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  Demi


   


  The Past


   


   


  Death is a peculiar kind of tragedy. After its wake you’re either robed in immortality or plunged into eternal darkness. The living never quite know how deeply to mourn. The speculation is ours but the judgment is not. By the tender age of fifteen, I had mastered death’s destruction and racked up a body count. I had killed the only two people who ever truly loved me—my mother and my father.


  Years ago, when my parents married, they built their home from the ground up. They unleashed their wildest imaginations and created a legacy for our family so magnificent in girth and stature it dwarfed the other embarrassingly large homes that surrounded us. They had grand plans of filling it with children, four girls, four boys. My parents dreamed big and lived bigger. They christened our home Winter Haven because in the hard Connecticut winters it was just that. The icicles bled off the eaves like a fairytale, and the woodland creatures flocked to the many feeders my mother laid out. But any ideas of mass procreation that my parents harbored were cut short once I was born—their only child, a girl. I slashed my way into this world, barreling in with a curse on my back that left my mother clinging to life less than five minutes after I arrived. She didn’t make it.


  Growing up it was just my father and me. He focused his white-hot attention over my every move, and it was nirvana. I knew no other existence. The sun rarely shined over Winter Haven. The sky held a perennial cloud cover, thick as grief. It pressed over our home like a bruise. Later, my stepmother, Nora, and her son, Josh, slid into our lives swift as demons, after all, that’s what they proved to be.


  We lived in a world of shadows. My father said my mother took the sun with her and that I was his little bit of sunshine. That was his pet name for me right up until the day I killed him.


  Then came a season of darkness, of haunted echoes, wild cries, of howls and aches—the knife of my parents’ deaths plunging into my broken heart night after night. Nora and Josh had taken the throne at Winter Haven. I was nothing more than her battering post, his shiny new plaything.


  Josh has a few years on me. He’s gorgeous and buff, every cheerleader’s dream. He has flocks of wealthy friends and no shortage of beautiful girls that linger at the house well into the night. But when all is said and done, the party is over, and all of his drunk cohorts speed off in their expensive Italian sports cars, it’s my bed he crawls into. I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t stop it either.


  “I just want to talk.” His voice is raspy, unrecognizable. He’s panting. His eyes are glossed over in an animalistic manner. “I get it. I get how much you hurt, Demi. My own father abandoned me.”


  The knife twists just enough with his words. My father did abandon me. I was so eager to buy the lie.


  Josh slips into the bed beside me until his body is pressed close to mine. My heart thumps into my throat, steady as a jackhammer. I’m quivering, scared, excited. I can’t remember the last time I was this close to another person. A part of me craves to touch him, to have him touch me. And he does. Josh slithers his viper-like arms around me, and soon I’m enveloped in the cloud of vodka spewing from his lungs. I memorize the way it feels to have someone hold me again as I take in a deep lungful of his toxic breath. The truth is I had died right alongside my father, and now I’m finally breathing again. Maybe Josh is the one who would resuscitate my corpse.


  Holding me led to his lips finding mine. Before I knew it, his fingers were between my legs. Eventually, Josh pried me open and thrust his way into my life. Night after night, I was his dirty little secret. He wouldn’t say two words to me at school, after all, he was a senior and I was a lowly freshman. But late at night, while the world slept, he became a regular visitor to my bedroom. At fifteen I didn’t know what to think, or how to react. All I knew was this gorgeous boy, who the entire school worshiped, who the girls stabbed each other in the back for, was interested in me. He wanted me. Once again I was the object of someone’s white-hot attention. No, there wasn’t any love. I was simply trying to fill the gaping hole in my heart my father left. But none of those nightly visits were ever enough to fill it.


  I missed my father, and strangely enough, my mother, too. All I had left of them was Winter Haven, an empty shell of who we once were—who we could have been. They made it powerful and beautiful, but they died, took their beauty and power with them and left me alone with a woman who openly wished I were buried too. Nora played on my grief. She assigned me a psychiatrist. I had more labels thrown at me than the canned food aisle at the supermarket, more pills to swallow than sand on the shore.


  As I grew older, I joined the august body of Mitchell University, but things had already hit a boiling point at home. Nora wasn’t about to let me too far off the leash. The idea of living on campus set her greedy teeth on edge. The more I pushed, the more she smothered me with narcotics. Nora’s nickname for me was garbage. She threw a Bible at my head, and I read that sacred tome from cover to cover. Then I prayed. I prayed God would strike dead both Nora and Josh and free me from this insolent hell. I prayed He’d change them—do the unthinkable and change me to accept them—send outside help to free me from the prison that my home had become. Her increasing cruelty grew like a weed and choked out of me any glimmer of hope that she would ever change, that I would ever survive her tyranny. An open grave waited for me if I stayed at Winter Haven. And with each passing day, Nora became more eager to push me in it.


  God wasn’t answering my prayers.


  I was down to one alternative, answering them myself.


  So I did the only thing I could.


  Run.


   


   


  1


   


  Lost in Loveless
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  Demi


   


  Three and a half years later…


   


   


  “Can I help you?” He’s dripping wet, straight from the shower with a towel draped low on his waist, and I gasp because he has the face of a god, the body of a demon, and the eyes of the bluest sky. He’s built like a linebacker, and he’s way too young to ever fit into the stereotypical johns I’m forever hearing Eva complain about.


  His lips twitch. His eyes give an amused smile as if confirming the fact he knows exactly how wickedly gorgeous he is. My body ignites like a flare. My neck heats, brightening with color the way it does when I’m having a visceral response.


  “The door was unlocked, so I let myself in.” My voice wobbles, and I cringe. My fingers shake as I clutch at the oversized feather duster in my hand. I’m not used to feeling out of control. I’m usually abhorrent to anything that makes me feel that way, but something in me refuses to hate him over something so petty.


  I snatch the edge of my skirt and give a little curtsey in the ridiculous French maid costume I’ve donned. It isn’t the cheap kind that reeks of polyester and Halloween. It’s the real deal with a corset that shows off my assets, a thick, layered tulle skirt that stands erect like cardboard just past my hips. If anything, this getup makes its naughty intentions crystal clear. Reeva, my so-called boss, provides nothing but the best—her clients expect nothing less.


  My legs shake so hard I lean against the bedframe in an effort to anchor myself from jittering across the room. It’s not every day my nerves are shot to hell. Then again it’s not every day I’m turning tricks for a dollar.


  He gives a wry smile. My insides pinch at how alarmingly attractive he is. I’m not one to chase after gorgeous men. I’m more the get drunk, fuck ‘em, and leave ‘em type before I ever really get a good idea of what they look like. How they look is never all that important. It’s the end game that counts—the part where they make me feel alive if just for a second. But that was before, when I was still giving it away for free. This is different. Tonight I cross a line that I can never recover from.


  “It’s pretty bad out there. I’m glad you’re inside.” His cut features make it hard to look away. Something about those hypnotic, glowing eyes magnetize me, and I’m sure every other woman, to him. “But you don’t look too prepared for what’s being billed as the snowstorm of the century.” He leans in, inspecting me from head to toe and his sizzling gaze feels as if it’s tearing a fire line up my body. He’s not the type of man I’m usually paired with, but then, this is the first time I’m advancing to a bodily exchange for cash. Up until today, Reeva kept me as a “casual” which entailed little more than putting on a nice dress and showing up for charity functions with wealthy perverts. It wasn’t big bucks, but it was enough to keep a roof over my head at Reeva’s house of depravity, at least it was up until now. She made it clear there was no more room at the inn for casual girls. If I wanted to maintain a toasty home for the winter, I needed to pull my weight, and somewhere between my desperation and her smooth talk, I agreed to sell my body and soul to the devil herself.


  “Look”—he nods past me, and his jaw tightens making him that much more alarmingly attractive—“I’ve got a pair of jeans and a T-shirt lying on the bed. If you want to toss them over, I’d more than appreciate it.”


  I eye them as if they were snakes. What the hell does he want his clothes for?


  I spot my bag lying right over them, wrinkling them into oblivion. They’re probably expensive couture jeans that, if sold on eBay, could feed an entire starving village in some third world country. If that’s the case I’ve just demoted Hot Towel Guy to douchebag. Personally, I’m allergic to wealthy assholes even though my own father had enough billions to stack to the moon. My father was a saint—too bad he didn’t raise one.


  My fingers shake as I get straight to the task of folding them but note they’re just Levis, dirty at that. His T-shirt reads, Jackson Lumber, We hack it and stack it.


  “You don’t need to do that.” He steps forward, and, instinctually, I pull my shoulders back. My stomach quivers until it feels as if I’m going to be sick. Truthfully, if he weren’t half as handsome, if he didn’t have that gentle look in his eyes, if this were some fifty-year-old sleazebag waiting to ravage me with his greasy intent, I would have vomited minutes ago. The worse thing I ever did was agree to advance my standing in Reeva’s twisted harem. I should have said no. I should have happily frozen to death in my Honda rather than die of some self-imposed STD. Although Reeva swears up and down her clients are clean, yet somehow I’m still disbelieving. God knows anything that comes from Reeva’s mouth is far from gospel. Not that this one looks disease-riddled. In fact, he looks anything but.


  “Did Ace put you up to this?” He picks up his shirt and slips it on. The fabric catches on his serrated muscles, and he kneads it down with his hands. His voice is smooth and mellow as a butter cream sky. I could fall asleep just from the sound. It reminds me of my father’s, and my heart warms at the idea. My dad didn’t have a care in the world. But that was back when we had each other, and now, all he has is a casket, and I have a hole in my heart the size of my daddy.


  “Is Ace coming, too?” It wouldn’t surprise me too much if this turns into some frat house spectacle. God, I’m going to kill Eva for saying hello to me in that greasy diner all those years ago—but something about her charmed me, and she’s been my best friend ever since.


  “Somehow I doubt that.” He shakes his head with a laugh buried in his chest. “Ace likes to pull one over on me every now and again. And I’m long overdue, so I’m not too surprised. I’m just sorry you got dragged into this.”


  Perfect. This is nothing more than a prank, and I’m the butt of the joke. Figures. A guy like this probably has them lined up around the block. The only thing he ever has to pay for is dinner.


  “I don’t know anything about Ace. All I know is Reeva said this was the place to be.”


  He arches his brow while taking back his jeans, and my insides tighten because he’s so gorgeous that I’m about to beg him to have me regardless. Those abs, those pecs, those full lips—my mouth is already demanding a taste. I don’t see why not. Reeva always takes payment from the clients upfront, so someone out there might as well get their money’s worth.


  What am I saying? I should grab my things and run like hell. I’m about to demote myself from part time slut to fulltime prostitute. I bet my father is looking down and thanking God he’s cold in a grave so he doesn’t have to hear of this. But, then again, his death is the reason I’m here to begin with.


  I glance out the window as the snow continues to pile up on the road like bolts of cotton batting. Chains or no chains, there’s no way my twenty-three-year-old Honda Civic will ever make it down that hill. I’ll probably have to sleep in the car tonight. Looks like the universe hasn’t taken freezing to death off the table just yet.


  “I don’t know what the hell Ace is thinking.” He makes his way into the bathroom and leaves the door open. I try not to look, but as soon as I hear the soft thud of his towel hit the floor, I peer over and catch him jumping into his jeans, pulling them up over his perfect bare ass, and my adrenaline skyrockets because I’m fairly certain I’ve just seen far more than he was willing to show.


  I glance around at the tiny cabin. It’s smaller than a thumbtack. Reeva said it was a boathouse, so I fully expected a stack of canoes or at least a rusted out aluminum vessel. For the entire drive up the mountain, I envisioned myself being paddled with the fat end of an oar. I’m not jaded. I don’t expect any one of Reeva’s triple X clients to make love to me, which would be a joke to begin with because true love is for fairytales, and, for damn sure, I don’t live in one of those. Hooker, prostitute, call it what you want—at the end of the day I’m shaping up to be quite the whore. My stepbrother, Josh, was right, he nailed it just like he nailed me for the hell of it. Our parents married when we were teenagers, and as much as I protested the idea of him sneaking into my bed, in a sick way, I wanted it. Josh had every girl in a fifty-mile radius panting. I thought it was a dream, the quarterback from school, with his dark hair and deep dimples—interested in me, of all people. He quickly made it a habit to slip into my room at night, and one disaster led to designer boots—to purses that cost more than my entire wardrobe, to scarves imported from Paris, and I thought that’s what love was. That it could be bought and sold as a commodity. I took his gifts because I thought I was his girlfriend, but he set me straight pretty quick. I was stupid then, just like I’m being now.


  The Towel God emerges with his caramel hair combed neatly back, his skin still ruddy from the shower and motions for me to have a seat on the bed while he pulls out a chair for himself at the tiny table, hardly big enough for two.


  I’m his for the night if he wants me, but something tells me he won’t. This is just one of those cruel tricks life plays. I can practically hear Josh laughing. See what you can’t have, Demi? You can never have a man like this. It’s nothing but a joke to think he’d ever want you in his bed.


  I take a seat on the edge of the mattress, slightly pissed because now all I want to do is run into the blizzard that’s reeking havoc outside the door.


  “What’s your name?” His voice is tender. His features soften as if he’s sorry for me, and it only seems to enrage me. I like the rage, the way it warms me from the inside. Oddly, it’s been the rage in my life that feels most stable since I lost my father.


  “De—” Crap. I almost broke Reeva’s number one rule, no real names. But something in me doesn’t want to lie to him. Instead, I want to fall to my knees and sob out my entire life story and hope he’ll somehow make things better—bring my father back from the dead and reverse the nightmare that caused my world to unravel. I smirk at the idea of myself as a damsel in distress. The thought disgusts me. I hate how weak he’s rendered me without even trying. I gave up on people and relationships right after I left Winter Haven for good. The world is full of people like Nora and Josh, and I, for sure, want nothing to do with them. Except for Eva—for whatever reason I gave her a pass. “It’s Emmy,” I say with a renewed confidence. “My name is Emmy.”


  “Gavin.” He leans forward and offers his hand. His fingers are thick and rough as if they’ve seen more of Mother Earth than they have the monetary exchange. His hand clasps mine, strong and tight—powerful, the way I imagine it feels closing your fingers over an exposed electrical wire. I couldn’t let go if I wanted.


  “Did you say, Gavin?” Something in me rattles. “You mean Warren?”


  “No, I’m pretty sure it’s Gavin.”


  Shit. I pull the feather duster to my chest in an effort to hide my overexposed cleavage.


  “Sorry, I must have gotten lost.” God, it all makes sense now. “I was supposed to meet someone else.” I jump to my feet and riffle for my keys.


  “Warren McCarthy?”


  “Yes.” My body jolts as if I were mildly electrocuted. Crap. Rule number two: Never tell anyone your client’s name. But then I was never big on rules. “Is this his boathouse?”


  His features harden. The warm smile he held a minute ago dims. “It’s the next one over.” He runs those clear summer sky eyes over my body, up and down, judging me as if the pieces had come together, and now he understands that I wasn’t impersonating some wayward hussy. I was the real deal.


  “I guess I’d better get going.” I cinch my bag in one hand, my feathered friend in the other. “And to think, I almost dusted the wrong chandelier.” He doesn’t laugh at my lame attempt to add levity to the situation. I stride past him as if I were in a hurry, but it takes every ounce of willpower for me to open that door. The hard bite of winter blasts its way in and licks me in places that winter and its icy tongue should never venture.


  Gavin springs up between me and the barbaric weather conditions, effectively blocking the wind from having its way with me.


  He glances down at the feather duster in my hand. “You won’t find a chandelier next door, Emmy,” he says it far more somber than it ever is sarcastic. His eyes plead with mine in a strange way that I’ve never seen before, as if I’ve intentionally hurt him, as if he’s hurting for me as much as it is I’m hurting on the inside. “But something tells me you’re not going to get a lot of cleaning done.”


  And there it is—his judgment falling over me like an anvil.


  The last thing my stepmother said to me the morning I left was you’re the worst of all sinners, a whore who seduces innocent young men and leads them astray. That red painted mouth of yours is nothing but an open grave. You look cheap, Demi. Those didn’t even make the shortlist of hurtful things my stepmother has told me over the years but that last one stuck out. What I really heard was you’re cheap, Demi. And I used it as a battle cry the last three years to justify all of my piss-poor decisions. Desperation only gets you so far. You need a catalyst to ride before you demote yourself to becoming something less than human, and, for me, that came on the coattails of years of listening to Josh and my stepmother, Nora. After all, I was the reason my father was no longer living. I think I died right along with him in that car—at least I wish I did.


  Gavin pumps a dry smile and steps over to the tiny kitchenette before returning with a sponge and dishtowel.


  “You might need this.” He bears into me with those intense mournful eyes because, for whatever reason, he’s decided to play along. “I have a broom you could borrow. It could double as a weapon.” His brow arches, slightly amused, but there’s a layer of sadness just beneath. “Knowing Warren, you’ll need it.”


  A car barrels down the street, and I step onto the frozen porch to see a gleaming, black Mercedes take the turn before it disappears just past the evergreens and out of sight for good.


  “Warren Senior?” Gavin steps in behind me, and the heat radiates from his body, warming me. The scent of fresh soap and spice emanates from him, and it takes all of my willpower not to lean in.


  “If he’s older than fifty, he meets the profile.” I touch my hand to my forehead and cringe at the things Reeva is going to do when she finds out I screwed this one up. She made it a point to let me know she pawned me off as a virgin—that he paid twice as much as he did the last time he used the service. And now I’ve put a dent in her reputation. The last girl that dinged her questionable social standing was Lenora Woods. She went out on a call one night, and we never saw her again. I asked Reeva about her, but she simply shrugged and said girls take off all the time. It was the furthest thing from the truth, and we both knew it, but I played along, and now here I am on the verge of some black hole that Reeva arranges for girls to get sucked into. These were dangerous people, and this was a dangerous game.


  A spurt of desperation bursts from me. “I have to get in touch with him.” I turn and land my arms over his chest, stealing the warmth from his body. “Can you tell me where he went?” My voice quivers, my body shakes, and it has nothing to do with the fact I’m subjecting myself to subzero temperatures in this ridiculous state of undress.


  “Whoa.” He gently pulls the curtain of hair from my eyes and hitches it behind my ear. Something about that tender act endears me to him even more than before. “There’s a big Christmas party tonight, sort of a community-wide event. He’ll be there.” His cheek rises, but Gavin is slow with his sad smile. “I’ll take you under one condition.”


  “Anything.”


  “You’ll be my date.”


   


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  The snow comes down in drifts like sheets pulled violently from some oversized bed in the sky. I help Emmy up the Westfield walkway to the festively decorated doors with their golden wreathes and miles of fresh garland, but Emmy outshines any opulence the Westfield house might have to offer tonight or any other night. She’s dressed to the nines and looks gorgeous as hell. I let her borrow one of Zoey’s dresses. My sister still has half her closet at the cabin, and, every now and again, she threatens to pick it up. She’s due back in Loveless at some point during her winter break. Zoey is a freshman at a private university where she managed to score a full ride, and I’m damn proud of her. I cover most of her food and housing. It’s not easy, but I’d die trying to give her the best education possible. I know my parents wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.


  “You sure no one will mind?” Emmy is shaking twice as bad as she was back at the boathouse.


  I thought I was dreaming when I stepped out of the shower to find the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on waiting for me, dressed to impress with her feather duster poised to touch me in all the right places—only it wasn’t me she was looking to touch. Her hair is spun gold, and her eyes shine crimson and fire, mostly because she seems angry with the world, but I’d be lying my way into hell if I didn’t say it made me want her that much more. I’m used to girls playing nice around me. They make it real easy for me to land them horizontal with their overtly flirtatious giggles, their sweet-as-frosting adulation. There’s usually not a thing I can do wrong, but, with Emmy, it feels as if there’s not a thing I can do right. Maybe it’s the challenge she brings to the table that caught my attention. Who am I kidding? Everything about her has brought me to the table. I predict by the end of the night, I’ll be on my knees begging for crumbs.


  “I promise, no one will mind.” I press my hand into the small of her back and take in her sweet scent. Emmy might have an icy air about her, but she holds the scent of warm vanilla. It’s taking everything in me not to bury my face in her hair. “Besides, this is a community event. And if Loveless is anything, it’s about fostering togetherness.” The deep pockets around here like any excuse for a chance to network. There’s a smattering of tourists from the local chalet. The Loveless Christmas party is as much a marketing ploy as it is an attempt to make the residents feel good about being trapped on this overgrown rock.


  Her dark eyes widen, brown and red, the color of glossy mahogany. I make a mental note to mix that exact shade for my next stain. There’s a bear I’ve been working on, carving my heart out trying to bring it to life, for the last three months. It’s just about finished and ready for a good coat. I can’t wait to bless it with the color of Emmy’s eyes.


  “Loveless sounds like a great place.” Her lips curl down at the sides. “Anyway, I should probably just get in there and speak to him.” She nods toward the door as if it were Warren Senior himself. Damn pervert. Just the thought of him touching her—looking at her—makes me want to bash his skull through a window. His son was just arraigned on assault charges, not that it amounted to much. They put him under house arrest for a few months, and he’s already out on the prowl again. He lost his spot on the rowing team back at Yeats because the university didn’t want any part in the controversy or his sorry ass. But, nevertheless, he and the old man look like they share the same loose moral code. I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the perverted tree.


  “How about we grab a bite first?” I lead her in, and the sound of Christmas carols lights up the air. The smell of roast beef sings a love song right to my stomach, and if I pace myself just right, I’ll be hitting up the buffet more than once this evening. But the last thing I want to happen tonight is for Emmy to get dragged into some dark corner to satisfy Warren McCarthy’s middle aged, very much married, “needs.”


  “I don’t know.” She gives a quick glance around. “I don’t think I can eat.” Her lips press together, and a matching set of dimples ignite on either side of her cheeks. She’s cute in an I’ll-cut-your-throat-if-you-look-at-me-like-that-again sort of way. There’s an exaggerated toughness to her, but I don’t buy it. Emmy just gets sweeter by the second, and my stomach turns at the thought of what she might be doing in her so-called professional career. There’s no way she’s been around the block even once with the way she’s shaking like a puppy at the vet. She can’t be much older than Zoey. And if it were my sister running around doing God knows what, I sure hope there would be someone there to talk some sense into her—to protect her. For some unknown reason, that’s exactly what I want to do, protect Emmy.


  “Look who decided to show?” Ace comes up with Reese by his side. He’s sporting his signature shit-eating grin. His black hair covers his head like a cap. Ace and the love of his life, Reese, eloped a few months back, and most of the lake is still pissed they were denied an open bar.


  “What’s up, dude?” I meet his fist with a knuckle bump while Reese lunges at me with a hug. “You look good. He treating you okay?”


  “Better than okay.” She slips back into Ace’s arms and smiles at Emmy. “Hi, I’m Reese.”


  “Emmy.” Her eyes cut to mine as if she’s tangled herself in a spider’s web and has no idea how to get out.


  “Are you new to Loveless?” Reese leans toward her, genuinely interested, and Emmy recoils at the question. Her dimples press in. She has a tiny scar next to her bottom lip that, instinctually, I want to touch.


  “I’m just passing through for a few minutes.” She glances at me like she’s ready to wrap her hands around my throat. “Gavin was nice enough to invite me to dinner.”


  “Passing through, on a night like this?” Reese burrows into Ace as if she needs protection from the storm herself. “There’s no way you’ll get down the mountain—not alive anyway.”


  Emmy’s face bleaches out. “Then I guess I’d better get going.” Her features dim as if she can already see the Grim Reaper. “I need to find someone. It was nice meeting you both.” She pushes into the crowd, and I spot her pulling aside a waitress who is quick to point out Warren Senior in the corner, laughing it up with a couple of his corporate cohorts.


  “What was that about?” Ace smacks me in the arm as if snapping me out of a trance.


  “Don’t know, but I’m about to find out.” I take off into the sea of bodies, all decked out in their holiday finest. A few of the girls I’ve partied with try to lure me over with a smile, but I want nothing to do with them right now. I won’t lie, I’ve made the circuit around this lake with my pants down on more than one occasion. It’s not my fault I happen to like sex, and the local girls are more than willing to oblige.


  Emmy hovers by the brightly lit tree with its expensive glass ornaments—its Waterford topper that I nearly broke one year and was chastised over for a half hour straight. It was the year my parents died, and I got shit-faced off the free booze that I never should have been pouring down my throat to begin with, but then, sometimes when people are hurting, they do stupid things, and I think that’s exactly what’s going on here. Emmy is hurting, and she’s about to do something far more dangerous than knocking down an overpriced chunk of crystal.


  She takes a step toward Warren Senior just as the small crowd he’s with disperses.


  Shit. I speed over without giving it another thought.


  “Here you are.” I land in front of her, panting, but it’s not the trek over that’s left me breathless, its Emmy herself. There’s something alarmingly bewitching about those dark, knowing eyes, and I want them only on me. I’m greedy for all her attention, and for the life of me I can’t figure out why. “I was about to hit the food line, and I thought it’d be nice to have you by my side.” Not to mention the fact I won’t get a solid bite down knowing she’s in some closet, helping McCarthy get his shriveled up rocks off.


  “Forget about me.” She tries to move deeper into the crowd, and I pull her back by the wrist. “Look”—she frees herself from my hold—“your friend was right. It’s going to be a deathtrap getting down that mountain. I’d better take care of business and be on my way.”


  “There’s no way I’m letting you take off tonight.” And, for damn sure, I’m not letting her take care of business. Who does that? Why the hell would Emmy be caught up in a nightmare like that?


  She takes in my features as if she’s memorizing them for the police report.


  “I’m not your problem, Gavin.” She says my name like it’s a freshly listed expletive. “And I never will be.” She makes an attempt to dart past me just as Brylee Peters inadvertently baptizes the two of us with a margarita.


  “Oh, my gosh!” Brylee’s hands flail. “I’m so sorry!” She mops up Emmy’s chest with the scarf around her neck, and the booze reeks from her breath like a gale force hurricane. “I was just coming over to say hi.” Brylee throws herself onto my shoulders. Her blonde hair falls over my eyes like a curtain. “How’ve ya been, sweetie?” She squeals in my ear, loud as a horn. I’ve had Brylee squeal in my ear a time or two, not that I’m proud. “I really miss, miss, miss you.” She strums her fingers over my lips. “You should totally come to Yeats. The girls would eat you up for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Speaking of satisfying cravings…” She bites the inside of her cheek. “You up for a midnight snack later?”


  “I’m free, but I think you’ll be busy.” Burying her head in the nearest toilet. Brylee’s devotion to vodka keeps her familiar with all the local porcelain thrones.


