my breath hitched even more.

When I looked up, our eyes met, and I knew lust had overtaken us. I lifted my head and he lowered his and then our lips met again.

Fireworks.

There were fireworks in the middle of the day.

His hand flattened on my stomach, and he smoothed it upward between my breasts, where he unclipped the front clasp and eased it off. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmured.

Cool air rushed over my breasts and they swelled under his admiration. The goosebumps on my skin came naturally as he stroked me softly, his thumbs brushing over my nipples in a gentle circular motion.

When he bent to take me in his mouth, his erection pushed against my belly. I sucked in air and fought the dizzying sensation that swarmed me.

Jake started to move down my body, but I stopped him by pulling on his mussed up hair. He looked up. “Ouch.”

I was shaking my head. “It’s my turn.”

The wickedest grin crossed his face, and he flung himself onto the bed like an eagle. “Have at it.”

Okay, that was way too easy. Maybe he really had been touching himself earlier and was even hornier than I thought, or maybe he just really wanted this.

Rising up on my knees, I straddled him, and his cock sprung up between us. It was like a steel rod of heat on my belly.

Deliciously hot.

I tried to ignore the fact that Lebron James was reaching out to me from the Sports Illustrated poster over the bed that read, “THE CHOSEN ONE.”

The chosen one.

It almost felt like a sign.

Of what I had no idea, but I did know that his skin was warm where I’d put my hands on his chest and that I could feel his heart thump steadily beneath my palms.

Reaching up for me, he cupped my face and brought my mouth to his, and our lips locked instantly. I pumped my hips against his erection, and a lustful and needy throb bloomed between my legs.

It wasn’t until I was breathless that I broke away from his mouth. When I looked into his blue blue eyes, they were gleaming, like the sky through the window and shining just like the sun.

I paused for a heartbeat just to look at him. He really was beautiful, if you could say that about a man. Not pondering on his looks for long, I bent to lick down his neck with my tongue.

Inch by inch, I inhaled the fresh, clean scent of him. I was going to take my time. Trailing my tongue down his body, I outlined the hard muscles of his shoulders. When his body went taut under my touch, I couldn’t think of anything but him and what I wanted to do to him.

I wanted to go slow.

Take my time.

I wanted to tease him.

Torture him.

While my lips glided down his body, his hands were caressing me—up my back, down and around to my sides, up to my breasts. It was as if he wanted to touch me everywhere.

I liked that.

Really liked that.

With a smile on my lips, I licked at his nipple, and he sucked in a breath. And then I counted his ribs with my kisses, and he chuckled. When I reached his sculpted stomach though, his belly muscles quivered beneath my touch. That was when my smile faded. I found myself dizzy for air. As I went even lower, I felt him quake, and I couldn’t go slowly any longer.

I did that to him.

Made him shake and tremble and gasp for air.

With deft fingers, I pulled down his bottoms and kissed the bare skin of his cock. My hands and my mouth worked in tandem down his length to his balls, and back up.

For the very first time with him, I took his cock in my mouth, and the mewing sound he made had me closing my eyes in wonder.

What was this thing between us?

We hardly knew each other.

We were both at crossroads in our life.

And yet, knowing that didn’t seem to change this chemical reaction between us. It should have. It should have been a warning. I didn’t understand it. All I did know was that I wanted to be with him as well. I wanted to touch him. To feel him. Every beautiful inch of him. For as long as I could.

“Don’t stop,” he groaned. I hadn’t realized I had. I didn’t hesitate to pick up from where I’d left off.

He shifted on the mattress with a sigh that sounded so erotic it made my own body tremble.

I pushed my hands under his ass to lift him closer to my mouth and then I took him all the way in.

“Oh, fuck, Juliette, that feels so good. Take me as far as you can. All the way.”

I did as he told me and took his cock down my throat as far as I could. Over and over. Tip to base, my mouth sucked him, my fingers stroked him, my lips and teeth and tongue moved together.

Soft words and louder groans told me how much he liked it and I kept going. I wasn’t going to stop until he was overtaken by pleasure.

When I sensed he was close, I asked him, “Do you want to come in my mouth or inside me?”

His hips thrust upward. “I want to come inside you,” he whispered.

More than ready for that too, I sat up and pulled him up with me. “That’s good, because I need you to be inside me,” I whispered.

He had a condom on and me on my back before I could blink the sun out of my eyes. And he was sliding his cock in me within moments. “You’re so wet for me.”

I ran my nails down his back. “It’s because you have me aroused all the time lately.”

He grinned. “Oh yeah, tell me more. Do you think of me when you’re getting into bed at night?”

I nodded.

He moved in and then out. “Do you touch yourself when you’re talking to me on the phone?”

I nodded again.

He moved faster and changed position.

“Oh God,” I screamed out.

“Do you make yourself come with my name on your lips?”

“Yes,” I cried.

That electric shock of connection we shared was the first thing I felt followed by a sizzling awareness that, all joking aside, maybe he really was perfectly made to fit me.

“You’re so tight, and you feel so good around my cock. And I can’t stop thinking about being inside you,” he confessed.

Sex.

That was what this was.

All this was.

Good sex.

Great sex.

Feeling his body all over mine was all I needed to expel my silly notions of anything else.

He was leaving.

I knew that.

Yet, it didn’t mean my heart did.

A swell of emotion bubbled through me. I forced it away, and then I let go of everything except making sure my hips met his over and over. When his pace picked up, so did mine.

Flesh on flesh.

Frantic.

Grasping.

My moans couldn’t be contained. It felt way too good.

“Do you like that?” he asked.

“Yes. Don’t stop,” I pleaded and then, out of nowhere, trembling spasms of pleasure started to sweep over me. My fingers clutched his shoulders as the tremors kept coming.

Over and over, like electric shock waves that felt way too good for any one person to be able to enjoy.

Jake groaned at the slight gouge of my nails in his flesh.

I couldn’t help myself.

The sound only tipped me farther over the edge. My orgasm continued, and my entire body began to shake.

He drove himself deeper, moved faster, and my pussy responded by clenching around his cock.

“Oh, God, Jake. Don’t stop.” The sweet pleasure rippled through me again as he pounded harder, faster, harder, faster.

“Fuck!” he cried in a shout that matched my own cry, and I knew then that he, too, was coming. He murmured my name, over and over, a little louder each time.

“Juliette.”

“Juliette.”

“Juliette.”

Hearing my name, my full name, made me feel like my blood was singing.

Once we were both spent and gasping, he shifted his weight off me. After tossing the condom in the wastebasket, he rolled onto his side.

I turned to face him, and we stared at each other for at least five minutes.

My hand caressed his cheek. “Talk to me,” I said. “What are you thinking?”

He kissed my fingers, each of them, and held my hand tightly. “I’m thinking about how I could fuck you a million times, and it wouldn’t be enough.”

I wasn’t sure that could possibly be true, but bedroom talk was bedroom talk for a reason.

He slid his lips lower and murmured, “I want you to sleep here tonight.”

“Here?” I breathed, “like in your room with your grandmother in the house?”

When he looked up at me, with the sun shining through the windows, he looked so much younger and more carefree than he had when I first met him. “Yes, here, in my room.”

“Jake,” I tried to protest.

His hand reached between my thighs. “I want to slide in next to you when I get home.”

I arched.

He circled my clit. “I want to feel how wet you are for me all the time.”

I moaned.

His finger dipped inside me. “I want to taste you.”

I sighed.

He parted my swollen, slick folds with his thumbs. “I want to be inside you.”

I rose onto my elbows. “I’m pretty sure you’ll be inside me again in a matter of minutes.”

He found no humor in my words. “It’s not enough. I already told you, I can’t get enough of you.”

The air whooshed from my lungs. This was coming from the man who wanted to make sure I had no expectations. But I said nothing about that. There was no way I was going to ruin the moment. If this was what no expectations felt like, I’d gladly take it and more. “Okay,” I acquiesced. “I’ll spend the night, but I have to go to work tomorrow.”

“Good,” he murmured. “I’m off for the next three days, so I can join you.”

“You want to come to work with me?”

He nodded and removed his hands from their pleasuring of me to hop out of bed and grab for another condom. “You’ve been asking for my attention.”

I stared at the way his cock was jutting straight out and tried to still my racing heart. “Yes, I have been, for the wedding,” I clarified.

He rolled the condom on and then his gaze went molten. Need sizzled over my skin when he indicated I should roll over. His instruction would have been laughable if I weren’t so caught up in the haze of desire. “I know,” he said silkily. “You want my opinion on the flowers, the food, the wine, and the music, right?”

On my belly, I looked over my shoulder. “And the napkins and favors and cake and photographs.” I had to add those.

He pulled me close to the edge of the mattress. “Yes, those things as well.”

Instinctively, I rose on my knees and planted my palms forward. “Good,’ I quipped.

The blunt head of his cock nudged against my opening. I couldn’t believe it. I’d just had him, and still, I was crawling with need.

He slammed into me. “And I plan to give it to you.”

Oh God . . . he sank deep inside me, his cock fitting in my cunt in the most perfect way.

His thrusts were quick.

They felt so good.

His kisses rough.

They felt so good.

His grip tight.

It felt so good.

Moving together, we fucked hard and fast. And all the while, incredible bursts of pleasure crested through me, making my entire body shake.

My orgasm struck fast and shut my mind down. Tiny explosions behind my eyelids were all I could see, and in that moment there was nothing else that mattered but he and I and the way our bodies responded to each other.

Jake started to come in the midst of my orgasm. I could feel his body still and felt that one last deep penetration before he called out my name.

My name.

I loved how it sounded groaned in ecstasy.

It was the perfect ending to an incredible union.

With my clit pulsing around his cock, I wanted to stay like that forever. It was strange, but at the moment, I didn’t care about what could never be, or what might be.

This feeling was what I had been searching for.

“And oh, how I plan to give it to you,” he repeated.

Oh. My. God.

He wasn’t talking about directing his attention to the wedding details. He was talking about this. Sex. Fucking. Raw. Dirty. Animalistic fucking.

The promise slid over me like silk, warm and inviting, and so sinfully sexy.

Bring. It. On.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Cross That Bridge When You Come To It

JULES

THE HALLWAY WAS LONGER THAN a football field, and my sandals clacked down every foot of it.

I swear the sound was so loud I would have woken the house if anyone was upstairs, and if it weren’t six in the evening.

As I proceeded down the back staircase, I could feel my muscles twitch and my heart pound.

Calm down.

Jake had to leave for work and left me to shower upstairs. And let’s just say seeing Dr. Kiss in scrubs and a lab coat was hot. Like really, really hot. I had to practically fan myself.

At least after he kissed me senseless, he told me how to get downstairs without using the formal staircase. Thank goodness. The thought of his grandmother seeing me coming down the stairs, and then me having to explain to her that I was up there because I was banging her grandson’s brains out had me wanting to flee out the front door.

When I passed Roger in the kitchen, he was standing at the counter with seven sterling silver bowls in front of him.

He glanced up.

I hoped he hadn’t heard Jake and me upstairs.

We had both been quite loud.

I smiled at Roger, who was more than just a butler, and gave him a small wave. In response, he gave me a discreet nod. “Good evening, madame.”

My cheeks flushed. “Please, call me . . .” I hesitated. “Juliette.”

“Very well, Miss Juliette.”

I smiled some more. “It’s just Juliette.”

Filling the last of the bowls, he bowed. “As you wish, Juliette.”

I curtsied. Yes, curtsied. “Thank you, Roger.”

And believe it or not, that made the corners of his mouth quirk up, just a little, but still.

Yah!

Okay, it was on to meet the woman of the house.

Adjusting my posture as I walked, I thought I was all calm, cool, and collected. However, by the time I reached the parlor, a tiny bead of sweat had formed at the base of my neck, and my heart was pounding even faster. That’s when I knew there was a very good chance I might end up in full-on panic mode.

Wishing my anxiety away, I drew in a deep breath as I stared at the wooden panels.

One breath.

Two.

Three and four.

Exhaling the air I’d taken in, I shook off any residual anxiety and raised my fist. Mrs. Beatrice Beau Crawford Alexander had summoned me to the parlor to discuss her granddaughter’s wedding. This was nothing out of the ordinary.

I’d met with clients at their homes all the time.

It should have been business as usual.

Still, it felt like anything but normal.

From what I’d already known and the research I’d recently done, Beatrice Beau Crawford Alexander didn’t like to speak to outsiders. Known for being ruthless, she’d fired more people than she’d hired, however that could be.

According to the old newspaper clippings, she was a homebody who’d never really let the world know who she was.

Unless you took the time to look at the charities she’d funded, the clubs she belonged to, and the places she’d gone. She’d funded a number of local charities, especially those for underprivileged kids and traveled to third-world countries up until five years ago when she was first diagnosed with cancer.

Ironically, the media outlets she didn’t own called her a bitch. Perhaps it was the competition that was the bitch. Fingers crossed that was the case.

I knocked lightly and waited. No one answered. I knocked again. This time a little louder.

God, my heart was pounding.

What if I looked at her the wrong way?

What if she hated me?

Fired me on the spot and ordered me out?

Oh, God.

Just as I was about to knock one more time, the front door swung open and a wave of heat blasted through the foyer followed by a trotting noise. I glanced over my shoulder expecting to see Roger with the dogs. However, it was not Roger.

It was her!

A cold sweat coated my forehead, and as I turned, I discretely wiped it away. Southern women never sweat, they glistened, and I couldn’t have her seeing me as the Yankee I was.

This was Beatrice Beau Crawford Alexander.

The Beatrice Beau Crawford Alexander.

The media mogul.

And Jake’s grandmother.

His beloved grandmother.

A famously private millionaire who fought to run her family business in a time when females didn’t often take the helm of large enterprises, and then went on to become the most successful female CEO in Atlanta.

Mrs. Alexander was a woman to admire.

The older woman was in a wheel chair and being pushed inside by a man in black scrubs. Five dogs flanked either side of her, with Mr. Darcy in front and Daisy on her lap.

She was small, petite, and had big blue eyes. It was evident her genes were strong because Rory looked just like her. Her red headscarf was silk, and she was wearing a cream kimono with red cherry blossoms printed on it. Her slippers gold and the pearls around her neck were beautiful. When she smiled brightly at me, she said, “Juliette, I’m so glad we could finally meet.”

There was a real possibility my knees were actually knocking together, and it took me more than a second to find my voice. “Mrs. Alexander, it’s a pleasure.”

The man I assumed to be Matthew had stopped to unleash the dogs, and as I rushed over toward her so that I could greet her with a handshake, I was literally stopped in my tracks.

Mr. Darcy insisted on his greeting first and got right up on me. Losing my balance, I was knocked backward and landed on the third step of the grand staircase.

“Mr. Darcy!” Mrs. Alexander scolded. “Leave Juliette alone.”

“I got him,” Matthew called, rushing toward me.

“Mr. Darcy,” I cooed, letting my bag fall to the ground in a clamor to free my hands. “I think you want my attention.”

“Yes, well, he is an attention whore,” Mrs. Alexander said as she laughed.

Giggling, I waved Matthew away, who was on Mr. Darcy’s heels to retrieve him. “It’s okay,” I said.

“Matthew, please help her out. Mr. Darcy has to learn some manners,” said Mrs. Alexander.

Now seated, I was at the same height as Mr. Darcy, and I allowed him to say hello to me with a lick before I took his face in my hands. “Well, hello there, I’m happy to see you, too.”

As Matthew pulled the giant dog off me, Daisy barked, and the other dogs joined in. It was rather chaotic, but I could see how much Mrs. Alexander loved her dogs as she attempted to appease each of them.

Roger must have heard the commotion because he was on it. Standing in the dining room doorway with a bowl in his hand, he clanked a spoon against the silver and called, “Dinner time, my loves.”

In an instant, all the dogs went charging toward him. I couldn’t believe it. I also couldn’t believe the manner in which the proper English man addressed them. My heart swelled a little. It showed how much he cared for them.

Turning my head, I found Matthew wheeling Mrs. Alexander toward me. “Are you alright my dear?”

“Yes.” I grinned, getting to my feet and fixing my dress. “I’m fine.”

Her eyes twinkled. “My babies have taken to you just as my grandson has, and I can see why. You’re simply a delight.”

With no time to process her comment, I extended my hand. “Mrs. Alexander,” I said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Wait, I already said that!

“Nonsense,” she opened her arms and reached for me. “Call me Mimi, and I insist on a hug.”

As I embraced her, I couldn’t believe how frail she was. “Mrs. Alexander—Mimi,” I corrected, and then pulled back.

She looked up at Matthew. “This is Juliette. Isn’t she beautiful?”

With a flush, he extended his hand and I took it. “Nice to meet you.”

I smiled at him. “Nice to meet you, too.”

Neither of us said anything about the AX and the fact that Jake had to borrow his truck last week and then never got home in time to return it because he was in bed with me. I’m pretty sure Matthew didn’t care though since he got to take the Jag in exchange.

Taking hold of my hand, Mimi gestured toward the dining room. “Come, my dear. Eat dinner with me, and we’ll talk all about the wedding and Jake.”

Dinner wasn’t the plan, but how could I say no?

Besides, I had told Jake I’d spend the night, and now all I had to do was go home and pack a bag. I didn’t have to worry about cooking, which I really hated doing.

Speaking of eating, back in the same dining room I had taken breakfast in almost two weeks ago, things felt so much different.

Lighter.

All that panic I’d felt then for not, and all the panic I’d felt just minutes ago was for nothing as well.

I had to learn to calm down.

This woman, who had been dubbed an eccentric recluse in everything I’d read, was nothing like she’d been described. Maybe like Jake, she was all bark and no bite. Or perhaps there was never even a bark. Just rumors she never bothered to set straight.

And that takes a strong woman.

I hoped I was maybe just a little like her.

The chair at the head of the table had been removed so Mimi’s wheelchair could fit in its place, and I sat to the right of her. Matthew left us alone.

The table was set exquisitely, and it was apparent she was expecting me for dinner, something Jake had obviously decided not to mention. This oddly made me smile. He knew me already. Knew I would be even more nervous at the prospect of dining with his grandmother, not just meeting with her.

Still, he was going to get an earful from me.

Mimi lifted the bottle of wine from the table, and my eyes darted to it. The bottle of Cupcake Wine was Pinot Grigio.

Did Jake buy stock in the company or what?

Bottles were popping up everywhere.

“So.” Mimi poured wine into the gorgeous crystal glass in front of me. “Tell me about yourself.”

A delicate pattern of roses lined the rim, and I found myself staring at it.

“It was my grandmother’s. She had two of them sent all the way from France. They were handmade for her.”

I looked up. “They are exquisite,” I told her holding the glass up to the light.

She smiled at me. “Jake told me you were curious about everything around you. Curiosity is a very good trait to have.”

Oh, if only she knew, she wouldn’t say that. I snorted. “What else did he tell you? Some good things, I hope.”

She shook her head, eyes bright with affection. “All good, my dear. He really adores you.”

Practically choking on my wine, I coughed a bit and then managed to say, “Adores might be pushing it a bit far.”

“Well, you did throw cake in his face,” she smirked.

I was horrified. “He told you about that?”

The glass in front of her was filled with water, and she took a sip from it. “He tells me everything. Although he never used the word adore, I can tell he is falling for you, and it’s not just because the sex is great.”

This time I did spit my wine out all over the place setting in front of me. “He told you we have great sex?”

She chuckled. “No, there are some things Jake refuses to discuss with me. Even though he’s my grandson, he’s still a man though, and I can see it written all over him.”

I covered my face with my hands, knowing my blush must have gone from pink to crimson red in that instant.

“It’s okay, Juliette, you don’t have to be embarrassed. Good sex can sometimes lead to even better things, but great sex can lead to that once in a lifetime love that not everyone gets to experience.”

Using my napkin to wipe the wine away, I reflected upon what she said, and how she’d said it. “My parents had that,” I commented. “Was your husband a once in a lifetime love?”

I knew very little about the man she’d married. There wasn’t much printed about him other than he had been a famous Italian racecar driver and that they had divorced.

She waved her hand through the air. “That bastard. Oh no. Lorenzo was a good for nothing husband who couldn’t keep it in his pants. The day he left me was one of the happiest days of my life. But before him, I had fallen for someone that my father absolutely forbid me to marry and then he arranged for me to marry Lorenzo to be certain I didn’t disobey his wishes.”

Shocked, perhaps even intrigued, I leaned forward. “Who was the man you loved?” Just then Roger came through the door with a plate in each hand and set them down in front of us.

The grin on my face was so wide, I thought my mouth might split open. Spaghetti and meatballs. “This looks delicious, Roger,” Mimi said, giving Roger a grateful look.

“Yes, it does,” I agreed.

“I’m glad you’re both pleased,” he said with a bow, and then left the room again.

I stared down at the food.

Jake.

She wasn’t kidding. He really did tell her everything. I flushed at the thought as I put my napkin on my lap.

“Eat,” Mimi insisted.

I twirled some pasta around my fork and tried to eat it as gracefully as I could. While I chewed, I watched as Mimi moved her food around.

“I hope you like it? Roger was worried the meatball recipe might not be right,” she said.

Grinning, I looked over at her. “They are delicious, this is my favorite dish.”

She dabbed the corner of her napkin to her lips. “I know, my dear. I know.”

“You seem to know a lot,” I joked.

“That’s because I make it my business to know,” she winked. “Now, tell me about Rory’s wedding. I have a few requests of my own.”

We spent the rest of the meal discussing the wedding and the budget since Jake refused to set one. Even then I had to ask twice. Mimi did have some requests of her own, all of which I mentally noted.

Once we’d finished eating, or once I’d finished, Mimi ate very little, Roger cleared the table and brought coffee, tea, and chocolate chip cookies, again my favorite kind—without nuts.

I was eating my second cookie when Roger came back in the room. “Madame, I hate to disturb you, but Miss Monica is on the phone, and she is insisting she speak with you about Rory.”

Mimi held her hand out. “Very well,” she said to him, taking the phone. “Give me a minute, please, Juliette?”

I nodded. “Of course.”

She glanced up at Roger. “Do you mind helping me out to the garden?”

“Not at all. It would be my pleasure.”

Facing the French door, I noticed the sun had begun to set. Its golden rays penetrated the glass and made everything in the room sparkle bright.

The doors were left open, and the garden was fragrant as a warm breeze traveled inside.

Monica was Mrs. Alexander’s daughter fathered by Lorenzo Alexander, the famous Italian racecar driver killed on the track the year following his divorce from Beatrice Crawford. The details of the divorce had never been disclosed, just as her estrangement from her daughter had not either.

I, of course, knew her estrangement from her daughter had something to do with Jake and Rory. Other than that, his mother was one topic Jake steered far away from.

“Monica, absolutely not. I forbid you from attending the wedding.” Mrs. Alexander’s voice was loud. The news must have broken about Rory’s engagement.

“There is nothing further to discuss. Do not come here, neither Jake nor Rory wish to see you.”

There was a pause.

“I’m sorry, but neither do I.”

Another pause.

“How much will it take to keep you away?”

The silence seemed longer this time.

“I want to believe you.”

She sighed.

“I hope so, Monica. And it isn’t that I haven’t taken that into consideration, but Jake and Rory haven’t seen you in sixteen years. I can only hope you will give them their space to grieve once I’m gone.”

There was more silence.

“Monica, I think you should know that once I’m gone, I have informed Roger that if you renege on your promise to maintain your distance, he is to call my attorney and immediately stop the monthly stipends. Then you will truly be cut off.”

There was a long pause.

“I wish things were different, too.”

I could hear her sniffling.

“I hope that’s true. Goodbye, Monica.”

Silence filled the space, and I tried to occupy myself by looking at my phone. Jake had texted me.

Him: Hope dinner is going well.

Me: Thank you for heads up.

Him: Didn’t want you to be nervous over nothing.

Me: Well, I appreciate that, but still paybacks are a bitch.

Him: You can pay me back any way you want. When you go to bed tonight, you can touch yourself, but don’t come.

Me: You are so bad.

Him: You have no idea. And if I didn’t mention it before, be naked for me.

Just then Mimi wheeled herself inside, and I jumped, my phone flying face up on the Oriental rug beneath the table.

Oh, God, if she reads that I will die a thousand deaths.

Practically lunging for it, I had the phone in my hand and back in my bag in a matter of moments. “Oops,” I said, looking over at her.

She now looked tired and worn. “Can I help you?” I asked.

“Yes, if you don’t mind Juliette, I’d like to go into the parlor for a bit before bed.”

“Not at all.” Rushing over to her, I wheeled her out into the grand foyer and across to the parlor. The doors were open, and all of the dogs were lulling around inside as if waiting for her to join them.

As soon as Mimi entered the room, they all came scurrying toward her. I continued toward the center of the room and locked the brakes. Daisy was whining, and I helped her onto Mimi’s lap and then sat on the couch beside her chair to pet Mr. Darcy, who believe it or not was patiently waiting for my attention.

“Did you hear my conversation?”

I nodded. “Part of it. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

“It’s okay. Has Jake spoken of his mother to you?”

“Not that much. Just that he called you when he knew his father had died because he was worried about Rory.”

“Yes, he did,” she concurred, “and I’m very thankful he did. I had no idea my daughter was so very much like her father until then. I mean, I had an inkling she wasn’t doing as well as she’d tried to convince me she was. But if I had known, I would have never allowed it.”

I glanced over at her. “Rory and Jake were lucky they had you.”

She started to slowly pet Daisy. “Jake and Rory haven’t seen Monica since I brought them here. Rory was so young, I don’t think not having her mother around impacted her the way it did Jake. For the longest time, he thought he was like her. He isn’t, of course, but no matter how hard I have tried to make him see that, he still feels the need to prove he is more like his father than his mother.”

“The job that is waiting for him in New York,” I said, having already figured that out.

Daisy closed her eyes in contentment and purred like a kitten. “Yes. He thinks if he follows in his father’s footsteps, it will make up for something that doesn’t need to be made up for.”

I nodded. Clearly, she knew Jake had told me about how his father died.

Mimi sighed. “Guilt manifests itself in many ways. It is why I continue to give money to Monica even after all these years.”

“But what do you have to feel guilty about?” I asked.

“I should have known that she was incapable of settling down. Conrad thought he could change her. I knew he couldn’t, but I wanted to believe he could. That he was her once in a lifetime. He wasn’t, of course, because people like Monica and her father don’t have once in a lifetimes.

“After Conrad and Monica divorced, I should have paid more attention to what she was doing. I should have seen what she was doing to her children. The way she was ignoring them. Neglecting them. Conrad was blind when it came to her. He only wanted to see the good. And I was busy building my empire. It’s Jake and Rory who suffered. Now by paying Monica, I am assuring she stay out of her children’s lives. After all, it was how I got them away from her, to begin with.”

Mr. Darcy licked at my fingers. “What do you mean?”

Mimi wiped a tear from her cheek. “All I had to do was dangle a trust over her head in exchange for full custody of Jake and Rory. You see, Conrad wasn’t entirely blind. His will left everything he had to the kids. Monica got nothing, not even the house. So she took what I offered without hesitation. And the kids were much better off with me.”

I looked at her with compassion.

“I wasn’t heartless like the papers reported. I tried to help Monica, but she didn’t want help.”

My heart ached for all of them. I was sure it was hard.

Mimi took my hand. “My grandson is a wonderful man, and I hope one day he sees that about himself. And you have no idea how much I wish I could be around for that day, but sadly I won’t be. Please don’t think I’m trying to rush things between the two of you, but you do care for him, don’t you?”

I nodded.

“Then you should know, you make him happy.”

I scrunched my brows together. “How do you know that?”

She squeezed my hand. “Through his laughter.”

I laughed. “What do you mean?”

“I have never heard him laugh so loud and so much as I have since you came into his life. The way it echoes through this house brings tears of joy to my eyes. And it makes me feel like with you in his life he just might be okay when I’m gone.”

I wiped my own stray tear away. “I really do care about him, a lot.”

“I know. I didn’t really have to ask. It’s evident, Juliette.” She smiled at me. “Promise me one thing.”

“I’ll try.”

“Once I’m gone, he’ll be leaving for New York to take the same job his father held.”

I nodded, very aware of this.

“When he goes, don’t let him slip away as easily as he will want to. He’s not good with goodbyes, and he’s terrible with relationships. Show him the way.”

“To what?” I asked.

“To love, my dear, show him the way to love.”

Uneasiness moved through me. “But what if I don’t know it myself?”

Just then Matthew came into the room. “I’m sorry Ma’am, but it’s time for your medication.”

I lowered my head and put it on top of Mr. Darcy’s. Mimi gave my hand one last squeeze. “Then gather the strength to find it, for the both of you,” she whispered.

Find the way.

It sounded so easy.

Too bad it would prove to be anything but.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Keep Something At Bay

JAKE

TIPTOEING INTO MY OWN ROOM wasn’t something I was used to.

I’d worked much later than I’d planned on, and it was almost six in the morning by the time I’d showered and was finally headed toward my bedroom.

Although I was in desperate need of sleep, it wasn’t what was on my mind. There was an itch under my skin I couldn’t alleviate.

And it was Juliette Easton.

Who just so happened to be in my bed. Waiting for me. Naked, I hoped.

Opening my door, I smiled when I saw her curled in the middle of the mattress. With the covers to her chin and her head resting on my pillow, she was sound asleep. Slivers of the early morning sunlight bled through the blinds and cast a golden glow on the wall behind her. She looked like a princess the way the waves of her dirty blonde hair fell onto the pillow, all mussed and sexy.

Fuck, how my fingers twitched, because damn it, I really wanted to touch her. So much so that my cock was already rigid and straining. And yes, making things all the better, it was now standing at full attention. “Down boy,” I murmured to myself as I circled the bed and set the test results down on the nightstand.

Too bad my dick didn’t pay attention to my command. Hey, it knew what it wanted. But who could blame him when what he wanted was so close.

Ignoring the urge to wake her, I carefully pulled the covers back and slid in beside her. And yes, she was naked.

I might have fist pumped.

Closing my eyes, I felt the corners of my mouth tip up as I settled against her. This wasn’t what I had in mind, but it wasn’t a burden either. Besides, these twelve-hour shifts had worn on me.

I’d just nodded off, or maybe not, when she whispered, “You aren’t really going to sleep, are you?”

Hell no.

My body leaped to life at just the sound of her voice. I couldn’t tell if she was being a smartass or serious, but either way, I’d show her just how awake I was. Sliding one arm under her and wrapping the other around her, I pulled her tight against my body and allowed my erection to prove my intentions. “Good morning, Juliette,” I murmured into her ear.

At that, she couldn’t form a coherent response.

“I didn’t understand you,” I goaded. “But I’m fairly certain it sounded like, “Good morning, Jake,” I said, and then I plunged a finger deep inside her. “Am I right?”

“Yes,” she cried out.

“Oh, fuck,” I groaned. “You’re so wet. Did you touch yourself last night and think of me?”

There was a slight nod from her as I nuzzled her neck and then nipped her earlobe.

“Did you come?”

She shook her head no.

Anticipation licked up my spine at how ready she was for me. All I had been thinking about was sinking my bare cock into her sweet pussy. I circled her clit. “But you wanted to, didn’t you?”

“I did,” she moaned.

“Do you want to come now?”

She ground herself against my cock. “Oh, God yes.”

“Good thing, because it’s all I’ve been thinking about.” I captured her mouth and consumed her. It was inexplicable, the urge that came over me whenever I was near her. I’d gone without sex for months, but now having her was all I could think about.

Suddenly, she pulled away from me. “Let me jump in the shower really quick.”

I shook my head, which was still wet from my own shower. “I’m hungry for you right now, and I don’t want to wait.”

Juliette turned to fully face me. Her naked body was soft and warm against mine, and when she gazed up at me, her eyes were glowing with that heat that made me weak. There were times when she looked at me I could have sworn I saw something else in those eyes, and this was one of them.

I felt a distant chill wash over me.

That look, what it conveyed, it was dangerous.

Love?

I wasn’t sure.

But if it was, I wasn’t looking for it.

Didn’t want it.

From everything I knew, what came out of it was nothing good.

Heartache.

Despair.

Even death.

Who the hell would willingly sign up for that?

So yeah, love definitely wasn’t part of my plan. Besides, the notion was crazy. People didn’t go from hating each other to falling in love in a matter of two weeks.

“Are you sure?” she asked in a soft voice. “I haven’t even brushed my teeth, and you’re so clean and fresh.”

Whereas the daytime version of Juliette was sassy, the morning version of her was sweet and adorable. I liked this side of her. Really liked this side. Then again I really liked the other side, too.

With a grin, I smoothed a hand down the side of her hair and stared at her beautiful face. Suddenly, my gut ached in the strangest way. “I’m sure, baby. You’re perfect just the way you are,” I whispered, my breath catching on the words in a way that I wasn’t familiar with.

Her own breath stuttered across her lips, and her pupils dilated rapidly as desire seemed to devour her.

Unable to stop myself, I kissed her again. The angle was wrong, and she shifted a little on the pillow to meet my mouth. Gone was her soft that molded against my hard so nicely. I didn’t like the space she put between us.

When I slid my tongue into her mouth to taste her, she gasped. And I realized what I did like was the way she swallowed her breath. The way I breathed the same air she expelled. There was something almost erotic about taking the air she gave, sucking it into my own lungs, and savoring it before returning it back to her.

It made me feel more alive than I could ever remember feeling.

My thoughts were bordering on crazy now, and I shook them off. “You’re too far away. Come a little closer,” I ordered in a gruff voice.

Scooting up on me, she huffed, “You’re very bossy when you get home from work.”

Light.

The light was back.

Relieved, I went with it. “I’m worked up,” I grinned, pushing the hair from her eyes.

“I can see that.”

Holding her chin in my hand, I leaned in closer to her. “Ask me why.”

She raised a brow. “Why are you so worked up, Dr. Kiss?”

Dr. Kiss.

I really disliked that, but from her lips, I could tolerate it. It was even growing on me.

After nipping at her bottom lip, I reached over toward the nightstand. “Because I want to fuck you bare, and I brought you this to ease your mind about it.”

She looked at the folded piece of paper. “And that would be what? A recommendation from that nurse you work with on how skilled you are with more than just your stethoscope?”

There was a slight hint of jealously in her tone that I chose to ignore. Instead of easing her mind though, I swatted her bare ass with the document and then handed it to her. “Don’t be a smartass. It’s my test results. I’m clean, and you’re on the pill, so we’re good to go.”

“But I don’t have my results with me. They’re at home.”

“Were you all clear?”

She frowned. “Yes, but you should still see them first.”

I shook my head. “I don’t need to.”

“Are you su—?”

The information on these kinds of tests was cut and dry. You were either clean, or you were not. Cutting her off, I leaned down and fused my mouth to hers. It seemed that kissing her was something I also couldn’t get enough of.

All of the anticipation of the night snapped like a band that had been stretched too wide, and it collided with the need that had so tightly spun up in me. And this kiss, this hot, damp, electric kiss was just a glimpse of what was to come.

Frenzied.

Filled with need.

Bordering on desperate.

As our tongues met and slid sensuously over one another, the need to join was suddenly all that mattered.

The covers were piled in a heap all around us. Unwilling to break our kiss, I shoved them out of the way with one arm while the other supported her back as I laid her down.

When Jules looked up at me with the most innocent eyes I had ever seen, I felt something crack inside me.

A shield.

My armor.

My reserve.

Who the hell knew?

I grasped her perfect face between firm hands, my hold just as commanding as my mouth.

She moaned, and I knew she liked it.

Bewitched by her, I pressed the length of my body against hers, blanketing her as my forearms fell to the mattress to support my weight.

I wanted to possess her.

Take her.

Fuck.

I wanted all of her.

With our mouths no longer moving roughly, but soft and slow, the mood had seemed to change.

Jules threaded her hands in my hair and murmured something in between our desperate bid to bring the other closer. The beating of my heart was so loud in my ears that her words got lost in translation. “What did you say?” I panted.

“Nothing,” she moaned, tugging hard on the wet strands of my hair.

Growling, I pulled back slightly, but I still kept her close. Spreading my fingers out over the back of her head as my thumb rushed along her delicate jaw, I looked at her.

Just took the moment to catch my breath.

We were face-to-face, nose-to-nose, and it was impossible to differentiate between the harsh gasps of air I drew into my lungs from those she drew into her own.

Unbidden, words scraped from my throat. “You don’t have to worry about anyone else. I only want you.”

Those big, doe-like eyes darkened, and as they did, she hinted of her fears. “And I only want you, but that doesn’t change anything. You’re still leaving Atlanta.”

My heart skidded, and the frenzy that had wracked my body stilled as I nodded my head in agreement. That was true. I was leaving. I had to. And I was a selfish bastard for even saying what I had. Saying anything more about us, about how I was feeling, would be ruthless.

Trying to ease the sting of our reality, I ran my thumb along her collarbone and smiled softly at the girl who had captured my attention. “We have some time, and we should use it wisely.”

Her eyes searched, possibly begged for more. And even though my chest squeezed in response, I couldn’t give her anything else.

I just couldn’t.

“Juliette,” I whispered before I brushed my lips across hers and repeated, “Let’s use our time wisely.”

Her fingers gently fluttered across my face. “You’re right,” she whispered. I smoothed the back of my hand down her cheek and her mouth dropped open as she leaned into my touch.

Gone was all the banter. The playfulness. And somehow what had emerged in the morning sunlight was deafening and blinding and way too much to handle.

An odd feeling teased down my spine, quivered, but then it disappeared. Unsure as to what it was, I was ready to move past all this emotion.

I shifted to my hands and knees. Bending my elbows, I dropped my shoulders down to capture her mouth and kiss her softly, slowly, sweetly.

With my lips on hers, I closed my eyes and tried to block out the white noise in my head that was screaming danger. Proceed with caution. Roadblock ahead.

But then Juliette cupped my face, lightly scratching her nails through the stubble coating my jaw, and her warm touch erased any bit of reluctance I should have had about moving forward.

Lust spread through my veins as gentle hands roamed over my shoulders, down my back, to my sides. Her movements mimicked our kiss—unfrenzied, unhurried, and so unlike us. Or the us we had been only minutes before.

I sucked in a ragged breath when she ran both of her hands down to my hips. Flames scorched my already heated skin. God, she set me on fire. Sweet, kind, sassy, funny, and the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

“Jules, what are you doing to me?” It wasn’t meant to be a question. Then again it wasn’t meant to be spoken aloud.

She nipped at my lip before she ran her fingers a little lower. “The same thing you’re doing to me.”

I lowered my weight to my elbows and stared down at her. “You really are always a smartass, aren’t you?”

She giggled lightly and shrugged, but everything about her was still soft. There was something so beautiful about her smile. It had me reeling. It sent me over the edge. And I kissed her again. It seemed I couldn’t stop kissing her. Soon, I took it a little further and pressed my bare chest against her breasts.

My palms were busy wandering down her sides, and hers had been traveling lower down to my groin, but the whole time our faces were no more than a breath apart.

This time she broke our kiss, searching for air, and taking mine.

There was a bond between us that I didn’t want to acknowledge. She felt it, too. So, in the dim light I gazed down at her, not allowing myself to say anything else, and she stared up at me with her throat moving as she swallowed down whatever she wanted to say.

Her shaky fingers reached out to caress my bottom lip before allowing her arms to fall in a relaxed motion behind her. “Jake, take me.”

Without breaking eye contact, I went to my knees.

Deep inside I knew all of this was fucking wrong. That ending things now would spare a lot of heartache. But with all the bad in my life, I just wanted a little good. And she was it.

Tempting.

Tasty.

Delicious.

She was licking her lips, her chest rising and falling in rapid measure, and her gaze intense. “Jake, it’s okay.”

“I know,” I whispered. And I believed it was, or wanted to believe that, anyway.

With her arms draped over her head in a way that her dirty blonde hair was fanned out, she bent her knees and planted her feet firmly on the mattress,

It was a picture I knew I would remember forever.

There was no doubt she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, but today something felt different.

I didn’t like the feeling.

Nudging her knees apart wider, I settled between her thighs and kissed her slowly. With hungry fingers and lips, I traced the slope of her neck, the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips.

She arched her back as if giving herself to me, and all the while my body screamed to hurry up and take her already. “Please,” she begged as she lifted her hips.

With my arms caging her, I pushed inside her. “Ah, baby, you undo me.” My voice was little more than a ragged grunt.

Her fingertips dug into the bunched muscles of my shoulders, and she quivered beneath me as she exhaled a shaky breath across my face. “I can feel you.”

And fuck, how I could feel her, too. I pulled back before I thrust even deeper. In response, her legs trembled as she tightened them around my hips.

My knees were shaking like it was my first time, and in a way it was. I’d never gone bare inside a woman before. Everything felt the same with her, just a thousand times more intense.

She was so tight I could barely breathe as I pulled out and then thrust again. My elbows dug into the bed as my hands fisted in her hair. “Juliette.”

A smile trembled at her mouth. “Jake.”

My thighs shook as I moved above her slow and steady. The need to fuck completely gone and replaced by this, whatever this was. “Fuck, Jules, you feel so good.”

In response, she rocked into me again and again as her fingers cut into my skin with the need to hold on.

Our bodies burned as we moved in an erotic, tantalizing, rhythm.

Up.

Down.

In.

Out.

Gasping my name, her gaze was solidly fixed on me. “I’m going to come, Jake. Are you close?”

“Yes, I’m right there with you, baby,” I groaned and pushed inside her one last time, holding myself at the deepest possible point.

As pleasure knotted at the base of my spine and spread down the back of my thighs, I could feel the start of her orgasm. It rippled along the length of my cock and then squeezed me so tight that if I hadn’t already been on the brink, I would have been then.

It was like being turned inside out. The rush nothing I’d ever experienced before as I throbbed and ecstasy hit. Spasms jerked through my body, and every single one of my nerves felt electrified.

With my face buried in the crook of her neck, I cried out her name. As she cried out mine, I shuddered from head to toe.

Her arms circled my shoulders, and her hands rubbed up and down my back, her nails biting into my flesh there as well.

They would be scars that would always remind me of her.

Still inside her, I lowered my body on top of hers and gasped for air. She took my breath away, in so many ways.

This had been birthed from a silly conversation about sex. A game of would you or won’t you. I’d simply asked, “Would you ever consider having sex without a condom?”

Her response had been as sassy as ever. “Since I don’t wear condoms, I guess I would.”

And I took the lead from there. Discussing the pros and cons of having sex without protection and the precautions that needed to be taken first.

Who knew the result would be anything but a game.

That it would be so fucking real, it hurt.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Best Of Both Worlds

JULES

SUMMERS IN THE SOUTH WERE always a bitch.

It meant dealing with blaring heat and pouring rain. Cursing the fact that I’d chosen to run a few errands at lunch without taking my umbrella along, I shook off what I could of the remaining drops of water and glanced at myself in the office window.

My hair hung sodden against my forehead and cheeks. My clothes clung damp and heavy and were now chilled in the frigid air conditioning Finn had taken control of.

Closing my door, I stripped off my carefully selected dress and grabbed the jeans and tank I’d thrown in the back of my car last week when I’d spent the night at Jake’s midtown apartment.

After pulling my hair back into a messy bun, I wiped under my eyes and reapplied my mascara.

Ouch!

I’d stabbed myself in the eyeball, and in the process, my contact came tumbling out. Crap. On my hand and knees, I searched for it, but to no avail.

Scrunching the other one out, I tossed it the trash and opened my desk drawer, where I kept a spare pair of glasses.

They were cute enough. Made me look smart instead of geeky, but still, I hated wearing my glasses.

Glaring at my reflection this time, I sighed. I looked . . . unprofessional. Yes. That was the right word. Unprofessional. Unprofessional when I should be looking like one top dog wedding planner.

It was ironic that I looked the way I did since the cliché money is no object was about to take on new meaning with this wedding. The two million dollar budget meant an astonishing display of opulence had yet to be planned. And the riveting guest list would have every news outlet in town itching to not only catch a snap of the bride and groom but the venue as well.

Slipping my kitten heels back on, I opened the closet door in the corner that kept props for display. In there I found one of my uncle’s suit coats hanging on a hook. I put it on and rolled up the sleeves.

Not bad.

Then I opened a few of the boxes and found a strand of pearls and some pieces of lace.

Perfect.

I wrapped the pearls around my neck and slid the lace in the suit pocket.

So I was rocking the Madonna look.

It was coming back in style. I’d read about it while checking out at the supermarket a few weeks ago.

With my outfit crisis put at ease, I had a lot of important choices ahead of me to make. And Jake would be here soon to start the selection process.

The thought of spending time with him working on the wedding details during the daylight hours of the next few days, and then going out to dinner and maybe even the movies at night had me positively giddy.

My breath hiccupped as I reached for the list of things we had to accomplish in the next three hours. Jake, of course, had needed to get some sleep after working all night, and I had to come to work. It was the whole passing in the night routine that had become our norm. But it was about to change. And even as I looked at the perfect dress I had selected in a heap on the floor, I was still smiling.

Shrugging it off, I sat down and scattered the photos I had Finn print off the Internet over the table. They were from the garden party scene of The Great Gatsby and were my inspiration for Rory and Remy’s wedding.

Closing my eyes, I could practically see it.

The explosion of lavish hothouse orchids, stems of cymbidium, blankets of dendrobium. There would be a mix of cut blossoms, ferns, and potted orchids on the tables.

All in shades of white.

This would create a cream and soft green color palette. I could add crystals for sparkle and silver for shine. A dash of blush for the whimsy romantic effect. The cake. The cake would be blush in color. In the end, the garden would become a fairytale wonderland perfect for wooing true love.

It was going to be amazing.

There was a knock on the door, and I practically leaped out of my seat. “Come in,” I called in excitement.

Jake was here.

As the door to the office opened, giddy nerves danced down my spine, and then . . . Jaxson walked in.

My smile remained, although not as brightly, and I took my seat again. It wasn’t that I wasn’t happy to see him. He just wasn’t the man I had been expecting.

Jaxson, dark hair tousled from the wind and rain, raincoat open over faded jeans, and as handsome as ever, walked into my office.

His tranquil green eyes were downcast, and he was glancing at a handful of his own photos. “Good afternoon, beautiful. Lose a contact again?”

Jaxson oozed charm. It was in his nature. He was a natural born flirt, even with his ex-fiancé. “Hi handsome, this is a surprise, and as a matter of fact, I did.”

He kissed me on the cheek, and his casual smile warmed me like sunlight. “Yeah, well, that’s nothing new. I hope I’m not interrupting anything too important, but I wanted to get your opinion on these.” He waggled the eight by ten glossy photos in his hands

Embarrassed, I pushed the pile of inkjet-printed photos in front of me aside in a rush. “Sure. What are you looking at?”

He looked me up and down, and then made an inquisitive face when he saw my wet dress on the floor. “Don’t ask,” I told him. He gave me a nod.

He knew me too well.

Perching himself on the edge of the table, he looked at me with the most serious expression I think I had ever seen him wear, and then he scratched his head. “Remember a few months back when I sent you that text with the link about Sports Illustrated restructuring?”

I relaxed back in my chair. “I have a vague recollection of it.”

He laughed. “Yeah, well, it wasn’t as eye-opening as the one you sent me.”

I shoved him. “Jaxson, you promised to never bring that up again.”

His smirk was wicked. “Yes, I did. What was I thinking at the time? It’s way too good not to have in my pocket.”

I rolled my eyes. “Get to the point before I kick you out.”

“Right. Right. The point. That article discussed the Digital Department’s reorganization. Now the print department is doing the same. They cut staff photographers by almost thirty percent and removed the chief photographer from his role. This created a huge hole for SI, and they did pictures. Good pictures. So they are holding a photo contest for professional photographers, and I’m entering it. The winner gets the chief photography position for a three-month trial.”

I clamped my hand over my mouth. “Are you serious?”

This time his smile was genuine. “I sure am.”

“What about your business?”

“Well, there is a sick amount of photographers entering so who knows if I’ll win.”

“You will,” I assured him. “You’re so talented.”

He shrugged. “Says the girl who thinks inkjet-printed photos are acceptable to look at.”

I scrunched my nose. “You caught me, again.”

He shook his head. “Oh yeah, like that was getting past me. Anyway, putting your bad habits aside, if I don’t win, I think it’s time for a change.”

I couldn’t stop my frown.

“But, Jules,” he beamed, “if I do win this gig, it could open a shit ton of doors for me either at SI in one of their regular segments or at some other magazine in the Time family.”

I pointed to the stack of photos in his hand. “Are those the ones you’re using to enter the contest?”

He bit his lip in reluctance. “I can only submit one, but these are the ones I have to choose from.”

Excitement of a different kind than I was used to from the past few days brought a smile to my face. “Let me see,” I said anxiously.

Leaning toward me, he carefully set the pictures down on the table one at a time. When he did, my eyes nearly popped out of my head. The photo shoot he had done at The Bride Box wasn’t of brides wearing wedding dresses. It was of brides with no dresses on! They were in veils, or sexy lingerie, or wearing jewelry and nothing more. Each pictured a soccer ball or a football or a baseball somewhere in the photo, but the focus was on them sitting on the counter, or in a chair, or standing near the sink eating cake.

I glanced up at him. At the guy that had been such a huge part of my life for so long. How had I never seen his sensuality? It was written all over these pictures. In the way he posed the models. The angle of the picture. The faces the women were making, for him. “Montgomery mentioned you had done a shoot in the showroom, but conveniently left out the part about the brides being naked.”

He pointed to one of the pictures. “She isn’t naked.”

It was a sideways view. “She’s sitting on the counter wearing a blue garter and eating cake. Luckily the soccer ball under her arm covers up her boobies.”

His head fell back in laughter. “It wasn’t luck, Jules. I planned it that way.”

“Whatever,” I scoffed.

“Seriously,” he said, “don’t you think they’re edgy and hot and just the kind of photo SI would be interested in if they ever wanted to put a bride on their cover?”

I had to give it to him, he was right. “Yes, I do,” I admitted, and then I pointed to the bride wearing a cameo choker with tons of pearls around her neck. “This one is my favorite.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. It’s in the way you captured her expression. It’s soft but sexy. The way a bride should look on her big day. Like she’s in love. And with the blurred background, she could be anywhere. It’s mysterious and romantic and eye-catching. She makes me want to be her.”

Jaxson scooped me up and whirled me around. “I knew I could count on you.”

Just then a husky throat cleared.

It was Jake.

There was a dip in my belly as Jaxson set me down. Feeling anxious, I tucked a piece of fallen hair behind my ear and slowly raised my gaze toward the door. “Hi, Jake,” I said, adding a friendly laugh to help ease the tension I was feeling.

His hair was styled. He was cleanly shaven. He looked edible. He looked like sex. He looked like sin.

Looking at him made my toes curl.

In a pressed white shirt, unbuttoned at the top to reveal a smooth expanse of skin, paired with dark slacks, he looked like he belonged on the cover of GQ.

My knees went weak.

Under his white shirt, I could see the impressive muscle tone of his arms and chest. And his eyes, they were bright and wide, and for the first time, he didn’t look at all tired.

His eyebrows rose and his lips curved. “Hi, Juliette,” he said in return, and just as casually as I had addressed him.

Awkward.

“Jake.” I nudged Jaxson back a bit. “This is Jaxson. He’s ummm . . . he’s . . . he’s going to take the photos at Rory’s wedding,” I finally managed to say.

Jake strode into the room and held out his hand. “How’s it going?”

Casual. That was good.

Not at all jealous. That was even better. Especially since he had nothing to be jealous about.

“Good.” Jaxson shook his hand. “And just to help clear the air, I’m the guy Jules sent the video that was intended for you. Oh, and I’m her ex-fiancé, but we’re just friends.”

Jake smirked at him. “The first part I knew, and the second is good to know. I appreciate that.”

I glared at Jaxson. Did he really have to make that the first thing he said?

Out of nowhere, Jake swooped down and kissed me, right on the mouth. He might have taken me by surprise, but his lips were always welcome on mine.

Jaxson started to gather his photos.

I stared at Jake, unsure whether he was upset or not. But then his eyes roamed my body, and I felt whatever it was whirling in them between my thighs.

Something magnetic.

Irresistible.

Erotic.

Jaxson patted me on the shoulder and jolted me out of my daze. “I’m headed out. It was nice to meet you, Jake.”

Jake gave him a nod. “Same here, man.”

Jaxson looked at me with a curiosity I knew I would be expecting a call about. “I’ll be in touch about the wedding.”

“And the contest,” I called as he walked out the door. He waved a hand in acknowledgment.

Jake strode over to the old wooden desk so full of power goose bumps rose to the surface of my skin from the slight breeze he created in his wake. Casually, he picked up the picture that was on it. “Is this you?” he asked.

I nodded, my cheeks flushing in embarrassment. “I was seven.”

“Nice veil,” he commented.

“Yes, it was a pillowcase,” I laughed.

“And the flowers?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“They were dandelions from the garden. My father insisted on taking the picture because he knew my uncle would love it.”

Jake set the photo down and stared at me. “I bet he did.”

Just then Finn came into the office. “Hey Jake, how’s it going?”

Jake looked at him from head to toe, but for a completely different reason. “Good, really good, and you? You look much better.”

Finn set a box full of fabrics, silverware patterns, china dishes, and glass vases down. “Never been better,” he said with sarcasm. “Being the errand boy is the highlight of my life.”

“Finn,” I sighed. “You know I really appreciate the help.”

Regret coated his face. “I know, Jules, Sorry. Here’s the first batch of samples you asked for,” he said. “The rain slowed me down. I should be back with the rest within the hour.”

“That’s fine.”

Finn redirected his attention to Jake. “I made that call.”

“And?”

Finn smiled widely. “He’ll be in Las Vegas next month. He wants me to fly out and meet him at Moon’s Fight Club when he’s there.”

Jake fist pumped in the air. “Excellent. Let me know if it works out.”

“I will. And thanks, man,” Finn said as he headed to the door.

“Finn,” I called.

He turned.

“Vegas? You didn’t tell me that? Are you sure you want to go back there?”

He shrugged. “It will be fine.”

I stared at him for a long while. Until he gave me a nod, and then turned back around.

“Everything okay?” Jake asked.

“I hope so,” I answered, and then gave him my attention. He was standing there with his hands in his pockets and looked so incredibly sexy.

Feeling butterflies flutter to life in my belly, I strode over to the table and pushed my glasses up before I began to look through the box Finn had brought in. “Should we get started?”

Jake strode over to me. He pushed my chin up to look at him. “I like your glasses. You look like a sexy librarian.”

Those butterflies went crazy at the mere closeness of his face to mine. “Librarians aren’t sexy.”

His eyes blazed with heat. “Then you haven’t been going to the right libraries,” he drawled lazily.

I held his gaze for a few moments and that burn of desire started to pool in my belly. “Yes, well, clearly we have different interpretations when it comes to sexy.”

He smiled slowly at me. “Oh, I think we’re on the same page. And just to be clear,” he said, using the phrase Jaxson had used, “I’m really fucking jealous that he had you in his arms.”

I blinked in surprise. “You know you have no reason to be. Jaxson and I broke up for a reason, and now we are just friends.”

“Yeah, I know. You’ve both told me. That doesn’t change the facts.”

“The facts, what do you mean by the facts?”

He shook the question off.

I didn’t press him about it, but I did step a little closer. “If I promise to bang your brains out tonight, will that make you feel better?”

Features etched with determination, he yanked me roughly to him. “Then you better get started before I take you right here on the table,” he said, and then he crushed his mouth to mine.

I made a noise of surprise in the back of my throat and sunk into his kiss.

When he finally let me go we were both breathing hard. He smoothed his thumb over my cheek and his eyes went alight with passion. “For the record, I want you wearing those glasses when you fuck my brains out.”

My laughter exploded and Jake’s did as well. With my arms wrapped around him, I hugged him tightly. It wasn’t the first time I realized that I loved him, but it was the first time I wanted to say it out loud.

I did not.

Instead, I turned around and sat down at the table to get to work. Jake sat as well, easing back and crossing an ankle over his knee.

God, he was so sexy.

Work. It was time to work. I pulled my agenda from the stack of file folders beside me. “Let’s start with type of service, time of service, and roles.”

“That’s easy,” he grinned. “Non-denominational and I’ve already asked the Chaplin from the hospital to officiate, and he agreed.”

I clapped my hands together in excitement. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

He smiled ruefully. “I just asked him last night, and you and I didn’t really do much talking this morning.”

Chewing my lip, I remembered vividly what we did. “Right,” I said with a flush. “So, what time do you have in mind for the actual ceremony?”

He shrugged. “Two?”

I shook my head. “Since we are having both the ceremony and the reception at Rosewood, I wouldn’t make it too early.”

“Five then, and I’ll walk her down the aisle,” he said decidedly.

“Both work.” I made some notations in my planner.

“See how easy I am?” he remarked.

I gave a huff of laughter. “Right. Easy. That’s how I’d describe you.”

“You wouldn’t say I was easy?” His voice was gruff, deeper than usual, and the sudden smile on his lips was absolutely sensual.

I shook my head. “And moving on.”

He moved his chair closer to mine. “What would you say I am?”

A prickle of nervousness tightened every inch of my body as he turned me toward him and stretched his arms on either side of me, caging me in. He was so close, and he smelled of soap and him. And I felt that dizzying sensation slide over me.

“Smart,” I started with.

“Okay, go on.”

“Strong.”

He took my fingers within one warm hand and laced his fingers between mine. “Go on.”

“Sexy.”

His lips curved as if he was amused. “Would you say I’m a good lover?”

“I would,” I answered, giving nothing else away.

He let go of my hand and eased back in his chair, although he didn’t move it away. “I’ll settle for that, for now.”

Picking up a binder, I handed it to him. “Caterers are next. We have to decide what we are going to serve, and that will help narrow the choices.”

Perusing it in five seconds flat, he shut it with a grunt. “Can I just close my eyes and put my finger on the menu and be done with it?”

“Jake,” I held my tone confident. Right now he was my overwhelmed client, not my lover, not a sex god. I squeezed my thighs together at the last one. He was better than good in bed. That was for certain. “You could. But what you should do is look them over and see which one offers the foods that appeal most to you.”

He opened the binder again and began reading the menus. After about five minutes, he pointed to one. “This one, but why exactly was I looking for what appealed most to me?”

I smiled at him. “Because it was the only way I could get you to read the menus.”

He shook his head. “Always a smartass.”

“On the bright side, we’ve checked one more thing off the list. Only ninety-nine to go.”

He dropped his head to the table and sighed. “I have no idea how you do this all day.”

“Because like you, I love my job, and I’m good at it.” I got up and went over to the bookcase to pull down the invitation samples I’d had Finn get earlier during the week.

When I got back to the table, I set the samples down. Before I could sit down, he grabbed me by the hips. “Let’s take a make out break.”

“We really should get through some of this,” I whispered, resting my hands on his shoulders and leaning down.

His eyes started to flutter closed, his eyelashes dark on his cheekbones as his lips came within a breath of mine. “Okay, what’s next?”

When I tried to move away, he dragged me onto his lap. “Jake?” I questioned looking at him over my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“Making this fun,” he grinned.

And fun it was.

Two hours later, I was still on his lap, and we’d accomplished very little, but the tension between us was thick with knowing and sparking with electric chemistry.

“Okay,” I finally conceded, turning myself to straddle him. “Let’s go to dinner so we can get back to your place.”

His eyelids lowered slightly in an unconscious smolder that sent off a rush of tingles between my legs. “That sounds like a really good idea. We’ll drop your car off and you can grab a bag. We’ll stay at my apartment tonight but at Rosewood tomorrow night.”

I curled my fingers in his hair. “I can’t stay with you every night.”

He pressed his fingers into my hips. “Sure you can.”

“Jake, I have to work.”

He ran his palms between my thighs. “Which has nothing to do with where you spend your nights. Besides, I plan to do two more days of this with you . . .”

All I could hear was my heart banging in my chest and my pulse ringing in my ears. He was talking, but all I heard was take it slow. Being around him made me feel a thousand different things, and the need to be guarded seemed to easily slip away. “Okay,” I said. “I think that sounds like fun.”

He placed a little kiss on the corner of my mouth. “I can promise you, it will be much more than fun.”

I closed my eyes and told myself there was nothing wrong with letting this thing between us go on for as long as we had together.

Fun.

We were having fun.

When he kissed the other side of my mouth, the feeling that washed through me was something much more than fun, though. Butterflies swarmed my belly, my throat tightened, and when he full on kissed me, I felt like he was my home.

It was a feeling I hadn’t felt in a very long time.

And right then I knew nothing would ever be the same in my life when he left.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Method To My Madness

JAKE

THERE WAS A VERY GOOD chance that if I saw another piece of satin, silk, or lace, and I don’t mean of the sexy underwear type kind, I was going to implode.

Who the hell knew everything had a sample? Napkins, tablecloths, place settings, even silverware for Christ sake.

After a solid week of looking at wedding this and wedding that, I was pretty much over it.

It was tedious.

It was tiresome.

And yet, it was also exhilarating.

Yes, exhilarating.

Not the selection process—that I never wanted to do again. But Juliette. She had a fire about her when she worked that was an incredible turn on. She was focused, competent, and at times even commanding.

I scooped up a handful of nuts and watched Juliette lose one last time at Gin Rummy against Mimi.

She’d stayed here every night over the past week, and while I was at work she ate with Mimi, and they spent time talking about God knew what.

She was . . . fucking amazing.

Not just the sexy, doe-eyed, full of life, golden-skinned, shiny blond hair, soft, full-lipped kind of amazing. That was killer enough. But you had to add in the heat and light she just seemed to emanate. And when you did, she was impossible not to fall for.

Not that I had.

I popped another handful of nuts in my mouth and took a sip from my beer.

Jules, as I had taken to call her at times, had taken to Mimi, and even though tonight was my only night off this week, she had insisted we spend it with Mimi. I wasn’t going to argue. I wanted to spend as much time as I could with my grandmother, and Jules. I enjoyed seeing them both smile and laugh.

“Rummy,” Mimi said, her voice was hoarse, and her coloring seemed paler. It was nearly nine, and she should have been in bed, but she insisted she wasn’t ready.

I got to my feet and strode by the two of them sitting at the card table. All the dogs were lounging in their places, and of course, Daisy was on Mimi’s lap.

When I squeezed Jules’s shoulder, she looked up. Her eyes were bright with happiness and contentment. “I’m going to grab another beer. Do you want anything?”

She shook her head no. “I’m good, thank you.”

“Mimi?”

She also shook her head.

“A guy is willing to wait on you and neither of you want anything, go figure.” I grinned at the two of them.

As I walked out of the room, I heard Mimi whisper, “You’re doing a good job, sweetheart.”

I had a feeling she wasn’t talking about the wedding planning or the card game, but rather me, and I rolled my eyes. Who the hell knew what she had said to Jules, but I was surely going to find out as soon as I returned.

In the kitchen, I grabbed another bottle from the refrigerator and was just sinking a lime into when I heard Jules scream. “Jake! Come here, hurry.”

Alarmed, I rushed back into the parlor.

Jules was beside Mimi holding her hand with Daisy on the floor beside her. Mimi had slouched down in her chair. She’d gone even paler and her eyes were squinted like she was in pain.

“Mimi?” I kept my voice even. “Are you okay?”

She looked up at me and gave me a smile I failed to believe. “I think I’m tired. That’s all. I should probably go to bed.”

I nodded and called for Matthew to assist me. He was upstairs getting her medications ready, and I could hear him already descending the staircase.

Mimi’s head dropped again.

I lifted her chin. This time she was unresponsive and I calmly started checking her over. Her face was clammy, and her forehead was damp with sweat. Her pulse elevated.

“Let’s get her to the couch,” I directed Matthew.

He grabbed the blanket that was draped over her lap and headed that way. She looked so frail. Having lost even more weight, I lifted her easily and carried her to the plush cushions. Mr. Darcy came trotting over and put his head down with a whimper.

Jules gave him a pet. “It’s okay, big boy. She’s going to be fine.”

When I put a hand to Mimi’s chest, it was dry and hot. “Mimi, talk to me.”

Nothing.

I searched as best I could for signs of irritation. Distress. I bent to run my hands up and down her legs, straightening them.

“What was her last red blood cell count?” I looked up and fear tried to steal my voice. I forced it aside.

“I don’t have the exact number, but it hadn’t changed significantly from the previous one.”

“Increase or decrease?”

“It increased,” he said.

Fuck!

“Mimi. Look at me.”

Her head was drooping, and her eyelids started to flutter. When her whole body started to tremble, I pulled out my phone and dialed 911.

“Please state the nature of your emergency.”

“This is Dr. Kissinger,” I said. “I need an ambulance sent to 321 West Paces Ferry Rd, stat.”

Terror was trying to crash over me. I was trained for situations like this. I dealt with them every day, and yet I had to stop and center myself, but then Mimi started gasping, and I went on autopilot.

“Grab her oxygen tank,” I told Matthew.

He took off and ran up the stairs.

“What’s wrong with her?” Jules asked, her voice scared and small.

“Hypoxia.”

“Stay with me, Mimi,” I murmured over and over while I worked on giving her rescue breathes until I could administer the oxygen.

Matthew came running into the room. He set the green tank down and together we tore open the sterile packages of tubing.

Her lips had already turned blue. Slowly, I cranked the dial on the tank and brought the mask to her face. “Give me your stethoscope and hold this,” I told Matthew.

He took hold of the mask, and I put the rubber tips in my ears to listen to her heart rate. As soon as I did, panic gnawed at me.

Just then Mimi opened her eyes and smiled at me. “I love you, Jake,” she said softly.

“I love you, too. And you’re going to be fine,” I assured her.

The 911 operator had said she’d have someone here right away

Right away couldn’t come soon enough.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

In The Heat Of The Moment

JULES

AFTER SPENDING THREE DAYS AT the hospital, Jake brought Mimi home with around-the-clock hospice care.

The cancer had metastasized into the lungs. She didn’t have long, and I prayed she made it until the wedding. Not for me, but for her, and Rory, and Jake.

With Mimi settled in her room, Jake and I had eaten and showered and next on the list was sleep, but neither of us could fall asleep.

It was seven in the evening, and the sun was still shining way too bright.

I looked over at him stretched out on the bed as he stared at the ceiling. There was so much I wanted to say but didn’t know where to start. There was so much I wanted to be able to do for him, and nothing I could. Nothing except be here for him.

“Tell me a story,” I whispered.

Jake put an arm behind his head. When he did, his shirt lifted. I wanted to lick the smooth stripe of skin exposed between the hem of the material and his belt, but I settled for running a finger along it.

He had been quiet for most of the day, and I knew he had a lot on his mind. Between organizing Mimi’s care and also calling Rory and telling her she should think about coming home very soon. I understood why.

At my touch though, he shivered and moved a little closer. He turned to look at me, and the circles under his eyes conveyed his lack of sleep. “I’ve told you all of them.”

I spread my fingers flat on his firm belly and rubbed in slow circles. “You can’t possibly have. Tell me the craziest one.”

Jake’s sigh sounded annoyed, but I knew he was anything but. He loved telling me stories about the ER as much as I loved hearing them. There was no patient confidentiality violation, as he never mentioned any names.

I rested my head in the palm of my hand and studied him. The way his chest rose and fell as I stroked his stomach, the way his eyes seemed to grow a little less dim, and the way his frown lines eased.

Slowly, tentatively, I tugged his shirt a little higher to bare him to me. “One more,” I pleaded. I wanted to take his mind off Mimi, and right now this was all I had.

“Fine,” he sighed again. “Once upon a time, there were three little doctors . . .”

“Stop!” I protested with laughter in my tone. “Don’t go any further.”

His brow rose. “What? You don’t want to hear about doctors, only patients?”

“No, that’s not it.”

He turned to face me and mimicked my pose. “Then what? You don’t think doctors are sexy enough for once upon a times.”

My hand went to his belt buckle, and I slipped the leather from it. “As a matter of fact, I think they’re very very sexy. It’s the little part that I disagree with.”

He glanced down at his manhood. “Oh,” he said. “You have a valid point. Then how about this: Once upon a time, there were three big doctors . . .”

“Jake, don’t go any further with that or I’ll have to turn that opening line into a nursery rhyme, and I guarantee you won’t like my ending.”

He gave me two raised brows.

I started to lower his zipper and raised my own brow. When he said nothing, I went on. “Once upon a time there were three big doctors, they were sooooo big one couldn’t fit in the ER, one couldn’t fit in his scrubs, and the one named Dr. Kiss . . .”

“Okay, okay,” he halted me. “Stop right there. I’ll tell you a real one. This might not be the craziest story, but it’s one I’ve never told anyone about.”

Intrigued, I stopped lowering his zipper. “Keep going.”

He looked down at my hand. “I will when you do.”

With a grin, I slowly eased the rest of his zipper down, and I could feel his cock pulse from outside the denim.

He flipped onto his back and resumed his position with his hands behind his head. Clearly what I had in mind was more than acceptable. “It was my first week of residency when a woman in her late twenties came in the department crying hysterically. She had, she told me, something on her bottom and it was growing larger by the day.”

I slipped my hand inside his jeans. “Bottom?” I laughed.

“Ass,” he corrected, looking over at me. “That feels good, and she said bottom, not me.”

I worked my fingers around the tight denim, shoving it down his thighs. “Got it, on both counts.”

“Anyway, I was expecting to see a small lump or spot that needed to be biopsied, so I asked her to lower her pants so I could take a look. As I bent down to peer at the spot, I poked it and something erupted, and I swore it was looking at me.” He said this arching as he lifted his hips to allow me to undress him.

“What was it?” I cringed.

He looked over at me again, his eyes hooded and filled with desire. “A very large worm that had burrowed into her skin. And I vomited right there in the exam room.”

“You did not?”

“I did. My attending ripped me a new one for it, too. It was the first and last time I ever threw up, in front of a patient, anyway.”

My breathing was ragged. “There were other times then?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, more than a few. My first year of residency was rough.”

I kissed him on the lips. Soft. Sweet. Intimate. “You’ll have to tell me about them, later.”

He kissed me back. Hungry. Desperate. Needy. “Yeah, later.”

That’s when I dragged my mouth down his throat. Lower. And lower. Kissing a path down to his chest, the smooth skin above his navel, and then down to his cock, I took him in my hands. Full. Thick. Beautiful. The crown of his cock was swollen and dripping . . . with desire for me.

I licked that drop, and then I stared up at him. For some reason, I couldn’t look away as his eyes flashed in the sunlight. His beauty was so strong, his body so incredibly perfect, and his being made just for me.

He was watching me with a predatory look in his eyes. And then as if anxious, he cupped the back of my head and tugged me closer—closer to his cock.

Gripping the base of his cock with my hands, I tucked his broad head into mouth and sucked gently as I pulled him in. The sharp inhalation that was audible in the quiet told me he liked what I was doing.

Those butterflies I got every time we were together flitted and spun and tumbled around in the lowest part of my core.

I fucked him with my mouth and tongue, my teeth, and then I let my jaw go slack to take him even deeper.

Overwrought with lust, he arched under my touch and twisted his fingers in my hair. My pulse stuttered and my body ached with wanting to please him, maybe even more than I wanted pleasing.

He let out a long, tortured groan, and then whispered my name, “Juliette.”

His hands slid from my head to around my shoulders and pulled me upward. He fumbled between us to shove his jeans down even further than they were. He twisted out of them and kicked them aside. I had already ripped my shirt over my head and thrust my shorts off.

And then we were both lying face-to-face totally naked.

I cupped his cheeks against mine and fluttered my lashes against his skin, over and over, and he laughed softly, but the laugher faded quickly.

Moving swiftly, he was hovering over me and then inside me in one solid thrust.

My mouth dropped open in a soundless gasp when his hands rushed up the back of my thighs and he hooked my knees over his forearms.

In this position, he took me hard and fast, the pace turning almost frantic. Our bodies pitched and strained, grasped and clutched. I raked my nails down his back, and he bit me hard enough to bruise.

And then he turned me so he could take me from behind. He pounded into me. Like this, we were nothing but flesh on flesh. The headboard creaked from how hard I was gripping it and he yanked my hair until my head tipped back.

My orgasm hit me like a shock wave that ripped through my core and erupted as a passionate cry from my throat.

Jake growled and turned me back around. His face contorted, and hot, rough hands grasped my knees, forcing them apart. Then his mouth was on me, his lips devouring me as much as his body was.

More pleasure rushed through me. Desperately, my fingers dove in his hair. I held and gripped him, never wanting this to end.

Never wanting us to end.

I cried out his name as my orgasm surged throughout my entire body.

Jake’s face contorted, and hot, aggressive hands grasped my knees, forcing them apart wide enough to allow him to go deeper inside me. Maybe even deeper than anyone had ever been.

Sensations burst behind my eyes.

“Fuck, Juliette.” Jake’s movements were harsh and rushed, his body jerking, his breaths short and ragged.

I stared up at his face, watching his eyes close as he came. It was erotic and wild. It sparked like a wildfire out of control, and it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

Moments later, he opened his eyes, and warm blue irises looked down at me, and that was when I knew for sure . . . I loved him.

Really loved him.

I loved him with everything I had.

He kissed me softly and then crushed his chest to mine. When he rolled to lie beside me, he buried his nose in my hair and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

We stayed that way for the longest time, neither of us able to move, our bodies locked tightly.

“I love you, Jake.”

There it was.

His eyes flew open. I thought he was going to jump out of the bed, run out the door, flee as far and as fast as he could away from me. He didn’t. I think what he did might have been worse. He just stared at me in bewildered silence.

Right then I knew they were words I shouldn’t have spoken.

Words that slipped out.

Words he didn’t want to hear.

Yet, I’d said them and there was no taking them back. I had to own them. Then again, I felt as though they were written in the stars.

I held out my hand to his, but I didn’t move to take his. I simply held it out, waiting. Waiting for him to accept my love or reject it. The seconds that ticked by were torturous, but I kept my hand right there, held up, and offered.

Accept or reject.

I had no idea what he was going to do or what I was going to do if he rejected me. Once again I’d acted before thinking. Jumped without looking. Dove without a net.

Taking a breath, he slowly reached for me and slid his palm on top of my upturned one. “I quit my job today,” he whispered.

Everything went black, and I started to free-fall. His grandmother was dying, there was nothing anyone could do to prevent it, and as soon as she was gone, so was he. We weren’t written in the stars after all, but the fact that he was leaving was.

Those feelings of panic I never could control started to take over.

I needed air.

I needed to be alone.

I needed to get out of his room.

I tried to pull my hand away, but he wouldn’t let me go. He squeezed it tighter as if he wasn’t going to allow me to flee. My heart thundered erratically in my chest when I raised my gaze back to his. “You feel the same way. I know you do.”

His eyes looked icy blue. “What does it matter how I feel? You know I have to go.” The words raked from his throat as sharp as a razor.

“It matters, Jake. It matters. I could go with you.”

He shook his head. “I need to do this on my own. So please, just stop.”

And I did.

Yanking hard, I jerked free of his hold and threw my legs over the side of the bed. I needed to get some air. I needed to breathe. To take a few moments to put things in perspective.

Determined to keep me in his bed, he pulled me back to him. I threw myself backward to break free of him once again, but he got hold of my wrists and pinned me down. “I’m not letting you leave like this, Juliette.”

“I just need a few minutes alone.”

He shook his head but said nothing. He was shutting down. I could see it in his eyes.

I tried not to sob, but the sound I made instead was even louder. It was a tortured cry of rejection that I couldn’t contain. He closed his eyes as if unable to witness my reaction.

“Let me go,” I said quietly. I wasn’t looking for drama or to cause a scene, but I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

Opening his eyes, he pinned both my wrists with one hand and lifted my chin. “I love you! Is that what you want to hear? I fucking love you,” he said louder.

Tears sprung hot from my eyes. From the day I met him we were hard and soft, up and down. Both good and bad. Gentle and rough.

He truly was the Ying to my Yang.

The realization stunned me, and I stopped trying to run.

Once I’d settled, Jake dropped down beside me and pulled me to his chest. “The thing is it doesn’t change anything.” This he said softer, quieter.

I closed my eyes, wishing I could take those words back. They caused too much pain. Too much heartache.

“It doesn’t change anything,” he said again, stroking his hand down my back.

“I know,” I whispered. “I just wanted you to be my North Star.”

He sighed, and it was full of pain and torment.

I said nothing more.

Minutes of silence passed. I had no idea how many, but the sun had set, and the room went from bright to dim in a heartbeat. It was a perfect reflection of the state of our relationship. Exhaustion hit me hard, and I hoped sleep would take me under sooner rather than later.

He was right. Saying those three little words didn’t change anything. In the end . . . it would only make parting ways that much more difficult.

Breaking up was going to be so very hard to do.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Hit The Nail On The Head

JULES

THE BIG DAY HAD FINALLY arrived.

You would have thought I was the one getting married by the amount of butterflies in my belly.

With my nose pushed to the glass, I watched from the French doors in the parlor as the florist transformed the garden into an elegant and elaborate tea party meant for the queen.

There were white lace linens and fine china in all kinds of pretty patterns on the various sizes and shaped tables with the most beautiful flower centerpieces done in every shade of pink.

The floor of the main tent had already been filled with at least one thousand white roses, creating a dance floor that seemed to come straight out of a fairy tale.

I took a moment longer to admire the view. The crisp white covers on the chairs. All the shades of pink, from the palest to the deepest, blooming against the shimmer of tulle and lace.

It made me giddy just thinking about it.

Montgomery and Archer were also hard at work under the air-conditioned tent adding finishing touches to the seven-layer cake that was as spectacular as a white diamond. There were no birds or hearts with initials. Instead, textured petals adorned each tier. Some blush, some cream, some white, and a pale green shimmered all around. More petals were scattered over the cake board and on top stood a hand-painted porcelain statue.

Mimi knew it was right as soon as she saw it in one of my catalogs. She said it represented Rory and Remy in the most perfect way. The way they used to sneak off for hours at a time to be together. The statue was of a bride and groom sneaking a kiss, with the bride’s legs positioned in a dangling fashion so the porcelain could be set at the edge of the cake.

Additional tents, tables, and sofa settings were also being arranged out in the garden in such a way to make it easy to move about.

Turning around, I strode into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator in the butler’s pantry to inspect the flowers for the bridal party. Pink and white ribbons streamed from the lilies in the bridesmaid bouquets. They were large, simple, classic statements turned modern. The boutonnieres were done similarly except there were no ribbons just touches of pale green.

When my eyes landed on the bridal bouquet, it brought tears to my eyes. With a trail of silver-edged orchids accented by clear beads, it was one of a kind.

I closed the door and leaned against it. I was not going to cry. I was not going to cry. I patted the tears from under my eyes and left the kitchen.

Feeling nervous, I fidgeted with my diamond earring as I strode through the house to the foyer. Assuring I could move about without restraint, I’d worn a blush colored jumpsuit and matching ballerina flats.

Too bad I hadn’t thought about how difficult it was going to be to use the restroom beforehand. It had taken me five extra minutes to put myself back together.

I sighed.

I should have just worn the strapless knee-length dress.

Opening the door, I smiled at the big pots of hydrangeas. The intense antique pink created such a strong statement, I thought, dramatic, romantic, and eye-catching.

The sound of engines had me jerking my head up, and I watched with nervous jitters as the first caravan pulled through the gates. Three black town cars and two Suburbans carrying Remy and his entourage. The Governor and his wife and his security detail, the groomsmen, and the pastor and Jaxson, along with the groom were all arriving. Finn and Uncle Edward were with them, helping to coordinate the groom’s side of the family.

It was almost go time.

Seconds later, they parked next to the vintage Jaguar and I couldn’t believe the ceremony was expected to begin within an hour.

Nearly five weeks of planning, countless hours spent on this one wedding in hopes of making everyone’s dreams come true, and it was about to commence.

Still teary-eyed, I patted under my eyes and tried not to think about the fact that I had no more clients after this one. That Easton Design & Weddings had been sold to a franchise, and they took occupancy on Monday.

Instead, I focused on the now. On the fact that the five hundred or so guests arriving very soon were royalty in their own right. Politicians, movie stars, high-society families. And they were going to be treated to a performance by singer Charlie Puth, who would be singing, “When I See You Again.” It was to be dedicated to Rory’s father. And Lana Del Ray was also coming. Lana Del Ray! She would be singing, “Love” and “Lust for Life,” which were both sure to set the dance floor on fire.

And to top the evening off, at midnight there would also be a dazzling display of fireworks in the gardens to top those anywhere in the world.

Wedding guests were not allowed to bring cameras to the ceremony. This was mandated by the Governor’s security detail, but Jaxson, who was the official wedding photographer, would be releasing photos to the news media on a timely basis.

I waved at Uncle Edward and Finn as they got out of the car. Just then Jaxson snapped his camera. “Looking good,” he said, walking up the steps.

I smiled at him. “Yes, it does.”

“I mean you. You look good. Not a sign of nerves anywhere.”

I watched as Finn and Uncle Edward brought the groomsmen and family over to the pool house. “I’m a nervous wreck on the inside. Are you ready for the bride?”

He nodded.

“Okay, let me go check on her and then I’ll come get you.”

“I’ll be around back.”

Exhaling for courage, I turned around and headed up the grand staircase. I automatically veered right toward Jake’s room, but then realized it wasn’t him I needed to see. I turned direction and veered left toward Rory’s room.

Things between Jake and I had been undefined. It’s the only way I knew how to describe it. After the night we proclaimed our love for each other, we never spoke of it again.

Over the days that followed, I stayed with him at night. Mimi’s condition had continued to decline, and he spent most of his time during the day with her. When I could, I joined them.

The sex between us bordered on desperate. It was a mix between lovemaking and fucking, but that had happened before I’d said those three little words.

Last night was the first night we hadn’t slept in the same bed in weeks. After the rehearsal dinner, he went to Remy’s bachelor party, and I spent some much-needed time pampering myself. I glanced down at my nails and smiled. The pretty pink gloss looked perfect.

My ears perked up as soon as I hit the landing. I could hear the hysteria from here. I picked up my pace and knocked loudly on the bride’s door. When Rory’s maid of honor opened it, she had fire in her eyes.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

My eyes bounced around the room, from one lace bridesmaid to the next fringe-covered one to the one in chiffon, and then to the tall, lone figure standing incredibly handsome by the window with his hands in his tuxedo pockets and his bottom lip in a pout.

Why was he in here?

“Remy’s oldest brother hired more than a dozen strippers for the bachelor party last night. Look!” She shoved her phone displaying an Instagram photo, that must have somehow had been leaked, in my face.

At first, I gave it a quick glance. I’d been through this a dozen times. It was my job to remain Switzerland and neutralize any impending disasters before they happened.

But then I took the phone from her and studied the photo a bit more. The guys in the wedding party were in the private room of some club seated at a table. Each with a barely dressed woman on their lap, including Jake.

I wanted to enlarge it. To see if he was turned on. Look at his facial expression. I did not. I was here for Rory. Not myself. Yet, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering back to last night. To the text he’d sent me around eleven.

Him: Are you in bed?

Me: I am.

Him: Are you thinking about me?

Me: I am now.

Him: Touch yourself for me.

Me: Where are you?

Him: It doesn’t matter. Touch yourself and tell me if you’re wet.

Me: Have you been drinking?

Him: I’ve had my share. Are you doing it?

Me: Come over and do it yourself.

Him: Can’t.

Me: I’ll leave the door unlocked, come over anytime.

He never did say yes, and he never came over. He called me this morning and told me all the guys passed out in the suite at the Ritz, and I left it at that.

I glanced toward him. His gaze looked so very male, and as our eyes locked, he didn’t show an ounce of regret. It made my stomach constrict painfully. “It wasn’t at all how it looks,” he sighed as if he’d already been through this.

Obviously, this was why he was in here.

“Where’s Rory?” I asked, only just now realizing she was not in the room.

Twelve girls shouted out different things, but the only voice I heard was his. “She locked herself in the bathroom, and I can’t get her to come out.”

The wedding planner in me kicked into action. “Everyone out,” I shouted.

After protesting, they all finally filed out, all except Jake. As soon as the door closed, he was on me. His hands on my hips drew me close. “Nothing happened. They were strippers doing their thing.”

“I know,” I said, my voice low, steady.

“No, you don’t. I can see it written all over your face.”

I lifted my shoulders in a careless shrug and turned away, refusing to meet his dark stare any longer. “Rory,” I pounded on the door. “Come out here, we need to talk about that picture.”

“I am not coming out. You can tell everyone to go home.”

I sighed in frustration. “Did you even look at the picture?” I asked.

“Do you want to talk about this or not?” Jake said.

Unimpressed by the fact that his tone was bordering on angry, I knocked on the door again. “No, I don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to,” I whispered. “Rory, please come out and look at this picture.”

“You’re pissed because I never made it over and I get it, but I passed out with the rest of the guys and then when I woke up, I had to get Remy home.”

“Or was it because you were hot to get in that floozy’s pants, or panties, I should say.”

His laughter had me seeing red.

Incredulous, I whisper-shouted, “It’s not funny. You texted me all hot and bothered and then never replied.”

He took the phone from my hand and blew the picture up with his fingers. “Look, I wasn’t even paying attention to her. I was texting you when she was on my lap, and then Remy took my phone because the guys had taken his, and went out to the car to call Rory. I never found it until this morning.”

My heart leaped into my throat when I looked a little harder. He was right. “Oh,” was all I could say.

Jake threw his head back and laughed. His shoulders were still shaking when the door flew open.

Rory came out in a white silk robe that had the word ‘Bride’ monogramed on the right breast pocket. She narrowed her big blue eyes at her brother. “This isn’t funny, you manwhore.”

He didn’t stop laughing. “Rory, just look at the picture.”

I handed the phone to her.

“Remy isn’t even one of the guys with a girl on his lap. Look.” She shoved it back my way.

“I know,” I told her. “That was what I was trying to tell you.”

“He really does love me,” she grinned.

Jake was shaking his head. “Can you finish getting dressed, Mimi wants to see you before we all go downstairs.”

Practically bubbling over, she ran back into the bathroom. “I have to get ready!”

Jake pulled me to him and I could smell his fresh scent and as soon as I got close, he smacked me on the ass.

I yelped in surprise. “What was that for?”

“You know exactly what it was for,” he murmured, and then he slid his tongue in my mouth and I forgot all about the floozy with the big boobs who was sitting on his lap, mostly.

When Rory finally emerged from the bathroom, I broke free of Jake’s lustful hold and stared at her in awe.

“You two are too cute together,” she said, and I blushed the brightest hue of pink.

Jake ignored the comment all together. “Are you ready to see Mimi?”

She nodded. “Just need help with the back of my dress.”

In her glimmering white dress, sparkling with silver beads, she looked every bit as beautiful as she was. I rushed over to her and fastened the dainty pearl buttons. Then I stepped back into the room and watched as she swept back her elaborate skirt and stepped out into the room. A new light beamed in Rory’s bluebell eyes. “You were right,” she said to me.

I inclined my head. “About Remy?”

She shook her head. “No, that’s old news. About not wearing a veil.” She touched a hand to the band sparkling in her upswept brown hair. “This is a statement piece.”

I nodded and forced myself to hold back the tears. “It certainly is.”

Jake strode toward us and held his arms out to both of us, and once we took them, he led us out the door.

Mimi was sitting in her wheelchair, her portable oxygen tank already connected and ready to go. Matthew was by her side, as were two other nurses.

In her pale green dress and matching turban, she looked every bit as regal as the status she held. She’d been made up and her lips and cheeks shined a rosy pink. None of that hid the fact that she was barely able to sit upright in her chair.

As soon as she saw Rory, she burst into tears and took the mask from her face. “Oh, my darling Rory, you look like a princess out of a fairytale.”

Rory rushed over to her and I tried to grab her skirt to help her, but she was too fast. “I love you, Mimi. I love you so much.”

Mimi patted her back. “No tears today, my darling Rory. Today is supposed to be the happiest day of your life.”

“I know,” Rory choked out, “but I can’t help it.”

“Now, now,” she said. “Straighten up.”

Rory took a big breath and did what Mimi had told her to do. With trembling hands, Mimi opened the blue silk bag that sat in her lap. “This is for you, Rory. It belonged to my great-grandmother.”

Rory stared at the diamond necklace from the photo in the parlor with her mouth wide open. “Mimi! Oh my God, I had no idea you even had this.”

When Mimi tried to unfasten it, she couldn’t, and Jake hurriedly took it from her. He fastened the fire of diamonds around his sister’s neck. “Something new,” he whispered. She fingered the necklace and Mimi looked on at the two of them with pride and joy.

Jake then took something from his pocket. It was a thin, sparkly pink bracelet, and when Rory saw it, she burst into tears. “You kept this?”

He nodded. “It’s your something old.”

I melted right there. He had been listening to me when I went over wedding protocol.

She pulled it over her wrist and then hugged him.

There was a knock on the door. “Are you ready for the photos?” It was Jaxson, and as always, he had perfect timing.

“Yes,” I called. “Come in.”

I knew Jaxson would capture that iced fire, the lovely lines of Rory’s shoulders, the sweep of her vintage dress, but I also knew he would capture the moment that would mean everything. The emotion between the three of them. The love they shared so easily captured on film to last a lifetime.

I watched as Jaxson posed them and snapped away.

“Join us,” Mimi said.

“No, no,” I argued, with a wave of a hand. “This is for the three of you.”

“I insist,” she said.

And I knew there was no arguing with Mimi, so I crossed the room and stood between Mimi and Jake.

Snap.

Click.

Snap.

Click.

I felt like I belonged there. Beside Jake. And I knew I shouldn’t. I knew things were only temporary between us even though I hated to think about them that way.

“It’s time.” Roger was at the door looking wistfully at Mimi.

As soon as she heard his voice, everything about her lit up. That’s when I knew. I knew in my heart that Roger was the love of her life. The man she couldn’t have so many years ago and maybe never had since.

“Yes,” she said, and when she spoke her voice was thin and fragile. “I think it is time.”

Roger took control of the wheelchair, and together we all went out into the hallway. Mimi and Rory took the elevator, and the rest of us descended the stairs.

The moment came quickly.

The groom took his place, and Mimi was wheeled to her reserved place right up front.

I turned to gather the bouquets and pass them out as Uncle Edward lined the bridesmaids up, who had all settled down and were smiling very flirtatiously for Jaxson.

When I got to Jake and Rory, I felt my knees go week. He looked so incredibly handsome and she looked like a princess straight out of a fairy tale. “Rory, you really do look stunning,” I told her.

“Oh, don’t.” She waved a hand in front of her face. “I didn’t think I’d get all choked up at all, but I’m right on the edge of doing it twice.”

“One breath in, one breath out,” I ordered. “Slow and easy.”

“Thank you, Jules.” She looked over at her brother and drew in a ragged breath. “She’s so perfect for you. You could join me and we could have a double wedding.”

“Don’t.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “I need to be able to walk down this aisle without wanting to knock you off your heels.”

She laughed. “I can always count on you to say the right thing, brother.”

He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “You look beautiful. Dad would be proud.”

At that she started to cry for the second time. I looked at Jake, at the man he was, the good man who didn’t want to believe he was, and sucked in a breath.

“And two . . . go.” Uncle Edward said.

Oh crap!

I quickly wiped the tears from Rory’s eyes and stepped out of the way. “Go, go,” I urged as the music changed.

“I’m impressed,” Uncle Edward told me as Rory and Jake started down the aisle. I looked up at him. “Everything went so smoothly. You really are fantastic at this, Jules. I shouldn’t have doubted you.”

My eyes filled with tears and I threw my arms around him. “Thank you,” I said softly, and I meant it for more than just the compliment. I owed him so much. “Wedding planning comes naturally, it’s all the rest I have trouble with.”

“You are going to be great at whatever comes next.”

Next.

I didn’t want to think about that.

“I think we’ve all earned this.” I pulled back to find Finn with a bottle of pink champagne in his hand that he naturally confiscated from the fountain out in the main tent. The label read Cupcake Champagnes. I’d left the liquor ordering to Finn, so I was surprised to see that. I thought they only produced wines.

“Later,” I said with a wink, and then I hooked my arms through his and Uncle Edward’s. “Right now we have to watch our bride get married.”

From the back, I watched as Jake gave his sister away and took his place near Mimi. When he reached for her hand and squeezed it, I let another tear roll down my cheek. She looked so very frail.

I hated that he had to lose her.

I hated the circle of life.

And I hated death most of all.

As the ceremony concluded, and after the bride and groom came down the aisle, I threw confetti at them along with the other guests.

Everyone then began milling around in the garden, and I stood and watched for a bit. It was a garden party to top all garden parties.

Jaxson was standing over near the pool, and I walked over toward him. “Hey,” I said.

He looked at me with a sadness in his eyes I hadn’t seen in a very long time. “Hey.”

“Is everything okay?”

He gave me a slow nod. “Perfect. Just about to take family pictures outside. Are you coming?”

I shook my head. “Go ahead. I’ve been in enough photos.”

“Oh, come on, you have to join them. I haven’t gotten to take any shots of just you and the man who has obviously stolen your heart.”

“Jaxson, please don’t look at it that way.”

“Hey,” he said, “Do you think if the two of you get married, you could use those monogramed towels we got for our engagement party?”

I knew he was joking.

It was his nature.

Yet, it stung.

I reached for his hand, but he placed it on his camera. “Jaxson, I never meant to hurt you.”

He lifted his lens and snapped my picture. “I know, Jules, but that doesn’t mean you didn’t. The good news is I’ll get over it. Now come on.”

“I’ll catch up,” I whispered.

Once he was gone, I reflected on the differences between my relationship with Jaxson and my relationship with Jake. Both were good men. Both handsome. Smart. Sweet and funny. They were similar in so many ways, and yet so different in others. I loved them both, just in different ways.

I didn’t want to hurt Jaxson.

But he and I were over long before I met Jake.

There was something missing between us, and it was on his part as well as mine. Even if he didn’t see it that way right then, some day he would.

I want the best for him.

I want him to feel what I feel.

To feel more alive than ever.

That’s the thing about love, wasn’t it—you don’t get to pick it, it just happens.

Wistful, I looked toward the west and stared for a long time. I couldn’t believe it when the brilliant magenta sun began dipping beyond the horizon.

It was picture perfect.

The day had been one of sparkling clarity, without a cloud in the sky and bathed in nothing but sunshine.

Not too hot and absolutely no rain.

It was beyond perfect.

Too bad it wouldn’t last forever.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Whole Nine Yards

JULES

I STARED AT THAT MOUTH. Those lips . . .

Oh, my God.

Jake was talking, telling me about a conversation he had had with the Governor about the rural counties of Georgia, but I wasn’t listening.

In the vast space of the open ballroom, it was taking all of my strength to fight against the lustful desire that was trying to make its way deep inside me.

Jake glanced over at me, and I knew the moment he became aware of my lustful trance. I felt the blood rush to my face, and I swallowed hard. My parted lips and heavy breathing were a dead giveaway. Not to mention my nipples felt like diamonds, and there was a steady pulsing between my legs that was beginning to ache.

He leaned closer.

He knew what he was doing to me.

My clit felt like it was throbbing.

Space.

I needed space.

Thank God, the ballroom doors were open, and I used that as my cue to put some distance between us. With long strides, I stepped ahead of him and out into the fresh air of the night. He caught up with me, and my gaze rose. Again I found myself staring at those lips.

Those lips that had to send every woman reeling.

I knew they did me.

With a dry throat, I managed, “Looks like everything went off without a hitch.”

Jake dropped his own gaze. “All that’s left are the fireworks and the send-off, and then it’s done. I think you deserve a break.”

I gave a huff of laughter. “My break will come at the very end.”

He looked at his watch. “We only have thirty minutes until midnight. I think you can relax for a few minutes.”

I sipped my pink champagne and then turned to look out toward the party. Moonlight danced on the surface of the tents, and the stars were as bright as I’d ever seen them. “Yes, maybe I can.”

I leaned against the open door jamb. I’d changed into that blush silk dress with the thin, sexy straps I should have worn to begin with. The only downside was I had to change my shoes. My toes curled in my heels. My feet were killing me.

Lilies scented the air, and I breathed it in. I loved this part of summer. The dark nights and the warm air whirling around with the scent of the summer in it.

From behind, Jake reached around me and handed me a black velvet rectangular box. “I bought you something.”

With shaky fingers, I took it from him and opened it. Inside was the most beautiful diamond necklace. A single solitaire inside an elongated star. A perfect match to my diamond earrings. I looked at him.

“It’s your North Star. Whenever you wear it, I want you to think of me.”

I knew this was his goodbye to me, but I didn’t want to believe it.

I just wanted him.

He put it around my neck and then turned me to face him. His eyes turned hungry and electricity sparked between us with just a simple look. This attraction was too much. I didn’t know how to deal with it without acting on it.

Dropping my gaze, I looked at my glossy pink toes. He lifted my chin. Excitement stirred in the air. He was so close to me that I could smell his heavenly scent. He smelled of the soap in the shower. He smelled of pure man. Like always I wanted to bury my nose in his neck and sniff him.

Our bodies were almost touching.

I wanted them to be.

Then they were.

Like two magnets, we were drawn together.

He had leaned forward just a bit and then his fingers were on my face, tucking a stray piece of hair behind my ear.

Feeling electrified, my body jerked as his flesh came in direct contact with mine, and my breath caught at the intensity of the physical connection.

“I want you,” he whispered at the same time he lightly nipped at my bottom lip. “Right now.” I nodded, silently telling him I wanted him too—and right now.

He took my hand and walked fast through the foyer and into the room that had once been his grandmother’s office. Behind him he locked the door, and then pressed me against it.

The feeling of his lean, muscular body pressed against mine only served to further ignite my desire. With a desperation I didn’t understand, I pushed myself closer. Close enough that my hard nipples pushed against his unyielding chest. I couldn’t help myself.

Jake made a sound of approval deep in his throat.

I wanted to close my eyes but couldn’t. I had to see him. I looked up into his eyes, those light and dark eyes, and lost myself in him.

He looked at me like nothing else mattered but having me.

I shivered from that look alone.

It wasn’t long before his hands were running up my sides and when he lifted me, I felt electrified. I wanted this like I’d never wanted anything. Responding in the only way I could, I wrapped both my arms and legs around him and then buried my face in his neck.

With my lips touching his skin, and his scent invading me, my senses came alive. The edges of his hair tickled wonderfully against my cheek. The feel of his hands, now firmly grasping my hips, seared me as if he were branding me. His heavy breathing was all I could hear.

What came next happened so fast. We were moving. He was setting me down on the desk. His hands were dragging up my body to the hem of my dress. He lifted it to my waist.

My fingers trembled as they unzipped his pants. With a lick of my lips, I allowed my eyes to graze over him—he was devastatingly handsome. He was soft and hard at the same time. Just like the line of his jaw, the shape of his nose—they were hard but those incredible blue eyes outlined in dark, thick lashes softened his features.

My gaze slid down.

Seeing his erection made my heart beat so fast.

Heat flared in my belly.

All of a sudden, everything became about this man.

He was all I could think about. On how he slid his hands to the back of my neck. On how his fingers tangled in my hair to tip my head back. On those lips that would be on me very soon.

Oh, God.

Then he slid those soft lips down my skin and his fingers followed, and I felt each beat of his breath and mine.

Excitement danced in my belly.

My nipples were tight, like hard steel tips. When Jake skimmed his thumb over the silk that covered my breast, I sucked in a breath and nearly gasped. But when he pushed the fabric aside to close his mouth around it, and I felt his tongue, his teeth, and his lips all at the same time, I practically whimpered.

It felt so good—warm and wicked.

He worked his way back up to my throat, sucking the sensitive skin of my neck between his teeth as he did. The small bites didn’t hurt, but they did send the most erotic sensations ripping through me.

I bucked beneath him with a crazy, writhing need. I was like a lioness out of her cage, wild and free. With desperation, my hands found the back of his head to thread my fingers in his hair. Tugging it, pulling it, I brought him to my mouth where I wanted those lips.

He groaned, and then he placed his palm and pressed against my clit on the outside of my panties. Again, I writhed beneath him.

I had become a current for his touch, and the way his fingers slid inside my panties to find my slick heat, more than electrified me from the top of my head to my the tips of toes.

Breathless, I moved my hands to his shoulders and slid my tongue down his throat, and just like he had, I pulled his skin between my teeth. I might have been rougher, I might have left a mark—I wasn’t sure. I just couldn’t control myself.

His responding groan told me he was burning just like me, and his body language told me not to stop, so I didn’t. Not until he moved to capture my mouth with his own and take me with a heart-stopping kiss.

If I were romantic, I’d say that although he was bold with his body, to the point of unfaltering, he was almost tender, sweet even, with his mouth. It was that whole hot/cold, hard/soft thing we’d had going on from the start.

The heat of his body radiated and I could hear his ragged breaths. They mimicked mine. He took his cock in his hand and positioned himself at my opening. With the sounds of our mingled breaths the only noise in the room, I placed my palms flat on the cool surface and spread my legs wider.

His exultant groan echoed as soon as he thrust into me. Twin bursts of pleasure sizzled under his touch. I bit my lip to stop from crying out.

With steady movements, he eased in and then out again. In then out. Giving me a bit more each time. Going deeper and deeper. When he was fully inside me, I thrust my head back and closed my eyes.

He was my home, and I was going to lose him.

With his hands tightly gripping my hips, he slammed into me. Hard. And then harder still. Again, I had to bite my lip to stop from crying out.

It felt so good.

His fingers gripped me, pinched me almost, as he slammed into me. I followed his rhythm, and then everything exploded inside me. He pulled back and thrust. His cock slid so deep inside me that my hands gripped the edge of the table so hard that it was cutting into my skin.

And then we were both coming.

Joined together, we were breathing heavy, giving each other pleasure that never seemed to be enough. His head fell to the crook of my neck, and I wrapped my arms around him.

This was who we were, but not who we were meant to be. And I had to accept that.

Outside the office, we heard shouts. “Jake. Jake. Where are you?” It was Rory, and her voice was panicked.

Jake jerked back in a rush and zipped up his pants. He looked at me. “Go,” I said, getting to my feet and pushing my dress down. “I’m right behind you.”

“Jake, where are you?”

He rushed from the room and up the stairs toward Mimi’s bedroom. I tried to move fast, but I was stopped in my tracks when I heard the sound. The tortured cry of despair that ripped from Jake’s throat.

And I knew . . . I knew then, something really bad had happened.

That Mimi had died.


CHAPTER THIRTY

Once In A Blue Moon

JULES

I FOUND HIS GOODBYE NOTE on his dresser the morning after the funeral.

The envelope was thick, and my heart pounded as I opened it. Inside were the pearls that I had admired the first time I met Mrs. Beatrice Beau Crawford Alexander and a hand-written note in what I had come to recognize as Jake’s handwriting.

I grasped the pearls in my hand and read the note.

 

Juliette,

Saying goodbye is never easy, which is why I thought it would be best not to put either of us through that.

I want to tell you to wait for me, but I can’t because it isn’t fair. I don’t know how long the wait would be.

I want to stay, but I can’t. I have to do this for me. For him. I owe him that much.

I want to say so many things, but the only one that really matters is that when I was with you, you brought my world from black and white to color.

Enclosed is Mimi’s pearl necklace. She wanted you to have it, and wanted to make sure I told you to remember how strong you are. You should already know that, but I’m doing as she asked for fear she’s watching.

Jake x

 

Rushing to the window, I looked down. The vintage Jaguar was no longer parked in the drive. It was gone. Probably locked away in one of the garages until he came back.

If he ever came back.

My head was spinning. I stumbled to the bed and held the letter tight in my hand. I took a deep breath. I was not going to allow myself to have a panic attack. I knew this was coming. And Mimi had been right. She knew he would leave the easy way, and he had.

Why hadn’t I seen this coming?

I should have.

Tears got stuck in my throat, and I stubbornly swallowed them down.

I looked at the pearls in my hand.

“You are strong,” she’d said.

I wasn’t.

“Show him the way,” she’d said.

I couldn’t.

I didn’t know it myself.

I clutched the necklace he’d given me with my free hand. He was my North Star. My Polaris. I just couldn’t reach him. He was too far away. And it was time to let him go. At least for now.

Rory knocked on the door and stepped inside. The way she was looking at me, I knew she knew he’d gone.

She slouched down beside me, and I rubbed my eyes in an effort to get rid of the fog that was hanging over me.

“He’s gone,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“You have to go get him.”

“I can’t. He doesn’t want that. He wants to be left alone.”

She threw her leg up on the bed as she turned toward me. “My brother doesn’t know what he wants. I’ve never seen him as happy as when he is with you, but his guilt is something he’s carried for so long that he doesn’t know how to let it go. You have to help him.”

“I can’t.” Frustration made my voice edgy.

“You have to. You’re the only one who can. He blames himself for something he shouldn’t, and one day it’s going to break him. You have to help him.”

“I don’t think I can. I don’t know how.”

“Jules, Mimi told me you did. Please don’t give up on him.”

“I have to,” I whispered. “That’s what he wants.”

I clutched the pearls in my hand tighter.

Show him the way.

I couldn’t show him the way because I didn’t know it myself.

And I doubt I ever would.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Add Insult To Injury

JAKE

I HEARD THE CALL COME in just before nine pm.

 

“A homeless man on a stabbing rampage in Greenwich Village stabbed two people, assessing injuries and in transit.”

 

Senseless violence I’d never understand.

I’d been at New York Presbyterian Hospital for more than a week and every day I felt further and further removed. The satisfaction I knew my father had gotten out of this job didn’t resonate the same within me. I preferred the face-to-face of talking with patients. Discovering what was bothering them and working together to help cure them.

There was none of that here. Just senseless violence wheeled in every day. It was hard to stomach.

I didn’t get any satisfaction out of it.

There was no glory.

No sense of pride.

Just a deep sadness that I couldn’t seem to shed.

I’d wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps for so long, I had no idea anymore if it was ever my dream or just my nightmare.

“What do we have?” I asked the intake nurse.

“Fifty-six-year-old man with a stab wound to the chest very close to his right lung. He’s unconscious.”

“What about the other victim?”

“Woman about the same age stabbed in both arms. Conscious, but not alert. She may be on something.”

Moments later the doors crashed open and the paramedics powered through them. With fast feet, I trotted alongside them as they wheeled the first patient in. It only took me a moment to recognize the man lying on the gurney. “Peter,” I said out loud.

“You know him?” one of the medics asked.

I nodded. “Dr. Wright. He used to work here. What’s his condition?” I asked, already assessing it for myself.

“He’d lost a lot of blood before we arrived. Pressure dressings were applied. And we started two IV’s.”

“Has he been given anything for pain?”

“Base ordered morphine.”

“Anyone with him?”

“Yes, the other victim.”

I looked over to the third year resident that was on my heels. “Rule out other possible injuries and book an OR, stat.”

“Yes, Dr. Kissinger, I’m on it.”

While this third-year resident followed Advanced Trauma Life Support protocols, I quickly turned around to check on the second victim being wheeled in and froze. The haggard, unkempt looking woman was covered in blood . . . and she was my mother. “Monica,” I said hoarsely.

She looked up. Unfocused. “Jake, is that you?” she cried.

I nodded. Stunned.

It had been a long time since I’d seen her.

She reached for me. “Oh, Jake.”

Fear seized my balls.

This was a nightmare.

“Jake,” she cried louder. “Talk to me, baby.”

Ignoring her pleas, I looked over at the paramedic. “What’s her condition?”

“Superficial stab wounds. Small pupils. Burn marks around her mouth. Dark circles around her eyes.”

I cut him off. “Heroine?” I asked, barely able to get the word out.

“As far as I can tell she’s a habitual user. However, there were no traces of drugs on her person at the scene. In fact, her and the male were attacked leaving a church after attending a Narcotics Anonymous meeting.” It took me a moment to gain my bearings. I hadn’t seen her in so long.

This woman was my mother.

And a drug addict?

Alcoholic I could have guessed, but the other?

I forced away all of my own shit. “Emergency can stitch up her wounds,” I told him, keeping my voice neutral, calm, while my insides screamed. He nodded and veered to the right while I went left.

“Jake,” she called, but I didn’t have time for a reunion right now. I had to scrub up and take care of Dr. Wright.

My patient.

“I’m losing his pulse,” the resident shouted.

I sprung into action. “I want four units running of rapid infuser five minutes ago!” I told him and watched as they slammed through the steel doors.

Scrubbed up and gowned, I stormed into the room and took control of the patient. Checking his stats, a cold sweat broke out across my forehead. The signs and symptoms of a hemothorax were all right in front of me. His blood pressure was low, he was experiencing tachycardia, and his skin was both cool and clammy. “Chest X-ray, stat,” I ordered.

This man was in critical condition, and we had to work fast.

The team gathered around, clicking into action.

As soon as I saw the X-ray, I knew exactly what we were dealing with. “Send off for a CBC, a chem-20, and grab all the O-neg you can find!” I told the team who surrounded me.

“Yes, doctor.”

“Hang in there, Peter,” I whispered.

The resident slammed another sedative into the IV. “Massive hemothorax,” he told me without question.

I nodded. He saw exactly what I saw. This kid was good.

I cleared my mind and focused on the patient. Not who he was or why he was with my drug-addicted mother, but instead, on the patient in need of care.

By inserting a large-bore needle into the space of the affected side, I was allowing air to escape and hopefully relieving the pressure. Needle decompression was standard procedure in cases like this.

“Suction please,” I dictated as I pulled the needle out.

“Pulse is dropping,” the resident shouted grabbing for the paddles.

“Come on, Peter,” I whispered as I moved aside.

“Clear! Clear! Clear!” the resident called.

“I got a pulse!” the nurse shouted.

“Yes! You are not going to die, Peter. Do you hear me? You are not going to die,” I told the patient on the table even though he could not hear me.

With the rapid accumulation of blood in his chest, I knew I had to do more than allow for air passage. I had to drain it. “Prepare to assist with the immediate placement of a 36–40F chest tube and establish two large-bore antecubital IV lines for aggressive fluid resuscitation, blood transfusion, and auto-transfusion. Now!” I shouted out to the team.

Time was short. His breathing was impaired. While I worked, I couldn’t help but think of Monica. She’d fucked up my life. I blamed her for my father’s death almost as much as I blamed myself. The woman was poison. What the hell was Peter doing with her?

“He’s stable,” the resident called out.

I blew out a breath and performed a secondary survey, reassessing and looking for other life-threatening injuries, of which there were none.

Thank fuck.

While the team took care of readying the patient for the holding room in Trauma One, it was time for me to collect any information about the patient and incident that I could, and I was dreading it.

In addition to circumstances directly related to the injury, I had to find out as much as possible about the patient’s medical history, medications, when he last ate, and if he consumed any alcohol or did any recreational drugs.

And the woman I had to solicit this information from was Monica.

Fuck me.

Thinking about what I had to do, but not at all looking forward to having to do it, I stood in the doorway unable to move and watched as the nurses removed all of Peter’s clothing.

Since penetrating chest injuries usually involved violence, it was important to collect evidence according to hospital policy. They had to place each piece of clothing in a separate paper bag.

As they cut away the sides of the sports coat he was wearing, an oddly tri-folded off-white piece of paper fell to the ground.

It caught my attention immediately, and I jetted toward it. Picking it up, all I could do was stare as I unfolded it and read the same words I’d read over and over for so many years.

 

I’m sorry. It wasn’t your fault.

 

Pain.

It struck like a piercing wave of old hurt. My heart started to pound, and my breath came too quickly as I stared stonily at the piece of paper. I had seen this very same thing every year for fourteen years. Last year I hadn’t received one though, so I thought they had stopped.

My lips twisted. Why did Peter have this?

The man whose life I’d just saved had been sending them.

Why?

The nurse looked at me before continuing what she was doing. I didn’t return the piece of paper but instead stared at Peter.

What the fuck?

Why?

He wasn’t going to answer me of course, but I knew who would.

Storming through the trauma wing, I marched into the ER and looked on the board. I found her name and was whipping back the curtain and looking at the woman who I knew to be my mother without so much as a thought about what I was doing.

My nape prickled from the resemblance and I slowed my pace, forcing myself to remember she might look like the woman who raised me, but she was nothing like that woman on the inside.

Lying in the hospital bed, looking so frail and thin, Monica was a replica of Mimi only so much younger she shouldn’t have been. “Jake?” she said softly.

Desolation settled over me as I held the paper high. “What the fuck kind of sick game have you and Peter been playing?”

Her eyes widened in shock. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I stared at her coldly as I closed the distance between us and tossed the paper onto her lap. “This! Why was it in Peter’s pocket?”

Color rose in her cheeks. “Jake, I don’t know.”

Anger surged through my veins. “You owe me the truth!”

“I don’t know why,” she cried. “I’ve never seen it before.”

Liar.

I took a deep breath. “Why were the two of you together?”

Monica sat up but said nothing.

“Why?” I shouted.

She shifted on the bed, and the blanket fell from her body. When it did, I saw the track lines on her arms.

This woman was severely broken.

What had she been doing all these years?

Monica let out a forlorn-sounding sigh. “He came to help me.”

“Help you how?” I bit out.

She looked away. “I was doing so good, but then I relapsed after Mimi refused to let me come see her before she died. Peter found out and flew to New York to get me back on track.”

Bleakly, I thought back to any time Peter might have mentioned my mother and recalled none. “Why would he do that? And how does Peter know anything about your life?”

All the blood drained from her face. “He’s been trying to help me get sober and stay that way for the past fifteen years.”

My eyes flickered over her. I wanted to call her a liar. And out loud this time. But I couldn’t. The truth was they were together when he was attacked, and they were leaving a Narcotic’s Anonymous meeting, so some of what she was saying had to be true. “Why did he care if you were high or drunk or sober? What did it matter to him?”

Her brows furrowed in confusion. “Because, Jake, he feels guilty and he says it helps him cope with that guilt.”

I stared at her. “What exactly does he have to feel guilty about?”

“He’s the reason your father was working that day. The reason your father didn’t come to Connecticut to see you and Rory.”

If the rug could ever actually be pulled out from under you, it was just done to me. I felt unsteady on my feet, and without thinking, I sat on the edge of the bed. “What are you talking about? I’m the one who texted Dad and told him not to come.”

She reached for my hand. “No, baby, your father had called me that morning and told me he’d been called into work and wasn’t going to be able to make it. I told you about his call that morning.”

I shook my head vehemently.

“Yes, I did. I came downstairs, and you were in the kitchen.”

My mind went whirling back to that morning.

 

I heard the stumbling on the stairs. Monica had come down looking peaked and a mess. She rushed to the sink where she vomited. Looking over at me, she said something I couldn’t understand.

I didn’t care enough to ask her to repeat it. “I can get us both to school,” I barked, and walked away, assuming she was apologizing again for her bad behavior.

 

I blinked the memory away and felt a chill so deep it shook my body. He hadn’t come to Connecticut, that part was true, but not because of me, rather because he had to work.

I wasn’t the reason my father had died.

The revelation should have lifted a mountain off my shoulders, but the reality was my father had still died on that tragic day, and the sadness of his death far outweighed the reason he had been in the city.

This city.

And chances were good, he’d have been right where he was no matter what he’d been doing because that was the kind of man he was.

That too hit me like a brick wall.

“You look so much like your father, Jake,” my mother said. “He’d be so proud of you.”

I looked at her with disgust. “How would you know?”

Her voice was weak, sad. “Because I know. I know.”

“You don’t. You never cared about him or me.”

“That’s not true. I wanted to see you, Jake. I did. But I had to get better. And I’ve been trying ever since you left.”

I laughed and took hold of her arm. “Yeah, you’ve been trying really hard.”

Tears spilled from her eyes. “I don’t expect you to understand, but every day since Mimi took you and Rory from me, I have wanted to get better and get you both back.”

“It’s been sixteen years,” I gritted out. “It’s a little late now, don’t you think?”

She shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Jake. I’m so sorry.”

I shook out of her hold and stood up. “I used to hate you, Monica, but now I only feel sorry for you.”

Her shoulders sagged. “I know, baby, I know. But someday, Jake, I will get better.”

“Yeah, look me up when you do,” I said, choking on the words.

“I will, Jake, just you wait and see. And when I do, I will fight for your love.”

Every bone in my body wanted to reach out and help this woman. Looking at her though, I finally understood what Mimi had been through. The never-ending road. The constant disappointment. The helplessness of wanting to help someone who didn’t really want help. Like Mimi, I knew enabling Monica would only make her weaker. Unlike Mimi, I wasn’t going to spend my whole life doing it. And I guess, unlike Peter as well.

Dr. Peter Wright blamed himself for my father’s death. The man had taken me under his wing, been a mentor, tried to keep me away from a job he knew I was pursuing out of my own guilt, and the reason behind it all had been guilt.

I should have been angry, but I wasn’t. I got guilt. I knew what it felt like, tasted like, smelled like.

I’d lived it.

I understood it.

How it ate you up and controlled your life.

I was done with that. I was done with it. And Peter needed to be, too.

The thing was . . . like I said, my father was who he was, and he would have been there that day no matter what. He was a hero, who probably helped save more lives than I would ever know. He was my hero.

Shifting my gaze from Monica’s to the note, I turned and headed out of the room. I had to make sure Peter knew I didn’t blame him.

“Jake,” Monica called. I looked over my shoulder. “I will get better.”

“I hope so,” I told her sincerely. And as I left the ER, I felt like a brick had been lifted off my shoulders. Lighter. Free. A new version of myself.

In the doctor’s lounge, I slumped down and took my head in my hands. I’d wanted to be like my father since the day he died. Yet, the truth was, I didn’t have to follow in his footsteps to be a good man. I didn’t have to be him to make sure I wasn’t like her. I just had to be me.

My whole life I’d run from the shadows that hung over me. Blaming myself for my father’s death. Worried I was like her. Running away from building a life that I only believed would end in destruction, like hers.

Now, having come face-to-face with Monica after all these years, I knew I wasn’t anything like her. I wasn’t her.

The truth was I was who I was, and it wasn’t my father or my mother.

I was just me.

A man who wanted to help people.

A man who knew right from wrong.

A man who, whether I wanted to or not, loved a woman he’d left behind. Loved. Yes, I might not have been looking for it, but it found me.

And maybe it was time to stop running away from my past and run toward the future.

Maybe it was time to do what Mimi had told me I had the strength to do just days before she died . . . and show Juliette the way.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Best Thing Since Sliced Bread

JULES

I HAD COME HERE EVERY year for the past fifteen years.

The 9/11 Memorial Plaza was a tribute to the past and a place of hope for the future. The eight-acre park was a sanctuary where terror once reigned down. Set within the footprints of the original Twin Towers sits one of the largest manmade waterfalls in the United States.

The name of every person who perished in the attack was stencil-cut into parapets around the pools. In the evening, light shines up through the voids of each letter of a name.

It was special.

It was with purpose.

It was heart-wrenching and soul-soothing.

There was a fleeting sadness in my gaze as I looked toward the flags that were lowered at half-staff.

My eyelids hung heavy when at 8:46 the first of the bells rang. I stopped where I was and bowed my head in silence.

I would always remember. Everyone would always remember. The darkness that had come and the fight to find the light guaranteed that.

I shivered under the damp gray sky and drew my coat tighter around myself as I walked. I knew where I was going. I hadn’t passed the names of Josh and Rachael Easton on accident. I would run my fingers over their names, over and over, as I had for years, but first I wanted to find another name.

I found his name quickly and stared at it for a long while. Dr. Conrad Kissinger, a hero who died trying to save the lives of those inside. Maybe even those of my parents. I would never know this, of course.

Hot tears pricked my eyelids, and I swallowed them back. Fiercely determined to be strong, I ran my fingers over the letters of his name and said a prayer for him.

I wasn’t religious.

I didn’t pray often.

But coming here, it seemed like the right thing to do.

When the second bell rang, I knew it was time to move on. I could stand in one spot all day and contemplate the senselessness of the terrorism and the loss of all the lives, but I knew it would never bring my family back to me.

As much as I was a 9/11 kid, I had never allowed it to label me. Until Jake, I had kept my sadness inside, but now I knew it was okay to let it out.

It was okay to be sad.

That didn’t make me weak.

It might actually even make me stronger.

A few days ago I had received a call from another 9/11 kid who was putting together a documentary about the children who lost parents on that day. Up until now, I had shied away from any involvement to do with the status that was forced upon me. Yet this time, I said yes. I would participate. I would tell my story. It was time to share my grief with those who felt what I felt.

Time to help heal as best we could—together.

As Jake and I had done for each other.

I’d thought about calling him and asking him to meet me here, but in the end, I decided to honor his wishes and let him do what he had to do. I understood grief manifested itself in different ways, and he was working his out the only way he knew how. I hadn’t given up hope for the two of us, but I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to fight for him right now. I hoped someday soon I would be though.

I had to find myself first before I could show him the way.

I’d spent the days since Jake had left at my uncle’s farm. I’d also gone to see George and Ethel to tell them the truth about me. Believe it or not, Jake had gone to see them before he left and already told them everything. They weren’t angry or spiteful. They were only happy to see me.

They were good people.

Step by step, I walked slowly toward the names of my parents, and when I did, I allowed myself to remember that last morning I’d spent with them in our kitchen. The love I’d witnessed between them. The family we’d once been. The person I was then.

Everything that had happened since that day had made me who I was now. I wasn’t perfect, but I’d come to realize I wasn’t that imperfect either. How could I be when they had helped shape me? Circumstance might have ripped them from my life, but they would always be in my heart.

As I approached the only place I knew my parents to be anymore besides my heart, I spotted a single white rose laid over their names.

I blinked in surprise as a shiver danced down my spine. There were red roses all around. On names to the right, to the left, but this perfect white rose had been carefully set directly between my parents’ names. My heart started beating wildly, and I whirled around to find Jake standing so close, and yet so far.

That’s when my world stopped moving, and he became the only thing I could see. He was my prince charming. My white knight. My Tony the Tiger. My Ying. My everything.

He had another white rose in his hand, and he looked every bit the same, but at the same time so very different.

I couldn’t say exactly why, but I wanted to use the words carefree, unburdened, lighter.

It looked good on him.

Jake held out the rose for me, and my mind whirled back to that day so long ago when the boy that he had once been had given me his rose.

It was a selfless act, and so kind.

Who knows, maybe we had formed a bond then and never even knew it.

Could something good really come out of something so very bad?

Maybe we really were meant to be.

Maybe we were written in the stars, after all.

I didn’t accept the rose right away, not because I didn’t want to, but because I was trembling so much I couldn’t move. I was suddenly that lost girl from so long ago. I didn’t know what to do, which way to go, where to turn.

Mimi wanted me to show Jake the way, but it ended up that he was the one to show me the way.

He stepped forward to put the rose in my hand and then held onto me. “I love you, Juliette,” he said. “And I’m sorry I was such an idiot. I never should have left. I can’t stand being apart from you.”

“But your job?’

He shook his head. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later. But bottom line is that I realized I don’t have to follow in my father’s footsteps to be like him. I just have to be me.”

Tears welled hot in my eyes, and for once I didn’t care that they fell. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, more than anything.”

“How’d you know I’d be here?”

He kissed each of my fingers. “Because I know you. Because I feel what you feel. Because we are the same.”

I looked at him in awe. Our connection was unbreakable. That I already knew, but was it otherworldly too? “You mean like some kind of cosmic connection?”

The corners of his lips tilted in the smallest, itty-bitty way. “And . . . I might have called Finn to ask him if you were coming to the city for the memorial and where you were staying. He told me you were on your way, and that he was certain you’d be here first thing this morning, like you are every year.”

“I was late this morning.”

He nodded and those lips tilted again. “I know. I’ve been waiting for you. I would have waited all day if I had to. But now that I have you in my arms, I don’t want to wait another minute to have you in my life.”

I looked at him through teary eyes. “What are you saying?”

He pulled me closer to him. A heartbeat from his lips, and whispered, “I want to be your North Star. Will you let me?”

I closed my eyes.

He was the Ying to my crazy Yang.

He was my perfect.

He was my soulmate.

Of course, I’d let him.

Breath fast and ragged, I opened my eyes. Jake was down on one knee and holding out a box. “Juliette, I want to come back to Atlanta, and I want you to be my wife.”

With trembling fingers, I took the box and opened it. Inside was the perfect match to the necklace he had given me, but it was a ring.

A huge sparkling diamond.

“Will you marry me?”

I looked down into his bright blue eyes, which were clearer than a summer’s day. “Oh, Jake,” I cried, and went to my knees so I could throw my arms around him. “Yes, I’ll marry you. I love you so much.”

The bell rang again, and for that silent moment, we stared at each other. And then his mouth was a fever on mine. It was burning grief and spiking love. There was need and desire poured into it—his running as deep and desperate as mine.

Even on my knees, I could feel my leg kick up and toe point. The love I felt for him was like a wild surge. It crashed into me and left me unsteady. Giddy. On cloud nine. I had no idea how I was going to stand up because I felt like I was floating.

I broke away fighting for air, and Jake took my hand to bring me to my feet. His was a rock. A boulder. The steady I needed in my unsteady.

“Come on,” he said.

Blurry eyed and love swept, I looked up at him. I knew he wanted me to take him to my parents, but I couldn’t move.

Lacing his fingers through mine, he showed me the way to the names cast in bronze, and together we laid the second white rose on top of the first. Like an x between my parents’ names, it linked them to Jake and to me.

I sucked in a breath, allowing my grief to pour out and my love to wash all over it.

People around us had stopped to look on with mild curiosity, but when Jake took the velvet box from my hand and with steady hands slipped the ring on my finger, they clapped with joy.

I looked at the ring. I looked at the names. I looked at Jake.

He and I were children of 9/11.

We might have been damaged, but I knew in my heart we were not broken.

And together we would make each other whole.


EPILOGUE

Piece of Cake

JULES ~ EIGHT WEEKS LATER

UNCLE EDWARD NEVER MISSED.

He was that good. Thank goodness he’d come out of retirement for one last wedding—mine.

The dress was me to a tee.

With its acres of frothy tulle and hint of sexy in the sparkle of the low-cut silk bodice, it was both romantic and modern.

Looking at my reflection in the window, I beamed at the garden of fabric roses that practically bloomed on the warm white of the elaborate pick-up skirt and along the sweeping train fit for royalty.