  Reese comes up and mouths the words I’m sorry before navigating Brylee back toward the party.


  “Looks like you’re pretty popular around here.” Emmy gives a downturned smile. It’s the first genuine one I’ve seen for hours. Most people might mistake it as a frown, but I can tell that any emotion remotely related to happiness is hard-won by Emmy. “It’s nice to see the girls falling all over you, literally. I figured as much. I know your type.”


  “My type?” She’s amusing the hell out of me.


  “Yeah, you know, love them and leave them after breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” She flits her gaze across the room as if she were disgusted.


  I take a step in and bear into her inky dark eyes. Right now they look the color of a moonless night.


  Her cheek flicks as if she were trying out a grin. “Don’t worry, I’m not surprised.”


  “I have a feeling not much surprises you.”


  “You got that right.” Her gaze continues to skirt the periphery, keeping an eye on Warren Senior and his dried out fifth appendage as if she were hunting her prey.


  “Then it shouldn’t surprise you that I’m not about to let you drive down the mountain tonight.” I hedge in ever so close until the hem of her dress touches my jeans. She’s scanning the crowd, craning her neck over my shoulder, looking every which way but here. I lean in until her eyes are forced to look into mine, and, when she finally does, a quick stab of pain knifes me in the gut. There’s nothing like looking someone in the eye to make you feel like you’re really seeing each other, but Emmy and I are taking it a step further. We’re more than seeing, we’re experiencing each other. “And the last thing I’m going to let happen is some indecent hookup with you and just about anybody.”


  A laugh gets caught in her throat. “Let me guess—that doesn’t exclude you.”


  “I don’t want anything from you.” It felt like a lie speeding from my lips because, deep down, I think I do want something from her. But, whatever it is, it more than outweighs some quickie in a boathouse.


  She shakes her head as if it were the last thing she believes.


  “Look, Gavin”—she plants her tiny hand over my chest—“I’m not in the market for a white knight.” She winces when she says it. “I am what I am, and you are spending far too much time away from your potential bedmates.” She pushes me off and glances around again for bloated Warren. “Don’t waste your energy on me. Trust me, I’m not worth it.”


  She tries to maneuver her way into the crowd, but I pick up her hand and speed her to the back of the gargantuan tree in the corner, where it’s just us and a floor-to-ceiling window exposing the snow dancing outside on this magical winter night. It’s colder here. The sound of the party is slightly muffled, and, for a second, it feels as if we’re in an alternate universe.


  “Emmy.” I brush my fingers over her soft hair, holding her gaze as if I were holding her hostage, and in a way it feels like I am. “I don’t know the reason you’re here. It’s none of my business. But I won’t sleep at night if I don’t tell you that I think you’re worth the energy. I think you’re worth a lot because you’re a human being.” There I said it. Usually I’m up for a good game of cat and mouse, but something tells me she’s not playing. She’s one hundred percent feline, and her claws are out, ready to slice anyone who gets in her way. “And in the event no one has ever told you these things, let me be the first.” She eyes the party like she’s getting ready to bolt, so I pin her to the window with my elbows. Her breathing grows erratic, causing her chest to heave and ripple. Her eyes never leave mine. “I think you’re beautiful, Emmy.” I’ve never uttered those words to a girl before, at least not without thinking they were my ticket to the nearest mattress. But something in me demanded I tell Emmy, after all I mean it. I’m not sure I’ll ever get the chance again. “I think you’re stunning as hell. I think you’re far more amazing than you give yourself credit for, and the world—my world is already a better place because you’ve been in it for a few short hours. I’ve got a warm cabin you can stay the night in—alone. I’ll find somewhere else to couch surf. Don’t leave, Emmy. And for God’s sake, stay away from anyone with the name Warren McCarthy.”


  Tears glitter in her eyes as she pinches a wry smile. “Wow, you almost sound like you care.”


  “That’s because I do.”


  “Why?” The muscles in her jaw flex as if she were angry.


  “Because you’re a person. And every person on the planet should hear those words once in a while.” I brush my hand over her cheek with an ache in my heart I didn’t know was possible. “I don’t want to see you hurting yourself or your body.”


  A lone tear rolls down her face, and I don’t hesitate wiping it away. I push my thumb to my mouth and taste the salt.


  Her lips tug in a crooked grin, and she blinks up at me as if she’s never seen another human do that.


  She closes her eyes briefly. “I’m not crazy about what I’m about to do next, but I think I’m going to have to kiss you.” Her teeth graze over her lip as she tries to hide a smile. “I mean, we are under the mistletoe. Is that okay?”


  “No,” I say it flat. Her eyes round out with surprise. I cup her cheeks in my palms. I don’t ever remember wanting to be with a girl as bad as I do Emmy. “I’m the one who’s going to kiss you.”


  “Has anyone ever told you, you have control issues?”


  “Only in bed, and I take it as a compliment.”


  Her mouth opens as if she were going to lob some smart comeback at me, and it misfired. Her breathing picks up. Her lips twitch, calling me toward them.


  I hedge in close until our noses almost touch. Her warm breath showers over me in soft, minty waves. I can feel her wanting this. A tiny part of me wants to hold back—make her wait for it, teach her a lesson for all that snark, but who am I kidding? It’s me that’s being schooled here. Emmy had me at feather duster.


  Our lips find one another, soft at first then in a detonation that feels as if it were years in the making. Emmy’s lips—I sigh right into her mouth. They’re so fucking soft. I take my time just moving my mouth over them. Emmy tastes like an exotic cocktail, mint and strawberries. Her tongue touches mine then retracts as if she licked a flame. I probe in and lure her back. She lays her tongue alongside mine as if holding my hand, and I draw her into my mouth, beg her have her way with me. Then she’s in me. I’m in her. We wrestle it out in a tumultuous exchange as if bantering in the best way possible. All of her hurt—her desperation to belong—it’s palpable in these hot, hungry kisses. I can feel her pain, taste it. And then she loosens. Emmy’s body molds to mine, and she gives a soft moan right into my throat.


  The party rages on, but Emmy and I make that magical spot behind the tree our home as we linger in a sea of kisses that feel far more erotic than any mattress moves I’ve shared with other girls. This is far more intimate, far more gut wrenching for my balls than any sexual encounter I’ve ever had.


  I’m not sure what brought Emmy to my doorstep tonight, call it a Christmas miracle—call it destiny. All I know is I’m going to make sure she’s safe, wanted, and cared for, right here in Loveless—right here in my arms if she’ll let me.


  But something tells me she won’t.


  Emmy is an injured bird spiraling through the night, falling from the sky—from grace—and things never end well on a violent descent.


  I want to help her. I’m going to.


  After all she called it.


  I can be a bit controlling.
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  Stay with Me, Stay
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  Dark clouds curl in the night sky like smoke as we get a small reprieve from the storm. There always seems to be a storm brewing in my life, so the reprieve catches me off guard. Before my father died, my life was ordinary, filled with unremarkable days, bathed in a splendor that one could never appreciate while it still abounds. Even though we were wealthy, my father never spoiled me. I went to public school. He drove a pickup, and we shopped meagerly. Our home was a token leftover from the grand era of my mother. Outside of living in something the size of a hotel, my life was preciously ordinary. Then he was gone, and the dark days came. Nora pelted me with her wrath like acid rain, and soon Josh joined in on the fun. A pressing desolation sets in. Those pink walls close in on me, heavy and cloying. A distant memory of Winter Haven lingers in the back of my mind—the façade once covered with climbing roses had become blanketed with thorns.


  “The storm’s taking a break—just in time to get home.” Gavin ushers me down the walk to his pickup and helps me in.


  I give several hard blinks before adjusting to where I am—to Gavin. His eyes are clear as a reprieve. I’m still spinning, still drunk off his heady kisses.


  “You sure you’re okay with this?” I ask as he slips in beside me. Gavin’s eyes illuminate a clear sky blue in the dark, and the mere sight of him sends a searing heat pulsating to the inside of my thighs. “I can stay in the boathouse. It’s not a big deal.”


  “It’s an icebox. If you don’t mind waking up with a frozen set of lungs and the sound of an angelic choir, you’ll be fine.” He glances over with those piercing eyes that glow in the night, and my stomach detonates with heat. “Besides, I wouldn’t let you.”


  “Oh, really? You wouldn’t let me?” A laugh flutters from my chest. “And what if I insist?”


  “I’d have to wrap myself around you to make sure you’re warm.”


  I’m amused by this man who thinks he has the power to let me do things.


  “So I don’t get a vote?” I bite my lip while my eyes drift down his neck, to his shoulders the size of a doorframe. He must have played football at some point, and if not it’s a shame. Not that there’s anything blatantly shameful about him. This is Gavin, the same man who decided to pin me behind the Christmas tree and feed me his kisses—his tongue, for an hour straight. Best gift ever.


  “Nope. Sorry, sweetie.” He squints into the road as if he were trying to remember a dream.


  “Thank you for making your stance on women’s suffrage and feminism, crystal clear.” I run my finger over the fogged window and make half a heart. I’m not some bra-burning feminist, but I’ll wave a flag every now and again if I feel the need. Anyway, I’m just toying with Gavin. I’m still too amped up to be myself around him—with anyone really.


  He examines me for a moment before smoothing his hand over the wheel.


  “Is that what this afternoon was about? Women’s rights?”


  “Yes.” Nora and all of her madness rush to the forefront of my mind. I blow out a breath. “More to the point—suffer-age.” In the truest sense.


  “You just made up a word.”


  Now I’m the one studying him. I seemed to catch him off guard with my quasi-poignant observation. If I keep serving up my brain cells on a platter, he’ll start to probe. I’ve taken a few courses at the local community college with a fake I.D. Reeva provided. If I ever do get my father’s company back from Nora, I want to have the business sense to run it. Plus, I just like to learn. I like books, the weight of them in my hand, hugging huge stacks as if they were a body, taking in their scent. I get high just walking through a bookstore. But I’m not here to let him in on any of that. The less he knows the better off we both are.


  “Oh, hun”—I channel my inner Eva—“I don’t know a thing about the English language.” A dull smile threatens to bloom on my lips. “I make up words all day long for the hell of it.”


  “I’m not buying it.” We drive under a lamppost, and his features illuminate a bright peach as if he were lit up from the inside. “Where’d you go to school?”


  He’s determined to sodomize my gray matter with his inquisition.


  “On the mean streets of Manhattan. I took a crash course in anatomy and learned how to make it rain money while down on my knees.” It takes everything in me to keep from quoting lyrics to an Alicia Keys’ song. The truth is, I’ve never been to Manhattan. My father and I planned on going for my sixteenth birthday, but he never quite saw fifteen, and my sixteenth was spent… Anyway, I’ve never made money rain while on my knees or any other position. I don’t mind the lies. In my case, they’re miles better than the truth. They taste like sugar pouring from my lips. And, the truth? Well, that’s just the vomit of yesteryear.


  I squeeze my eyes shut, and I’m greeted with a thing of horror from the past. Pink walls, pink walls…


  “Hey, you okay?” Gavin taps my knee, and I startle to see the road stretching, narrow as a pin. The snow peppers the landscape with a sublime silence that can only be found in quiet places like this. “I was just saying, I’ve got a fireplace you could roast a deer in. The cabin heats up pretty fast. It’ll feel like a bear has wrapped itself around you. How’s that?”


  “Maybe I don’t want a bear.” It comes from me catatonic. I take a deep breath and perk up. “Maybe I just want you.” I’m not sure why but the only way to pull my head out of the Nora gutter is to pole vault onto the nearest penis I see. I graze my lip with my teeth as I study his frame. God, he’s gorgeous. There’s no way I’m letting him couch surf at a friend’s tonight. Gavin is muscular, unnaturally so—ripped into hard contours that press against his dress shirt. His chest expands as he considers the innuendo. Surely he knows who he’s bringing home. I’ve been around the block. Hell, I’ve done the block—not in the way he thinks, but nevertheless.


  I force myself to avert my gaze before I end up on his lap. The smoky clouds disintegrate to nothing, revealing a patch of clear night sky like a peephole into Heaven, and I sink in my seat a moment at the thought of what my father—my mother might think. The lead weight of regret settles in my chest at what almost happened today. For some reason a monetary exchange for sex feels as if I’d be skewering both my parents’ hearts—I know it would mine. It’s the kind of thing you don’t live down or forget. You have to own something like that. Even if you beg forgiveness, deep down, you’re still the lowest kind of whore. But then again, according to Nora I’m the human equivalent of dirt.


  “We’re home.” Gavin pulls into the garage and kills the engine. His eyes glint into mine with a white glossy flash. “Just so you know, I’m not taking advantage of you, Emmy. I’ll keep the cabin heated and give you all the food you want—but I promise, I’m not crossing a line.”


  “Do you always play hard to get?” I ask as we get out, and he barks a laugh that echoes in the tiny chamber of the one car garage. “I bet that just whips the girls up into a frenzy.” When he said he almost denied me that kiss, my adrenaline pierced through my skull, and it was all I could do to keep from dropping to my knees.


  “Does it make you want me more, sweetheart?” His voice drops to its lower register and strums its rhythm all along my quivering thighs. Gavin is a master at seduction.


  “Maybe—yes.” I don’t usually dabble in the truth, but, when I do, it’s like pulling my intestines out by way of my throat.


  He catches my gaze in the dim light, and I can feel the power draining from me. Men who could steal my wit, the strength that comes from the lies I feed myself, are the most potent of the species. Hell, Gavin has danger written all over his six-foot two frame.


  My cheeks burn with heat, and a dull, indiscernible ache travels from the pit of my stomach to my chest, spreading like a slow-moving fire through my limbs.


  “Don’t worry.” He brands his eyes over mine. “There’s not a thing you can do to turn the tables tonight. I’m keeping my distance, and so should you.”


  “Wow, I feel like I’ve just been scolded. I kind of like that.” My cheek glides up one side, and I stop the smile like swatting a fly. “Is this the part where I call you, Daddy?”


  He opens the door to the house, and the sound of his deep-throated laugh vibrates over me. I don’t need a fire. His laughter alone could warm me.


  Gavin lets me in first. In a nutshell, the cabin is small—literally a nutshell. I’ve already been introduced to his sister’s old room where I’ve parked my duffle bag and feather duster. I don’t have anything with me but a pair of jeans and an old CU sweatshirt that belonged to my father. I’m pretty sure the French maid outfit I squeezed myself into can retire—or burn. Reeva is going to spit a bucket full of rusty vibrators when she learns of my inability to read a simple address. But, in my defense, I set my sixty-four-ounce Double Gulp right over the damn thing, and the ink bled across the page like a slow suicide.


  Gavin bends over to get the fire going, and my eyes track down his well-worn, well-fitted jeans. God. This man is built for speed, and traction, and all things that involve two very naked bodies. Who knew stopping at the Circle K would set my night in such a mouthwatering trajectory? If his jeans rode a little lower, I could answer the age-old question of boxers or briefs.


  “What’s on your mind?” The fireplace explodes as a brilliant blaze lights up the room.


  “Nothing much.” I’m pretty sure thinking about Circle K and Double Gulps qualifies as exactly that—nothing. And I doubt he wants to hear my inner debate on boxers or briefs. Gavin seems nice, wholesome, despite the fact he oozes testosterone. I’m not sure how I got so lucky to end up in the wrong boathouse. I don’t believe in destiny, hearts, or rainbows that lead to gorgeous soul mates in lieu of prospective johns, so there’s that. In my universe fate takes a giant shit over you then sets you on fire before sending your stepbrother in for some aggressive anal sex sans the KY.


  “And you?” I take a seat on the navy couch. The corduroy is worn, soft as velvet. There’s a slight squeak emanating from deep inside as if it’s been sat on one too many times, and, for a moment, I imagine Gavin buried deep inside me, making this sofa sing a song long into the night.


  The entire cabin is homey, done up in dark cozy hues of forest green and deep submarine blues. An old oak table and chairs look as if they’ve been hewn right from the trees outside, and they might have been. His furniture might be dated, but it seems well cared for. The wood still holds a fresh polish. The tabletop is wiped clean. Gavin, here, sure takes care of the things under his charge. I’m sure he’d do the same for any lucky girl.


  “Nothing usually means something.” He’s still trying to tunnel in, reach into my brain with his bare hands and run his fingers over my thoughts as if they were written in Braille. I’ve never had anyone so adamantly demand to know what I was thinking before. Maybe I should tell him about the couch singing us a song?


  “You want a drink?” he offers.


  “No, thank you.” I flick my heels off and strum my fingers over the seat beside me like a hunter trying to lure her prey.


  Gavin glides in with both the obedience and enthusiasm of a Golden Retriever. His lips pull back with a grin as if he’s been waiting to do that all night. There’s a boyishness about him that makes me want to wrap my arms around his waist, strong as death. His smile, his every move—it all feels genuine.


  “So now what’s on your mind?” He relaxes his arm across the back of the sofa, much too far for me to mistake as flirting.


  “I was just thinking what a good boy you are. You know, you’re nice.”


  His brows flex. “You say ‘nice’ like it’s a bad thing.”


  Reeva comes to mind. “It can be.”


  “You seem nice.” His eyes squint out a smile all their own, and that negative devil that lives inside my head, that replica of Nora, accuses him of laughing at me.


  “I’m not nice, Gavin.” Any good-natured affect I may have exhibited dissolves. “I’m the opposite of nice. I’m all darkness and no light. So if you think you’ve found yourself a Christmas miracle, a sinner you can wash white as snow, you’re sadly mistaken.”


  A moment of silence slices by.


  He rests his chin in his hand and thumps his lips with his forefinger. He bears into me, and my skin sears under the supervision of his gaze.


  “Who tells you these lies?” His jaw clenches as if he’s in pain. “You’re nice Emmy, I can tell.”


  “If you really believe that, you have bad ‘people radar’ because, for one, I’m a liar. Are liars nice?”


  He doesn’t flinch. Instead, he continues with the bored enthusiasm of a police interrogation, “What’s your last name?”


  “What’s yours?” I’m pretty sure I don’t owe him my bio, but a part of me wants to spill it all, right from the beginning. I can start with once upon a time I killed my mother.


  “Jackson.” A smile comes and goes as he continues to study me under the flickering blaze.


  “Jackson. I like it. Nice, strong name for a nice, strong guy.” I shoot him a look sharp enough to threaten even the biggest testicles, and judging by the size of the rest of his body, they could put the best hung horse to shame. “Hurst.”


  “Hurst?” He cocks his head. “Is that a lie?”


  “Yes.” No use in sugarcoating it. “And that was a sliver of truth.”


  “I see what you did there.” His eyes steady over mine as if he’s wondering what in the hell he’s gotten himself into, and he should. He should be casing the exit. I’m far more dangerous than the fire roaring at the other end of the room. A person like me with a dead heart and no soul could give it all up and take everyone around them down in a blaze of glory without giving it too much thought.


  “Listen”—I dart my gaze around the tiny living room, looking for an out myself—“you don’t need to babysit me. Trust me, I’m an expert when it comes to crawling into bed.” Earlier today I was simply trying to get promoted to the pros. “If you want, I can be gone before you ever get up.” I start to rise, and he pulls me gently back to the sofa, landing my thigh just a hair from his. His fingers warm the inside of my wrist, and a heated sensation trickles straight up to my neck like a thousand shooting stars.


  “Don’t go.” His lids grow heavy. “It’s supposed to storm through the weekend. You’re welcome to stick around. I promise I’m not in this for anything physical.” He swallows hard, raking over my features like maybe he is. And I sure hope so. “Stay, Emmy. I want you to.”


  I scoot in close until I’m cradled in the crook of his arm, and something in me settles.


  “Do you mind?” I pull his arm around my shoulder until I can feel his steely muscles conforming to my body. Every inch of me exhales as if I’ve been waiting for this moment all night, and I have. “I can’t help it. I’m addicted to human touch the way junkies are addicted to heroin. You did kiss me earlier, so, technically, this is a slight regression in the physical arena.” I press into his rock hard chest. “You’re warm, and you smell nice, like a tree.” It’s true. Somewhere some cologne company managed to bottle an evergreen, and Gavin Jackson was lucky enough to stumble upon it.


  His chest bucks with a silent laugh.


  “I don’t mind.” He scoots in until there isn’t a gap between us. My hormones light up a thousand times brighter than that Christmas tree tonight. “And thank you. The shower probably helped, but I spend most of my days smelling like a walking tribute to the forest.” He nods toward the fireplace. “I hack wood all day.”


  The T-shirt he was wearing earlier comes to mind. “Jackson’s lumber, we hack it and stack it?” My mouth falls opens. “I get it.”


  “I knew you were smart.” He gives me a squeeze as if we’re a couple. “Now that you know all about me, tell me something about yourself. Where are you from?”


  He’s probing, running his proverbial fingers over my heart, feeling me out to see where all the sharp edges come from. Little does he know, he’s skating on sheet glass, and, if I let him continue on with his game, we’ll both be sliced to ribbons.


  “Down the mountain.” An affluent area of Hayworth to be exact. The north end is sealed off with horse ranches as wide as the sky. My parents built our home from the ground up while I was still safe in my mother’s belly. And as a thank you for nine months of incubation, I sliced my way out of her body and left her to hemorrhage to death on a cold, steel bed.


  “Who are you working for and why?” He pulls me back into the room with the hint of a smile.


  “It’s such a man’s world, isn’t it?” I click my tongue. “Who am I working for? As if a woman isn’t enterprising enough to make arrangements to sell her own body.” Reeva and her mob-controlled brothel ping through my mind. “You’re right, though. It’s true. I’m not that enterprising. But since I hopped on that women’s suffrage bandwagon a few minutes ago, I thought why not hitch another ride. I’m not as industrious as I’d like you to believe. I have a boss. And if I told you who she is, I’d have to kill you.” True story.


  His brows hike up an inch, amused. “I’d dodge a bullet for you. Besides, I like your Feminine Mystique.”


  “Wow, Betty Friedan would be proud.” I marvel at him a moment. Gavin, the woodcutter, is just full of cerebral surprises tonight. “And”—I twirl my finger through his thick, caramel hair, soft and slippery—“I would be the one with the gun, so, technically, you’d have to dodge a bullet from me.”


  Gavin leans in until my shoulder lies over his chest, and my mouth opens ready for another kiss in the event he decides to renege on his no touch policy.


  “You’re also a self-proclaimed liar,” he whispers warm over my cheek. “Besides, I’m pretty sure the bullet would come from some beefed-up dude named Lefty not a sweet little flower like you.”


  A full-bellied laugh escapes me as I toss my head back into the granite of his arm.


  “You’re joking right?” I blink away the tears that came to the party. I haven’t laughed that hard since, well, the last time I hung out with Eva, my sister from another mister, her words not mine, but I like the concept.


  He gives my arm a gentle squeeze. “I thought I’d fuel the feminist fire.” He winks. “Are you a good shot?”


  “I’ll let you find out, but I suggest you run in a zigzag pattern.”


  It’s his turn to laugh, but it’s short-lived as his demeanor darkens.


  “Emmy”—he expires my name as if it were his dying breath—“what the heck are you doing in this line of work?” That pained look crosses his face again, makes me want to drop to my knees and beg his forgiveness. “I know we just met.” He squeezes his eyes shut a moment. “But please, let me help you.”


  My mouth falls open, and, for the first time, my sharpened tongue, the sarcasm I’m fluent in, eludes me. A bout of calm and repression fills me, and I wonder if this is how the other half lives, without all the acidic comments streaming from their lips, without an entire arsenal of stabbing comebacks ready to plunge into the nearest target. I’d rather secure my feet to the floor with a nail gun than live without my bitter edge.


  “Help me?” I stutter. “Why aren’t you repulsed by me?” Here I am at twenty, trading in my number two pencils for fishnets and garter belts—condoms in every color, enough to line my mother’s vintage Louis Vuitton bag with. I’m sure she’s beaming with pride from up above.


  “Because I’m not that different than you.”


  I glance up and catch the tears glittering in his eyes all for me.


  “Do you have a girlfriend?”


  “Would I kiss you like that tonight if I did?”


  “Warren Senior has a wife, and I bet he planned on doing a little more than kissing me tonight.”


  Eva says half the guys she’s with don’t bother to take off their wedding rings. She should know. She’s the one who introduced me to this lifestyle.


  He winces. “Not a good visual. I don’t have a girlfriend or a wife for that matter.”


  “Why not? It’s pretty clear the girls love you. Everyone with working ovaries was bending toward you tonight. You were the sun, and every one of them was craving a little vitamin G. I bet girls like Brylee throw themselves at you all the time.” Brylee specifically, but I leave her out of it for now.


  “They do.” He jostles me with his arm. “And I’m usually very good at catching them.”


  “Knew it. You’re a player.” I pull back with a tiny spark of elation.


  “A reformed player. I’m not throwing myself out there like yesterday’s trash anymore. I’m not looking to sleep with just anyone.”


  “Why not? Was chlamydia the buzz kill? You can tell me. I hear it all the time.”


  His eyes avert. “No, I don’t have the clap. I almost knocked the last girl up. Turns out it was a false alarm.” His brow rises on one side, and I melt a little.


  “You should definitely procreate.” I trace the bridge of his nose with my finger. “A god like you should proliferate entire nations. Manifest testicular destiny. 54º 40’ or fight.”


  “I like you more now that you’ve dragged the Oregon Trail into this.” His smile broadens. “Sounds like someone was paying attention in US history.”


  “Sounds like you were, too.” I swallow hard. Gavin is quickly getting under my literary skin. He’s seeping into my bloodstream, snaking through my veins trying to get a hold of my heart. Little does he know I sold it to Josh in exchange for something I mistook as affection. “How many girls do you think you’ve slept with?” I’m not sure what prompted the question, but I’m curious nevertheless. I’d bet Gavin could garner a harem simply by walking through a nightclub, a sorority—a convent for that matter.


  “Lost count. Double digits but not triple.” He holds up a finger. “And you?”


  “Zero.” I pinch a smile. “I haven’t slept with any girls. God’s honest truth, right there.”


  “Very funny.” His eyes magnetize over mine like a seal, and the heat rises around us ten times hotter than the fire. “How about boys? I bet you have to fight them off with a stick, but only because you’re beautiful.”


  An inferno washes over me. It’s as if Gavin placed a magnifying glass over me, and his words were the white-hot sun.


  “I’m not fighting anyone off with a stick, Gavin.” I can feel my face doing its best impression of the scarlet letter. “I’m a virgin.” I give a coy smile, trying to hijack this conversation from the unholy numerology my vagina has unwittingly found itself wrapped up in. “There I go lying again.” My eyes lock onto his, and we find ourselves in a standoff for a solid minute. “Okay, I’ll tell you a number, but you have to promise not to laugh.”