I felt like a princess.

The long veil no longer shrouded my face, but now framed the upsweep of my hair. I was covered in silk and satin and pearls and lace. All I needed were a pair of glass slippers, and I would be Cinderella.

I touched my earrings, the fire diamond necklace Rory had worn, my wedding ring, and the pearls Mimi had given me. My something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue, which was buried under all the fabric of my skirt for Jake’s viewing pleasure.

In the reflection, I saw the wonder that surrounded me, and I reached out and touched my fingertips to the cool glass.

I no longer felt so far away from it, but rather I felt a part of it.

Everything was soft, soft, soft, and so romantic. Twinkling lights and white candles were everywhere. White roses and eggplant calla lilies had been scattered across the entire barn. And the crystal chandeliers that Jake had insisted on and installed himself really made the place sparkle.

“There you are.” Jake’s voice alone sent shivers racing up my spine, but in the glass, I could see the way his gaze swept over me, and the hunger in it brought goose bumps to my skin.

I smiled at him. “Yes, I saw you talking to Dr. Wright and thought I’d give you a minute. Everything okay?”

He nodded. “More than okay.”

“Did he say anything about how your mother is doing?”

“She’s in a rehab center.”

“That’s good.”

He nodded again, moving the tulle over my shoulder and kissing behind my ear. “Have I told you how beautiful you look yet?”

I turned and wrapped my arms around his neck. “As a matter of fact, yes, but I don’t mind hearing it again.”

He kissed the corner of my lip. “You.” He kissed the other corner. “Look.” And then his lips brushed against mine, soft and sweet. “Beautiful.”

I closed my eyes. The warm air, the easy play of his hands, his velvet lips, they made stars explode behind my lids. He made me weak, and it was the kind of weak I didn’t mind being. He completed me.

“Mimi told me to show you the way,” he said around his kisses, “But I think you showed me.”

I pulled back. “She told me to show you the way, and I think you showed me.”

We both laughed and said at the same time, “I think she showed us.”

He lowered his lips back to mine and this time his hands moved to my rear. “There’s an awful lot of material around your hot little body right now. It makes it hard to touch you the way I want to.”

“I know,” I beamed, “That’s why I didn’t wear any underwear.”

His eyes went wide. “Fuck me. You’re killing me, Juliette. Come on,” he said, taking my hand. “It’s time to cut the cake so we can hop in the limo and get started on our honeymoon.”

Music pumped out hot, drawing a crowd to the dance floor. This wasn’t the large-scale wedding I had planned for Rory, but it was what Jake and I wanted.

Small.

Intimate.

And ours.

Stars winked on through the windows as we walked across the wooden planks and the moonlight creaked in from the slated roof of the barn. This was the new and improved Sunshine Farms, which was not only where we had chosen to get married, but also my new business and our new home.

Remy and Rory would be moving into Rosewood right after graduation, and Jake and I and Mimi’s seven dogs had already moved to the country.

As it turned out, George wanted a change and Jake and I wanted what George no longer did. So while George and Ethel moved to California to help run the Champagne label of Cupcake Wines, which Jake had funded, Jake and I purchased Sunshine Farms.

I would soon be opening my new wedding planning business here. And as for Dr. Kiss, he had already opened a family practice in town, where he worked during the day, but came home to be with me every night.

Jake stopped, or rather was stopped by an older woman in a peach chiffon dress. “Gladys,” he said cheerfully, “I want you to meet my wife, Juliette.”

Juliette.

I liked when he told people to call me that.

“Nice to meet you,” she said.

“Nice to meet you, Gladys,” I smiled. “I heard you’re coming to work for Jake in his office.”

She smiled brightly at me. “That’s right. Someone has to keep him in line.”

Jake shook his head. “She’s a kitten,” he whispered in my ear.

“I heard that, Dr. Kiss.”

He rolled his eyes. “Not you, too.”

Laughing, we said our goodbyes and Jake continued to beeline toward the cake.

It stood proudly on the pedestal table in the far corner, and Jake practically ran the rest of the way to get there.

Picking up my skirt, my sparkly Converse were on full display. I’d ditched the heels right after Jake and I had said I do over on the riverbank with the magenta sun setting over the water.

The music stopped as we took front and center. I felt like all the air was floating around us. Montgomery smiled at me as he handed me the sterling silver knife. “Here you go, my darling.”

I got up on my toes and kissed his cheek. “You outdid yourself this time.”

“You say that every time.”

“This time though, you really really really, outdid yourself.”

“You did, darling,” Archer said, taking his hand.

And I think he blushed.

They were too cute together.

This cake was truly a masterpiece. A mix of silk, real, and handmade sugar-paste flowers covered four round layers. It looked like a dream. I really hated to cut into it.

“I’m so glad he didn’t go with the birds,” Jake murmured in my ear.

I elbowed him in the stomach.

“Ouch.”

Turning my head, I got up on my toes again to kiss his cheek. “Sorry, but not sorry,” I snickered. “I really liked those birds. And just so you know, I packed that dress to wear on our honeymoon,” I added smugly, but then quickly glanced back at the sky. This was the calm before the storm, and the weather would be turning very soon. I just prayed it didn’t turn before our flight. “If we have a honeymoon, that is.”

He slid his hot mouth to my ear. “Oh, we’re having a honeymoon, and I don’t care what you wear while we’re on it as long as I can slide my dick into your wet pussy while you’re wearing it.”

Pink now painted my own cheeks and I suddenly felt incredibly hot. I went back on flat feet and looked behind me at his gorgeous face. My knees started to wobble, but it wasn’t nerves this time, it was the flutter of excitement in my belly. This was a new chapter in my life, and I couldn’t wait to start it.

“Are you two lovebirds ready?” my uncle asked.

Jake snickered, and I rolled my eyes. I was never going to live the lovebird’s thing down. Not ever. Now even my uncle was in on the joke.

Jake tossed his hot baby blues at me, and he looked like the happiest man alive as he covered my hands, and together we sliced through the cake.

Jaxson was beside us with his camera, and he was snapping away, capturing these moments that would last a lifetime.

When he lowered his lens, he looked sad once again.

I frowned at him, but he smiled back, wiping away whatever sorrow he’d let bleed through, and then he raised his lens and started snapping again.

He’d won the photography contest and would be jetting off to some tropical location tomorrow, permitting the forecasted storm didn’t ground all flights, including Jake’s and mine.

“Smile,” Jaxson mouthed.

And I did.

I knew then that although he might not be happy right now, he would be soon. And Sundance deserved happiness.

Archer plated the first piece, and placed it right on Montgomery’s favorite silver-lined dish, and then he handed it to me along with two forks. As soon as he did, Jake moved beside me and took the forks to set them down. I gave him a curious look, but not for long.

Not even a second later, the piece of cake was off the cute little plate and in his hand, and then he was smashing it in my mouth. Chocolate morsels fell from my lips and onto my dress when I opened my mouth wide in shock and surprise.

“Paybacks are a bitch,” was all he said as he picked me up and twirled me and twirled me and twirled me. Crashing his mouth to mine, he licked at my lips and shared the chocolate cake with me, along with one heart-stopping kiss.

“That was classic,” Finn bellowed, almost doubling over he was laughing so hard. And he wasn’t the only one. Uncle Edward, Archer, Rory, Remy, Jaxson, and I swear even Mr. Darcy was laughing hysterically.

In the echo of laughter that surrounded us, Jake set me down and wrapped his arms around me. Then he took my mouth again, cake and all.

Soft.

Sweet.

Romantic.

Laughing, because really, how did I not see that coming, I held him strong and close, and tasted chocolate and him.

My two most favorite things.

When I was breathless, I laid my head on his shoulder and knew this was my home. He was my home.

I’d not only learned so much from him and so much about myself, but I’d learned that love wasn’t just one thing . . . it could be many things.

It could or could not conquer all.

It could be patient or impatient.

It could be kind or ugly.

It could be happy and it could be sad.

It could make you feel like you were climbing the highest mountain or free falling from the tallest cliff.

It could be so many things I never knew until him.

And each and every one of them were beautiful in their own way because they were a result of being in love.

The problem all along was I’d been looking for perfect. And who knew, maybe Jake and I were perfect together, and maybe we weren’t.

It didn’t really matter.

The thing about love was it didn’t have to be perfect.

It just had to be right.

 

The beautiful end!
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“Dare to love yourself as if you were

a rainbow with gold at both ends.”

~Aberjhani


SADIE BANKS

THE ONLY REMAINING CONSTANT IN my life was the ocean. Other than the scent of him, the sound of the sea was the most familiar thing to me.

I wanted to be able to stand on this beach and look forward to the rest of my life . . . with him.

But that wasn’t why I was here.

Somehow my life had gone so far off the rails; I didn’t even know how I got to where I was. Don’t get me wrong, the life I’d led was never normal by any means, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t wanted it to be.

I stood with cold sand beneath my toes and the salt-scented air tangling in my hair, and breathed deep. The water was anything except warm, and still, the waves did what was expected of them and frothed around my ankles as I stepped closer.

Despite this, or maybe of because of it, I moved forward, unsure if they were warning me away or beckoning me forward.

I guess it didn’t matter.

With each step I took, my teeth chattered, goose bumps covered my body, and the water rose higher and higher.

I shut out the darkness and wanted to look toward the light. The thing was, I wasn’t sure there was any left.

Water splashed my knees, and it urged me to move faster. Soon it was up to my thighs, and I hugged myself to stop from shivering. It didn’t do any good.

I’d done something terrible and I had to pay for what I’d done. It wasn’t a simple mistake. That was a sweet lie. I hadn’t forgotten to pay the cable bill. What I’d done was something I could never forgive myself for.

I dove deep into the water and let it take me away.

Tomorrow justice would to be served, but tonight I had my own penance to pay.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I opened my mouth and my lungs took in water instead of air. I swam until the waves turned me upside down and my body scraped along the sandy bottom.

I opened my mouth again, and this time I imagined it was his full lips pressing against mine and not the harsh taste of seawater.

But when I heard his laugh and felt it rush around me like cream-topped waves, my eyes snapped open.

Deep down in the sea, I saw his rugged, handsome face and I remembered how it all began.

With a picture.


CHAPTER ONE

SADIE BANKS

THIS GUY WAS HOT.

No, not just hot—smoking hot. The beyond good-looking kind of hot you see on the cover of magazines like GQ and Sports Illustrated.

Square jaw. Straight nose. Perfect hair.

He was shirtless. Chiseled. Sexy. Muscled in all the right places. In those jeans, he was most definitely eye-catching enough to grab attention.

And that mouth.

That mouth was sinful.

Honestly, it was just too much to resist, and I thought about leaning down and kissing those lips, but come on, that would be ridiculous.

Right?

The bottom line—this guy was exactly what readers craved. What they wanted. And what I was in desperate need of in my life.

I could look him up.

Maybe I would?

I shook the crazy notion away.

That wasn’t ethical.

Was it?

Anyway, obviously, I didn’t see a problem. However, the voice on the phone certainly had one. “SADIE! Are you listening to me?”

I was listening. Somewhat, anyway. When I wasn’t staring at his perfection or wiping the drool from my chin, that was. Seriously, this guy was everything. Rogue. Raw. Savage. And yet refined. He belonged on the runway. His eyes. Those abs. That scruff. He was so delicious.

Completely captivated by him, it wasn’t until my boss screamed, “The use of stock photos is a direct violation of our policy,” that I stopped daydreaming and realized I might actually have a problem.

Stock?

What was she talking about?

Him?

He was anything but stock. He was genuine.

Wasn’t he?

I looked again. Stared for a bit.

No. No. No.

He couldn’t be. I would never fall for stock.

Would I?

Feeling like I was free falling without a net, my gaze darted toward my new assistant. Chloe Carmichael sat on the sofa with her palms on her knees, staring at me like a deer caught in headlights.

Little quakes of concern churned in my belly as I studied her. Fidgety. Avoiding eye contact. Acting guilty.

And then, even with the afternoon sun blinding me, I could see the moment worry bloomed across her porcelain skin. That exact emotion grabbed hold of me as well and those little quakes turned into full-blown waves.

As quickly as I could, I muted the phone. “Where did you get this photo?” I asked her warily.

Guilt remained stamped on her face. She opened her mouth to speak but then closed it.

Starting to panic, I pointed to my laptop. More specifically to the 2x2-sized hunk sitting at the bottom of the column I’d posted on my blog not even an hour ago. “This one, Chloe. Who is he?”

Reluctance slowly revealed itself in her eyes as she reached for her phone. “Ummm,” she stammered. “I’m not really sure.”

I drew in a slow, ragged breath and said, “What do you mean, you aren’t sure? The information should be on the release.”

She said nothing.

“Chloe, please tell me you took this picture.”

The fear in my plea got her attention, and she said, “Well . . .”

“Chloe.”

“It’s kind of a long story.”

“How about you give me the abbreviated version?”

She pulled her brow up and blew out a breath. “No, I didn’t take it.”

I felt my entire body sag.

She held a hand up. “I can explain.”

Deflated, I nodded because I couldn’t speak.

Regaining her posture, she said, “I had this really great blind date last night and ended up staying out pretty late. I forgot to set my alarm, and I’m so sorry, but I overslept. By the time I got ready, I knew I didn’t have time to find a real local subject to photograph and also go through the hoops required to use it. So.” She tapped the screen a few times and then held it up to show me. “I figured just this once I could use a pic from this great new site.”

As soon as I read, “FIND YOUR PERFECT IMAGE ON HUNKS OF ATLANTA.COM. PLANS GUARANTEED TO FIT ANY BUDGET,” the most abominable horror flashed before my eyes.

The photo really was stock!

He was stock!

And I was so screwed.

To add insult to injury, he was of the macro-stock variety, meaning he was available to anyone willing to pay the ten-dollar licensing fee for his use. You couldn’t get more generic than that.

I didn’t even know this guy, and I felt like he had betrayed me. I’d trusted he was real, when in actuality he had pimped himself out to the highest bidder for mass distribution. I even thought about physically going to find him or at the very least, looking him up online.

I swallowed past the hard lump in my throat.

This was bad.

So bad.

You see, I worked for Hotlanta—the anything you need to know about everything Atlanta guide. And the publication had very stringent policies about photo use.

In four words—nothing generic was allowed. Success hinged on being unique.

It hadn’t always been that way.

In fact, up until a little more than six months ago, Hotlanta was only available in print, and stock imagery ran rampant on every page. But then the magazine was sold, and when my new boss took over, everything changed. Social media communication had become the focus, and much to my boss’s chagrin, the popularity of the online publication was soaring.

The bottom line, Hotlanta’s new business model clearly stated the use of unoriginal content was not permitted in any shape or form.

Not online.

Not in print.

Not.

At.

All.

It was all about image—part of the larger plan to carve out an untapped social media niche for Hotlanta.

I knew I must have told Chloe about this. How could she not have understood that meant no stock anything? Period. Born and bred Atlanta hunks or not. There were no hoops. She had a pile of release forms in her bag for goodness sake.

Pinching my lips together tightly, I tried to remain professional and calm, but everything I’d worked so hard for was on the line, and it wasn’t easy.

Chloe is young, I said to myself.

She doesn’t know any better, I reminded myself.

“It’s a new local site, and I really believe that supporting it will help Hotlanta improve the readership in the lagging twenty-one to twenty-five demographic. Ms. Petra really should consider what an asset local stock photos could be to the publication.”

Right then all of my calm threatened to dissolve instantly.

I stared at her in disbelief.

Her main role in this company was to take pictures.

To.

Take.

Pictures.

Didn’t she understand using that site would mean she was no longer needed? That the junior social media specialist position she held could be rendered obsolete?

Besides, was she really trying to rationalize the shortcut she’d taken by suggesting company policy changes?

“I bet it won’t even be that big of a deal, Sadie,” she continued, as if the shock of getting caught had worn off and a sense of righteousness had set in. “Everyone in our industry uses stock.”

It wasn’t that she was totally incorrect. Everyone did use stock. But that’s why it was a big deal. Hotlanta wanted to stand out. Be different. The gravity of her shortcut was only reinforced when the voice over the line grew louder.

I pulled the phone away from my ear and winced.

“Just explain the site to her,” Chloe whispered. “Tell her the site is local and homegrown, and just what Hotlanta needs for that extra boost of readership.”

I shook my head no. I doubted the powerful woman yelling at me right now wanted to hear any suggestions about how to run her company, especially from me.

Although I hadn’t taken my phone off mute, for some reason I still covered the receiver. “Chloe,” I whispered back, “you don’t get it. It’s because everyone uses stock imagery that the magazine doesn’t allow the use of it under any circumstances. And that is why it is a very big deal.”

Everything about her went rigid and hard. Anger flared in her eyes. It was clear she didn’t like what I had to say. “That’s too bad,” she sighed. “In my experience, policies should never be that black and white.”

I wanted to shake my head again, but I didn’t. “This one is.”

“Well, I had no idea Hotlanta was so strict,” she sighed again. “I don’t get it. I thought they were all about promoting Atlanta?”

Inwardly, I was screaming because we were all about promoting Atlanta.

“I wish I had looked into the company a little more before agreeing to join,” she added.

I wished a lot of things, too. Most especially, I wished I had asked Chloe about the photo she had given me today because it was clear she didn’t get it. She didn’t get me. And she most definitely didn’t get Hotlanta.

With my shoulder holding the phone to my ear, I pulled my laptop a little closer. If I could see those traitorous eyes staring back at me, I knew they would be screaming, “Let’s get out of here.”

I wished I could.

Especially when the voice over the line started to sound like a droning in my ear. “Sadie, what were you thinking? Not only does your verbiage make your column sound juvenile, but also that hideous picture cheapens your page. Cheapens Hotlanta. Why didn’t you use Chloe? That’s why I assigned her to you.”

I said nothing. I couldn’t throw Chloe under the bus. It didn’t feel right.

Elise didn’t seem to notice. “You know what, don’t answer that. It doesn’t matter. The entire post is crap. I want it taken down. And why haven’t you removed that ridiculous rainbows-and-butterflies line I asked you to delete from your moniker months ago?”

I still said nothing.

“Sadie?”

Again, I didn’t respond.

Emotion caught in my throat, and I couldn’t speak.

“Never mind. Here’s the thing, you know how important it is to maintain our image, especially during this very fragile transitional time, and the bottom line is you are not doing your part. I have worked hard to ensure this magazine is embraced by all social media outlets, and this—”

Yes, I knew what a big deal it was.

It was my page.

The anonymous SB.

It was my column.

Love Connections by SB.

It was my mistake.

I had screwed up.

Keeping my identity offline didn’t change that. I had violated company policy.

All I could do was stare at the words I’d written on my screen and read them over and over.

 

Love Connections on Hotlanta.com

Where * When * Who * How * Follow Me * @SB on Instagram

 

SOME DON’T LIKE IT HOT

In a city like Atlanta, is the late summer heat just too sweltering to look for love?

Hot in the bedroom is one thing, but sticky, clammy, sweaty guys out of bed are an entirely different animal. Just no. So unbutton, men. Go shirtless. Show that skin. Women like cool guys ;)

 

The other option—if you can’t stand the heat, get out of Atlanta.

 

Like me.

 

I’m headed to a small beach town not far from our beloved Atlanta where I hope to find romance in the air and on the sand. Sandy toes and salty kisses sound dreamy. Who knows, maybe I’ll even cruise around town in my Uncle Harvey’s old Cadillac.

 

Having grown up on Moon Island, the one thing I remember most was the abundance of hot guys with thick, tanned thighs and muscular chests. Fingers crossed they’re still there.

 

I’ll let you know.

 

East or west, though, don’t fret, I’ll still be bringing you advice, and of course, pictures, pictures, and more pictures.

 

Stay tuned for summer loving. SB x

 

ABOUT Hotlanta.com

Hotlanta.com is the place for you to stay in touch with all things hot in Atlanta—from the latest pick-up lines, to the best nightclubs, to the people you want to know, or don’t, and yes, even how to find love or keep your love alive.

 

Life might not be all rainbows and butterflies, but here at Hotlanta.com, I hope we make you feel like it is.

 

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT: LoveConnections@Hotlanta.com
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SB Looking forward to the summer

 

 

Elise wasn’t wrong.

It was crap.

And not just in the way she meant.

The one thing I remembered most about Moon Island was not the hot guys. It was the beautiful scent of the salty air that helped distill the stagnant smell of alcohol. It was the kindness of a man and not the insults of another. It was leaving.

And I wasn’t going to Moon Island this weekend for sandy toes or salty kisses. That was crap, too. I was going to settle the estate of the only person who ever cared about me enough to try to fix what was broken. And he wasn’t even my real uncle. He was my father’s friend and the one who had changed my life by introducing me to Al-Anon.

Step 1: We admit we are powerless over alcohol—that our lives have become unmanageable.

Alcohol.

It was a word that would haunt me forever.

I stared and stared and stared at my screen, trying to push back the terrible memories that threatened to bring tears to my eyes.

My finger hovered over the delete button, and even after I pressed it, I knew it was too late to undo what had been done. There was no taking anything back once it hit cyberspace.

Under normal circumstances, I would have questioned my new assistant on where she’d found such a hunk and how she’d managed to snap such a provocative pose under such short notice.

These past few weeks hadn’t been normal, though, and somehow in the chaos of my life, I’d let a very significant part of my job slip. And by doing so, I’d put my journalistic integrity on the line.

No one was to blame but myself.

My stare fell to the floor before shifting to the stacks of boxes lining the walls. They were all neatly labeled with no destination in mind. Drifters, like me.

When my gaze landed on the one labeled ‘Theodore Banks 1 of 2’, I quickly shifted my eyes away from it and toward the bright, sunny day. I had yet to open that box and doubted I ever would. There would be nothing good inside it. Nothing I needed to see. And nothing I wanted to know. Yet for some reason, I hadn’t thrown it away. It was all that remained of my father, a man who had flown F-14 Tomcats in Desert Storm and had once been thought of as a military hero, but who had turned into the town villain.

As for box 2, I had no idea where it had ended up. I didn’t really care, either. Box 1 was all that had been delivered.

Out of habit, I turned my wrist over and stared at the image of a rainbow inked right over my pulse point. It was a reminder of the brighter side. The symbol of hope. Balance. Good luck. Of a better future. It all felt so ironic now.

Hope.

I wanted to have it.

Wanted to be on the other side, but no matter how hard I tried, I could never get there.

Chloe stood and walked over to me. I blinked away my solemn thoughts and looked up at her. She had tears in her eyes when she whispered, “I’m so sorry. Please don’t tell Elise it was me. I know what I said, but I really need this job.”

Her voice shook.

She was afraid.

Fear.

I knew it well.

But she didn’t.

Not really.

And that was a good thing.

With no other choice, I leaned back in my chair and attempted to ease her mind. “She’s not going to fire you,” I murmured under my breath.

I knew this. Elise had hired Chloe to turn her into what she wanted. Me, on the other hand, could never be what she wanted. Me, on the other hand, my fate was unknown. I was writing a column about love and my heart wasn’t in it. Elise knew this. I knew this. But it was a start for me, and at the time I accepted the job, I didn’t realize I probably should really understand the concept better than I did.

Maybe know what love was.

The voice on the phone grew even louder. I held the receiver away from my ear, and yet I could still hear every piercing word my boss had to say.

As she spoke, I glanced around my modest, seventh-floor apartment. I’d lived here for just over a year. It was longer than I’d lived anywhere in a long time, and I still had yet to unpack.

Maybe subconsciously I knew all along I wouldn’t be staying.

“Sadie, are you listening to me?” my boss barked through the line.

Elise Petra wasn’t someone you didn’t listen to.

She demanded attention.

“Yes, Elise, I can hear every word you’re saying.”

“Sadie, are you still there?”

Crap.

I hadn’t unmuted the phone.

Quickly, I did so, and then I replied, “Yes, Elise, I’m still here.”

“Good, then open your door.”

I practically fell off my chair.

Wait!

What?

She was here?

In the short period of time since she’d taken over the company, she had never even asked me where I lived, let alone set foot in my apartment.

My Saturday couldn’t get much worse.

Just as my own heart started to pound out of my chest, there was a loud banging on my door. Poor Chloe turned a million shades of white.

“You should probably hide in the bedroom,” I told her. “It’s best if Elise doesn’t know you’re here.”

Chloe didn’t think twice as her gladiator sandals clacked against my hardwood floor.

I didn’t blame her.

I wished I could hide, too.

Once she’d closed herself on the other side, I hurried to the front door. Smoothing my hands down my shorts, I took a deep breath, sucked in my stomach out of habit, although I didn’t need to, and then pulled the knob.

The perfect blonde bob with the perfectly made-up face and perfectly coordinated outfit stared back at me.

“Elise,” I managed. “What are you doing here?”

She pushed past me with so many shopping bags in her hands that they must have weighed more than she did. I couldn’t believe it when her high heels barely made a noise on my living room floor. Not only was she beautiful, but she floated as she walked. Crazy.

Then again, even the floors dared not cross this forty-something-year-old vixen. She was a force to be reckoned with. A cross between Miranda in the Devil Wears Prada and Carrie Bradshaw from Sex in the City, she was always stylish, always on the ball, and always right.

Elise whirled around, and even through the dark lenses of her Prada sunglasses, I could see the irritation in her eyes. With a threatening calmness, she said, “Sadie, I came by to tell you in person I think it’s time we parted ways.”

I closed my eyes.

As soon as I saw that photo site, I knew this moment would come. If I wanted to be honest, I knew this moment was coming for a long time. And yet my stomach still sank at the realization that it was actually happening.

This was it.

After all of my hard work, my passion for writing was being yanked out from under me.

I was going to be jobless, broke, homeless. I felt like I was going backwards with my life, not forward.

“Elise,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You know I didn’t do this.”

“You might not have selected the photo, but you posted it.”

“And you’re firing me over something as trivial as that?” I needed to be certain.

She set her bags on the sofa. “Don’t look at it that way, Sadie.”

“How should I look at it?”

“Like I’m setting you free.”

I laughed. “Setting me free? Is that a joke?”

She shook her head. “Sadie, I’m not heartless, and I’m not blind. You have a lot going on in your life right now. You need to get away from all the attention. You need time to heal. You’re a broken woman, and it’s going to take more than a long weekend off to fix yourself.”

I shook my head no.

She didn’t know anything about me. She only knew what she’d read in the papers. So what if the articles painted a bleak picture of my life? At Hotlanta, I was not Sadie Banks. I was SB. And I was not the same seventeen-year-old runaway who turned a town upside down.

I should have never told her the truth.

Determined, I lifted my chin and sucked in the shuddering, teary breath that threatened to break me. “What I need, Elise, is my job.”

“Listen to me, Sadie, you might think I don’t know you, but I do. And I know this job isn’t right for you. You’re a smart, determined woman with a big heart. You should be reporting world events, telling the country what to believe in, helping people—not writing about where to find love. You have a strong voice, and it should be heard. Once you pull yourself together, I’ll help you find a job that’s right for you.” The tenderness in her voice made me want to cry even more.

I pushed it away though and straightened my steel spine. “This column is a start for me, Elise, and it gives me exposure.”

She shook her head. “Gave you exposure, Sadie.”

“It still can. Don’t do this. I can do better. I will do better. Just say I can keep my job,” I pleaded.

There was no yes. Elise simply picked up her purse and walked toward the door. “You have a lot of passion, Sadie. Get yourself together and use it for something more than love advice.”

Tears fell from my eyes. I couldn’t hold them back, but I quickly wiped them away. That’s when I noticed her packages were still on my sofa. “Elise, your bags,” I shouted as the door was closing.

“Keep them,” she called back just as it clicked shut.

Were they supposed to be my severance, because if so, I didn’t want them. Before I could rush them out to her, I heard the bedroom door creak open. “I’m so sorry,” Chloe said.

I just looked at her, and then I mumbled, “What am I going to do?” to myself more than to her.

“If I can ever do anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

I nodded. “I appreciate it.”

She pulled me in for a hug.

Surrounded by dozens of packed boxes and designer bags, I couldn’t help but think maybe Elise was right. It was time for me to get my life in order and then do what I wanted to do.

Whatever that was.

Wherever that was.

But this time there was no need to hide.

I wasn’t running.

Then again, there was no one left to run from.

No one except myself.

I always was my own worst enemy.


CHAPTER TWO

SADIE BANKS

THE OUTFIT I WAS WEARING might very well have been worth more than the small beach shack Harvey had left me in his will.

It felt strange to be wearing something so expensive, and I couldn’t help but stare at my reflection in the water-stained glass.

The fifty-something-year-old suit standing behind me was staring, too. I didn’t blame him. If I were him, I’d be looking, too.

Even I had to admit I looked hot.

The little black dress was Chanel. The stockings, French silk. The fuck-me pumps, Louboutin. And all three made my legs look like stilts.

Severance looked good on me.

The tags were still attached, but well hidden. I’d sell the outfit on Poshmark tomorrow, but for tonight, it was mine.

I deserved it.

Once I closed my umbrella, the suit opened the door for me. I tossed him an appreciative smile, but I never glanced back.

Tonight I wanted unpolished, rugged, and wild, which he was not. It had been way too long since I’d had any kind of physical connection with anyone, and I just needed something to remind me I was alive.

Way overdressed for a place like this, I didn’t care. Scanning the crowd, I wove my way through the closely set tables toward the bar. Moon Shadows was packed, and once I finally sat on a stool, I grabbed for the cocktail menu.

As was usual, I would limit myself to one drink, so I wanted it to be a good one. I crossed my legs as I glanced at my choices. When I shifted, I could feel the hem of my dress ride up a little. I knew my stockings, held up by a garter belt of wispy lace, could be seen.

Hey, they were also part of the severance, so I figured why not.

Deciding what I wanted, I waved the bartender over. He was older, tall, and thin. So grizzled from the sun, I surmised he must have lived on Moon Island for most of his life.

“You’re not from around here.” It wasn’t a question.

I knew better than to tell him he was wrong. Telling him I’d spent the first seventeen years of my unhappy life on this small island would only bring more questions and inevitably drudge up the unwelcome stare my infamous father’s name always brought. Instead of answering with full disclosure, I molded my answer to be somewhat truthful. “I’m here on business.”

“Well, business lady, what can I get you?” he asked.

Oh, so many things.

A job.

Money.

A life.

Something to live for.

“A margarita,” I told him.

When he brought me the salt-rimmed, enormous margarita glass with a perfect piece of lime floating on top of flakes of ice, it almost looked too good to sip.

“Do you want to start a tab?” he asked.

Just one, I reminded myself.

I shook my head and reached into my purse for my wallet.

“It’s on me.” I swung my gaze to the right and found the suit who opened the door for me earlier, and he was leaning on the bar with a twenty in his hand.

“I appreciate it,” I said, “but I always pay my own way.”

“That’s unfortunate. Maybe tonight you could make an exception.”

“I don’t think so.”

He set the money down on the bar and ignored me. “Just one drink. You’re alone and I’m alone, so why not—”

“Are you hitting on my date?”

The suit and I turned, and both of our jaws dropped. I knew we each had different reasons. His was probably surprise. Mine was absolute shock.

That blond hair. The diamond stud earring. Those piercing blue eyes. And the way he towered over me even though I was seated on a high stool. I knew this man, or I had known him as a boy, anyway.

He set his hard stare on the suit and waited.

“No,” the suit responded, and casually backed away.

Still in a state of shock, my gaze darted up.

Simon McCoy.

The town rebel. The airline mechanic’s son with the sticky fingers. A friend when I’d needed a friend the most. It had been twelve years since I’d seen him. Twelve years since I’d made that call. Twelve years since everything in this town changed—because of me.

Did he know?

He gave me a smile, and I knew he didn’t because if he did he wouldn’t be smiling—he’d be frowning.

I lifted my drink and tried to play it cool. “Well, if it isn’t the thief,” I said, and took my first sip.

He allowed his gaze to roam over me. “And if it isn’t the good girl,” he quipped back, setting down his tall glass of dark beer.

I smiled, and it was the first time I’d smiled a real smile in a very long time. No one had called me that in a very long time.

Like long lost friends, we embraced, and then he took a seat beside me. “What have you been up to?” I asked. “Still stealing for a living?”

It was bold, but that was the candid kind of relationship we’d shared as kids and later as teenagers. During both stages of our lives, we’d been forced to spend a lot of time together, and our relationship had resembled one more like brother and sister.

My father had been the head pilot for Moongate, and his father had maintained the planes. Along with Harvey Winchester, the three of them owned the small, private airline that shuttled commuters between Savannah and Miami.

Simon and I were often stranded at the hangar to wait for our fathers to finish their shifts. During those endless hours when Harvey wasn’t around to bring us to his house, Simon tried to teach me how to pickpocket and I attempted to convince him to be a good boy. Neither one of us was ever very successful.

In the end, I ran away and worked night and day just to eat and have a place to sleep, and he ended up in jail.

Simon laughed. “Believe it or not, I’ve gotten my act together. I even got my pilot’s license. What about you? Still wearing white cotton panties?”

I raised a brow and glanced down.

Both his brows popped. “Guess not,” he answered for me with a sly grin when he saw the lace of my garter belt.

There was a ping of remorse that rippled through me for the innocence I had once possessed and then been forced to lose. The thought had me taking another sip of my drink. It tasted good. Really good.

“What are you doing back in town?” I asked. “I heard you moved out of the country.”

Casually, he leaned against the bar. “I did, but I had to return to the old red, white, and blue to prepare to start Moongate operations back up.”

I smiled again, holding back an ironic laugh. “You’re kidding me, right?” The small, private airline had been shut down ever since the owner and both of our fathers went to prison.

Because of me.

Because of the call I’d made.

With utter seriousness, he shook his head. “It’s no joke.”

“Really?” I said. “I thought I read somewhere it was being looked at by some tycoon from the Caribbean, but he passed?”

He pointed to himself. “She did,” he clarified, “until I convinced her the airline was a great investment. We start renovations on the hangar November first, and I hope to be in the air by the first of the year. What about you? What brings you back to Moon Island?”

“Nothing good. I’m not sure if you heard, but Harvey died, and I’m here to settle his estate.” I said it so candidly it surprised me.

Simon rapped his knuckles on the bar. “No, I hadn’t heard. Shit, I’m sorry to hear it. He was a really great guy.”

“He was,” I concurred.

“What happened?” Simon asked.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “His boat went missing during a storm last month. It was found a couple of days later just miles from the lighthouse.”

Simon’s eyes glossed over. Like the news hit him hard. He, like me, had taken refuge with Harvey many nights when we were younger.

“My father was with him,” I added, but didn’t tell him he’d been drunk. Drunk after he promised to stay sober. I’d never forgive him for that. “And both of their bodies washed up on shore a week later.”

To that, Simon said nothing. Then again, his father had died not long ago of a heart attack, and I was certain Harvey and my father’s deaths did nothing but dredge up the memory.

This time when I took a sip of my drink, I gulped it.

Harvey, my father, and Simon’s father had all grown up together on Moon Island. They had all joined the Navy and learned to fly together. And they all had been deployed during Desert Storm. Simon and I were both less than a year old at the time. When the three men came home from the war, they were determined to leave the bad behind and work together doing so. It was . . . almost possible, but not quite.

Perhaps it was a pact that never should have been made. Then again, I didn’t know enough about any of them to say for certain. Didn’t want to. What I did know was that the three of them were all dead now and looking into the past wouldn’t change anything.

Talking to Simon, though, had my mind whirling back in time to six months ago. To the day which put me on this collision course with my past that I couldn’t seem to avoid no matter how much I wanted to.

 

I was sitting at my desk when the phone rang. “Hotlanta Love Connections,” I answered.

“Sadie, it’s Harvey. I need to talk to you.”

His voice was unexpected. “Harvey?” I asked.

“Yes, it’s me. I’m in Atlanta. Can I meet you at your apartment?”

Fear struck me. I turned in my chair to face the window and away from everyone in the office. Harvey and I had made contact, but I never told him where I was. I didn’t tell anyone from my past that I’d moved so close to Moon Island. I kept everything about myself, about my life, private. Online, I was SB, not Sadie Banks. I was anonymous. “How do you know where I live?” I asked.

“Your father told me.”

That fear in my gut turned to terror and I couldn’t control my emotions. “He’s out? He knows where I live?”

“Yes, and it’s okay, Sadie. He doesn’t blame you. In fact, he wants to talk to you. To make amends.”

“No!” I screamed. “I won’t be a step in another failed attempt at recovery.”

“Sadie, is everything all right?” It was my cubicle mate. I turned back around. She looked concerned. I had been too loud.

“Hold on a minute,” I told Harvey, and then I waived a hand at my co-worker. “Yes, everything’s fine.”

“Are you certain?”

I nodded.

She left it at that.

I shifted my gaze away from hers and lowered my voice. “I don’t want to see him,” I whispered.

“I think you should.”

“Harvey,” I pressed.

“Let’s meet and talk about this, Sadie.”

“No.”

“Please, you need to do this. For yourself.”

Maybe I did.

I sighed. “I’ll try to leave work a little early but my new boss is on the warpath. There’s a key under the mat outside my apartment door if you want to let yourself in.”

“Okay, Sadie, I’ll see you soon. And everything is going to be okay.”

Nothing was going to be okay.

Then again, nothing had ever been okay.

Had it?

 

Simon leaned in closer. “You okay? You’re shaking.”

Okay. I hated that word. I blinked away that day and realized my hand was trembling as it held the empty glass. I steadied it and nodded. “Yes, I’m fine.”

I wasn’t.

“I think you need another drink.” He gestured to the bartender and asked for a second round.

“I can’t,” I told him.

He ignored me, continuing to signal the bartender.

I said nothing more. I couldn’t stop thinking about that call. Couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that after that day, I’d let my father back in my life. And couldn’t help but wonder about the second urgent call Harvey had made to me just a month ago. The one I tried so hard to forget.

 

The call came at the worst time. “Hotlanta Love Connections,” I answered.

“Sadie, it’s Harvey. I need to talk to you. Can you drive out here?”

Needing privacy, I turned in my chair to face the window. “What’s the matter?” I asked.

“I can’t tell you over the phone. Come to the beach as soon as you can.”

The urgency in his voice told me this was serious. “I’ll have to check with my boss. She has me on a tight deadline.”

“Tonight then, if you have to. I’ll be here. Just come.”

“I will.”

I hung up, and when I gathered the courage, I went to Elise’s office where, for some reason, I found myself telling her about my life.

Five hours later I was driving over the bridge to Moon Island, and then shortly after, I arrived at an empty beach shack. Harvey was nowhere in sight.

I had no idea where he’d gone.

Just that he wasn’t where he’d told me he’d be.

 

The bartender set the margarita down in front of me, and I realized I was allowing the past to swallow me up. I knew better. I pushed the drink forward and looked over at Simon. “I told you—I can’t.”

He grinned at me and pushed the drink back in my direction. “Stop being such a good girl. You look like you need this.”

I did, so against my better judgment, I took it.

While I slowly sipped my second drink, Simon drank three more beers. Had he turned into an alcoholic like his father—like I feared I would? I hoped not. Although he had to be bordering on inebriation, the conversation was surprisingly easy. We talked about the things we did together as teenagers during the summers—wandering away from the Moongate hangar to Savannah’s main terminal, hitting the food court, sneaking into the movie rooms in the private lounges.

Nothing about how he ended up where he had or what I’d done that had changed both of our lives.

Then again, he didn’t know what I’d done.

When the stories seemed to run out, Simon leaned closer to murmur in my ear. “I can’t believe we ran into each other after all these years. It must be a sign.”

There wasn’t an ounce of proposition in his voice, but of course, I knew there wouldn’t be. But still, there was something about his tone that I couldn’t shake.

The person he had once been, perhaps?

The smell of alcohol on his breath?

The situation I was in?

I wasn’t sure.

When he slurred his words a little more and then almost knocked heads with me, I knew it was time to go. I hated to get up and leave him sitting there, but I couldn’t deal with drunk. Not even for Simon. And I was pretty certain if he were sober, he’d understand.

When the conversation paused again, I stood up. “I should be going.”

He stumbled to his feet and grabbed my hand. “Already? Stay. It’s been way too long.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. I need to get to bed. I have a lot to do tomorrow.”

“Where are you staying?”

“At Harvey’s.”

He grinned. “I should have known.”

For some reason, I felt guilty. Like it should have been his, too.

“What about you? Where are you staying?” I asked. I knew his father, like my father, must have lost his house when Moongate shutdown.

“I’m staying at that small motel just east of the Moongate terminal. Do you think you could drop me off? If you take the shoreline and then the road near the river, it won’t take you that far out of your way.”

He was right. It wasn’t that far out of my way. The terminal was located at the very west end of Moon Island and the very east side of Savannah.

I wanted to say no.

I didn’t.

He needed my help.

And then there was that feeling of guilt nudging me.

Step 2: Come to believe that a Power greater than ourselves can restore us to sanity.

And so I said yes.

Moon Island was remote. The sleepy tourist town had one main road going in and out. Everyone knew everyone, and the secrets they kept were never shared. Tourists were outsiders, and they either stayed along the south end of the river or on the north end of the beach. The main road was halfway between each, which meant everything on Moon Island was on the way to wherever it was you were going, especially Savannah.

The main artery was jam-packed with cars, but once I turned onto the hidden narrow lane that followed the shoreline, the road was practically deserted.

Harvey’s 1968 Cadillac handled the slick curves like a dream. I was surprised it was in such good condition.

Simon was tapping the screen of his phone while I drove through the rain. I couldn’t see if he was playing a game or texting someone. I didn’t really care.

Liking the quiet of the night, I listened to the sounds of the water hitting the windshield and inhaled the faint smell of the sea.

It was what I loved most about this place.

What I’d missed the most.

As I drove, a light fog began to thicken the air. I flicked on the defrost button and then cranked the lever to lower the window a crack, breathing in even more of the moist, cool, fall air.

The blackness of the night seemed harsher out there. When I passed the glowing sign for the small private airport hangar, I found myself gripping the wheel tighter. No time to remember what had happened the last time I was there, I concentrated on driving. The rain was hitting the windshield harder now, and the old, worn wipers couldn’t clear it fast enough.

I was just about a mile from the abandoned terminal when I slowed. I swore I saw a light flicker in the distance and wondered if it was the lighthouse I was seeing through the fog. If it was, I was closer to the terminal than I thought.

Simon pointed ahead as if he’d noticed the oddity as well.

I turned my head for a split second in his direction. “Is it the lighthouse?”

The object grew closer way too fast to be the lighthouse.

In the very next second, I felt the weight of something hit my car. At the same time I heard that sickening thump, I saw another flash, but this time it looked like a reflector, not an actual flicker of light from off in the distance.

In a worried rush, I slammed on the brakes and jerked the car to the left. It swerved and skidded against the wet pavement. I stopped so hard that the momentum propelled my body forward. As the front of the vehicle dropped down, it started to fishtail, and then finally came to a screeching stop on the other side of the road.

My upper body slammed hard against the giant steering wheel, and I felt a sudden jab of pain in my ribs just as my forehead smashed the dash. This old Cadillac didn’t come with airbags, or super safe seat belts for that matter.

“Oh, my God,” I screamed through the pain. “I hit something.”

Simon had braced an arm on the dash and didn’t appear to be any worse for the wear. He glanced over at me. “Are you okay?”

I took a shallow breath and although dazed, started to pat for the door handle. “Did you hear me? I hit something!”

Nodding, he quickly grabbed my arm to stop me from opening my door. “Let me go first,” he said. “It was probably a deer, and you don’t need to see that shit.”

I shot my gaze out the back windshield and saw something red and shiny bathed in the glow of the taillights. “It wasn’t a deer,” I said, my voice shaking and my body trembling. “It looks like a wagon or a bike.”

He nodded in agreement. “Stay here.”

I stared.

Stunned.

Breathless.

Worried.

Frozen in terror.

As if I were viewing a slow-motion movie, I watched as Simon rushed out into the rain. What was undoubtedly only seconds felt like hours until he reached the spot where my eyes were trained. The entire time, I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed with fear.

When I saw him drop to the ground and kneel over something, my heart leaped into my throat.

What was he looking at?

Somehow, I pushed past the pain and forced myself to get out of the car. That too seemed to take forever, but this time it was because my body wouldn’t cooperate—my injuries were more severe than I’d originally thought.

Holding my ribs, which I knew were either bruised or cracked, I reached him just as he lifted the lifeless form of a young boy into his arms.

I dropped to my knees. “Oh, my God,” I screamed. “I hit a child. I hit a child. I hit a child.”

Simon started running toward the car. “Get up and get behind the wheel,” he shouted over his shoulder.

Racked with sobs, I dragged myself to my feet. I ran the best as I could after Simon, but he was already at the car before I caught up. “What are you doing? We have to call 911. He needs to go to a hospital.”

All six-foot-four inches of Simon was lowering the child into the back seat. “No,” he yelled over his shoulder. “We can’t. You’ve been drinking, and so have I.”

I tried to pull him back. “I had two drinks,” I whaled.

He jerked his head around. “Stop crying, Sadie, and pull yourself together. You know very well, two is two too many around here. If you call the police, we will both go to jail.”

Halted by the truth in his words, I glanced around. It felt like the world was spinning and I wasn’t. Like this wasn’t really happening. Like I was standing on the outside looking in.

My eyes darted everywhere.

In the car.

At the place the boy had been found.

The space in-between.

It was odd. There was no blood. I couldn’t see any blood. Had the rain already washed it away? I felt like I was in shock. “Is he dead?” I cried out.

“Get in the fucking car and drive,” Simon ordered.

I stammered.

Stuttered.

Stood in the pouring rain.

Helpless.

Hurt.

Desolate.

I’d hit a little boy.

“Get. In. The. Car. Sadie.” He punctuated. “We don’t have much time.”

I heard the latter part, and I did as he said.

In the driver’s seat, I ignored the screaming from my ribs and the blood dripping down my face and cranked the wheel toward the right lane. I hugged the shoulder of the road and drove as fast as I could.

In the rearview mirror, I watched as Simon breathed into the child’s mouth. Even though I wasn’t the one administering CPR, I still counted off the breaths.

One.

Two.

This couldn’t be happening.

“Is he alive?” I cried out again.

“Yes, he’s alive.” His own breaths came in ragged bursts.

I pulled my phone from my purse, and when the screen lit up the car, Simon stopped what he was doing and grabbed it from me.

“Let me call 911,” I cried with tears streaming down my face.

“No! You can’t. You’ll go to jail, and I’ll lose everything I’ve worked for.”

“I hit that boy!”

“And we will make sure he’s taken care of, but we are not calling 911.”

He wasn’t wrong about what would happen. I’d seen it happen to my father. The police would test our blood, find alcohol in our bloodstream, and I would be convicted of driving under the influence. In this case, maybe even manslaughter. Simon would be an accomplice, and both of our lives would be ruined.

It was a split-second decision to keep driving. “Where are we going?” I asked.

“To the Moongate 24-Hour Clinic. We’ll leave him just outside the door. I’ll make a call, and they’ll find him right away. It will all be fine.”

It wouldn’t be fine.

I’d run over a child.

How could that ever be fine?

“Are you sure he’s alive?” I asked.

This time when Simon answered, his voice was much softer. “Yes, Sadie, I’m sure.”

My chest was heaving and tears poured down my cheeks. I couldn’t see anything out the front windshield, but I drove from memory.

From the years I’d lived here.

Back toward the town I despised.

Into the darkness I remembered all too well.


CHAPTER THREE

SADIE

THE BEACH SHACK WAS REMOTE.

Surrounded by overgrown vegetation, the only thing I could see for miles was the sea grass-dotted dunes that swelled between the sand and the water.

I walked up the path and was careful as I pulled my sweatshirt tighter around my body. My ribs were bruised, but not broken. The swelling and discoloring had gotten worse, but Simon gave me some painkillers he had, and it helped ease the constant, gritty sensation I felt under my skin. He assured me I would heal in less than three weeks. The pain was the worst when I breathed in too fast or coughed, but I didn’t care about my own pain.

It was someone else’s I cared about.

I glanced at my watch. It was close to three, and I needed a shower. I needed to make sure that someone else would be okay. Today, I was finally going to see him. See the boy I’d hit.

Simon was in the hammock that hung between two green posts. It was old and rusted but still worked. I’d spent hours in that thing as a kid. It was one of my favorite things about coming to see Harvey.

Harvey’s place.

My safe place.

Simon had been staying with me since that night. Like old times when we both ended up here as kids, he slept on the couch, and I stayed in the bedroom.

As soon as he spotted me, he lowered his sunglasses. “They’re predicting that hurricane I told you about earlier will be hitting the east coast in a week. I think we should drive to Atlanta today and start getting prepared.”

Getting prepared didn’t mean buying flashlights or water. Instead, it was something I had no interest in doing, but something Simon insisted on.

The truth was, it was the only way.

“But today I was going to the hospital to see him.”

Simon shook his head. “Yeah, about that. I honestly don’t think it’s a good idea. You’re still way too wound up. We can’t chance drawing attention.”

That wasn’t inaccurate.

I was emotional.

I was a wreck.

I tipped my head to the October breeze that pushed hair from my face and closed my eyes. It had been seven days since that night. One week of waiting and worrying. A quarter month of utter hell.

The only thing that kept me sane was Simon. He’d always had a way about him, and he used that stealth to get what he wanted. That hadn’t changed.

Not only had he somehow found the little boy the day after the accident in Savannah Memorial Medical Center, he’d managed to get a glimpse of him.

There was a nurse on the floor who gave him information regularly. I didn’t ask why she was doing that. I didn’t have to. I was certain Simon had used his charm and good looks to win her over, or maybe he even told her he was related to the boy.

Either way, I knew he’d had to lie to find out the truth, and I couldn’t judge him for that. I needed to know. So did he.

This time he used that spellbinding charm for something good, at least.

Simon’s guilt was almost as heavy as mine. And because of this, every morning since the day he located the little boy, he’d taken the Caddy and drove to Savannah to check on the condition of the boy I’d hit.

What that little boy was doing out on the road at night I might never know. Moon Island was a vacation destination, and who knew, maybe he was late getting back to his parents. Maybe he’d gotten lost. Or maybe he was running away. Like I said, I might never know.

What I did know was the little boy was alive. Alive but injured. He needed a spinal cord operation to ensure he would walk again. Without the operation, his chances of walking were fifty/fifty. The family was uninsured, and the cost of elective surgery was just over one hundred thousand dollars.

They couldn’t afford it.

Neither could I.

Neither could Simon.

Turned out, Simon had less cash than I did. He didn’t even have a car. He’d left it in the Caribbean.

Even if I could settle the estate and sell the small beach house Harvey had left me, I wouldn’t get the money in time.

All we had was Simon’s past knowledge. He knew airports. He knew how to steal. And he had a plan of how to get what we needed. A plan that involved bad weather, an airport, and me.

It wasn’t anything I ever thought I’d be involved with.

It wasn’t anything I wanted to do.

I was no Bonnie to his Clyde.

And yet, every day for the past week I’d allowed him to teach me the ins and outs of pickpocketing. How to slide my fingers into a pocket undetected. How not to rush it once I made contact with the goods. How to take it nice and slow.

How to become an expert thief.

The reason I was doing this—time was running out. There was only a short window of time that the surgery could be performed before everything healed and possibly healed incorrectly.

That meant we had to do something, fast.

The entire situation I was in made me physically ill to think about. That was until I thought about the fact that the old Folgers tin in the kitchen only had thirteen thousand five hundred dollars in it for Riley Houston—the little boy in the hospital.

The little boy I’d hit.

Between the laptop I’d pawned, the car I’d sold, and my personal items I’d hawked, we still weren’t even close.

In fact, we had eighty-six thousand, five hundred dollars to go.

And we weren’t going to raise that kind of money on Moon Island, or in Savannah for that matter, not without getting caught.

Atlanta was the plan.

I was the plan.


CHAPTER FOUR

JAXSON CASSIDY

I WAS THAT GUY.

The lucky son-of-a-bitch who was on his way to achieving his dream. Everyone wanted to be me . . . for the moment, anyway.

From a pool of thousands of entrants, I had been selected to be the lead photographer for the upcoming year’s Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition.

With the economy of print not faring well, Sports Illustrated hadn’t escaped the fallout of downsizing.

After the head and staff photographers for the SI issue were let go, the publication held a contest to hire a temporary contracted photographer until they could revamp, and I won.

I had fucking won.

Three locations. Uncrowded beaches. Warm weather. Exceptional scenery. And my eye overlooking it all through the lens of my camera.

Snap.

Snap.

It was any photographer’s wet dream.

I didn’t hesitate to accept the job. Closed my business, sold my shit, and sublet my apartment.

I was a free man.

No cares.

No worries.

What about after the gig? I’d wait and see. I didn’t really care. I could start over if I had to.

But right now, life couldn’t be sweeter.

Over the next six weeks, I would be splitting my time between Antigua, Barbados, and Grenada, and I couldn’t fucking wait.

I loaded my suitcase on the belt. “Your flight has been delayed,” the attendant behind the counter told me.

Glancing at the monitor, I saw the word, “DELAYED,” flashing. Fucking hell. “I’ll wait,” I answered.

The attendant hesitated. “All flights are probably going to be canceled soon. Are you sure you don’t want to come back tomorrow?”

I was restless and edgy. I glanced at the text on my phone from my ex-fiancée.

Jules: Our flight has been delayed. I hope you make it out of Atlanta before the storm hits. Safe travels and good luck. See you when you return.

The thought of running into my ex-fiancée and her new husband while I waited for a cab didn’t appeal to me at all.

I was happy for her, but it was time for me to make a new life as she had. “Yeah, I’m sure,” I told the attendant.

The woman handed me my ticket, and I headed down the concourse to hit up the bank and a bookstore. After that, I’d be seated at whichever bar I happened across first.

I wasn’t picky.

I just wanted to forget—even for a little while.

And that meant getting shit-faced.


CHAPTER FIVE

SADIE

BRILLIANT RAYS OF COLOR ARCED in the sky.

I studied the spectrum of light with intense curiosity. The subtle way the red on the outer top-most side changed to orange. The somberness in which the orange morphed to yellow, then green. And finally, the way the green turned into blue before fading to violet at the bottom-most inner rim. Together the varying hues of color formed a rainbow.

A freak of nature that was truly beautiful.

Rainbows were meant to symbolize all things good . . . Hope. Dreams. Love. Serendipity. What a cruel joke. Every single one of those things seemed so very far out of my reach.

Had they always been?

I had wanted to believe. Tried to believe. Life wasn’t all rainbows and butterflies, and I knew this now more than ever.

Before everything changed, when I saw something like this, I would have reached for my camera and photographed this incredible sighting for my blog. The photograph would have inspired an Instagram post about love, with a byline something like, “In a city with over 80,000 more females than males, doesn’t it make sense to hurry up and catch the liquid love pouring down all around us before there’s none left?”

Today, though, there would be no picture, nor would there be any such post.

No camera.

No computer.

No job.

What I did have was a boy who needed an operation . . . because of me.

I blinked tears from my eyes, and then, just like that, the spectrum of light was gone. The moment stole my breath because what took its place was anything but beautiful.

Big, fat, ugly droplets of rain began to fall.

I hated the rain.

It wasn’t like I didn’t know that Atlanta’s dry spell wasn’t going to last forever. Still, that didn’t stop a small part of me from wishing, hoping, and even praying it would.

At first, the downpour was only a slight, slow drizzle, and I thought perhaps the weather predictions had been wrong.

There would be no storm.

It was only going to shower.

A sun shower.

That was why the rainbow had shone so brightly in the sky. And without a storm, there was no sense in proceeding—we’d have to turn around.

It would be both a blessing and a curse.

The storm did not stop.

We did not turn around.

Instead, we continued southwest. I leaned my head against the glass of the old Cadillac and watched as the wind rustled the fronds of the palm trees with increasing intensity. Gone was the view of the Atlantic Ocean. Miles and miles of I-75 asphalt had taken its place hours ago.

Soon, too soon though, big, fat drops were pelting the light-green paint on the car’s hood, hard. So very hard in fact that I had to lean forward to see anything out of the front windshield.

The weather predictions had been correct after all. Tropical Storm Helga was arriving, and right on time.

As the fury of the storm muscled around the car and gallons of water fell from the sky, I closed my eyes and prayed.

I wasn’t religious, but it seemed appropriate.

It did no good.

The onslaught continued.

Nevertheless, I crossed my fingers in hopes the storm would blow over quickly.

I wasn’t ready to do this.

However, as soon as the pounding thunder rumbled in the sky, my eyes snapped open, and I knew faith had, once again, screwed me.

It was time.

And Riley needed me to come through for him.

The weather wasn’t going to let up, and this was just what was required for what came next.

For Simon’s plan.

Pickpocketing.

Thieving.

Taking what wasn’t mine.

Making bank.

For Riley.

Slowing, the car turned onto Maynard H. Jackson Jr. Blvd. When the airport came into sight, Simon looked over at me. “The weather is only going to get worse. That means you’ll have all night. But still, it’s really important you only mark the men who are alone and appear to be worth the risk. Understand?”

“The wealthier looking ones,” I said softly.

Single men in airports were my targets. According to Simon, women weren’t as fruitful as men, nor did they hang out alone in the airport bars during storms as much as men did, which was why he couldn’t do the job.

The men were going to provide us with what we needed and never suspect a thing.

Simon nodded. “Yes, that’s right. And don’t forget, you can spot them by their brand of luggage and the clothes they are wearing. Just remember what I taught you. Slow. Easy. The impulse to grab and run can be overpowering. Fight it, and don’t rush the ending.”

I sucked in a deep breath and slowly blew it out. I couldn’t believe I was actually going through with this.

Being bad wasn’t by choice, but by necessity, I reminded myself.

It was for that little boy.

“I got it.”

He reached over and gave my hand a squeeze. “I know you do.”

To that I said nothing.

The imposing façade of the concrete and glass lit up by a bolt of lightning. The brilliant, jagged flash caused me to practically jump out of my seat.

It had been over two weeks since even a drop of water had fallen from the sky. And during those days, I had truly started to believe it would never rain again.

Dumb.

Dumb.

Dumb.

Funny, I never remembered just how scared I was of thunderstorms, until now, until then.

Blinking lights warned of stopped vehicles, and as the old Cadillac pulled to the curb, I closed my eyes one more time.

Run.

Run.

Run.

I wouldn’t, of course.

Couldn’t.

With my heart pounding and my veins flooding with an unwanted adrenaline, I forced myself to get out of the vehicle.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” Simon called.

I gave him a nod of acknowledgement. If the airport remained closed until morning, I had a long night ahead of me.

“And Sadie.”

I dipped my head to look back into the car.

“Remember, no unnecessary risks, or you’ll get caught.”

That frightened me because I had no idea how I was supposed to survey risk. To me, it was all one giant risk, but I gave him a nod of acknowledgement anyway.

“And you can call me if you need to.”

“I know.”

He gave me a nod. “Be careful, Sadie. I wish I could do this for you.”

“I know,” I told him, his concern was palpable, and I knew if he could take this over, he would.

Slamming the heavy door, I sprouted my umbrella even though I didn’t really need to shield my body against the torrential downpour since I was under the overhang. Feeling a little lost, I started walking very slowly. The tires squealed, and the old Cadillac’s headlights shot two brief cylinders of light in my direction. Then it was gone, Simon was gone, and I was alone.

Pulling the designer luggage that Simon had acquired just yesterday behind me, I hurried along the easement like the shoes I was wearing were what I wore every day.

They weren’t.

In fact, I couldn’t even walk in them. Seriously, they were the fuck-me pumps Elise had given me, and they were way too high. The whole placing one foot in front of the other was harder than it looked. You had to allow your hips to swing from side to side to stay balanced, and with the state of disarray my mind was in, concentrating on something so ridiculous as strutting felt impossible.

The late October night air held an unusual chill for this time of year in Atlanta, and my short dress, thigh-high pantyhose, and designer raincoat didn’t provide much warmth. My nipples peaked through the black lace of the Chanel dress, and I wished my hands were free so I could bundle up.

I settled for drawing in breath after breath of the stormy air. It did nothing but leave me feeling like I was suffocating and caused my ribs to scream.

The glass doors spread apart, and as soon as I stepped out of the storm and into the brightly lit terminal, I felt that very familiar ache in my stomach. I was going to be sick. Alarmed, I searched for the women’s restroom, and once I spotted it, I darted straight that way.

Five minutes later, I was re-applying my lipstick in the mirror and making sure I looked like a million bucks.

I did.

Dark-lined green eyes against pale skin. My naturally auburn shoulder-length hair was hidden beneath a blonde wig so I couldn’t be identified, and it hung just below my shoulder blades. Rich-looking hair. Tight dress. High shoes. All so very unlike me. Or the real me, anyway.

I glanced down at the watch on my wrist. A cheap Timex that hid my tattoo. Although I was wearing it, it wasn’t mine. Then again, neither was my underwear.

The small hand on the watch face read six and the big hand fifty-eight. It was almost seven, and I had to hurry.

Walking tall and full of forced confidence, I made my way across the industrial tiles and toward security.

The large space was quiet, and there weren’t too many people lulling around or in line. With all the flights grounded, there wasn’t much reason to be here.

Unless you were stranded or—

Fear shot through me as I searched for the tall, bulky guy with red hair and blue eyes. Thankfully, I spotted him right away. He was behind the podium to the far right. Getting in the short line, I had to literally order myself to stop trembling. I didn’t even think I was breathing when I handed him my passport with the ten, neatly folded, crisp, one hundred dollar bills inside.

After setting my identification down on the flat surface, Simon’s contact glanced over at me, then down at my passport. It was the only thing that actually was my own.

When he slipped the money out, and the airline ticket in as if it had always been there, and then handed everything back to me like nothing out of the ordinary had just taken place, I knew he’d done this before. “Have a good night,” he said.

Blowing out the breath I’d been holding, I answered with, “You too,” and then followed the other people in line like I actually had a flight to catch. A flight that, although had been delayed due to bad weather, I was still determined to wait for. To catch. To board. Like them. But I was nothing like them.

I wouldn’t be on the flight, of course. Whenever it did take off, I’d be on my way back to Savannah to pay for Riley’s surgery. Or that was the plan, anyway.

My feet whispered on the cool, industrial tiles as I tipped my red-soled pumps into the plastic bin and pushed it along the rollers toward the X-ray machine. After I hoisted my luggage up, I used another bin to add my coat and umbrella.

While I waited for my turn, I glanced at the name on my ticket. It read: “SARAH BARNES.” Wow, that really was close.

For a moment, I allowed myself to wonder who she was and why she wasn’t able to make her flight. Flat tire? Fight with her husband? Missed connection?

“Next,” a deep male voice boomed.

Crap, I wasn’t ready.

Then again, I never would be.

Stepping through the metal detector, I wanted to run as soon as the beeping started. It had to be the metal clips on the tops of my garters.

I should have refused to wear them.

The older man called me aside, and I knew I was going to be caught, right here, right now. I was going to go to jail. Just like my father.

However, his gaze dipped to the seams of my stocking toes as it lingered on my legs before he drew it up.

Men liked pretty women, especially those with silky hair, clingy dresses, and gartered stockings. Add the manicured nails and sultry look, and I was every man’s wet dream.

And I had to become his.

A rich call girl or wealthy man’s wife or tycoon’s mistress, I didn’t care which he thought I was, as long as his mind was on my body and not on the ticket with a name printed on it close to mine, but not mine.

Shifting my body in just the right way, I ignored the stabbing pain in my ribs. Like this, the slit in my dress parted enough to give him a glimpse of my bare thighs, and I knew I’d hit payday when his breathing started to pick up.

I felt sick.

“Where are you off to tonight?” he asked, as he bent to move the wand up my body.

Quickly, I glanced down at the ticket, and the destination practically leaped off the paper. “Antigua, I hope,” I answered with a smile and then held my arms up.

“Beautiful place. You’ll get there, if not today then tomorrow.” The wand beeped right at the top of my thigh.

I opened my legs a little wider, giving him a peek at the bands of my lacey garters. “Is it nice? I’ve never been.”

“Yeah, or so I’ve heard.” He moved the wand again, this time a little slower, and I could see his tongue practically waggling.

“I probably shouldn’t have worn them,” I whispered.

“Not a problem, Miss,” he said, waving me to the side. “I just have to make certain everything is clear.”

Panic stuck in my throat, and I couldn’t answer. What if he asked for my identification?

“Do you prefer I call for a female TSA agent to come over?”

Already moving toward the blue-painted footprints, I waved a hand and batted my fake eyelashes. “No. I feel silly enough. No need to waste anybody else’s time. You can do it.”

Without hesitation, he bent and slid his fingertips up my thighs. I couldn’t look down. Wouldn’t. I still felt sick. Even sicker. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. But there was nowhere I could go except right where I was headed.

I had to help that little boy.

“You’re all set,” he said, his voice a little huskier than it had been. And I wasn’t going to allow myself to consider the fact that tonight he’d be taking his cock into his hand and thinking of me.

“Thank you.” I slipped on my shoes and pulled the costume-filled suitcase behind me, leaving the coat and umbrella right where they were.

I didn’t want any reminders of the rain.


CHAPTER SIX

SADIE

THE BAR AT THE AIRPORT was packed.

Just as Simon had assured me, there were men everywhere. Single men. All sitting with a drink in front of them. All stranded. And all unaware of what I was sent to do.

I just had to find the right one, or ones. Reading men wasn’t as easy as it sounded. Who looked lonely? Who was seeking companionship? Who seemed like they had money, and on them?

I started to freak out.

I couldn’t tell.

I wouldn’t know.

I was a terrible student.

I glanced around, and that same uneasy feeling fell over me that had earlier. Picking men up in a bar wasn’t me. Stealing wasn’t me. This whole thing wasn’t me. It didn’t matter that Simon had drilled into me what to look for. It didn’t matter that he had mapped it all out.

I was faltering.

Slowly, I laid it out in my head. I was supposed to find someone dressed in an Armani suit or Hugo Boss sports coat. Take a seat beside him, flutter my lashes, cross my legs, show a hint of wispy lace, and then strike up a conversation before purposely spilling my drink so I could steal his wallet while he attempted to clean up the mess.

It didn’t matter that I remembered the plan step by step.

Right then the only thing that mattered was that I knew I couldn’t do this.

Not even for Riley.

Not even so the young boy could walk again.

Walk again.

Oh, God! What was I thinking?

Resolution struck like fear. It didn’t matter that I didn’t want to do this. I had to do this. It was the only way to right what I had wronged.

More astute this time, I glanced around, but all the single men looked the same. And besides, there were no empty seats anywhere.

Feeling lost, my eyes skittered here and there and then landed on the monitor. Most flights were still in the delayed status, but if the storm didn’t let up soon, they would be canceled. Once that happened, the men who were from Atlanta would leave, and the place would empty out.

I would wait.

I had to wait.

While I did just that, I attempted to survey the single men with a little more attention. A man about forty with a nice sports coat. Not designer, but a bulging wallet in his pocket none-the-less.

He’d do.

My gaze wandered. Another man wearing a plaid shirt and khakis with a computer case and a piece of Gucci luggage. A complete contrast of character.

Maybe.

To his right sat a conventionally attractive man with a square jaw, good haircut, and a few lines around his eyes. He was wearing a white shirt and suit pants. Briefcase at his feet, but nothing more. Coming or going, I couldn’t tell.

Pass.

When my phone buzzed, I knew who it was. I pulled it from my purse. The one that Simon had procured at the prestigious Savannah Country Inn, or maybe it was the Four Seasons Hotel.

I couldn’t be sure.

It didn’t matter.

Everything was a blur. The way he arranged to get a keycard. The way he slipped into the rooms. The way he paid off the concierge. For someone who had given up thieving, he certainly knew how to make connections.

I wasn’t naïve.

I found it questionable.

When I asked him about it, he told me the dark web hadn’t changed over the years. It was filled with all kinds of bad, and it provided him with unlimited amounts of people looking to make a buck.

I didn’t ask any questions after that.

Didn’t want to know anything further about the ominous dark web or illegalities that took place on it.

Putting those thoughts aside, I glanced down at my screen. After unlocking it, I removed the security feature. I didn’t have time for entering a code every time I received a text. Sure enough, it was just who I thought—him.

SIMON: You get in okay?

Me: Yes.

SIMON: How’s the fishing?

Me: I’m not sure.

SIMON: Are you using the bait?

Me: Yes.

SIMON: Then it won’t be long until you get a bite. Don’t forget, only the big fish gets the net. And two, not three, not five, not one.

Me: I won’t forget.

How could I not be using the bait?

I was the bait.

Sighing, I went to drop my phone back into my bag but paused and stared at the tin of breath mints in it instead.

The small green candy-coated items inside contained some kind of mild sleeping pill, which Simon had procured from the dark web.

The net, as he referred to it, was the part of the plan where I was to offer the mints to the guy I determined to be a big fish. Once he chewed two of them, I was to pretend to be interested in taking things back to his room and then steal more than his wallet as soon as he passed out. The green mints were only to be used if I knew for certain there were more things worth stealing than a wallet.

Like I would know?

I think that part scared me the most.

Drugging someone to steal what belonged to them. It frightened the living hell out of me.

I wasn’t a thief.

I wasn’t a thief.

I wasn’t a thief.

I thought I might go insane with the need to run.

Once again I found myself questioning if I could actually go through with this. I needed to think. And in order to do so, I had to get away from this place and be alone for a little while.

Closing my purse, I lifted my gaze to scan for the exit, and as soon as I did, not only had all the air rushed from my lungs, but my knees went weak.

No, it couldn’t be.

But it was.

It was him.

Him.

The macro-stock variety hunk I had crushed on. The one who got me fired. And he was sitting at the end of the bar.

Alone.

My heart started to pound with a beat I hadn’t felt in two long weeks. One that told me I was still alive. That somewhere beneath all this bad, I was still the same girl I had always been.

Lost.

Scared.

Good.

And still me.

My crush looked the same as he had in the picture, but different at the same time. Older. Cleaner cut. More professional.

His dark hair was slightly shorter, cropped close on the sides but longer on top. The hint of scruff was exactly the same, though. And just as appealing.

Dressed in tuxedo pants and a wrinkled white shirt, he had a duffle and two other bags in tow.

Stranded.

He was definitely stranded.

But was he coming or going?

My guess—he was going, so this wasn’t a layover. Besides, he’d been on Hunks of Atlanta, so he must be from here.

I lowered my gaze.

Although he was wearing tuxedo pants, I wouldn’t call them designer, and there definitely were no fancy shoes since he was wearing a pair of black and white Adidas.

No high-end luggage, either. Just a bunch of beat-up leather bags.

Sure, then I was able to survey a man. I almost laughed at myself. At how pathetic I was. Still, I liked that he didn’t fit the criteria for one of my marks. It made him off-limits, which was good.

Suddenly, I felt so alone. And he looked so very alone, too. Mad. Brooding. Upset. I watched him. He was reading something. And the more I watched him, the more I wanted to get to know him. Which was crazy because wasn’t he the reason I was here? Or would I have ended up right where I was regardless of the fact that his picture had been in my column?

I had to believe the latter.

Didn’t I?

I had to get out of here. I really was going crazy. Blaming some stranger for my woes. That wasn’t me. Then again, I didn’t look like me or feel like me.

Did I?

Just as I took my first step toward the door, my phone buzzed in my hand. I’d forgotten to place it in my purse after I spotted the mints. I didn’t want to know what the message said, but I read it anyway.

SIMON: Great eye. He’s a good catch. By the size of those camera bags, I’d say what’s inside is easily worth thirty grand each.

Dumbstruck, my head darted around the bar. I didn’t see Simon anywhere, but somehow he saw me.

How’d he know those were camera bags, anyway? Did he have a friend who also worked the x-ray machine, for Christ sake?

I ignored his text and took another step. My phone buzzed one more time. And again, I looked, even though I didn’t want to.

SIMON: You cannot leave. Don’t lose sight of why we are doing this. Remember Riley.

Simon was right, of course. I was losing sight.

Riley needed this.

Needed me.

And I couldn’t let him down.

I wouldn’t.

After all, he was in the situation he was in because of me. But I couldn’t stay here, in this bar, and do what Simon wanted me to do.

I had to leave.

I’d find another way.

I took a small step and froze. Stock-photo guy had an issue of Hotlanta gripped tightly in his fingers.

Hotlanta.

Him.

And me.

It was how this whole thing started.


CHAPTER SEVEN

JAXSON CASSIDY

THE ARTICLE WAS TOTAL BULLSHIT.

Closing the magazine, I slapped it down on the bar and stared at the happily engaged couple on the front.

I couldn’t get away from weddings.

I picked the publication back up and found myself reading the article for the second time. Then again, who wouldn’t reread something when they were the headliner?

 

WHO’S WHO in ATLANTA

 

LOCAL PHOTOGRAPHER MIGHT LOOK LIKE SIN IN FRONT OF THE LENS, BUT IS HE SIN FROM BEHIND IT? by Elise Petra and Chloe Carmichael

 

With a face that once earned him a spot in ads for Marc Jacobs, not to mention a casting in that never talked about Calvin Kelvin sexing campaign, Jaxson Cassidy could have been a model. Don’t believe me? Check out the stock images of him on, “Hunks of Atlanta Stock.com.” To show our support to all things Atlanta, we even posted one of these long-ago taken images in our Love Connections column a couple of weeks back. As the gods have it, our hunky Jaxson gravitated toward the other side of the lens. Photographing weddings A in Atlanta to get his start, he is finally ready to move on. Most recently, he won a chance to photograph this year’s upcoming Swimsuit Edition for Sports Illustrated. The dream of a lifetime for any photographer, but can this pretty boy make the cut? Only time will tell.

 

What bullshit!

I clutched the issue of Hotlanta tight between my fingers. Okay, so it wasn’t total bullshit.

I had been on the other side of the camera and way more than once or twice. This Elise and Chloe needed to get their facts straight. Do their research more thoroughly. So shoot me, while I was in college it was the best way to earn some extra cash.

But come on, this article made me look like a pussy loser.

To get my start?

“My start!” Those two words had me seeing red.

I’d started seven years ago. Fuck you, Elise and Chloe, very much.

And what the hell was this website she was talking about? Then again, who gave a shit?

Not me.

I downed the beer in front of me and ordered another before glancing at the monitor. Sure enough, my flight had been canceled. Fucking great.

The glossy page of Hotlanta felt like it was leering at me. Fucking great.

I had a choice to make. Fucking great.

Either think about my ex-fiancée, whose wedding I had just photographed, with her brand new husband waiting to go on their honeymoon, or read about myself. Tough choice I had. Not. I read the article for the third time. Each word only making me more pissed by the minute.

“Finally ready to move on!”

Seriously.

What a bitch.

Like it was my choice to shoot two hundred and fifty Goddamn weddings before getting a shot to do what I had longed to do from the very start.

Anger boiled like hot water in my veins. I slapped the magazine down on the bar one more time and stared at it. Stared at the dark black, glossy hair and blue eyes. At myself.

Even with a career-changing legitimate gig on the horizon, my picture was the focus. Not my work. But my picture. That I hadn’t even taken.

Now that really was total bullshit.

I never should have stopped in the airport bookstore. I turned to shove the magazine in my bag.

I wanted to burn it.

Needing to get the hell out of Atlanta, I glared at the monitor. It looked like that wasn’t happening anytime soon.

It was time for the hard stuff.

I’d have to settle for drowning my sorrows in whiskey and getting piss drunk. If I drank enough, maybe I’d forget all about my ex-fiancée and her new husband, and the fact that they were more than likely—

Fuck, I couldn’t even think past that.

Roughing a hand down my face, I sighed. My eyes were burning. I’d been up for more than twenty-four hours straight, and the alcohol was making that fact increasingly apparent.

What I needed was some sleep.

A glass of whiskey, or a bottle even, was probably a bad idea. If I drank anything that strong, there was a very real possibility I’d end up knocking on the newlyweds’ door and confessing God knows what.

Just as I turned back to signal the bartender for the tab, my gaze landed on the sexy woman standing in the middle of the bar like she was lost. I felt the oddest swoosh of adrenaline flood my veins, and other places.

I hadn’t felt this way in a very long time.

Long, slender legs stood there. Big, doe-like eyes seemed to be searching. Damn, she was hot. She might have been dressed all uptight-like, but the way she stood in those heels told me she was anything but. It was more like she was playing dress-up.

I watched her.

Our eyes met for a few short moments, but then she jerked her head down and stared into her purse. Was she avoiding making eye contact with me? What the fuck? I wanted to call her over, but then she took a step. Toward me or away, I wasn’t sure.

Still, I watched some more.

I was fascinated by her movements.

I’d been around enough runway models to know she didn’t have a clue how to strut in those designer heels. In fact, I started to wonder if she might not fall off of them, that’s how much she was wobbling.

What was her deal?

Intrigue hit me. I wanted to know.

Know her.

It was something I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I couldn’t decide if that was good or bad.

What did it matter?

Captivated, I found myself fighting off a chuckle and decided this could be fun. She could be fun. If nothing else, she could be something to take my mind off the fact that the girl I loved was fucking someone else’s brains out right now.

“Check?” the bartender asked, heeding my call for attention from moments ago.

On second thought . . . maybe I’d stick around.

Why not?

Turning, I shook my head. “No, I’ll have a whiskey. The good stuff, neat. Actually, make it two.”

With the drinks ordered, I twisted back and this time when I caught her gaze, I held it. Her eyes went so wide when she realized I was not only looking at her, but staring.

Refusing to let her go, I grinned and motioned with a hard nod to the empty seat beside me. I was inviting her, no, bidding her, or maybe even daring her, to come a little closer.

What did I have to lose?


CHAPTER EIGHT

SADIE

THERE WAS A DOMINANCE IN his body language I couldn’t deny.

Heeding his invitation, I stopped before him. He stood and his towering height overwhelmed me, but when he pulled the empty barstool out and grinned at me, I felt electrically charged. “Hi.”

Slowly, I climbed onto it. For some reason, I couldn’t stop my knees from wobbling. “Hi,” I tried to respond, but it sounded more like a squeak.

The way he was looking at me made me feel like I was the only person in the room. I opened my mouth to say something more but found no words. Instead, my breath hissed out as a slow leak.

What was I doing? I should have been running in the other direction. I didn’t have time for careless flirting. I had a job to do. One I knew I would never really be able to do, I reminded myself.

Settling myself on the luxurious white leather stool, I crossed one leg over the other. As soon as I did, his heavy stare rolled over my face and then down my body. It felt like he was surveying every inch of me.

It was anything but subtle.

He was anything but subtle.

I didn’t care. Suddenly, I wasn’t cold anymore. Heat roared through me like a fire being doused with gasoline.

A flash of thunder cut through the window, illuminating his face. His stunning features. Hard jaw. High cheekbones. Strong forehead. Full and curved mouth. Edible lips. And those eyes, they grabbed me and wouldn’t let go—like he saw the blackness inside me and wanted to add some light.

Ridiculous, I knew.

That smug grin he was wearing spread across his lips as he sat back down. The movement caused his dark hair to flip forward over his eyes. He pushed it away, and the gesture broke the trance I was in. Thick-lashed eyes shined as brilliant as the brightest lights I’d ever seen and amusement seemed to sparkle in their dark color.

All of a sudden I felt dizzy. Lost. Taken back in time.

He was Eros.

I was Aphrodite.

He was Cupid.

I was Venus.

I let my bag drop to my feet beside my suitcase.

He twisted in my direction. “Crazy weather,” he said in a voice that was deep, cultured, sexy.

It made me shiver.

Half a nervous laugh snuck out of me. “You’re not kidding.”

Out of nowhere, the bartender set two heavy crystal glasses of amber-colored liquid in front of stock-photo guy and myself, and it shocked me. I hadn’t ordered anything, most especially not whiskey.

“Should I add this to your tab?” the bartender directed, and not toward me.

“Please,” stock-photo guy answered.

Embarrassment washed over me. He was with someone and I had misread him completely.

Hopping to my feet, I felt unsteady in my heels. “I’m so sorry. I should have asked if this seat was taken. I’ll get out of your way.”

Moving fast, he rose to his full height. He was close. So close. Floored by over six feet of hotness, his scent hit me immediately. Something manly, with a hint of the ocean. I took a moment to breathe it in and tried not to wince when the pain in my ribs struck.

His strong hands steadied my hips. “No, don’t leave. The drink is for you.”

And I felt. Felt his touch race down my hips, knot in my stomach, and make my toes curl.

If he was Cupid, I’d been struck by his arrow.

My gaze darted up, up, up, and when our eyes locked, my pulse started to race. “I can’t. I’m waiting for a flight,” I stupidly said.

He was a bad idea.

Staying was a bad idea.

This whole thing was a bad idea—and yet it already felt so good.

He dipped his head, those dark eyes going liquid with a heat I felt between my thighs. “In case you haven’t looked at the monitors, no one is going anywhere right now. All the planes are grounded until morning.”

I laughed, and it wasn’t an act. “I know that,” I replied. “What I meant was that drinking is a bad idea when I have such a long night ahead of me.”

His eyes flickered to my lips before returning to mine. “Exactly. It’s going to be a very long night, which is why drinking seems like a really good idea.”

No alarm bells rang. Instead, I smiled. I couldn’t stop smiling.

“Sit,” he said, moving back to his stool.

For a moment I forgot everything and allowed myself to get lost in the darkest, bluest eyes I’d ever seen. Without thinking anything through, I sat back down. “Maybe just one.”

The look he gave me screamed sinful bad boy.

“Reading Hotlanta?” I asked, pointing to his bag.

With a shake of his head, he blew my comment off. “More like reading crap.”

Okay, I had no response to that, and luckily I didn’t need one.

He lifted his glass. “To passing time,” he toasted.

The way he looked at me when he spoke made my pulse jump and nipples pop. Ignoring my body’s reaction to him, I lifted my own. “To passing time,” I repeated, clinking his glass.

I didn’t really have time.

I had a job to do.

I couldn’t stay with him.

Who was I kidding? I wasn’t a thief, and there was no way I could do the job I’d been tasked with. I’d have to find another way. But for now I was stranded at the airport, and I wasn’t alone.

I lowered my glass and sighed.

“Tough day?” he asked after taking more like a gulp of his whiskey.

“Yes,” I responded truthfully.

He took another long sip of his drink and let his eyes linger on my thighs. “Want to talk about it?” he asked.

In that moment I was no longer Sarah, the lonely rich wife or the wandering mistress or the high-priced call girl I had been sent here to be. I wasn’t acting. I didn’t want to. I was just being me. Albeit, a well dressed-up version of myself, but still me.

Following his lead, I practically guzzled the potent liquor. Once I’d drained it, I figured why not talk. Setting my empty glass down, I told him, “I had to make a decision today and I have no idea if I made the right one.”

In truth, I already knew it was the wrong one.

Being here was wrong.

Being with him was wrong.

And yet, talking to him felt right.

I shouldn’t have come here to steal what wasn’t mine, no matter the reason. It wasn’t me. I didn’t earn what these men had. And I hated myself for even thinking about taking from them.

It was then I looked into his eyes and saw that very familiar feeling of loathing. Those dark eyes I thought had been filled with mirth were actually brooding.

What did he hate himself for?

I wanted to know.

Was I a way for him to forget? If so, did it matter? Either way, I wanted to be the one to ease his pain.

And I had no idea why.

He downed the rest of his glass and signaled the bartender. “You know,” he said, “sometimes I think the only way to get by in this world is to step off for a while.”

I glanced at his bags on the floor. “Is that what you’re doing? Stepping off for a while?”

The bartender placed the entire bottle of Macallan Rare Cask in front of us, and hot photo-guy picked it up right away. “Something like that,” he answered as he poured. “My ex-fiancée got married yesterday, and I was there.”

“Ouch,” I said.

He nodded and finished pouring. “Yeah, hence the heavy drinking. So what’s your story?”

It felt wrong to lie, so I didn’t. I just didn’t tell the whole truth. “I was recently fired.”

“Ouch,” he offered back with a wicked grin and set the bottle down to hold out his hand. That strong, confident, dominant hand. “I’m Sundance.”

I raised a brow. “As in Butch Cassidy?”

“The very same. It’s a nickname, actually.”

Sundance.

Hot name.

I liked it.

I took his offered hand, and the electric current that ran up my arm was stronger than the alcohol flowing through my veins. “Sarah.” The lie slipped out, and I couldn’t take it back. Then again, I didn’t think it really mattered. “And stepping off for a while sounds like a really good idea.”

He leaned closer and lifted his glass. “So, Sarah, what are we going to do to make that happen?”

My brow lifted curiously. “I’m open to suggestions,” I said, the alcohol taking over where reason should have stepped in.

He drained his drink. “Are you?”

The way those two words came out sounded like an invitation. I was in the middle of downing my glass when I lowered it. “Yes, I am. I mean, within reason, of course.”

“Good to know.” He tossed me a panty-melting grin and poured a little more into his glass.

“Why? What do you have in mind?” Ignoring my one-drink rule, I drank a little more, knowing exactly what he had in mind. It was written all over his face—in the way his eyes seemed to have turned the darkest shade of blue, the way his sinful mouth curved ever-so-much, and the way he leaned in even closer to me.

When he was a breath away, he raised the sexiest brow in answer. “We could take this somewhere a little more private.”

I smiled back. A silent, “Yes, I’m interested.”

“One rule,” he cautioned.

Now I raised the brow. “Rules already? I don’t even know you,” I joked.

“And that’s the way I like it,” he deadpanned.

In that moment I knew what he wanted.

To be anonymous.

To be free.

And to get fucked.

I wanted all of those things, too.

He went on. “We don’t talk about our lives,” he murmured, kissing behind my ear.

I allowed my head to lull back, silently agreeing to his rule because even though he couldn’t possibly know it was the only way I could be with him, it was.

His teeth nipped at the sensitive skin of my throat, and I knew that somehow I had gone from the one doing the preying to the one being preyed on.

And I was okay with that.

Maybe stepping off for a while was exactly what I needed.


CHAPTER NINE

SADIE

I WAS A VIRGIN.

Not in the sexual sense, of course, but in the getting drunk out-of-my mind sense.

I’d never allowed myself to get even close to being fully emerged in the first stage of drunken euphoria, and yet tonight somehow all the signs showed I had gotten there.

My inhibitions were down. I could feel the flush creeping over my cheeks. I knew I was talking way too much. And when I reached for the rail and fumbled trying to take ahold of it, it was clear my fine motor skills were impaired.

I was sauced.

There were six stages of drunkenness. I knew this from all the research I’d done as a pre-teen the year my mother was found dead on our kitchen floor and my father subsequently took to the bottle.

Euphoria had always been the easy part to get through. Easy going. Free-spirited. Fun, even. I could have lived with that. Too bad it never stopped there.

When it came to my father, though, excitement always followed, and it brought out his erratic behavior. I never knew what to expect. The excessive drinking left my father either jovial or depressed. Either way, that was usually when the craziness began.

If he was happy, we went shopping or for ice-cream or swimming, regardless of the time of night. If his mood turned dark, he became paranoid. He believed someone was watching us, and he worried I was in danger—that I’d end up like my mother. That’s when he locked us in the house and stood guard by the front door with his rifle.

If he drank so much that he actually reached the third stage of drunkenness, he became confused, and this usually resulted in him becoming completely delusional.

During those manic times, more times than not, he ended up locking me in the bathroom or a closet to keep me safe. I hated being locked up most of all. No sunlight. No idea when the stupor would pass, or if my father had passed out and forgotten all about me.

He never made it past the fourth stage of drunkenness, when unconsciousness turned fatal, and I used to be thankful for that. Looking back now, I didn’t know if that wouldn’t have been better.

For him

For me.

For everyone.

Sundance reached for me, and his hot touch had me blinking away the long-ago past.

I wasn’t that sad, weak girl anymore.

I was stronger.

And it was the strong part of me that knew I should walk away and do what I came to here to do—for Riley. The weak part of me wondered how fast Sundance could get me to the room he’d just reserved, so I could put my trouble behind me, if only for a little while.

In the dull brass doors of the elevator, I watched our warped reflections. Sundance kissed the back of my neck with those amazing lips, and then those fascinating hands went around my waist, and the weak in me won out.

My phone started going off, and I knew who was calling me. Why he was calling. What he wanted. The task I was supposed to be doing. The wallets I should be collecting.

When I reached into my purse to attempt to silence it, the set of dog tags I always carried with me shined back at me.

Was I more like my father than I thought?

No. No, I wasn’t.

Reaching in front of me, Sundance offered, “Mint?”

I forgot everything.

No. No. No.

Sundance had somehow managed to pull the tin of mints from my bag, and I hadn’t even noticed.

With impaired movement, I knocked the tin from his hold, and they scattered all over the elevator floor.

My heart clamored in my chest, but then he said, “Oops,” and started laughing. I laughed as well, and he bent down and swept the little green tablets into the container.

On his knees, I stared down. Thoughts of what he could do to me in that position were all I could think about.

Slowly, he climbed up my body, his hands brushing over every inch of me as he did. “I hope you weren’t attached to those,” he whispered in my ear.

“No, not at all,” I moaned.

The elevator door opened and as we meandered down the hall, Sundance pretended to do a layup and launched the metal tin into the trashcan in the foyer.

I should have cared.

I didn’t.

I laughed instead at the sexy way he moved.

The air pulsated with the impending fantasy I was about to fulfill. The guy in the picture. Stock-photo guy. The hot guy I wanted to know, and not just know. I wanted to taste, feel, suck. And it was happening. It was so happening.

Outside the hotel room door, I watched those magic hands work the lock and then watched as they pulled his luggage and mine inside.

Sundance had sprung for a suite, and I watched him some more as he sauntered across the plush surroundings and over to the bar on clumsy feet.

We were both drunk.

Very drunk.

And soon, very soon, we were going to have our hands all over each other, and that meant one thing about me would be revealed.

“I have a confession to make,” I said.

He looked over his shoulder with a raised brow. “Don’t tell me you’re a virgin.”

I shook my head and laughed. “No.”

“Fuck, you’re married?”

I laughed again, loving the way the word ‘fuck’ rolled off his lips. “No. It’s nothing like that. It’s just I think you should know . . . I’m not a blonde.”

Pausing his steps, he turned around just as I tugged off my wig. It was going to come out one way or another, so sooner rather than later seemed appropriate.

Smirking, he sauntered back in my direction with measured steps and pushed me up against the floor-to-ceiling window. “Naughty girl,” he teased, running his fingers through my hair. Then he added, “But thank fuck.”

“Is your ex-fiancée a blonde?” I breathed around his steamy kiss.

He nodded but said nothing more, just started running his hands all over my body.

I did the same to him. I couldn’t touch him enough. Couldn’t get enough.

His palms landed on my breasts, and he started to tweak my nipples through the fabric. I moaned as he continued to fit his lips to mine. Rough. Hot. Wet. His tongue twisted hard and hungry around mine. The kiss was stormy, feral, and the floor fell away from under me until all that was left were wet lips—his and mine.

My thoughts spun, his kiss was rousing a passion within me I’d never felt. It had to be the alcohol.

He pushed me harder against the cool glass and slid a hand between my legs. I couldn’t believe how slick and wet I was for him. He moaned a little when his fingertips encountered the garters, and he pulled open the slit of my dress to look. Breaking the kiss, he stared. And stared. And stared some more. Then he looked at my face.

“You are so sexy,” he said.

My breath caught.

This time when our lips met, he kissed me long and slow and deep. His tongue stroked mine. His hands went between my thighs again, and he tugged my dress higher to explore the straps of my garters.

He let out a stuttering sigh. “Do you dress this way all the time?”

“Yes,” I said with a smile but then laughed and told the truth. “No, actually this is only my second time.”

“Grrr . . .” I think he might have growled.

Quickly turning me around, he pressed me to the window to unzip my dress, and then he tugged the material down with skilled precision.

Outside it was storming, and inside it was, too.

With my heart beating out of my chest and my palms pressed flush to the glass, I tried to hide my gasp. My ribs still hadn’t healed, and I hadn’t expected this level of physical activity.

“What happened to you?” he asked when the bandages were revealed.

“Nothing. Don’t stop.” My words were slurred.

He turned me back around. “What happened to you?” His words were slurred, as well, but when repeated, fiercer than before.

I reached up and grabbed the back of his neck to pull his lips down to mine. “Shhh. I’m fine.”

He stared down at me, not moving an inch.

“I swear. I’m fine. I was in a car accident weeks ago.”

“You sure it doesn’t hurt?”

I shook my head. “I’m sure.”

With that, he tugged at my hair and took my mouth in a punishing kiss. This all-American beefcake stock-photo guy had a dirty side.

I found myself wanting this more than I should. I didn’t deserve him. Even knowing this didn’t stop me. I ripped open his white shirt, the one he must have worn to his ex-fiancée’s wedding, and the buttons went flying. Not caring at all, he continued to kiss me hard, fast, savage-like. Yet his hands were gentle as they roamed my body.

My hands went to his zipper, where I ripped down his pants. After he stepped out of them, he backed us toward the bed, slow step by slow step, where he went tumbling down on the mattress.

On his back, I could see the ridges of his six-pack. I licked my lips. He was so perfectly formed from head to toe. A God in his own right. He quirked a finger, beckoning me to him. “You’re too far away to ride me from there.”

Laughing, I kicked off my shoes and dress and then crawled up the bed in my bra and garters. I wasn’t wearing panties, so without any type of foreplay what-so-ever, I raised on my knees and impaled myself down on his long, hard ridge. “Is this better?” I mused.

“Fuck, yeah,” he muttered, grabbing my hips so he could control my movements. “We should use protection,” he managed as he angled me back and thrust upwards.

God, he was deep. So deep. “Yes, we probably should.”

His muscles went tight. “Shit.”

“What?”

“I don’t have any condoms on me,” he managed with another deep thrust.

My body was vibrating. “It doesn’t matter. I have an IUD. And I’m clean. Besides, we’re a little late, and I’d hate to stop now,” I said.

I’d never been this reckless.

It wasn’t ideal, but I knew I was clean, and for some reason I found myself trusting him. Something in his eyes told me he hadn’t been with anyone since his fiancée.

“Yeah, it’s a little late, and I’m clean too,” he groaned, pumping up and down so hard, so fast, I thought he might tear me in two. Tomorrow, my inner thighs were going to burn and I’d never looked forward to pain more.

His hands rushed over my body, and I covered them, following them, as he played with my breasts.

Pulling my small swells from the cups and pressing them together, he looked up at me. “Does this hurt?”

I leaned down and captured his mouth. “Nothing about you hurts.”

He was breathing heavy, his need taking over. I was breathing heavy, too, my need overpowering any pain.

I pushed back up, and he remained beneath me. In this position, we fucked like two starved lovers. Moving to our own beat, we writhed and moaned and groaned until we both came in a burst of never-ending pleasure.

I hadn’t felt anything like this, ever.

This was sex between strangers.

Sex between two lost souls.

Sex.

Raw.

Savage.

Real.

Uninhibited.

It was what I had needed, and what he needed, too . . . at least for the moment.


CHAPTER TEN

SADIE

THE VOICE OF MY FATHER spoke to me. It was all cigarette-growl and whiskey-tongued. “You’re not that different from me, after all.”

I wasn’t like him.

Just because the same genes ran in our bodies didn’t mean I was an alcoholic.

It didn’t. I wasn’t.

I awoke with a start and heard my phone ringing. The bulk of the man I referred to as stock-photo guy laid beside me and his breath warmed the back of my neck.

Sundance.

Hot.

Male.

Sexy.

Strong.

The events after the bar last night were blurry at best. A fast, hard fuck that turned our worlds upside down. Slamming small bottles of whiskey, dancing to music that wasn’t playing, ordering burgers and fries from room service and feeding each other the fries. More fucking, playing with each other’s bodies like I’d never done with anyone before, talking about nothing that mattered, and then passing out in each other’s arms.

I’d never come that many times in one night.

He was a sex machine.

A sex god.

And I had been deliciously and thoroughly fucked.

My phone started pinging with a message, and it sounded like an unyielding alarm. I winced. My head hurt. My body hurt. My heart hurt.

The red digits on the bedside clock read four fifty-nine. It was early. Too early. Still, somehow I managed to sit up and slide out of bed. I looked down at him, and my insides fluttered. His dark-brown hair was deliciously tousled. His naked body sculpted and tanned.

Even sleeping, he looked strong, powerful.

A little aloof, too.

It made him seem intriguing, mysterious, even.

I wondered if his walls were as high as mine. I wanted to try to climb them. Get to really know him. That was never going to happen. I would only ever know the way his body fit mine like it was made for me.

My cell chimed again.

With a regretful sigh, I turned. On tiptoes, I searched for my purse, and once I found it, I fumbled to locate my phone. Clumsy from lack of sleep, or from being hung-over, I dropped my purse.

Quickly, I fell to my knees and gathered up the contents. With my phone in my hand, I cursed it. I should have turned it off, and I would have if the mints hadn’t sidetracked me.

Reluctantly, I read the message on the screen.

SIMON: You disappeared off my radar. I hope you got enough for the operation. I talked to the nurse last night, and Riley is going to be released today if his parents don’t come up with the funds.

I closed my eyes.

Riley.

I couldn’t let him be released without having that surgery. I couldn’t chance that he might never walk again.

Because of me.

Step 3: Make a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understand Him.

When I opened my eyes, they landed on Sundance’s bulging wallet and then shifted to the two camera bags.

I felt sick.

So sick.

But I knew I had to take them. It was my only choice. Hating myself, I texted Simon back.

Me: I got the two camera bags and some cash.

SIMON: And what else?

Me: I don’t have time to get into it.

SIMON: Meet me at Huck’s Diner near the Park-n-Fly in thirty minutes, and I’ll take care of cashing everything in.

Me: Okay.

Haphazardly, I tugged on the clothes that weren’t mine and then pulled my wig over my disheveled hair. Over at my suitcase, my thumbs depressed the two buttons and the latch released.

Sundance was out cold, but still I worried he might awaken. With trembling fingers, I reluctantly emptied the contents of one of Sundance’s camera bags into the Louis and threw the other over my shoulder before I opened his wallet and took the wad of fifties and hundreds.

Even when I was seventeen and on my own with nothing, I had never stolen anything from anyone.

I felt sick.

I held my breath willing it away.

This was for Riley.

This was for Riley.

Thinking of what I’d done to him was the only way I could get through this.

When I was finished, I looked at Sundance for a long while before I left. A beautiful, tortured man who didn’t deserve this. I didn’t even know his real name. Didn’t want to. The only thing I knew was that he had modeled at some point in his life.

Did he still? I had no idea.

I did know one more thing. I knew that love had burned him, and to escape the flame, he was running for a while. Going on vacation, I assumed, and hence the cameras.

I had no idea where he was headed, but I hoped when he got there, what I’d taken didn’t prevent him from stepping off for a while.

Slowly, I closed the suitcase and walked toward the door. The floor creaked, and I froze. Without breathing, I flipped back the lock, turned the handle as quietly as I could manage, and eased the door back before stepping across the threshold.

As it started to close behind me, I couldn’t help but turn to look at him one last time. I grabbed for the handle and peered through the crack. I couldn’t help but think if he was The Sundance Kid, I was Butch Cassidy—the outlaw.

In that final moment, I wanted to think we were alike.

Something sad lived within both of us.

A feeling of unwantedness that couldn’t be shaken?

Either way, we were both runners. However, unlike me, he wasn’t running from the law . . . just love.

And that made us so incredibly different.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

SADIE

THE BELL JINGLED WHEN I stepped inside Huck’s Diner. The smell of eggs and bacon hit me immediately.

My stomach lurched.

My head throbbed—from the booze and the wig.

And my heart ached from what I’d done.

Dizzy with hunger and sick from alcohol, I wasn’t sure if I needed to eat or vomit.

Simon sat in a corner booth with a cup of coffee in front of him and a magazine off to the side. Even though there was hardly anyone in the place, he still waved me over.

As I walked unsteadily toward him, both the wheels of my suitcase and the soles of my heels stuck to the stained linoleum.

Sliding into the booth across from Simon, I nodded hello and pulled my sweater tighter around myself. Even inside here, there was still a chill in the air from the constant rain, but at least the hurricane winds had passed. Then again, tucked inside the safety of the hotel room with Sundance last night, it wasn’t like I ever felt the brunt of the storm.

A gray-haired woman sidled up to our table with a notepad in her hand and a pen behind her ear. She fumbled around for it and then looked at me. “What can I get you?”

“Just coffee, please.”

Simon raised a brow at me. “Have you eaten?”

I shook my head no.

“She’ll have the sunrise breakfast with wheat toast.”

“And can I get you anything else, sweetie?” she asked Simon.

Sweetie?

“Just a coffee refill.” He smiled.

That was when I noticed Simon had an empty plate to the side of him. He must have been here for a while.

“Jasmine, this table needs coffee,” she hollered, and another older woman was at our table filling our cups with piping hot tar before our waitress had even tucked the pen back behind her ear.

When they were both gone, Simon reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “You look like shit.”

I stared down at his hand and then up at him. He let go like I’d burned him. It must have been the look in my eyes. “Good, because I feel like shit.”

“It gets easier,” he said, obviously knowing what I was referring to.

I swallowed the coffee, and it tasted just as bad as it looked. “What if I don’t want it to?” I commented. I was about as far removed from this conversation as I could be being so close to him.

He shrugged. “We all do what we have to do, Sadie. So, how’d it go?”

“Fine.” One word. One answer. I had nothing else.

My eyes flittered from the suitcase, to the large shopping bag I’d thrown the other case in, to my purse which held the five thousand dollars Sundance had in his wallet. Simon was asking me to be more specific, and when I swung my gaze back to him, it landed on the magazine he had left open on the table.

Staring back at me was not only the latest issue of Hotlanta but also the very same stock image I’d seen weeks ago. The one that got me fired and started me down this rabbit hole.

It was of a younger Sundance.

I strained to see the headline. It read:

 

WHO’S WHO in ATLANTA

 

A LOCAL PHOTOGRAPHER MIGHT LOOK LIKE SIN IN FRONT OF THE LENS, BUT IS HE SIN FROM BEHIND IT? by Elise Petra and Chloe Carmichael

 

Oh my God, Sundance was a photographer!

A photographer.

And I had stolen his camera.

His livelihood.

Swallowing the saliva pooling at the back of my throat from the fact that I had taken something this man needed, I felt my entire body start to tremble.

I knew I couldn’t live with the consequences of screwing with his career. Without thought, I reached across the table to snatch up the magazine, and when I did, I knocked over the piping hot coffee cup. The brown tar landed right on Simon’s lap. He jumped up with a curse, and the waitress was at our table before I could even apologize. “Oh, darling,” she said, “let me help you.”

He didn’t even look at either of us as he hopped from one foot to the other, and then took off for the restroom.

Alone, I knew what I had to do.

Summoning the iron willpower I had been forced to grow while I was on my own, I rose to my feet and grabbed the bag beside me. The waitress was wiping up the bench seat across from me and staring at me with irises as hard as diamonds.

I knew I didn’t have much time, so I quickly decided that the time it would take me to go around the woman, and the possibility of getting trapped by her, was not worth the risk of taking the suitcase, which contained the second camera.

I also worried Simon would return.

Reaching inside my purse, I pulled a pen and a key from it. While the waitress cleaned up, I quickly scratched a note on a napkin.

 

Simon,

I can’t do this. Here is the key to my storage unit. Sell it all and use the money from everything for Riley. Do what you have to do to get him the rest. I’m sorry.

Sadie

 

With my heart in my throat, I set the pen down. Folding the napkin over, I scribbled Simon’s name on the top. The waitress had finished cleaning up but hadn’t moved. She was staring at me, but this time there was some kind of understanding in her eyes. Like she could see my pain. I said nothing as I turned and hurried toward the door. She didn’t stop me.

I couldn’t help Riley.

Not in this way.

With each step I took, I saw that article. Saw Sundance. Saw Elise. Saw Chloe. Did she have an ulterior motive? Had she wanted my job? At least Elise had taken my mistake and turned it around. Righting my wrong for the benefit of the company was so like her. I wanted to think she’d done it to help me gain legitimacy. Even though it was at Sundance’s expense, she wouldn’t care. Then again, it was probably to launch Chloe’s career—her Carrie Bradshaw of Atlanta was on the rise.

The bell jingled behind me, and I ran faster.

Simon called my name, “Sadie, come back here!”

I ran faster.

The bell jingled again, and this time the woman from the diner hollered, “Sweetie, your bill.”

Simon was sweetie.

I was darling.

She wasn’t calling me.

It didn’t matter either way, I never looked back.

I knew better.


CHAPTER TWELVE

JAXSON

BACK WHEN I HAD BEEN a smoker, I frequently woke up reaching for a pack of Marlboros before I was even conscious of what I was doing.

Right now, I seriously wished the same applied to a bottle of Advil because the banging on the door was making my head feel like a sledgehammer was coming down on it over and over again.

The room was dark, but somehow I managed to find the light. “Hang on,” I yelled.

The clock read six ten.

Who the fuck was at my door this early?

The knocking continued. “I’m coming!”

Forcing myself to get out of bed, I looked around for Sarah, but she wasn’t in the room. Maybe it was her at the door and she’d locked herself out running down to get coffee or something.

Finding my boxers, I punched my legs into them and then pulled on my jeans. In my bare feet, I yanked open the door.

Disgusted eyes peered at me. “You were supposed to meet me downstairs.”

I ran a rough hand down my face. I vaguely recalled responding to my new assistant’s text last night. “Yeah, sorry, Abigail, I overslept. Come in, and I’ll grab your money.”

Abigail Short was the runner-up for the Sports Illustrated contest, and bitter didn’t even begin to describe her. As the runner-up, she had been invited to join the six-week expedition, as my assistant. And she had, albeit reluctantly, agreed.

For some reason, her advance check had been mailed along with mine, and since the weather had delayed her drive from South Carolina to Atlanta, she’d asked me to cash it for her.

I didn’t mind. I had to cash mine, anyway.

With a bitch in her step, she walked in. “Do you think you could put a shirt on? I hope the entire trip isn’t going to be like this.”

Me either I thought as I strode into the bedroom and grabbed for my wallet on the dresser.

Opening it, my mouth fell open. Fury emanated from every pore of my body. Needless to say, I was more than shocked to see it was empty. Never one to panic, I glanced around.

Unwilling to believe it was actually gone, I searched the room. Had I put the money somewhere else? I checked the bathroom, the safe.

Nothing.

I refused to believe I’d been had.

That it had been stolen.

I strode over to the nightstand and when I slammed the last nightstand drawer shut on the Bible, my eye caught sight of something shiny beside the bed. I grabbed for whatever it was.

In my hand I held a set of dog tags that read:

 

Banks

Theodore A

001–02–0345 Navy

0 Pos

Catholic

 

My mind whirled back to the old, frayed yellow ribbons tied around the oak trees in our yard. The ones that had been there my entire childhood. Memories I never wanted to recall came rushing back. A young child neglected. Left to take care of himself while his mother lay passed out on the couch. Memories I had pushed away.

“Could you hurry up? I want to grab a few things before our plane takes off,” Abigail called impatiently.

I blinked a few times to clear my head.

Tossing the dog tags on the bed, I strode back into the living room area and searched the bar, the couch, the tables. “Has the flight already been rescheduled?” I asked, trying not to sound alarmed as I roamed the room.

“You mean you haven’t even bothered to check yet?” She huffed in annoyance.

The word bitch sat on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t unleash it. Instead, I searched.

Nothing.

Nothing except the mess Sarah and I had made last night. With the scent of sex thick in the air, I searched.

Nothing.

Starting to panic, I stormed back into the bedroom and yanked open the dresser drawers. Long shot, but what the hell did I have to lose.

As I slammed the last one shut, I noticed my camera bags weren’t near my duffle. This time I lost my cool and went on a frantic hunt. They were gone, just like the money, just like Sarah.

I wasn’t stupid.

I’d been duped.

Taken.

Had.

Screwed, and not just literally.

“Fuccckkkk,” I yelled.

Abigail appeared in the bedroom door. “What the hell is going on?”

I looked her right in the eye and said, “Someone stole the money.”

Someone. No, not someone. Sarah.

Abigail’s face turned bright red, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “I need that money.”

Yeah, well so did I.

My gaze skittered to the dog tags. The only thing I had to connect Sarah to being in this room. “And I’ll get it for you. I just need some time.”

And I would get it. I had a way to find her and she had no idea. This chick knocked on the wrong door. No, she screwed the wrong guy.

“Do I look stupid to you?” Abigail shouted.

Exhaustion taking over, I sat on the bed and placed my elbows on my thighs. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to, but my money and both of my cameras were stolen as well.”

She rolled her eyes. “Right, and you want me to believe you’d let that happen on the verge of a career-making gig. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but I’m calling the police.”

I peered up at her. “Great, go for it, and while you’re at it, tell them I need to talk to them, too. After I explain what happened, and that I told you I’d get you your money, you’re still going to have to wait for it.”

“Screw you, Sundance. If you wanted this gig solo, you didn’t have to go to such lengths. There’s no way I can work with someone like you. I quit,” she huffed.

Someone like me?

“Yeah, a dumbass like me,” I said to myself seconds later.

As she stormed away, she added, “And I want that five grand wired to me before the end of the week, or I will call the police.”

The door slammed to the suite, and I did what she wasn’t willing to do—called the police to report a robbery.

“Atlanta Police Department, hold please.”

As I held the line, I tried to figure out what I was going to tell them—that I got drunk and invited a blonde, which turned out to be a wig, to my room, where I fucked her senseless without knowing her last name, and then she stole my things all while I slept. Oh, and let’s not forget, she left someone’s dog tags behind. Husband? Lover? Friend? I didn’t have a fucking clue. With that, I disconnected my call.

The police would never believe me.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

I’d use the dog tags to find this Sarah.

I’d make sure she paid for what she did.

And in the meantime, I’d turn the theft of the cameras into the insurance company, but calling the police was out of the question.

Even I had to question my character.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

SADIE

THERE WERE DOZENS OF CABS parked outside the Park-n-Fly.

I jumped into the back seat of the first one in line and handed the driver a fifty. “I need to get back to the hotel airport as fast as possible.”

“At seven a.m.?”

I nodded and handed him another fifty.

He took the money. “Not a problem.”

In less than twenty minutes, I was running through the lobby, past the front desk, and stepping onto the same elevator Sundance had practically seduced me in last night.

While the car rose, I searched my purse for a piece of paper and found an old receipt.

On the back, I wrote two words. Two words I knew would never be enough.

 

I’m sorry.

 

The elevator dinged just as I slid the pen back into my purse. The plush corridor was vacant except for the one maid with a housekeeping cart.

A bead of sweat dripped down my neck as I pulled another fifty from my purse and stopped beside the maid to point to the room I had shared with Sundance. “Do you know if the man behind that door has checked out yet?”

The memory of our night, the way he had taken me against the window, the wall, the door, the mirror in the bathroom, whirled through my mind.

I hated what I had done to him.

The maid plucked the fifty from my fingers without a word, and I focused on her as she tucked the money inside her bra, and then glanced at the clipboard attached to her cart. Walking into the room beside the one I had asked about, she answered, “No, he hasn’t,” in a whisper.

With my heart slamming against my rib cage, I searched for the EXIT sign and then set the bag, along with all of the money I hadn’t spent to return his things back to him, in front of his door.

Holding my breath, I knocked loudly and then took off for the stairwell. I heard the clack of the lock just as the door clicked closed behind me.

Pounding down the steps, I felt claustrophobic. I had to get out of this enclosed place. I used the push bar at the next door I came to and punched it open. I found myself in the main concourse of the airport.

Sitting down at the first vacant bench I could find, I pulled my phone from my purse. I wanted to call Simon, to make sure he was going to finish what we’d started, but my phone was dead.

Dropping it back inside the bag he’d stolen, I pulled my wallet out and sighed when I saw I had four twenty-dollar bills left to my name. Peering into my bag for loose change, I spotted two stray hundred dollar bills that must have fallen loose from Sundance’s roll of money when I pulled the fifties out. I also spotted the airline ticket to Antigua in the name of SARAH BARNES.

It was then I knew what I had to do.

I had to run.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

SADIE

FROM THE AIR—THE SEA looked turquoise, the island shape appeared long and narrow, the ground was a little scrubby, but the sky bluer than blue with only a few scattered clouds here and there.

Getting through security was easier than the first time since shifts hadn’t changed. After that, I easily got a seat on the plane, well not me, but Sarah.

I didn’t know anything about Antigua other than what the pilot had informed the cabin of during our four hours in the air. He’d told us that Antigua was pronounced, “An-Tee’-ga,” that the island was only fourteen miles by eleven miles, that Oprah Winfrey owned a home there, and that Cricket was more of a religion than a sport.

It was early afternoon when the plane touched down at V.C. Bird International Airport. Stepping off the runway, I felt the cool breeze on my skin and smelled the scent of hibiscus in the air.

“Good afternoon,” the woman standing in a black uniform at the edge of the terminal said as I approached.

“Good afternoon,” I said back, and I felt my heart in my throat. Why was I being singled out? Did they know I wasn’t who I said I was? Had I been caught?

“You must be Sarah?” she said.

I wasn’t sure if I should nod a yes or shake my head no. “How’d you know?” I asked instead.

“The airline notified us that your seat had been occupied.” There was sympathy in her voice, and I wondered why.

“Oh, how wonderful of them.”

She smiled. The petite dark-haired woman wore a gold nametag that read, “GALLERY,” and as if she knew what she was doing, she took me by the elbow. “Come right this way, Miss Barnes.”

The knot in my stomach tightened.

What was going on?

Why was I being escorted off the runway?

Inside Immigration, I was surprised to be rushed through without a problem and even more surprised to see someone holding up a sign on the other side that read, “SARAH BARNES.”

Although relieved I wasn’t going to prison, alarm still swept through me, and I tried to hurry past. I had no idea where I was going, or what I was going to do with not even three hundred dollars to my name, but I knew anywhere was better than where I had been.

“Miss Barnes!” The woman from the terminal was hurrying after me. My heart started to pound again. This was where it was all ending. I’d been found out. “Miss Barnes!”

I didn’t want to turn around, but I had no choice.

“I wanted to let you know you did the right thing,” she said, squeezing my arm. “You’ll feel better about everything after you’ve had some time in the sun.”

I blinked a few times. Having no idea what she was talking about, I somehow managed to say, “Thank you,” because it seemed appropriate.

She gave me a sympathetic nod, and then before I knew it, I was being ushered into a car.

“The airline said your baggage hasn’t arrived,” the older gentleman with the Caribbean accent told me. “Don’t worry, as soon as it does we’ll have it delivered.”

I nodded, knowing there would be no luggage.

This had gone way past what I had expected, and still, I said nothing about who I was or wasn’t.

I wasn’t Sarah Barnes, but no one seemed to notice this, and telling anyone otherwise would only get me thrown into a jail cell I might have deserved to be in but was terrified of, so I went with it.

Inside the car, I leaned my head against the tinted glass in relief and watched the world go by as the driver made his way eastward, slowing for potholes, speed bumps, goats, and people.

The insides of my thighs burned reminding me about last night. The sex. The man. Everything.

I sighed and turned my head toward the cool glass. Closing my eyes, I wished things could have been different. That the intense chemistry we shared could have been explored further.

The place we pulled into was called Gallery Bay Resort and it looked criminally luxurious. Peering down at myself, at the shambles I was in, I couldn’t help but wonder at what point I’d be called out as an imposter. It wasn’t a matter of if, but when, and yet I didn’t stop myself from falling even further down the rabbit hole.

After everything I’d done . . . what did it matter anymore?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

SADIE

THE BEACHFRONT BUNGALOW WASN’T SOMETHING you’d find in a typical hotel. It was a villa.

Gleaming granite, tropical photographs, and dark acacia wood furnishings surrounded me. I stepped down into the sunken living room and poured myself a Merlot from the minibar. With my glass in hand, I pulled open the sliding, floor-to-ceiling doors that provided the most amazing view.

Feeling exhausted, I perched down on the stylish sofa and pulled the wig from my head.

What the hell was I doing?

What the hell was I going to do?

Should I take a cab back to the airport and fly back to the States? Stay here? I was lost. I didn’t know what to do.

Sip after sip, I thought about nothing because I forced myself to push what I’d done to Riley, and how I’d abandoned him, and what I’d done to Sundance out of my mind.

Throwing my one-drink rule out the window once again, I went for a second glass and then a third. Knowing I should eat, I couldn’t conjure up enough energy to move, so when I filled my glass up one more time, I grabbed the small tin of Pringles.

Somehow, I ended up in my underwear between the four-hundred-thread-count sheets in the king bed thinking about him—Sundance—Jaxson Cassidy. Cassidy. The link between his nickname and himself. I wish I could have stuck around long enough for him to have shared that information with me. Then again, he wasn’t looking for anything other than what we’d had. A one-night stand. A fast fuck. He made that very clear. I couldn’t blame him.

As I started to fade into sleep, resolve set in.

Step 4: Make a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

I squeezed my eyes closed.

I knew what I had to do.

I would go back to the States. Turn myself in and face what I’d done because I knew I couldn’t live like this.

Couldn’t live with myself.

Couldn’t live with all the bad.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

SADIE

THREADS OF MOONLIGHT STOLE IN around the blinds.

I glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It read nine seventeen p.m. I couldn’t believe I’d slept for almost six hours.

Irritated with myself, I sat up in bed and threw back the sheets. It took me a moment to gain my bearings, but once I did, all the bad came rushing back.

I was a mess.

Bringing my palms to my temples, I pressed them against the vibrant ache. Alcohol might have helped me forget, but the aftermath was a bitch to deal with.

I made my way into the spacious bathroom equipped with his-and-hers showers, a deep soaking tub for two, and double sinks.

Somehow I managed to brush my teeth with the spare on the counter and shower without thinking about what I’d done.

There wouldn’t be any flights out of Antigua tonight, I was certain. So, in the morning, I would head to the airport and face my destiny. But as for tonight, I was stranded here. In this giant, gorgeous room that didn’t belong to me. Alone.

My stomach rumbled.

I needed to get something to eat.

Ordering room service was out of the question. I wanted to stay as far away from having to pretend to be Sarah Banks as I could.

After putting on my wig, I left the bandages off and put the severance clothes that I wanted to burn back on and walked out the back door onto the beach. I followed the torch-lit path to the lobby where I hopped on the resort tram and took it to the farthest point possible. I’d left my purse behind. It contained my identification—my real identity—and I didn’t want to chance having to use it. It was better to go without.

Charge it to the room.

Steal some more, which I hated but knew I had to do. I’d pay everyone back. I would.

Fifteen minutes later I found myself at an intimate restaurant tucked away at the very tip of the resort.

The wait for a table was over two hours, but there was an outdoor Tiki hut in the back, and I decided a stool at the bar would do.

The place was loud.

Music.

Everyone celebrating something or other.

Toasting.

Laughing.

Smiling.

“Wanna start a tab?” the bartender asked.

I nodded. “Room 123.”

I’d pay this Sarah Barnes back for the airline ticket, the room, and the meal as soon as I could. I would.

I ordered one of the frozen umbrella drinks with the special rum and the Calypso Chicken. My stomach rumbled again as I took a bite of the fresh banana wedged onto the side of the giant fishbowl glass. It struck me then that I couldn’t remember the last real meal I’d eaten.

It might have been weeks ago. I knew I’d dropped at least five pounds, maybe ten since this all started. I looked at myself in the reflection of the glass-topped counter and saw hollow cheekbones.

I hated what I saw, and not just because I looked like shit.

The big sturdy glass was heavy, and as I sipped it I watched the happy couples all around me. They seemed overjoyed about their vacation destination. I’d never gone on a real vacation. They also seemed elated to be with the one they were with. I’d never been in love. Never wanted to be. I saw what losing it did to my father. Yet all of these people seemed overjoyed. They’d somehow managed to make it work. Then again, they hadn’t grown up on Moon Island, where heroes turned into rebels and rebels turned into villains in the blink of an eye.

For the hundredth, or maybe millionth time, I tried to figure out how I’d ended up where I was and wondered what I could have done to change it.

It went back. Way back. To when I was twelve? Seventeen? Twenty-eight? I couldn’t be certain, but I was certain of three things:

 

1. I should have never let my father back into my life.

2. I should have never thought he could actually stay sober.

3. I should have never let him tell me his secrets.

 

By the time I finished eating, I had drank two more fruity concoctions and decided I wasn’t going to stop there. I had the night to get through, and trying to do it sober felt like an impossible feat.

With getting drunk in mind, I ordered another drink and continued to watch the couples in mad love.

Kissing.

Touching.

Whispering sweet nothings into each other’s ears.

It was beautiful to watch.

Tomorrow I’d be going to jail, and I’d never have anything like that. Maybe I should have opened my heart up to someone so I could have experienced true love.

Even just once.

Even just for a little while.

I didn’t know why Sundance came to mind.

Jaxson Cassidy.

A beautiful man with a tortured soul, like mine.

The ocean scent should have given it away, but I was lost in the memory of last night and I thought I was imagining it.

“I have no idea what you’re doing on this island, if you’re following me or if this is just karma, but either way I’ll give you one minute to convince me why I shouldn’t call the police right now,” growled the deep, raspy voice in my ear.

Chills ran up my arms and down my back. I swallowed and then took a deep breath.

I knew who it was.

An arm on either side of me had me trapped in my seat. I was caught, and I wasn’t sure I cared because he had been the one to catch me. Tall, dark, gorgeous Sundance, whose arms I longed to hold me just one more time, just not in the malicious way he was doing right now.

His strong hands gripped the bar’s edge. I felt like a bird in a cage. I hated that feeling and my instincts kicked in.

Run. Run. Run.

Like this, in my high heels, I couldn’t though. So, I turned and faced him. “Sundance,” I whispered in a horrified gasp. “What are you doing here?”

His entire body jerked, but it only took him a moment to recover. “Funny, but I just asked you that very question.”

“I . . . I . . . I—” I couldn’t get anything out. My entire mind was going haywire.

“I’m waiting. Tick. Tock.”

With my heart thumping so loud and beads of sweat running down my neck, my breath caught in my chest when I tried to speak. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, so you said . . . in your note. Tick. Tock.”

The hairs on my neck stood on end. He was over six-foot tall and a mountain of lean muscle. I was skinny, weak, and in no way a match for him.

Alarm raced through me. I was petrified. Not of him, but of being turned in on this island. Being locked away in a foreign country. Never getting out. And so I did what I had to do.

In a bar crowded with so many people, where none of them were paying any attention to me, to us, I arched my toes, allowing my shoes to quietly slide from my feet, and then like a bat out of hell, I ducked under his arm and ran as fast as I could.

It was, after all, the only thing I knew how to do, and do well.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

SADIE

I HATED THE DARK, AND still, I raced down the unlit beach toward the sea as fast as I could.

Looking left and then right, I had no choice but to follow the narrow strip of shore lined with vegetation. It was the only path away from civilization. Away from Sundance. A place to hide and not be seen.

Time seemed to last forever in the blackness.

Eventually, the sandy beach ended though, and I was traipsing through overgrowth so thick, it was taller than me. Gnarled branches clawed at my arms and ripped through the lace of my dress, but I didn’t stop. Didn’t slow down. Didn’t look back.

I was too scared I’d be caught.

The mangroves grew denser the further into the brush I went, but I couldn’t turn around. Couldn’t risk the police being there and waiting for me with handcuffs at the ready.

When I heard the sound of an engine in the distance, I froze and fell to my knees. Splotches of moonlight bled through the leaves and scattered across the ground. I followed it, crawling to keep out of sight. My ribs screamed as I did, but I couldn’t get caught. Couldn’t go to prison on foreign soil where they might lock me away forever, and no one would ever know or care.

The sound passed, and I got to my feet. Stars were shining bright, and soon I spotted the road the tram had taken to the restaurant. Unfamiliar with where I was, I stayed hidden in the brush for at least thirty more minutes, and then I reached a familiar crossing.

With my arms pumping, I crossed the road as fast as I could. Pain seared the soles of my feet as they made contact with the sharp stones, but I ignored it.

My lungs were screaming by the time I reached the side of the beach where my villa was located. Or rather, Sarah’s villa. Sundance didn’t know where I was staying. I would be safe there. Besides, I had no choice but to take refuge in the room for the night. I had nowhere else to go. As soon as dawn hit though, I’d head for the airport. I knew I’d end up in jail when I landed, but at least I’d be on US soil.

The back doors of the villa were open to the beach, just as I’d left them. Twenty yards and I would be safe. Ten yards. Five. I let out a sigh of relief when I pulled the curtain aside and stepped onto the cool marble.

My feet.

My legs.

My arms.

Everything bare hurt.

With no time to worry about scrapes and bruises that would heal, I quickly closed the oversized glass doors.

Still breathing heavy, I inhaled a deep breath and then pushed the latch to lock myself in.

Relieved to be safe, I slid down the slick glass to the ground. Pulling my knees to my chest, I let the tears fall. Tears for what I’d done. Who I’d become. What was going to happen to me.

“Okay, let’s try this again. Why did you steal my things?”

Terrified, I almost jumped out of my skin.

Sundance.

Sucking in a shocked breath, I managed, “How did you find me?”

His laugh was harsh. “It wasn’t hard. The bartender told me your room number, and your full name, Sarah Barnes.”

He sounded so incredibly pissed that I flinched from the anger in his voice.

“The problem with that, Sarah Barnes, is your passport clearly states your name is Sadie Banks. So which is it? Sarah or Sadie or neither?”

Trembling, I ran my hands down my legs, which were covered in dirt and sand and spoke to the dark. “Sarah,” I lied.

“You sure about that?” The lamp clicked on, and in the dim light, I could see Sundance sitting in the chair next to the sofa with a tumbler of whiskey in his hand. On the table in front of him sat my purse and my passport.

I was beyond screwed.

“I am Sarah. The passport is fake,” I lied. No idea why I kept insisting on it, but it had gotten me to this place, to this room, and I wanted it to get me out of this country.

He raised a dark brow. He didn’t believe me.

“Did you call the police?” I asked.

“Not yet, but you have thirty seconds to convince me why I shouldn’t.”