  “No laughing.” He pulls back an inch to get a better look as if my face might tell him a different story.


  “Two.”


  “Two?” Gavin tilts his head as if waiting for the rest of the numbers to materialize.


  “Two thousand.” Two thousand years ago an innocent man was hung for my sins—beaten and bruised all for me, and every day since my father died, I’ve added another blow. I sag a moment. My father raised a good girl. We went to church and prayed at night as if our lives depended on it, and then he died and it felt as if God and Jesus, the entire church were swallowed into a black hole along with him. I take a breath. “Okay, maybe a dozen. I’ve slept my way through the last few years—mostly boys at parties. Once I met a man at the beach. He was high, and I was hurting. It was a match made in beach bathroom heaven. Both my feet and heart were soaked in urine. I can still smell the stench.” My body goes rigid. “Then I slowed down. There was a lab professor in macro last fall. He was my last. And, I can’t mention my last without acknowledging my first, after all, he got the party rolling.” God, it’s going to happen. I’m going to vomit it out into this sweet, homey cabin and leave a big indelible stain over the night. “It was my stepbrother.”


  Gavin’s eyes widen. His jaw tightens as if he’s going to find the son of a bitch and feed him to the fire. I like his bravado—his over achieving testosterone that demands the world know he’s a man. Someone like Gavin would be a treasure to have on your side in a fight. Sometimes it feels as if I’m fighting against the world—my frail frame shadowboxing the wind—futile as anything, and, yet, just as ironic as the meaning of life.


  “He slipped into my bed.” I hike my shoulders to my neck and keep them there. “He’s older by two years. I was fifteen and in desperate need of attention. He gave me all of that and, unfortunately, more.” I close my eyes, and I’m right back at Winter Haven in my Laura Ashley bedroom, those cloying, heavily patterned walls. The scent of Josh’s spiced cologne starts to choke me out, and I gasp. I give several hard blinks, overdosing on my new reality, taking in the heavily carved bear in the corner, no bigger than a footstool. The fireplace gives a few loud pops as if celebrating this new world as I sink deeper into Gavin’s arms.


  “It’s okay.” He pulls me in close and plants a sweet kiss over the top of my head. “We don’t need to go there. You’re safe, Emmy. I promise.”


  His words reverberate through me. They etch themselves over my bones like a covenant written in blood.


  I’m safe—right here in Gavin Jackson’s arms.


  If I close my eyes I can trick myself into believing it’s seven years ago, and I’m safe in my father’s arms, too.


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  The sizzle of bacon crackles through my ears as I struggle to keep my eyes open and not burn the shit out of breakfast.


  Emmy and I never made it to bed—our respective separate beds. I give a wry smile. Can’t remember the last time I had a beautiful girl over and we didn’t wake up naked, ready for a different kind of breakfast. But we’re not naked, and breakfast is brought to us by free-range chickens and a cousin of Zuckerman’s famous pig. I give a bleak smile. Emmy is smart and funny and obviously well educated. I can’t figure out why she’d put herself in harm’s way like this. She mentioned the pervert who raped her—the stepbrother. So maybe she didn’t call it rape, but that’s what it sounded like coming from her lips. Then the sea of guys she tossed herself into the wind for. Emmy is hurting, and she’s punishing her body to cover up the pain. But it was what she said about her macro professor that caught me off guard. She mentioned she slept with him last semester—that he was the last one. Maybe playing dress up for sixty-year-olds is a new gig? I don’t want to plow in too deep with my thoughts on the subject. I just thank God my shower was acting up and I needed to make the trek to the boathouse.


  A soft sigh comes from the sofa before Emmy rises to her feet. She spins a moment with her hair wild and hot as hell. It hurts a little that I didn’t get to mess it up with my hands the way I wanted last night. My balls still haven’t forgiven me for that I’m-not-touching-you routine I threw it out there in a bout of spontaneous chivalry.


  “Morning sunshine.” I give a quick wave with the spatula.


  She stumbles over with her mascara smudged, looking sexier than anything I’ve ever seen, and I fight the urge to cover her mouth with mine.


  “Looking good.” She leans in and moans into the bacon.


  “I was hoping you meant me.”


  Her eyes shoot up to mine.


  “I did.” She spins and makes her way toward the bathroom.


  She did. I give a sheepish grin to my sweats and old ratty Jackson Lumber T-shirt that should be soaked in oil and thrown in a tower of lumber along with a match. I’ve never been so worked up over a girl so fast. My dad once said he fell hard for my mother—love at first sight. They were engaged in a month. Maybe it runs in my blood.


  Emmy strides down the hall with her dress hiked a little higher than it should be, showing off her toned, lean legs. I’ve always been a leg man. She turns and leans in with her cleavage quivering for attention, soft and light, and, holy hell, I’ve always been a tit man, too.


  “Don’t burn anything while I’m gone.” She disappears, and the smoke alarm goes off on cue.


  By the time she comes back, I’ve plated us breakfast—dry scrambled eggs and slightly charred bacon.


  “Sorry.” I hand her a cup of coffee to go along with it. “Looks like we’ll be playing fast and loose with the carcinogens this morning.”


  She takes a careful sip and groans. “Mmm, you’re good.”


  “So they say.” I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth.


  “Prove it.” She gives a cockeyed grin that makes me want her twice as bad, but I rein it in.


  “No.”


  “How about I try to make you?” She swoops in and doesn’t stop until her arms are wrapped around my neck. Her lips find mine, and she delivers a minty fresh kiss, soft as rain.


  I don’t move an inch in the event she’s up for delivering another.


  “That’s for being you.” She takes a seat at the table, and I fall in next to her.


  “I’m just entertaining company.” I run my tongue over my lips, licking up her sweetness.


  “You’re entertaining a whore, Gavin.” The grin fades from her face.


  “You said you’ve slept with maybe a dozen. I’ve slept with an entire army of women. I think we’ve already established I’m the only whore around here. Man-whore.” I add that last bit as if my balls demanded it.


  “And how do you know I wasn’t lying? Maybe it was legions.” She takes a bite of her bacon and moans. My balls ache just looking at the way her eyes roll to the back of her head, the way her throat flexes along with that vibrating tone of approval.


  “I don’t think it was legions, Emmy.”


  “I am a liar.”


  “A bad one.” My eyes roam up and down her body. “I’d bet every dollar I own that you’re not the real deal—that the biggest lie of them all is what you profess to do for a living.” And, right now, I’ve got about all of twenty bucks to prove her wrong.


  Her entire face lifts an inch because, evidently, I’m right.


  “I like you, Gavin.” She continues to wolf down her meal like she’s late for a flight.


  I want to tell her I like her right back, but everything in me would much rather show her.


  She takes a few careful sips of coffee and lets out another moan.


  “Too sweet?” My mouth wants to seal itself over hers to confirm the theory. I made the coffee just the way I like it—creamer and just a hit of java.


  “Nope.” She rises from her seat and lands in my lap. “The only thing that’s too sweet around here is you.” She wraps her arms around my neck again as if that’s their new home.


  Her grip tightens, and I gently try to pry her arms off before a hard situation presents itself in my boxers.


  “No, please. I want to.” She sinks into me with her lids hooded low. “I haven’t had anyone touch me—hold me like this, in so long. I like it. A part of me thinks I need it. I’ve needed it for as far back as when my dad died. Sometimes a person just needs the touch of another human being.”


  My heart breaks hearing her talk about her father.


  “Is that what Warren Senior was about? Someone to touch?” My gut wrenches at the thought of what might have happened yesterday if she got the address right.


  “No.” She blows a steady breath over her chest. “It’s a little more complex.” Her hands slip to the inside of her thigh and stay there. “I guess I should get going.”


  “The mountain is closed. All major roads in either direction are locked up until they can clear them.” A quiet smile spreads over my face. I’ve never been so thankful for a snowstorm.  Mother Nature couldn’t have timed it better.


  “Judging by that shit-eating grin, you’re in charge of the snowplow.”


  A dry laugh pumps through me.


  “I’m not.” I hold up a hand as if swearing under oath. “But I might have connections. Besides, I wouldn’t mind showing you a day in the life of Loveless.”


  A look of relief swells over her.


  “So what does Loveless have on the agenda today?”


  “I’ve got a truck loaded with wood and about twelve deliveries, all local. The roads I need are perfectly clear. You in?”


  Emmy scours over me with those glowing honey eyes. Her tongue does a quick revolution over her bottom lip as she openly inspects me.


  “I’m in.”
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  The lake shines its toothless smile through the vast cover of snow that blanketed the region last night. I’m not really sure if the mountain is closed, most likely it is, but I wasn’t going to entertain the idea it wasn’t if it meant saying goodbye to Emmy. I gave her a brand new Jackson Lumber sweatshirt, and she managed to squeeze into a pair of jeans she brought along. Emmy makes my palms sweat despite the fact they’re almost frozen solid inside my gloves. We’ve already delivered eight loads—the next one up I’m sort of dreading.


  “You could be a model.” I throw it out there as she helps shut the lift gate on the back of my work truck. I like to keep it stocked and parked under the carport, ready and willing to deliver bundles of split wood as far as my tires will take me on most days.


  “A model? As in Playboy?” She flirts as her perfect teeth graze her lips.


  “As in Paris, New York, wherever the heck they’d ship you to grace their catwalks. You’re gorgeous, Emmy. Too gorgeous to be dipping your toe in unholy water.”


  “Says the one who’s outpaced me in the fornication department.” Her voice is playful and light, and I wonder how the hell this could be such a joke to her? If I wasn’t there—if she hit the jackpot and landed with Warren Senior, would she really have gone through with it?


  “I do it because I like it—it happens to be my favorite addiction. Why were you going to do it?” It comes out a little more curt than anticipated.


  The smile drops from her face like a weight. I accidentally landed my finger on a raw nerve, and pressed the shit out of it.


  “I’m dead, Gavin.” Her chest pumps as if she’s freshly pissed. “What you see is just some ghost—a girl parading around like she gives a damn.” She gets in the truck, and I’m right there with her. “I’m hollow. A demon has taken over. I can’t see straight anymore.”


  Shit. I glance up at the Peterson house to see if anyone’s in the vicinity.


  The engine roars to life, and I pump the gas as if I’m ready for a war.


  “Lot’s of people are dead inside, but they’re not selling something that should be sacred. Tell me why you’re really doing it, Emmy, and I swear I’ll drop it. Are you in trouble?” The words come out quiet, as calm as possible, in hopes she’ll give me a straight answer. It’s eating me up, penetrating my every fucking thought. I couldn’t sleep a wink all night just thinking she might try to run out the door, and she’d be on the streets doing God knows what. I pull out and head back onto the main road without making eye contact with her.


  “I just want to feel something.” She turns toward the window, and the glass fogs up with her heavy breathing. “I want to kick-start myself like an old engine and see if there’s anything remotely human left inside.” Her finger glides over the glass creating an uneven heart. “I don’t know. It’s like I’ve lost my mind, and the only way I feel sane anymore is on my back with someone trying to hammer their way into my soul.”


  I wince into the road. I’ve felt that way. Her words burn into me, sink right down to my marrow. She couldn’t have pegged me any better.


  “I’m sorry I lied to you, Gavin.” Her voice is lifeless as she gives a catatonic stare out the window. “There have been so many more than I’d ever want to admit.”


  “It’s okay, Emmy.” My chest heaves, and I fight the urge to bawl like a baby. “Sometimes we do things to fill a hole in our lives in the most destructive way.” It takes all my strength to tear my eyes from hers. Emmy and I were made for each other. She just doesn’t know it yet. I back into the McCarthy’s driveway where he has me drop off his usual cord of firewood and kill the engine. My hand finds hers. I chase her eyes down until I’m holding her gaze. “I promise you, I’ve been doing the exact same thing for the exact same reasons for the past few years.” I swallow hard because I can feel it coming. “I lost my parents when I was in high school. Damn near raised Zoey on my own. Not even the cabin felt like home after they died. Any sense of safety and home—my parents took it with them. I know”—I bear hard into her hypnotic, amber eyes—“I know what it’s like to need a body to hold—to have another person to wrap your arms around and love you even if it’s just for one night.” I let out a breath that’s been building in my lungs for the last several years. I give her hand a quick squeeze. We’re carbon copies of one another—crusading our own unholy sexual revolutions. “We’re chasing the exact same thing for the exact same reason.”


  “I guess you’re right.” A smile comes and goes on her perfect lips, and I want to reward her with a kiss.


  “I think we should quit while we’re ahead.”


  “Are you asking me to quit you before we ever begin?” She looks affronted, like I asked her to pluck the ears off a rabbit.


  A part of me wants to laugh because the sex addict in her is still trying to get into my pants, and, believe me, the sex addict in me very much approves, but I swallow down the urge because she just touched my soul in the exact way I was hoping.


  “I would never ask you to quit me, Emmy.” It’s not going to happen for me at least. There’s an urgency in me to protect her. I know for a fact, once I take a hit, I’ll never let her out of my bed.


  A hard knock comes over the windshield, and we look up to find a red-faced, bloated, Warren Senior glaring at us.


  Emmy pulls her hand from mine. Her face bleaches pale as a birch as if I just offered her body up for sacrifice.


  “You don’t have to go in. I can do this alone.”


  “No, it’s okay. I want to. He doesn’t know who I am.”


  We get out, and Emmy helps toss the firewood into the overstock compartment beneath the porch. I load her up with a small bundle, and I take six as we head into the house. A few of my customers like me to line their shelves next to the fireplace, and the McCarthy’s are one of them.


  “Mrs. McCarthy.” I nod at the woman at the counter who looks old enough to be Emmy’s mother—hell, grandmother for that matter. Warren Jr. was a late-in-life child. Some would call him a mistake.


  “Gavin.” Her over-bright lipstick testifies to the fact she’s trying too hard. Her hair is short and a little more lavender than it is blonde. I want to tell her she doesn’t have to do it, not the lipstick or the hair, because her husband is a wandering dog, but then she probably already knows that. Not much on the lake goes unnoticed. “My”—she marvels at Emmy—“your employees sure are looking beautiful these days.” Warren Senior comes in, and she elbows him in the ribs. “Wouldn’t you agree?”


  He grumbles before looking up. I hope Emmy has a good view of all three of his gray-haired chins. The dude belongs in a crypt, not anywhere near a bed with Emmy in it.


  “She looks fine.” He didn’t even glance.


  “I think so, too.” I nod over at the old coot. “Saw you yesterday afternoon. You were at the boathouse. Would you like a some bundles delivered there, too?”


  Emmy stiffens, and, for a second, I think she’s going to bolt.


  “The boathouse?” Mrs. McCarthy turns to the pervert she’s leashed herself to. “What ever were you doing there?”


  He glowers at me from over his glasses. “Wasn’t me.”


  “That’s right.” Mrs. McCarthy’s voice is tight as a wire. “The boathouse has been off limits for quite some time now.”


  And on that note, I file the wood into place and take up Emmy’s hand on the way to the door.


  “Have a nice day.” I practically sing as I usher us out of there.


  Emmy can hardly contain herself as we head back to the truck.


  “Has anyone ever told you that you’ve got balls the size of this mountain?” She’s panting and far too impressed with what just happened.


  I want to make some smartass remark that involves the women I’ve bedded but leave it out. I don’t want another body between Emmy and me ever again.


  “Just you darlin’.” I give a quick wink.


  Emmy wraps her arms around me and buries the idea of a laugh in my neck. The warmth of her breath, mingling with the excitement in her voice electrifies me. I close my eyes and soak it in. I pretend we’re alone in bed, very naked, and she’s doing just this.
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  A solid week floats by with the storm burying us in snow until finally Mother Nature gives us a reprieve—a crystalline morning with sunshine and clear blue skies, the whole nine yards.


  Emmy has been helping out on the route all week. Ace says she’s cost him his job, and he’s right, but he’s too busy with his new bride to care about sitting shotgun with me anyway.


  A pair of cool hands cover my eyes just as I switch off the bacon. I’ve made breakfast for us each and every morning, and each and every morning, my smile grows a little bit brighter because she’s still here to share it with me.


  “Guess who?” she whispers warm in my ear, and a shiver runs down my spine all the way to my aching balls. It’s been killing me not to have her. Emmy has thrown out the invitation multiple times, and my delirious bout of chivalry is still stomping out the flames. Not one part of me wants to barrel into anything with her. Barreling into sex was the old us, it was who we were, and I want us to reach for something more.


  I spin around and wrap my arms around her tiny waist. Her hair is wild. The sun illuminates her just right from behind, and, for a minute, I think I’m holding an angel because I am.


  “Merry Christmas, Emmy.” I dot her cheek with a kiss and pull back before the lightning she holds in those lips strikes me down. I felt it that first night. It electrified me straight to my bones.


  “Merry Christmas, Gavin.” Her lashes bow with grief for a moment. “I wish I had something to give you. I feel like you’ve given me the world.” She runs her finger down my chest, lower still, and I stop it before she hits the jackpot. “I can think of something.”


  “I can think of something, too. Are you up for taking a drive?”


  “Is that the pickup line you kill all the ladies with?” A dark laugh bubbles from her throat, and I want to catch it, swallow it down. “Wow, these mountain girls are easy to impress.”


  “Who says I’m trying to impress you?” I hold her eyes hostage with mine. Emmy’s chest heaves. “Okay, maybe I’m trying to impress you just a little.” I squeeze my finger and thumb together and squint.


  “You don’t have to try anymore. I’m already there.”


  For a second I consider saying screw it and take her right here. She’s salivating. Her eyes are glazed over with that same stoned out look I get when I go too long without it. And, God knows, my eyes are glossed in the exact same way for the exact same reason.


  “What is it you want to show me?” Emmy steps in and runs her fingers on the inside lip of my boxers. My stomach cinches in response to her cool fingers.


  “It’s out there.” I choke on the words, nodding toward the window.


  “Well, Gavin Jackson”—she lets the band on my boxers snap—“I’m up for seeing just about anything with you.”


  “Perfect. Let’s take a quick ride.”


  She glances down at my jeans as if I just asked her to hop on.


  “Yeah”—her lips part as she eyes my crotch with heavy lids—“let’s do it.”


  I pick up her hand and lay a gentle kiss over the back. We’d better get the hell out of here before we crash into one another like plate glass windows.


  We save breakfast for later and drive out past the marina, past the hiking trails, clear up to the Brim of the Mountain Lookout. The evergreens are so thick, the dirt below is barren of snow. The morning sky has just given its last breath, and the sky is a combination of gray and purple smoke.


  “Oh, wow.” Emmy leans over the dash, and I crack my door and nod for her to head out. We meet up at the front, and I pull her in and hold her near the heat emanating from the hood. Just past the overlook, all of Connecticut lies at our feet. A snow-covered meadow sits below and then it drops to nothing, just a cityscape too microscopic to ever be real. “This is amazing.” A white plume of fog expels from her lips.


  “You’re amazing.” It’s not the view I’m looking at. I can’t take my eyes off this beautiful girl who stumbled into my life.


  She spins into me with a look that says I’ll cut you. “Are you flirting with me?”


  “You’re a quick one.” I give her ribs a squeeze, and her lips curl with the impression of a smile.


  “I am a quick one.” She pinches me right back. “I came in second in my senior class.”


  “I know you’re smart, Emmy. You’ve stuck around with me for a week, so I guess that qualifies you as a genius.” I run my fingers up and down her sides like keys on a piano.


  “Yeah, well you’re a bleeding heart.” That smile flirts with her lips again. “Which makes you unfairly irresistible.”


  I wrap my arms around her waist, and she reciprocates.


  “This feels natural.” I pull her in until you couldn’t fit a pencil between us. I can’t shake the feeling that if I let go she’s going to float away like a balloon.


  “It does feel natural.” She wrinkles her nose and looks adorable as hell in the process. “We feel natural, like a pair of comfy shoes.”


  Yes. She gets it.


  “Like a pair of great fitting sneakers I can’t wait to break in,” I add with a touch too much exuberance. Hell, I can’t control it. I don’t want to. “And, God knows, I’m dying to break the two of us in.” I swallow hard because I just went there, and I’m hoping I can control the rest of my urges. I’ve got the shakes. The drug I need is right here in my arms, ready and willing to give me the best high of my life. “Sorry, I can’t help it. Taking a pretty girl to bed is an old trick for me, and it’s one I happen to like.” Perfect. Mention other women, and see how fast she runs in the opposite direction.


  “So you want to fuck me?” She bites her lip, flirting, teasing, but layered beneath it is sarcasm thick enough to frost a cake with.


  My eyes sear over hers.


  “No, Emmy.” The lie comes out dry without the slightest hint of a smile. I’ve never felt chemistry like this with anyone—palpable, electric. You could practically see the sparks jumping off our bodies. “But when I do—and I will fuck you—I promise you a spacious bed and privacy, unless, of course, you’re an exhibitionist.”


  Her face and neck explode in a deep shade of crimson. I like seeing her like this, so overloaded by my words, my actions, that her body gives away her true response.


  “Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever been turned down like that before—with a rain check no less.” Her features reconfigure until I think she’s about to cry, hit me, or both.


  “I want that with you, Emmy, but I think it’s acting on who we are rather than who we can be—together. Sex has always been my go-to response.”


  “We are the exact same person, Gavin, just in different skin.” She touches her fingers over my face as if memorizing my features.


  “Scary, isn’t it?” A dull laugh tries to rattle from me, but I kill it.


  “I think I am afraid.” Her eyes run a quick circle over me. Her breathing picks up as her chest presses into mine.


  “Don’t be. I promise, there’s nothing to fear.” The wind blows in bitter jags, cutting right through my jacket. A series of icy bites fall over the landscape as the snow cranks up again. “We can change who we are. We can do it together. You know, take things slow for once.”


  “Boy, you really know how to kill a party.” Her breathing is on the uptick, and I’m panting right along with her.


  “I’m an idiot that way.” I try to memorize the way she looks with the snow pressed out behind her, the city laying at her feet as if it were venerating her. “So, how about it? You want to hang out in Loveless with me and see where things go? Slow might be the best place for us to start. If we’re going to give this a shot, we might as well try to get it right.” My heart kicks at my chest as if alerting me to the fact I’m thinking with the wrong head. Adrenaline knifes through me because I’m praying she says yes and never goes back to wherever it is she came from.


  Her eyes drift to my lips, her mouth parts with anticipation as she gives a quick nod.


  “But only if I can kiss you,” she breathes the words as snowflakes freckle her cheeks.


  My brows rise, amused. “What happened to slow?”


  She frowns. “We kissed like our lives depended on it behind that tree at the Christmas party. The kisses stay, Jackson. You can’t deny me.”


  A quiet laugh trickles through me. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re bossy?”


  “Only my new controlling boyfriend.” Her dimples dig in. “You complaining?”


  “Never.” I lean in until our mouths are a breath away. Boyfriend. I’m loving the title. “Hell, I couldn’t deny you a thing, Emmy. I’ll give you every damn kiss you ever ask for.”


  She cinches us together at the waist with a violent force.


  “Bring it, Jackson,” she whispers. “I want to see what you’re made of.”


  Our eyes lock, and I pump a dry smile. She knows exactly what I’m made of because she’s made of the very same thing.


  I think that’s what scares me most.


  Emmy inches in, and I close the gap between us, crashing my mouth over hers like putting out a fire. Her tongue does a lap over mine, and I wrestle with it, love it—let it have the unholy tour of my mouth before I charge into hers. I’m in, exploring, leaving no stone unturned—my jeans already blooming with a hard-on that I know isn’t going to get satisfied anytime soon.


  I haven’t had a Christmas to remember since I lost my parents, and, now, with Emmy here, it’s like she’s given it all right back to me.


  Emmy is an angel.


  She just doesn’t know it.
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  Slow Hands
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  Demi


   


   


  Weeks trickle by. The New Year has been ushered in with Gavin and his deep-throated kisses, those hands that I beg to ride all over my body. Winter Haven and its ghosts have receded to nothing more than an afterthought. But the nightmares still linger. Those soft, pink walls taunt me from afar, Josh still slips into my bed while I’m lost in slumber, tearing off my clothes, coming at me fast and hard until I’m crying out in pain. No mercy. Nora and Josh don’t know the meaning of the word.


  And, per usual, it’s Eva that adds levity to the situation. Eva has sent over a dozen texts, all of them accusing me of being striped naked and hung from a tree and how much she hates me for leaving her alone on this idiotic planet. It’s funny how she never did understand I was dead to begin with. I’ve been dragging my own carcass around for the last three and a half years, slowly giving pieces of it away to any scavenger that would take it in hopes I wouldn’t have to deal with it anymore.


  Nice to know you’d miss me. And really? Can we go for something more traditional like a simple bullet to the brain? I finally text back as Gavin drives us to the local coffee shop to meet up with his friends. He mentioned I met them all that first night, but, in truth, I was too nervous to remember. All I wanted to do that evening was drop in a hole as deep as this mountain, lie down next to my father with my eyes forever closed. I don’t know what made me think I could ever work for Reeva like that. It’s one thing to party with a guy, it’s another to take cash up front and open your legs on command. Not to mention the fact Warren Senior wasn’t some ordinary guy I’d find in a club or some kegger thrown at a frat house. He’s a genuine member of the walking dead with a girth the size of a building. He could have crushed me, broke my pelvis, or worse—asked for seconds.


  Eva texts right back.


  OH MY GOD, she lives!!! Get your ass back here, Demi! Are you OK? Do you need me to send the Sensei?


  I laugh out loud before covering my mouth. The radio is turned up, and Gavin doesn’t seem to notice, so I freely text back. The Sensei is Reeva’s personal bodyguard, aka the bouncer of the hoe-house. House. I scoff at the idea. It’s a thirty-two room mansion that is only slightly smaller than Winter Haven. There’s an irony in there I still haven’t been able to fish out. Nevertheless, Reeva likes to refer to it as a “house” and the girls as “family” because that’s the first layer of lies she feeds you. Those, in fact, are the best tasting lies. The truth is as appetizing as a mouth full of old coins.