The deep voice should have sent me back out the door, but it didn’t. Besides, I didn’t think I could have run even if I wanted to. My legs felt like jelly. “Thirty seconds isn’t enough,” I stammered.

“Well, that’s all you’ve got,” he ground out, slamming his glass down.

I swiped the stray tears from my cheeks and exhaled a large, calming breath. I hated that I was crying. I was stronger than that. “I’m sorry,” I said again. “I didn’t want—”

Cutting me off, he sliced a hand through the air and his nostrils flared. “Stop with the ‘I’m sorry’ crap and start by telling me who you really are and why you’re following me. You have twenty seconds.”

Slowly, I rose to my feet, but I didn’t move from the place they were firmly planted. “My name is Sarah. And I’m not following you, I swear.”

“I’m here for work, and you’re,” he lifted up the magazine, “here on your honeymoon with no husband. Very interesting.”

On the front of the publication was a picture of a couple, and the headline read, “Heiress to wed local schoolteacher. The story of how Sarah Barnes met the love of her life.”

That knot in my stomach twisted violently. Clearly, the girl on the cover was not me. “Okay, so I’m not Sarah. I’m Sadie. But you have to believe me when I tell you that I didn’t want to steal your things.”

“I’d stop lying if I were you.” His tone was guttural.

Humiliation consumed me. “I’m not lying. My name is Sadie, and I had to steal your things. I needed the money.”

He laughed a dark, harsh sound. “Of course, you did.”

Shame coursed through me. “It’s not like that. It wasn’t for me, I swear it wasn’t.”

“Then who was it for—your pimp?”

That shame turned to anger. “Fuck you,” I cursed.

He laughed again. “No, Sadie, fuck you,” he said, as he reached for his phone.

Clearly, I didn’t have much time. “I’m not a prostitute. I swear.” I dropped my gaze and closed my eyes. “The money was for a little boy whose family has to pay for his surgery, or he might never walk again.”

“A humanitarian. Nice touch.”

I still couldn’t look at him. “I’m hardly that.”

“Look at me,” he said firmly.

My eyes snapped open.

Fast as lightning, he got to his feet. “I told you to stop lying.”

“I’m not lying. Check it out for yourself. There’s a little boy back in Atlanta with a spinal condition that needs surgery. Call and find out for yourself.”

Something about what I’d said got his attention.

I went on. “And it’s because of me.”

“He needs surgery because of you?” The doubt was still evident.

“Yes, I accidentally ran him over and then because I was afraid, I left him outside a clinic without even going in. And now I just want to help him. To make things right. To make certain he’s all okay.”

Sundance strode in my direction. “Are you fucking joking, trying to feed me this line of bullshit? Do I look stupid to you?”

All the blood drained from my face. “Please, just listen—”

He was right up on me. “Look, Sadie, or whoever the fuck you are, I’ve had a really rough couple of days, and my patience is wearing thin.”

A tear leaked from the corner of my eye. “I’m trying to tell you the truth.”

He slammed a hand against the glass above my head and for the first time since I’d met him, I wondered if he was dangerous? If he’d hurt me? But something inside me told me he wouldn’t. “You stole both of my cameras and all of my money and then returned only part of what you’d taken. And I want to know why?”

“Why I returned your things?” My voice was shaking.

“Yes! Why you stole them and then returned part of them. What is this to you, a game? Is that it? Something you did for fun, because if it is, you should know it almost cost me my new job, and it did cost me my assistant.”

“No! It’s not a game. I brought your things back because I couldn’t go through with it. Couldn’t take what wasn’t mine. That’s why. I wanted to return it all, but I wasn’t able to.”

His face was so close to mine, I felt his puff of warm breath on my lips. “Bullshit! That’s it. I’m done.”

Abruptly, he pushed away from the glass and marched toward the front door.

I hurried after him and pulled at his arm. “Please, Jaxson, let me finish. Please,” I cried.

Whipping around, he glowered at my hand, and when he tried to yank it away, I pulled harder. The struggle caused me to fall to my knees. He glared down at me. “How do you know my real name?”

I let go of his arm. “I saw an article about you in Hotlanta this morning, that you were a photographer, and I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I jeopardized your livelihood. I couldn’t bring despair on anyone else. I just couldn’t.”

There was a darkness in his eyes that looked like hatred, and I had done that, caused it. “Well, you did.”

I felt sick.

My stomach twisted viciously, and shame crawled over my shoulders and grabbed me by the neck. Choking me. I knew I was going to throw up my dinner. This time when I flexed my toes, it was to get to my feet and run. However, I wasn’t running away, but rather to the bathroom. I pulled my wig off and dropped it in the bedroom as I tore through it.

Jaxson was shouting at me, but I couldn’t stop. I made it just in time. I wretched. And wretched. And wretched. Everything I’d eaten and drank coming back.

When I was finished, I fell against the wall beside the toilet and started to cry.

“Here.” Jaxson was standing in the doorway and offering me a wet towel.

With trembling fingers, I took it and wiped my mouth. “I thought you’d gone to call the police.”

He leaned against the doorframe. “No, not yet. First you owe me thirty-five grand for the camera you didn’t return and answers to all my questions.”

“I’ll get you the money for a new camera. I have property to sell on Moon Island. I just need some time.”

He shook his head. “That will be too late. My insurance company is stalling, telling me they need time to review the claim, so I had to go ahead and buy a camera. I’m broke now. I have no money left. I used all my savings and maxed out my credit.”

My heart sank. “It’s all I can offer.” I wiped my mouth again.

Both of his brows rose. “No, it’s not. Maybe I want you.”

My eyes went wide, and my mouth hung open. I clinched my fists. Did he still think I was a prostitute? Anger flooded my veins. “Screw you! I won’t pay off what I owe you, or anyone for that matter, on my back.”

His head fell back in laughter. “Says the thief.”

“I’m not a thief.”

“Really? I beg to differ, and just in case you’ve forgotten, I’ve already had you on your back, and against the wall, and on your knees, but that isn’t what I mean. I don’t want to fuck you. I need an assistant, and since I had to use all of my money to purchase another camera, I can’t afford one.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “You want me to be your assistant?”

“I said maybe. The one Sports Illustrated hired for me quit because of you, and if I want anyone else, it’s out of my own pocket, and I’m broke.”

I knew why. “And you want me?” I asked again.

“I said maybe,” he repeated. “It depends on how truthful you can be.”

“I’m not a liar. I already told you I’d tell you everything.”

“Good, then let’s start with why you’re pretending to be Sarah Barnes?”

“It’s purely out of convenience. I don’t even know who she is. There’s no ulterior motive, I swear.”

His lips thinned and anger glinted in his eyes. “She’s on the fucking cover of Hotlanta, and you just told me you read the article about me. Are you seriously going to tell me you didn’t see her or read about her?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t. I’m not trying to pull some scam. It’s a long story, but I paid some guy at airport security to provide me with an unclaimed ticket, and hers was the one he gave me. I only saw the headline in Hotlanta about you, and that’s when I knew I had to return your things to you.”

“Right, because you saw this article about me after you stole my shit and left me in bed this morning.”

I nodded.

“That’s really hard to believe.”

“It’s the truth.”

“And, of course, you’re not using the fiasco that took place at Sarah’s wedding for your own benefit,” he muttered under his breath.

I stared, dumbstruck at him. “No, I don’t know what you are talking about.”

He crossed his arms over his chest with an asshole grin on his face. “Let me fill you in, then. Sarah’s soon-to-be husband was caught with his pants down, literally, at the rehearsal dinner, and on tape. It went viral. The wedding was canceled and I assume the honeymoon as well, which left an open room, right here.”

Now it all made sense. The special treatment and the sympathy looks from the staff. They thought I was the jilted bride. Oh, God, I was such a bad person. “I haven’t seen the news in weeks. In fact, I haven’t even been online.”

His don’t-give-a-fuck vibe was gone. “And yet you just told me the news about the little boy you hit was all over the Internet?”

“I didn’t see it myself. The guy I was with when I hit the little boy told me about it. I couldn’t bear to look.”

That doubt in his eyes seemed to radiate with a special kind of hatred.

It was time to explain. To finally tell someone the truth. First, though, I had to establish that thieving wasn’t what I was about, or who I was. Prove I had integrity. Or that there was a time I had integrity. “I’m not a con artist or a prostitute. I’m a blogger, and I used to write for Hotlanta,” I told him.

“Right,” he muttered.

I looked him right in the eye, but disbelief was all I could see in those blue irises. I hated seeing it there. Hated what he thought of me. “It’s true. I swear. Up until two weeks ago, I wrote the “Love Connections” column for Hotlanta.”

He roughed a hand down his face. Blinked. Stared at me. Then finally he spoke. “You’re SB?” he asked, obviously knowing about the column and the anonymity that went with it.

I nodded. “I am. It’s actually Sadie Banks.”

Shock seemed to own him. “You’re SB?”

I nodded again.

“Say I do believe you? How in the hell did you go from writing about finding love to stealing for a living?”

Feeling beyond weak, I used the toilet seat to get to my feet and stood on wobbly legs. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you—I don’t steal for a living. My life is a wreck. I’m in a huge mess. If you’ll give me more than thirty seconds, I’ll explain.”

Jaxson’s eyes raked over me from head to toe, but not in that lustful, full of desire way they had the night before. It was more of a disgusted look than anything else. “You’re bleeding.”

I looked down at the floor and saw the crimson streaks.

“Where are your shoes?” he asked.

“I left them at the bar.”

“What do you mean?”

“I took them off so I could run.”

He looked me over closer. “How did you get back here?”

“I ran through the mangroves.”

“Fuck!” he cursed, and then glanced over his shoulder and into the bedroom. “Say I believe you, how long do you think you have before you get caught?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I do, and with the issue of Hotlanta hitting the twenty-fourth hour of circulation, I’m going to guess it isn’t long. Where are your bags?”

I sucked in a breath, my eyes going wide to stop the tears. I sunk back against the counter, my knees too weak from the realization that I had nothing left. “I don’t have any.”

Jaxson was staring hard at my filth ridden feet, as if he was having his own private debate in his mind.

Call the police.

Don’t call the police.

Call the police.

Don’t call the police.

Who could blame him? Everything I’d just told him sounded crazy, and yet it was my life. And my messed up life, at that.

Without saying a word, he turned and left me in the bathroom. The call-the-police side must have won. I had no more fight left in me. I felt weak. Broken. Alone. I clutched the counter for support, knowing my legs were going to give out any second, and I’d be on the floor when the police came.

But moments later, Sundance strode back into the bedroom with something in his hand. I couldn’t see what it was. I watched as he picked the blonde wig up off the floor, tossed it into the metal trashcan, and then used what was in his hand to set it on fire.

An odd strength surfaced. A fight I hadn’t needed to summon in a very long time. “Hey, you can’t just destroy my things,” I yelled.

Ignoring me, he disappeared into the living room. The scent of him lingered in the air and reminded me of the night we’d shared. It seemed so long ago, and yet it was just yesterday.

The quiet had my heart pounding out of my chest. Was he gone? Had I ruined my chance at trying to explain by telling him too much and now he was done listening to me? Done with me?

If he was, who could really blame him?

But then I heard his voice. “Hi. I’m calling for Sarah Barnes. She’s decided she can’t stay here, and is very sorry, but she has to leave.”

There was a pause.

“I’m honestly not certain. I don’t really know her that well.”

My mouth dropped open. There wasn’t a single lie in his words, but there wasn’t an ounce of truth in them either. Was he planning on erasing me? Well, not me, Sarah Barnes.

Seconds later, he strode back into the bathroom with my purse in one hand and passport in the other. Besides the dress on my back, it was all I had left to my name. He shoved the passport into my purse and dropped it on the counter beside me. “Let’s go.”

Fear of being erased was all I could think about. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“The hell you aren’t. You have to get out of here. It’s only a matter of time before you’re found out. You must have broken at least ten different aviation regulations by pretending to be someone you’re not and another dozen federal laws when you crossed international waters.”

Defiant, I shook my head. “I’ll take my chances with the police.”

His already hard expression turned to stone. “If you don’t follow me right now, I’m going to carry you out of here.”

He wouldn’t dare.

When I didn’t move, he bent down and grabbed the backs of my knees.

“What are you doing?” I cried out.

He tossed me over his shoulder. “I already told you, I’m getting you out of here before you get caught,” he bit out.

I beat on his back with my fists and protested, telling him I was leaving Antigua in the morning of my own free will and turning myself in, but he ignored my every word.

“Don’t be stupid,” he spat. “Ending up in a prison here is like signing your death warrant.”

I continued to pound my fists against his back, ignoring him.

“If you don’t stop fighting me right now, I swear to God you won’t have to wait until morning to talk the police.”

Okay, so he had a point. I did not want to go to prison here. I had heard way too many stories. I bit my lip to silence myself and allowed my body to go limp. “Fine, but where are you taking me?”

The way he held me was rough, stiff, like he didn’t want to be touching me. “To my room, so I can clean you up and get the truth from you afterwards.”

“You can’t just carry me across the resort, Jaxson.”

He shivered when I said his name. “Watch me,” he hissed and shouldered his way out the back door and down the torch-lit path. The whole time he swore under his breath.

The further he went, the darker the night seemed, and the more remote this place became. The torches growing further and further apart with each step. “Where’s your room?”

He didn’t answer me.

That element of danger set it again. I didn’t really know this man. Fear spiked through my veins. “Please don’t hurt me,” I begged.

Not only did he stop and gently set me on my feet, but his voice grew softer. When he spoke, he looked me right in the eyes and said, “You have nothing to be scared of. I’m not going hurt you. I want to help you.”

It was odd, but immediately, I was no longer afraid. “Why?” My voice was small. I couldn’t help it. I had no idea why he’d want to help me after what I’d done to him.

“I don’t know,” he whispered.

It was probably the most honest thing anyone had ever said to me.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

JAXSON

ANY SANE MAN WOULD HAVE called the police.

Sure, the whole orange-is-the-new-black thing had crossed my mind . . . but only for a minute or so.

It was a threat I hadn’t truly intended to keep.

Besides, what the hell kind of guy would I be if I did? I knew from the moment I saw her in the hotel bar she wasn’t who she was pretending to be, and it amused me.

I was the motherfucker who wanted to play along.

Had no fucking idea what it would cost me—but I’d willingly taken the ride. Hell, I’d even taken her on it.

I stepped in front of her to open the door and hoped like fuck she didn’t run again. Catching her would be easy, I just didn’t want to have to chase her, make her feel like she was a victim.

Then again—I had been her victim.

Hadn’t I?

Switching on the lights, I whirled around to tell her I’d changed my mind. That I couldn’t do this. Couldn’t help her. That she needed to find her own way.

But then I remembered the dog tags in my pocket, the two sets, and couldn’t.

Besides, in this bright light, I could really see the thief, as I’d taken to calling her in my mind, and she looked like death warmed over. Haggard. Tired. Worried. Scared. Perhaps even petrified.

Yeah, I was the motherfucker who hated that I might be the cause of some of that distress.

“Are you okay?” I asked, unable to maintain the I-don’t-give-a-fuck attitude I wanted to hold on to.

“No,” she whispered, and another tear spilled down her cheek. “No, I’m not.”

I couldn’t help myself, stop myself, and using the pad of my thumb, I wiped the water away. Concerned she might drop right there, I rested my hands on the torn fabric at her hips.

My body instantly reacted. My dick immediately standing at attention in the confines of my jeans. Fuck, I wanted her. And how screwed up was that? But my cock had gotten used to being denied, and I was able to set my lustful desire aside.

It was her wide eyes staring back at me that really got me. And right then I knew no matter how much I vowed to toughen up over this past year, I wasn’t going to turn her in, and I wasn’t going to turn her away, either.

I was going to help her.

I wanted to help her.

I wanted her—even after what she’d done to me.

Fuck me.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” I told her. “It will make you feel better.” It was shallow, but I didn’t know enough about why she wasn’t okay to give her any real assurances.

Besides, I didn’t owe her anything. In fact, she was the one who owed me, and yet I didn’t feel that way. I felt like I was the shit in this situation. I felt like I should have wanted to get to know her last night instead of closing myself off, and then maybe I could have stopped her from doing what she’d done, what was obviously eating away at her.

I was starting to feel a lot of things I knew I shouldn’t. Like that easy-going guy I’d always been, slipping out of the cage I’d put him in.

I knew better.

I had to lock him back up.

I couldn’t get close to her. I had to keep my distance. The truth was—nice guys really did always finish last.

And I was done with last.

Done with nice.

Done with Sundance.

In the metaphoric sense, I was now Butch.

Pushing my own shit aside, I strode toward the bathroom where I knew there would be a first-aid kit, hoping she was going to follow willingly.

The place was massive. A one-bedroom villa with an indoor and outdoor shower, a full kitchen, private swimming pool, and a hot tub. It wasn’t the honeymoon suite that the thief had been in, but it was still fine. Very fine. And paid for courtesy of Sports Illustrated.

This was what being Butch had gotten me, I reminded myself. Being Sundance had gotten me dumped.

You see, after Jules Easton dumped me and broke my heart into a million different pieces, I vowed to toughen up. To change the easy-going guy I had always been into someone new. To take control of my life. To stop worrying about everyone else and only worry about myself.

Up until last night, I had also been celibate. Swearing off woman all together to focus on me.

But that’s a moot point.

I did it for my career.

To remove any distractions.

And it worked.

During that time, I had stepped outside my wheelhouse and took some very risqué photos of brides. And then I sent them to Sports Illustrated for a contest they were having. When they notified me that I’d won, I accepted the lead position without a second thought, closed my business down, sublet my apartment, packed my shit, and decided not to be concerned about what came next.

I almost didn’t make it here though—because of Sadie Banks.

And I had to remember that as well. Also remember, because of the thief, I lost my assistant. I hadn’t expected that much from her, anyway, other than being a pain in my ass and sabotage, that was. Either way, I needed the help.

Despite the challenges presented to me, I was here. On a whirlwind six-week trip to three different exotic locations, where I, me, the photographer known as Sundance, would be shooting photos at each one, for this year’s Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition.

When I reached the large stone and marble bathroom, I opened the medicine cabinet and found not only the white and red box staring back at me, but also two very green eyes. “You should get out of that dress and let me see how bad the cuts are,” I told her.

She was hugging herself and didn’t move.

I set the kit down and walked over to her. “Turn around and I’ll unzip you.”

She shook her head. “I can do it myself.”

“Fine.” I stepped back.

She attempted to unzip her dress and failed miserably.

I raised a brow. “Turn around.”

She shook her head. “I’m not wearing anything beneath it.”

I had to stifle my laugh. “In case you’ve forgotten, I’ve already seen you naked. And after everything that’s happened, I’m not interested in anything more than helping you get out of this fucked-up situation you’re in. So turn around.”

Yeah, so I lied, to her and myself.

Didn’t mean I didn’t want it to be true.

Slowly, she pivoted. Her dress was a tattered mess and the zipper was completely mangled. Every time I tried to pull it down, it ripped the dress a little more until it wouldn’t budge. “I think I might have to cut the dress off,” I told her.

She looked over her shoulder at me. “I don’t care if you burn it. It was a gift I only got because of what you did to me.”

I raised a suspicious brow. “Excuse me?”

While I slowly began to cut her out of the dress, she told me about the stock image of myself, and how her assistant had given it to her to use in her column, and consequently how using it had gotten her fired. I wanted to say, “I’m sorry,” but I didn’t because that was the good guy in me talking. And he was gone. The tough guy wanted to say, “Tough shit,” but that was too harsh. Remembering the article, I settled on, “Both Elise and Chloe are real bitches,” and then we both actually laughed.

Lost in laughter, I cut through the hem of the dress, and didn’t realize it until the fabric separated into two pieces and fell to the ground.

The thief stood completely bare, and we both stopped laughing. Her breathing picked up, and so did mine. Fuck, even in the state she was in, bruised and all, she was hot.

“I didn’t have any clean underwear,” she explained.

In the mirror, I could see one of her hands covering those perfectly sized tits that I’d gotten up close and personal with just over twenty-four hours ago, and the other shielding that sweet, bare pussy that had tasted so incredibly good.

My cock went rock hard this time.

I kept my eyes trained on her face, trying to give her the privacy she wanted.

Still, my mind wandered elsewhere. I wanted to bend her over the counter, slide inside her, and pound into her from behind. I wanted to push her onto her knees and tell her to suck my dick. Hell, I wanted to get on my own knees and eat her until she screamed my name so loud even the neighbors could hear her. And there were a million other ways I could take her swirling in my head.

But there would be none of that, though, and I had to get the hell out of here. I couldn’t take it. Heading toward the shower, I turned it on. “You should probably wash up before I bandage your wounds.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” she said quietly.

Not looking at her, I grabbed the resort robe from behind the door and set it on the counter. “You can wear this until I can get you some clothes in the morning.”

“Thank you. I will pay you back.”

Feeling uncomfortable with the situation we were in, I cleared my throat. I didn’t want any more apologies. “I’ll be in the other room waiting for you,” I told her as I grabbed the first-aid kit, and then hightailed it out of there.

The truth was I wasn’t sure how much longer I could last. And the ironic part of it all—I never wanted to do such bad things to anyone—not as much as I wanted to do them to her.

Put her over my knee and spank her tight little ass for stealing.

Bend her over the counter and fuck her senseless for lying.

Push her back and plunge inside her sweet pussy to make her feel better.

Tie her to the bed with her legs spread and bring her to the brink over and over.

And so many other very inappropriate things.

I wasn’t sure if it was the whole Butch version of myself I was attempting to capture, or if the Sundance in me had died, or this dirty side was something new all together. Something only she brought out in me.

Whichever the reason, it was crazy.

“She stole from you,” I told myself.

“She’s a thief,” I reminded myself.

“Keep her at a distance,” echoed in my mind.

And yet, “You want her to come a little closer,” was all I heard.

And that scared the living hell out of me.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

SADIE

I WAS A TOTAL CHICKEN.

After taking my time in the shower, taking my time drying off, and then taking my time putting on the robe, I wasn’t sure if I should go out in the other room and tell Jaxson everything about Simon, about Riley, about myself, or if I should just open the window and flee.

I didn’t want to face what I’d done.

To let all the bad slap me in the face.

And yet I knew I deserved that and so much more, so I took a deep breath, blew it out, and forced myself to open the door instead of shimmying out the window.

Step 5: Admit to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

Even from across the room he looked hot as sin. With that movie-star dark hair a mess from the outdoor breeze and those low riding jeans, he looked like sex on a stick. Seriously, he really was beyond good looking.

In the midst of my situation, he was also the last thing I should be thinking about.

Tall, dark, handsome, but also brooding.

Brooding.

Because of me.

Brooding because he’d lost the love of his life.

And then there was also the very real fact that he didn’t want me, not anymore, anyway. Obviously, once was enough for him. Or maybe it was the stealing thing that had turned him off. Not that I could blame him.

I cleared my throat.

He looked my way. “I was just about to come and see if you were still here,” he said from behind the kitchen counter.

It was a joke, and it was something that made me feel like staying was the right choice. Staying with him was the right choice. Still, I felt so bare. I stopped in the living room and pulled the ties of my robe tighter. “I had thought about squeezing out the window,” I replied honestly.

He was pouring a bottle of water into a glass, and when he looked up, the corners of his mouth tilted in a way that melted my heart. “I don’t doubt that for a minute, which is why I was standing outside it.”

“You weren’t?”

He shook his head. “No, I figured you had nowhere else to go.”

That was certainly right.

Nervous, I turned to look out the open doors toward the sprawling vastness of the sea. The sound of the ocean and the smell of salt in the air always calmed me.

“Here, drink this.”

I hadn’t heard him coming up on me, and I flinched.

From behind me, he held the glass out in front of me. “I told you I’m not going to turn you in. You don’t have to be afraid.”

My body reacted to his closeness with a yearning I had never felt. Ignoring it, I took the glass and said, “I know, but what I did was wrong, and it cost you a lot.”

“Yes, and you’re going to pay me back, and not on your back.”

I had to laugh. “I don’t know anything about being a photography assistant.”

“It’s not really that hard. You do what I tell you to do, and you’ll be fine. Let’s start seeing how well you follow instructions by drinking the water.”

Instructions?

It felt more like an order, but who was I to argue. With that, I did as he said and sucked the liquid down. Turning to set the glass on the coffee table, I saw a plate with a silver dome.

Jaxson leaned toward the table and picked up the first-aid kit that sat beside it. “I ordered you food. After getting sick, I think you should eat something, but first let’s take care of those cuts.”

No one had ever taken care of me but myself. “I can do it,” I said, reaching out my hand for the red and white box.

He shook his head. “Follow instructions, remember?”

I nodded.

“Good, now sit down.”

There was an edge of steel in his voice that warned me not to argue, so I took a seat on the white sofa. Jaxson sat beside me and lifted my bare leg. A low hiss escaped his tight lips when he did. I didn’t know if he was pissed or excited at the sight. My reaction was more blatant. I couldn’t hide the goose bumps rising all over my skin.

I was excited.

Getting right to work, he applied Neosporin to some areas and then bandaged the wider, deeper scrapes. When he was done, I had a total of six Band-Aids on my legs alone. The bottoms of my feet felt raw, and he used the gauze rolls to wrap them. “We might need to take you to the resort medic tomorrow and get an antibiotic so these wounds don’t become infected.”

“That’s not necessary. I’ll be fine.”

His gaze darted to mine and another low hiss escaped his lips. Now I knew it was anger, not excitement. “Goddamn it, Sadie, stop fighting me on everything.”

It was the first time he’d called me by my real name, and the concern in his tone took my breath away. “Okay,” I said.

Moving to my arms, he inspected them just as thoroughly as he had my legs, but they weren’t as bad. No Band-Aids were required.

When his hands went to untie my robe, I grabbed them and held them tight. “I don’t have any scrapes there,” I cried.

His expression turned dark again. “No, but you do have bruised ribs, and I want to make sure the coloring around them hasn’t gotten any worse.”

“I looked down at myself. They’re fine.”

He lifted his head, his mouth tightening once more. “Even so, they need to be wrapped.”

Of course, he was right. I acquiesced and untied my own robe.

“Son of a bitch!” His jaw bulged. “What the hell happened out there?”

“I fell a few times in the brush, but I’ll be fine.”

There was fire in his eyes when he pulled the robe from my shoulders and glanced at the bruising that had made its way to my back. “Tomorrow morning we are going to the resort medic. Your ribs are purple, and I’m going to guess they are more than just bruised. I’m not a doctor, but a buddy of mine is a fighter, and I’ve seen this a few times. I think you might have a cracked rib or two.”

Perhaps he was right, and Simon had been wrong. I had no idea, but I did know that I was once again naked as a jaybird in front of this man, and although I should have hated being so exposed, nothing about it frightened me.

Jaxson visibly inhaled and exhaled through his nose as he took the roll of ACE wrap and wound it around my naked body. “You shouldn’t have run like that.”

I looked at his perfectly chiseled face. “I felt like I didn’t have a choice.”

He averted my stare. Perhaps he wanted to say something, but he said nothing and just kept on with what he was doing—touching my naked skin and lighting me up from the inside.

When he was done, he pulled the robe back onto my shoulders and tied the belt tight, like he couldn’t stand to look at me one more minute.

I waited for him to look at me, but he didn’t.

Instead, he stood. “Eat first, and then I want you to tell me everything, and I mean everything. If I think you’re lying, or leaving anything out, I’ll drive you to the airport myself in the morning.”

Again, I nodded.

He was cold. Removed. And I believed him.

Taking that as a yes, he lifted the dome from the plate.

A burger and fries.

A memory from the night before.

It should have made me smile, and yet that, along with the telling-him-everything part put a frown on my lips.

While I ate, Jaxson went into the bedroom. I could hear him on the phone, but couldn’t hear what he was saying. For all I knew, he was lying to me about not calling the police and was on the phone with them now. Still, I didn’t really think that.

About fifteen minutes later, he came out of the bedroom, strode over to the bar, picked up two glasses and the crystal decanter, set them down in front of me, and then sat beside me. “So that you know, I had a friend of mine verify you are who you say you are.”

I blinked. “How did you do that?”

“Let’s just say he knows how to access the DMV database and found your license.”

I couldn’t help what came out of my mouth. “You mean he’s a hacker?”

He shrugged, and then pulled my father’s dog tags from his pocket.

“Where did you get those?”

“You left them in my hotel room.”

I snatched them away.

“They might be the only reason you aren’t in jail.”

I stared at him. “What are you taking about?”

“The whole kindred spirit thing. Dumb, I know. My father flew for the Navy and was downed by a surface-to-air missile.” I gasped. “Kids of the storm troopers. That makes us somehow responsible for each other, no matter how fucked up it sounds.”

Kids of the storm troopers. I hadn’t heard that phrase in so long. “What happened to him?” I asked.

“For twenty years he was classified as MIA. My mother kept yellow ribbons tied around all the trees in our yard for that entire time. And then one day, when I was in college, she was notified his remains were discovered and called me home. By the time I got there, she’d shredded the ribbons with her bare hands. She was a mess. Even more of a mess than she’d been my entire life.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He poured us both a glass of whiskey and pushed one of the glasses toward me. “You don’t have to be. It took twenty years for her to accept the truth but she finally did after that. She checked herself into rehab, and she’s been sober ever since.”

I was shaking.

“Here,” he said. “Looks like you need this. Drink up, and then start talking because I’m done.”

That very familiar sick feeling flooded my veins, but then I looked over at him, and all of a sudden I felt like I needed to do this for him, and for me. Like I’d feel better if I could just tell someone what had happened. Tell him. Share with him like he had shared with me. I sipped the whiskey, and then started talking. “To tell you the whole story, I have to go back seventeen years ago, to when I had just turned twelve.”

Jaxson crossed one ankle over his knee and set his glass on it. “That’s fine. We have all night.”

Talking wasn’t how we had spent last night, but it looked like how we would be spending tonight, so I started at the beginning. I wasn’t sure why but it felt somehow relevant to the events of late. Like dominos of my life that just kept falling. Somehow connected.

I squared my shoulders and started talking. Real. True. Honest. No lies. No holding back. “I grew up on Moon Island. It’s a small town on the coast in North Georgia, and it’s filled with secrets. Secrets so deep, no one knows them all.”

Jaxson raised a brow. “I doubt that.”

“It’s true. And my mother is one of them. She was found dead, and no one knows why, or if they do, they’ve never spoken of it.”

Over the rim of his glass, his gaze softened.

“I remember that day like it was yesterday. It was storming, and no one picked me up from school. My mother always picked me up if it rained. When I got home, I found my mother lying dead in a pool of blood at the bottom of the stairs. Her skull cracked open as if something had struck her. The police found no evidence of foul play, though, and they ruled her death accidental. Exactly one week later, the majority owner and CEO of the small private airline in our town went missing. Ruffus Magnolia’s body was never found.”

All doubt had left Jaxon’s gaze. “Was there some kind of connection between the two of them?”

“Yes. My father was a minority owner in the airline and flew for it. At the time I thought that was the only connection. Sure, it was a little coincidental for a small town to have a death and someone go missing in such a short period of time, but no one questioned it. However, just before my father died he confessed to me that my mother and Ruffus had been having an affair.”

Jaxson raised a brow. “Did you believe him?”

I shrugged. “Does it matter? It was a long time ago.”

“I don’t know, it might explain the coincidence.”

“Or it might not. All I know is my father started drinking heavily after my mother died, and became delusional. He might have conjured that up in his head after all these years.”

“Drinking, like how much?”

The word was familiar to him. A fellow Al-anon member. “A lot. The drinking went on for years and only got worse. He had become an alcoholic.”

The lines on his forehead creased. “And he was able to keep his job flying a plane?”

I nodded. “The only people who knew about his condition were his two best friends, and they knew he never drank before a flight. Besides, they had their own issues trying to keep the company afloat without Ruffus’s influx of cash. Anyway, by the time I turned seventeen, my father only stayed sober when he knew he had to go to work.”

“So he was a functioning alcoholic?”

“He was.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. No one besides Harvey had ever understood the depths of my situation.

“Finish your story,” he snapped.

I drew in a breath. “On the eve of the five-year anniversary of my mother’s death, he started drinking, but this time he didn’t stop. It went on all night and the whole next day. When I got home from school, he locked me in the bathroom and left me there all night.”

There was a look of horror on Jaxson’s face.

I shook my head. “He did it all the time. He thought he was protecting me. He was worried someone was going to hurt me.”

The sympathy in Jaxson’s eyes was something I didn’t need. “Who?”

“That’s just it. No one. He was delusional.”

I downed my drink and poured some more, and then I spoke stronger, harder, with the resolve I’d forced myself to build up. “It was early morning, the sun hadn’t even come up yet, when he finally unlocked the door. Unlike the other times, this time he didn’t apologize. In fact, he was still drunk, and there was a strange madness in his eyes I’d never seen. A craziness that frightened me to my core. He kept calling me by my mother’s name. Brenda. Brenda. Brenda. When I told him I wasn’t Brenda, that I was her daughter, his daughter, he wouldn’t listen, but instead—” I stopped for a moment to gather my unraveling emotions.

“What?” Jaxson refilled his own glass.

Chill bumps formed and raced across my skin. “He told me it was time for all of this to end.”

He stared into my eyes. Surveying for truth? I let him. There were no lies in my words.

I went on. “I had no idea what he meant, but he locked me in my room and left for work. I knew he couldn’t fly in his condition, so I pried the window open and escaped. Breaking back into the locked house, I called the police. But I was too late. His flight had already taken off. The chaos must have spooked him, and he missed the runway and crashed the plane. Thank God no one died, but many people were hurt. My phone call shut down the entire operation for good. The town’s people, who had once tied yellow ribbons around their trees for him, as well as Harvey and Simon’s father, went ballistic and turned against the three of them.”

Jaxson grabbed hold of my hand. “What about you?”

“I knew social services would come for me, so I ran. Ran as far and as fast as I could. I found out months later my father was sentenced to ten years. Recently, I found out his two partners spent all they had trying to get him off.”

This time when I paused, he pulled his hand away from mine, and refilled our glasses. “You ran away at seventeen?”

“For five years I stayed away from Georgia. I took odd jobs and kept moving. Never looking back. Then I got myself together, went to college, and started working for Hotlanta. Not long ago, the only man who ever cared about me called me and asked me to meet him and my father.”

“Your father?”

I nodded. “He’d gotten out of prison on good behavior and wanted to make amends.”

His eyes flashed with sympathy. Anyone who knew anything about alcoholics knew the steps in recovery.

I drained the glass, and the buzz made it easier to speak without crying. “Anyway, Harvey Winchester convinced me to let him back into my life.”

Jaxson sighed. “And you did?”

“I did. I trusted Harvey. He might have been my father’s friend, but for most of my teenage years I thought of him as my guardian angel.”

Jaxson sat up. “Did?”

“Both he and my father drowned at sea a little more than six weeks ago.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah, pretty much. And my life became a mess after that.” I went on to tell Jaxson how my lack of focus got me fired. How I went to Moon Island. Met up with Simon, drank and drove, accidentally hit that boy, how we ran. About Simon’s plan to get the money and everything else that led me to the very spot I was sitting right now, and then I stopped talking. The only thing I couldn’t bring myself to tell him was how Simon had been a thief when we were kids. Something felt so wrong about admitting I had known this and still accepted him in my life.

Jaxson ran a distressed hand down his face.

“I’m sorry,” I said again. “And I’m sorry for how much I cost you. I’m going to try to get the camera back. As soon as I get back to the States, I’ll call Simon and ask him where he pawned it, and go get it.”

Dismissing my words, he leaned closer. Jaxson took my wrist in his hand and turned it over. “What’s the rainbow symbolize?”

“The other side,” I said matter-of-factly.

He looked at me questioningly. “Of what?”

“Life. A place where it is easier, freer, filled with happy things. Magic. Ironic, isn’t it?” I asked. “Where I’m headed none of that will be possible.”

He followed the arc of the colored ink, running his fingers from one side to the other, and then his blurry gaze found mine. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

“I am. I have to turn myself in, and you know it.”

He shook his head. “No, you don’t. I want you to stay with me.”

“You mean work off my debt,” I said sarcastically.

“I mean stay away from the bad shit you’ve been through for a while. I have this job for six weeks. Stay with me. Be my assistant. Travel with me. It will give you time to get some perspective and decide what you should do next.”

My vision blurred. Tears. Alcohol. I had no idea. “I have to turn myself in. What I did was wrong, and I have to pay for it.”

He shook his head and squeezed my hand. “That’s just it. It wasn’t all your fault.”

“It was.”

His eyes sparked with anger. “You’re wrong. You are a victim of circumstance.”

“But I have to pay for my sins.”

“We all pay for our sins one way or another.” His voice was gentler.

Tears pricked my eyelids, and they stung. I swallowed and tried to breathe them back but they felt like acid as they welled, and I couldn’t stop them from falling. “Why do you want to help me?”

“I don’t know.”

“How can you see me as anything else but bad?”

Roughly, he pulled me to him, held me to his chest, and then pressed a tender kiss to the top of my head. “You’re not bad, Sadie.”

I closed my eyes and sagged against him.

Time passed. I didn’t know how much. I might have fallen asleep, I wasn’t sure. But then Jaxson moved, and I came awake.

My gaze skittered nervously up to his.

“You’ll be safe here. I’ll make sure of it. Do you trust me?”

I nodded. “I do.”

He held out his hand. “Then come with me.”

“Where?”

He raised a brow. “I’ll let that pass. I know you’re tired and you need to go to bed.”

There was only one bedroom, and I knew this. “I can sleep out here.”

He kept his hand extended, staring intently into my eyes. “Remember what I told you about taking orders?”

I nodded.

“Then come with me. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

My hand trembled as I took his and followed him into the bedroom. I was close to being drunk, and Jaxson was nothing but pure temptation. Except, he didn’t want me like that. He’d made that clear. So why was I so nervous to follow him?

In the bedroom, Jaxson opened a drawer and handed me one of his T-shirts. Then he pulled his own shirt off and stripped out of his jeans.

I almost choked on my own breath. The first time I saw him naked, it was dark, and I was drunk. I admired him, but this was entirely different. Muscular thighs, chorded arms, ripped abs, and the faintest line of hair traveling down his navel disappearing into the waistband of his boxers.

He cleared his throat. “Do you need some help?”

Confusion clouded my mind as I stood there, staring at him. Gawking actually.

He strode toward me with a grin on his face, and when he reached me, he untied my robe.

“What are you doing?” I asked softly.

“Helping you change into something to sleep in. Of course, you can sleep naked if you’d prefer.”

The robe gaped open, and I felt so naked. “Your shirt is fine,” I said.

After sliding the terry down my shoulders, he held the shirt out. “Go slow, okay?”

I lifted my arms. “Where are you sleeping?” I asked, but I had a feeling I already knew.

“Since I can’t afford to get another room and my assistant canceled hers,” he said, and I knew why of course. Because I’d just cost him a fortune. “And the couch is small and rattan, that leaves one place. In the bed with you,” he finished. “Platonically,” he added. He said this staring at my naked body, and I pretended not to notice the erection that was more than obvious in his boxers. He did want me. Even if he didn’t want to admit it.

“This whole thing is crazy. You should hate me. You know that, right?” I said.

Tearing his gaze from my nakedness, he pushed the shirt over my head. “Yeah, I do, but I’m tired of always being the good guy. Maybe for once I don’t want to do the right thing.”

I was certain he’d live to regret those words.


CHAPTER TWENTY

SADIE

ONLY IN ANOTHER COUNTRY DID everything open before the roosters crowed, or at least it felt that way.

I wasn’t a morning person, but Jaxson didn’t seem to care.

It wasn’t quite eight a.m. as we walked out the doors of the resort medical clinic.

Without an x-ray machine, there was no way to accurately diagnose if my ribs were cracked, but the doctor tightly wrapped my torso with some kind of padded bandage just in case. It made me feel so much better. He also gave me antibiotics to prevent any infection from setting in from the scrapes and cuts.

The cool terracotta floors of the resort felt good against my bare feet. Only in a resort could I walk around in a robe with no shoes and not be questioned by a single person.

Jaxson put his hand on my back. “Let’s check out this store. It should have everything you need.”

I glanced up. The sign read, “Gallery Bay Boutique.” I knew any shop with the name boutique translated to expensive. “Jaxson, I think we should go into town. There will be street vendors and five-and-dime-like stores there. I’ll be able to get everything I need for the price of one item inside this store.”

Jaxson opened the door, and then whispered in my ear, “I don’t have time to go into the city. I have to teach you the basics of what I expect from you. Like how to make technical assessments of the site in advance of my arrival, how to set up my lighting gear, and make you understand you need to do whatever needs to be done to get the shot right.”

His tone was harsh and accusatory. He blamed me for not having an assistant, and rightfully so. Although I wanted to balk, I didn’t. Instead, I stepped inside the overpriced boutique.

Step 6: Are entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.

“Can I help you?” the older woman dressed in bright-pink ruffles asked.

“Yes,” Jaxson said. “The airline lost my assistant’s luggage, and she needs some things to hold her over until it’s found.”

Wow, he was a good actor.

My gaze shot to his, and the look he gave me told me I better play along or else. The or else was unspoken. Or else you can leave and go to jail instead.

“Oh, that’s terrible.” The sales woman smiled. “But you’ve come to the right place.” She looked at Sundance rather than me. “Tell me, what are you looking for?”

I opened my mouth to answer, even though she’d directed the question toward him, but he spoke first. “She needs things that aren’t too constraining. They need to be easy to move in. Short, sleeveless dresses, flat sandals, and maybe a bathing suit.”

I gawked at him.

He raised that dominant brow of his, daring me to defy him. “I prefer black or white,” I added, just so I could have some say in what I was wearing.

The saleswoman laughed. “Oh, darling, this is a resort boutique on a tropical island. We only carry bright colors.”

Great.

On top of everything else, I was going to look like a peacock.

“Okay, but as for the sandals, I prefer a slight heel.”

“You’ll be working on the beach, won’t you?”

I nodded.

“Then we should stick with the flat sandals. It’s easier to walk.”

We.

We?

Jaxson stifled his laugh, and I narrowed my gaze at him.

He leaned down and whispered, “I could call the bar you left your shoes at last night and have them delivered if you prefer.”

I gave him a coy smile. “Flats sound terrific.”

“Oh, and I need some panties, white cotton, preferably,” I told the saleswoman.

The saleswoman looked at me like I’d grown two heads. “Darling,” she said as she plucked a lime-green something or other from the rack, “I’m sorry, but we don’t carry lingerie here. And if we did, it wouldn’t be of the cotton variety.”

Great.

I was going to be a peacock with all my feathers on display.

I just couldn’t wait to start my new job.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

JAXSON

THE SHOT CALLED FOR A sandy butt. Believe it or not, this had a name. It was called the ‘Sugar Cookie’.

I watched as Sadie mixed some glitter in the sand.

“Nothing too crazy,” I instructed, “Only enough to make Miranda’s skin look a bit shimmery.”

Sadie threw her gaze toward me. “You’ve told me that three times.”

“Just making sure that you know not to overdo it.”

She poured the glitter sparingly over the white crystals.

“That’s enough.”

She narrowed her stare at me. “I’m aware.”

The sass needed to be addressed, but all in all, things between us as employer/employee were going very well.

The last of the day’s light was upon us and time was of the essence. Miranda was on her way down to the beach for the next and final shot of the day.

The waves piggybacked and roared before collapsing on to the sand with a clap and a hiss that reverberated the length of the beach.

I tried some different filters and practice-shots with my reflector while I waited and attempted to ignore the desire I felt for the woman playing around in the sand.

I knew Sadie wasn’t wearing any underwear, and the knowledge was driving me insane. The thought of having untethered access to her sweet pussy seemed like a fantasy I might have wanted to try out, if I wanted to have sex with her, that was, which I did not.

I absolutely did not.

Okay, so I did.

Not only was it getting harder and harder to deny with each passing second, but my thoughts were getting dirty and dirtier. It was easy to blame it on the newly unleashed Butch in me. The caveman side I never knew I had, which was making an emergence.

Taking what she’d told me, I conveyed it to my ex-fiancée’s cousin, Finn Easton. He was a hacker with a degree in computer engineering he was never going to use.

He’d done some digging into Theodore Banks, who I now know to be her father, but had to stop while he took a planned trip to Los Angeles.

Finn’s unemployed and searching for direction. His passion had always been fighting, and he’s finally looking to pursue that path. When he got back from meeting with a prospective coach, he told me he’d keep looking into it.

I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I had to wonder if even Sadie knew the whole truth.

The deaths.

The airline.

Her.

There were a lot of pieces that didn’t fit, and then again, there were a lot of pieces that did.

For now, I was keeping any thoughts I had to myself.

Sadie bent over in her orange dress with a flouncy skirt, and I wanted to bend right over her. Lift her dress, unzip my fly, and grab her hips to pull her back against me. Yeah, the whole working-off-her-debt-on-her-back thing was looking better and better with every passing minute.

Dirty.

Dirty.

Dirty.

I didn’t know what we were about, other than what we had that one night was carnal. Raw. Savage. And I wanted it again.

But she worked for me now, and it wasn’t right.

But we had sex before she worked for me, and she was only working for me because she stole from me.

But.

But.

But.

Shit, what a fucked-up situation I had put myself in, and I felt like my morals were going up in smoke with each passing day.

I needed to focus on my job. Concentrate. Block everything else out, and work on taking the best Goddamned pictures Sports Illustrated had ever seen.

“Here I am,” Miranda called, bouncing onto the set. When she reached us, she got right to work unbuttoning her shirt and dropping it.

Her tits were the size of grapefruits, and Sadie’s eyes popped. This was the first nude of the day, and I wasn’t sure Sadie was expecting it. I almost laughed at the shocked look on her face. I thought I had mentioned it, but I guess I hadn’t.

Miranda had great tits, but I saw them as works of art, nothing more. Sadly, they weren’t going to be in this shot. No, for this one she would be looking over her shoulder at the camera. The focus would be on her backside, clad in a black thong that was both tiny and tight.

I gave her my pep talk and the rundown of what I wanted her to do.

“Sounds easy,” she told me.

I clapped my hands together. “Great! Then let’s do this,” I said.

Sadie grabbed the water bottle but then hesitated.

“Before we lose the sunlight,” I snapped at her.

“It’s okay. I’m ready.” Miranda bent at the waist, sticking her peach of an ass out. She’d done this before and was a pro. I had to say I liked working with her. She was easy. Carefree. And up for anything.

I watched as Sadie carefully sprayed the water on Miranda’s ass in a circular motion.

“That’s cold,” Miranda giggled.

“I’m sorry,” Sadie said as she finished and then hurried around Miranda to take her outstretched hands.

“It’s all good.”

“How can I help you?” Sadie asked.

“Oh, I got this,” Miranda replied, and she did a little squat to dip her ass in the sand/glitter combination Sadie had created and then stood.

I had to admit, watching Sadie was amusing. She looked horrified. Naïve. A novice at this. She said she was bad, but right now I didn’t see anything but good.

When Miranda stood, Sadie used the brush to wipe the excess away and then arranged the long gold chains that hung down Miranda’s back.

“Perfect,” I called, and Sadie stepped aside. Honestly, she was really good at this. Then again, she came from the world of print and knew what it took to create art.

Miranda neared the water and sank her knees into the sand. Everything was in place, and the jade and turquoise sea with the trunks of palms in the distance was the absolute perfect backdrop.

I started shooting just as the sun began to set.

Fifty.

One hundred frames.

And I wasn’t done.

“Pull your hair up,” I told Miranda.

She did.

“Turn your head over the other shoulder.”

She did.

“Gorgeous.”

These photos were going to be everything I’d hoped. The sun glimmered off the sand, sending small twinkles that caught on the gold ropes that hung down her back.

“It’s a wrap,” I called after capturing more than three hundred frames.

Sadie handed Miranda her top.

Standing up, she took it but didn’t put it on. “You coming out tonight?” Miranda asked as she brushed the sand from her stomach.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“You should totally come. We’re going to a disco in St. John, and it’s supposed to be amazing.”

“Maybe next time,” Sadie said, and right then the glitter she had sprayed earlier, and was still floating in the air, landed on her own face. It glimmered beautifully on her cheeks in the last rays of the sun.

I picked up my camera and started shooting, no one the wiser.

Soon though, Miranda looked at me. Used to seeing my lens at eye level, she ignored it. “What about you, Sundance?”

I lowered my camera. “Another time.”

She shook her head. “You’re both no fun,” she accused, and then rushed off, her tits bouncing and her shirt in her hand.

That was a wrap.

Once Miranda was out of sight, Sadie and I were alone on the deserted beach tucked away inside a cove.

The day had been crazy busy, and we’d barely had time to say two non-related work words to each other.

Sadie started to pack up the props, and I went to work putting my gear into my bags. When I was done, I raised my lens once more and aimed it at her.

Snap.

Click.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Taking your picture.”

She covered her face. “I’m a mess.”

“No, you’re not. You look beautiful.” The horizon bled orange, and the light was almost gone, but I captured what I could before it vanished. “Take your dress off.”

Shocked, she gawked at me. “No way.”

“Yes, way. Take it off.”

“Why?”

“I want to take your picture.”

She zipped up one of the duffle bags. “Like I said, no way, I’m not a model.”

I moved a little closer. “You’re whatever I want you to be, remember?”

Sadie gave me the double bird, and fuck me if my cock didn’t salute her right back. Blood rushed like excitement right to my dick.

I took a seat on one of the giant rocks. We were far away from the resort, tucked away in the privacy of a cove, and no one was around. “Come here,” I ordered.

She ignored me and just kept doing what she was doing.

“Sadie, come here.” My tone was like steel.

It got her attention, and she walked my way. “What do you want?” she asked, rebellion clear in her own tone.

“To practice my craft on my assistant,” I said wryly.

She rolled her eyes.

“I’m serious, Sadie. Take your dress off. I want to practice some new shots on you before tomorrow’s shoot.”

Okay, I was being a bit of a dick, but I had the right. And besides, I hated to ‘spray and pray’. I would rather spend an extra twenty minutes now figuring out the poses I needed to get the best shots for tomorrow rather than allowing the model to flail around like one of those inflatable dancing dolls.

“But I’m naked underneath,” she whispered, as if someone might hear her.

“I know,” I whispered back. “If you makes you feel better I can pretend you’re wearing a bikini top. I need to get a feel for the zoom on your tits to get the right amount of cleavage for the shot.”

Her hesitation was evident. With the models, I would say breasts, but with her, tits was the word that came out.

Filthy.

I felt like being filthy.

With her, I felt like a savage. I wanted to be savage. Maybe to punish her. Maybe to satisfy some masochist need. Maybe to make it clear she owed me. Or maybe so she knew she didn’t mean anything to me because she didn’t. My body reacted to her in the most unexplainable way, but that was all there was to it.

Chemistry.

A dick and a cunt that yearned to be close.

Chemistry.

A boy and a girl and the need for sex.

A story older than time.

Sadie obeyed and hesitantly pulled the dress over her head. Bandages were wrapped around her ribs, and I instantly regretted making her undress. Still, I’d gone this far, and I was going to finish it.

“Press your tits together with your palms and lift your chin.”

There was hesitation in her movement.

I snapped my fingers. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

She did as I asked.

“Loosen up.”

She rolled her eyes again, but her body relaxed.

“That’s it. Right there. Now show me you know you look hot.”

“How am I supposed to do that?” she scoffed.

“Seduce me with your eyes and your mouth. Lick your lips and then make an O with them. Make the camera want you, Sadie. Make the reader want you.”

I didn’t have to say make me want you, because fuck, I already did.

She bit down on her lip and the look she gave me seduced me. It was strange how she could want to defy me and give me what I wanted at the same time.

I knew if I weren’t holding the trump card, our fight for control would be much harder. Even in the shitty situation she was in, she was a challenge, and I liked it.

Sadie moved for me now. Gave into my demands. And she did it beautifully.

“That’s it,” I said, “Now give me a look that would make any guys balls ache.”

I was being vulgar, and the more vulgar I was, the more she shined for the camera, for me.

“That’s it. Hold it right there.”

Snap.

Snap.

Click.

My entire body went taut.

I looked into the viewer.

It was the perfect shot.

In that moment, I not only knew Sadie was made for the camera, but I also feared she was made for me. I knew I had to keep my distance, or I was going to give in to what I wanted and shouldn’t have.

And that was her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

SADIE

I STARED AT MY PHONE.

It had been dead since I got on the plane to come to this island and I finally charged it. I’d put it off, blaming it on work, but the truth was I was afraid of what Simon was going to tell me when I texted him and asked him about Riley.

What if he couldn’t get the money?

What if Riley couldn’t walk?

How could I live with myself?

Praying everything turned out alright, I picked up my phone. With shaky fingers, I texted:

Me: How’s Riley?

I waited.

No response.

Maybe the distance or the different countries caused a delay.

I waited some more.

And waited.

And waited.

Nothing.

Pacing the room, I didn’t know what to do. I was by myself. Jaxson had taken a trip into town to get some supplies for the shoot in St. Kitts tomorrow. I’d offered to go with him, but he turned me down. He said he had some personal things to take care of while he was out. Basically, he didn’t want me around.

I got it.

Five days of shooting had passed, and Jaxson had barely said a word to me, other than to order me around at work,

We were roommates who slept in the same bed, who worked together, ate together, and apparently said very little to each other.

In fact, after he demanded I pose for him, naked, I might add, he hadn’t so much as looked at me sideways or breathed in my direction.

It wasn’t like I expected him to fall for me. I knew what he was about since our very first hello. For some reason, though, after the night we talked, I thought we had crossed some line. Turned out that line was only in my head.

And besides, if the silent treatment was my punishment, it wasn’t like I didn’t deserve it. I owed him thirty-five plus thousand dollars, and thirty-six hours of work barely put a dent in that debt.

Step 7: Humbly ask Him to remove our shortcomings.

Speaking of money. I glanced at my phone again wondering if Simon had finished what I couldn’t and gotten the funds for Riley.

Still nothing.

I was uncertain if there was a delay in transmission due to the distance, so I would wait.

Biting my lip, I stared at the bottle of Jameson on the bar but decided against it.

It wasn’t even five.

I needed a distraction. My fingers itched to type. To write. I grabbed my phone and brought up my notepad. I didn’t have a column to write for anymore, but I couldn’t stop my brain from thinking that way.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

I hit the letters on the screen.

It felt so good.

 

Falling in Love

Falling In love with a country, not a man, what a novel idea. As soon as I laid eyes on Antigua, it was love at first sight. The turquoise waters, the white powdery sand, the dramatic landscape of the surrounding volcanoes acting as a backdrop to the brightly colored streets. Every time the sun sets, it leaves an orange ethereal glow in its midst. It’s romantic and alluring and seductive all at the same time.

 

I stopped tapping, unsure if I was talking about Antigua or Jaxson.

A sadness hit me. I’d lost my job and basically become an indentured servant to a man who I didn’t even really know, and I was attracted to him. Attracted beyond words.

Not understanding what was happening to me, I tossed my phone down and decided that drink sounded pretty good.

I poured a generous amount and swigged it down. The whiskey was smooth as it flowed down my throat.

And then I drank another.

It was just to calm my nerves down.

I wasn’t like my father.

After pacing back and forth, and waiting for a text that still had yet to come, I picked up my phone again, and this time brought up my browser.

Curiosity got the better of me, and I typed two words into my browser—Sundance Photography. The link to his website popped up instantly. I clicked it and read what came up.

 

***P E R M A N E N T L Y C L O S E D***

Jaxson Cassidy

SUNDANCE PHOTOGRAPHY

ABOUT WEDDINGS MODELS PROJECTS COMMERCIAL INSTAGRAM
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Welcome to the official site of Sundance Photography.

Jaxson Cassidy is an award-winning wedding, portrait, landscape, and fashion photographer.

He is a Sony Artisan of Imagery who is about to pursue his passion as he takes on the biggest assignment of his life shooting the upcoming year’s Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition.

Look for it, and for what’s next in the coming months.

 

Award-winning.

I had no idea. I clicked on the tabs and spent the next twenty minutes soaking in all things Jaxson Cassidy, actually, Sundance, the photographer.

When I was done, with only a slight hesitance, I typed his father’s name. It was not an invasion of privacy since he’d told me about him. I clicked on the first article.

 

GULF WAR MYSTERY ENDS

U.S. Department of Defense

August 2, 2009

 

A nearly two-decade old mystery surrounding the first American soldier lost in the gulf war has been solved. Remains recovered in Iraq have been identified as Captain Michael Cassidy, whose jet went down on January 17, 1991. His military status, which has been missing in action, will be changed to killed in action. His family looks forward to bringing his body home.

 

Rivers of tears coated my cheeks as I envisioned Jaxson cleaning up the yellow ribbons that had become a part of his life. I didn’t read anymore. I couldn’t. My father came home from his tour. Although I had seen pictures of those yellow ribbons tied around our trees, I wasn’t old enough to remember them. I never looked at myself as lucky, but I did right then.

I stared at the picture of his father for a long time before closing the window.

I had one more name to type into the search engine. Jaxson Cassidy. I knew what they said about curiosity.

Google brought up so many choices that I felt a little overwhelmed. Who knew if these hits were all him. However, the one I knew without a doubt that was him, was the engagement announcement from nearly two years ago because his handsome-as-sin face was staring back at me.

The headline read:

 

Cassidy—Easton Engagement

 

Bile ran up my throat when I looked at the picture of him with the cutest blonde woman. She had her arms wrapped his neck, and they looked so very happy.

I poured another drink.

What had happened to them?

And why did I feel so possessive over a man I hardly knew?

I knew the answer—I wanted what they had. A relationship. A partner. Someone to talk to about my deepest darkest sins, my fears, my highs and my lows.

Forcing myself, I skimmed the article. His fiancée was a wedding planner whose parents were both deceased. He had grown up in Jacksonville but moved to Atlanta for college. The two of them met while he was there, and both wanted to travel and see the world.

Well, at least Jaxson was doing what he wanted.

I couldn’t read anymore. My heart broke for him, and I hated that he had watched his ex-fiancée marry another. I’d never been engaged, but I was certain any kind of breakup like that had to hurt.

Really hurt.

My head was buzzing.

It was time to stop snooping.

Closing down the browser, I glanced out into the private courtyard and sighed.

I didn’t like being alone with myself.

Thinking about who I had become.

I pulled up my contacts and decided to call Simon. I could face him now. Take responsibility for leaving him to clean up my mess.

The call connected and I got his voicemail. I left him a message begging him to return my call.

Simon.

Where are you?

Why are you shutting me out?

I knew why. Because I had left him to take care of my mess, and I knew I had to find him and make things right. And I would, just as soon as I paid off my debt to Jaxson.

I looked around.

Paced.

Alone.

I was alone.

I needed something to do, and drinking wasn’t the answer.

I still had sand on me from the day’s shoot, and I decided to occupy my time by taking a shower in the outdoor paradise.

This was the first time Jaxson had left me alone. I guess he felt comfortable I wasn’t going to run.

It wasn’t like I had any place to go.

Then again, maybe he just didn’t care anymore. I wasn’t sure what triggered the coldness in him, but I really wanted to know. To understand why he would keep me around when it was obvious he didn’t really want to be near me. When he came back, I would ask.

What could it hurt?

With resolve in my head, I stepped outside. The palm fronds rustled in the sea breeze like impatient children wanting to run and play.

I understood that.

Crossing the outdoor veranda, I stepped into the shower oasis. The curved wall with its stained-glass window was lined with a creamy-white brick and the bamboo floors were soft under my feet.

The area was private, only open to the villa’s veranda.

I pulled the yellow tank dress from my body and tossed it aside, but then I picked it up and neatly folded it. I had three dresses. One orange, one yellow, and one green. All obnoxious and bright, and so not me. But still, I was thankful for the clothing Jaxson had purchased for me because otherwise I would still be wearing the hotel robe or nothing at all.

I carefully unwrapped my bandages. I felt so much better and I knew I didn’t need them any longer. I was healing, physically, anyway.

Naked, my nipples peaked in the outdoor air, and I reached to turn the spray on.

Warm water trickled out from the six jets and the large showerhead. I looked up at the blue-blue sky. It was so tranquil. It almost made me forget I was here for a reason. A bad reason. Because I had sinned. Stolen. And now I had a penance to pay.

A warm breeze swept in and I closed my eyes, imaging being here in another reality, for a completely different reason.

For love.

I picked up the decadent soap that smelled of coconuts and my clit started to pulse. Every nerve in my body had felt heightened since Jaxson. Cravings I’d never had surfaced in the blink of an eye. Needs I wanted to fulfill. Urges I needed to satisfy.

In the midst of the chaos of my life, sex was the last thing I needed to be thinking about.

And yet I couldn’t stop.

I ran the soap over my body and thought about him. The way his hands roughly touched me that night. The way my skin sparked under his fingers. The way he lit me up.

I stopped at my breasts, and with the bar of soap, I circled my nipples.

I wanted to forget all the bad.

Feel something good . . . if even for a little while.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

JAXSON

IT WAS LESS THAN A twenty-minute ride back to the resort from town.

The driver, a spry seventy-year-old, took me through the main streets of St. John’s, the capital of Antigua.

As he did, I looked around for inspiration.

Streets filled with people and the sounds of Caribbean music emanated from boom boxes. Food stalls, cars, SUVs, vans and trucks clogged the lanes.

We passed wood-and-cinder-block homes and low-rise buildings, bars, dancehalls and banks, so many banks, and still, I found no inspiration. I was too frustrated, so I gave up.

“What’s with all the banks?” I asked my driver.

“Offshore banking is big here. Anyone who wants to hide money comes here or to Barbados, where the financial sector is much larger.”

“Interesting.” My gut churned. Acid rose, burning a path through my chest. Was that why Sadie was here? I glanced out the window.

I saw chaos.

I felt chaos.

Chaos for a completely different reason, and it had nothing to do with the three beers I’d consumed a short while ago. No, it was because of her.

I glanced at the text on my phone that had been blazing through my mind since I received it days ago. I rubbed my hands over my face and then reread it for at least the tenth time.

Finn: I searched for a connection between Simon and Moongate, but couldn’t find any. In fact, this Simon seems to have vanished from the face of the earth as soon as he was released from the system more than eight years ago.

Me: You sure?

Finn: As certain as I can be. No driver’s license, no credit cards, no taxes filed. It’s like he doesn’t exist.

Me: Maybe he doesn’t.

Finn: I’ll keep searching. He has to be somewhere because he’s not dead. That, I’d have found.

Me: Can you dig around for some information about a kid by the name of Riley Houston? The only thing I know is that he was in a hospital in Savannah recently.

Finn: I’ll see what I can find.

Fuck!

Had Sadie been lying to me this whole time?

Was I being played?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

JAXSON

THE FORTY-ACRE MANICURED REFUGE OF white-painted villas, sea grape trees, coconut palms, and a bounty of orange blooms came into view.

The place was serene, and yet I felt anything but calm.

With a sudden sense of urgency, I grabbed my bags and paid the driver as soon as he stopped. I had questions I wanted answered, and I wasn’t waiting any longer.

Rushing past the front desk staffed with sharp, jovial women who were waving at me, I said a quick hello and exited the building as fast as I’d entered.