  No. Don’t send anyone. In fact, forget this message. I’m happy. That’s all you need to know. I want to tell her all about Gavin, how wonderful he is and that Prince Charmings really do exist. But, then, I’ve sort of found a unicorn, and I’d hate to get her hopes up in the event there’s not another one roaming around out there. I glance over at him with his dark stubble peppering his cheeks. He looks slightly fatigued from the wood run we just did, and his eyes have that sexy, sleepy look that makes my ovaries want to explode. I want this boy in the worst way possible. Slow has been real, but it’s time to shift things into gear and introduce his rock hard body to mine. I’ve tried to alleviate the pressure myself, but neither my fingers nor my imagination are any match for the real deal. I wonder if he’s doing the same? An image of him stroking himself in the shower comes to mind. I can see it now, his head slightly arched, the muscles in his jaw clenched with tension. Just the thought of his hand running over the length of himself has me hot and bothered ten times worse than before. The idea of watching as he pleasures himself sends that tender spot between my legs pulsating like a heartbeat. I think I’ve just expanded my bucket list to include things that Gavin Jackson does to his own body.


  My phone buzzes over my thighs, and I come close to having the big O right here in the truck.


  It’s Eva.


  Happy? What kind of shit-fuckery is that? Eva has the mouth of a sailor. If you ever need a place to rest your head, you know where to find it. Don’t be a stranger.


  I’ll never be a stranger. Sisters forever, remember? That’s our stupid thing. Every good friendship has a stupid thing.


  Right. SF.


  My heart breaks for Eva. Actually, her name is Kate, but she swore me to secrecy and I’ve only ever called her Eva. I know all her deep dark secrets, and she knows mine, well, most of them. I know she’s afraid of heights, hates fish and avocadoes. She won’t cross the street at a light because her mother was struck that way. She wasn’t killed or anything, but Eva uses it to justify her jaywalking. We met at a gas station slash eatery as I was leaving town, the third and final time I escaped the tyranny of my stepmother. Eva said she had a place I could lay my head, and did she ever. Anyway, Reeva renamed her, thus Eva, her mini-me, was born. Reeva developed Multiple Sclerosis and has been wheelchair bound for as long as I’ve known her. She earns enough from the house so she doesn’t have to worry about finances, and the mob washes all the money for her so she’s clean in the event any nosy government officials stop by—and, boy, do they ever stop by.


  “Everything all right?” Gavin asks as he parks the truck near the entrance of the run-down looking shack with a sign that reads Corner Store.


  “I’m with you.” I bat my lashes. “So it’s got to be great.” That’s no lie. I haven’t felt this free and light since before I lost my father. Besides, I couldn’t think of another person I’d rather spend my time with.


  We head into the tiny dwelling, and it’s surprisingly bigger than it looks—cleaner and nicer on the inside, too, so all thoughts of having to quell myself for scabies later are out the window.


  “Now here’s someone you didn’t meet.” Gavin holds out a hand to a tall, Goth girl with her inky hair spun up in a beehive, delicate as black cotton candy. She has the sweetest ear-to-ear smile, and I can’t help but like her irony. “This is Neva, Ace’s little sis.”


  Neva, Eva, Reeva. I give a private smile. I’ll make sure to keep his best friend’s little sister far away from any nearby brothels.


  “Gavin has nothing but great things to say about Ace.” They’re closer than brothers, and, with Gavin not having much family, I can see why he appreciates him so much. “Nice to meet you,” I say, taking her tiny hand in mine. It’s cold as it is limp. Nope, she wouldn’t last a second in the best little whorehouse in Connecticut.


  A tall, dark-haired boy with a beautiful brunette comes barreling over. Ace and Reese. I remember them from the party.


  “Speaking of the juice head.” Gavin gives him a light sucker punch, and Ace puts him in a momentary headlock.


  “Watch it. Can’t you see I’m trying to impress a girl?” He pulls me in, and I mold to his rock hard body. A body I’ve yet to see naked, but we’re inching our way to various stages of undress. I’m pretty sure it’s going to happen sooner than later, and by sooner I mean tonight. I’m all for playing cat and mouse, but this feline’s needs have been on overdrive from the moment I set eyes on him.


  The pretty brunette leans in. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Reese.”  She gives a knowing smile. “How about we let these juice heads wrestle it out? Come back and hang out with the girls.”


  I’ve never had many friends. Not even before I lost my father. I guess I felt it made us closer just having each other. It’s a small miracle I let Eva into the unholy huddle. I examine Reese, from top to bottom, as if she were a rattlesnake waiting to pounce.


  “Sure.” It takes far more effort than I realize to untangle myself from Gavin. He gives an approving nod as I follow Reese to the back where a bunch of tables are laid out like a miniature café. Two girls sit side-by-side, a blonde and another brunette with the same long, dark hair as Reese. She has a sharper look to her, a little more cutthroat than Reese. I like her already.


  “Would you like some coffee?” Reese points and starts heading back, but I shake my head.


  “No one makes a cup like Gavin. I’m good.”


  The girls break out in a unified round of oohs. Reese studies me as if seeing me in a whole new light.


  “You’ve been around a while,” she notes. “Gavin is breaking all sorts of records with you. I guess you’re the one.” She raises her coffee as if she’s toasting me.


  “Really?” The girl with the dark hair leans in. “No one makes a cup like Gavin?” she mocks. “Boy, you’ve really fallen under the G-man’s spell.” She looks past me and cups her hands over her mouth like a megaphone. “Way to go, Jackson! You’ve successfully added another girl to the harem.”


  Reese smacks her in the arm.


  “It’s okay,” I say, taking a seat with them. “Gavin told me all about his womanizing ways. I believe the word he used was man-whore.”


  The blonde points her straw in my direction. “That would be accurate.” She bounces a quick smile. I can’t help but note how much she looks like Eva, and it makes me miss home—hoe-home. Eva would say it in her slight country drawl and it sounded as if she were saying home in two parts. Little did the rest of the world know she was referring to the brothel where she spreads her proverbial wings at night.


  “I’m Brylee,” the blonde continues. Oh, yes—the midnight snack. I do remember her. “And that”—she darts her straw at the dark-haired girl next to Reese—“is Kennedy, Reese’s evil stepsister.” Brylee tilts her head. “Does it hurt to be so fugly, Ken?”


  “Shut up.” Kennedy doesn’t miss a beat, but she doesn’t seem serious. In fact, they all have a sisterly vibe, something I’ve craved for so long—a sense of family.


  “Contrary to what anyone claims”—Brylee glares at Neva behind the counter a second, but even that looks playful—“I’m Reese’s one and only bestie. So if you’re in the market, Kennedy, here, is seriously lacking in the BFF department. You can’t have this one.” She wraps an arm around Reese.


  I’m not sure if I should be amused or affronted by the fact she’s pissing a circle around her “bestie.”


  “I remember you from the Christmas party.” I nod over at her. “You were literally falling over Gavin.” And threatening to eat him alive, but I leave that out.


  “That’s right.” She bounces in her seat as if she were having her own epiphany. “You’re the reason I had a dry season—at least that night.” She narrows her tiny eyes. “So, you’re the real deal, huh?”


  Kennedy pulls in close. “To keep a man like Gavin tied down, you must be porn star spectacular in the bedroom.” I can practically see the condoms swiveling in her eyes. “Spill.”


  “Sorry girls. Gavin and I haven’t so much as cleared first base.” True story—and it happens to be one that I hate.


  An audible gasp circles the table as if I just broke some mountain moral code.


  “No really. I can hardly believe it myself, but he’s big on taking it slow.”


  Their jaws unhinge.


  “I mean”—I glance over to where he’s standing, having a conversation of his own, most likely similar to this one—“we were the same kind of person before, and together we want to be different.” Why am I still speaking?


  The smiles glide off their faces, one by one, as if they’ve just pieced the unchaste puzzle together.


  “I see how it is.” I strum my nails over the table. “When a guy sleeps around, it’s hysterical, and when a girl does it—it’s nothing to laugh about.” Again, why am I going there? They want the best for Gavin, and, clearly, I’ve painted myself to be the worst—deep down I know I am. I’m a whore in the truest sense, a harlot, nothing to write home about. My only claim to fame is my tainted reputation.


  Gavin and Ace stride over. The scent of Gavin’s cologne makes me want to curl up in a ball and burrow in his chest.


  “How’s it going?” Gavin glides in next to me, and his arm finds a home around my waist. It feels right. It feels good.


  “It’s going great.” I dart a glare to each of the girls seated around me. I’m still evaluating whether or not I’m at the mean girls table. “You have some very nice friends.” Gavin’s cheek rises on one side because he happens to know I play fast and loose with the definition of that particular word.


  Reese reaches over and lays her hand on mine. “And you, Gavin, have a very sweet and honest girl.” She offers a reassuring smile. “This one is a keeper.”


  “I’m not so sweet, Reese. We just covered that, right?” Way to bring the awkward to the table, but a part of me can’t help it. Reese is kind enough to want to let it go, and I’ve spent the last few years weaving together my grudges and using them as a life raft.


  “I’m not so sweet.” Brylee lifts her drink to me as if we were a unified front.


  “I’m sickly sweet.” Kennedy gives a wink, and, in a strange way, I’m starting to feel accepted.


  Gavin’s chest expands with his next breath. “I think you’re sweet, Emmy.” He presses a quick kiss to my temple. “And that’s all that matters.” He scours the three of them with a scrutinizing gaze. “In fact”— his attention returns fully to me, and my insides melt—“I think you were made for me.”


  I bite back the dull laugh rippling through me. Gavin and I both know I don’t have a single sweet bone, but I’m glad that’s not stopping either of us from something that feels so right.


  Yeah, I could get used to Loveless.


  I wrap my arm around Gavin and lean in.


  For sure I can get used to Gavin.
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  “I did some math today,” I say struggling to open a bottle of wine before Gavin takes it from me and uncorks it without effort. “I loosened it for you,” I whisper over his ear like a love song.


  “You loosened the cork and you did some math?” he teases. “Sounds like you had quite an impressive day.” He pulls out a pair of stemmed glasses, and I fill them to the brim.


  We’re back at his cabin after a fancy dinner out on the marina. I felt bad that Gavin took me somewhere so nice when I see how hard he works for every dollar. Josh and Nora waft through my mind like a necrotic breeze. Just the thought of them fleecing my father’s company makes my stomach turn. Maybe with Gavin by my side, we can take it back? Either way, I will be taking it back the day I turn twenty-one, if for nothing else, for my father—my mother, too. Hell hath no fury like an only-child scorned, and I plan on delivering all the hell I can on my next birthday. September can’t get here soon enough. Brookhurst Steel should be in the hands of a Brookhurst, and, as far as I’m concerned, Nora doesn’t qualify.


  “It was a busy day.” I hop up on the counter and find myself eye-to-eye with this beautiful man. “And I hope it’s going to get a little busier.” I pull him in by his tie. Gavin dressed to the nines for me this evening. He’s dressed to kill in the most literal sense. He’s already slayed my panties. I’ve never felt this out of control, this aroused just being around another human being. He smolders into me as if he heard every word, and my stomach does the roller coaster dip. “You’re a real man, you know that?”


  A growl comes from deep inside him as he pulls me in by the back of the neck. I’m all skanked out in another one of his sister’s club dresses, but, by the way he’s looking at me, he doesn’t mind one bit.


  “And you are all woman, babe.” His mouth finds mine, and he takes a gentle bite. “What’s with the math? You plus me equals forever?” He takes another bite from my bottom lip, and my thighs quiver in hopes he’ll bite down on more interesting places tonight.


  “I think I like your math better.” I ride my hands up his chest until I’m unbuttoning his dress shirt, powder blue the exact color of his eyes. “I was just adding up how long I’ve known you, and it’s been over six weeks.”


  “Six weeks?” He crushes his grin up against my lips. “Nice round number. Sounds like we’re off to a good start.”


  “That’s just what I was thinking.” I loosen his tie and slip it to the side. The top of his shirt falls open, and his chest glows, smooth, still tan from those shirtless autumn days. “I think we’ve enjoyed six good, slow weeks.”


  “Six slow weeks?” He pulls back a notch slightly puzzled before that grin returns right where it belongs. “Six slow weeks. You think we’re ready to speed things up?”


  “I think we’re damn ready.”


  “I think we’re damn ready, too.” He scoops me up in his arms. “Grab the wine, sweetie.”


  He whisks me over to the fireplace, and I try not to spill as he lands me on the furry rug laid out on the hardwood floor.


  The fire roars to life like a starved lion, spitting sparks into the room every now and again with a series of pops. I push the wine to my lips and down half the glass before setting it to the side.


  “Emmy.” Gavin lies on his elbow, and I do the same until we’re facing each other. The heat from his body warms my skin. “Tell me everything. I want to know every last detail about you. You’re right—it has been six weeks, and I’d like a tiny peek into who you are, who you were before you landed in Loveless. No more secrets—yours or mine.”


  “No more secrets.” I nod, glancing down at our conjoined fingers. It’s as if all of time, all of civilization, has evaporated and it’s just the two of us in this strange void left behind by man. “So you’ve got secrets, too, huh?” I don’t know why, but I find his roundabout confession delicious.


  His chest pumps with a laugh, and I waste no time in undoing the remaining buttons on his shirt. Gavin Jackson should be shirtless every possible moment. And if he’s not, it’s an unforgivable sin.


  “I’ve got one, but I’ve sort of been holding onto it.” He pulls me over onto his lap, and I feel the growing mound in his jeans. “You tell me everything there is to know about you, and I’ll share my big secret.”


  “Easy enough.” Easy as peeling my skin off. “What do you want to know?”


  “Let’s start with the basics. How about your name.”


  “It’s Emmy.” It almost sailed out. The truth was on its way, and it took a U-turn.


  “Okay. Tell me about your parents.”


  “My mother died in childbirth—with me.” I shudder for a moment. I don’t think I’ve ever verbalized that before. “Anyway, I’ve felt guilty since I found out. My dad was great. He never wanted to tell me, but my stepmother let it slip. Up until then I was told she got very sick after she had me and couldn’t recover.” A breath expires from my lungs, and I land softly over Gavin’s warm chest. Those pink walls come crashing over me, and I take a sharp breath. The past is a tricky bitch. I can hold it at bay, pretend it never happened, but it keeps coming back in jags like Polaroid snapshots that I could never tear up.


  “And your dad?” Gavin knows how to listen with his eyes, his sad frown. Every part of him is consumed with knowing more.


  “He remarried when I was fourteen.” I trace his lips with my finger. Gavin has unreasonably full, kissable lips for a man. “He wanted to raise me, make sure I was well taken care of before inviting another woman in his life. And then he found Nora.” Even her name feels like a wrecking ball, shattering all my teeth on its way out of my mouth. “She had an older son, he was sixteen. Fast-forward a year, my dad died—Josh crawled into bed with me. There was nowhere I could go. I don’t have any other family. Both sets of grandparents died when I was young—no aunts, an uncle who’s off drinking himself to death. So there’s that. You pretty much know the rest. I’m here. The end.” I wipe the tears from my cheeks that I hadn’t even noticed were falling. I hate that I’m so ready to sob like a baby. It’s the anger I try to hold onto. I was a ragdoll fed to a pack of wolves, left in tatters in the hands of her enemies. That’s what Nora and Josh had become. The tears only make me feel that much more vulnerable. But, anger, that just makes you strong. It’s a vitamin for my tarnished soul. The shield I use to fight this all-consuming war. The big and final battle starts on my birthday.


  Gavin buries a kiss in my neck and takes a hard sniff as if he’s trying to hold it together himself.


  “Now tell me about you.” I twist to face him better. The reflection of the fire colors his face in reds and golds. Gavin is an angel sent from God. There isn’t any other explanation. He’s the archangel Michael with a sword by his side, ready to head into battle right along with me. “I want to know everything.”


  “I told you about my parents—about Zoey.” He makes a face when he says her name. He was pretty disappointed she didn’t come home for Christmas. Gavin is a great big brother and the fact his sister, his only living relative, treats him so poorly makes me think less of her. Gavin would die for the people he loves. And here Zoey can’t be bothered with a simple phone call. All he wanted was one lousy holiday. “I started the business in high school. Just fooling around one day I spotted some old dudes from down the mountain and watched as they hauled wood all afternoon. I thought I could do that.” He picks up my finger and kisses the tip. “And I did. I ran their sorry asses out of town and stole all of Loveless from under them. It’s been a lot of work, but sometimes I feel it’s all I’ve got.” His eyes meet mine, and he holds me there as I sink into them. “But I still felt empty.”


  “Enter the endless parade of vaginas.” I meant to say it light and comical, but the words tumble out like clots of mud. I pull his tie in and make him kiss me. “Tell me about them. Did you ever have a serious relationship? Do you remember your first?”


  A wine-soaked breath rinses over me as he considers this.


  “There were a lot of girls. My first was in high school. It was stupid. I was pretty much sticking my tongue down the throat of any girl that would have me. I specialized in heart-shaped hickeys. That just shows how stupid we’re talking.”


  “I want one before the night is through.” I want him to mark me. It doesn’t surprise me that he turned sucking on a girl’s neck into a work of art. I’ve seen the eagles, the bears he’s hewn from a stump of wood. Gavin is an artist straight through to his soul. I bet he makes love with every last inch of his body. Now there’s a performance piece I’d like to see before the night is through.


  “Maybe to the hickey.” He gives my hips a squeeze. “Anyway, there was a dance, and we were both pretty wrecked. I had an old VW van, and we went in and partied some more. The next thing I knew it was over, and I was no longer a virgin. Believe me, that’s about as much as I remember. Turns out it wasn’t her first time, so I didn’t feel too bad. As far as any lingering relationships, that never happened. A few tried, but”—he shrugs, and I offer up a spontaneous kiss to his chest—“there wasn’t anyone I really wanted that with—until now.” He runs his fingers through my hair, and the entire back side of my body electrifies. “That afternoon, I hopped out of the shower and saw you standing there, I took one look and knew something was different.” Gavin rides his arms up and down my back. His eyes bear into mine with an intensity I’ve never felt before. “Something inside me whispered she’s the one.”


  My heart dissolves to nothing. I’ve never felt so special, so wanted, in all my life.


  “I’m ready to tell you my secret, Emmy,” he whispers it hot over my lips, his mouth already tangled with mine. Gavin pulls back and swallows hard—his eyes trained on me once again. “I’m in love with you, Emmy.” My heart, my entire body melts at the idea of Gavin loving me. I could feel it. Intrinsically I knew it. But now the words have escaped like a flock of happy birds flying around the room in a spiral, and it’s real in every way. His fingers drift to my lips. “Don’t worry about saying it. I know how hard, how complex something like saying I love you becomes, especially when you’ve been through what we have.” My heart melts double when he says we. “I want you to feel safe with me. I will always protect you, Emmy. I want you to know that no matter what life throws your way, I will always have your back. I don’t care about the past as much as I do about the future, and I can definitely see a future with you. I don’t want any other future, Emmy. The lights would turn out in my world forever if I lost you.”


  “Gavin.” I bury my face in his neck. I’ve craved those words, and now he’s given them to me on a shiny silver platter. All I have to do is take them, accept them, and they are mine. I wanted to feel love, to really feel it, and now he’s crushed me under the heft of his devotion. This moment, right here, is what I’ve waited for since I lost my father. “I see a future with you, too,” I mumble against his warm skin, and he pulls me back, demanding that I face him.


  “You plus me equals forever.” That infectious grin of his threatens to burst to life as he picks up my hand and kisses my ring finger.


  “That’s my favorite kind of math, Jackson.” I yank his tie as if it were a leash. “And forever begins tonight.”


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  Forever begins tonight. Her words pump through my veins. They burn over my soul like a branding iron.


  Emmy straddles my chest. Her dress rides high on her hips, and I’ve got a view to heaven’s door that I wouldn’t trade for anything right about now.


  “You going to sit there staring all night?” She gives my tie another tug, and my hard-on threatens to burst through my boxers. “Because personally? I prefer to be dominated.” Her tiny pink tongue laps the rim of her lips.


  This woman is perfect.


  I flip her over, and now I’m the one doing the straddling. I pull off my tie and gently bind her at the wrists, more as a playful gesture, but, hell, if that’s the direction she wants to take the party, I’m all for it. I take her in like this, panting, anxious for me. Her long blonde curls roll over the carpet like a glassy sea. She’s beautiful. It’s hard to believe that the woman I’m in love with, the one God himself landed in front of me with nothing short of a miracle, just so happens to be the most gorgeous woman on the planet. I feel like a kid again, lying on the grass, watching amazed as the stars spray out in the night, and here I am about to kiss the sky in the most spectacular way.


  I bow down and crash my lips to hers. Her mouth glides over mine, sweet and soft as an apology. Gone is the dominatrix, the overconfident, mouthy girl that I can’t get enough of, and here she is relinquishing her needs, surrendering to me like a dove. I drop kisses down her neck and linger before moving to her collarbone to savor her taste, the sweet honey of her skin. This is it, the line we’ve yet to cross.


  “Take off your shirt,” she commands with a smile edging on her lips, but she won’t give it. “Undo your belt.”


  “Pushy are we?” I dip a kiss to her collarbone. “I’m enjoying the hell out of it.”


  “Sometimes you need to bark out a few orders to get what you want.” She grazes over my lip. “Besides, I sort of like my hands bound like this.” Her finger skims over my boxers. “All the important things are still within my grasp.”


  I do as I’m told and give her dress a good tug in either direction, but it doesn’t budge. It’s strapless, so it’s got that going for it. It’s short, yet another redeeming quality, but right about now, I’d just like it off.


  “Gavin.” She peppers my face with her lips.


  I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was waiting for her to say it. I haven’t heard anyone say I love you in a good long while—maybe Brylee in jest. Zoey may have said it once, but only then. Mostly she’s too busy blaming me for things. But Emmy is the one person I really want to hear it from. Right now would be a good time for that. I pull back and trace her lips with my eyes, trying to will the words from her mouth. But they don’t come. Instead, she pulls me down by the neck and brands me with a kiss that says take off your damn clothes quick as you can.


  My shoes flick off. I work off my jeans with my mouth still diving over hers. Her tongue glides over mine with a viral intensity, and I want to bite it, trap it in my mouth and never let it go. Her cool fingers dip into the back of my boxers, and she lets out a moan as if touching me like that were enough to get her to where she needs to be.


  “Hold on, little girl. I want to be right there with you.” I pull up her dress a few inches. It’s so damn tight it hardly budges. I try to pull it down at the top, but it’s stealth.


  “Did you graft this onto your body when I wasn’t looking?” I’m suddenly hating dresses of all makes and models.


  She moans through a laugh. “There’s a zipper for that.” She glides it down her entire left side, and her dress opens a crack like a secret door.


  “Much better.” I peel open the front, painfully slow, my eyes still locked on hers. I want her to feel this moment, to want it more than she wants her next breath. And there she is, naked for me. My eyes dip to her perfect tits, and I’m done. I reach down and lay a careful kiss over each of them. “I plan on spending an hour doing just this.” I sink a kiss in her cleavage and hold it there as my heart tries to fist pump its way out of my chest. My adrenaline shoots through the roof, and I’m amped up too damn much for it to ever be safe. Tonight is going to be one of those nights that penetrate into my memory forever. A good memory. I’ve needed one for a very long time.


  Emmy wraps her legs around my back, and I take in the feel of her smooth thighs pressed against me. I’ve been waiting for this night for six, long weeks. My entire body aches to have her. I’m a man—who happens to like sex, and every second with Emmy has been an exercise in celibate futility. I run my tongue down her neck, and she glides the boxers right off my body. I give her ear a playful bite, and she gags on her next breath.


  “I’m going to run my tongue right down to here,” I whisper, rolling my thumbs over her tits. “Then I’m going to move the party south.” I run my fingers down her thigh and glide over her panties, already soaked and in desperate need of removal.


  She chokes out an inaudible sound. I love this version of Emmy. Lost in lust, without the ability to formulate a single thought.


  “I bet you’re sweet through and through.” I move my mouth down and sink over her soft flesh just shy of my first target of the night.


  She lets out a hard groan as the door bursts open.


  “Shit.” I spike up, more pissed than curious. I fully expect the wind to have kicked it in, because it’s happened on more than one occasion.


  But it’s no storm blowing through.


  It’s hurricane Zoey.
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  The night ended abruptly with screaming and cussing and an overall air of contention, and that was just from me. Zoey ran off to her room and locked the door. Emmy insisted on sleeping on the couch. I let her borrow my sweats since her things were in quarantine with my sister before taking off for bed. There’s no way I wanted to finish what we started with my sister in the next room. The cabin is the size of a thimble to begin with, and not one part of me wants to restrain myself when I make love to Em.


  A quiet laugh pumps through me as I start the coffee. Emmy has the blanket pulled up to her nose with her hair splayed out, falling over the couch like a blonde waterfall.


  She moans and stretches, and before I know it, she’s standing by my side, dripping kisses off my neck like wild honey.


  “Give me a minute. I’ll make breakfast with you.” Her hand slips into the back of my sweats and glides over my bare ass before she heads down the hall.


  Damn. Why couldn’t Zoey have waited a week?


  Her bedroom door squeaks open, and she stumbles out, looking all of thirteen. No matter how old she gets, she’ll always be thirteen in my eyes.


  “So who was she?” Zoey plucks a bowl from the cupboard before dragging three different cereal boxes to the table.


  “None of your business. Why aren’t you in school?”


  “It’s ski week. Why aren’t you giving me a big fat hug?”


  “Because the last time I hugged you, I ended up with a broken toe.” It’s true. She drilled her high heel into my foot, and I limped for a week. I head over, risking life and lower extremity digits, and pull her into a strong embrace. “You didn’t come home for Christmas.” I give a dull smile at the thought of sounding like a nagging father.


  “I sent a text.” She flicks my nose before heading to the fridge for milk.


  “Yes—the text. I believe it read Merry X-Mas in its entirety. I’m glad you didn’t expend too much energy on your big bro.”


  “Brevity is the new black.” She rattles a cereal box before opening it. “Anyway, it looks like you had a big hoe to comfort you.” She gives a cheesy grin. The oversized sweatshirt she’s wearing makes her appear downright fragile. Her hair is platinum, far more over-processed than I remember, and it makes her look like she’s pulling out all the stops to impress the boys. “What am I saying? This is probably a different skank. That was two entire months ago. Speaking of the mattress mites you like to haul home nightly, you should consider putting a do-not-disturb sign out front. Because that’s the last time I want to see your hairy ass hiked in the air.”


  I close my eyes a moment. “I don’t have a hairy ass. You imagined the whole thing.” At least I’d like to believe both of those ideas. “How about next time you knock?” I swat her arm with a kitchen towel just as Emmy comes back into the room.


  Zoey sucks in a lungful of air as if she’s choking on a Fruit Loop.


  “She’s still here?”


  “She can hear you, too.” I pull Emmy in close. “Zoey this is Emmy, Em this is my sweet little sister, Zoey.” It comes out dry and sarcastic without meaning to. It looks like Emmy is rubbing off on me, and I don’t mind one bit.


  “Emmy?” My sister breaks her name into two equals parts as if she might be sick. “Where are you from, Emmy?” She says it slow in the event Emmy is from another planet where they don’t speak English. If Zoey keeps this crap up, she’ll be camping out on another planet, also known as the boathouse.


  “Be nice, Zo. I’m not letting you talk to her like that.”


  “That’s right.” Emmy strokes the back of my neck with her cool fingers. “When Gavin doesn’t let a woman do something, he means it.” She gives a little wink and defuses me just a bit.


  Zoey’s mouth falls open. She looks genuinely stunned as if I had just told her to nosedive off the side of the mountain. Zoey has been known to pour on the drama. It’s part of her questionable charm.


  “No, it’s okay.” Emmy pulls out a chair and sits across from my sister as if hostage negotiations were about to break out. She’s got balls. That’s one of the reasons I’m in love with her. “I’m originally from Hay—” Her fingers cover her lips a moment as if that just slipped out. I don’t remember her telling me where she was from. Who knows, maybe Zoey is the missing link that causes Em to pour out her secrets like pages from a diary. “I was just passing through Loveless, and I met your brother.”


  “Nobody passes through Loveless with the exception of truckers and fuckers. Which one are you?”


  “Watch your mouth,” I snipe.


  “Relax.” Zoey pushes me away, and I take a seat next to Emmy. “She knows I’m kidding. It’s not like she’s some two-dollar whore you picked up at a bar.”


  “Nope, she’s not.” I glance over at Emmy. I know what she’s thinking. “Have a little respect, Zoey.”


  “So”—Emmy straightens, and her sweatshirt rides up her back just enough to tease me with the curve of her spine—“what are you majoring in?”


  Zoey shifts her gaze from Em to me.


  “What is this? The inquisition? I’m majoring in none-of-your-damn-business, so get your things, and get on your little merry way.” She stabs her spoon into her cereal so hard milk laps over the side.


  “Zoey!” I’m ready to boot her out on her ear if she keeps this up.


  Emmy vacuums the air from the room with her next breath as she rises from the table. “I think I’d better go.” She stalks down the hall, and I pin her to the wall with a kiss.


  “Don’t you dare think of going anywhere.” I tether her wrists with one hand and pull them over her head. Emmy gives a slight, curt smile that says keep trying big boy, so I brush my lips over the divot in her neck until she moans.


  “Right there,” she whispers, so I do it again.


  “I was sort of hoping you’d say those words to me last night.” I make love to her neck for a sweet, brief moment. “The only difference is my mouth would have been in another location entirely.”


  Emmy growls in lieu of a laugh, and I can’t help but smile.


  “Zoey has been out of control ever since my parents died. Trust me, she’s like this to everyone. And with you—she’s probably just hitting her stride.” I hate to admit it, but Zoey likes to think she’s the number one girl in my life, and up until I met Emmy she was.


  Em’s dimples invert as she makes a sour face. She’s taking me down, reducing me to a puddle without even trying.


  “How about you and me get dressed.” I take a bite out of her, soft-as-a-petal, earlobe. “I can take you out for a drive in a little bit.”


  “Can Zoey come, too?” She bats her lashes quick as moth wings. “We can push the truck off the cliff. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”


  Emmy has a way of tickling my gut with her dry sense of humor. At least I think she’s kidding.


  “Nah, let her stay here and stew.”


  “Sounds like a great idea. That might give her the time she needs to find the hatchet she’s going to bury in my skull.”


  “I promise that will never happen. Well”—I rake a kiss over her cheek—“maybe in a proverbial way.”


  “I’ve met girls like Zoey before. She’s fully capable of inserting a blade.”


  “In that case, I’ll bury all the hatchets.”


  “Ha ha.” She flicks my chin. “I see what you did there.”


  Emmy heads for the shower, and I make a beeline to drill a new one into my sister.


  “What the fuck’s the matter with you?” I turn the chair around and sit on it backward.


  “Wow”—she mumbles through a mouth full of cereal—“you kiss all your whores with that mouth? On second thought, that probably gets them going.”


  I reach over and snatch her wrist, resisting the urge to squeeze the shit out of it. Zoey has my mother’s eyes—a deep marine. Every time I look at my sister, I see her. It’s like staring a ghost in the face, bittersweet. Her attitude, however, comes straight from Satan. For the life of me, I can’t figure out what I did wrong.


  “That person you were so very rude to just so happens to be the girl I’m going to marry. She makes me feel alive and is the only person who’s ever managed to pull me out of this coma I’ve been living in for the last few years, so I’d appreciate if you could show her an ounce of kindness.”


  She gently slips her wrist from my grasp.


  “No shit? You think you’re going to marry that chick?” She glances back at the empty hall. “So exactly how long have you known Mrs. Right?”


  “Six weeks.” I regret it as soon as the words leave my lips.


  “A whole six weeks?” Her brows rise in amusement. Her hair is cut to her shoulders and for some reason this makes her look older than her almost twenty years. “I’m shocked you haven’t tied the knot by now. How do you know this person isn’t after your money?”


  “Because I don’t have any.” I know she’s talking about the cabin, the business. Zoey has always thought more of me than she ever should. “All right. I get it. Look, don’t give me a hard time. I’m in a good place.”


  “Okay.” Her lips crimp to the side. “I just want you to be happy. Nobody wants that for you more than I do.”


  “And I want the same for you.” I tousle her hair like I used to. Zoey hated having me mess up her hair. You’d think I was plucking her fingers off one by one the way she would shriek. “You’re going to love Emmy. She’ll be the big sister you’ve always wanted. You’ll see.”


  Zoey slumps in her seat. “Let the record show, I have a bad feeling about this.” Her lips invert into a frown. Her eyes reduce to jealous slits. “If this ‘Emmy’ person is up to no good, she’ll have to answer to me first. Nobody messes with my big bro.”


  “She’s not messing with me.” And every last ounce of me wishes she were. “Give her a chance, Zoe. She’s the perfect girl for me. There’s no one else, and there’s not a thing you can do to stop it.”


  “We’ll see.” She drops her spoon and sulks like an abandoned ten-year-old.


  I pull her up from her seat and wrap my arms around her childlike frame. “I’ll always be here for you, Zoey. I’ll never walk away from you.” I know the exact words she needs to hear because I’ve needed to hear them, too. “There’s room in my heart for one more person, and I’m hoping the same is true for you.”


  “Everything is changing.” She holds on tight like I’m about to get sucked out the window.


  “Sometimes that’s a good thing.”


  It’s about time things changed around here.


  Emmy has changed them all for the better.
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  Zoey. She’s been here nine solid days, but who’s counting? Last time I checked ski week was a measly six sleeps, but I don’t dare inquire of the obvious. I know for a fact she goes to Port University, so I pull it up on Gavin’s laptop while she makes a ruckus with the pots and pans, pretending to cook. You’d think a steel-drum band was marching through the kitchen. This is usually the part where she announces we should head to the Corner Store for a sandwich. Granted, Neva can whip up a mean roast beef, I hate the thought of Gavin spending all that money on us night after night. I’d make dinner, but I have a habit of burning it before I even manage to pull it out of the package. The kitchen and I have never been friends. And, unlike Neva, I can’t even put a decent sandwich together.


  The webpage blinks to life in tones of garish orange and greens. Welcome to Port University, home of the Fighting Walrus! Wishing all our students good luck this week. The gerund gets under my skin like an army of fire ants. And good luck on what? Expensive universities like Port should consider their grammar before they massacre the English language on their homepage. Reminder: Library study hours have been expanded for midterms!


  Midterms? I glance up at Zoey who’s bopping around with a spatula like she’s about to breakout in song.


  “Aren’t you missing exams?”


  She zooms over and looks at the screen before I have a chance to shut it.


  “Just shit, Emmy.” She snatches the laptop from the table, uprooting the evidence against her. “Are you fucking spying on me?”


  We enter into a brief standoff, and, before I can answer, a hard knock erupts over the door. I spring up to see who’s abusing it on the other side. I’d rather plunge every kitchen knife in the cabin into my skull than spend another minute cooped up with Zoey. Gavin went on a wood run with Ace, who happens to be up just for the weekend because for one, he’s still enrolled in school. Anyone can see Zoey has been booted out on her size zero ass. I can’t imagine why anyone wouldn’t want to keep someone with Zoey’s sparkling personality around.


  More pounding.


  “I’m coming.” I swing open the door, and a tall, almost handsome fellow stands on the other side. He’s slightly slumped over himself, dressed like the preppy of the year and his hair has enough shellac in it for me to see my reflection. His eyes drop straight to my boobs, and I’m quick to cinch my cardigan. A second glance at my boobs is a luxury I’m not providing him. Gavin drove me to the nearest Salvation Army, and I was able to buy some clothes. Of course he wanted to take me down the mountain to the mall of all places, but I refused. For one, I would never let Gavin buy me overpriced T-shirts and jeans, and, two, I’m still a little paranoid about Nora and her army of money-hungry spies. She knows I’m out there somewhere, waiting, sharpening my claws, fashioning my heart into the most dangerous weapon of all. “Can I help you?”


  “Warren!” Zoey skips over and wraps her arms around the perverted goof.


  “Neva said you were back. I thought I’d check it out for myself.” he says while cupping her rear instead of a hug. Interesting. I’ll have to ask Gavin if that’s an acceptable greeting in Loveless. “So you’re out of Port, huh?”


  Her finger flies to her lips in a lame attempt to shush him.


  “Relax, I’ve already pieced it together. I’m not saying a word to Gavin.” I will hint. A lot. Besides, Gavin is a smart guy—like Mensa smart. I’m sure he has his suspicions. Although, when you love someone, you want to think the best of them even if it does blind you to the truth. Blind love. That must be what my father experienced with Nora. Every other theory defies logic.


  “Want to head to the store? Neva’s a real bitch if I don’t check in.”


  Wow, this one is a keeper.


  “Corner Store?” I snap my purse off the counter. “I was just headed there myself.”


  I trail them as we walk over. Gavin’s cabin is about a stone’s throw from the coffee shop, so it takes all of two minutes. I watch Warren, the boob monger, like a hawk. I’m not liking the way his hand has found a home over Zoey’s bottom or the way she’s giggling like a twelve-year-old at every little cloud of bullshit that plumes from his mouth.


  We head into the store, and the heated air presses over me like a hug.


  I spot Kennedy sitting alone in the back, and wave over at her, leaving cotton candy-haired Neva to tear into Warren while Zoey watches. If Neva is smart, she’ll kick them both out.


  “What’s up?” Kennedy shuts her laptop and pats the spot next to her, so I take a seat.


  “Zoey’s friend stopped by.” I say friend with air quotes. “He’s all hands and eyes if you know what I mean, so I followed them over.”


  “Warren?” She makes a face. “I know exactly what you mean. He was engaged to Reese for a while. It ended in disaster. The police were involved. I wouldn’t bring it up.”


  “Reese? I guess everyone is allowed a misstep or two.” Or twenty if you’re me, but I’m with Gavin now, and my life before Loveless seems like a long-forgotten dream—nightmare to be exact. “What’s with the police? I bet she took him downtown for groping.” Reese is smart like that, unlike Zoey who seems happy to let him fondle her barely-there assets.


  “She wishes it were that simple. He attacked her one night in her bedroom.” She wafts her hand through the air as if brushing the thought away. “Thankfully, Ace rushed in and pulled him off.”


  “That’s terrible.” Just the thought of anyone forcing themselves on someone sets my blood to boil. Josh runs through my mind with his permanent lewd grin. He was forcing himself on me, and I was too stupid to realize it. There was no love between us. Heck, there were no conversations between us. It was so mixed up and twisted. I don’t know how to classify it other than wrong.


  “Anyway,” she continues, “Warren is an infamous asshole. Neva has already dumped his ass twice.”


  “And how about you? Have you done any dumping lately?” Kennedy is what Reeva would classify as a level six beauty. Reeva claims that girls like that are ripe for sultans and hysterically wealthy business men who are willing to part with six figures for a weekend of fornicating fun. It’s happened once or twice. The girls always return glassy-eyed and cool as if they were suddenly moved to the popular kids table and could have nothing to do with the rest of us plebeians.


  “I’ve seen a few people at school.” Kennedy absentmindedly braids her hair before combing her fingers through it again. “Most of the guys are immature dorks. I’m sort of treading the single life for the first time and it s-u-c-k-s. I did my own dumping last fall when I got rid of some dead weight that I’ve been attached to on and off forever. I’m not sure why I seem to gravitate towards cheaters. There’s no worse feeling in the world than having someone you care about sleep around on you.”


  My heart sinks because I’ve been the other woman more times than I can count. I didn’t care if the guys I was with had girlfriends, or hell, wives for that matter. I was dead on the inside, and they were just as dead to me. Just two corpses passing in the night. A bleak smile comes and goes on my lips.


  “That would suck,” I say. “Just the thought of Gavin being with anyone else would kill me.”


  “Speaking of Gavin”—she leans in with a devilish grin brewing—“have you rounded out the bases yet, or are you still stuck playing tonsil hockey with that boy?”


  “I don’t know what boy you’re talking about. Gavin is all man.” I wrinkle my nose. “Not that I’m fully aware. Zoey came back at the exact moment we tried hitting a homerun. I’ve been benched ever since. Believe me, the temptation to crawl into his bed hits me nightly, but he promised he’d do something about her. Gavin said if she’s not gone by Monday, he’s shipping her to the boathouse himself.”


  Her face lights up. “I guess Monday is your lucky night.”


  “I guess it is.”


  “Ladies.” A deep baritone voice rumbles from above. I rise to meet Gavin and that grin he always has waiting for me. “What’s Monday?”


  Kennedy scoops up her drink and laptop. “It’s national buy-your-girlfriend-flowers day.” She gives me a quick wink before speeding for the door. “I’ll catch you two later. Please do things I wouldn’t—and report back to me. It makes life that much more interesting. Make it dirty!”


  “Dirty?” Gavin mouths as I spin into him. His cheeks—his eyes—they smile without his lips. It’s a neat trick that only Gavin seems able to pull off.


  “Do you realize that you’re fiercely attractive when you’re amused?” I sneak a kiss off his ultra soft mouth. “Anyway, Kennedy is treading the single life, and, in her words, it s-u-c-k-s. But I think all she really needs is to get l-a-i-d,” I whisper without taking my eyes off my perfect, gorgeous boyfriend.


  “She’ll have to find someone else to oblige her.” Gavin sinks a hot kiss on my lips, and my sweet spot heats in rhythm. “I’m taken.”


  “And how about me? Do I need to find someone else to oblige me?” I let all the affect drain from my face as I say it. Not that I would ever consider finding anyone else to oblige me, but I’m eating up the momentary displeasure on his face.


  “You’d better not. My heart couldn’t take it.” Gavin pulls my hand up and lays it flat over his chest. “Feel that?”


  His chest thumps beneath me, and I close my eyes, letting the sensation ripple through my limbs, my throat, right through to my ears. I want to feel exactly this with nothing, no clothes, no people filling in the space between us. It’s going to be magic with Gavin.


  “You make my heart beat, Emmy.” He pulls another slow kiss off my lips, and my chest swells as if I’m ready to burst. “It only beats for you, Em—no one else.”


  I lean up on my tiptoes and press my lips directly into his ear. “I’m going to make it race, come Monday night. I don’t need flowers, Gavin. I only need you.”


  “Fuck,” he whispers so low I can barely make it out.


  “Is that what you’re going to do to me?” I hold back a laugh, daring him to deny it. “I’m kind of liking the dirty talk.”


  “Oh, babe”—he sniffs a quiet laugh—“I’m going to do exactly that and so much more.” His lips meet mine with a passion I’ve never seen in him. Gavin and I are working ourselves into a frenzy that’s going to explode the top off this mountain in a few short days. We did it. We took things slow, and now we’re at the finish line about to receive our rewards. Zoey could shack up with the boob man at the counter for all I care. I just need her out of my hair for one night.


  Gavin pulls back and looks at me with that glazed look in his eyes, and I wonder how we’ll ever hold out until Monday.


  “Emmy”—he expires my name in a heated hiss, and my stomach clenches because it’s not the right name—“I know we’re coming into this with a pretty clouded history, but I promise, you’re going to be my first in a lot of ways. I hope you’ll feel that way, too. I’m going to make love to you, Em—slow and easy, fast and hard, and everything in between.” He trails a line of fiery kisses to my ear. “I have never felt this way before. I’m so in love with you, I can’t see straight. I want to taste you. I want to bury myself deep inside of your body and never leave.” His breathing picks up to meet with mine. “Not a second goes by that you’re not in my thoughts. That’s how much I love you.”


  A beat of silence stops up the air as he waits for me to say it back. It’s right there on my lips. I go to give it, and nothing but air comes out.


  The last person I loved I killed. I can’t stand the thought of hurting Gavin like that.


  “It’s going to be special.” I press my cheek to his and pray the tears go away before I open my eyes.


  “It will be,” he assures. “You plus me equals forever.”


  Gavin always knows the right thing to say.
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  Sunday rolls by with a rainstorm that sends chocolate rivers rushing down the streets, but Monday shows up with sunshine and a smile on her face and it feels as if the entire universe is in on our big secret.


  Gavin and I helped Zoey make three trips to the boathouse today. I can’t seem to wipe the grin from my face. It’s the first genuine smile I’ve bled since she’s been here. Zoey has been nothing but piss and vinegar ever since Gavin broke the news this morning that she’d be moving.


  “I’ll be all alone.” She whines as we head back to the cabin. “And freezing! I bet my corpse will be frozen a week before you bother to check on me. What if a madman breaks in and grinds me up like hamburger?”


  “He won’t.” Gavin scoops up another pile of her ever-expanding wardrobe. “You’ll be frozen remember?”


  “I can see this makes you happy. Glad to know my impending death is a joke to you.”


  Boy, she’s an expert at turning up the guilt. The boathouse is across the way for Pete’s sake. She could yawn in the middle of the night, and we would still hear her—not to mention the fact it has a working potbelly stove. She won’t freeze if she’s smart enough to fuel it. And, as for the madman, well, him I might consider assisting.


  “I’m one text away,” Gavin assures. “Besides, I don’t see what the big deal is if you’re heading back to school in a few days.” He’s chiding her. I haven’t told him that she’s been booted yet, but he’s this close to getting it from her himself.


  “It might take a little longer than expected.” Zoey shoots me her wrath by way of a scowl.


  “Like next week?” he asks with a slight uptick of frustration in his voice. “Next month? Look, Zoey, I know something got effed up this semester just tell me what it is. I might be able to help you with it. Do you need a tutor? I’ll get you the best.”


  My heart warms at the sacrifices he’s willing to make for those he loves.


  Zoey stops abruptly and seethes at me. “You told him.”


  Gavin’s eyes widen at the thought of me keeping this from him.


  “I didn’t tell him a thing.” I turn to Gavin, fully ready to rat her out. “Warren said something about her being out, and she didn’t deny it.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” There’s a slight twinge of hurt in his voice, and I suddenly feel like a major disappointment.


  “I figured it wasn’t my place.”


  He concedes, turning to his sister. “Tell me what happened, Zoey.”


  Her nostrils flair. Her tiny fists embed themselves in her nonexistent hips. “It’s none of your damn business what happened.” Zoey storms off into the cabin.


  “I’m the one paying for your books and apartment!” he shouts after her. “It is my damn business. You’re my damn business.” His voice reverberates off the mountainside, and I hold him back from charging in there.


  “Whoa, big boy.” My hip grinds into his crotch, and I lower my lashes while flirting with a smile. “Save some of that aggression for tonight.” I lean up and give his lip a playful bite. “I’m sort of liking you all riled up with nowhere to go.”


  “I’ve got somewhere delicious to go.” He runs his tongue over my lips. “But you’re right. I’d better cool off. Why don’t we run to the store and grab a few things to stock up her fridge? That way she can cool off, too.”


  “Mmm...” I trace his lips with my finger before dipping it into his mouth. It’s like falling into a deep, hot pool. My entire body longs to lunge inside—and tonight, I will. “The things I plan to do to you are making me insane.”


  “Come here.” He motions me over to a bench he constructed himself ensconced with two wooden bears he carved with his own hands. Their razor cut fur, their perfect almond eyes—it makes me smile to know that his hands were privy to each and every detail.


  “Do you know what I was just thinking?” I hum in his ear.


  “That you changed your mind about tonight?” He pulls me onto his lap, and I sit sideways onto the bench with my feet on the head of one of the wooden furry creatures.


  “Very funny. No. I was just thinking that you’re an artist, and the entire forest is your canvas.”


  Gavin lowers his lids looking like deep fried sex on a stick. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”


  “As will it you. What’s up?” Not that I mind taking a reprieve from hurricane Zoey, but it does seem suspect for Gavin to trot off in the middle of one of her classic meltdowns.


  “I made something for you. It’s nothing big. It’s sort of silly.” He fishes around in his pocket.


  “A locket with a picture of Zoey inside?” It could work like a dream catcher only it’ll attract nightmares. Zoey is a magnet for trouble in all shapes and sizes—Warren being the most disturbing of them all.


  “You’re half right.” He holds out his hand. “It’s a necklace.” Lying over his palm is a copper heart no bigger than a quarter, leashed to a thin matching chain.


  “Gavin! This isn’t silly.” I carefully extract it from him as if it were a newborn.


  “Sometimes I make a personalized inscription to go with the carvings. Sometimes people want that. And I wanted to do that for you. The necklace is rose gold.” He turns the thick copper heart around, and I forget to breathe.


  Inscribed on the back in very delicate handwriting is You Plus Me Equals Forever.


  “Oh, Gavin.” I clutch it to my chest and press a hard kiss to his lips. I’ve never received anything like this before—given with love, created from the heart. This is far more than some silly token, this is the whole world he’s giving me on a string.


  “I made the heart—inscribed the words myself.”


  I gape at him. For the first time ever, I’m speechless.


  “Here.” He helps me put it on and kisses the pendant before it falls to my chest.


  “I love it.” My eyes have a hard time peeling away from it because I’ve never said those very words to Gavin. But in a few short hours I plan to rectify that.


  He lifts my chin with his finger. “I get it.” The words come out pained. “I love you, Emmy. I promise I love you enough for the both of us.”


  A door slams in the cabin followed by a crash and a bang.


  I bounce another quick kiss off his lips. “Why don’t you get some food? I’ll go in there and make sure she doesn’t burn the place down. I’ll talk to her, you know, girl to girl.” I’m feeling especially generous now that I know tonight is going to be so explosive. My body is already willing to detonate over his. Gavin and I are brimming with gunpowder, and these stolen kisses, these building emotions are the match we need to blow the roof off that cabin tonight.


  “I don’t know.” He looks past my shoulder as a muffled scream comes from inside. “On second thought, she sounds like she needs someone to talk to. Go ahead. Be careful. Duck and jive if you have to.”


  “Oh, Jackson.” A dark laugh rumbles from me. “I’m saving all my best moves for you.”


  We stand, and he spins me as the evergreens meld together in a dizzying circle. This is how it feels being in love with Gavin, deliciously freeing and joyously unstable.


  “I love you, Em.” He holds my fingers as he walks backward, and they collapse to my side as we part ways.


  He turns and walks in the direction of the Corner Store, and I say it back in less than a whisper.


  “I love you, too, Gavin Jackson.”


  I warm the token of his affection in my hand. The simple heart he etched with our love.


  “I love you.” And that’s exactly how it’s going to sound coming from my lips tonight.
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  Inside, I find Zoey smashing and thrashing her way through a bookshelf, destroying innocent paperbacks and Gavin’s old copies of National Geographic. I go over before she starts in on an encyclopedia apocalypse. Their parents were ardent hoarders of ancient information. Gavin mentioned once that the set belonged to his father as a child, so I wouldn’t want her to lay a finger on a single brown leather spine. Sometimes the material things left behind by those we love become just as precious as they were and are.


  “Zoey, stop!” My voice reverberates through the tiny cabin.


  Her hair whips around like jags of lightning. She reaches to the top shelf, and an entire row of hardbacks rain down over her.


  She’s going to knock herself unconscious if she keeps this up, so I do the only thing I can think of and wrap my arms around her, putting her in a virtual vice, and, if she happens to mistake it for a hug, well, that’s okay, too.


  “Let go!” She shrills it in my ear, and I hear her voice echo through me long after she stops. Tears pour down her face, and, for the life of me, I can’t figure out why she’s losing her shit, especially without Gavin in the vicinity to impress with her little tirade.


  “Not until you promise to relax. You’re making your brother insane.”


  She knocks me back, and I trip over a pile of her laundry sitting dead center of the room. I land my hand over my new pendant to protect it from the fall and hit my head on the coffee table on the way down.


  “Shit.” I sit up dazed for a moment. A flash of white light expands around me. I feel like I’m in a cartoon.


  “It’s all your fault this is happening,” she hisses. Zoey falls in a heap on the floor, hugging an oversized photo album like it was a body. “You’re trying to take him away, and he’s all I have left!” She cries with her mouth open wide, saliva stringing its way down her lips.


  “I’m not taking him anywhere. You’re only going to be fifteen feet away, much closer than you would be at school.” Didn’t Gavin mention something about them not getting along? “This isn’t about your brother, is it?”


  She reluctantly shakes her head as she continues to hug the bloated cloth-covered book. It has a DIY appeal, and instinctively I know what it is. My mother left me albums just like that. She must have left a dozen. As soon as September rolls around, I’m going back to Winter Haven and claiming every single thing that Nora and Josh think they’ve swiped from me. My father’s company, my mother’s pearl necklace she wore the tragic night she had me, every red cent of my rightful inheritance, it’s all mine come my twenty-first birthday. Some people want alcohol on that wayward milestone of a year, but all I want is revenge. That is, if I can find a lawyer with enough balls to fight the missile shield I’m sure they’re cowering behind. With my father’s money, Nora can hire every shark in the western hemisphere to represent her.


  “It’s more than just my brother.” Zoey wipes the snot off her face with her sleeve. “It’s my parents, too.” The hurt resonates from her. She’s splitting like a glacier, ready to fall to pieces in the warm water below. “It hurts so much coming back here. For so long this cabin—it represented them—it was them. I could still feel them here—smell them. And the boathouse”—she looks out the window and makes a face—“that will never feel like my mom and dad. Please don’t make me go, Emmy. You’ve already taken my brother. Don’t take away my parents, too. I’m not ready. I’ll never be ready.”


  My fingers tremble over the copper heart. Zoey just struck me to the bone. Her heart is torn open, gaping into the room, waving like a red bloody flag. All I want to do is sew her up with thread fashioned from my own skin. Only another grieving soul could understand the excruciating pain she’s going through.