Outside, an old woman in a floppy hat sold T-shirts and beachwear under a coconut tree. She tried to get my attention. “Come look,” she called from the other side of the fence.

I shook my head. “Another time.”

Behind her, I watched a middle-aged couple venture into the water under the waning sun. The woman shivered, and the man wrapped his arms around her. They were in love.

Love.

Fuck love.

It brought you nothing but heartache.

With a maelstrom of emotion whirling inside me, I passed a guest sleeping on a lounge chair in the shade and thought, now that was the life. It would be such a great picture if I had my camera because it represented the way of island living perfectly.

I took in the quieter surroundings as I strode down the path, hoping for inspiration to come for tomorrow’s shoot, but again, I found none.

My mind was on her.

Was she a liar?

Was she really bad?

I had to know.

Inside the villa, I dropped my bags on the terra cotta tiles and looked around. She wasn’t in the living room. I strode into the bedroom, and again, she wasn’t anywhere.

Had she left?

Run?

Immediately, I searched for my camera. At first, I didn’t see it. Fuck, had I been taken again? But then I spotted my gear, and it was right where I’d left it. Untouched.

Relieved, I allowed my gaze to soften. That was when I spotted her phone lying on the bed.

Sadie wasn’t in the villa, but she hadn’t run. Her phone and her purse were still here. She must be out on the beach. I reached for her phone. I knew I shouldn’t invade her privacy. It wasn’t right. Yet, I had to know if she was for real.

Unable to stop myself, I clicked the side button to turn the device on and it came to life. It would hold answers to my questions that she might not be truthful about.

It wasn’t locked, and I immediately went to her text messages. The one on top was a string of conversations with this supposed Simon.

So he was real.

I felt an odd sense of relief, and how fucked up was that?

The first text I saw was from today. Not even thirty minutes ago, and she’d sent it.

Sadie: How’s Riley?

There was no response. She was concerned, but if I dug down into my gut, I already knew that. And I hated there was no answer to her question. He’s doing well. I took care of everything. Anything.

I hated the motherfucker.

I scanned the next set of messages.

Sadie: I got the two camera bags and some cash.

SIMON: And what else?

Sadie: I don’t have time to get into it.

SIMON: Meet me at Huck’s Diner near the Park-n-Fly in thirty minutes, and I’ll take care of cashing everything in.

Sadie: Okay.

Anger pulsed through me. Sure, she’d told me about this, but reading it brought that feeling of being had right back. Clutching the phone tightly, so I wouldn’t throw it, I read some more.

SIMON: You get in okay?

Sadie: Yes.

SIMON: How’s the fishing?

Sadie: I’m not sure.

SIMON: Are you using the bait?

Sadie: Yes.

SIMON: Then it won’t be long until you get a bite. Don’t forget, only the big fish gets the net. And two, not three, not five, not one.

Sadie: I won’t forget.

Unable to read anymore, I clicked the button on the side and the screen went black. She hadn’t been playing me. These messages all appeared legitimate.

Wrong.

Fucked up.

Yet, legit.

So where was this asshole?

Hiding?

With Finn on his ass, he wasn’t going to be hiding for long.

He would find him.

And when he did . . . I was going to be knocking on his door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

JAXSON

GUILT CLAWED UP MY THROAT.

I told her to stay with me, vowed everything would be okay, and then I turned my back on her. Thought the worst of her. Doubted her.

That wasn’t like me.

I started to think the new me wasn’t the type of man the old me would like very much. Sundance was a far superior human being to Butch.

I went to the kitchen and grabbed a beer. My buzz was wearing off, and I wasn’t ready to see things all that clearly. Foggy, they looked pretty fucking bad.

It was hot.

Really fucking unbearably hot.

I walked toward the open door to catch a breeze.

I tugged at the neck of my T-shirt, hoping to find some kind of relief. When the warm breeze blowing in did nothing to cool me down, I pressed the cold bottle to my forehead in search of reprieve and stepped out the door.

The sound of water alerted me to exactly where Sadie was. In the shower. With a harsh shake of my head, I rushed a hand through my hair and rubbed at the tense muscles coiled at the base of my neck. I shouldn’t walk her way. I shouldn’t invade her privacy. I shouldn’t think I had the right to see her naked.

Then again, the week had been full of should nots that I ignored, so why stop now?

Besides, I’d spent the last five days doing my best to ignore the constant urges to take her that poked and prodded at me relentlessly. Thinking it was best for me to keep her at a distance, I pretended she was only my assistant.

The truth was, she was more.

The truth was, it was tearing me up when she looked at me for comfort and companionship, and I gave her shit.

The truth was, I fucking wanted her. So much it’d become this crushing weight on my chest.

And worst, I’d gotten used to how unbelievably good she felt lying next to me.

Sleeping in the same bed, which I claimed was a necessity, might not really be. The resort was full, however Abigail canceled her room at the last minute, so there was a chance it was still available.

I never asked.

And if that made me an asshole, then that’s what I was. I’d come to want that time with her. Looked forward to that time of night. Almost needed it to calm down my humming body. No matter how wrong our situation was or fucked up us together seemed, I just didn’t fucking care anymore.

I hastened my stride and found her under the spray. Naked. The girl was perfection personified. Every inch. Every curve. All of her.

One hand was on the bar of soap, and the soap was running down her chest. Quiet, I watched. Down. Down. Lower still.

Fuck, was she going to touch herself?

Her eyes were closed, and I wondered if she was thinking about me as she ran that bar of soap down her taut belly and then in-between her legs.

I leaned against the wall entrance and cleared my throat.

Those doe-like eyes flew open, and she gasped. “Jaxson.”

My hands were shoved into my pockets and my lazy gaze drifted to where the soap had stopped in her hand.

Dropping the bar, she covered herself like she had so many nights ago. I had to force myself not to laugh. “I thought you weren’t going to be back for hours,” she squeaked.

I grinned and pushed off the entrance to step into the massive shower. Water soaked me, but I didn’t give a shit. Inches from her naked form, I bent and picked up the soap. Handing it to her, I said, “Don’t stop on my account.”

Taking the bar, she set it down on the holder and then turned the water off. “That’s okay. I was just about finished.”

“You sure? I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

A flush coated her cheeks. I so did. “No, really, I was done.” She didn’t move to reach for a towel and didn’t cover herself back up either.

Deciding to drop it, I reached out to rub my finger over her cheek and then down the long column of her neck. “I’ve been a dick the last few days, and I want to apologize to you about it.”

She blew out a breath that I wanted to say was full of relief. “You don’t have to. I understand. What I did was wrong, and you need to come to terms with it in your way. Just tell me what you want from me? Have you changed your mind? Do you want me to go?”

My finger moved lower and stopped on her nipple. I shook my head no. “Not at all. In fact, just the opposite. I want to change the dynamics of our agreement. I don’t just want you to work for me.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I want to fuck you,” I said bluntly.

There was no shock in her heated gaze when she looked down at my hand and then pushed her breast closer toward me.

I ran the pad of my thumb back and forth over her nipple. “Right here, right now, outside. And I don’t want to be gentle about it.”

She swallowed, and I could see her pulse jumping in excitement. She liked the idea. “And if I tell you I want that, too?”

That beautiful nipple puckered into a steel point. “Then we do it, and we do it my way.”

Her eyes widened as she jerked her head up. “And how would that be, Frank Sinatra?”

I laughed. Ol blue eyes. Who knew she could be funny? Getting serious, I pulled her to me and looked down. “First, I want you to suck my dick with you on your knees. Second, I want to bend you over the glass table and fuck you long and hard, but I don’t want you to come. Then, only once I’ve come, will I eat that sweet pussy and suck your tits until you can’t even remember your own name. “And Sadie,” I said. “Only after you’re screaming my name, will I consider letting you come. Do you understand me?”

“I do.”

“And do you want what I want?”

“I think so.”

“You can’t just think. You have to know.”

“What if I tell you I’m not crazy about the not coming part?”

She was so onboard. I could see it in her gaze. In the way her nipples peaked. And in the way she squeezed her thighs together.

I gave her a knowing smile and reached for the fly of my jeans. I unfastened the button and then lowered the zipper before pulling my cock out. It was already hard when I started to stroke it. “Then I’d tell you I can take care of myself right now, and you can watch.” I gave myself a firm pull. “Is that what you want?”

“No.” Her response was breathy.

“Then we do it my way.” I thought about singing it. However, my dick was in need of some serious attention.

She licked her lips and dropped to her knees but didn’t make a move.

Fuck, she was waiting for my direction, and I nearly lost it. Christ. I already felt better than I had in a very long time, and she hadn’t even touched me yet. “Open your mouth,” I said softly. “Take me inside and suck me off but I’m not going to come until my cock is buried deep in your pussy.”

She tipped her head back as she laughed, exposing her creamy neck. Dark hair hung over one luscious bare shoulder and clung to her face. “Are you going to guide me every step of the way?”

Lust curled through my stomach and tightened in the pit of my consciousness.

Christ. What she did to me. She had gotten so far under my skin I couldn’t think straight anymore. I never wanted a woman to own me that way again, and yet I felt like she already did. She just didn’t know it. Yet. The difference was I felt like I owned her. And I’d never felt possessive over anyone. I lifted her chin. “Yes, and you’re going to do exactly what I tell you to. Aren’t you?”

She nodded.

I grabbed the base of my cock. “Then my dick is waiting,” I told her.

She shivered and closed her eyes as I slid into her mouth. My hands palmed her face, soft and gentle, but my thrusts were anything but. I fucked her mouth without mercy. I needed this and so did she. She needed to know that I wanted her so much I couldn’t control myself.

Soon I allowed my pace to slow, sliding more gently over her tongue, rubbing my tip over her lips before plunging back inside the wetness of her scorching mouth. She felt incredible, and I wasn’t sure I could deliver on the waiting to come until I was buried balls deep inside her, but I was sure going to try.

“That’s it,” I murmured. “Don’t stop.”

She smiled around my cock. I’d tipped my hand. She knew she owned me, and I just didn’t care enough to shut up.

“Christ, you feel so good.”

At that she sucked me deep. Holding her head in place, I thrust one more time, even deeper, pushing to the back of her throat until she convulsed around me.

My groan sounded like a growl, even to me, and I knew I had to release her or risk coming right then.

Pulling my cock from her luscious mouth, I reached down with both of my hands and gently brought her to her feet. Once she was steady, she looked at me. “My clit is throbbing with need. Can I at least touch myself?”

I raised a brow. “Did you lie to me earlier when I asked if I interrupted something?”

She looked down. “I didn’t lie. I hadn’t quite decided.”

I shook my head. “No, you may not touch yourself, and you may not come. You were right, I have to work out what you did in my own way, and I think denying you your orgasm until I come is a first step in your penance.”

“That’s not fair. You told me you weren’t upset about that anymore.”

“Keep arguing with me and I won’t let you come tonight at all.”

Her mouth hung open, but she said nothing.

“Go to the table and press your chest on the glass,” I told her, my command stronger than any I’d ever issued.

Her eyes narrowed, and I watched her swallow, but she did as I said. I waited for her to position herself and thought to myself, maybe this was what I needed. A woman willing to be fucked. Crude, down and dirty, and hard fucking. Then again, I’d never attempted to be anything but gentle. I was always a lover, not a fighter. Sadie had triggered something inside me, and I’d never been so turned on.

Despite the adrenaline pumping through my veins, I took my time undressing. Making her wait. Anticipation hung in the air. She looked over her shoulder, her breathing increasing rapidly with each passing second.

When I was naked, I slowly walked toward her. Reaching her, I palmed her ass and then pushed her thighs apart with both hands until her pussy spread wide.

I positioned myself at her opening and held the tip of my cock barely inside. “I’m not going to be easy,” I told her.

“I don’t want you to be,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.

“And remember, this is for me. You do not come.”

She nodded.

With her consent, I drove deep, thrusting inside her with one forceful lunge. Heaven. She was heaven. Her pussy quivered as I thrust even deeper, and then she started to shake out of control. She was going to come.

I pulled all the way out. Without any thought, I gave her a warning smack on the ass. I’d never done anything like it. “Remember, you do not get to come before me. This is for me.”

She looked back at me, biting her lip, and then gave me a nod.

I soothed my hand over the spot I’d spanked and I then I asked her, “Have you ever had anal play?”

She shook her head.

“Neither have I, but I don’t plan to keep it that way.”

Her hands gripped the table and I could tell this excited her. I started thrusting again, harder now. My dick swelled and her pussy tightened, and I couldn’t hold on. I leaned into her, my body covering hers, and then I came, and I came, and I came. Harder than I ever had.

I felt my warm cum dripping between us and it made me feel like a conqueror. A caveman who’d just marked his woman. A man who knew what he wanted.

Who the hell was I?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

JAXSON

THREE HOURS LATER, AFTER A quick dinner and a swim in the ocean with lot of dry humping underwater, I knew she was more than ready for me.

For my tongue in her pussy.

For my mouth on her clit.

For my fingers to spread her open and fuck her raw.

Yeah, I’d been being a dick. Denying her orgasm when I fucked her and making her wait to come. Teasing her. Taunting her. Driving her wild. But hey, I was only human, and watching the way her body reacted to my every touch and to every dirty word I whispered, lit me up in a way I couldn’t explain.

Made me feel almost invincible.

Striping out of my swimsuit, I watched as hers puddled on the ground and stalked in her direction. Without a word, I pushed her back on the bed and stared down at her.

Her nipples with their hard points and her breathing labored were dead giveaways of just how much she wanted this.

I didn’t make her wait anymore.

Dropping to my knees, I looked up at her. “Use your hands to spread your pussy wide for me. I’m going to taste every inch of you and then I want you to come all over my face.”

She slid her hands down her belly exactly as I’d caught her doing earlier, and I knew then in the very near future I’d watch her make herself come, just not now.

A moan escaped her throat when her fingers rubbed over her clit and I didn’t wait another second. The instant my tongue made contact with her pussy, she jerked and bucked forward, screaming out my name like a prayer.

I grasped her hips with both of my hands and brought her to my mouth, my tongue plunging inside her, penetrating her with one movement.

She cried out and grabbed my hair, pulling it, as her hips rocked.

My thump rubbed lazy yet firm circles over her clit and I ate her like the starving man I was. My tongue explored inside her and over her. She was writhing and I took complete control over her when I used my free hand to squeeze her ass, dictating how fast and slow she fucked my tongue.

When I knew she was good and ready to come, I used both my hands and slid my fingers between her ass cheeks. I parted them just as she had her pussy. With my tongue on her clit, I teased the rim of her puckered entrance and pushed in the barest amount.

That was when she lost her mind. Pushing my face into her and pulling my hair even harder at the same time, she bucked and writhed like an earthquake was moving through her body and came all over my face.

“Oh, my God,” she screamed. “Jaxson.” Over and over until she went lax.

I kissed her belly and then rose to my feet, tasting her on my lips and already wanting more.

Pulling her to an upright position, I took her chin in my hand and looked down on her, feeling all-powerful, all-man, all-savage. “You asked me what I wanted from you earlier, and I told you I wanted to fuck you. What I didn’t tell you was I want to fuck you over and over for the next five weeks. How do you feel about that?”

She brought her lips a hair away from mine and whispered, “As long as I get to come first from now on, I’m good with that.”

I pulled my lips away. “And if I say no?”

She brought her lips to mine once again. “Then you can watch me make myself come over and over.”

The laughter that I expelled was hearty. “We’ll see about that,” I mumbled, crashing my mouth to hers in a filthy kiss that left us both breathless.

Falling to the bed so I could fuck her until she sung my name, I glided my hands down between us and took hold of my swollen cock.

She pushed at my chest.

With a raised brow, I stared down. “What?”

“I come first.”

The smell of her shampoo, the soft caress of her touch, the feel of her velvety smooth skin, I wanted it all on me. All over me. It was crazy how much I wanted her.

I rose up on my elbows. “Fine,” I relented, my balls so tight and my cock so hard I would have agreed to just about anything to have her again.

Her tongue darted out, and she swiped it across her bottom lip, teasing me, inviting me, and practically begging me to take her. “Since that is settled, what are you waiting for?”

I looked out at the dusky sky and didn’t have a fucking clue why I was still where I was, unmoving. All I knew was she could have my dick anytime she wanted it, but that was all I had to give.

And I hoped I’d been clear about that.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

SADIE

I WOKE WITH A HARD male body wrapped around me.

Feeling trapped in the dark room, I started to panic. My entire body went taut, and I felt the need to flee. Then my eyes flickered open, and I remembered where I was.

Everything came back to me in a flash.

How Jaxson had come to me.

Let me in.

Told me he was sorry. That he wanted to keep me close to him rather than turning me away. What he’d said, and how he wanted to take care of me, it was more than I could have asked for.

I also knew he meant only for the time we had together, and I was okay with that. I had to be. He couldn’t be in my life afterwards. That was something I had to face on my own.

Sex and him for five weeks was more than I deserved, and I greedily accepted the terms. Accepted the no-attachment clause he’d inferred. Attachments wouldn’t work where I was headed, anyway.

I glanced at the time. We had less than an hour before we had to leave to board the plane for St. Kitts.

“Are you awake?” I whispered.

“No,” he answered grumpily.

I laughed and reached for the light. I wanted to shed the dark. To see the light.

He squeezed his eyes shut. “Turn that off.”

I did not. Instead, I looked at him. His naked body was uncovered, and I stared at the tight coil of muscles that marked his arms. At the lazy, kind of messy wash of dark hair that fell over his forehead and flipped out at his ears.

A grumble came from his throat, but then I burrowed back in the bed and pushed my body against him, and his complaints turned into groans.

It took less than a second for his erection to rub against my naked bottom. I’d forgotten I wasn’t wearing any underwear. That I had none. I never slept naked. It was the fight or flight in me. Years of never knowing when I was going to be woken up and locked away.

The blunt tip of his cock rubbed against the entrance to my ass, and my entire body reacted as if he’d set it on fire. Desire roared through my veins, and there was no dousing the flame.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “You can’t do that.”

“I’m sorry,” I offered, immediately pushing forward, and away from him. Unsure if I had misread him and the way he wanted me endlessly. But I knew I hadn’t, and I knew he wanted me.

“I lied,” he whispered into my ear.

I looked over my shoulder and played coy. “About what?”

“About not wanting you to do that. I do.”

“I know you do,” I giggled.

He advanced on me, his arms circling me, pulling me to him with an air of dominance I found completely sexy. Lust and authority swirled his delicious blue eyes. “How exactly do you know that?”

“It’s in your gaze. The way the blue in your irises dilates when you’re turned on. But I want to be clear about one thing,” I told him.

He laughed. “You don’t get to make demands. I think I made that clear yesterday.”

Heat shot into my cheeks at the memory of how he made me wait, and how much I didn’t want to, but did. “Yes, you call the shots in bed. You made that clear. But I want to make sure you know this isn’t a payment of debt. That me having sex with you whenever you want isn’t in any way meant as a form of penance.”

He shook his head. “You need to get over that. Letting me bury my cock inside you isn’t paying me back. And allowing yourself pleasure that I think you want more than you even know is definitely not repayment to me,” he breathed.

I didn’t respond. I did want pleasure. It was a pleasure I’d never had. It could be the place or the man, or the fact that I was free of the world I had worried about for so long.

“Am I right?” he prompted.

I sucked in a breath. “Yes.”

“Then come a little closer. Let me give you that pleasure.”

I wiggled back against his hard, thick cock until his tip hit the seam of my ass. Anal play was nothing I’d ever thought about, but I was thinking about it now.

With a groan, he placed a gentle finger on my clit. “Fuck, you’re dripping wet for me.”

I moaned in delight at his touch. “I can’t help myself.”

Rolling me back onto the pillow, he shifted his body over mine, so he looked down into my eyes. “Have you been this wet for days?”

“No,” I said firmly.

“That’s a lie.”

I nodded.

He grinned and maneuvered a little more until my legs were spread wide. “Tell me how much you want me.”

With his heavy erection resting between my legs, I couldn’t stop the heat that crept over my entire body. “So much it hurts.”

His lips twitched in annoyance. “Good, then stop talking and kiss me. We don’t have much time before we have to leave for work.”

I reached up to meet his mouth. His lips moved hungrily over mine, demanding, taking, and his eagerness to have me stole my breath. No one had ever wanted me the way he did.

“Tell me. Tell me you want me to fuck you,” he demanded.

“I want you to fuck me,” I replied breathlessly.

He kissed me again, as if he couldn’t stand to have his mouth away from mine for another second. Then he reluctantly dragged his lips from mine.

I took his face between my hands. “Where are you going?”

His eyes simmered with lust and arousal, but then he sighed.

“What’s the matter?”

“I still don’t have any condoms.”

I pulled him back down to me. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I’ll get some, I promise,” Jaxson said skimming his lips down my body and placing his mouth between my breasts.

We were clean. We’d established that. I didn’t care, but I did care that he wanted to do this again because I knew I wanted to, as well. I arched into him, seeking more of his mouth. And he gave me more, kissing a line down to my belly.

For the first time in months, my stomach didn’t twist. Instead, it quivered beneath his mouth, and a soft moan escaped my throat. “Jaxson, I need you inside me.”

Just as softly and slowly as he’d trailed a line of soft kisses down my body, he trailed one up, not stopping until he reached my mouth. “And I can’t wait to be there.”

Looming strong above me, he smiled, and then molded his lips to mine. Our tongues tangled, clashed, twisted, and rolled until I was breathless and panting.

Jaxson groaned low in his throat, and then he pushed his arms underneath me so he could bring me closer to his body.

“You can’t hurt me,” I managed.

As soon as I said this, his hips arched fluidly. And then his cock was sliding in and out of my body until I was dizzy with pleasure. And he was close. So close to me. There wasn’t a part of him that wasn’t touching me. He was surrounding me. Filling me in places that had never been touched. He made me feel safe, wanted, alive.

I closed my eyes and hugged him to me. Not wanting the barest distance between us, I clung to him as he rocked into me, deeper, harder, faster, penetrating me to my very soul.

“Sadie.”

His tender voice pulled me from my scattered thoughts.

“Look at me, Sadie.”

I snapped my eyes open to see him staring intently down at me. “Are you certain you’re okay? I should have asked you last night, but didn’t.”

I nodded. “I’m certain. Just kiss me.”

And he did.

Fiercely.

Possessively.

Like he couldn’t get enough of me.

“How close are you?” he whispered.

“Close,” I said, clawing at his back.

“Good,” he breathed. “Good.” His eyes flashed and his jaw clenched in pure adulterated pleasure as he thrust deeper, harder, faster. I didn’t think I’d ever made anyone go this insane.

“Don’t stop. I’m almost there,” I called out as my release built higher and deeper—so deep I felt like I might turn inside out.

Then he was kissing me again. Harder. Faster. Hotter. Until I was breathing his air and he was breathing mine.

“Oh, God, Jaxson. Oh, God.”

All of his control seemed to be gone, and he began to move at lightning speed. Up. Down. In. Out. “Oh fuck, what you do to me.”

I went slick around him, and he moved easier, pushing into me until I gasped at how deep he had gone.

Calling out his name, I closed my eyes and unraveled beneath him. Coming in bursting rays of pleasure, like a rainbow. Magic. The world blurred for a moment, and then he stilled, plunging one last time into me. He came with his cock buried deep inside me and calling out my name.

As I floated down to earth, Jaxson lowered himself on top of me. I couldn’t move. I felt trapped. But I knew it was okay because with him, I felt safe. I felt good. Alive.

Even though I had no right to.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

SADIE

THE SHOOT WAS COMING TO an end, and I started to gather the pieces of clothing that were strewn along the private beach.

From a distance, I watched as Ashley laid in the sand in a lace-up, black one-piece and talked to Jaxson about her boyfriend.

He snapped.

Gave her direction.

She talked. “He was a real dick when I told him I was coming here with you.”

Jaxson laughed. “He understood you were coming for me to photograph you, didn’t he?”

She shrugged. “Who knows what he thought.”

Jaxson told her to roll around in the sand.

She did.

He lowered his camera. “Get changed. We have a few more shots to get in before we leave here.”

It was only the three of us, and she stripped down right here. Jaxson was surrounded by naked women all the time, and yet he didn’t look at any of them the way he looked at me.

And I was certain he didn’t fuck them like a tiger, either.

Minutes later Ashley was posing seductively against a rock in the shallow sea donning a long-sleeved top with the deepest v.

Water splashed and she played in it as Jaxson photographed her. I stared out at the water, sail boats miles away, coral everywhere, and beauty as far as the eye could see.

The noise of waves barreling onto the sand brought my gaze back to Jaxson.

Ashley was now topless as she leaned against an old wooden pole by the water’s edge with the sun shining brightly.

I wondered if he’d stay behind and photograph me again when he was done working for the day. I wanted to roll in the sand for him. I wondered if he’d demand me to strip out of my clothes and tell me what he wanted me to do. The thought thrilled me. But then I wondered where this sudden need for sex was coming from.

Desperation was the only answer I could come up with.

“That’s a wrap,” he called.

Ashley put her halter top on and then pulled on a pair of skimpy shorts. “Sundance,” she called.

He looked up from his viewfinder.

“When does the plane leave to go back to Antigua?”

“We were scheduled to leave at seven but there’s some kind of delay and we aren’t leaving until nine now.”

“Great! There’s a beach bar a mile ahead waiting for us. Let’s stop by on our way back to the airport.”

I felt my smile fade. I wanted him to myself, but I should have realized I would be sharing him, and not only until we got back to the resort, but this entire trip.

Everyone wanted Sundance.

Not just me.

“Sounds like a plan,” he told her, and shifted his gaze to me. “It will be fun.”

The gear was loaded and we were off. Ashley sat in the front, and I didn’t let it ruffle my feathers. I knew he wanted me. I could see it in his molten gaze. He couldn’t help that she wanted him, boyfriend or not.

Today I was wearing the orange dress again, and with its high neck, I wished I looked sexier.

I wanted to be sexy for him.

Jaxson pulled into The Seaweed Bar ten minutes later, and the Tiki bar was jam-packed.

Half-dressed women and men were everywhere. Reggae music pumped through the speakers, and as Ashley and I followed Jaxson toward the bar, we passed limbo dancers shimmying beneath poles set aflame.

“This place is so cool,” I said.

Ashley turned. “You haven’t seen anything yet. Just wait until dark, it gets crazy.”

I looked out at the view of the sparkling Caribbean. “I can’t wait.”

She laughed and put her hand on Jaxson’s shoulder. He held his hand out for me, and I took it.

“What are you drinking?” Jaxson asked Ashley when we reached the bar.

“I’ll have a Slow, Comfortable Screw.” Ashley made sure to lean in close so he could hear her. I could hear her for goodness sake, she didn’t have to whisper in his ear.

He nodded and looked over her shoulder at me. “Sadie, what would you like?”

You, I wanted to say. “A margarita, please.”

Jaxson ordered the drinks, and once he handed them to us, he lifted his glass. “Cheers.” He clinked Ashley’s glass and then mine.

We drank, and then hit up the food bar. Oysters and little neck clams were shucked, and there were cod tacos and lobster rolls with the rum punch that was the happy hour special.

After a call telling us the plane was delayed another hour, Jaxson arranged for someone to pick us, and the car, up.

The three of us spent the time eating and laughing and watching the dolphins breach the shore.

Ashley raised her glass of punch. “To island living.”

Both Jaxson and I clinked her glass.

Jaxson put his hand on my thigh. The touch was so blatant it made my breath catch. Then he leaned over to whisper in my ear, “You did good today, Thief.”

Thief.

It wasn’t a nickname I loved but one I’d earned, and one he seemed to find amusing. I smiled at him, liking the attention, and the way Ashley was staring at us with envy. “Thank you, Sundance,” I said.

“To you, it’s Jaxson or sir,” he whispered.

I saluted him. “Yes, Sir Jaxson.”

He laughed.

“Am I missing something?” Ashley asked.

Jaxson ran his fingers under the hem of my dress and bent to kiss me. No sweet, gentle peck, either. He didn’t do sweet. This was a full-blown, mouth open, tongue-searching kiss, French kiss. When he pulled away, he looked at her and said, “We’re fucking.”

I should have been embarrassed. It was crude, almost savage, but the way he said it only made me wetter.

“Are you looking for a third?” she asked, and she was completely serious. “I bet Sadie tastes sweet like candy.”

Jaxson must have had too much punch because he said, “She’s sweeter than candy, and I don’t share. She’s mine.”

Mine.

I’d never belonged to anyone.

Ashley stood. “Well, crap,” she sighed.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I’m horny and jealous. I need to find my own Sadie. I’ll be back.”

Jaxson laughed, and I stood, too. “Dance with me?”

He shook his head. “I don’t dance.”

“Make an exception this once?” I pleaded. “For me.”

Amusement twinkled in his eyes, and he pulled me to him. I looked down and he up. His fingers splayed against my ass, his thumb drifting back and forth along the smooth fabric. “Maybe I will.”

He was up to something, and the hunger in his eyes excited me. I wanted to know what he had in mind.

The dance floor left little room for maneuvering. The crowd surged around us, bouncing, wiggling, grinding, and Jaxson wove his way toward the back of the dance floor.

Jaxson took me by the hand, fingers laced, and with one step, he brought me to him. There could be no talking here. The pounding throb of the music thumped its pulse loud and took over all conversations.

Everything was heat and grind and sweat. The music filled us, and he swept me away. I looked up and shivered under his lustful gaze.

We moved together, and my hand slid from his shoulder to cup the back of his neck and tangle in his hair. The heat of his hands branded me as he moved them from my hips to cup my ass.

Our bodies pressed together, and when his cock rubbed against my belly, my mouth parted in a gasp. His touch owned me, did wicked things to me, took over my every thought.

One hand slid down and around to my thigh and his fingers caught the flouncy hem of my skirt, inching it up as we danced.

Bending, he sucked on my neck, licking and biting.

My breath was coming fast and hard, and I was out of control with want as I pulled his head up. “We can’t do this here.”

Blue, green, yellow, and red lights danced over his face, casting it in shadow. “Oh, Sadie, yes we can,” he insisted. “We can do whatever we want as two consenting adults.”

“Here though? In public?”

His fingers found my slick heat, and he lightly swept over my clit, teasing me. “Sadie, no one is paying attention to us. And what did I tell you?”

My body jerked, and a moan tore from my throat. “To do as you instruct.”

Again with the lightest of strokes. “That’s right. So if I tell you I want to see those gorgeous tits of yours, what do you do?”

“I show them to you.”

His hand on my ass pressed harder, hiding everything he was doing in the front from everyone. “That’s right. And if I tell you I want you on your knees, you get there, right?”

I nodded. I would have agreed to anything if it meant he’d stop with the feather-light teasing touches.

His hand on my ass found my crack, and he drew a finger down it, over the fabric. “For the next five weeks, I own your body. Is that clear?”

My hands had drifted to his shoulders, and as his finger stopped on my ass to circle me, I dug my nails into his shoulders.

He gave me a wicked grin. “I promise I will never hurt you. I will always let you come first, or at least come with me. But I decide where and when. Do you understand me?”

“I do.” My voice was a hoarse whisper. It was wanton and weak, and even over the music I knew he could hear the need in it. I wanted to come under his touch over and over.

“Good girl,” he said, and then finally he pressed his finger to my clit and circled my tight nub. I no longer cared who saw us.

He pushed a finger inside me, and my clit pulsed around him. Breathless, aching, my body burning for release, I couldn’t hold back.

I was tipping over the edge with each stroke of his hand, and he knew it. His breath blew hot against my skin, and he nuzzled my ear, whispering something dirty that shattered me.

Biting my lip to stifle the cry that tore from my throat, I dug my fingers even harder into his shoulders. His arms tightened around me, and he held me while I climaxed, my body shuddering and convulsing.

Once my heartbeat slowed, I pulled back and looked up at his handsome face.

He smiled at me. “Come on, let’s take a walk on the beach, beautiful.”

Beautiful.

No one had ever called me that.

Then again, I’d never let anyone get as close to me as I’d let him.

My head might have been buzzing from the tequila, but in that moment, I knew I’d never be able to see blue, green, yellow, and red again without remembering the way he made me feel so good when I knew I was anything but.

He would be my rainbow.

He was magic.

And I’d never forget him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

JAXSON

THE PALE LIGHT OF DAWN was seeping into the room.

Quietly, I got out of bed and pulled some shorts on, grabbed my camera, and stepped outside.

Snap.

Snap.

Click.

Tiny yellow birds flapped their wings as they made their way through the thick grove of palm fronds just outside the veranda, and I captured their flight.

The morning was quiet, and I felt like I was alone on a deserted island. The swish of the gardener’s broom on the paths alerted me I wasn’t the only one awake.

I turned toward the steady roll of the sea a few yards away.

Snap.

Snap.

Click.

This place was paradise. Wild. Untamed. Beautiful.

A lot like Sadie.

Finn hadn’t been able to find anything else out about Simon, but he had found a record of Riley Houston in the Savannah Memorial Medical Center. Breaking into electronic medical records was something new for Finn, and although he saw it as a challenge, he had yet to be able to do it.

I lowered my camera and ran a hand through my hair before I stepped out onto the beach. I hoped like hell that kid was okay because if he wasn’t, it was going to break Sadie.

I found myself trudging on the white sand and standing at the cool water’s edge, squinting at the soon-to-be-blazing sun.

Snap.

Snap.

Click.

Here, in this oasis, I’d been able to distract Sadie from her dark thoughts about herself, and that kid, but what would happen when we returned to reality?

I knew the answer and hated it.

I said I’d keep her safe, and I would, but I couldn’t keep her safe from herself.

She’d turn herself in because she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t.

It was the right thing to do.

I hated the very thought because it meant separating.

And I wasn’t sure she was ready for that.

I wasn’t sure I was ready for that, either.

After capturing the beauty of the morning, I made my way back to the villa and found Sadie still asleep. I stared at her. I thought I knew what love was. I thought I’d been in love with Jules Easton. But had she been right all along to end things between us? Had she known what I felt for her wasn’t true love?

It couldn’t have been because when I looked at Sadie, I saw a woman I’d do anything for to keep safe. A woman I wanted to own. A woman I wanted to be mine.

I’d said fuck love, and I still felt that way. Whatever I was feeling for the woman that I couldn’t seem to get enough of was something more powerful. Something darker. Lustful. Sinful.

It brought out the savage in me, and I never felt more like a man than when I was with her.

I felt powerful.

Strong.

Alive.

When I was with her, I didn’t need to be the easy-going Sundance or the tough Butch.

I just wanted to be me.

I leaned down to kiss her forehead and murmured, “Sleep, Sadie.” Like this, she looked so innocent. So good.

How had all this bad happened to her?

Why had it happened?

I stared down at the two sets of dog tags on the dresser—her father’s and mine, and knew we’d been brought together for a reason.

Resolve filled my bones.

I’d help her get out of this mess.

I’d find a way.

I had to.


CHAPTER THIRTY

SADIE

WITH A JOLT, I SAT up and pulled the sheets to cover by naked breasts.

I still wasn’t used to sleeping naked, but Jaxson insisted on it. Jaxson. Things were changing between us. This was becoming more than just wild sex. Although, I wasn’t sure he wanted to admit it, and I knew I couldn’t.

I pushed my destiny out of my mind. I had five more weeks with him, and I was going to make the most of it.

Throwing aside the sheets, I slid out of bed. When I saw our clothes on the floor, last night came back to me in a flash, and I smiled like a smitten schoolgirl.

St. Kitts.

The dance floor.

Walking on the beach.

Talking about his mother, her drinking, how he practically raised himself. I got it. My father didn’t start drinking until I was much older than he was, but that didn’t change anything.

Life was still tough.

I shut that out and remembered Jaxson.

The way he’d lowered me onto the sand and took me with a need that sent my senses soaring. To me Jaxson was an angel who fucked like the devil.

I looked around.

Where was he, anyway?

The door was open to the bathroom, and when I stepped closer, I could hear the water running. I licked my lips. I had yet to be the aggressor in this relationship, but that was about to change.

Glancing back at our haphazard clothes, I couldn’t believe I wanted him again. I swung my gaze back in his direction, and that was when it landed on the clock. It was almost eight.

Almost eight!

Crap.

So much for the idea of a quiet seduction. There was no time for that. I was going to be late! And if I didn’t hurry I’d miss the plane.

Was he not planning on taking me to work today? Did he not need my help? And if not, why? What had I done? I thought he said I was doing well.

I ran into the bathroom a hundred miles an hour and ducked into the commode room. “Jaxson, why didn’t you wake me? I’m going to be late.” I sounded as panicked as I felt.

His voice echoed from the huge shower. “Relax, Thief. The shoot in Tobago had to be postponed until tomorrow. The plane is still having issues. I thought I’d let you sleep in and then we’d do some shopping and sightseeing.”

“Oh,” I said in relief. “That sounds fun.”

I could hear his chuckle.

He found me amusing, did he?

I’d give him something he wouldn’t laugh about.

Slowly, I stepped out of the commode room and stared through the glass at Jaxson. My plan temporarily derailed. Water streamed down his back and rolled down his hard body. His chocolate-brown hair was wet, and with the weight of the water, it hung longer than it usually did.

I licked my lips.

The seduction was on.

The multiple showerheads were spraying down on him. His eyes were closed as he started washing himself, his hands drifting lower and lower.

My heart started beating wildly. I planned to take over that job. I was his assistant, after all, and if his cock needed help, I couldn’t turn away.

Silently, I stepped inside the sleek marble space. The spray from some of the six water jets hit my face but I didn’t even tremble. My body was already humming with lust-filled adrenaline.

His hands circled his cock and I let out a sigh of desire I couldn’t help from expelling, and in doing so, I gave myself away.

Jaxson’s eyes snapped open and his cock went from the semi-erect state it had been in to fully erect in a matter of moments. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.” I didn’t waste any time sliding my hand over his erection. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

He grinned at me. “No, you didn’t.”

I raised a brow. “Darn, I was hoping to assist.”

His eyes glowed with desire even though he raised his palms in a surrender-like motion. “I think I’ll give you lead on this one,” he said in a gruff voice.

My breath stuttered across my lips as I stepped closer to him and then got on my toes. I kissed his mouth, sliding my tongue in to taste him. I loved the way he swallowed my breath when the kiss got heated.

I pulled away from him moments later and pushed him back against the shower wall.

Dropping to my knees, I glanced up at him, and his dark gaze locked on mine. Heat and desire. Hot. Torrid.

Staring up at him, I took the tip of his cock in my mouth. Drops of water hit my tongue, and I swallowed them as I took him deeper.

A tortured groan rose above the sound of the rushing water, and my entire body became a taut bundle of nerves.

Applying light suction, I took him deeper than I ever had. He hit the back of my throat and I swallowed. The responding hiss from his lips edged me on. I pulled him out and then sucked deeply again.

His chest worked up and down, his breaths coming in ragged bursts. “Fuck,” he groaned.

Untangling his hands from my hair, he slid them down to my arms and lifted me up to him. His mouth crashed to mine in a heated clash and his lips consumed me.

Before I knew what was happening, he lifted me, pinned me to the wall, and had his cock inside me.

“Oh, God,” I screamed out.

I wrapped my legs around him and hooked my ankles together in response. I had no idea how he managed but his thrusts were swift and deep and set a flurry of butterflies free in my belly.

His hands roamed my ass, his mouth consumed mine, and our bodies were one. Something this volatile, this consuming, should have concerned me but I would have had to been able to think, and the only thing I could do was feel.

We came together. Me screaming. Him swearing. And both spent.

Setting me on my feet, he looked down at me. “Maybe we should start every day like this?”

I found it hard to argue.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

SADIE

HE WASN’T RICHARD GERE AND I wasn’t the hooker he was going to give his platinum card to; Jaxson had made that clear before we left.

Considering I had less than twenty dollars to my name, and after paying Abigail back he had less than five hundred to his, we were going bargain hunting.

Still, it sounded like fun.

After a bumpy forty-five minute ride down a two-lane road, we arrived on the top of a hill above English Harbor.

Among the thousand shades of green that surrounded us, the water down below stood out in a sparkling emerald color. Immediately, I could see Jaxson’s eyes light up.

Something had inspired him.

Shirley Heights was an island tradition for tourists, and I was excited to be able to experience it. The cool mountain air was a welcome change, and we elbowed our way through the crowd.

“Look over there,” Jaxson pointed.

It was a food stall selling spicy chicken and cold Wadadli beer. “Are you hungry?” I asked.

“After the morning we had, I’m starving.” He took my hand and we headed across the street.

Carrying our paper plates and plastic cups, we strolled through the throng of people looking for an empty picnic table. A young couple was making out at one, an older couple argued about something at another, and a bunch of kids screeched at one off in the distance.

Wolfing down our lunch while we walked, we took in the culture. After tossing our paper goods away, we milled in the street, stopping at vendors selling their wares.

Right away I spotted a woman selling handmade dresses. The sign read, “2 for 1,” and I knew it was for me.

I’d gone more than a week wearing three dresses and no underwear. Although I hated to spend Jaxson’s money, I really wanted a pair of panties or two, a bra, and maybe a dress that wasn’t neon in color.

I’d pay him back, every cent, I promised, and I meant it. Besides, the exchange rate was crazy good. Every US dollar gave us almost three Eastern Caribbean Dollars.

I pointed across the way. “Come on, let’s stop there,” I said and grabbed Jaxson by the hand.

Obliging, he followed me.

I browsed the tables and found two dresses. One white and one black. “How much?” I asked.

The woman spoke with an Antiguan Creole accent. “Ten dollars.”

Jaxson took out his wallet and pulled out some Eastern Caribbean dollars.

“No. I like American dollars,” she said.

He shook his head and offered her the money. “This is all I have.”

He was good at this.

She took it, of course, and put my items in a plastic bag.

I bounced up on the balls on my feet to kiss him. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back, I promise.”

His gaze glittered, his eyes dark and sultry. “It isn’t going to break me, Sadie, but if you insist, I can think of a few ways I wouldn’t mind being paid back.”

My grin widened. “I already sleep naked, go pantyless and braless, and I’ve agreed to anal play. What could possibly be left?”

His hand went to my ass, and he caressed it. “Oh Sadie, you have so much to learn.”

“Teach me,” I whispered in his ear.

“We’ll learn together,” he said, and then tapped my behind before he took my hand and started walking.

Together.

The word caused a million butterflies to take flight in my belly.

Together.

As if it was a first for him, too.

With my hand in his as we strolled down the street, I felt like a couple. Something I’d never allowed myself the luxury of feeling.

When he leaned down to kiss me for no reason, I struggled to pull in a breath.

Together.

I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and what it meant.

“Why did you and your ex-fiancée breakup?” I asked. I had a burning need to know.

He looked down at me. “Because I didn’t love her enough.”

I blinked. “How does anyone know something like that?”

Jaxson averted his gaze straight ahead. “She just knew, and she wasn’t wrong. When I was with her, I was easy going.”

I pursed my lips in confusion. “In and out of the bedroom?”

Jaxson dropped my hand and pushed me up against a graffiti wall. His dark-blue gaze met mine. “Yes. And until I met you, I had no idea I would like it any other way.”

Realization dawned, and I sputtered for the right words.

He beat me to it, his hand cupping my breast and flicking my nipple in the crowded street while he spoke. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but all you need to know is what we are doing, whatever this is, makes me feel more alive than anything ever has.”

Tremors rocked my body, and I thought I might come right there. I bit my lip to control myself. “I guess I can do without the underwear for a few more weeks.”

His lips twisted into a satisfied grin. “See, you’re learning already,” he said, and then he put his arm around my waist, pulling me close to his side, and started walking.

This man had become everything I never knew I wanted, and for five weeks, he would be mine.

“What about you?” he asked as we strolled down the crowded street, taking in all the activity and color.

“What about me, what?” I asked.

“What types of relationships have you had?”

Heat seeped up my neck in slight embarrassment as I said, “I’ve never had a boyfriend. Not really. I never had the time, and for the longest time I never stayed in one place.”

His pace slowed, and he pulled my chin to look at him. There was a warmth, a tenderness in his gaze that I had never seen. “Then consider me your first.”

It should have thrilled me, but it only made me sad. “My five-week boyfriend. It sounds rather poetic, don’t you think?”

That warmth disappeared instantly, and his face went blank. Like he was wearing a mask. “With the added benefit of endless sex,” he said, although there was no humor in his tone.

I nodded, feeling like we were both making a point that did nothing to bond us. In fact, it was meant to make certain we kept our distance.

We walked in silence for a while, and then we stopped for a couple more Wadadli beers, after which the mood lightened once more. Stopping at a few more vendors, I insisted on using the last of my money to buy Jaxson a hat with a wide rim that made him look like he was going on Safari and a T-shirt that read, “Antigua Runs In My Veins.” Somehow he negotiated two dresses and a matching hat for me into the transaction. I was pretty much set in the clothing department for the remainder of the trip.

Flat-roofed cinder block buildings and churches on every corner were the norm in the town. We buzzed by body shops, stands with fruits and vegetables. A few trees gave shade, but there weren’t many.

In what was the town square, Jaxson joined a boisterous crowd circling several people who were twisting and bopping to the fast tempo of steel drums.

I laughed so hard I was crying.

I couldn’t ever remember having so much fun.

The sun that was so fiercely bright had finally gone behind the clouds, and it was a welcome relief.

We were just about to turn back and head to the bus stop when Jaxson stopped and steered me down a side street.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“You’ll see.” His tone was husky.

The building we stopped in front of was non-descript. It wasn’t a vendor or outdoor booth. It was brick and mortar.

The sign on the old battered awning read, “Latex and Lace, An Adult Toy Shop.”

A few men went in and out before we reached the door. “How did you know this was here?” I asked Jaxson.

“I didn’t,” he said. “I saw the advertisement on the corner.”

I turned back, and sure enough, the wall was painted with dancing girls and film booths.

He opened the door, and I stepped inside. Jaxson stayed close and asked, “Have you ever been in a store like this?”

I shook my head no. Sad but true. I was in my late twenties and although I’d lost my virginity at eighteen, I never really cared that much about sex. Sure, I had it. Even needed it at times. But never craved it the way I did with Jaxson. “What about you?” I asked, looking up at his messy hair and dark gaze.

“A few times, mostly to get gag gifts for friends’ weddings.”

“So never for yourself?”

“Never,” he whispered with promise in his tone.

Jaxson grabbed a basket. A basket. What the hell were we buying? I didn’t ask. I just walked down the aisle beside him. Dildos, fur-lined cuffs, and vibrators in every shape and size surrounded us. Jaxson picked up one of the vibrators. “Do you own of these?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

Well, I did. It was in the storage unit I’d given Simon the key to so he could sell everything. Great. The vibrator would be an added bonus.

“Ever use it?” Jaxson asked.

Heat coated my cheeks. “No,” I whispered.

Jaxson picked up a box that read, “Powerful Bluetooth Remote Controlled Vibrating Egg.”

My eyes popped out of my head. “What are you going to do with that?”

“Have a lot of fun.”

I drew in a breath and followed him as he turned down the next aisle full of anal beads and butt plugs. When he picked up a box that read, “Beginner, Flared Base,” I couldn’t even ask what that was for. I knew.

Beside it sat tubes of lubrication in a million different sizes and flavors. Cherry, yuk.

Thank God he picked up the normal kind and tossed it in the basket.

There was a rack of cheap crotchless panties, and Jaxson stopped and picked up a pair. “How about these?” he asked with a smirk tilting his lips. A box of edible underwear stood beside it. I considered those, but again, yuk.

Just because he thought I’d say no to the crotchless panties, I said, “Sure, I’d love a pair.”

Okay, they looked really uncomfortable, and I longed for my white cotton panties.

“Admit you like this,” he said.

I shook my head.

At the end of the aisle were booths. Jaxson set the basket down and inserted a few coins. Then he pushed me in. Inside ran a movie of naked women with huge boobs. I mean huge. It was rather obnoxious, to be honest. Jaxson didn’t look at the screen. He just stuck his hand under my dress and cupped my pussy from behind.

“Fuck, I knew you would be turned on by all of this. You’re so wet.”

I pushed into his touch. Wet and ready to come. I’d been wet and ready for hours. I was certain my arousal must have been dripping down my leg.

He slid a finger inside me. “I did this to you, didn’t I?”

“Yes,” I moaned.

He added another, and I squirmed under his touch.

And then, just like that, the movie ended. “Come on,” he said, “time to go.”

“Wait? What?”

“They play short films to keep people moving fast,” he smirked. “Give them just a taste.”

A taste.

I narrowed my gaze at him.

He shrugged and exited the booth.

Cocky.

Arrogant.

Full of himself.

After one last glance at the giant boobies, I followed him. He was bending to pick the basket up and peered up at me from beneath his lashes when I stepped beside him. “The anticipation is going to be so worth the wait.”

I knew he was right.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

JAXSON

THE WHOLE PART-OF-THE-PLEASURE-IS-THE-PAIN THING WASN’T exactly something I was down with.

My hands shook as I tore open the packaging for the butt plug. I knew what to do with it, of course, even if I’d never actually touched one.

Still, I stared at the open box. The objective of the item was to allow her anus to tightly wrap around my cock’s entire length. I had to admit, I wanted to know what it felt like.

Even just once.

I glanced down at the bed where Sadie laid naked on her stomach, her glossy hair spilling on her shoulders. “You sure about this?” I asked.

We’d waited two days since buying it, letting it sit in the drawer of the bedside table until we had the time to spend on it.

It was only seven, and we’d finished the shoot early, had an early dinner, and come back to the villa for a drink or two before exploring the first steps of anal play.

On our way back from the restaurant, Sadie had told me about her concern that if she drank too much, she’d turn out like her father, an alcoholic.

I got it.

Understood it, even.

And her concern was valid.

I had the very same one, which was why I typically paced myself. The past year had been anything but typical though, and I knew I had been using alcohol as a way to forget.

It wasn’t healthy or a good idea.

We’d both agreed we’d stop using liquor to dull the pain, and passed on the after-dinner drinks. It didn’t mean we’d never drink. It meant we understood too much could result in something neither one of us wanted. Besides, for now, we’d found another way to dull the pain.

Each other.

Although I had to admit, ever since Sadie, I hadn’t thought about Jules at all. The pain of losing her seemed to be gone.

Sadie’s eyes smoldered with a heat I swore I could feel as she looked up at me. “I’m sure. I want us both to lose our anal virginity together,” she giggled. “If I hate it, or you do, we won’t do it again. Deal?”

“Deal.” I moved around the bed and pulled her so that her legs hung off it, and then I applied a generous amount of lubricant to the plug and her ass.

She tensed.

“You sure about this?” I asked.

She nodded and closed her eyes. “I am.”

Sliding my fingers inside her to coat her passageway, I took my time, making certain not to rush it.

I wanted her to enjoy it.

Desire raged in my veins as I took my time. I couldn’t get enough of this girl. We fucked every morning, every night, and if we could, during the day, and still I’d still wake up in the middle of the night rock hard.

I wanted to blame it on my year of self-induced celibacy, but the truth was before Sadie I never had the drive I had with her. Sure, I liked to fuck, but nothing like this.

This was all her.

I inserted the tip of the plug ever so much, and paused. “You okay?”

She laughed. “I can’t even feel it yet. I don’t think it’s in me.”

I looked down. Perhaps it wasn’t. “Maybe not.”

“Jaxson, this isn’t a clinical procedure. It’s supposed to be fun and sexy. Relax. I’m not made of glass. I won’t break. Promise.”

I blew out a breath and laughed. She was entirely right.

With my free hand, I found her pussy, and it was so wet with her juices, I think I growled.

“That’s it,” she moaned.

Knowing I had this, I dragged a finger through her pussy and teased her. “Sorry, babe, I’m nervous I’m going to hurt you.”

She looked over her shoulder at me. “You could never hurt me.”

I hoped that was true. I kissed her shoulder and nipped at it before returning my attention back to the plug.

This time I made sure to insert it, stretching her opening the slightest bit as I pushed it in.

Her soft moan told me she was enjoying it and suddenly I couldn’t wait until I could replace the plug with my cock.

Withdrawing it slightly, I pushed it back in, slowing fucking her ass with it as she stretched around it. I went a bit deeper with each thrust, and when I was almost there, I reached around and started to stroke her clit.

“Oh God,” she cried out. “Don’t stop.”

I didn’t. I worked her clit to keep her occupied and the plug at the same time, until the plug was right where it was supposed to be.

Her body was shaking, and she cried out, “Please, don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” I told her. “Now get up on your knees.”

She did.

And that’s when I slid into her tight heat. Fuck. It felt too good. I went slow, watching how she arched her back, how her legs trembled, how much pleasure she was getting from this.

I thrust forward, back and forth. Back and forth.

She moaned and twisted beneath me.

I looked down, enjoying the sight of my dick sliding from her pussy, the plug tight in her ass, and how snug she felt.

I pushed a little farther and thought my eyes might roll back in my head when I did. Nothing had ever felt this good.

Sadie felt it, too. Her hands clasped the sheets, and her cries filled the room. Sweat beaded on my forehead as I pushed in and out of her warm, damp folds. The plug making her pussy so much smaller than it already was. So much tighter around my cock. So unbelievably good.

I paused and pulled out. Her head swiveled in my direction. “What are you doing? Don’t stop.”

“I’m not. Just changing position.” I wanted to laugh when I answered her but didn’t. Instead, I flipped her over and positioned my dick at her opening before I plunged forward.

Deeper.

Harder.

Fuckkkkkk.

My hips smacked against her, moving her entire body. My vision blurred. Her gasps rung in my ear and then her splintered cries of desire pushed me over the edge.

“Oh my God, Jaxson,” she cried.

Stilling, I found the last of my release and refused to leave her tight cocoon. I wanted to stay here all night.

For the rest of my fucking life.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

SADIE

I FLOPPED BACK INTO A low, cushioned wicker armchair under a humming ceiling fan.

It was our last day in this paradise. Tomorrow we were heading to Barbados—the easternmost Caribbean island that everyone referred to as charming.

Charming.

I wanted to experience it.

Know it.

Feel it.

With him.

Jaxson.

From my comfy chair, I looked at the flat, translucent sea and the two volcanic structures that framed Gallery Bay, giving it a cocooning effect. I felt safe here away from the world.

It had been two weeks and I couldn’t believe how different I felt from when I first arrived.

Simon had yet to return my texts or calls, whether it was because he was pissed as hell at me or just didn’t want to, I hadn’t a clue.

I tried to call Moongate, but the phones hadn’t been turned on yet. I’d called the bar I’d met Simon in that fatal night and asked if he’d been back. The woman who answered had no idea who I was referring to, and when I asked to talk to the old man who worked behind the bar, she told me she wasn’t an answering service.

I would be back in the States in four weeks. And if Simon didn’t answer by then, I would find him and Riley, too. I would atone for my sins.

Step 8: Make a list of all persons we have harmed, and become willing to make amends to them all.

The vibrator started up again, and I took a deep breath. This remote control piece of technology came with a timer.

Jaxson had decided this afternoon would be a good time to put it to use since he was meeting with the editor of Sports Illustrated and I would be at the villa alone.

A few nights ago we’d tried the anal plaything, and both decided the butt plug and vaginal sex was definitely more satisfying. At least we’d lost our virginity together. The vibrator was a way for Jaxson to tease me when he wasn’t actually around.

And tease it did.

It brought me right to the brink of orgasm and then turned off. I had no idea what cycle he’d put it on, but my guess was it was some kind of random setting just to drive me mad.

I thought about taking it out at least a hundred times, but if I kept it in all day, he’d promised me tonight was mine. Meaning sex was whatever I wanted. What I said. And I liked that idea. A lot.

In the past fourteen days, I‘d had more sex than I’d had in my entire life. Tried more things than I ever thought I would, including playing with myself in front of Jaxson.

I didn’t hate it.

In fact, his reaction was worth every embarrassing moment.

The man was full of dormant fantasies. Not to mention he was a sex machine. A small part of me worried he was trying to fuck his ex-fiancée out of his system. A bigger part of me hoped it was because he just couldn’t get enough of me.

I stared down at the pad of paper in my lap. I’d stopped writing for a column that was no longer mine. Elise had taken it over, but I started something new. I’d taken to documenting my time on the islands. Normally, when I wrote I used Jaxson’s laptop if he wasn’t editing photos. Today he had it with him to review the pictures from Antigua with his editor.

I re-read my draft.

 

Tobogo—the Caribbean’s Most Undeveloped Island

 

It’s a particular type of tropical beauty.

 

Quiet.

Tranquil.

As if ready for you to unwind.

 

The views are as close to perfection as one can get. Untouched land. Jade and turquoise waters. Trunks of palms so tall you can’t even see the top. Even the tree frogs sing with excitement.

 

On a short and simple river walk, we pass through an area of explosive greenery that looks picture perfect. Following the flow of a stream through a magical trail, we eventually hear the hiss and rush of a waterfall and pool. This view is spellbinding.

 

Setting my pen and paper on the table beside me, I closed my eyes, picturing every second of our trek through the wild.

This was nothing I had expected and nothing I had deserved, but I was here and so was Jaxson.

Just then my phone buzzed. I picked up thinking it was Jaxson with something dirty to say. It wasn’t.

Simon: Where are you?

I hesitated over the keypad. I couldn’t tell him where I was. It was wrong.

Me: How’s Riley?

There was no response. He was upset with me and punishing me. I tried something else.

Me: Did you sell all of my things?

Simon: Yes.

Me: Did you get enough so he could have his surgery?

Again, there was no response.

Me: Are you not going to talk to me about Riley?

Simon: Stop running and come back here and I will.

Stop running. I wasn’t sure I ever would. Ever could.

I sighed. Pissed-off Simon wasn’t going to tell me anything. I’d have to find out for myself. I closed my eyes and wished things were different. Wished I could just know. Wished for a lot. Still, nothing changed.

The door opened just as my vibrator turned on. Perfect timing or planned? Either way, this thing was coming out. I couldn’t take it anymore. Sex toys could be checked off my bucket list. Not that I had one, but I had started to make one.

Jaxson had one, and I envied the things he wanted to do with his life. This trip being one of them.

“Sadie,” Jaxson called.

“I’m out on the veranda,” I called, taking a sip of my cool water.

He came into the doorway wearing a pressed white shirt, unbuttoned at the top, paired with dark slacks and a pair of expensive shoes. Under his shirt, I could see the impressive muscle tone of his arms and chest.

He looked like sin.

He looked like a million dollars.

He looked edible.

Jaxson Cassidy made my toes curl. He was the kind of perfection that belonged in photos. He just preferred to be the one taking them.

He leaned against the doorframe and lowered his sunglasses. In one hand he gripped a large shopping bag.

“What’s that?” I asked.

He lowered his sunglasses. The almost navy eyes beneath were languid—lazy, slow, deep, and mesmerizing. “No hi honey, I missed you? How’d it go with your editor? Just what’s in the bag?”

I gave him a sly grin and rose to my bare feet. “Hi, honey, I missed you. How’d it go with your editor?”

Those full soft lips quirked to one side. “It went well. Not great, but well. She wants more cutting edge, and gave me some ideas for Barbados.”

I walked toward him. “Oh yeah, like what kind of ideas?”

“More skin. More water. Less background. She wants Haley on the cover, topless.”

Haley was the cutest, youngest blonde who’d flown in yesterday. Jaxson hadn’t shot her yet, but he did spend a good three hours with her practicing different poses and seeing how pliable her body was. After I saw how well they worked together, I knew she’d make a great cover, and I was excited for him.

Right in front of him now, I rubbed against him. “They sound like things you can easily accomplish.”

He looked down at me, his mouth still quirked. “They are. Although she loved the scenic photos, she said they weren’t right for the swimsuit issue.”

“I love those,” I told him, running my hands up the smooth fabric of his shirt. “But I get where she’s coming from. I think the focus is supposed to be on the swimsuits.”

“Yeah, right. I think I get carried away sometimes.”

“You’ll remedy that. I’m certain. And I’ll help you. Now, what’s in the bag?”

His mouth stretched into a slow grin. “I got a call from an investigator who works for my insurance company. He found my stolen camera at a pawn shop in Miami.”

“Miami?” That made no sense.

“Yeah, the investigator said some guy named Sidney McRay pawned it. Do you know who he is?”

Heat rose to the tips of my ears in embarrassment for what I’d done. I couldn’t help shrinking into myself. “No, Simon must have sold the camera locally to this guy or someone else to get the money for Riley. And either this guy pawned it in Miami or the person Simon sold it to, sold it to this Sidney.”

Jaxson’s lip curled.

Just then the sound of waves crashing against the rocks sounded very loud. Like even the devil was upset with me and shaking the earth from below. “I’m so sorry.”

He put a finger to my lips. “Stop. This is good news. They need to hold onto it for at least couple of weeks, but I’ll get it back.”

There was no reason for me to be sad about that fact, yet I felt my smile fade. “That’s great news.”

Jaxson lifted my chin. “Why do I feel like you really don’t think that?”

I tried to hide my confused reluctance, but I couldn’t. “Now you can afford to hire a real assistant since you can return your new camera.”

He leaned down and kissed my lips so softly. “You are a real assistant. I’m not firing you, and I’m not letting you quit. Besides, I can’t return it. It’s not that easy. I’ve used it.”

I felt the oddest quake in my heart. I ignored it and pointed to the bag. “So that’s not my severance?”

His grin got even broader. “No, not even close.” He smirked and handed me the bag. “Think of it as a bonus. I bought you some things.”

I rolled my eyes. “Please, Jaxson, no more sex toys.” Thank God the vibrator had stopped buzzing.

He laughed until tears filled his eyes.

“It’s not funny. This vibrator needs to come out.”

When he could speak, he did something so like him. He reached beneath the hem of my dress and simply pulled the toy from my pussy and walked inside, tossed it in the trashcan near the bar and then returned. “Better?”

I nodded, thankful to be rid of it.

After washing his hands, he grabbed my fingers and pulled me to the outdoor sofa where we both sat. “Now are you ready for your presents?”

“Presents?”

He nodded.

“You’re grinning like a fool, Jaxson.”

“Open them already.”

I pulled two large boxes from the bag. One was white and the other black. I took the white one first. I started to ease off the pretty paper, not wanting to tear it, but Jaxson shook his head with a sigh and forced my fingers to rip it off. In moments it lay on the floor in a shredded heap.

I glanced over at him.

He gave me a nod.

Slowly, I lifted the lid to find a box full of white cotton panties, cotton bras, a pair of low white heels, and the most beautiful white cotton dress I’d ever seen.

My mouth dropped. “Jaxson,” I exclaimed. “How, why?”

“Don’t worry about it. Now, open the other box.”

With shaking fingers, I took the black box, and this time I ripped the paper off. Inside sat black silk panties, black satin bras, a pair of high black heels, and a stunning black silk dress.

No one had ever given me anything even remotely close. Things I loved and not only did he know this but he took the time to acquire them.

“Hey . . . don’t cry.” He wiped a tear from my cheek but couldn’t wipe any more away because I was squeezing him way too tightly.

“You shouldn’t have spent money on me you don’t even have.”

“I do have money. I got a second advance today, and I wanted to.”

“I love you,” I said.