  “Zoey, I’m so sorry. Of course.” I press the pendant to my chest until I can feel it making an impression on my flesh. I know exactly how she feels. Here I am hating what Nora has done to me, and I’m essentially doing the same thing to Zoey. God, I’ve Noraed her. “I’ll talk to Gavin. It should be me in the boathouse, not you.”


  “Really? You would do that for me?” She gives a hard sniff with those sad puppy dog eyes, and I’m done.


  “Yeah, really. Of course, I’d do that for you. You’re practically my sister. Go get cleaned up, and I’ll help you move your stuff back.”


  Zoey springs to her feet and skips to the bathroom like a kindergartner headed to recess. A part of me wonders if that whole scene was just a ruse. But I feel bad for even thinking it and bat the wicked thought away.


  I scoop up the photo album and open to the first page.


  A happy couple smiles back at me with Lake Loveless as the backdrop. The sky is a pretty lavender, and there’s snow on the ground—but there’s something unnerving, something strangely familiar about the way they look.


  I’ve seen this picture before.


  My heart jumps to my throat. Ice runs through my veins, and I stop breathing altogether.


  This can’t be.


  I flip the stiff cardboard pages and find a newspaper clipping.


  The room starts in on a slow spin as I take it all in.


  Mountain community mourns John and Lena Jackson, killed in a head-on collision on I 98.


  My body goes numb as I glance back at the picture. My heart, my soul, my spirit shatter like glass in tandem. My heart was full a moment ago, and, now, there’s nothing left but an arid space.


  “Oh, God.” The album shakes right out of my grasp. This is a thing of horror—a nightmare within a nightmare. Here I am, baptized with my own blood.


  My fingers wrap themselves around the precious heart Gavin crafted. I’m a monster. My hand shakes so hard the necklace plucks right off.


  I fumble for my purse without thinking and jump into the Honda. It starts right up, and I speed the hell off this mountain.


  I’m never coming back.


  I do what I do best—run.


   


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  The sun goes down on another perfect day as I quickly toss the things I bought for Zoey into the fridge—milk, eggs, bacon, and her favorite cherry flavored Pop Tarts. That should last her a day or two. I’ll take her to dinner in the next few nights to prove I still want her around, just not on the other side of my bedroom wall. I plan on making some noise. That’s not entirely true. I plan on eliciting some noise from Emmy. A volcanic heat rushes through my veins just thinking about it. I snatch the bouquet of flowers off the table and head home to Emmy. That’s who the flowers are for. That’s who every other flower I ever buy will be for.


  A dull smile rides on my lips as I jog toward the cabin. The door is wide open. The place looks ransacked, no thanks to Zoey’s latest meltdown.


  “Em?” I call out as I make my way through the house. I find Zoey sprawled out on her bed hugging her pillow. “Hey, you okay?”


  She sits up with her tear-stained face, her bloated lips. Shit. She looks far from okay.


  “Did she talk to you?”


  “Who, Emmy?”


  “Yeah, she said she’d take the boathouse, no problem.”


  “What?” Obviously the conversation with my sister didn’t go as planned. It looks like Zoey’s crocodile tears worked their magic. “Where is she?”


  “I don’t know. She took off a while ago.”


  “Took off?”


  “I heard her speed out of here like a bat out of hell.” She springs to her feet and wipes her face down with her sleeve. “Boy, she really fell for that poor little ‘ole me act.” My sister gives a snide smile. “This is my house as much as it is yours. Think twice before you go giving away my place in this world.”


  Shit.


  “No one is giving away your place in this world.” I sigh as I stalk the rest of the cabin. “Emmy?” I head outside just as Ace comes up the walk.


  “Reese and I are about to head down the hill. Won’t be back for another few weeks.” He gives a quick fist bump, and that’s when I see the carport is empty. That’s where Emmy’s Honda has sat for the last few months. We drove it around the lake a few times just to keep it from locking up, but she’s never taken it on her own. “Earth to Jackson. Everything okay? I said if you need another hand, I can be up next weekend. Just let me know, kay?”


  Reese runs up and gives me a quick hug.


  “Where’s her car?” I stagger over to the empty space. “Did you see Emmy take off?”


  They look just as lost and confused as I do.


  Ace and Reese help me comb the entire back region of the mountain. We make six revolutions around the lake at least. Two hours later, we’re right back in my driveway just as empty handed as when we began.


  “It’s late, dude.” Ace pulls me to the side as we get back to the cabin. “I think if you’re really worried that something happened, you need to call the cops.”


  “The cops?” I’m so shaken—so exhausted and scared out of my fucking mind. A thousand different scenarios run through me, and not one of them is good. “No cops.”


  “What?” Ace smacks me in the arm. “If I thought something was off with Reese I’d have every damn boy in blue looking for her.”


  The wind whips over my arms, lashing me with its icy bites. She has to be cold. She’ll freeze in that fucking car.


  My body swells with a horrible ache. I can’t breathe not knowing where she is.


  “Is there something about this girl you’re not telling me?”


  I swallow hard. Ace has always been like a brother to me.


  “I don’t know her name.”


  “Excuse me?” He takes a full step back. “What the hell are you talking about? Were you two in some kind of fight? Is that what this is about? Is that the reason you’ve conveniently forgotten her name?”


  “She’s—” I glance up at the cabin and spot Zoey on the couch watching TV. Reese is in the car patiently waiting for Ace. “She’s the love of my life, and I have to get out there and find her myself. Get yourself to school, college boy.” I give his arm a squeeze. “I’ll call you in the morning.”


  I jump in my truck and take the long way to the overlook. I took her there once. We shared a kiss that I still replay on a loop whenever we’re not together. Maybe she wanted to think? Maybe she just wanted to get the hell away from my psychotic sister and catch a fresh breath? I hit the end of the road and stop. If you don’t know the lay of the land, it’s easy to drive straight off the edge. I pull the flashlight from under my seat and hop out into the dismal, moonless night. The howl of a lone wolf goes off in the distance. I run to the edge and shine my light over the cliff for signs of a car that might have accidentally plunged off, thankfully there’s nothing.


  “Fuck.” I kick a tree stump trying to let some steam out, but I’ve got enough misery coursing through my veins to propel me to the moon and back. I’m so damn hopped up on fear I can’t see straight.


  “Emmy!” I roar it out into the night as the city lights wink in and out of turn, mocking me. “Emmy.” I drop to my knees and close my eyes. “Come back to me.”
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  The next morning, Ace endures the two-hour drive back up the mountain and meets me at the Corner Store where I’m already waiting for Warren to show his smarmy ass.


  “Dude.” Ace pulls me into a half hug. “Still no word?”


  “Nothing.” I grind my palm into my eye. I didn’t catch a wink of sleep last night. “I had Zoey replay their final conversation a million times. Nothing makes sense. I found the necklace I gave her, broken on the floor. I can’t imagine what could have driven her to rip it from her neck. I’d like to think it was an accident. That this whole damn thing was some stupid misunderstanding, but the only thing I can come up with is that maybe Zoey is holding something back. Maybe she’s only giving me half the story because she sees how bad she fucked things up.”


  “And what is her side of the story?” He nods to his sister, and Neva brings him a cup of coffee.


  “She said she talked about how much she missed our parents. Some bullshit about how the cabin represented them. She said Emmy told her she thought of her as a little sister and jumped at the chance to sleep in the boathouse. The end.”


  “Hmm.” He twirls the cup with his fingers, considering this. “Nothing out of the norm. So you don’t think Zoey is telling the truth?”


  “Hardly.” Neva slides a cup of coffee my way. All I see each time I look at her is a puddle of black hair with eyes. “No offense, but your sister wouldn’t know the truth if it smacked her in the ass.”


  Ace and I exchange looks. It’s no secret Zoey is a wild child, but Neva seems a little harsher than usual this morning.


  “What’s the story?” Ace nods to her as he takes a careful sip.


  Neva pulls her espresso-colored lips back a moment like she might be sick. “Rumor has it she’s fooling around with Dough Boy.”


  Warren comes in and says good morning before taking a seat.


  “Go to hell.” She tells him before heading toward a pair of customers down at the other end.


  “I think we know who Dough Boy is.” I scowl at him. “Are you fucking with my sister?”


  Ace holds a hand out to me. “You’re about to blow it.”


  We spent the better half of the night on the phone, and I confessed everything about Emmy’s sordid past.


  “I probably am.”


  “Take it down a notch, would you?” Warren slaps his briefcase on the counter. “I’m not fucking with anyone’s sister.” He turns to Ace. “Yours included. So if this is supposed to be some kind of early morning ambush, you can back off.”  He glides out of his tweed blazer only to expose an argyle sweater complete with dress shirt and tie beneath that. If I had to wear that every single day, I’d pump some lead into my head just to mix things up.


  “What are you all dolled up for sweetheart?” I pull my coffee toward me and wish to God I were having breakfast with Emmy instead.


  “I’m working at my father’s accounting firm.” Warren shakes his head as if he’s reached the edge of a cliff, and he might just want to jump.


  “No shit?” Ace raises a brow. “Is law over for you?”


  “Yeats revoked its offer for grad school.” He flicks a finger. “Neva fetch me a beer,” he belts. “Anyway, I’m falling back on my accounting degree. What do you idiots care? I’m sure you’ll both be working for me in a year anyway.”


  Shit. If I were in a better mood, I’d laugh in his face.


  “All I want from you is the name of you father’s escort service. The one he used in December to be exact.” A riot of emotion runs through me. I want to shake the shit out Warren, Warren Senior, Zoey, and maybe even Emmy for landing us in this position to begin with.


  “Where’s that hot chick you’re banging?” He looks over his shoulder. “She not doing it for you?” Warren is stumped why I’d bother to ask.


  “She took off, and I want to know where she went.” I press my lips together afraid the truth is about to come out, and I’m afraid it might have to. As much as I want to protect her reputation, I just need her here, safe with me.


  “Dude.” He inches back, examining me while putting it all together. “Was she a fucking whore?”


  Ace grabs the beer from Neva and puts it in Warren’s stubby little hand. “We just need the connection, that’s all.”


  “No.” I dig my fingers through my hair because I hate where this is about to go next. “She was the one who was supposed to service your father in December, and she ended up in my boathouse instead. Look, I’m not judging your father—I just need to know where she might have went. She left yesterday, and I haven’t heard from her since.”


  He gurgles a laugh into his beer. “Damn, my dad’s hooker was hot.” He shakes his head. “Call her. Did you ever think of that, dipshit?”


  “I don’t have her number. She was with me all the time. We never—” I squeeze my eyes tight, all I see is blood red, then Emmy’s beautiful face. “It’s probably not her real name. I don’t know her name. I never saw her driver’s license. I don’t know jack shit. So you see, Warren”—I clench my jaw because I hate that so much hinges on the asshole seated beside me—“I need the name, number, and address of whoever it is your father uses to get his wrinkled rock’s off.”


  He gives my arm a hard slap as he stands.


  “I’ll see what I can find out.” He scoops his briefcase and nods at the two of us. “He’ll deny it. He always does.” And with that he’s out the door.


  He’s right. Warren Senior denies the shit out of it.


  And I am so fucked.


  So fucked without Emmy.


  I close my eyes and never want to see the light of day again.
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  The Price of Love
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  Demi


   


  August


   


   


  “One month.” In one month I’ll be twenty-one and legally able to take back my father’s company, his house (if you can call it that), and acreage—all of which are rightfully mine. Just the thought of Nora living high on my father’s hog all these years is enough for me to want to roast her myself and stick an apple in her mouth.


  “Just thirty days.” Eva stirs her gin and tonic with a svelte red straw.


  “That’s right, my stepmonster and her evil seed will never know what hit them.” I glance around the dimly lit bar located on the first level of Reeva’s thirty thousand square foot den of lasciviousness. “Who am I kidding? I fully intend on letting them know what hit them.”


  “I always knew you had a little sledge hammer in you, Demi. You got a lawyer?” Eva winks at a buffed-out biker strutting by. He reeks of cheap booze and dirty sex, but neither of us can take our eyes off those patches that are plastered all over his vest. Bikers are a fascinating breed all on their own. The mob runs a deal with them—all girls half off in exchange for various goods and services. The bikers are a little surly and rough around the edges in bed but usually pretty nice—or so Eva says. I wouldn’t know. I’ve resorted back to casual work.


  “There’s an attorney in Brady. He wants a ten thousand dollar retainer. Plus, I figure I’ll need about another five just to rent a room and feed myself until the rest of my money is relinquished.”


  “And how many billions is that?” She drops her head back and holds a cherry over her lips as if she’s teasing herself. What she’s really doing is teasing the sexed-up biker seated to my left. He has a boyish appeal to him—bad boy. I turn my head just enough to affirm this theory, and he offers a greasy smile.


  “Many.” It’s true. My father’s steel mill is worth its weight in gold—more than gold, actually. I already have a plan of action in place—fire every damn person who has anything to do with Nora or Josh. I can’t wait to boot them out on their mooching behinds. I’ve spent every day, since I’ve been back, researching, planning, plotting. Now that I’ve safely extricated myself from Gavin’s life, I’m completely focused on taking down Nora and her demonic offspring.


  Gavin. I close my eyes, and my entire body sags.


  “You’re thinking about him again, aren’t you?” Eva spits her chewed up cherry stem at me, trying to pull me out of my Gavin funk.


  “I think about him all the time. Like why in the hell did I ever end up in the arms of the man whose parents I killed?” Zoey blinks through my mind, and I blink her right back out.


  “You know there’s a war in the Middle East and a gas main that just blew a hole in a factory in China. You should probably blame yourself for that, too. Why not?” She takes a sip of my drink and pushes it back to me. “You’ve got a flare for the dramatic. Anyone ever tell you that?”


  “No—because for one, it’s not true. I have a flare for ending people’s lives. If you’re smart, you’ll run for cover.”


  She rolls her eyes. “Point in case. You ever plan on paying Mr. Jackson a visit and laying it all out on the line? I bet he could let it go if you can.”


  “It’s case in point, and, to answer your question—no.” I shift in my seat as our biker buddy takes the opportunity to rub his thigh over mine. I scoot to the far end of my barstool. “You don’t get it, do you?” I hiss at Eva. “I’m cursed. Believe me, the best thing I ever did was run and run fast.” I sped down that mountain with a death wish—ironic since I seem to make everyone else’s come true. “Who knows what would have happened to that poor man if I stuck around another minute. A tree might have fallen over his cabin and crushed him to death.”


  She purses her lips, unconvinced. “I bet that boy feels as if a tree fell right over his heart. I bet he’s already crushed to death on the inside. Love doesn’t melt away—it stays, it condenses into something potent. It just gets stronger, Demi. What you had was magic. It makes no sense to run away from something like that.”


  Magic. A sweet wave of wanting comes over me at the thought of the magic we could have made, that we were about to make before I discovered what havoc I wreaked in their lives.


  “I wonder if Gavin is making magic with other girls?” It comes out more rhetorical, heartbroken. Gavin said we were the same person, only by some stroke of luck I seem to have changed. I haven’t slept with a single person since I left Loveless. I guess he changed me after all. Just the memory of his warm skin, the subtle cologne that cast me under its spell, night after night, it’s almost enough to carry me through the barbed teeth of each lonely day. Almost.


  Reeva rolls up in her wheelchair, and we take a seat at a nearby table together.


  “How are my two favorite girls?” Her hair is far too curly and far too short. She’s got that Orphan Annie vibe going on, and it’s always been a little unnerving for me. It doesn’t help that it’s red as a fire engine and screams bad Halloween wig even though it’s homegrown. Reeva is beautiful even though her MS has worn her down. She’s less into making herself look good than she is into making herself feel better these days, and, really, that’s the way it should be. Less lipstick, more massages. Reeva has two regulars she’s held onto, a mayor from two towns over and a fisherman that shows up twice a year when he hits a big blue fin payday.


  “We’re just freaking dandy.” I pluck the straw from Eva’s drink and roll it between my fingers. A nervous habit I picked up when I started working here. Some people smoke, I roll trash between my fingers to calm and soothe me.


  “Demi is still brooding over that lumberjack she dumped.” Eva pecks an air kiss my way.


  “I didn’t dump him.” Not intentionally. “I killed his parents. There’s quite a difference. One involves hurt feelings, and the other involves the inability to feel forever.”


  Reeva flinches. She already knows every last detail. My bestie here makes sure Reeva is in on all the house gossip, including mine. Not that anyone really cares about Gavin and me. Except for Eva of course—and, well, me.


  “I’m sorry to hear that.” Her eyes linger over mine. “You know how I feel about love.”


  I nod. “It happens once, and, if you lose it, you pay the rest of your days.” She’s said those words more than a couple times. I think she’s speaking from experience, but she’d never admit it.


  “True enough.” She toasts me with Eva’s drink and takes a sip. “Now, listen. I came to talk about what you’re expecting to happen right around your birthday.”


  “I get the money from my father’s estate, and I give you a hundred thousand dollars for putting up with me all these years.” I’m happy to review the facts with her. When I showed up on her doorstep a few months ago, Reeva reluctantly let me slip back to casual standing. I’d like nothing more than to hand her a big fat check for that.


  “Make it two.” She gives a knowing smile.


  Reeva. I want to laugh or scream for being stupid enough to ever get mixed up with this hoe-haven to begin with. I wonder if there’s a threat in there somewhere? Knowing Reeva, there’s not. She has enough medical bills to wallpaper this place, twice.


  “I’ll make it two.” For as much money as my father’s estate is worth, I’m sure it’s less than half a day’s interest.


  “What do you need?” She squints at me as if trying to read my life’s story in my face. I wonder if she sees Josh with his pants down in one eye and Nora in the other with a straight jacket waiting for me. “What’s stopping you from cutting the balls off those bastards that stole your daddy’s money?”


  “Fifteen thousand dollars. You want to give me a loan?” I’ve already asked. Reeva personally doesn’t have two dimes to rub together, at least not that many dimes.


  “What are you going to do?” She lowers her chin because I know what she’s asking.


  I glance around at the sea of men, laughing, carousing, gargling with gin as they wait their turn for the ride of a lifetime. This of course is a very bad plan B.


  I was sort of buying time, waiting for a miracle from up above.


  “I guess my options are limited,” I whisper.


  But I’m still hoping for a miracle.


   


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  The sun rises on another sweltering August morning. The humidity is so thick you choke just trying to catch your next breath. I head over to the Corner Store for a cup of muddy coffee. Zoey has been working there right alongside her “archenemy” Neva. Her word not mine. The shit hit the fan once it came out she was the one who stole Warren from under her. I shake my head. I can’t stand the thought of Warren laying his perverted banana hands on my sister, but, at the end of the day, I can’t do a thing about it. Nope. There’s not a thing I can control in this universe. I learned that the hard way from Emmy herself. I can still see her porcelain skin, hear her bubbling laughter, taste those honeyed lips. I’m not sure what possessed me to think she would stay—that, one day I would make her my wife. She told me herself she was a liar. The funny thing is, she never said those three magic words I was so hard up to hear, and, now, I’m glad. I’d hate to think she was lying about that. I told her I loved her and meant every syllable.


  “Douche!” Ace nods to me from the back where he sits with a few familiar faces. I nod over at Zoey and Neva and head on back. Summer is almost over, and Reese and Ace will be headed to Yeats again soon.


  “Douche here, reporting for duty,” I say, taking a seat across from Brylee with her heavily drawn in eyes and give a short-lived smile. Ever since Emmy took off, Brylee has taken to propositioning me as if it were a sport. And I’ve turned her down just as many times. Brylee is pretty, and God knows she’s warmed my bed on more than a few occasions, but that was the past, things are complicated now. Emmy was here, and then she left, and my head is still spinning. “Everyone ready for the mass exodus?” I try to evict Emmy out of my head by changing the subject.


  Reese knocks an elbow into Kennedy. “My sweet stepsister isn’t leaving you, Gav. Tell him why, Ken.”


  “I’m taking a semester off to find myself.” She says it pissed like maybe that’s what she was coached to say. Kennedy shovels a red velvet waffle into her mouth while looking at me. I have to admit, the waffles around here are damn good. I’ve had Zoey bring me one every night since they’ve added them to the menu. Comfort food. God knows I’ve needed my fair share of comfort.


  “Sounds like a plan,” I say. “I’ve taken every semester off to find myself and no such luck. Here’s hoping you do better.” I lift Ace’s coffee and salute her.


  A set of hostile footsteps stomp in this direction, and I turn to find Warren, looking like he just assaulted the lake with his scull—the glorified canoe he laps Loveless in.


  “What is this? The dumbass association meeting?” He gives Reese’s shoulder a tweak before planting himself across from me. It’s hard to believe she continues to tolerate him, albeit on a rudimentary level. “Just the dude I wanted to see.” He plants a solid hit to my shoulder with that ball of granite at the end of his wrist. “You won’t believe the shit that went down at my house this morning.”


  “What?” Warren McCarthy has one hundred percent of my attention. I’m still stupid enough to get my hopes up. As of late, my stupidity is my only redeeming quality. I’ve been less than happy and not too shy to let everyone in on the secret.


  “My father got the heave-ho.” His brows dig into his forehead. “Mom says she’s done with his shit. She mentioned something about the boathouse.” He dips his chin because we both know what that means.


  My adrenaline spikes so fast, the only thing I might be having for breakfast is a brain embolism. I’m so close to Emmy, I can feel her.


  “Did you ask questions? Do you know where she might be?” By she I mean Emmy, and by be I mean brothel. It’s still an unfortunate reality I have to deal with day in and day out. It guts me to think about. I’ve shed a tear or two—hell, I’ve drenched a few pillows over the fact some imbecile out there might be touching my wife. I can’t help but think of her that way. We may never have consummated our union, but she took my heart along with her, and I’m clinging to the fantasy she might still be mine.


  “Relax. While they were going at it, I informed my father that his legal team could handle anything my mother threw at him. He pretty much has a fire-wall up since he married without a prenup.” Warren shakes his head at his father’s sophomoric blunder.


  I’ve already laid out all the unsavory details about Emmy’s choice occupation to everyone at this table just hoping they might remember some tiny detail that could lead me straight to her.


  “And?” I’m not too concerned over any compensation issues his mother might have.


  “And I told him I knew exactly how to tear down those walls and give my mother whatever the hell she wanted, leaving him without two nickels to rub together. Nobody fucks with my mom.”


  “I’m really proud of you.” Kennedy pipes up. Everyone at the table is monetarily stable with the exception of yours truly, and Ace, so it shouldn’t surprise me too much that these sort of finance based conversations are of interest to them. But, then again, if my mother were alive I wouldn’t want anyone messing with her either.


  “How are you doing this?” Reese knocks into him. Since their relationship ended, she and Warren haven’t exactly been the best of friends, but she’s forgiven him and moved on. Warren is an ass that can’t be rewired. I glance over at Zoey and give a long blink. Apparently she can’t be rewired either.


  “I told him I wanted a few things—gave him a list of demands.” He looks right at me, and a fire races through my veins.


  “You know where she is?”


  “He said he couldn’t remember which one she came from. I’ve got a list of five.” He scoots a piece of paper toward me. “Addresses, phone numbers.”


  “Yes.” I snatch it up and jump out of my seat. “Thank you.”


  Gemma’s Night Escape, Laurie’s Luxury Spa, Reeva’s House, Goldie’s Fun Factory, Paula’s Orchard. Not one of these names rings a bell. I know for a fact she referenced something or someone that first evening we met, and for the life of me I can’t remember who or what. I was too focused on her bouncing cleavage to imprint anything else to memory.


  I flick the tiny paper with my finger. “Let’s do this.”


  “Call right now and ask for her.” Ace encourages, so I head outside and start dialing. Three of them never heard of her, and two both claim to have more than one Emmy.


  “She might have changed her name.” Ace studies the paper. “If you want we can drive down the hill and hit up the two that claim to have her. They must have dozens of girls. Do you have a picture of her?”


  I tried once taking a selfie of us out by Fox Farm Road where the lake melts in a tangerine puddle at sunset, but she said her hair was too messy and begged me not to.


  “That Christmas party at Reese’s parents’ last year—did they have a photographer?”


  “No, but they had the next best thing—video surveillance.”


  For the next two hours, Ace and I hole up in the Westfield basement and scour the security footage.


  “Most people delete this shit after a month.” Ace says as he zeroes in on Emmy and me as we step into the place. There she is. A flash fire races through me at the sight of her. My heart seizes. I might die if I look at her too long. How could she have done this to me—to us? How could I let her go? Did I? So many questions. I want to shake the shit out of the world. “Check this out.” Ace pauses as Emmy looks right past the camera and offers a clear view of her precious face. “That’s your money shot. He prints the frame, and out she comes in black and white, staring at me upside down from the base of the printer. Carefully I pick her up and try to stop myself from pressing her image to my lips.


  Something is happening. I can feel it.


  After months of silence—of dying on the inside—I can feel myself roaring back to life.


  “Let’s go get her.”
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  The grueling drive to Davenport turns into a four-hour trek of gridlock hell. Thankfully we took my truck so I won’t owe Ace for gas, just his time.


  “I really appreciate you doing this.” I know he’s up for anything to help out, but somehow I think I’ve crossed a line dragging him to a whorehouse looking for the love of my life of all things.


  “No problem. I know you’d do the same if the shoe were on the other foot.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s not. You dated a debutant, and I landed a girl who—” I let out a breath instead of finishing the sentence. “Emmy may not be anyone’s ideal, but she’s mine. She’s perfect, Ace.” My voice breaks. “She’s better than half the people on that mountain.”


  “I get it. I’m not one to judge. Don’t worry about anything. If it’s meant to be, it’ll all work out.” He glances out the passenger’s window. I can’t help but wonder if he’s feeding my delusions by coming along for the ride, but at this point I’m in too deep to care.


  “So”—he shifts to get a better look at me—“what do you think is going to happen?”


  And there it is. I wondered how far we’d get before he threw a bucket of reality in my face.


  “I don’t know. I mean, I know what I’d like to happen. She’d land in my arms and come right back to Loveless with me. Realistically, I’m just hoping for a few answers.”


  “Worse case”—Ace offers up a cocky grin—“she’ll start throwing shit and threaten to have your ass evicted.”


  “And, sadly, that will be more excitement than I’ve had in months.”


  We pull into the first place out of two, Laurie’s Luxury Spa. They claimed to have two Emmys on site, and, just my luck, they’re both virgins. I have a feeling there’s not a virgin in a ten-mile radius.


  The building is decidedly rundown with its chipped façade and broken front window. An old billboard flaps just behind it, with the corners peeling off. A vacancy sign blinks on and off. My heart sinks just thinking Emmy might be killing time in this shithole.


  We head in, and it looks medicinal in nature, like some unassuming chiropractor’s office. There’s an opaque glass table in the center loaded up with old, bloated magazines. A few men sit around looking half asleep as if they’ve been waiting for hours to have their dicks adjusted. A short blonde with a fake bake asks us to sign in.


  I head over to the front desk and lean toward her. “Actually, I’m the one who called about Emmy. You said you had two girls here with that name?”


  “Oh, hun”—her milky white hair glows against her leathery skin—“they could all have that name if you want.” She snaps her pink gum, exposing flashes of ultra bright teeth. Why do I get the feeling this one glows in the dark?


  “Have you seen this girl?” I hand over the black and white picture of Em. She looks so sad with those large brown eyes, those heavy lids that hold so much heartache.


  “Nope, not that one. I have plenty of blondes though.” She presses her fingers to her chest as if she might be one of them.


  “No thanks.” Ace and I get back in the truck.


  Just one more place to hit then it’s back to the beginning—back to nowhere. I pick up the paper Warren gifted me this morning.


  “Reeva’s House.” Something in me stirs, and I wonder if that’s the name I heard Emmy utter that first day. Something in me says it is.


  I’m feeling better already.


  I speed all the damn way there.
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  Reeva’s House is in a ritzy neighborhood nestled behind a sea of residential homes, but secluded enough on a backcountry road to give someone the privacy one might need when looking for love in all the wrong places. Overgrown firs and evergreens act as a windbreak all the way down to the stately white mansion. A couple of men in suits stand guard out front. A sign reads Valet only. No self parking, so I put the truck in the queue.


  “Looks expensive,” Ace says as we get out.


  I give one of the mean looking dudes my keys and let him know we’ll just be a second.


  “That’s what they all say, buddy. Have a good time.” He gets in the truck, and I wonder if I’ll see it again.


  “Shit.” Ace smacks my arm. “This place screams top dollar.”


  “Looks it.” I’m buying into the false sense of security, the well-trimmed roses, the expensive marble statue of a naked Venus gracing the lawn. I’d rather have Emmy here than that last dive, but I’d much rather have her home with me.


  We step inside as the sound of soft classical music fills our ears. The walls are a pristine white with heavy molding. Marble statues fill in the foyer, and it has more of a museum feel, hell mausoleum feel than it does anything else, but it’s the dark crimson carpet that lets you in on its secret. A double sweeping staircase leads to a quiet upper level. There’s only a receptionist out front. Not another human in sight.


  “Can I help you?” A friendly blonde pipes up. She looks a lot like the receptionist at the hovel we visited earlier but with a more general appeal.


  “I’m looking for someone special.” I dig in my pocket for the picture of Em, and she laughs before I can pull it out.


  “Oh, hon, just about everyone here is special.” She talks like the last one, too. The difference being she’s tall and wide, built like a linebacker, but there’s something downhome about this one, and I’m hoping if she knows anything, she’ll spill every last detail.


  “Do you boys want to be seen separately?” She nods as if encouraging it.


  It’s an option not to? A thousand perverse thoughts shoot through my mind, and I’m about to blow through every room in this place looking for Em—trying to save her from this gilded hellhole—from herself.


  “Here’s a picture.” I smooth the crease in the middle. “Her name is Emmy.”


  The girl’s eyes widen the size of Texas.


  Bingo. I shoot a look to Ace that says she’s here.


  “You know”—she manufactures a forced grin—“hang on just a minute. We can always find a close second. We’ve got some of the most beautiful blondes on the planet here. Reeva will be right out.” I can feel the adrenaline draining from my body. I’m not looking for some close second. She starts texting, and I’m half afraid she’s calling the goon squad to boot us out.


  Ace pulls me to the side. “Get ready to bounce. Looks like she’s calling in the reinforcements.”


  “That means Emmy’s here, right?”


  “That means they think you’re a psychotic stalker.”


  A redhead in a wheelchair zips into the room. “Can I help you boys?”


  She’s older, friendly for the most part, and I let down my guard a bit.


  “I’m looking for a girl named Emmy.” I show her the picture, and she takes it from me, inspecting it with furrowed brows as if she’s never laid eyes on Emmy in her life.


  “Are you both looking for girls?” She looks up at us over the rim of her glasses. She’s feeling us out. She wants to know what the deal is—how many men with weapons it will take to drag us out of here.


  “Just me.” I nod over at Ace. “He’s more or less moral support.”


  “We don’t specialize in morals here.” Her smile expands. “I’m sorry, what was your name?”


  “Gavin.” I offer my hand, and she gives a gentle shake. “Gavin Jackson.”


  “Well, Gavin, what exactly are your needs? I’ve got over thirty-five girls who can meet any special desire your heart can drum up. In fact, Stella, why don’t you get a form, and we can start in on the basics with this young man.”


  “I don’t need a form. I just need a minute alone with Emmy. Please”—I drop to my knees and meet her at eyelevel—“just five minutes, and I swear I’ll leave her alone forever.”


  “Five minutes?” She tilts her head, eyes still glued to mine. “You give up that easy, do you?”


  She knows. I exhale for the first time in months. Emmy is here. Everything in me explodes with fire.


  “I have a girl who resembles your friend.” She glances up at Stella and nods. “She’s a virgin. We don’t work on a per minute basis, we ask a flat fee up front.”


  “Name it,” I say it so fast I half believe I can swing it.


  “Twenty thousand dollars.”


  “Shit.” Ace balks. “Is that an annual pass you’re selling?”


  “Done,” I say without even bothering to look up at him.


  “What?” Ace swats me over the shoulder. “She’s shitting you, dude. She doesn’t have Em. Don’t you get it? She’s reading your desperation.”


  She sniffs up at Ace. “Twenty thousand dollars buys you a night. It’s entirely up to Emmy what she wants to do with you.”


  When she said her name she smiled. It’s her. Emmy is here somewhere. My entire body detonates in a series of heartbeats.


  “That’s fine.” I hear myself say. “I’ll get the money and be back. Do me a favor?”


  “What’s that, love?” She leans over and smooths my hair back as if I were a little boy.


  “Forget my name.” I bear into her eyes and plead.


  Reeva gives a gentle nod, and I get up, buoyant and light as a thousand helium balloons.


  “Why so much?” Ace asks before we head for the exit.


  Reeva doesn’t take her eyes off me. “Some women are simply worth more.” She wheels out of the room just as a mean looking dude built like a Transformer steps in.


  And on that note, we leave.


  I stare back at the gray soulless windows as we wait for the valet to retrieve my truck. It takes all of my willpower to keep from charging back in there and screaming her name.


  I’m coming, Emmy. It’s going to be okay.


  I keep forgetting she’s not being held hostage, although, sometimes, people are captives, and they don’t even realize it.


  But Emmy isn’t a hostage. She simply ran away from me.


  Took my heart right along with her.
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  One More Night
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  Demi


   


   


  There’s a line Reeva won’t let customers cross. Usually it has to do with abuse, and for that we have several panic buttons in our respective bedrooms we can access at a moments notice. Any time we feel even slightly threatened, a man the size of a battleship will burst through the door and save us from our impending doom. I huff a tiny laugh as I stare at the ceiling. I wish life came with panic buttons—just one would suffice. I wish it were my father who would run through that door and rescue me from this bleak, wicked world. I swing my legs over the bed and open my laptop. According to Brookhurst Steel’s website, changes are afoot. I wonder exactly what those changes might be. I read an Internet rumor that suggested Nora is selling it to an overseas’ investor. If it’s true, I bet that investor is also coincidentally Nora, thus somehow barring me from ever retrieving a penny. Before my father died, he spoke of a trust fund. Nora was quick to tell him that trust funds were nothing more than a familial curse. I remember the sound of my father’s voice softening as he gave into her whim. He always caved so easily with Nora. And¸ then again, had he not caved so easily with me that day, he would still be alive. In the end, my father’s greatest fault was trying to please the women in his life. I wish he would have given us both the finger. He would die all over again if he could see the damage that Nora has done—that I’ve done all on my own. My thoughts drift to Gavin and how he feels dead to me, too. My heart mourns him more than I ever did my parents, and this embarrasses me. But Gavin isn’t dead. He’s in Loveless without me. And that, too, is my fault. It’s unbearable. Each day I have to force myself to clip Loveless out of my memory. If my life were detailed in a scrapbook, there would be a big hole where Loveless once stood—Gavin—Zoey, both gone with it.


  There’s a light knock over the door before it cracks, and Eva waves her way in.


  “I’ve got the night off.” She throws her arms up and does a little dance. “Throw the money in the air—catch the money. Throw the money in the air—catch the money,” she sings as her hands bounce up and down with her cheery commands.


  “Is that how they taught you to dance in stripper school?” I roll over amused by her conversational salsa.


  “No, they taught me to do this.” She jumps on the bed and straddles my knees. “You up for a night on the town?”


  I consider this a moment. “Sounds like exactly what I need.” I pull myself free and slip into fresh jeans and a T-shirt—a pair of high-heel boots for the hell of it. I glance at myself sideways in the mirror and wonder what Gavin would think. I can practically feel his body against mine, his weight pressing against me, warm and reassuring. A very insane part of me still believes I could mean something to him. I’m sure after he pieced everything together, he wished we had never met—that I never existed. Unless, of course, he still hasn’t figured it out. That’s the most heartbreaking scenario of all. Fate knew that Gavin and I were a house of cards all along. It infuriates me that destiny let this happen. Destiny and I have never been friends, so I’m not too surprised by the turn of events. I don’t know what I ever did to the bitch, but it seems her karma skills are a bit off balance.


  We head for the door, and Reeva flags us down. She’s working the front desk, and a small alarm goes off in me when I see her there. Stella or Jo usually man the fort. I haven’t seen Reeva take the helm since, well, ever. Reeva has girls to spare, so it makes both Eva and me pause.


  “What gives?” Eva asks because we’re both thinking it.


  “It’s a special night, ladies.” She looks my way as if it were special just for me. “I need all hands on deck.” My stomach turns. “A group of investment bankers are rolling through town. They’re paying top dollar.” Her lashes flutter as if there were a note of sarcasm in her words. “Tonight just might be your lucky night, Demi. One of them has agreed to pay twenty thousand dollars—your rules,” she says it stern. “Make an effort.”


  “Oh, my God!” Eva gasps so loud three more girls join our circle.


  “I want all of you in your rooms in the next hour. I need everyone on call and ready for tonight.” She’s still looking at me, prickling the hairs on the back of my neck because, for some reason, this feels personal. Reeva knew I needed fifteen thousand dollars. It would be just like her to pad the sum as a parting gift.


  “Yes, ma’am!” Eva salutes her as we turn to leave with the rest of the girls.


  “Demi?” Reeva calls my name, and it feels as if I’ve just stuck a fork in a light socket.


  I turn to face her.


  “I’m letting you keep the entire cut,” she whispers.


  “Really? Thank you.” I lean in and offer a heartfelt hug. “Thank you so much.”


  “Wear white.” Her eyes ride up and down my body. “I’ve billed you as a virgin—anyone who’s about to turn their first trick qualifies as one in my book.”


  I give a wry smile.


  It’s just one night, I tell myself as I follow Eva to the kitchen. But the heft of this “one night” feels as if every guy I’ve ever slept with has been layered on my shoulders. I can’t bear the guilt this night will bring. Cash in exchange for sex. Something like that stays with you, haunts you like a corpse tied to your back until the day you step into eternity. But, on the bright side, it’ll be more than enough money to take Nora and her wicked spawn to court.


  One night.


  My rules. I’m in control.


  I let out a ragged breath. If I’m in control, why am I quivering like a “virgin” on prom night? This isn’t the prom, and I’m no virgin, but the last thing I want to do is cross that line with anyone.


  If it were prom, I’d give anything for my date to be Gavin.


  Tonight is going to suck, and I have Nora to thank for that.
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  “Why are we raiding the fridge again?” I ask Eva as she retrieves two spoons and a small jar from the cabinet. She’s wearing a single strand of pearls, and my eyes keep gravitating toward them. She’s worn them before. The beads are small and uneven like tiny little teeth. My mother’s pearls were iridescent cream, each bead as perfectly round as the next. I used to wear them all the time growing up. I didn’t know until later that she died wearing them. Her labor caught her off guard in the middle of a cocktail party, and out I came two hours later, but she was already gone. My father said she held me for a moment, then they plucked me from her arms and tried to save her life. I was afraid to wear the pearls after I found out—afraid they were cursed. I wanted to ask my father if he had to wash blood off them, but then they were probably clean to begin with.


  “We’re not raiding the fridge, we’re raiding the cupboard.” Eva holds up a jar of something that looks like peanut butter, but it’s not. It’s called Cookie Butter. “A client introduced me to this in the most interesting way.”


  “Stop.” My hands clamp over my ears. “I don’t want to hear it.” Every time Eva details her less-than-nutritious sex encounters, it ruins my appetite for weeks.


  “Anyway”—she unscrews the lid as we take a seat at the table—“it’s become my comfort food.”


  “Since when do you need comfort?” I take a spoon from her and dig out a scoop.


  “Since I discovered Cookie Butter.”


  I put the whole thing in my mouth and give a hard moan.


  “God.” I groan even louder. “I think I just had a food-gasm.”


  “Didn’t I tell you?” She mumbles through a mouthful. “This is better than anything that goes on upstairs.”


  “For sure that’s true for me.” As far as the other girls go, I practically do qualify as a virgin.


  “We should totally find the guy that invented this and offer him a freebie.”


  “It might have been a woman.” And, sadly, Eva’s slightly sexist comment makes me ache for Gavin in the worst way.


  “Taken care of. We’ve got Monica upstairs.” Her brows spike into her hairline. “So what about tonight?”


  “Tonight is all about the future.” I say the words but don’t believe them. I can’t breathe at the thought of another man touching me. Gavin and I were going to change together, and here I am throwing it all away just like I threw us away. Thanks to Gavin, I no longer have the urge to fight for my place in this world by way of my vagina. He taught me everything I ever needed to know about love, even if I could never truly have it. I miss him. With him it was as if the world were startling awake after a long slumber, color appeared where only black and white existed before, but now I’ve receded, plunged into a dingy hell a thousand times darker than before.


  “Tonight is anything you want it to be.” Eva bleeds a sad smile. “But mostly it’s your ticket out of here.”


  “I’ve just been buying time.” Still trying to claw my way back up the cliff Nora tossed me off all those years ago. “What about you? Do you want out?”


  “Only every other day.”


  “You only work every other day.”


  “I always knew you were smart.”


  “I won’t forget that.”


  “That you’re smart or that I finally want out?”


  I lean forward and kiss her on the cheek. Eva has been closer than blood to me.


  “Both. I’ll remember both.”


  “We’d better get going. Your White Knight just might be on his way.”


  “Pfft.” With my luck it’s going to be a Warren Senior knock-off save for a few extra chins.


  What would I do if it were Gavin?


  I shake the thought away. Gavin doesn’t have twenty thousand dollars to spare for a night of sin.


  The things I would do if it were Gavin—makes my mouth water just thinking about it.


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  “I need to borrow twenty-thousand dollars.” I’ve just spent the last several minutes outlining why.


  “Borrow?” Warren slaps his hand down over his glossy desk. “Like you’ll ever be able to pay it back.”


  I glance at Ace. Warren is right. It’ll take a lifetime for me to repay that kind of money.


  “I’ll take on half the debt,” Ace offers.


  “No deal.” I cut him a look that says back off. “It’s all me, or I’m not doing it.”


  “Well, I’m not doing it, so that should settle this playground dispute.” Warren gives his full attention to his laptop as if we were no longer sitting in his uptight office brimming with dick art. I glance around at the bevy of beauties splayed out on oversized canvases. It doesn’t matter if it’s oil or pastel, it’s porn at its finest. The fact that he spends half his nights with my sister makes me want to plunge fistfuls of pencils into my eyes.


  “How much do you think that company of yours is worth?” Warren mumbles so low I half wonder if he’s speaking to me.


  “My company?”


  Ace knocks his knee into mine and shakes his head.


  “It’s worth fifty grand,” I lie. But if he plans on offering half, it just might work.


  He rubs the scruff on his chin. Since he quit the law firm, he’s grown a goatee. He hasn’t ditched the argyle yet, but if he plans on making it in the lumber industry, he might just have to.


  “Twenty and I’ll let you stay on, keep any employees you might have.” He wears his poker face as he says it.


  “What about a salary?” Ace thunders it out like a threat. “You’re going to pay him, right?” It’s a small wonder Ace hasn’t killed him by now after what he tried doing to Reese, not to mention the fact Neva has let everyone in Loveless know she’s nursing a broken heart by way of the smoke exuding from her ears.


  “I guess he has to eat.” Warren threads his fingers behind his neck and relaxes in his pricey leather chair. “Let me see your tax returns—we’ll figure something out. I’ve been looking for someplace to park my money. I think this might be a good start. Besides, I always knew you’d be working for me.” He gives a greasy smile, and I can tell Ace is ready and willing to beat the shit out of him, but right now I’m just grateful.


  “I’ll be needing cash.”


  Warren’s forehead glides back, amused. “Bank’s across the street. Let’s take a little walk.”


  We head to the door, and Warren shakes his head.


  “All this for one night? Dude, she’d better be worth it.”


  “She is.”


  I hope she thinks I am, too.
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  Reeva’s mansion comes up on the horizon like a dove in flight. The windows are lit up like jewels, and there’s a regal elegance about it as it stamps across the horizon. Ironic. This entire place bleeds irony. My stomach turns because I’m starting to wonder if this was a big mistake. I’m not sure what to expect but, tonight—I’m just hoping Emmy and I can get a chance to talk. All I want is a few answers. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I’m hoping this is her last day in that hellhole. She tunneled into my heart the moment I saw her. I need her more than the air filling my lungs.


  I hop out and turn my key over to the valet. No quick escapes. I guess that’s a bonus security measure. If anyone hurt Emmy—if anyone touched Emmy, I’d want them hung on the nearest tree.


  My nerves set themselves on fire from head to foot. I was rattled enough driving down here, and now the idea I might actually see her sets me on edge.


  My fingers curve over the long brass handle, and a horrible thought hits me as I open the door. What if it’s not Emmy? What if I gave away everything for a chance to speak with a total stranger, some close second, nothing but a cheap lookalike.


  Shit. I cinch the envelope full of cash bundled in my hand. Either way, this is going to hurt.


  “You’re back.” The redhead in the wheelchair beams. She’s spruced up for the evening, wearing a glittering black gown and bright pink lipstick.


  “Could you look at the picture one more time?” I pull out the photo and iron it out with my hand. “Is this the girl you have working for you?”


  “That would be her.” She looks up, the smile gone from her face. “Let’s make one thing clear. Once a cash transaction takes place, there are no refunds. Should this night not meet all of your desires, I suggest you recalibrate your expectations.”


  “Recalibrate my expectations.” I pump a dry smile. “That’s what I’ve been doing for the last few months.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  I hand her the cash. She counts it out, twice. The bank gave Warren a hard time for withdrawing so much at once, but he threw in a good tantrum in retribution like only the wealthy can and put them in their blue collar place.


  “It’s all here.” Her face lights up as she quickly locks it away in a drawer. I swallow hard at the finality of it all. “I need you to know something.” Her eyes harden over mine. “I’m bending my rules a bit tonight. Emmy will receive the entire lump sum, but you’re not to touch a cent. She needs it to take back what’s rightfully hers.” That last part is muttered under her breath as if it weren’t for my ears.


  “What is it that’s rightfully hers?”


  “That’s not for me to tell.” She leans forward, drinking me in like I’m her favorite sin. “So are you ready to embark on one of life’s greatest adventures?”


  I bet that’s the line she feeds all the morons willing to hand over their life’s savings. Although I’m pretty sure I’m the only fool who’s ever done that. But for Emmy I’d be a fool every day of the year.


  “I’m all in.” Emmy can tie me up and pour kerosene over my body. I’d light the match if she asked me to. I’m ready and willing to take on anything she wants to throw my way—and if screaming at me, maiming, or destroying me in general is what she wants, so be it.


  “That’s the attitude. Head on upstairs. Apartment twelve. Step inside and close the door. She’ll be out of the dressing room when she’s ready.”


  Apartment. Dressing room. It all sounds a little off.


  “Got it.” I head for the stairs.


  “Oh, and Gavin?”


  I turn, startled that she remembered my name.


  “She doesn’t know you’re coming.”


  Emmy isn’t expecting me.


  “Thank you.” Enough adrenaline speeds through me to fuel a locomotive.


  Emmy doesn’t know I’m coming. I’m not sure if it’s a good thing.


  The air upstairs is cooler, crisper. The carpet is lush and floral, in marbled shades of the same garish color as the lobby. Room, ten, eleven—twelve. Just seeing the small metallic number tacked up on the door stuns me, efficient as a slap.


  I let out a breath. My body pulsates and hums like a defunct motor. My chest palpitates like machinegun fire.


  Fuck. A knot builds in my throat. I run my fingers through my hair and bounce in my sneakers. I could take off. I could say screw this shit and be back in Loveless by midnight. But I’d regret it. I’d hate myself every day I was alive if I didn’t go through with it.


  I fill my lungs with another cool breath just to keep from passing out. Reeva was right. I need to lower my expectations way the heck down. This is simply me asking a few questions. I’m not here to yell, or scream, or cry like a pussy. I’m not here to make love to her for the very first time or beg her to run away with me—although I’m up for all of the above.


  My hand rises, and I flatten it over the door a moment.


  “Emmy,” I whisper. “I love you so damn much it hurts. Help me take the hurt away.” I give a gentle knock. Reeva said to head in and shut the door. A wave of nerves rides over me as I turn the knob. It’s dim inside with the exception of a sea of candles on the dresser. I step in and close the door behind me. The soft scent of lavender and lilacs infiltrates my senses. That’s the scent, right there. I close my eyes and take in Emmy before she ever sets foot in the room.


  “I’ll be right out!” Her sweet voice drifts from the right, and I startle. She’s here. That’s her. I’d recognized that beautiful voice anywhere.


  A tall, four-poster bed made up with pristine white bedding, fluffy as whipped cream, sits in the middle of the oversized room. It’s huge in here—half the size of the cabin. There’s a silver vanity off to one side, a plain dresser to my left, and every last inch of this place breaks my heart.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting I—” She jumps out from the door to the right, and I stop breathing. Her hair is longer. Her skin glows against the short white lingerie, but it’s her face, her sad eyes, her soul that is heartbreakingly beautiful beyond words.


  “Emmy.” Her name expires from my lungs as I take a step forward.


  Her eyes glint round and white as flames. Her mouth opens, and she chokes for a moment.


  I want to run over, hold her, but my feet have screwed themselves into the floor.


  Emmy takes a few careful steps forward until we’re less than a foot away. The candlelight dances off her features like a pulse.


  She studies my face as if confirming it’s me.


  “Gavin.” She closes her eyes a moment.


  I fish in my pocket and pull out the necklace I gave her that last day. I had the chain replaced with something thicker, something impossible to tear away and discard like an old newspaper.


  “You forgot something,” I say as I hold it out to her.


  Her eyes latch onto mine, and I can’t tell if she’s pissed or elated. Definitely not elated. She doesn’t take the necklace, so I toss it over to the bed. It’s hers. She can flush it if she wants.


  “Emmy, I just wanted to—”


  She holds up a hand, and I stop speaking.


  There’s a fire in her eyes. She’s angry, hurt, and she’s making this entire effort feel like a big mistake. But there’s something desperately broken hiding behind her glassy stare, and I hang onto that because more than anything it spells out hope for the two of us.


  “This is business,” she spits the words out. “This is what I do,” she says it stiff as cardboard to drill the point home.


  “We don’t need to—”


  “No words.” She flashes her palm at me again, and I shut the fuck up.


  Tears glitter in her eyes, but she’s seething. If looks could kill she would have already pulled my balls up through my nose.


  My jaw tightens. If this is the game she wants to play, I’ll go along for the ride. If I can’t soften her up with words maybe I can do it with my body.


  I flick the lip of my jeans. “Do you do this—or should I?”


  Emmy and I enter a standoff. Neither of us flinches.


  She lays a finger over my mouth, so cool and soft. I close my eyes and kiss it.


  Emmy drops to her knees and unbuckles my belt.


  I want to stop her. I don’t want her to stop.


  I want to pick her up and tell her I’m just here to talk.


  But I don’t.
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  Loving You
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  Demi


   


   


  Gavin.


  I can’t breathe or think. He’s tracked me down and now he’s here. He came and wanted to speak to me, but I’ve bound his tongue, and now I’m down on my knees doing what I know best. At least that’s what he believes. And it’s what I want him to believe. I’ll make love to him. I want to. I’ve dreamed of it. Wanted it. And now that the opportunity presented itself, I can’t say no. But once we’re through, he needs to leave. He should take the memory of tonight and let it be enough. It’ll have to be. I’m the one who’s cursed his world with darkness. And because of that, I don’t deserve what I’m about to do next.


  My fingers fly over his buckle, quick as lightning and just as white. I unbutton his jeans as he grows for me. I can feel him blooming as I give the zipper a tug.


  My breathing grows erratic, filling the room with the sound of panting.


  Gavin pulls me to my feet until I’m standing in front of him again, my mouth trembling, unsure of which way to go next. His eyes catch mine in the candlelight, so sad, so sorry. He leans in and brushes his lips over mine.


  “Do you want this?” he whispers. The words circle around the room like a sparrow.


  I give a slight nod. If he didn’t catch it, he can go. I won’t stop him.


  His nose touches mine. Gavin’s hands track up and down my arms until his fingers finally dig in. He smells like evergreens and musk, the warmth of his body blazes around me like an inferno. God I want him. I want him more than I want another minute of my own life.


  His lips expand a moment. He’s holding that amused smile in his eyes, and I die inside. Gavin lands his mouth over mine with the delicate care you would give to defusing a bomb. His tongue plunges into my mouth, and he’s in me, loving me in a way he hasn’t in so very long. I’ve yearned for his kisses—dreamed of them. But in all my fantasies his mouth has never tasted so good. Gavin is a god with his hot kisses.