We both froze, cheek to cheek, with the boxes between us. I hadn’t meant to say anything like that, and it was obvious he wasn’t expecting me to either by the look on his face.

“For doing this,” I added, attempting to brush the comment away. “Thank you.”

Thank God, he let me. “You’re welcome,” he said with a slow and easy smile that almost erased the misstep. “So when do I get my fashion show?”

I cupped his face. “How about now?”

“Now works.”

With the vibrator driving me to the brink over and over all afternoon, it more than worked for me.

I stripped down right in front of him, and he lifted his camera while I did. I was used to this by now, and I couldn’t believe it didn’t bother me. That dazzling smile he gave me whenever he lowered his lens made me feel sexy. Wanted. Desired. All things I didn’t recall feeling until Jaxson, or at least to the degree I did with him.

Jaxson laughed at my white cotton panties, but I didn’t care. I felt comfortable in them. I felt good in them. “I have to admit,” he said, his indigo stare on me, “they look pretty hot.”

Seriously, that might have been taking it a bit far, but I’d take the compliment.

When I changed out of the white ones and into the black ones, Jaxson licked his lips.

Everything fit like a dream.

That saleswoman at the boutique really did know her stuff.

I was pulling the gorgeous tea-length black silk dress from my body when he said, “Don’t move.”

I looked toward him.

His eye was to the lens. The whirl and snap of the shutter was the only noise in the open space except our heavy breathing. Taking picture after picture, he moved around me. Posing me. Adjusting me. And touching me over and over. “I think I found my inspiration in you, Sadie Banks. You’re my muse.”

Awed by his words, I said nothing.

He set the camera down and his mouth found my bare shoulder. “I have to admit,” he said, his voice gruff, “you look good in underwear.”

I burst into laughter. It was loud. Unfettered. And I stifled it with my hand when he moved along my skin with a sureness of familiarity.

“I’m serious.” His fingertips traced my spine.

“I know you are.” My words were hoarse.

He took my hands, and I threw my arms around him, wanting to feel his warmth, his goodness, him.

Lowering his head, he took my lips in a drugging kiss. His tongue was warm, and every time he put it inside my mouth, I felt tingles all over my skin.

His hands went to my ass and he lifted me. Automatically, I wrapped my legs around him, and once I did, he carried me into the bedroom.

Inside, he set me down on the dresser and stood between my legs, his mouth back on mine, and taking my breath away.

He didn’t take my new bra off; he just yanked down the cup and took my nipple in his mouth.

I gasped and allowed my head to lull back. “Jaxson . . .”

He sucked harder, twirling his tongue against my nipple, making me wetter and wetter by the second.

“You taste delicious,” he groaned as he pulled down the other cup and took that nipple in his mouth. After he’d given both nipples equal attention, he pulled back and yanked his T-shirt off, revealing miles of hard, strong, male chest and muscles.

I didn’t think I could get enough of his naked torso.

He took me in, sitting in just my new bra and panties, and his pupils filled with lust as he eye fucked me.

I looked back at him, lust filling my gaze as well. “Take me to bed,” I begged.

He did, and without protesting my request.

When he picked me up and laid me down on the bed, he followed close behind. He settled on top of me, kissing me senseless, his hands traveling down my body and gripping my ass.

I raked my nails down his back and moaned, rocking my hips against his hardness.

“Please . . .” I begged.

He chuckled against my neck, and then lifted his head to look me in the eye when he placed his hand over my panties. “Tonight is your night. Remember?”

“How could I forget?”

He pressed a little harder and I tingled with a fuzzy warmth.

“So,” he drawled.

I licked my lips and blinked. “So, what?”

His fingers teased inside my panties and I knew I was so wet. “What do you want? It’s your call.”

“Screw it,” I said. “I’m giving my turn to you.”

That earned me a heartier chuckle than ever before. “What do you want, my sexy thief?” He kissed my neck and rubbed his fingers against my swollen and ready pussy.

I could feel my pulse everywhere. I pulled his head in the direction of my face so that he’d kiss me. “I want you.”

A groan of pure male hunger rumbled in his chest, and he crashed his lips to mine. “And I want you.”

The way he groaned it around our hot kiss made me think he meant more than just in this moment. That he meant forever.

Too bad there would never be a forever for us.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

JAXSON

I DRANK COFFEE ON THE porch, watching a family of green monkeys jump from tree to tree.

I was shooting on the interior of the island today, away from the coast. Something I hadn’t done yet. I had to work with the shadows of the landscape, modifying them with a strategically placed screen that Sadie would be holding.

She was getting really good at this assistant gig.

I shot the cover photo nine days ago when we first arrived in Barbados and sent it to Kylie, my editor, yesterday.

She called me immediately. Said it was fucking fantastic.

That she loved the Egyptian necklace. Sadie had picked that out, and I’d had my doubts. It was big and brought your eyes right there. Sadie rolled her own eyes, telling me that was the point. “Eyes on the breasts, Sundance,” she quipped.

It was the first time since I told her that was my name, she’d called me that. I didn’t like it. To the world I was Sundance. To her I was Jaxson. I made sure she knew it.

Kylie also went crazy for the gold chain bottoms. Said they were the perfect balance for going with the topless option, the more edgy one. Then she added that the turquoise water was exactly what she wanted in the background.

Score.

I did it.

I wanted to fist pump.

I’d shot the cover for the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition. I was still having a hard time processing it. This would give me carte blanche to just about any job I wanted. What I wanted though, that was what I had no fucking clue about.

I’d gotten rid of my life, basically. Packed up, sold, stored everything. I was free, but I wasn’t sure that was what I wanted to be anymore.

I walked down the hill to the beach. At the bottom was the main road with beach houses and rum shacks on one side and the coast on the other.

The beach went on for miles and miles and was inhabited by massive limestone boulders that separated it into smaller sections. So incredibly different from Antigua and yet so alike.

Shading my eyes, I glanced upward. Surrounded by tropical gardens, Sea-U Guest House Bathsheba Barbados Hotel B&B was the perfect quaint hotel for this segment of the shoot.

Hammocks were strung lazily between coconut palms and provided amazing panoramic ocean views. Everything was laid back and off beat. Nothing fussy or too elegant.

I glanced ahead and watched the waves break on tremendous limestone rocks. We were far removed from the hustle and bustle of the real world. And I knew I could get used to this kind of life.

But real life awaited me.

I pulled out my phone and called Finn. He’d called me last night and left me a message that he’d found something I wasn’t going to like and to call him back. He was in California now, training, and I knew I was going to wake him, but I had a shoot all day and didn’t want to wait until tonight to find out what he knew.

The call struggled to connect.

I looked over at the beach. There were tide pools the size of small swimming pools, and I saw a young couple with a baby soaking in the turquoise waters. It was the first time I ever thought of having a family of my own. Not even with Jules had I ever imagined children.

I did now.

“Hey,” he said into the phone, sounding surprisingly alert.

“Hey, man, sorry I missed your call last night, I was—” I let the words trail off. I couldn’t tell him I was busy fucking the girl I couldn’t seem to get enough of.

Finn didn’t ask me what I was doing. “Don’t worry about it. Listen, I don’t have a lot of time. I have to meet my trainer in ten.”

“Yeah, I know you’re busy and I really appreciate the effort you’ve been putting into this.”

“I wish I had more time because after pulling footage from that pawn shop in Miami of Sidney McRay, I ran his face through some facial recognition software, and guess who Sidney McRay is?”

I ran a rough hand through my hair. “Who?”

“Simon McCoy.”

“Mother fucker. What was he doing in Miami selling my camera?”

“Isn’t that the million dollar question? He’s either a real dumb shit or a very smart fucker. I’m not sure which. I’m also not sure if either of those names are actually his.”

Sadie Banks. Sarah Barnes. They were both his. I knew it. It was his MO. “His real name is Simon McCoy for certain, but I don’t think that means shit.”

“Me either. This could be just one of many identities he’s been living under. Look, I’m sending you his picture and what I found on this Sidney McRay—last address, places of work, vehicle registration, bank account, and I even got his credit card charges.”

“Thanks, man, I really appreciate this.”

“One more thing,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“I was able to breach the hospital server. And although I found a Riley Houston, I had a really hard time reading the medical records. I did the best I could navigating through it. The thing is, Sundance, I didn’t see anything about a spinal injury or a surgery.”

“But he was in the hospital?”

“Yeah, for sure. Of course, I had no idea what the fuck I was reading and I got booted out before I could finish looking around. However, I did see an address for the family. I’ll try to find it again and send it later. You know Jake is back, and I was thinking you could call him. Ask him to take a look and interpret it.”

Shit, I hadn’t even given my ex-fiancée or her new husband a second thought. It was the first time his name didn’t feel like tiny shards of metal being shoved under my fingernails. “No, I hate to get him involved.”

“Yeah, I know. Just a thought. I’ll keep at it and let you know if I find another way in. Gotta run.”

“Bye, man. See you.”

I hit the disconnect button and watched as someone cheered on a dog that had dove in the water.

Simon McCoy or Sidney McCray, or whatever the fuck he was called, had a life in Miami.

Money.

A car.

An apartment.

The question was why had he lied to Sadie?

And how the fuck was she going to accept that he had?

One of the young men who worked at the B&B was dragging a paddleboard toward me. “This is big enough to land a plane on,” he said, by way of invitation.

After days of watching everyone else stand up on a board, I decided what the fuck did I have to lose.

With the sun beating down on me, I attached the leash to my ankle, swam out in the water, and hurled myself onto the board with all the grace of a sea lion. It was in those few short moments that I managed to find my balance, that I knew what I had to do to make Sadie see the light.

And she wasn’t going to like it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

SADIE

THE BREAKS IN BARBADOS MAY not be on the same level as the Gold Coast of Australia, but that didn’t stop the tourists from surfing.

Me. I preferred wading.

My feet found the hard-packed sand the last wave had left behind. I curled my toes into the grooves. A glimmer of white foam appeared, but the water didn’t reach me, not yet.

I took a dragging step, letting my feet guide me so I wouldn’t come down on any sharp shells. Another step forward led me to even wetter sand.

The rush and roar of the waves threw spray up into the breeze, and I welcomed it upon my blazing skin.

The water was warm as it kissed my ankles.

Laughing, I bent to let it flow over my hands, my wrists, my elbows. Finally, I knelt, soaking myself in the Caribbean sea.

Cleansing myself.

I wanted to stay like this forever and never go back to where I’d come from but that was a wild fantasy made of fluffy white clouds. The reality was my time was coming to a very quick end, and I had to start preparing myself for the whole rock-meet-bottom thing I was going to be stepping into. Following my father’s footsteps, after all.

Step 9: Make direct amends to such people whenever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.

Getting to my feet, I made my way toward the shore. I would be accountable for what I’d done. I had to be.

The warm breeze felt good on my skin, and I took a moment to look up at the sky.

It was so blue.

I wondered how often you were allowed outside in prison. When would I be able to see something this beautiful again?

I held back my tears.

I would not feel sorry for myself.

I had made this bed, and now I would force myself to lie in it.

My eyes fell to my wrist. The rainbow of hope. The symbol of hope. Balance. Good luck. Of a brighter future. I hoped I had one. Some day.

Shaking off the sadness, there would be plenty of time for that later, I wrapped a towel around myself, slipped on my sandals, and then hiked up the hill to the bed and breakfast. We had a late shoot today, but I had gear to pack, so it was time to get ready.

The white clapboard buildings with wooden hurricane shutters were nestled together. The main plantation-style house in the middle and the guest cottages dotted along either side of it.

As soon I unlocked the door to our top-floor bedroom suite in the main house, I saw him on the bed. Dark head down. Elbows on his knees. His indigo stare rose, but the light that had been in it for weeks looked diminished. Like something had snuffed it out.

The coral tropic décor suddenly seemed so icy, and I felt a pang in my heart. Something wasn’t right.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, closing the door behind me. It squeaked, and so did the floors as I slowly made my way toward him.

Jaxson got to his feet, and his straight, rigid posture made him appear all-powerful. “I’m only going to ask you this once, Sadie. Do you understand me?”

That dominance he always exuded turned dark, and I choked on my breath. “Yes.”

His jaw twitched. “Has this whole thing been a lie?”

Bile rose up my throat. I wanted to turn and run, my fight-or-flight instinct kicking in, but I fought it. What was going on? I thought we were past this. “Nothing I told you was a lie. I told you everything. I told you the truth. You know that!”

His burning glare never left my worried stare. “Are you sure? Absolutely certain.”

I gulped. “Yes.”

“Well, it turns out Simon is Sidney, and he could have afforded to pay for that operation twice over. He didn’t need my cameras or my money, or you.”

My knees threatened to give way, and I sat on the bed with my hands under my legs to stop their shaking. “That’s not true. He had nothing. He told me so, or he would have helped.”

Jaxson tossed his phone beside me on the bed. “Read this,” he gritted out, his nostrils flaring.

Hesitantly, I picked it up.

Blood whooshed in my ears as I thumbed through the photos and documents attached to an email his friend Finn had sent.

It took me a few long moments to process what I was looking at. According to these papers, Simon, or rather Sidney, as was evidenced by the pawn store footage, owned a Mercedes, had over two hundred thousand dollars to his name, and owned a condo in Coral Gables.

Rage tingled up my spine. Coral Gables. The wealthiest area in Miami. Miami.

My fists clenched together as I fought for air. I wanted to kill him.

Why hadn’t he just given the Houstons the money?

Why make me do all this?

I glanced up and caught sight of Jaxson’s expression, which had morphed from pure anger into a taut frown. Don’t get me wrong—it wasn’t softer by any means. I swiped the tears from my eyes as fast as they fell and the word slipped out. “Why?”

“Why what, Sadie?”

We were past this, and I wasn’t going backwards. Standing up and crossing my arms, I pinched my lips together to stop myself from shouting when I spoke. I knew he didn’t mean what he said, but it still hurt. “Why did Simon lie to me about his situation?”

“Are you sure he was the one lying?”

My entire body trembled. “Yes! I’m sure. He lied, and I want to know why.”

From the stance he’d taken against the wall, he studied me like he had that first night in Antigua. And just like that night, I allowed him to. When he was done with the whole brooding thing, he muttered, “It’s pretty fucking obvious.”

Yes, it was. Simon, the thief, had become Sidney, the thief, and the worst part was I should have never believed him when he told me he’d reformed. Was he even really going to be running Moongate, or was that a lie, too?

I opened my mouth to tell Jaxson about Simon and his thieving ways, but didn’t have the courage. I felt like a fool.

His glare was harsh, those blue eyes hard enough to cut diamonds.

I couldn’t take the coldness any longer. I knew beneath the shell was a warm man who cared. I just had to remind him. I got to my feet, taking small challenging steps in his direction. “Stop treating me like I’m lying. You know I’m not.”

He took a moment to examine me, his eyes burning as he scanned me from head to toe, as if he was sizing me up. “Then stop acting like you don’t see the writing on the wall pretty fucking clearly.”

I halted in my movement. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re living in denial.”

My stomach somersaulted, and I looked at him with my mouth hanging open. “I’m not in denial.”

He pushed off the wall and headed in my direction. “Yes. You. Are. Simon McCoy is a psychopath who enjoys benefitting from other people’s misery. Face it.”

I closed the distance between us and pointed my finger right at his chest. “You might be right, Jaxson Cassidy, but you’re also being a dick.” I turned and started for the bathroom.

Step 10: Continue to take personal inventory and when we are wrong, promptly admit it.

He grabbed my wrist and pulled me flush against his body. “Where are you going?”

I refused to look at him. To give him one more second of my attention than I needed to. “To get dressed so I can prepare for the shoot today.”

I wanted to text Simon and ask him about all of this, but something in my gut told me not to. To let the quiet between us remain that way—for now.

Jaxson leaned down, his voice gruff and low. “I already packed everything.”

I stared at him and really thought I was going to break down. I needed that task to occupy my mind. It was my job, not his.

He went on. “I want you to toughen up, Sadie. Stand your ground when you know you’re right. This asshole is up to something, and I promise you I’m going to find out what. And then I’ll make him pay.”

I shook my head and looked at my bare toes. “But Jaxson, that’s just it, he isn’t up to anything. And even if he is, it doesn’t matter. I hit that kid. Not him. It was me. I’m the bad one.” My voice was shaking, and I hated that I couldn’t keep it together, but every time I thought about that night, I remembered the way Riley’s body skidded off my car with a thud and I wanted to throw up all over again.

Gathering my wet hair with his fingers, he pulled it down and forced me to look into his indigo eyes, which swirled with a darkness and a light I didn’t understand. “It was an accident, and you made the wrong choice by not reporting it. But you can’t keep punishing yourself for it. I won’t let you.”

What was he saying?

That he didn’t want me to turn myself in?

I wasn’t going to ask him that. I didn’t have to. He was blaming Simon. Sidney. Whoever the hell he was. But Jaxson was wrong. Regardless of what Simon was or was not, it was me driving that night, not Simon.

Before I could think too much about what Jaxson meant by, “I won’t let you,” he ripped the towel from my body, and it dropped to the floor. “The next time you refer to yourself as bad, you’re not going to like what happens to you. Understand?”

Out of nowhere my pulse accelerated, tripping erratically at the badass look on his face. “Yes,” I whispered, my body quivering but not from the wet bathing suit I was wearing.

He whirled me around and bent me over the bed. “You’re mine, Sadie,” he said in a guttural tone. “And you’re going to stay that way. Now pull your bottoms down so I can prove to you who you belong to.”

I did as he ordered, and without even blinking.

“Palms flat on the bed and don’t move.”

I did as he ordered again and stayed right where I was.

Like that, he fucked me so hard, I no longer thought he was trying to fuck his ex-fiancée out of his system, but the bad out of me.

I wasn’t sure which was better.

I wasn’t sure if I cared.

I wasn’t sure about anything, actually. Only that I came four times and my pussy was numb in the most delicious way. Oh, and that I wished it had been five or six.

See, I really was bad.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

SADIE

WE HOPPED IN THE RENTED Suzuki Jeep with a canvas top, and Jaxson cranked the engine.

I glanced over at him, still feeling the pulse of his cock between my thighs. He was wearing a tight T-shirt and worn khaki shorts. He looked fit. Cut. Hotter than hell. And he was amped on adrenaline, as evidenced when he floored the gas.

Barbados was part of the British Commonwealth, so drivers drove on the left, which was hard to get used to. When Jaxson veered off the narrow highway to avoid cars coming in the other direction, my eyes jumped to the deep ditch just inches away from our vehicle, and I screamed in terror.

We were going over.

“Relax,” he told me, reaching to rub his thumb across my cheek. “I told you I would never hurt you, and I meant it.”

I believed him.

We stopped for a late lunch at a seaside island shack. While listening to a cricket match on the radio, we ate mahi-mahi sandwiches with the spiciest yellow-pepper sauce I’d ever tasted and then ate banana doughnuts with coconut ice cream, rum caramel, and crushed pistachios.

The hot, wild, dirty sex had made us both ravenous.

We talked about the most random things and watched grannies in shower caps bathing in the water, gossiping about who knew what as they kept afloat on their pool noodles.

It was cute. Really, it was.

Once we finished eating, we picked up Kelsey in town, and then the three of us drove out to the location I’d selected for the shoot.

The interior of the island was so much drier than the jungle-like coast. It was even hotter.

Kelsey sat in the front. Me in the back. She talked non-stop about her time here, how she’d met Rihanna and gone to a dance club with her. I had to admit, it sounded pretty cool, and I might have asked a few questions if the wind wasn’t so fierce on my face and my mind wasn’t going back to what Jaxson had said, or rather not said.

He didn’t want me to turn myself in.

We passed small, faded houses and seemingly endless fields of sugarcane until we arrived at our destination, and I used that time to argue with myself.

The devil on one shoulder said, “No one knew it was me driving. No one except Simon. Who is a liar.”

The angel on the other argued, “But you hit a boy. A boy. And you have no idea how he is.”

As I hopped out of the Jeep, I knew what I was going to do. My plan wasn’t going to go exactly as planned. I was going to find Riley and see for myself what condition he was in. What I’d do after that, I had no idea. But I knew I’d spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to him—even if it meant doing it behind bars.

"This is paradise," Kelsey shouted to Jaxson as we walked down the stairs to see the most incredible spot in the middle of the rainforest. Spread out before us was an over-the-top, rambling tropical garden built on top of a sinkhole.

Paths wound through towering palm trees, red ginger, birds-of-paradise, and other tropical flowers I couldn’t name. Sculptures of saints and Buddhas were scattered everywhere.

“Sadie found it,” Jaxson told her.

She jumped in excitement. “The pictures that you take out here are going to be amazing.”

They were, of course, because Sundance, the photographer, was taking them, and he was pretty amazing.

God, I was gushing.

I didn’t gush.

Jaxson stayed just behind me, putting his hand on my ass whenever the opportunity rose. He’d ordered me to go pantyless for the day, and of course, I did.

The thrill of it was just too much to deny.

With Kelsey in the lead, we followed a path with a million different types of tropical plants and were surprised to come upon a British family having a proper afternoon tea way out here.

They were thrilled to meet a Sports Illustrated model and asked for her autograph.

While she busied herself with them, Jaxson and I took in the landscape. He leaned over and whispered, “When we get back on the trail, I want you to touch yourself and let me lick your finger.”

My cheeks darkened.

He was so dirty.

“I’m not doing any such thing,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“You or me, babe.”

Babe. The word made my stomach somersault. “You can’t stick your fingers inside me with your client right here,” I whispered.

He raised a cocky brow. “That’s just it. I can. Two if I want. Maybe even three.”

And he was right, he could, and he would. I knew it.

I did as he wished, and nearly came on the spot when he licked my fingers with his tongue. He wasn’t just dirty, he was filthy, and I loved it. Loved him. No, I didn’t mean that. I did not love him. I was just having fun until my time was up.

Tucked away in a private location, Kelsey posed with palm leaves covering her naked breasts or her bare ass. In between takes, Jaxson whispered dirty, dirty things to me, making it look like work commands and not the dirty things that they were.

I came those two more times that I had wished for and a few others, too, right there in the gardens.

It wasn’t like him to be so occupied with me while he worked. I wasn’t sure what was going on. Only that we crossed some invisible line earlier and I could feel the shift of things in my bones.

His possessiveness was palpable.

Sure, Jaxson wanted to keep my mind off Simon and my situation, but it was more.

He wanted me.

And I knew it wasn’t only for the two weeks we had left.

The thing was, he couldn’t have me because I was already taken . . . by the devil himself.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

JAXSON

I’LL BE UPFRONT ABOUT IT: driving in Grenada was a bitch.

There were no street signs, no speed limits posted, no real rules. The way to describe it was organized chaos.

And fucking goats were everywhere.

No shit.

Today was day five in St. George. I looked around, keeping two hands on the wheel in case I had to avoid a pedestrian that decided to cross the street.

I swore at the town that was perched on so many hills and surrounded by bright-blue anchorage. Driving through it, I noticed so many financial institutions, and wondered if there were more than both Antigua and Barbados combined.

St. George curved along a horseshoe-shaped harbor backed by volcanic hills. Brick and stone buildings with red-tiled roofs lined the streets.

Heading to the harbor for today’s shoot, I took my time, taking in the streets and the people.

I glanced over at Sadie, sitting shotgun, drinking in the sights. Her hair was up in a messy bun, flying as the wind captured it, her sunglasses big, hiding her expressive eyes. The view was breathtaking.

I’d known her five weeks, and she’d done something to me no woman had ever done—taken over my every thought.

Some might call it love. I wasn’t putting a label on it. I’d loved before, or so I’d thought, but this was different. Something more.

I stopped for a bunch of teens jamming reggae music to pass and slid my hand under her white dress. Skin so soft, so smooth, and further up, a pussy made of gold. I wasn’t going that far up today though, I had to focus. It wouldn’t be just Sadie, a model, and myself today. I had an entire crew booked on a privately chartered yacht.

Sadie’s brow furrowed and her tanned skin seemed to go pale as she pointed to her left.

The mix of people, animals, carts, and food vendors confused me. What was she looking at?

She was yelling something, but I couldn’t hear a fucking thing, the music from the teens that had stopped directly in front of me to break dance was too loud.

Before I knew what the fuck was going on, she opened the door to the jeep and started to run.

“Sadie,” I shouted, my eyes searching for a place to pull over and go after her but there was a car behind me, people everywhere on the sidewalks and these kids in front of me.

I honked on my horn. “Move it!”

The boys pulled out their empty pockets. Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuck me. I tried to keep my eyes on the white dress, but it got lost in the crowd as I pulled out my wallet.

I waved a fifty like a dare and pointed to the right. “Get the fuck out of my way and it’s yours,” I shouted.

Finally, they moved, one of them striding beside me to tear the money from my fingers.

As soon as they cleared the road, I pulled onto the sidewalk and jammed the Jeep into park. I had all my gear in here, and I had to secure it, or I knew it would be gone.

As soon as I pulled the top back up, I bolted out and headed downhill. In the direction of Carenage. Finding her on the docks wasn’t going to be easy.

What the hell was she doing?


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

SADIE

HE WAS HERE.

I’d seen him coming out of one of the banks with an older woman on his arm who looked like Queen Elizabeth. He’d escorted her to her chauffeured car and then took off on foot.

I couldn’t lose him.

Simon McCoy had been dressed in all white, John Travolta style. White shirt, white pants, white jacket, and white shoes. His designer sunglasses couldn’t hide his height, his sandy blond hair, or the fact that I would know him a mile a way.

I didn’t shout his name because I knew he had no idea I was following him. I didn’t care how long I had to follow him; there was no way I was stopping until I caught up with him.

Seeing him was such a shock, I’d jumped at the sight. I didn’t have my phone, my purse, anything. I knew Jaxson would be worried, but I couldn’t give up this opportunity. I had to confront Simon and find out what happened to Riley. Find out why he’d turned his phone off. Find out why he’d lied.

The wharf roads ran along the harbor, and I trailed him as he wove his way toward them.

Nausea curled in my stomach with each step I took. I was worried what he’d say. How Riley was, and yet I had to know.

Wooden schooners were loading and unloading, people were chatting, others selling fresh seafood and snacks.

Simon passed the Christ of the Deep statue and then started up a long dock.

I froze, watching him, as he strode to the end where a fifty-foot yacht stood. Its name was Moongate.

Blood prickled under my skin.

He boarded it. I walked a little further down the dock, hoping like hell he didn’t turn around. He didn’t. He climbed several steps and opened a glass door, closing it behind him.

The wind blew my dress, and suddenly I felt so cold, even under the blaring sun.

I didn’t know that much about yachts, but I knew this one wasn’t going anywhere fast—the mooring lines were still secured.

The closer I got, the more knotted my stomach became. Weeks had passed without this uneasy feeling taking me over, and now it was back more vicious than ever.

Sure, I had to be out of my mind as I boarded the luxury yacht, but I was pure crazy when I pulled the unlocked glass door open.

Simon was over at the wet bar, stocked with only high-end liquor. When he looked up to see me, a mix of surprise and hatred filled his face, but somehow he seemed to pull it together and say, “Sadie, this is quite a surprise.”

“Simon,” I said, my tone barren of anything warm and fuzzy.

“Would you care for a drink?” he asked, more polite than I would have expected.

I knew I shouldn’t, but I was jittery and I could use something to take the edge off. I peered around Simon and pointed to what I knew was the most expensive vodka.

His grin was sinister. “Stoli Elit. Good choice. Rocks?”

“Yes.”

“With a twist?”

“No, thank you.”

There were windows everywhere, natural light streaming through them. The view of the colony of sailboat masts spectacular.

Simon crossed the teak floor to the freezer and took out a bucket of ice. Back at the bar he scooped ice cubes into the rocks glasses and poured. “I don’t think your daddy ever drank something as fine as this.”

His dig was meant to shake me, but I wasn’t going to shake that easy. “No, he preferred the cheap stuff.”

Keeping his expression neutral, he brought the drinks over with napkins and motioned for me to sit on the white wraparound sofa. I eased down onto the cool, white vinyl and took the offered drink. I drank it in one gulp.

“Thirsty?” he said, setting his drink down on a coaster and grabbing the bottle for a refill.

I drank that one, too.

I liked the warm buzz, and I was starting to wonder if I was addicted to this stuff.

He watched me and poured one more.

I took it.

Unbuttoning his jacket, he took a seat in the chair and crossed an ankle over his knee. “So,” he said, “What the fuck happened to you?”

A chill settled into my bones. It was so deep that my entire body felt like one of the cubes in my glass. I stared at him in disbelief. This asshole had no idea I knew anything more about him. I’d play along. “I couldn’t do it.”

“That was pretty fucking obvious,” he hissed.

“I took Sarah’s identity and came down here. What about you? Did you sell my stuff and get the money for Riley?”

He started to laugh but stopped himself. “I sold your shit, but I didn’t give the money to Riley.” He patted the arm of his chair. “I have a lifestyle to keep up with.”

It took every ounce of strength I had not to lunge for him. “What’s your game, Simon? What do you want from me?”

He took a slow sip of his drink and over the rim, he said, “Everything.”

I stared numbly at him. I was so far out of my league. “I don’t understand.”

“No, you don’t,” he said, pity strong in his tone. “And for the life of me, I don’t understand why. I sent you that box of your old man’s.”

“You sent that?”

He tsked. “All you had to do was open it. Read his diary. The one he wrote while in prison. And then you would have understood it all.”

“Where’s the other box?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care. That one had the only thing I cared about in it, and getting it was a bitch.”

Every muscle in my body tensed. “What do you mean?”

He shook his head and took another casual sip of his drink. “Can’t say, but you really should read your father’s words. Fascinating stuff he wrote when he was sober. Might give you a run for your money.”

“Where is it?”

He set his glass down and leaned forward. “At Harvey’s. Waiting for your return. I have to say, I didn’t expect you to run. That was a surprise. You were always so good, I didn’t expect you to be that bad.”

“That’s just it. I couldn’t do what you wanted me to do.”

“That’s obvious. You know, I knew you were good, but I never thought you were naïve.”

Anger like I’d never felt made me clench my fists. I wanted to hit him. Slap that smug smirk right off his face. “Stop with the games, Simon. What the hell is going on?”

He sat back with a cocky grin on his face I wanted to wipe off. “Do you really think my old man and Harvey stuck by your father out of friendship?”

Confusion furrowed my brows.

“They had a secret, and your old man was the weak link. Everything went to shit because of him, and let’s not forget goodie-two-shoes.” He pointed to me.

Recognition I couldn’t hide showed in my eyes.

“Didn’t think I knew it was you that blew up our town, did you? That it was you who ruined my life.”

“I did what I had to do to save those people. My father shouldn’t have been flying in his condition.”

“He shouldn’t have been flying period. The paranoid bastard that he was right up until the end was a detriment to society.”

I felt my stomach twist. What did he mean, right up until the end?

He shifted in his chair. “Oh, and when you decide your little vacay is over and return to the reality you fled from, I left a little something extra at Harvey’s, for old time’s sake.”

“What?” I barked.

He waved a finger at me. “Calm down.”

“What did you leave?” I demanded.

“My phone.” He said it with a smile.

Confusion furrowed my brows. “Why would I want that?”

“On it is a little video of the night you were driving in the rain. You remember that night, don’t you?”

I jumped to my feet. “You sick bastard!”

He rose to his full height and glared down at me. “I think it’s time for you to leave, Sadie.”

He was right.

I looked around at how alone we were. I knew I had to leave because if I didn’t, I wasn’t entirely sure I’d escape in one piece. He wasn’t the same boy I knew. Or maybe he was and I just never really knew him.

What I did know was Simon was indeed a psychopath.

I took a step back, and then another. My legs felt like jelly. My body uneasy and my gait unstable. At the door, and only after I’d opened it, I asked, “What happened to Riley?”

His face twisted into a snarl. “You didn’t deliver, so he didn’t have the operation.”

“How is he?” I asked, bile rising up my throat.

“In a wheelchair. He’ll never walk again.”

My entire body started to tremble, and I stumbled backward down the steps. As soon as I stood on the wooden dock, I exhaled, squeezing my eyes shut. I kept them that way for a long while, and then I opened them slowly, blinking away the ushering tears.

Footsteps from above alerted me he was coming down. “Sadie, one more thing. I want the beach house. I’ll be in touch.”

I stepped back and back again. Before I knew what was happening, I fell into the water. Soaked, I managed to pull myself up. There was no sign of Simon, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

When I heard the powerful engines of Simon’s boat roar to life, I got to my feet. Even though I knew he was leaving, I started to run. My spine vibrated every time my sandals hit the wooden dock, but I didn’t stop.

I was wet and cold and scared, and I still didn’t stop running even when I reached the main road and horns honked. People were shouting for me to watch out, I didn’t care.

I ran and ran and ran.

It was all I could do.

Step 11: Seek through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God, as we understand Him, praying for knowledge of His will for us and power to carry that out.

I found the beach, and still I kept running.

It was all I knew.

And it was what I had to do.

Alone.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

JAXSON

THE SUN HAD SET HOURS ago, and I was going out of my fucking mind.

The ironic part of this screwed-up situation was that I couldn’t call the cops and report her missing because what if they were looking for her?

I ran a hand through my hair and pulled on it. I wanted to throw something, break something, anything.

I should have thought to ask Finn to check for that. Then again, I wasn’t sure he should be digging around criminal databases. Shit, if his cousin knew anything about his computer skills she’d lose her fucking mind.

His cousin. Not my ex. Things weren’t so black and white anymore. Her name didn’t sear a hole in my gut or make my heart feel black. And I knew why. It was because whatever was going on with Sadie had replaced or rebuilt or maybe even built from the ground up something entirely new and different.

Sadie.

Where the fuck was she?

I’d spent the last six hours combing St. George for her. Up and down every street. In and out of every shop, restaurant, and bar.

She was nowhere.

I’d come back to the room hoping she’d returned or called or left a fucking message in a bottle. Anything.

There was nothing.

I grabbed my keys and tromped down the steps. It wasn’t like she could leave the country. Her fucking passport was here. I was going back out, again. And I’d do it again and again and again until I found her.

She had to be somewhere.

The tightness in my chest only increased when I thought about the fact that she had no wallet, no money, and no phone.

Why the fuck had she ran?

What had she seen?

I was halfway down the hill when I spotted her huddled against the break wall. Water was dripping from her hair and clothes and she was shivering. I think my heart stopped beating.

“Sadie.” Her name came out hoarse, rough, in a voice I didn’t recognize as my own.

I rushed to her and squatted down. Her head was hung, and she had her arms wrapped around her legs. Gently, I placed my hands on her shoulders. “Sadie,” I said again, and it sounded just as strangled as it had before.

Her gaze swung up to meet mine, and I saw all I needed to see—fear and grief and despair. Something terrible had happened. That much I knew. What, I hadn’t a damn clue.

“Sadie, sweetheart, talk to me. Where did you go?”

She pushed the hair that was hanging over her eyes away and looked anywhere but at me. “Jaxson, I didn’t want you to see me like this. I need some time to pull myself together. I’m stronger than this.”

I stroked her face with my palm. “You don’t have to be strong for me. Talk to me. Tell me what happened.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. It’s too bad.”

“Tell me! Did someone hurt you?”

“Not physically. I fell in the water, but I’m fine.”

Fell? My head was buzzing. My body was buzzing. I was feeling out of control. I was feeling like I’d never felt in my life. Helpless.

This time I cupped her cheek to look up at me when I spoke. Demands weren’t going to get me anywhere. “Please, tell me, sweetheart. What did you see? Talk to me.”

Her eyes went wide and she started mumbling about a diary. A bigger plan. Moongate. The accident. Secrets. The money. Her voice was getting higher. Her tone more frantic. It was all coming out so fast and none of it made any sense. But I let her talk until she couldn’t talk anymore because her hysteria had overtaken her.

Nothing she had said made any sense.

I slid my hands down her arms and hated the way her body trembled. Everything about her was icy cold and I thought my pulse was going to explode through my temples.

Forcing myself to remain calm was the hardest thing I’d had to do in a very long time, especially since all I wanted to do was scream, “Where the fuck have you been?”

“Come on, babe, let’s get you inside and cleaned up, and then we can talk,” I whispered.

She shook her head, her arms clutching herself. “I need to leave. I need my passport. I have to go back to the States.”

My heart was about to beat out of my chest. “We’re both going back in nine days, Sadie.”

“I can’t wait that long. I have to go now.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

She grabbed my arms and squeezed with a strength I didn’t know she had. “This is my life, Jaxson!”

I glared at her and took her hands in mine. “And you don’t think it’s mine?”

Her voice had settled and her wounded eyes stared at me. “It’s not the same, and you know it.”

There was a sheen of tears making her eyes shiny in the glare of the moonlight, and my own eyes burned. “You have to tell me everything, Sadie. I can’t help you if I don’t understand.”

Tears glistened in her eyelashes and ran down her cheeks. “It was Simon I saw on the street this afternoon, and I ran after him.”

My heart stopped beating. Motherfucker. I wanted to pound something. Him. I drew in a ragged breath and forced myself to keep my anger in check. “And you caught up with him?” It was a very likely assumption.

“Yes.”

“Where?” My voice was forceful and I told myself to tone it down.

“On a yacht in the marina. A yacht called Moongate,” her laugh was harsh. “He had a freaking yacht. I couldn’t believe it. I had to know what happened to Riley, so I went aboard.”

My heart started beating again and I swore I could hear the thump, thump, thump, right out of my chest. “What happened after you boarded?”

“It’s all such a blur. He was so cold. Not the friend I thought I had. I didn’t even tell him I knew he was Sidney.”

“Why not?”

A gut-wrenching sob tore from her throat when she looked up at me. “Because it didn’t matter. He told me he didn’t give Riley the money and now he’ll never walk again. And it’s all my fault.”

Grief was so thick in her voice that she choked on every word. I wanted to kill the motherfucker with my bare hands.

As gently as I could, I scooped her in my arms. “Sadie, I’m so sorry.”

“Jaxson, I have to go see him.”

There was something in her voice that made me go cold from the inside out. I didn’t want to lose her, but in that moment I knew I never really had her. I couldn’t. She belonged to her past and until she faced it, she could never truly be mine. “I know you do, sweetheart, and you will. Just not tonight. Tonight you need to rest.”

I carried her up the hill and up the stairs to our room. She was shaking and cold and I marched right into the shower. Turning the hot water on, I stepped in the spray with her still in my arms.

Her dead eyes widened when she realized what I’d done. “Jaxson,” she started to protest.

“Shhh.” I set her down and took her face my hands. “Let me take care of you, if only for tonight.”

We were both shivering as I carefully removed her clothes and placed her directly under the showerhead. Then I shed my own clothes and pulled her tight to my body.

Heat swelled around us, warming us, but still, we both trembled. I kept her in my arms like that until the water started to chill. Cranking off the valve, I grabbed for a towel and wrapped her tightly.

Back in the bedroom, I put one of my T-shirts over her head and then tucked her under a mountain of blankets. “Are you warm enough?” I asked.

She nodded.

Over at the coffee bar, I found some teabags and selected the peppermint flavor. I put the kettle on before I bothered to put some pants on.

Once it started to hiss, I poured the steaming liquid and swished the bag around like I’d done for my mother for so many years. Tea was her cure to a hangover for as long as I could remember.

I sat beside her and surprisingly she sat up. I handed her the cup and then stroked her cheek with my knuckles. “Do you want to talk about today?”

She took a sip from her cup and sucked in a deep, steadying breath. “He is exactly who you thought he was—a psychopath. And the worst part is you knew that without knowing the whole truth.”

My gut tightened. “The whole truth?”

She shifted so she could look me in the eyes. “He had been stealing since he was a kid. He tried to teach me for years but I refused. How could I have been so stupid to not see that was what he was doing to me?”

I looked at her, anger burning like fire in my gut. This wasn’t the time.

“Stealing,” she whispered. “Only Jaxson,” she paused, “he wants more than all of my personal belongings.”

I bit back any harsh outburst, but I hated that she held back the truth. It certainly added a whole new level of deceit to the picture. One I had yet to fully process or comprehend. “What else could he possibly want?” I asked.

“My soul,” she cried.

I shook my head. “He can’t take your soul, love.”

Her eyes became wild. “I think he already has.”

And I knew she believed it.


CHAPTER FORTY

JAXSON

ANGER WASN’T EVEN AN EMOTION I could feel.

Something sinister was in the works. I think she was right—Moon Island harbored secrets, and her old man and his two friends were part of those secrets. The thing was, secrets usually died when those who held them passed.

In this case, it was painfully obvious Simon was seeking revenge against Sadie. I mulled over the things she had said. At the time they hadn’t made sense, but things were becoming clear.

The one piece that didn’t fit was Riley Houston. It was way too convenient that Simon had been in her car that night.

I glanced at the time. It was past eleven. Too late to make a call to the States. I’d dial that number in the morning.

I looked down. Sadie had fallen asleep in the safety of my arms. It was the first night we hadn’t fucked or slept naked before going to bed since we started this illicit affair. One that came from being a mark, a victim, and turned into something so much more.

I was itching to go confront that motherfucker and find out what kind of sick game he was playing with her life, but I didn’t want to leave her alone. I was torn. In the end, I closed my eyes and decided to stay.

I’d find him tomorrow after the shoot I’d rescheduled from today. Finding a yacht, after all, wasn’t going to be that fucking hard.

I awoke with a jolt when I heard her questioning scream, “Jaxson?”

“I’m right here.” I tightened my hold on her.

“I think someone is in our room,” she whispered, her voice shaky and uneven.

Bolting upright, I flicked the dim light on beside me and searched the room with my eyes. No one was in here. She was dreaming, or rather, having a nightmare. I lowered my body back down and pulled her tight against me. “No one is in here. I promise.”

“Are you sure?”

I kissed her head. “Positive. You’re safe with me.”

She snuggled deeper into me. “Jaxson?” Her voice was soft.

“Yeah?”

“Do you think it’s possible to be both good and evil?”

“Sadie.” My voice was a warning.

“I don’t mean me. I mean in general.”

She was a terrible liar. “No, I don’t. If you’re good, you’re good. But if you’re evil, you’re truly evil. You don’t give a fuck about anything or anyone but yourself.”

“You can say that because you’re good.”

I stroked her face, which was nestled against my shoulder. “No, I can say that because it’s the fucking truth.”

She stayed quiet for a while and I thought she’d fallen back asleep, but then she slid her hand down my stomach and into the waistband of my pants to gently cup my balls. My cock went hard in an instant.

The way she held them in her palm told me she was waiting for me to tell her it was okay. I wanted to demand she use more force. Do it like she meant it. Better yet, that she get on her knees and suck me dry. And then order her to do it again, and again, denying her the sweet pleasure of her own orgasm for leaving me today. For making me worry. For putting herself in danger. “Sadie,” I warned instead, “you need some sleep.”

She shifted, lifting her chin to meet my gaze. “I want you.”

I shook my head. “Not tonight. You need to get some rest.”

Her hands trembled as she raised them to my face. “Why don’t you want me?”

I closed my eyes, inhaling deep as her dejected words washed over me. Denying her anything was difficult, but denying her sex was impossible.

Gently, I untangled myself from the sheet and pushed up to one elbow to hover above her. “I always want you, Sadie.”

Tears glittered brightly in her eyes, but I knew she was struggling to usher them away. “Then now is the time to prove it. I need you so much more than I need sleep.”

My chest nearly exploded as it tightened with a grief I had never known. After everything we’d been through, she couldn’t possibly think there would ever be a time I wouldn’t want her, no matter what she’d done. “Then we take it slow. You’ve been through too much today for anything else.”

She nodded and yanked her T-shirt up, exposing to me her naked body.

“My way,” I said.

She bit her lip and then a rueful smile graced her perfect pink mouth. “Your way, Frank Sinatra, always.”

I leaned down and claimed her mouth, my tongue finding hers in a heated rush that made me dizzy. I kissed down her neck and whispered into her ear, “I love you, Sadie.”

Her chest rose and fell with a gasp.

Those three words just came out. It wasn’t planned, but it felt right. She needed to know. There was no sense in trying to pretend I was okay that this thing between us would be ending very soon. I wasn’t okay with it. Not one fucking bit, and it took almost losing her to realize it.

“I love you, too, Jaxson Cassidy,” she whispered, a husky catch in her voice. “Now show me how much you love me.”

I wasn’t a man of many words. I’d said what needed to be said and showing her was so much easier than telling her, anyway.

Her hands tangled in my hair as I kissed my way down to her perfect tits. I licked and sucked them and felt an odd satisfaction when her entire body started to hum with excitement. I did this to her. Made her light up when I knew everything inside her right now seemed so dark.

I spread her thighs, opening her sweet pussy for me. I traced a finger down her delicate folds, opened her wider and stared at the way she glistened for me. I couldn’t imagine never having the taste of her on my tongue again. Didn’t want to. She was mine, and I was going to make sure she stayed that way.

I used the entire pad of my tongue to lick at her entrance and up her clit. Then I swirled delicately around her velvety soft nub.

She bucked beneath me and cried out.

I spread her thighs even wider and feasted on her like she was my last meal. She came with a cry, trembling and gasping. “Don’t stop, baby, not yet,” she whispered in a soft moan.

Baby.

It was a crazy thought, but I had never been anyone’s baby. Not even my mother’s when I was an infant. The affectionate term did something to my heart, and I swore that vital organ swelled right there.

I crawled up her body and hovered over her, holding my weight up off her with my forearms. “You called me, baby.” What the fuck was I, twelve? I wanted to take it back.

A beautiful smile curved her lips. “Yes, and you call me sweetheart and love and babe.”

I furrowed my brow. “No, I don’t. I call you thief.”

She lifted her head. “Yes, that too.”

That too? Did I really use those cutesy, ridiculous names when I spoke to her? Fuck, I really was too much, even for myself.

“Baby,” she whispered, pulling me down so I was flush against her body. “Make love to me.”

Make love.

Not fuck.

My head was spinning as I gently slid inside her, missionary style. I moved slow, my thrusts easy as I rocked, in and out, in and out.

Sadie hooked her ankles around my back and joined my rhythm. It was beautiful and magical and had every single one of my nerve endings firing up.

I found her mouth with mine, kissed her softly, sliding my tongue from one corner to the other, nibbling playfully at her lips as I did. She giggled into my mouth, and it was a sound I knew I’d never forget.

When her pussy contracted and clenched tightly around my cock, I went even deeper. I struggled not to plunge too deep inside her, but I lost the battle, my body taking over with the need and instinct to drive her wild.

We both came, and sweet euphoria had me whispering promises in the dark that I wasn’t sure I could keep, but knew I’d give up my own life trying if I had to.

We’ll be together, forever.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

JAXSON

THE SOUND OF A TEXT pinging woke me.

I untangled myself from Sadie’s warm body and reached for my phone. It was from the captain of the boat, and he wanted to leave thirty minutes earlier than planned. Something about a carnival clogging up the harbor very soon.

I sent him a quick reply, telling him it wasn’t a problem, and contacted the models. Yesterday’s shoot and today’s had to be combined into one, which actually was going to work out fine because I could also photograph the models together.

Sliding out of bed, I was careful not to wake Sadie. She needed to recover from yesterday, and although she’d be mad I made her miss work, it was best for her.

I hated to leave her alone, but I couldn’t reschedule the shoot. The cost would be astronomical and my editor would lose her shit. She was up my ass yesterday. I feared rescheduling again would cost me the remainder of the gig and everything I’d worked so hard for.

If I had a choice to make, I’d, of course, pick Sadie, but I knew she’d be safe here during the day. I’d stop at the desk and tell the owner, a burly ex-surfer, to keep an eye out for Simon. An image of his ugly mug was on my phone to show him.

Quietly, I showered, dressed, grabbed my gear, and then scribbled a quick note.

 

Sadie,

Stay at the bed and breakfast and rest today! I got this shoot. We will discuss what to do when I get back.

I love you, Jaxson x

 

x. I’d never written that.

I really was in way over my head.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

SADIE

I HELD HIS NOTE IN my hand.

I wanted so much to be able to do what he’d asked, but I couldn’t. I had to leave. To uncover Simon’s secret and then to seek out Riley, confess my sins, and allow justice to be served.

At least I’d had a taste of paradise. Of love. And I’d remember both forever.

The owner of the bed and breakfast had checked on me twice, bringing me breakfast and a newspaper. It wasn’t normal by any means, and I knew Jaxson must have told him to keep an eye out.

I had seen a document in the email Jaxson’s friend, Finn, sent. It had the address of the Houston’s home in Savannah. I wasn’t snooping. It came across the monitor when I was writing one day. He’d never mentioned it, and neither had I. Now I opened it up and wrote it down. I was headed there after I went to Harvey’s beach shack.

Ready to go, I stared at the note I’d written and placed on the bed, along with a piece of yellow ribbon I’d taken from an old vase on the table that held dried flowers, and my cell phone. It was cruel to leave the only way he had to get ahold of me behind, but that was why I was doing it. I couldn’t allow him to get involved any further. I had to keep him safe.

 

My Dearest Jaxson,

What you’ve done for me is more than anyone has ever done in my entire life. It’s given me the strength I need to make things right. I know you say we can get past this but the truth is you’re too good for me to soil with my dirty secret. Just as I won’t be able to live with myself, there will come a day you won’t be able to live with yourself, either. Trust me when I say bad will eat you up.

I’m going back to Georgia, and you have to let me go. Please, if you love me, you won’t follow me. Getting you involved will only kill me a little more.

I have hope in my heart because of you, and I’m leaving you this ribbon to remind you to have hope too.

I will love you forever, and I will always have paradise when I think of you.

Always and forever, Sadie xoxo

 

With my backpack as my only piece of luggage, I took only enough cash to get me to Atlanta and get by on, and then I slipped out the bathroom window and shimmied down the fire escape.

Step 12: Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we try to carry His message to others, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.

Once I reached the main road, I hailed a cab and went straight to the airport.

Without the blonde wig, I knew no one would mistake me for Sarah, the jilted bride. At the airport, I’d buy a new ticket under the name Sadie Banks.

And once I landed . . . I would begin my journey of atonement.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

JAXSON

EVERY PHOTO SHOOT HAD ITS challenges, but I had to remember that the models were always my top priority.

Sure, I had all the gear and made all the preparations, but without happy models, there was no shoot.

Keep them happy and motivated, and don’t expect them to do anything they aren’t comfortable with. I’d learned this early on.

Today proved to challenge every single thing I knew. Tyra was a dream. She didn’t have any problems with jumping overboard, posing with the lifesaver as her top, or even straddling the ship’s wheel.

Micha, on the other hand, refused to get naked in front of the yacht crew. Which meant no overboard shots, no playful water shots, and no climbing aboard shots. At least not topless or bottomless.

The thing was, my campaign had been built on being edgy. Each shot pushed to the very limit of acceptable nudity.

It was who I was, as an artist, and a person, I supposed.

With Micha, I didn’t want to settle for mediocre, so it took a lot more time than I had planned to get the images of her I wanted.

The shoot of the day was all about being nautical. Captain’s hats, life preservers, lines, white jackets.

Thank fuck we had an itty-bitty bikini with anchors all over it to appease Micha. I’d Photoshop out the top on my computer when I edited the photos, but I had to position her just right to be able to get away with it.

This took time.

A lot of it.

The yacht hummed along at over forty knots, skimming the water like a blade over ice. It was moving, just not fast enough for me.

The coast was nothing but a blur of blue and green from where we were. My phone had no signal, and I itched to check on Sadie. To confront the motherfucker. To make a call.

I stared ahead as the horizon got larger and larger and we cruised straight into the cloudless blue sky. Feeling anxious, I stood and moved toward the back, looking at the water’s surface as it sparkled in the sunlight.

By the time we even got near the harbor, the carnival was in full swing. Spicemas, as it was called, was a two-day Grenada tradition, and I knew tomorrow’s shoot was going to be altered.

The carnival had been postponed from August due to the hurricane weather and capturing the celebration of African, French, British, and Caribbean heritage tradition on the beach was going to be some of the most unique work Sports Illustrated had ever seen.

Not that I was being cocky about it, but I could see it now. Neon swimsuits and feathers. Fruit baskets. The nudity would be subtle. The colors bold.

I snickered to myself thinking all the bright colors were going to push Sadie’s limits. She was a black and white girl who lived in the gray, right where I lived.

The yacht entered the marina. The engines that moments ago throttled in the open water slowed.

I said my goodbyes and grabbed my gear before we docked. After I locked my shit in the car, I sprinted to the harbormaster’s office.

A tall, thin man stood on the deck in front of the door. He was throwing squid into the sea. He wore a white long-sleeved shirt, white Dockers, and white boat shoes with a navy hat that read, “Shipmaster.”

I cleared my throat.

He turned. “Can I help you, son?”

I went to stand beside him since he didn’t stop what he was doing. “Yes, I’m looking for a boat, a yacht, actually, by the name of Moongate.”

The master paused in his movements. “You looking for the vessel or the man who owns it?”

I squinted against the sun reflecting off the water. “The man, sir.”

He looked over at me. “Friend or foe?”

“Does it matter?”

“No, not really. Other than I don’t like the guy. Too big for his britches, if you know what I mean.”

The laugh I expelled wasn’t voluntary. This guy was up and up sailor. Straight talking and to the point. I knew the type. “To be honest,” I said, “he’s upset my girl, and I want to talk to him.”

The guy set his bucket down and wiped his hands on a towel before offering me his palm. “Name’s Johnny. Yours?”

“Sundance,” I said out of habit. Everyone except Sadie called me that.

He raised a brow. “Well, Sundance, he took off yesterday for Miami.”

“Is he coming back?”

“I’m sure he will be. Next month like clockwork.”

A boat horn honked as it passed and Johnny waved then turned and headed toward the building. There were two chairs outside the shabby building and he took a seat. I followed him, feeling like he had more to say, just wasn’t sure if he should.

Once I sat, I crossed one ankle over my knee and leaned back. “What’s his story?”

The old man snorted. “What makes you think he has one?”

“Everyone has one.”

He laughed. “Yes, they do.”

“So what’s his?”

The old man took his hat off, and his grey hair blew in the wind as he leaned forward. Like he had a secret to share. I leaned forward, too.

“He belongs to Mrs. Montague.”

I pulled my lip with my teeth. “Mrs. Montague?”

“You’re not from around here?”

I shook my head. “Atlanta, sir.”

“Yeah, should have figured you were a southern boy like him.”

I shivered. “With all due respect, I’m nothing like him, sir.”

He grinned. “I believe you. Have a sense for this kind of thing.”

“Kind of thing?”

“The bad ones.”

“And he’s a bad one?”

“Through and through. No one else sees it though. He charms them with his dazzling smile, exceptional manners, and expensive clothes, but anyone who agrees to do what he has agreed to, has to be bad to the bone.”

Riveted that this man has Simon pegged, I pushed. “What has he agreed to do?”

He pulled a twizzle stick from his pocket and started chewing on it. “Now, this isn’t something that can be broadcasted. I only know about it because of my position. People around here trust me. But I can see in your eyes you’re worried about your girl, so I’m going to put your mind at ease.”

At ease. I doubted that. “Go on.”

“Sidney McCray has been working for Mrs. Montague for over five years, and in that time he’s never dared step out on her, around here, anyway. Not with a male or female.”

I scrubbed my hands down my face. That information didn’t mean shit to me. I didn’t give a flying fuck who he screwed. “That doesn’t really put me at ease.”

He looked confused. “Aren’t you worried he’s trying to go after your girl?”

I looked up. “No, sir, I’m not. I’m worried he’s trying to ruin her.”

His eyes popped. “Well then, I’m not sure his exclusivity clause with Mrs. Montague applies.”

I had to ask. “What exactly is his arrangement with her?”

He looked to the right and then the left. “It’s a little sick if you ask me, but the old woman misses her husband and not the companionship, if you know what I mean.”

I shook my head. “Not really, sure.”

“Christ, son, haven’t you ever had sex?”

My laughter roared. “Yes, sir, I have.”

“Well, she’s a horny old lady who doesn’t care about cock. Sidney was hired for his tongue services. The arrangement is, once a month he comes down here for a three-day stretch, and while he’s here, or so I’m told, he eats her for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

I cringed right there. He really was a sick fuck.

“Now, I’ve seen the way he looks at my crew, and I think he’s sweet on men, which is why he doesn’t care his only job is to service her pussy.”

This time I choked out loud.

“But you didn’t hear that from me.”

“No, sir.”

“So he travels via boat?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes not.”

Okay, not helpful.

“Mrs. Montague is the richest woman in the Caribbean. She has a jet, a yacht, and is in the process of acquiring an airline.”

“Moongate,” I blurted out.

“Yes,” he laughed. “She even allowed him to rename the boat from the Mr. M, after her dead husband, to that. I’m guessing that entailed snacks between meals.”

I cringed again. “So basically he gets whatever he wants in exchange for making her happy?”

The old man nodded. “But you didn’t hear it from me.”

I pretended to zip my lips and stood, offering my hand. “It was good not talking to you, sir.”

“Likewise.”

Simon had left for Miami. He wouldn’t be back here until next month. At least we had that.

Once I was in my car, I made the call I hadn’t ever expected to make.

“Dr. Kissinger,” he answered. Dr. Jake Kissinger, the white knight who swept Jules Easton off her feet. The girl I had once been engaged to marry, but never actually proposed to, had married him, and as I heard his deep voice, I was happy she had someone she really, truly, loved.

Shit, had I grown or what?

I pulled out of my parking spot. “Jake, it’s Sundance. How are you?”

“Great. How’s the Caribbean?”

The roads were jammed, and traffic was slower than shit. “Can’t complain.”

“You calling for Jules,” he didn’t ask, “I’m in my office, but I can tell her that you called. She probably doesn’t have her phone turned on.”

“No,” I said. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you. I have a favor and if you don’t want to do it, no hard feelings.”

“If I can help, I will. What is it?”

As I jerked to a million sudden stops and let costumed men and women pass in front of me, I told him about Riley Houston. Not that Sadie had run him over; just that she was worried about him. I didn’t want him to be an accomplice if it came to that.

“Give me an hour or so. I’m not on staff at Savannah Memorial, but I can make a few calls.”

As I slammed on the brakes again, I never wished for traffic lights like I did now. “You sure you’re cool with this? It’s not a violation of medical ethics or anything?”

“Don’t sweat it, man. A simple inquiry into a kid’s condition isn’t going to have the medical review board reigning down on me.”

“Okay, great then. Thanks. I really appreciate this.”

“Let’s pray you like what I find out,” he said, and then hung up.

Pray.

Yeah, I would be doing that.

On my knees, if I had to.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

SADIE

IT WAS THE LONGEST FOUR hours and thirty-five minutes of my life.

The plane touched down in Atlanta and I practically ran down the runway and into the terminal. It was nearly five, and for once the one-hour time change helped me out.

I picked up the payphone. The weight of the receiver felt foreign and heavy in my grasp. I read the instructions for a collect call and dialed, crossing my fingers she answered.

There were no flights into Savannah today, or ever, so I had to come to Atlanta, and I since I hadn’t paid any bills, I wasn’t sure my credit cards would work. And even if they did, what if there was an alert out for me? I’d rather not chance my name flashing in lights.

“Chloe Carmichael, Hotlanta,” the sweet, sugary voice drawled.

People rushed by me, loud as they spoke, but I ignored the boisterous noise. The name Hotlanta didn’t even make me flinch. “Chloe, it’s Sadie.”

“Sadie, how are you? I’ve wanted to call you so many times but—”

I cut her off. “I need your help. Can you come pick me up at the airport and bring me a pair of jeans and sneakers? And I need to borrow your car.”

She hesitated.

“Remember when you said if there was ever anything you could do for me? Well, this is it.”

“Sure,” she said. “I’ll leave now. Is everything okay?”

“No, it’s not. Please hurry.”

I had a four-hour drive to Moon Island to look forward to, so I hoped she hustled.

And by hustle, I meant drive like the freaking wind.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

JAXSON

THE OWNER OF THE BED and breakfast stopped me as soon as I arrived and by the look on his face, I knew he didn’t have good news.

“I saw her twice this morning, but when I brought up lunch, she didn’t answer. I tried again later and again no answer. I know no one went up, so I assume she’s asleep.”

“Thanks for checking on her,” I told him.

I climbed the steps to our suite and I could feel the tension in my gut ratcheting up a notch.

I hoped she was either showering or sleeping but hope felt like a huge stretch of the word. Prayed. Wished.

I opened the door to find the room empty.

She’d run.

She told me she was a runner. I just thought I was different. That I wasn’t someone she would run from.

My blood went cold even as rage built inside me when I thought about how stupid I was. I told her to wait for me. That we’d figure this out together. Why could she never listen to one fucking thing?

I crossed the space and stared down at the bed. At a note. Her phone. And a yellow ribbon.

My shoulders sagged and all my pent-up rage deflated as I read the words she’d written.

I sat on the bed, thinking about her out there alone and that madman in Miami so much closer to her than I was. There was no way I wasn’t going after her. And she was crazy if she thought I was going to let her go through this alone. I would stand beside her in the courtroom. Visit her in jail. Wait for her until my dying day.

Goddamn it, she was mine, and I wasn’t letting her go.

My stomach dropped as I imagined what she’d find when she got to Savannah. Alone. Upset. And with no one to help her.

I looked at the time. It was after five, and I knew I wouldn’t get a flight out until the morning.

“Fuckkkkkkkk,” I shouted. “Why did you leave your goddamn phone?”

I knew why, of course—she was cutting me out of her life.

Sorry sweetheart, that wasn’t happening.

My cell rang, and I pulled it from my pocket thinking it was Jake, but it was Finn. “Hey, man, perfect timing.”

The line was full of static, and the background noise made it hard to hear. “Hey, I’m at a fight, but I just got an interesting ping.”

“Ping?”

“Yeah, I set up an alert on our friend Sidney McCray.”

“What did you find out?”

“How about the FBI have his condo under surveillance, but they aren’t looking for him, they’re looking for Wade Crestwell.”

“Another alias?”

“Nope. Simon/Sidney’s husband.”

“He has a husband?” It wasn’t too much of a shock.

“Yep, from what I could find out they were married in Florida as soon as same-sex marriage was legalized. They also have a son. Well, Wade does.”

I felt the tick in my jaw pulse. “Go on.”

“Ironically enough, it was his nine-year-old son that put him on the FBI radar.”

“What about Simon?”

“He’s not even on their radar as Sidney but Simon has an old Persons-of-Interest tag from six years ago for scamming older women, but a warrant was never issued since they couldn’t find him.”

Six years.

He’s been with Montague for five. He must have traded older women in the States for one very wealthy woman in the Caribbean. “You’re telling me we know Sidney and Simon are the same person and the FBI does not?”

“Bingo! According to what I could find, Wade is wanted in a long list of financial scams involving older women, but they haven’t fingered Sidney yet. However, it’s only Wade’s most recent scam that got him caught. So it’s only a matter of time.”

I stood up and started to pace the room. “What did they do?”

“I’m almost ashamed to tell you this because I wish I would have come across this info weeks ago.”

“What did they do, Finn?” I rarely called him Finn. He had to know I was going out of my mind.

The noise in the background was so loud, but I focused on his voice. “I hope you’re sitting down for this. The kid was hit by a car while riding his bike.”

“Woah, say that again.”

He knew he didn’t have to. “The old lady claims she never saw him, and it was in broad daylight. He was with his father who claimed the old lady practically ran his kid right over. To keep it out of the news, she settled and paid Wade more than a hundred thousand dollars to make it go away. The only thing was, Wade didn’t know she took the information to the FBI. Still doesn’t. She might have been old, but she wasn’t stupid.”

My head was pounding. “Do you think Riley is Wade’s kid?”

“I do and I don’t. He has a hospital record and although I don’t doubt he could have put a whole new identity together for that, I don’t think it would have been easy. The only way to be certain is to check out the address I sent you. It’s in Savannah, not Miami.”

I glanced around the room and found my laptop. Over at the keyboard, I brought up my email to find the message that I hadn’t opened, only to find it had been deleted. Sadie. “Do you have it handy to resend?” I asked him.

“Sure, not a problem.”

My phone buzzed. It was Jake. “Listen, man, I have Jake on the other line. He was looking into Riley. Can I call you back?”

“Absolutely.”

“And thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. Just save the girl.”

I shook my head. Since when did Finn become a romantic?

I clicked over to the other line. “Hey, Jake.”

“Sundance,” he said. “I made some calls and I’m not sure where your friend got her information, but Riley was hospitalized with pneumonia and was perfectly healthy when he was released.”

My entire body started to shake with both anger and relief. Sadie hadn’t hit this Riley Houston. The Riley Houston Simon said she did, anyway. Who knows, maybe she hadn’t run over anyone at all.

That had to be it.

Or maybe it was planned that way. It could have been a rubber tire or a punching bag flung at the car.

Who the hell knew.

My breath exploded in a huge burst. “That motherfucker!”

Almost immediately though my anger fizzled as a sense of foreboding crept up my spine. Simon had been scamming Sadie from day one. And he was still scamming her right now.

Fuck!

I had no way to get ahold of her, but there was no way to do that, and I was at least twenty-four hours from being able to catch up to her.

“Jake,” I said in anguish, “I’m going to ask you to do me another favor. It’s going to sound crazy, but I need your help.”

“Sure man, anything, what is it?”

“Unless you have a private plane you can send for me, it’s going to involve you making a five-hour drive tonight.”

“How about I do both?”

“I wasn’t serious about the private plane,” I said, a little shocked.

I wasn’t but he was.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

JAXSON

THE PRIVATE PLANE WITH THE ‘Moongate’ insignia plastered along the side belonged to none other than Mrs. Montague.

Turned out Mrs. Montague and Beatrice Kissinger, Jake’s recently deceased grandmother, were best friends back in the day.

The Moongate operation, which would shuttle between Savannah and the Caribbean Islands, wasn’t officially open for business until January 1st, but all it took was one call from Jake to get on board.

Just as wheels touched down on the runway, I pressed send on my email to Elise Petra.

The one thing I hadn’t done yet was contact my editor. Kylie was not going to be happy about another cancellation. I’d deal with that tomorrow.

Right now all I cared about was getting Sadie in my arms, and then spanking her ass for never listening.

While I was on the plane, I called Jake and Jules to tell them the whole truth. I didn’t want them to get involved if they weren’t comfortable with the situation.

Turned out, the sympathy I got from Jules over how terrible she felt for Sadie had Jake calling his sister, who in turn told her husband, the governor’s son, who then called his father.

Since Sadie hadn’t committed a crime, she was in no legal danger. Simon, on the other hand, had an immediate warrant for his arrest and the FBI were en route to Miami. His list of offenses was even longer than Finn realized, and he was going to be spending a long time behind bars.

Thank fuck Jules didn’t ask where I got the info I had gotten because I really didn’t want to have to lie. Still, there was a right and a wrong time for morality. And there was no way in hell I was going to be the one to inform her of what her cousin was doing with his college education.

As soon as I stepped out the door, I saw Jules and Jake standing beside a black SUV. Jules started waving at me, and I felt myself smile. I had mad love for her, but now it was no longer that kind of burning passion, can’t keep my hands off you kind of love. In fact, it never was. This kind of love was more like the kind of love I might have for a sister, if I had one.

Realizations dawn at the most inconvenient times.

Jogging down to the tarmac, I quickly shook Jake’s hand and gave Jules a fast hug. Knowing time was of the essence, we dispensed of the niceties and hopped in the SUV.

Thirty minutes was never going to be so fucking long.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

SADIE

THE ONLY REMAINING CONSTANT IN my life was the ocean. Other than the scent of him, the sound of the sea was the most familiar thing to me.

I wanted to be able to stand on this beach and look forward to the rest of my life . . . with him.

But that wasn’t why I was here.

Somehow my life had gone so far off the rails; I didn’t even know how I got to where I was. Don’t get me wrong, the life I’d led was never normal by any means, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t wanted it to be.

I stood with cold sand beneath my toes and the salt-scented air tangling in my hair, and breathed deep. The water was anything except warm, and still, the waves did what was expected of them and frothed around my ankles as I stepped closer.

Despite this, or maybe of because of it, I moved forward, unsure if they were warning me away or beckoning me forward.

I guess it didn’t matter.

With each step I took, my teeth chattered, goose bumps covered my body, and the water rose higher and higher.

I shut out the darkness and wanted to look toward the light. The thing was, I wasn’t sure there was any left.

Water splashed my knees, and it urged me to move faster. Soon it was up to my thighs, and I hugged myself to stop from shivering. It didn’t do any good.

I’d done something terrible, and I had to pay for what I’d done. It wasn’t a simple mistake. That was a sweet lie. I hadn’t forgotten to pay the cable bill. What I’d done was something I could never forgive myself for.

I dove deep into the water and let it take me away.

Tomorrow, justice would to be served, but tonight I had my own penance to pay.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I opened my mouth and my lungs took in water instead of air. I swam until the waves turned me upside down and my body scraped along the sandy bottom.

I opened my mouth again, and this time I imagined it was his full lips pressing against mine and not the harsh taste of seawater.

But when I heard his laugh and felt it rush around me like cream-topped waves, my eyes snapped open.

Deep down in the sea, I saw his rugged, handsome face, and I remembered how it all began.

With a picture.

With his picture.

Jaxson Cassidy, no longer just a pretty face, but a man I knew I didn’t want to leave behind. A man I couldn’t leave shattered. No, I had to get back to him. To talk to him. To say goodbye in person.

Determined, I swam up, up, up, but I couldn’t reach the surface. I pushed and clawed and fought until my head broke the surface. Gasping, my arms and legs beat against the water. I swam and swam and swam until the sea tossed me upon the shore.

I laid there panting, searching for breath I had never wanted so desperately.

My wrist laid upright and in the moonlight I could see the ink on it. The rainbow. The sliver of hope I always clung to, and I knew right here I always would.

Hope.

No one would ever take it away from me.

Tonight I would face my past and tomorrow I would face my future. I owed that to Jaxson.

Drying off, I walked up the beach and toward the only thing I had left to my name, except for the mark Jaxson had left on me. The good he’d given me that I’d never forget. It would stay with me through whatever came next.

The door had been left unlocked.

It squeaked as I stepped inside and squeaked again when I closed it. After I locked it, I stood in the doorway and sighed a long, shaky breath. Simon had taken everything, just as he’d said.

Looking around the empty kitchen, I took in every sad detail. The outlines on the walls of where framed prints of coffee cups had once been were so prominent they screamed for a coat of paint. The wallpaper, slightly peeling in the corners, was more noticeable now than it had been when the place had furniture. The scrapes on the old bamboo floor where the chairs had worn patterns into the wood begged to be buffed.

At the window over the sink, I stared out into the darkness. It was after ten, but I could still see the waves in the moonlight. The sweet, sweet scent of the ocean lingered in the air, in my hair even, and I breathed it in.

I smiled when I saw the old hammock still in the corner. Simon hadn’t bothered with it and I was glad. I loved that thing.

Slowly, I walked through the beach shack and entered the living room. First, I checked the door to make sure it was locked.

The room was as empty as the kitchen, except for the box. It sat right in the center, the label reading, “Theodore Banks, 1 of 2.”

It was the same box that sat in my apartment for weeks, and I’d never opened it. Would my life be different if I had?

Worse?

Better?

Worse. Much worse, I determined, because everything I’d been through led me to Jaxson.

Beside the box sat a bottle of Jack Daniels. Nice one, Simon. It was meant as a jab, but I didn’t care. Beside that, just as he promised, his phone.

Pulling my wet hair aside, I lowered myself down in the empty room and lifted the flaps of the box to find the diary lying on top of an old army jacket with my father’s handle, “Goose,” embroidered on the chest pocket.

Guess Simon didn’t want anything else in the box.

With shaky fingers, I lifted the diary and set it on the floor in front of me. Then I took out the coat and wrapped it around myself. Through everything, I’d never stopped loving my father. I only wished I could have helped him get well.

Lifting the diary, I opened the cover. Engraved to the left in gold was an inscription. It read:

 

My dearest Teddy,

No matter what you fly, you will always be my wingman. Just remember to keep your thoughts close and don’t let them fly away.

Love, Brenda

 

Like me, my mother only wanted to help him. I just hadn’t realized his issues reached back that far.

Pulling the cap of the whiskey, I took a sip and hated the burn I felt as it went down. I took one more swig and then set it down on the ground.

Flipping through the first few pages, I read about how my father thought his wife didn’t love him anymore. That she was looking for someone new. Pages and pages of erratic thoughts about what she did with her time when he was at work.

I looked at the date as I turned each page. His entries were sparse. Ten pages later a year had passed. It was now the year my mother died. He wrote that he knew she was having an affair with Ruffus Magnolia, and they were meeting while he was flying to Miami.

The wind knocked against the shutters of the roof, and I jumped, almost throwing the book in the air. These weren’t my secrets to know, and I wished I didn’t need to read about them.

I stood and dragged the box, along with the bottle, and his damn phone, over against the staircase and I leaned back.

It was dark outside and the light from the ceiling fixtures was dim, making some the entries hard to read. Near the stairs, I had the light from above as well as the living room.

And yes, I was closer to the front door if I felt I had to run. Something unnerved me. I almost felt like I was being watched, yet I knew no one was here.

Finding the page I’d left off at, I started to read again. The entries picked up a week after my mother was found dead. He wrote that he knew it was Ruffus here that day because his cigar smoke lingered in the air.

I gasped when I read that. I remembered that smell. It had been in our house for a very long time. Perhaps, my father wasn’t delusional. Maybe she was having an affair with Ruffus Magnolia, the owner of Moongate, my father’s partner.

I kept reading. He wrote about how Ruffus had pissed himself when Linc, who was Simon’s father, interrogated him. It took two days, but he admitted to arguing with her over leaving my father, and he didn’t mean for her to fall when he hit her.

Ruffus Magnolia had hit my mother.

He’d been hitting my mother.

I recalled the bruises I’d seen on her body all the time. She’d claimed she needed to eat more iron because she was bruising easily. Why would she continue to have an affair with a man who hit her?

I knew that was a question I would never know the answer to.

I read on. My father wrote that Ruffus was going to pay. He and his two Navy buddies were going to make certain.

Slapping my hand over my mouth, I didn’t want to read anymore. I didn’t want to know. Yet I knew I had to.

The next entry was made a week later, and it stated that no one was ever going to find Ruffus Magnolia’s body. The three of them had made sure of it.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t want to know the truth. I wanted to unlearn it. My father had committed murder, and so had Harvey and Linc. And Simon knew this.

What had he done with that knowledge?

The entries that followed were about me. How my father feared for my life. That Linc was unhappy with the money they were making at Moongate. That he wanted to sell, but Harvey and my father refused. Linc made threats. My father worried his threats were real.

My heart pounded and I started to cry. He really wasn’t paranoid. My life truly was in danger, and I never knew it.

I flipped faster. Pages and pages of the same. For years this went on. Then it all stopped, and the entries didn’t pick up until he was in prison.

My eyes were tired. My body was tired. My mind was tired. Yet, I kept reading.

The next entry was three months after my father went to prison. He wrote about how worried he was that I had run but how grateful he was at the same time because now Linc couldn’t make good with his threats.

There were pages and pages of the twelve steps. Years of fighting for sobriety that he was forced into. How good he felt to be able to think clearly. How he wanted to get out so he could find me and keep me safe. How Harvey vowed he would make sure Linc didn’t find me.

Then came the entry about Linc’s death. What I read terrified me and I gasped. My father wrote that Simon had killed his own father with a drug meant to mimic a heart attack and then told Harvey about it.

He’d blackmailed Harvey and drained Harvey of every cent.

The last entry was when he learned of his early release and how he was going to beg my forgiveness, and when he gathered the courage, he was going to tell me everything.

Tears streamed down my face.

I swiped the water away.

The creak of the floor above me had me jumping.

“Riveting reading, don’t you think?”

I heard my pulse start to race and when I twisted around, my breath caught.

I thought he was in Grenada.

How did he get here so fast?

Simon was here, though, and standing at the top of the stairs dressed in black from head to toe. Black suit, black shirt, black tie and shoes. He looked like was going to a funeral, and I prayed it wasn’t mine. He had his arms crossed and when he caught my shocked stare, he gave me a sugary smile.

With my heart hammering out of my chest, I threw the diary under the staircase and stood.

When I started to run for the front door, I tripped over the bottle of Jack and fell flat on my face. Pain exploded through my body as I stared at the door, knowing that even if I could reach it before he came down the stairs, I’d locked it. And with the amount of time it would take me to unlock it, he’d already be behind me before I could.

It was hopeless.

I glanced back and found him in the same position, having not moved an inch. “I take it you didn’t get my invitation to the party?”

I got up on my elbows. “What are you talking about?”

“The text I sent you not even thirty minutes ago.”

I eyed the door and started to crawl toward it. “I don’t have my phone.”

“Ahhh . . . that explains why you’re not following instructions. I’ll give you a pass then. But I wouldn’t leave if I were you.”

I glared at him.

“As I explained in the text, if you do, I’m going to upload that video of you hitting that poor little boy onto YouTube.”

I glared at him harder, daggers shooting like arrows in his direction.

“How many hits do you think I’ll get in the first hour?”

I was in hell, and the worst part was I deserved to be here.

“How many?” he taunted like the child he never was.

Blood smeared my nose and I could taste it in my mouth. “Why do you want to hurt me so much? I was your friend.”

He took a step down. “Friend?” he said in a tone that sent shivers down my spine. “You ruined my life when you made that call, and I’m here to return the favor.”

Pain shrieked through my body as I pushed myself up to a sitting position. Nothing was broken. I was going to be fine. “I made that call to save those people.”

Another step forward. “Always the good one.”

Fear caused my pulse to accelerate. “I had to stop him.”

Simon laughed. “From what? Himself?”

I hesitated, my breath blowing through my lips. “From flying drunk.”

Simon rolled his eyes. “He’d been doing that for years, Sadie, you were just too blind to see it. My dad and Harvey always had his back, and I never knew why, but I do now.”

“I saved those people,” I said, barely above a whisper.

“No, Sadie, you were the one who harmed them. They would have been fine on that plane. Your old man would have been fine, too. My father was flying the fucking thing, but after your little alert, he had to hand control back to your old man. So yeah, as you can see, you caused the crash. You’re the reason everything changed. You ruined my life.”

“I didn’t make that call to hurt you, Simon.”

“Maybe not, but you did. My father lost his job, and no one would give him another with the chaos you ousted. Because of that, we lost our house and had to live out of our shitty car. Did you know that?”

I shook my head. I’d lived on the street at times, but I didn’t tell him that. He wouldn’t care.

“We had nothing, and I had to steal, just so we could eat.”

Tears gathered in my eyes and slid silently down my cheeks. “Your getting caught doing something you’d been doing for years wasn’t my fault,” I tried to rationalize.

He was now standing over me. “Sadie, my dear, it was your fault. You and your old man’s. Linc was too weak to do what had to be done. To make you both pay. Luckily, I’m not.”

Suspicion lurked up my throat. “What are you talking about?”

His smile was sinister. “I got the truth out of Harvey and old Teddy. An admission of what I suspected but my father would never talk about to me. Their secret.”

Fear coated my skin. “What did you do to them?”

His brow rose, and he pointed to himself. “Me, I didn’t touch them. They shouldn’t have taken the boat out in their condition.”

My heart was in my throat. “And what condition was that?”

“They’d had too much to drink.”

“It was freaking storming out! Harvey wouldn’t have been drinking!”

He shrugged. “Sure they would have, with a little help.”

He’d done something to them. My father hadn’t been drinking after all. He’d stayed sober like he promised. “Why would you want to harm them? They were two old men!”

“And I needed that diary my father talked about in his sleep. The one your father threatened to reveal whenever my father got out of hand. How was I supposed to know your old man had stuffed it in the trunk of the Caddy? And probably so he could burn it before Harvey went and told you everything. He always did have a big mouth.”

I couldn’t even process what he was saying.

He laughed to himself. “I had no idea finding it would be that easy. I kind of felt bad about what I’d done when I finally figured out where it was, but I needed them gone so I could search.”

Bile rose up my throat. He had killed them both, and he was going to kill me when he was finished with this game of his. I knew it.

The palms of my hands were damp with cold sweat and I couldn’t breathe properly. In all the years I’d known Simon, he’d never been a violent person. Was his vicious mind worse than any physical harm?

He picked up his phone and tapped his screen before handing it to me. I didn’t want to watch what he had videoed, and yet I didn’t look away. It was dark but I could see my hands on the wheel, hear the slamming of the brakes, and then the heart-stopping thud, followed by my piercing screeches.

I couldn’t take it. I closed my eyes. I knew what I had done. The sin I had committed by leaving him without going into the hospital with him. By running him over. I would atone for them both very soon.

Simon lifted my chin. “Open your eyes, Sadie. We’re not done here, yet.”

His skin prickled against mine and I felt repulsed. I wanted his hand gone, so I opened my eyes, wide.

“Now,” he leaned closer. “In the morning you’re going to sign this shithole over to me, along with the Caddy. Then we’re going to do a little shopping and max out all your credit cards. We’ll also drain your accounts of any funds you might have left. And then, and only then, when I’m sure you’ll be living on the street, am I going to leave you to face what you’ve done to that little boy. Alone.”

I stared at him with hatred and vehemence. I don’t think I’d ever hated anyone before, but I hated him.

He ran his finger up to my lips. “Come on, cheer up. Things could be worse.”

I jerked away from him. “Don’t touch me!”

He stepped back, raising his hands.

I took a breath.

Peering at me, he picked up the bottle of Jack that had tipped over. Examined it. Poured out what was left of it. “I wouldn’t think about it. Now, sit down and go to sleep, my sweet Sadie.”

Just as he said it, my eyelids felt heavy, and they fluttered closed. I forced them open. “What did you put in the Jack?”

“Nothing to worry your pretty little head over. How about you sit back against the wall like the good girl you are and close your eyes?”

I was going to die like my father and Harvey. He’d poisoned me. “Screw you, Simon,” I spat.

He laughed a deep laugh that made me shiver. “No, Sadie, that’s screw you. And I don’t mean literally, of course.”

I tried to train my eyes on him, but everything was out of focus.

Headlights beamed through the picture window in the living room. Was someone here? Who? One of Simon’s friends? I had to take a chance it wasn’t. I had to find the strength to run for the door or I was going to die.

Somehow, I summoned everything I had within me to rise to my feet, and then I started to run.

Simon was fast though, or maybe I was slow, and he put himself in my path, grabbing me and slapping his hand over my mouth.

Hatred fizzed up my throat. I tried to scream, and when I couldn’t, I bit him.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered and slapped both of his hands over my mouth. “You were supposed to drink more or I would have dosed the liquor more potently.”

He gave me the same thing he’d put in the mints.

I wasn’t going to die, but I was going to pass out.

How had I not thought of that?

Still, he hadn’t given me enough, and I knew I could stay awake if I fought the haze that was falling over me.

Terror and adrenaline shot through me. Simon didn’t work out. He liked to stay thin. I knew this. However, he did have both pounds and inches on me. Still, I considered my options.

The lights were no longer shining in the window, and I had to hurry before whoever was at the door was long gone.

I heaved back with all my strength, slamming my Converse-clad sneaker down on his foot. Simon grunted in pain and his grip loosened enough for me to break free.

I screamed as loud as I could. “Help!”

My feet slipped on the Jack, but I managed to keep my balance and reach the door. Before I could unlock it though, Simon was smashing his body weight into me, tackling me to the ground.

Pain brought tears to my eyes as he grabbed my hair and pulled, hauling me away from the door.

Every ounce of fear I’d ever felt when I was a kid locked away in the darkness was nothing compared to what I felt now. I was going to die in this empty room, tonight. I knew I had to fight until my last breath to get free or I was never going to.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Simon hissed. “But if you don’t shut up, I’m going to have to.”

The sound of glass shattering drew our attention. It was a blur. But the old green post that used to hold the hammock up in the yard was now being used to push the glass from its frame.

What the hell?

And then like Superman himself, someone came flying through the window. The familiar dark hair. That body. It was him. Superman was Jaxson Cassidy.

What was he doing here?

I gasped and screamed in horror when he landed in the pile of glass before hauling himself to his feet. Blood covered his arms, but he didn’t seem to care.

Our eyes met for one brief second and I saw fear in them. I felt it. “Run to the car!” he ordered me.

Simon had eased back, as if he was going to run out the back door. Jaxson wasn’t having that. He lunged for him, taking him to the ground in one fell swoop. Simon didn’t stand a chance as Jaxson gripped him by the throat and smashed his head against the hardwood floor.

“You motherfucker!” Jaxson shouted.

The struggle wasn’t much of a struggle. Jaxson punched him once, twice, three times, and I swore Simon was begging him to stop.

I swung my gaze from them to the door and took a step in that direction. It felt like I was moving in slow motion, everything spinning as I passed by, but somehow I managed to reach the door. Unlocking it wasn’t so easy.

Just as I attempted to twist the lock, I heard another clash. More glass shattering. This time it came from the kitchen.

A man in jeans with chocolate-brown hair stood in the kitchen entry.

The room was darker now, spinning more, and then my legs gave out and I found myself sliding to the ground.

I heard Jaxson shout, “Sadie!”

There was a thud, and it was me. I was lying in a heap on the floor. I couldn’t feel my legs. I started to whimper.

“Sadie? Sweetheart?”

There was shouting. Yelling. In the haze, I saw the man I didn’t know kick a leg in the air and then pin Simon to the ground. The door flew open, and I saw flashes of letters, “F. B. I.” So many men stormed through the front door, my head started to spin even more.

I didn’t know how, but I was in Jaxson’s lap and he was cradling me. “Sadie, talk to me.”

“Jax—” His name came out barely a whisper and I could feel my eyes rolling back in my head. The roaring in my ears wasn’t making my comprehension any easier, either.

“Call an ambulance! There’s something wrong with her.”

“I love you,” I told him. “I’m sorry I left.”

“I love you, Sadie, more than you’ll ever know,” he said back.

I could barely hold on to consciousness but those words made me feel like I was floating high up in the clouds. I hated that I’d found him and now I was going to lose him.

There was a lot of commotion, a sea of black and yellow, and then sirens. They were coming for me. I looked at the tattoo on the inside of my wrist. The brighter side. I’d found it. Experienced it. Tasted it. I would keep it with me always.

I fought to keep my eyes open to catch a few last glimpses of my pot of gold, but they were fluttering closed.

“What did you do to her, you son of a bitch?” Jaxson shouted.

“Come a little closer.”

“What is it, sweetheart?”

I pulled Jaxson’s head down to my lips. “You have to let me go, Jaxson. I have to pay for my sins.”

He shook his head, almost violently. “You didn’t do anything, sweetheart. The whole thing was part of Simon’s scam.”

“But Riley?”

“He wasn’t real.”

I looked at him, lost, my head spinning and my mind a jumbled mess.

“The boy named Riley Houston in the hospital wasn’t the same child you hit. In fact I’m not sure you ever hit anything flesh and bones.”

All I could do was stare in shock. “I don’t understand.”

“Sadie, baby, you didn’t injure him or anyone else. Whatever happened that night, I don’t have a fucking clue, but I do know it was all part of a plan Simon must have concocted from the start.”

My head became a jumbled mess. I didn’t understand. I concentrated hard on what he was saying, watching his mouth move as he spoke, and then I said, “You mean I’m not going to jail?”

His full, beautiful lips curved upward. “No, you’re not going to jail.”

The darkness was pulling me under. “I’m not bad?”

He pressed his lips to mine in the softest of kisses. “You were never bad, Sadie Banks.”

That was a lie.

But it was a lie I could live with.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

JAXSON

JAKE WASN’T EXACTLY HAPPY, AND Jules, well, she looked like she was going to vomit all over the floor of her new SUV.

“Shit, Sundance, you should be letting the nurses in the ER do this,” Jake hissed as he pierced my skin under the dome light of the interior back seat.

Determined, I shook my head no. “And go through the hoops of getting admitted? No fucking way. I need to be with Sadie. Not sitting in a room waiting for some tech to cleanse my skin and administer a local just so I don’t feel the pain.”

Jake shook his own head. “You’re one stubborn bastard.”

Just then he drew the needle through my skin, and I winced. I had to admit it stung like a motherfucker and shut me right up.

“You need to get some antibiotics,” he told me.

“Yeah, no problem,” I replied. “And Jake,” I said.

He glanced up from what he was doing.

“I’ll never be able to repay you enough for what you did for me today.”

He knotted the last stitch. Ten in one arm. Five in the other. Not that bad for landing in a pile of glass. “You don’t have to. I did what any decent human being would have done to help a friend.”

Friend, yeah, I guess that’s what we were. Still, I had to laugh. “Sure, like any normal citizen could reroute the FBI with a single phone call.”

Jules laughed.

I slapped him on the shoulder and then opened the door. “I owe you.”

He shook his head at me.

“I do,” I said. And then I looked at Jules, who had tears in her eyes. “I’m fine,” I reassured her.

She sniffled. “I know you are. It’s just, I’ve never seen you like this.”

I dropped my gaze. “Like what?”

“So determined to get the girl.”

I guess I finally knew what true love was. I shook my head at her. “I’ll call you about tomorrow.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” she said. “And meeting her, too.”

I gave Jules a nod and mouthed, thank you, and then slammed the door, so I could hustle toward the hospital entrance.

Everything was going to be right in our universe. I just had to convince Sadie that staying with my ex-fiancée and her new husband was the right choice. Something told me it wasn’t going to be easy. Especially since, even to me, the idea sounded insane.

And I was the one who thought of it.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

SADIE

SLEEPING PILLS AND ALCOHOL DIDN’T mix well.

Nothing was more evident as I came to consciousness. Drowsiness, confusion, and alarm ticked in my mind.

I knew Simon had drugged me with some kind of sedative, I just wasn’t certain what it was or how much he had given me.

Had I been out for a couple of hours or a couple of days?

Feeling like I had a hangover from hell, I figured it had to be more than a short one hundred and twenty minutes.

I couldn’t manage to lift my eye lids. It was like they were glued shut. And my head was pounding in a way that felt like there was a nail being tapped against it. No, like someone was actually using a hammer and pounding on it.

My mouth was dry, and I licked my lips. When I did, a slight groan escaped my throat from just that small movement.

I wanted to fall back asleep, but then a warm hand wrapped around mine, and I instantly felt better.

Jaxson Cassidy.

I knew his touch. Warm and inviting, and full of promise. I knew his scent. Like the ocean on a beautiful day. I knew him, and I should have known he wouldn’t back down or stay away.

Drawing in a breath, I forced myself from my groggy state. I wanted to see him. I needed to see him.

His soft lips kissed my forehead. “Hey.” His voice sounded like warm caramel.

“Jaxson,” I whispered, trying to blink away the haze I was bathed in.

“Yes, my little thief, it’s me.”

Forcing my eyes open, I laughed at his nickname for me, even though it really wasn’t funny, and then cursed when the vibration split my skull in two. “Stop calling me that.”

He pressed his lips deeper against my forehead. “Never.”

“Please,” I croaked, managing to keep the small smile as I breathed in his scent.

He squeezed my hand. “I’ll think about it.”

The light was bright and I blinked a few times. “How long have I been out?”

“Eight hours, twenty-three minutes, and fifteen seconds, to be exact.”

“Too long,” I groaned, as everything that happened flashed before my eyes. The diary. The secrets. Jaxson. Riley. Someone else. The FBI. Simon being escorted out in handcuffs.

“How are you feeling?”

“Like death,” I said. “Simon put a sleeping pill in the bottle I drank from.”

Jaxson nodded. “We know. The hospital did a toxin screen. Thank fuck the dosage was mild.”

That information felt like a huge weight had been lifted off my chest and I could breathe so much better.

“Can I get you anything?” Jaxson asked, concern clear in his voice.

I touched my lips. They were swollen and tingled slightly. And my nose ached a little from where I’d face-planted on the floor. But other than the groggy headache, I was fine. I shook my head and then opened my eyes wider to catch his gaze. “No, not right now.”

Jaxson ran the fingertips of his free hand tenderly over the bruised flesh above my mouth. “You shouldn’t have left.”

A tear trickled down my cheek and I hastily tried to wipe it away. “I had to.”

He shook his head, hurt in his eyes.

Seeing him like that made me weak. He was a part of me, and it took almost losing everything to truly understand we belonged together. I reached for his hand to bring it closer to my lips, but when I did, the white bandages that covered his arms caught my attention. I couldn’t help the concern that flooded me. “Jaxson, your arms. How badly are you hurt?”

“I’m not. Just a few lacerations that will heal in no time. No big deal.”

Always the hero, I had to smile. “Are you sure, Superman?” I teased.

He pushed his arms up into the air as if he were the caped hero. “Positive. In fact, I’ve never been better.”

“I doubt that,” I told him. “And by the way, who was that guy who took Simon out with one kick?”

Jaxson laughed, and I loved the sound. “That was Dr. Jake Kissinger.”

My eyes went wide in surprise. “As in your ex-fiancée’s new husband?”

“None other,” he quirked. “Pretty cool guy actually. And I have to admit he has mad fighting skills.”

“Wait? What? How? Why?” My questions were endless.

Jaxson played with my fingers. “Long story, but the condensed version starts with you leaving before I could tell you what I’d found out and leaving your phone behind so I couldn’t reach you.”

I looked away, feeling ashamed.

He cupped my cheek, his thumb gently brushing over the bruise I knew I must have at the corner of my mouth. “We’ll discuss that further, a little later. But the bottom line was I needed his help, so I called him, and he delivered in more ways than I could have asked for.”

My eyelids fluttered in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

“Well,” he frowned. “Since he’s a doctor, I called him to ask him to look into Riley’s condition, and he found out the truth.”

Everything suddenly made sense. “And the truth,” I managed to say, “is that Riley wasn’t really ever hurt in the way Simon had told me he was.”

Relief simmered in his eyes. “Not at all. The boy at the scene of the accident was actually Simon’s stepson, and part of his plan.”

“His plan to ruin me,” I sighed.

Jaxson leaned down and kissed me softly. “It’s over, Sadie. Time to let it go.”

Morality still played a huge part in this but for now I pushed myself further into the mattress and took a deep breath. When I let it out, I felt free for the first time in so long.

Jaxson raised a dubious brow.

“What?” I asked.

“About that note you left me,” he said darkly.

Peering at him from under my lashes, I sheepishly replied, “I’m sorry, Jaxson, but I had to leave. I had to take care of the situation I was in because of my poor decisions. And it was something I felt I had to do on my own.”

Grasping both of my hands in his, he said, “That’s just it Sadie, you’re not on your own anymore.”

I spotted the yellow ribbon tied around his wrist. Hope. He must have had more hope than me, and I was so very glad he did. “I know that, now.”

He found my lips again. “And don’t ever forget it.”

“I won’t.” I patted the bed. “Now sit down and tell me everything from the start.”

Jaxson went on to tell me about Mrs. Montague. Ewww. Just ewww. Details about the call to Jake. The news that Riley wasn’t the Riley Simon had concocted and who exactly he was. That the poor boy in the hospital had been hospitalized for pneumonia and Simon somehow got his name, keeping his con real. And everything else.

I turned and lightly rubbed my nose against his in an Eskimo kiss. “The nightmare is over. I’m really free,” I said, still finding the reality of what had happened hard to believe.

Jaxson lifted my fingers to his full lips and pressed them against the two soft pillows. “Yes, it’s over. Simon staged the entire thing from the start.”

Tears filled my eyes. “I’m pretty sure he’s the one who found me and gave the information to my father. He had this thing planned out for a long time. And the accident, too. I still can’t believe it wasn’t real. It felt so real.”

His eyes were red, his voice gruff, I could see he felt my pain. “That’s because that’s what he does. He’s a con artist. He’s been doing it for years, Sadie.”

“What if I hadn’t gone out that night?”

“Then it would have been another night. Hell, it might have been planned for days or weeks before or after, there’s no saying. He was stalking you, though, that’s for certain.”

I shivered. “I had no idea.”

“He’s behind bars now, and you’re safe.”

Yes, I was safe. I wasn’t going to prison, yet that didn’t change the fact that I’d made a bad decision. That my morality was in question. And I knew I’d spend the rest of my life pondering it.

“Hey,” he said. “It’s time to forgive yourself.”

I nodded. “I’m trying.”

“And you’ll keep trying until you do.”

I got to my elbows thinking about the right and wrong side. I knew from now on the right side of the law was exactly where I was staying.

“You can’t go back, Sadie. Only forward.”

“I know.” I sucked in a breath. “Did the police find the diary?” I asked.

He shook his head no. “Not that I’m aware of. Where was it?”

“Simon left it for me. I dropped it in the beach house somewhere. Maybe near the stairs.”

“Did you read it?”

With a single nod, I pulled him closer. “I have to tell you something.”

This time he brought a chair near the bed, rested his elbows on the mattress, and laced his fingers in mine. “What is it?”

Huddled like that, I told him about the secrets of Moon Island. What I’d learned from that diary, the terrible things that happened so many years ago, and how I knew them to be true.

Back and forth we discussed the consequences of telling the police and not telling them.

In the end, we decided to let those secrets stay buried. Outing my father and his friends for the murder of a man whose body had never been found, and who had killed my mother, didn’t seem like anything anyone would benefit from.

Simon, on the other hand, was going to pay for what he’d done to my father and to Harvey. Telling the police he’d murdered them with no evidence would be just hearsay, but it was a risk I was willing to take.

The nurse came in and asked Jaxson to leave. Under protest, he did. She checked my IV, helped me to the bathroom, and then left so I could take a shower. I felt so much better after washing my face and brushing my teeth.

When I came out, Jaxson was leaning against the wall, one leg propped up, putting his long, lean body on full display.

God, he was so incredibly sexy.

I smiled at him, a shy one that came out of nowhere.

He smiled back, a soft, easy grin that spoke of the secrets we shared, the intimacies we knew, the things we still needed to learn.

“I want to talk to you about something,” he said. He sounded nervous. My heart sank in disappointment. Had I gotten this all-wrong? Was he about to let me go? “It sounds serious. Should I sit?”

He looked down. “Probably a good idea.”

My knees wobbled and my breath sputtered as I dragged the IV pole along my side. I sat on the edge of my bed, my toes dangling and barely reaching the floor.

He was my everything, but maybe I wasn’t his.

Just as he opened his mouth to speak, the door swung open and the doctor came in. I thought he’d never leave. He told me I was dehydrated and fatigued, that I needed to stay in bed for a minimum of five days, and that I wouldn’t be released until the day after next.

The entire time Jaxson was pacing, looking worried, and maybe even on the verge of being physically ill. He was fidgeting with something in his hand that I couldn’t see and once the doctor left the room, he stuffed it into his pocket.

Finally alone, I asked him impatiently, “What’s going on?”

His eyes darkened, and he ran a hand through his already mussed, yet beautiful, dark hair. “I have to go back to Grenada in the morning and finish the shoot.”

Oh, okay.

The romantic in me wanted to tell him to take me with him, but the realist knew I couldn’t go. Not like this. I’d be way too much of a distraction for him. “Of course, you do.” I smiled tightly. “I’ll be fine here.”

He stopped pacing, placed both palms on the end of the bed and leaned forward, peering at me almost sheepishly from under his long lashes. “I know you will be because you’re going to stay with Jules and Jake on their farm until I get back.”

I frowned and shook my head. “I’ll stay at Harvey’s.”

“No,” he said tightly. “You won’t. First, there’s no furniture in the house and second the place is missing two windows.”

Oh, right. I forgot about that. “Boards aren’t expensive,” I offered as a solution, “And I’m sure I can find a cheap air mattress. I’ve slept in much worse places, trust me.”

His body physically quivered and his stare went even darker as his temper flared. “Absolutely not. You’ll stay where I know you’re safe. No negotiation, Sadie. I’ve already arranged it.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You had no right to do that. I don’t even know them, and she’s, she’s—” I couldn’t say it.

“She’s my friend,” he finished for me, “and someone who cares about what happens to you. You need to get some rest and recover from all of this, Sadie. I wish I had a place for you to stay, but I don’t. Fuck, I’d stay here if I could and find us a place, but I have to finish my contract with SI or I won’t get paid. And although I’d like to say we could live off love, even I’m not that big of a romantic.”

My heart twisted, and I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling.

“What?” he said, narrowing his own gaze.

“You, a romantic?”

He stood tall, his muscled torso and broad shoulders practically flexing in challenge as he stormed around the bed and dropped to his knees.

Wide-eyed, I stared at him.

He smiled, slow and sexy. His eyes alight with something I’d never seen before.

Hope, maybe.

Uncertainty?

I couldn’t be sure.

He took my hand. “Until I met you, I didn’t know what love was. Sure, I thought I did, but I didn’t. Not really. I was living in the dark, but with you I’m living in the light. Because of you, I feel more alive than I have in my entire life.”

I gave him a tender smile, knowing exactly how he felt because I felt the same way. “Jaxson, I—”

He shook his head, silencing me. “I know I should probably wait and do this in the perfect moment with the perfect ring,” he said gruffly, “but I’m not perfect, and besides, I’ve never been good at waiting.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled something from it that glinted orange, yellow, blue, green, and violet in the sunlight.

It was a rainbow sitting on top of a gold band.

I bit my lip, peering at him from under my lashes.

What was this for?

On one knee like Prince Charming in Cinderella, Jaxson gently took my left hand in his. “Will you marry me, Sadie? Have my babies and grow old with me? Let me love you the way you were meant to be loved?”

My heart was about to beat right out of my chest. Any other person would have judged me for my actions, but Jaxson understood me, forgave me, saw the good in me. He wanted to marry me.

I sat there staring at the ring, knowing what it meant. I couldn’t breathe. This man wanted me. After everything, he still wanted me. My tear-filled gaze found his, and I speared him with my uncontained love. “Jaxson.” His name was a sob erupting from my throat.

He looked at me, uncertain. “Say yes, Sadie. Be mine to have and to hold for the rest of our lives.”

I was so nervous, I was shaking, but most of all, I was elated. My heart shuddered, swelled, and in that moment I swore I could feel the cracks filling in. There was only ever one answer. I leaped and knew the landing was going to be smooth. “Yes, yes, yes,” I cried. “I love you, Jaxson Cassidy, and I can’t wait to start a life together.”

Beaming from ear to ear, he slid the rainbow ring on my finger. “This ring is temporary. I promise I’ll get you a real ring as soon as I can.”

I let out a throaty chuckle. “I don’t know. I kind of like this one.”

He pushed up so he could lean down and press his nose to mine. “You’re one of a kind, little thief, one of a kind.”

Breathless giggles escaped my mouth. Once his own brand of laughter died down, he gathered me in his strong arms. I turned toward him and kissed his bicep, breathing in his scent.

For my entire life, I never knew where I wanted to be. I’d run and run and run, and never get anywhere.

But in this moment, I knew with all my heart, the only place I ever wanted to run to again . . . was right into his arms.


CHAPTER FIFTY

SADIE

GOOD THINGS COME IN THREES. Today they certainly did, and of all ways, in the form of knocks.

First, a candy striper arrived with the most beautiful yellow roses. There was no card but a feeling of hope clung in the air.

Second, Jules and Jake visited, claiming they were there to deliver antibiotics to Jaxson for his wounds and figured they should probably meet their new house guest while they were at it.

Jake was amazing right from the start. He wasn’t my doctor but he took on the role. Asking me questions and making certain I was getting the very best treatment.

And meeting Jules wasn’t as daunting of a task as I had imagined. It wasn’t terrible, either. In fact, I actually liked her. Sure, her and Jaxson had once been a couple, but they broke up for a reason. And now she was with a man she obviously loved, and Jaxson, well, he was with me.

While the four of us were talking, the third knock came. It was an orderly with a wheelchair coming to take me to some undisclosed place. “Where?” I asked Jaxson warily.

He shrugged.

“Jaxson, please, I can’t take anymore of the unknown,” I pleaded.

That got him to confess. “To the hospital chapel,” he grinned.

When I said yes to his proposal, I had no idea he meant right now. “But I’m in a green gown that shows my backside when I stand,” I whispered.

Something naughty flashed in his eyes, but he reigned it in. We had company. “No problem,” he said instead, “Lucky for us, Jules is a wedding planner, and she has it all under control.” Jaxson punctuated his cocky grin with a wink as he left me alone with the quirky blonde and her giant bag.

It had been planned all along.

Turned out, Jules was more than a quirky blonde. She was sweet, and kind, and nice, and yes, she seemed to genuinely care about me.

I was cleaned up, dolled up, and dressed up in a matter of thirty minutes. The dress was a simple white satin slip style. My hair was down and she tucked a yellow rose behind my ear.

Jules pushed open the door and I rose out of the chair, fixing a big, happy smile on my face.

Jaxson was waiting for me in the front of the chapel. He wore a white button down and black pants with a purple boutonniere pinned to his shirt.

He looked hot.

No, not just hot—smoking hot.

And all mine.

I wanted to run to him but I settled on walking.

“Slow and easy,” Jules warned as she handed me my bouquet.

I took one step, then another, and another still. The space was beautifully decorated with yellow ribbons. The symbol of hope. Cones holding orange flowers were attached to the chairs. And there were violets and red rose petals scattered up the aisle.

This was the real deal.

I never imagined getting married but if I had, this would be exactly what I’d have wished for. It was real. It was right. It was perfect.

Music started to play and Jake and the Chaplain moved to Jaxson’s side. He beamed at me and crooked a finger. His love for me might not have been tattooed on his face but it showed as if it were.

With the colors of the rainbow surrounding me, I heeded his silent command. In the shimmer of colors, I made my way toward the man who had changed my life for the better.

When I reached him, I couldn’t wait until the end to kiss him, so I brought my lips to his and lingered in the joy I felt.

The Chaplin cleared his throat, and I reluctantly pulled away from Jaxson’s warm, velvety mouth.

“That comes later,” he informed me, and everyone laughed. Tradition had never been my thing, and it must have been obvious.

“I’m very sorry,” I told him, with the upmost sincerity in my tone.

He nodded. “Shall we begin?”

“Yes, please,” Jaxson told him, squeezing my hand.

As the Chaplin spoke, tears streamed down my face. Tears of joy, happiness, and a little bit of sorrow, too.

I wanted to say I didn’t deserve this. Deserve him.

That all the fear and angst and heartache I’d gone through wasn’t enough to punish me properly.

That what I’d done was bad. And the truth was, what I’d done was bad. Wrong. Immoral. Heartless.

But I was human, and I’d made a wrong choice.

This was the right one.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

SADIE

IT WAS RAINING, AND I didn’t care.

The still-imposing façade of the concrete and glass buildings that surrounded the terminal lit up when the thunder boomed and a bolt of lightning struck. The brilliant, jagged flash caused me to practically jump out of my seat.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I sucked in a deep breath and slowly blew it out. I couldn’t believe eight days had passed.

Eight long days without him.

I missed him.

Forcing my eyes open, I glanced at the monitor sheepishly, praying the word, “DELAYED,” wouldn’t be blinking when I looked up. I did actually jump out of my seat when I saw the word, “LANDED,” instead.

The plane had already landed.

His plane had landed.

He was home.

I waited for him, breathless with anticipation.

Nervous.

My stomach was full of dancing butterflies.

I felt giddy.

I looked at my wrist, and right now, I felt like I was on the side of the rainbow with the pot of gold. No, I felt like maybe the pot of gold was at both ends and it didn’t matter which side I was on anymore. Happiness lived in my heart and soul.

In him.

With him.

I couldn’t wait to see my husband.

Husband. No matter how many times I said it, I still smiled. I hadn’t known what love was. Didn’t want it until I thought I’d never have it and then it practically slapped me across the face. At first, like a tease of something I would only be allowed a small taste of, but then it became real and bloomed into my reality.

I still couldn’t believe he was mine.

For eight days we’d talked, had phone sex, planned, and had more phone sex. We’d decided to make Harvey’s our home. It needed some work. It needed a lot of work, but the shack was on the beach, and that was a place we knew we could be happy.

Once my ban on physical activity had been lifted, Jules drove me out to Harvey’s. I had a diary to recover—she had decorating ideas to bestow. She was a planner all the way down to her kind heart.

Chloe met us there to get her car, and I could hardly believe my eyes when I saw the Mercedes in the driveway. Elise had been the one to bring her. She stomped around the dusty old place in her Prada-clad flats and actually smiled. “This place has potential, Sadie,” she’d said. “Just like you.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but somewhere deep inside it was a compliment, and I took it.

When I fished the diary from the cubby under the stairs where it had wedged, I found a crawlspace door. Curious, I opened it. Inside sat a box. Not just any box. It was labeled, “Theodore Banks, 2 of 2.”

With shaky fingers I’d opened it, praying it didn’t hold any bones or any more secrets.

What I found inside was my life, my young life. A baby outfit and shoes. Pictures of my father, my mother, and me. Report cards and ballet ribbons. It was then I remembered that life before my mother died hadn’t been that bad. In fact, it had been pretty terrific. Normal, even.

That night I burned my father’s words, along with his secrets, at a bonfire Jake had built.

Jake and Jules were the perfect couple, and before I met Jaxson I might have found them annoyingly cute, but now all I could say was they belonged together just as Jaxson and I did.

Them on their farm.

Us in our beach house.

Moon Island was full of secrets, but it was also small, and quaint, and quiet, and the perfect place to raise a family.

Our family.

Someday, just not any day soon. We both had big plans for each other and our careers. He had mountains to climb and I had dragons to slay. In my case, not literally.

The airport was packed, and every single person who stepped off the tram wasn’t him. College students home for holiday break, businessmen in suits on their phones, women rushing to greet their parents.

I started to hold my breath in worry. Did something happen? Then I saw him and his name leapt from my lips. “Jaxson!” I shouted, waving my hand like the crazy woman I was.

I was looking at love.

I finally knew what love was, and I was never letting it go.

His gaze found mine and his eyes burned over me with a scorching heat. He was magnificent. All tall, dark, and handsome. His eyes so blue you could drown in them.

He was sin.

Power and seduction.

He was mine.

He wore jeans, a white T-shirt, and a black leather jacket.

Damn, he looked hot.

James Dean hot.

And he was mine.

All mine.

I could stare at him for hours.

I wouldn’t though, not today. I ran toward him and his quick strides brought him toward me. When I jumped into his arms, he twirled me around and around and around. It was like one of those corny romantic movies I made fun of all the time.

He buried his face against my neck and nibbled with his teeth. I shivered under his touch. I’d missed him so much. He squeezed me tightly. So tight. And then he set me down and took a step back to look at me, his gaze searing me. I felt naked under his stare. I wanted to be naked under his stare. I wished I was.

“Fuck, I missed you, wife” he said, pulling a rose from his inside pocket and handing it to me.

Beaming from ear to ear, I took it and got up on my toes to kiss his hot lips. “Thank you, husband, I missed you, too.”

Fumbling around in his pocket again, he produced a tin of chocolates and handed it to me. “For you, my love,” he said with a bow.

I gave him a bit of a sideways look.

Flowers and candy?

Who was this man?

He gave orders, not gifts.

What was he up to?

But I knew exactly what he was up to when he reached in his pocket again and pulled out a small black box.

This time there were no nerves when he opened the box and showed me the most exquisite diamond perched on the softest of velvet. “Will you make it official and wear my ring?”

“Jaxson,” I cried. “Yes. Oh, yes.”

That cocky grin was almost too much and I swear my pulse was beating between my toes, that’s how excited I was.

I looked up at him. “I love it, but we said we’d wait.”

Ignoring my comment, he slipped it on my finger right above the gift shop rainbow ring, which I also loved and never wanted to take off. “I couldn’t wait. Now, you officially belong to me.”

“I belonged to you since I first laid eyes on you,” I informed him.

“Damn right,” he teased.

Cocky.

Arrogant.

And hot.

It was there in his eyes.

And then those lips of his crashed to mine, and they felt like magic. Sparks exploded, and neither of us cared that we were full on making out in the middle of the airport.

When I was breathless, I pulled back and gazed up at him. There was a hint of a satisfied smile on his lips, and I had to say it, “You’re so romantic.”

“Hey, I just had to do it my way,” he quirked.

“Sing it, Frank,” I laughed.

He swung his arm around me, and we started for the exit.

“By the way,” I said sternly. “I got a call today from Elise Petra notifying me that my articles on Antigua, Barbados, and Grenada were exactly what Hotlanta needed for her new travel column, and that my services were required from now on. And then she added that none other than the world-famous photographer, Sundance, would be supplying the photos.”

“Oh right,” he said, “that totally slipped my mind.”

“Liar.”

He shrugged. “I wanted you to hear it from her.”

“You sent her my articles without asking me first. You shouldn’t have done that,” I scolded.

“Sure, I should have. You weren’t going to, and your articles were begging to be read, just the way you beg me to come.”

A blush heated my neck, and I got on my toes to kiss his cheek. “Thank you.”

He veered to the right with a smug smile on his face. “Anytime . . . for either,” he winked.

I shook my head and tugged him the other way. “The Caddy is in short-term parking,” I told him.

“And the hotel is right over there.” His voice was husky, dark, and it held a hint of exploration in it.

“The hotel? I have everything set up at Harvey’s . . . our new place,” I corrected.

He waggled his brows and pulled me closer. “You don’t really think we’re going to spend our first official night together as husband and wife on an air mattress, do you, my little thief?”

Those butterflies he always gave me took full flight, and I shook my head, not even bothering to comment about his nickname for me.

I smiled up at him and saw the way his pupils flared. A raw hunger that ignited his features and made him primal.

“I can’t wait to be inside you,” he whispered, his voice vibrating over my skin like a command and as always, my nipples puckered in anticipation.

He was my Tarzan, and I was his Jane.

Holding me to his side, he took long strides through the busy airport and I kept up every step of the way. There were so many people around, but it felt like just the two of us.

When we passed by the hotel bar, I glanced inside and remembered that first night.

Two lost souls.

Broken.

Damaged.

Incomplete.

The electric sparks. The dangerous chemistry. The lust that filled the air. The desire that made my body hum. It was all still here, greater, even more intense, if that was even possible.

He stopped for a moment and stared down at me as if remembering it, too. There was a lot of ugly that came after that night, but we’d vowed to put it all in the past and live each day for the good it offered.

I was doing my best to abide by that vow.

Joy flooded my heart as I stared up into those blue eyes, and I was so very glad I’d stepped off for a while . . . with him.


EPILOGUE

3 MONTHS LATER

JAXSON

A THICK GOLD BRACELET SPARKLED and the smaller disk-like medallions twinkled against the turquoise-blue water.

The perfect costume.

One arm was up, holding her messy hair in place, the other was covering her naked breasts just enough so as to not get censored.

A flawless body and an ideal pose.

A hot chick, for sure, and I was certain all the men would be gawking at this image every time they passed by a newsstand.

To me though, it was the Egyptian necklace that stole the show. The one Sadie had found and assured me it was going to light up the sky. She was right.

This was the perfect picture.

My best work.

I clutched my fingers tighter around the glossy paper as I pushed through the squeaky door to the beach bungalow we now called home.

We’d done a shit ton of work to it and it needed a shit ton of more work. All in good time.

It was a Saturday, and Sadie was up on a ladder with a paintbrush in her hand. My eyes glided up, piercing her, taking her in, demanding her attention. I cleared my throat.

“Jaxson,” she grinned. “Hi. I thought you weren’t coming home until later.”

I licked my lips, offering a lazy smile. “Plans changed.”

“Oh, good. Grab a brush.”

I frowned. Not what I had in mind, at all.

“What? You don’t like the color?” she asked, her voice raspy and paint covering her hot little body. She was sexy as hell in those overalls and my dick saluted the good work, and her.

I tucked the magazine in my back pocket and folded my arms over my chest, very aware of what this stance would do to her. “It looks great,” I answered, not really caring if the walls were Sunshine Yellow, Vibrant Yellow, or Martha Stewart Yellow. “And so do you.”

Blowing a piece of stray hair from her eyes, she glanced down at herself. “I’m a mess.”

Shaking my head, I quirked a finger, beckoning her to come a little closer. Telling her I wanted her naked. Letting her know she was mine—mess and all.

Her mouth opened in a perfect O and she set her paintbrush aside.

Jesus fucking Christ, I loved her.

In this moment, I was a lion poised to pounce. “On second thought,” I offered, swiping my tongue along my bottom lip, “stay put.”

I’d go to her.

Nice guys didn’t always finish last—in fact, sometimes they finished first, and sometimes they even won.

I climbed the ladder as she twisted and sat on the top. “What’s going on?” she asked, her breaths heavy with desire.

When we were eye-to-eye, I pulled the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition from my back pocket and presented it to her like a kid who’d just got an A on a paper.

She snatched it from my hand and stared in awe for the longest time. “Oh, my God. I love it. And you’re name, it’s so big.”

I grinned and looked down toward my raging erection. “Yeah, like me.”

She swatted my shoulder. “Seriously, this picture is beautiful.”

I caged her in, gripping the sides of the ladder and staring into her eyes. “Like you, Sadie Cassidy.”

“You’re prejudiced,” she smirked.

“Maybe.”

She kissed me softly.

“By the way,” I said. “How about you show me how perfect you are and hurry your sweet ass to get packed?”

She blinked. “For what?”

“Well,” I cleared my throat, “Travel and Leisure just called me and asked if I’d be interested in shooting an upcoming feature on Tikehau Island.”

Her jaw dropped. “Are you even serious right now?”

“Pink sands, baby,” I taunted. “All the way.”

She looked around at the mess and bit her lip. We were knee-deep in remodeling, but it had been that way for months. Then she sighed, “I should probably stay here. We’re so close to being finished.”

“Did you hear me?” I asked in astonishment. “Travel and Leisure called.”

Working for Elise was working out great. Small jaunts a few weekends every month to locations close enough to drive. Low budget stuff that neither of us complained about.

Working remotely, Sadie was also writing a weekly feature for Elise that raised awareness to the needs of Atlanta. Schools. Playgrounds. Local shelters. Humanitarianism, that Sadie relished in. She called it penance for her bad choice. I called it giving back for her good work.

For me, I didn’t want to shoot for any one publication; I wanted to shoot for them all.

National Geographic.

Reader’s Digest.

Men’s Health.

In Style.

Even fucking Better Homes & Gardens.

“I heard you,” she said, almost unaffected, actually bored.

“And,” I replied, my brow furrowing in surprise. “I thought you’d be fucking thrilled to visit one of the most amazing beaches in the world.”

The laughter that burst from her lips took me by surprise, and then she screeched and threw her arms around me. “Oh, my God, I’m kidding. Of course I’ll go. I can’t believe they called you. You are huge, Jaxson Cassidy. Huge.”

I wanted to swat her on the ass, but instead, I grabbed her by the waist and took a single step down. “How about I show you just how huge I am, my little thief.”

She bit my lip hard in retaliation for my choice of word.

Thief.

She hated when I called her that.

Personally, I loved it.

I would always call her my little thief because she’d done more than steal my camera; she’d stolen my heart.

And I never wanted it back.

 

The end!
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I had him at hello.

Or maybe it was the down-on-one-knee comment that really got his full attention. Either way, he was standing there with his mouth open wide like a fish out of water.

It shouldn’t have delighted me, but it did.

His eyes went wide and I couldn’t stop the tingle that ran down my spine as I stared up at him. God, he was the same and different all at the same time.

Those eyes.

Those bedroom eyes.

Still bluer than any Bahamian sea. Still bottomless like the depths of the ocean. And still so expressive.

One look from him and I swore a girl wanted to pull down her panties all on her own.

He hadn’t changed a bit.

I hated it.

Hated that his nose was still so straight and his cheekbones so well defined. That those too-full lips which donned him the moniker, Pretty Boy, despite his best efforts to ditch it were still so inviting. Don’t even get me started on that masterfully tousled dirty-brown hair; it did always make me go weak in the knees.

I detested that, too.

Tyler Holiday was always tall, dark, and cocky, but now he had become a man. All grown-up and deliciously so.

For one rapturous second, time rewound, and I got lost in a face I once thought I’d stare at forever. That mouth a little crooked grin and that masculine jaw now covered with at least a week of scruff.

Yes, he was definitely all man.

Standing before me with his hard-as-stone body and handsome-as-sin good looks, it was difficult to recall why I loathed him so much.

But then he shrugged as if what I’d said hadn’t just rocked his world, and when he did, the hardness in his eyes became glaringly apparent. “I should have known you were in cohorts with the Wicked Witch of the West. Deceit always was your thing.”

Trying to control my emotions, I stepped back, my cheeks burning under the heat of his intense gaze. From this vantage point I could see his face had become a perfectly blank mask. “Now that’s not nice, Tyler, and you know it.”

Rather than admit defeat, he darted his gaze to the ground but allowed his lips to turn up just a bit more, smug-like. “You know nice isn’t my thing.”

Right. That’s the exact moment I remembered exactly who he was. Oh, how I remembered.

The party boy.

The aloofness.

The arrogance.

Time had refined who he was, but his removed disposition hadn’t changed one bit. It was like a neon sign blinking with the message that he lived high in his own castle.

It was received.

Coming to my senses, I cocked a hip. “Wilhelmina called me after she dropped you off. I’m sure she knew you’d never see it through because come on, Tyler, commitment was never your thing.”

He gave me another shrug. Playing at indifference was also his thing. Yet he forgot something—if he thought he knew me, then I definitely knew him.

And the way his teeth started to clench and the way his forehead rose to his hairline were his tells. Tells of shock. Tells of surprise. Tells of anger. And maybe something a little darker, too.

Yes, I had most definitely caught him off-guard.

His disposition was almost endearing, and it would have been if I didn’t still hate him. Hate him with a passion that threatened to burn down the very walls of my being.

His grown-up swagger and carefree attitude might have made me want to stab him, but the way he looked at me with that devilish smirk provoked me to want to stab myself—in the heart.

Okay, not really.

I just despised the way my most vital organ did this wild thump, thump, thump because he was near. Because he almost kissed me.

It absolutely made no sense. He’d broken me ten years ago, and I knew he would break me once again if I let him.

Even considering an alliance was insane. I ruled it out about two minutes after I heard the idea. Besides, I’d found a way out of my predicament. It wasn’t ideal but it was doable. And much safer.

He stepped closer.

I didn’t step back.

Danger. Proceed with caution. Trouble. Trouble. Trouble. Those were the words that were stamped all over him.

His warm breath whispered across my cheek, stoking the old flames of desire. I knew better than to let him get too close, and yet I couldn’t back away.

The voice inside my head kept shouting, “Play with fire and you’ll get burned.”

I should have listened.

I didn’t.

Then again, I never did listen to anyone, not even myself.

“So, tell me?” he chuckled darkly, “Did the idea of being my wife make you wet?”

The snicker that bubbled up my throat let him know the concept in itself was preposterous. “Hardly, it made me want to sew my vagina closed.”

His returning smirk was a dangerous cocktail of amusement and desire. Warmth trickled down my spine from just the tilt of his full lips. Damn him. He hadn’t laid a finger on me, yet I felt his touch everywhere. “You’re a liar,” he said matter-of-factly, eyeing the way my pulse was throbbing in my neck.

“It’s so nice to see you, too, and after all this time.” Now, I pressed my back against the wall, looking for distance, seeking relief from the fire he’d lit in me the moment I saw him standing on my driveway.

He shook his head.

“What, can’t say it back?”

Some kind of emotion I couldn’t decipher flashed in those baby blues but it was gone in an instant. “Well, if I did, that would be a lie, and we both know I’m not the liar here. Besides, to be honest, it isn’t nice to see you. As a matter of fact, I hate the fact that you’ve allowed yourself to go from seductress to mere arm candy in only ten short years.”

Anger and regret spun around me. I closed my eyes and re-opened them. Jutting my chin out, I didn’t want to drink in the sight of him yet I couldn’t resist.

I might have hated the way things ended between us, but I despised what he had done even more. And I couldn’t forgive him for that. For not seeing what was real. So I had to turn my feelings off. Play the girl the world saw—the party girl. “And I see you’ve successfully graduated from jerk to asshole in less than a decade.”

His wry smile disappeared. And the frown that replaced it was accompanied by a glacial stare. “What are you doing with that guy?”

Telling him Henri and I were hopelessly in love was useless. He’d already seen the truth. “I already told you, it’s none of your business.”

His hard body pressed against mine. “You don’t think I figured it out the second I saw him bent over a dude? That you’re Henri LeBlanc’s veil to the world and he must be your savior.”

I shrugged. “Paint the picture however you like,” I told him. “Either way, Henri and I are getting married.”

His brow furrowed and he stepped back, tucking a hand in his pocket and using the other to tousle his hair. “You can’t be serious?”

A waft of his fresh, clean, masculine scent filled my nose. I inhaled and couldn’t stop the way I shivered in response. The impact he had on me was as undeniable as it was useless. “I am, actually. We plan to make our announcement very soon. I’m sure you’ll read about it in the headlines.”

“This is about saving Highway 128.”

“I couldn’t deny it.”

His long, lean body angled forward and his big palm hit the wall beside my head. “There is another way to keep your father’s winery out of bankruptcy.”

It was more than a hint of a proposition.

Goose bumps prickled my side as a thrill of excitement crashed inside my chest, until I remembered this was Tyler Holiday, and he hadn’t changed a bit. That wall was still there, tall and wide and unapproachable, and I couldn’t attempt the climb again. “And what might that be?” I asked rather menacingly.

“Marry me, instead,” he whispered, his tone gruff, his voice shaky as if he couldn’t believe he was suggesting such a thing.

“Never,” I said, in a vengeful hiss.

Unabashed, he pinned me with a wolfish grin. “Never say never, Paris.” Then taking a step back, he went on. “How about I leave the offer on the table and you take a few days to think about all the good sex you won’t be having with Frenchy. I’ll call you first thing Tuesday morning.”

I didn’t like the way his stare ignited a yearning I hadn’t felt in years. “And I won’t be answering,” I told him and gave him my back the way he had done earlier. Then over my shoulder, I tossed, “And Tyler?”

The thick column of throat bobbed. “Yes?”

“Happy birthday. Feel free to stay and celebrate. Henri and I have other obligations,” I chirped before sashaying out of the breakroom, leaving the boy I’d once loved and lost behind.

Marrying Henri was really for the best.

Now, I just had to convince myself of that.
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