  A moan gets buried in my chest as his tongue explores my mouth so thoroughly, so sweetly it feels far more erotic than any kiss we’ve ever shared. Gavin picks me up and carries me to the bed without breaking stride in his meticulous kiss. He lies over me, and I take the weight of his body. I missed this. I missed Gavin’s magic—the way his tongue moves over mine with such exquisite care. I can actually feel him carving out a place in his world for me. I’m choking, trying to hold back the tears as I drink him in. Gavin makes love with his kisses. He moves his tongue inside my mouth as if this singular task were the most important in the universe, as if he were made to do just this. He’s loving me, leaving me breathless, leaving me hopelessly aching for more, and tonight there finally will be just that, more.


  An urgency rips through me. I want to taste him. I want every last part of him in my mouth. I want to love him—fuck him—bite through him, swallow him whole. This is beyond a sexual frenzy, this is an insanity that’s worked up to a fever, and I’m finally able to unleash it.


  I work the buttons on his shirt, ripping, pulling. Gavin dressed for the occasion and this tiny tribute to the evening warms me. I claw it off and toss it to the floor, examining his broad chest in the flickering light—his arms, his abs, his entire body is cut strong as steel. My panting increases. I can’t catch a breath. It’s obvious he’s been working out like a prisoner in the time we’ve been apart. I give his jeans and boxers a quick tug as he evicts them from his body. In less than three seconds, Gavin Jackson is naked as the day he was born.


  His kisses trail down my neck, and it all feels familiar. It feels like home, like love. His mouth glides over the fabric of my nightgown, soft and rhythmic as a poem. I can feel his hot tongue penetrating the barely-there lace as he traces down to my nipple and takes it in his mouth, biting, sucking so hard I have a slight orgasm with each pull. A surge goes off in me as if he were about to vacuum my entire existence.


  My fingers fumble to the hem of my dress, but Gavin does the honors for me. Carefully he pulls it off, extracting it from my hair and laying it on the nightstand as if it were a newborn. I’ve never had a man respect every single part of me, pay so much focused attention, all in the name of love. At least that’s what he used to claim. But he doesn’t have to say it. I can feel it in his kisses—taste it as he pours it into my mouth like a divine cocktail. He pulls back and his gaze dips to mine. Our eyes lock in the candlelight, and my body combusts from the inside out. Gavin and I exchange silent secrets. His love for me, mine for him, it was about to be aired out between these cheap satin sheets Reeva furnished us with. But what we’re about to share is anything but cheap, our souls had accidentally bled over one another. We had the same stains over our lives whether he knows it or not. We were alike in more ways than simply how we mistreated our flesh—or at least used to. We were one and the same in every way—two sides of a coin.


  He leans in and feathers his lips over my face as if he were painting a picture, a landscape with two upturned cars, a little girl with tears.


  His hand slips between my thighs as my breathing picks up. He’s working me into a frenzy with his slow hands, tormenting me with this building ache. His fingers glide over the slick bundle of nerves between my thighs, and I choke out a groan. Gavin’s lids hang low as a drugged look takes over. We’re enjoying the hell out of this and we’re just getting started.


  It’s as if we’re teenagers who just learned something this wonderful existed, and we want to experience it together.


  My eyes close as I feed myself lies. We’re high school sweethearts—we live in Normalsville, USA, with families who are plain as toast. But mostly they’re alive and there isn’t a hint of a tragic circumstance for miles. Tonight it’s just Gavin and me—prom night—the king and queen about to consummate their union. Lies can be so much sweeter than the truth.


  I reach behind me and pluck a condom out from between the headboard and the mattress. I’m required to store them in a pouch sewn into the sheet—all the girls are. Kangaroo sex pouch—that’s what Eva calls it. Eva has a name for just about everything. My pouch has never needed to be refilled, and Eva’s pouch is nearly always barren. I’ve never used one of the condoms Reeva has supplied. Not until tonight.


  Gavin looks down at the tiny plastic square with a newfound grief. It must make him feel less special—like he’s one in a long line of men who have had me on this bed. But it’s just him. I shake my head because I’m fighting myself from spilling the big reveal. I want him to think the worst of me. It’ll be easier that way in the end. And this, too, will end badly, for the most part, but not before we’re gifted the memory of a lifetime. At least it will be for me.


  “Emmy,” he whispers as if trying to pull me from a trance.


  I touch my finger to his lips. “You don’t take instruction very well, do you?”


  A laugh vibrates from him as he bends his head back. The hard line of his neck distends in a series of corrugated ridges and demands for me to kiss it. I lean up and taste him there. The slight hint of his cologne takes over my senses. I pull him down onto me as his kisses migrate to my ear.


  “I’m going to love you with my body, Emmy. But I’m also going to love you with my heart and my words. You can’t stop me.” He grazes his teeth over my ear, and a mean shiver rips through my spine.


  I can’t stop him. I don’t want to.


  His hard-on grazes my thigh, and I reach down taking it in my hand. Gavin is rock solid, long as he is hard, and my fingers barely close over the girth of him. I inhale and forget to stop.


  A soft rumble comes from him as he cups my breasts, bringing his mouth down over one. That first soft bite extinguishes all of my resolve to keep my guard up. I’m his. There’s isn’t one part of me willing to fight this. Gavin spends a near eternity bringing me to the brink of my existence as his heated mouth pulls and tugs, bites and licks. He’s waging a war with his mouth, unleashing all of his aggression in an effort to win me over by way of his scorching tongue.


  My legs open for him as I raise my knees to either side of his chest. I tear open the condom and roll it over him, marveling at the skyscraper at the base of his hips. Gavin runs his hand over himself, smoothing the condom into place, and my sweet spot clenches at the sight. This is happening. Gavin and I are about to connect in the most intimate way possible.


  “I want you to know, I don’t deserve this,” I whisper. “I don’t deserve anything you’re willing to give me.”


  “Em.” He closes his eyes in frustration. He comes at me with a furtive kiss, his tongue drilling down over mine as if refusing the idea. He presses his lips over mine with a rough, desperate passion. “You’re worthy of anything and everything, Emmy.” He pants it out in stop and go gasps. “You deserve the world, and I want to be the one to gift it to you.” He dots a simple kiss over my lips, wet, hotter than the sun. “Let me love you.”


  I swallow hard and give the idea of a nod.


  His hand glides down over me. Gavin pushes his fingers deep into my body, and a groan rips from the both of us.


  “Shit,” he whispers, his head knocking back. Gavin pulls up on his elbows guiding himself in excruciatingly slow, and my body clenches around him as if putting up a fight. A heated rush of pleasure rips through me like a burning fuse, and I arch my head back, lifting my shoulders right off the mattress. I want to be closer. I want to close the gap of time and space as I take in the sensation of his body entering mine. A broken groan escapes me, ricocheting through the room like a heart-shaped boomerang.


  “Gavin.” I roll his name out in a heated rush as if I were casting a spell.


  “Am I hurting you?” He’s watching me from above, studying my face for a hint.


  I shake my head and press him in by the small of the back.


  He’s killing me in the sweetest way possible.


  My body stretches and burns. Tongues of fire unleash between my legs, raw and beautifully painful, searing right through to my soul. I want to feel it all, the pleasure the pain—all of the heat and flames he’s willing to give me. I’m burning for Gavin from the inside out, and I want to. I never want to extinguish this blaze.


  Gavin. He’s burrowing deep, tunneling into my body as if settling in for the winter—for the rest of our lives—and I want him to.


  “Em”—he pulls my chin up and bows to kiss me—“I can’t stop loving you. I will never stop.” Gavin pushes in until my body demands to burst from the pressure. He thrusts himself in and out, slamming into me hard and fast, in a passion fuelled rage. Here we are locked in a tempest, the perfect storm of our own making with Gavin spearing his way back into my life, and me surrendering in the most spectacular way. We’re finally making love, fucking. It’s both beautiful and primal. It’s dizzying and sensual, fire and ice, love and perhaps hate—frustration in the least. Gavin is unleashing it all. He’s loving me, shaking me, showering me with affection, teaching me a lesson. His body praises mine and punishes it, venerates and condemns. We’re building our love up, then setting it on fire and starting all over. I’ve never experienced anything so intense, such perfection as we sail into the stratosphere.


  “Don’t stop,” I whisper, pulling him down to take a quick bite of his ear.


  He pulls back, his gaze locked over mine. My eyes scream I love you with everything in me. I hope the sentiment trickles down to his bones, hot and bright as lava. An amused smile glides over his face as if he heard, and I’m hoping he did.


  Gavin plunges into me, loving me with his hard as steel muscles, his heated skin, slicked with sweat. His rough fingers interlace with mine. He pulls my hands up to the headboard and kisses them as he launches an assault that has the room vibrating with tension.


  He pulls out swiftly and runs a fire line down my body with his tongue until his mouth finds a home over the most intimate part of me. I dig my fingers into his hair, grinding into him, demanding he meet every one of my trembling needs. My mouth falls open—can’t breathe. I fist the sheets, writhe my cheek into the pillow as his tongue makes a revolution around the tinderbox that’s been crying out for him since the day we met. A violent pressure builds inside me. I’m disintegrating for him one molecule at a time. The old me melts away in a cloud of grief while this new version skyrockets with pleasure, quaking into him with a horrific release, gushing, sweet as rain in paradise. His tongue dives lower, entering me quick and hard before he glides on top of me again, his body in mine as if it never left. Gavin pounds his way right into my heart until he seizes, locking up stiff as concrete. He digs his fingers deep into my arms and gives a painful squeeze, straight to the bone. His body is hiked so far into mine it feels as if I’m about to snap in half. Gavin lets out a roar that lights up the night brighter than any flame could ever hope. A breath escapes my lungs as he collapses over me, his body dripping with sweat, the cool air already licking our searing flesh.


  But the pressure is still building in me, still trying to spew its way out, this time in the form of words, and I give in.


  I lean up and plant a kiss in his ear, whispering the exact thing I’ve wanted to say for so long.


  “I love you.”


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  I love you. There. She said it. It’s one of those things people say in the heat of the moment, so I don’t know how seriously to take it. But I memorize it—memorize the sweet sound of her voice singing those words, the way it felt reverberating off my ear like a cool breeze. I’m saving it all for later to replay over and over when those words are hard to come by and Emmy all but denies them, who knows, she might even be out of my life by then.


  I pull back and trace her with my gaze as we pant into one another. Her lips are parted, her eyes hungry to meet with mine. Mind blowing is the only way to describe what just happened.


  “You love me?” I could have said anything else. Hell, I should have said I love you right back and left it at that. I already had her in the best way possible, but deep down I know my heart won’t be satisfied with something temporal. It wants the emotions to line up with the miraculous way her body just moved with mine.


  My hand glides over her, right down to her hips, and I hold on for dear life. God I love this woman. It’s as if I’m caught in a dream, and, any second now, I’ll wake up in the cabin, alone in my bed.


  “Yes, Gavin.” She leans up and gives a playful bite to my lip. It feels as if we’re right back to where we were all those months ago—better than before. “I’ve always loved you. Couldn’t you feel it?”


  “Yes.” I hiss it out expanding the S into the night. “I’m so glad I found you, Em.” My voice breaks as I try to hold it together. Really, there is no better scenario than this one. Emmy was made for me. I want nothing more than to take care of her. And I don’t give a flying fuck what any feminist on the planet thinks about that. She has my heart, and she always will. “It killed me not knowing where you were, wondering if you were dead or alive or if you just wanted to be out of my world for good. I couldn’t take it. It was hell on earth. I can’t do that again. I need you. In the worst way, I need you.”


  “I’m so sorry I put you through that. It was hell for me, too. I swear it was. It was constant darkness.” Her eyes squeeze tight a moment. “I buried my heart when I left, and, without you, I didn’t want to find it. There’s been nobody but you. Not another man has touched me, Gavin. You changed me. I wanted to be better—and you made me that way.” My heart breaks and rejoices with a hell yes all at the same time. She pulls back to get a better look. “Do you know why I left?”


  “Tell me.”


  She shakes her head. “Not in this bed. Not after what just happened.”


  “Then it can wait. Because I don’t plan on leaving anytime soon.” I plant a kiss in the hollow of her neck. “Did you enjoy that?” I skim my hand from her back to her hip.


  “Are you kidding? I saw colors I didn’t know existed.”


  A dry laugh trembles from me. “I’m glad because I was just about to offer up a repeat performance.”


  I give her ribs a gentle pinch, and the sound of her giggling echoes into the room like a happy string of hearts. I drink it down, let it swill in my soul because I still can’t believe it’s happening. Five months of silence then our bodies combust like gunpowder. My fingers twitch over her ribs again, and she laughs harder with her elbows drawn down in defense.


  “There. That’s my girl. I like seeing you happy.” My lips brush over hers. “I like being the one to make you happy.”


  “Gavin.” She tries to bind my wrists, and I won’t let her as my lips curve up in a smile. “You’re going to hate me when this is over.”


  “We’re never going to be over, Emmy. It’s you and me to the finish line. I can feel it in my bones. We last for all of time and beyond.”


  Her eyes steady over mine. “You will hate me, and I will never blame you.”


  “It’s not possible. I can never hate you, Emmy.”


  “It’s Demi.” She presses her lips tight and stares into me as if holding back a smile.


  “Demi?” Something loosens in me. She’s tearing down her walls one stone at a time—letting me into her fortress. “I was off by one letter.” I relax my head onto the pillow and smile.


  “When you said it—it sounded just right.”


  “Demi.” I try it out on my lips. “I love that.” I kiss the tip of her nose. “It’s beautiful just like you.” I pull up on my elbow beside her. “So tell me, who gave you such a beautiful name?” I’m probing, trying to fist my way into her world. She opened the door just enough for me to stick my shoe in, and I’m not pulling away.


  “It was my mother’s name.” She lowers her lashes, rolling onto her side to face me fully. “It’s true what I said, she died giving birth to me. But I don’t want to talk about that.”


  “I would have given anything for that not to be true.” My heart aches for her ten times harder than I ever thought possible. “You lost your parents. You’re just like me.”


  Her lips press tight as she gives a stiff nod. The pain sears itself over us like a membrane, and at that exact moment our beings fuse as one. I’ve always felt the innate desire to protect her, and now I know why. Demi and I are two sides of a double edged sword, strong yet dangerous if not handled properly, and most of that destruction we rain down on ourselves by lending our bodies to anyone who’ll have them, at least we used to.


  “But I’m not just like you, Gavin. I’m a train wreck. I’m cursed, and I’ve clouded your world with my madness without ever meaning to. I don’t know why destiny brought us together, but it feels like a knife in the heart.”


  “Why would you say that?” I want to make her stop. I want her to smell the bed of roses we’ve landed in. We’re here, together. Doesn’t she see that’s all that matters?


  She closes her eyes in frustration. “Let’s drop it for now.” She drapes her hand over my hip and gives my bare ass a firm squeeze. “Let’s focus on what we have in front of us.” Her finger glides down my chest in the shape of an S.


  I pick up her hand and kiss her forefinger. “We have our entire future ahead of us.” I dare her to suggest otherwise.


  Demi collapses over me and wraps her arms around my neck. Her even breathing cools me as she lays her cheek against my chest.


  “A future,” she whispers as if asking herself the question.


  “A good one,” I assure, digging my fingers into her hair.


  “How’s Zoey?”


  “She misses you.”


  “You’re a terrible liar.”


  I rumble with a laugh. “Okay, she’s asked twice. She does care in her own twisted way. She wants to know if she’s the reason you left. I told her she wasn’t.” I pull her to me and kiss the top of her head.


  “You were right.” She looks up. Her eyes glow like cinnamon. “Does everyone know?” She’s searching me for some deeper answer. Demi didn’t have it in her to ask the proper question. What she really wants to know is if everyone is up on what she does for a living. Hell, I don’t want to believe it, but—I cast a glance around—the evidence is surmounting.


  “I’m sorry.” It’s all I can say.


  “No, that’s fine. It’s the truth.”


  “I needed to get you home. I thought maybe the truth was the quickest way. Warren and Ace helped track you down.” I rub her back, smooth as porcelain. “Nobody is judging you. Everyone just wants to see you back in Loveless, safe, happy, and home with me.” I press my lips to her forehead and keep them there, hoping, in some way, to hear her thoughts on the matter.


  Her chest expands with her next breath.


  “Is that a yes?”


  “That’s a maybe.”


  “Maybe sounds an awful lot like yes to me.” My heart claps against her chest as if it’s trying to offer up an applause. I’d like nothing more than to carry her to my truck and speed all the way to Loveless.


  “It’s contingent on what you’ll feel,” she whispers. “You know, after.”


  “After you tell me what has you running scared?”


  She gives a quiet nod. “Tomorrow.” Her lips inch up to mine. “Tonight, I don’t want to go there. She reaches down and cups my balls ever so gently. “I want to go here.” She pecks a kiss on my neck. “And here.” Her lips ride lower to my chest. “And please, God, right here.”


  Needless to say, I approve of her travel plans.
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  The Story of a Girl
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  Demi


   


   


  A seam of sunlight warms my lids as I curl into a rock hard body. My eyes spring wide, and I hitch a breath before memories of last night come flooding back—Gavin and me locked in lust until just a few short hours ago. Gavin’s body has its own gravity. I was pulled to him, falling toward him, rising up to meet him every blissful minute. I lean my head into the crook of his arm and give a heartfelt moan. His skin holds a heady combination of night musk and sex.


  “Morning, sunshine.” Gavin dots a kiss over my head, and I warm at hearing the nickname my father once had for me. “I wanted to make you breakfast, but thought I might get tossed out by security. How about I take you out for a bite?”


  “Maybe later.”


  “God, I’ve missed you.” His lips find mine, hard and needy. My chest jumps in my throat because I hate myself for what I’ve done to us.


  “I’ve missed you more than words can say.”


  I twist in his arms to get a better look at this sex god that put all the other boys I’ve ever been with to shame. Gavin is no boy—he’s all man, and he spent hours last night driving that point straight into my body. His cheeks are peppered with just the right amount of scruff, and my insides pinch at the sight. His eyes are slightly glassy with a hint of lust that wasn’t quite extinguished. His smile expands and makes him look that much more achingly delicious. My eyes ride over his bare chest, right down to the sharp muscular V at the base of his hips, to the caramel hair that trails from his belly button to a perfect pool of curls. His hard-on is already there to greet me with its cut ridges, its pulsing cords on either side. Even his cock is exceptional. This man is fucking hot. And more than any of those unbelievably good things, he loves me, and I love him back.


  The sunlight streams through the window testifying to the fact this is all real. It really did happen just the way I imagined last night.


  I bear into his sea-blue eyes, and I can feel the words wanting to bubble from my throat, so I let them.


  “I love you.” My chest heaves as I try to catch my breath. I’m not hiding my feelings anymore under a veil of darkness. This is face to face—my love for him alive and bright in every single way.


  The edges of his lips rise. His eyes smile, and I melt my chest to his. Gavin has me with the slightest inflection.


  “I love you, too, Demi.” He presses his lips to mine. “Thank you for that. I can die a happy man just hearing you say those words.”


  My stomach clenches because I happen to believe I have some bumbling authority when it comes to arranging other people’s deaths. Josh and Nora whip through my mind—too bad I keep killing all the wrong people.


  “How much did Reeva charge you?” I’m quick to jump lanes. Death never was my favorite subject. A lump swells in my throat at the horror of what his answer might be.


  “I don’t want to talk about it.” He leans in and dots butter-soft kisses to my temple, and my entire body sways like sea grass. I want to forget about Reeva, about monetary exchanges, but I can’t.


  “Gavin”—my voice shakes—“she didn’t charge you some ridiculous amount, did she?” My cheeks flood with heat because this isn’t exactly the conversation I want to be having with the first man I ever said I love you to.


  His hand slips down my thigh. “You’re the love of my life, Demi.” He lands his smiling lips over mine and pulls back with a sad, drugged look in his eyes. “You’re worth everything I own. I would have sold my soul if she asked me to.” He relaxes beneath me.


  “She’s going to tell me. All I have to do is ask.” I tickle his chin with my finger. “Was it five hundred?”


  That’s the lowest I’ve ever heard Reeva ask for the night. She knew who Gavin was when she sent him up, and she didn’t tell me. How could she? I hold back a laugh because I can practically hear her answer. How couldn’t she?


  Gavin picks up my hand and proceeds to nibble on my fingers. “I’m not going there. Let’s just say I did what I had to do.” He swipes a kiss off my lips. “Look where it landed us?” He gives a devilish grin. His fingers settle over my bottom, and he gives a squeeze. Usually I’m not immune to his charm, but right now I’m stuck on the idea of him spending far too many US dollars on me.


  The nice, round number Reeva pumped out of her mouth yesterday comes back to haunt me. She mentioned fat wallets were coming, and I know for a fact Gavin’s wallet is very, very thin. Maybe the fat wallets were dispersed elsewhere and Gavin rescued me from sleeping with some wealthy investor?


  Gavin moves his kisses to my chest and starts loving the girls in turn.


  A thought comes to me. What if there were no wealthy clients? What if Reeva managed to hook a hose up to Gavin’s bank account to the tune of fifteen thousand dollars? Wait, Gavin doesn’t have that kind of money. All he has is his truck, the cabin, his business…


  “Oh, God.” I feel sick just thinking about which direction this heartache is about to venture.


  Gavin grazes his teeth over me a little harder in response to my cry.


  “Gavin.” I jump to my knees and gently slap his face to pull him out of my boob-inspired stupor. “Look at me.” His eyes slowly rise to meet mine.


  “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”


  “No.” I scoot in close and pull him up until we’re face to face. “Did Reeva ask you to pay some ridiculous amount of money last night?”


  He lets out a groan and arches his head back. “This is old news, Demi.”


  “Was it fifteen thousand dollars?” My ears throb with a heartbeat of their own. My head threatens to explode.


  “No.” He flat lines.


  “Oh, thank God.” I melt into him, collapsing my arms around his neck.


  “It was twenty.” A quick smile blinks across his face.


  “Twenty?” A quivering laugh escapes me. “You let me get all worked up over twenty measly dollars?” I swat him just as his expression darkens. “Okay, so I agree I’m worth more.”


  He tilts his head, and his eyes narrow a bit as if I didn’t quite get the picture.


  “Gavin—” I can’t finish the thought. He sags a little looking guilty as sin. “It wasn’t twenty, was it?”


  His brows rise in amusement. “It was twenty all right.”


  “Okay, I’ll take you to lunch. My treat. We’ll call it even.” I say each word as if it were it’s own sentence because I refuse to believe what I think he’s trying to tell me.


  “Sounds good.” He pulls my knees over his chest until I’m sitting on him. “Now let’s move onto something more gratifying than money.” His fingers curve inside my thighs and give that intimate part of me a tickle, but I still feel unsettled.


  “It wasn’t twenty dollars, was it Gavin?” I lean back, despondent at the thought. Reeva mentioned that I’d make twenty thousand dollars last night, five more than I needed. Crap. “It was twenty thousand.” I don’t move a muscle, simply glance down at him with my face still pointed at the ceiling.


  His eyes close. His head presses into the pillow as he takes a deep breath.


  “Where did you get twenty thousand dollars?” I whisper the words like a ventriloquist.


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  “It matters.” I bounce off him. “It matters to me, Gavin. Did you borrow it?”


  “I did. It’s a loan. I intend to pay back every dime.” He’s bored with this conversation, bordering on angry, and, normally, I’d be thrilled with how this adds to his comeliness but I’m too panicked to enjoy this vexingly sexier version.


  “Did you hock the cabin?” First I kill his parents, then I cause their only son to risk losing their humble home. I’m a tornado whipping through life, built to destroy.


  “No.” His eyes electrify. His jaw tightens. I must be getting close.


  “You sold your truck.” He could have borrowed Ace’s truck to get here. Hell, he could have hitched a ride, or flew in on his sister’s broom.


  “She’s still mine.”


  “The boathouse?”


  He shakes his head just barely.


  “Oh, my God.” I crawl off the bed, as far away from Gavin Jackson as humanly possible. “It was the business, wasn’t it?”


  Gavin slumps against the headboard as soon as it leaves my lips.


  “No, no, no!” The words shrill through me as I glide down the cool wall, landing in a ball on the floor.


  Gavin scoops me up and holds me there as the tears pour from me like a flash flood.


  I pound my fist against his chest, weak, too broken to move.


  “Why?” I cry out toward the window as if God himself could hear.


  “It’s okay.” Gavin rocks me while warming my shoulders, covering me with his discarded T-shirt from last night. “I gave it to Warren. He’s letting me stay on. It’ll feel just like it’s mine. It’s a sacrifice, but I promise, you’re worth it. I would give him the business every day of the week just to have you in my arms again.”


  “Call him right now.” I hiccup through tears. “Tell him you’ll pay him back this afternoon.”


  “Can’t do that.”


  “Why not?”


  Gavin slips the loose hair behind my ear as he buries his gaze in mine. “Reeva mentioned you needed it—that she was going to help make sure it got to where it needed to be. There’s no way I’m taking a dime back until you get out of whatever trouble you’re in.”


  “Shit.” I knock my head against his chest.


  He pulls me up and touches his lips to mine, but he means business.


  “Tell me everything, Demi. I’m ready to slay giants for you, and I can’t do that if I don’t know what or who I’m up against.” His features harden. Gavin is ready to fill his sling with a stone and bring down Goliath for me. “Tell me, Demi. What the fuck am I up against?”


  Gavin wants the truth—all of it.


  “You are going to get every last detail. And then you won’t be able to stand the sight of me.” I let out a sigh and pull him to his feet. “But first, there’s somewhere I’d like to take you.”


  It’s time to lay it all out in grand style. If Gavin and I are going down, we might as well go down in a blaze of fiery glory.


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  The sky stretches out overhead like a crisp, white sheet. There’s an oppressive heat thickening the air, and even the AC in my truck is no match for its oven-like aggression. Demi and I showered and dressed. She introduced me formally to Reeva before running me the hell out of that place. She didn’t pack a single bag, so I’m still not sure where we stand. We left her car back there. I’m not in a hurry to reunite her with it, either.


  “So what’s in Brody?”


  Demi said she’d tell me everything, but that she had to show me something first. The next thing out of those perfect lips was take me to Brody.


  “You’ll see.” Her demeanor darkens with every passing mile.


  Brody isn’t known for a lot. There’s a steel mill on the losing end of town and not much else. Tucked on the hill to the left there’s Hayworth, a sleepy town with a net worth that puts all of Loveless to shame. If Hayworth were a colossal mansion, Loveless would be a tent under a bridge. Although, I know for a fact several Hayworth residents have a summerhouse at the lake. They rent them out during the winter, and I stock the firewood. At least I used to. There’s no telling what kind of bullshit deal I got myself wrapped up in. If I had more time, I would have had Reese’s father write something up. He and Warren’s dad are law partners. Apparently damn good ones.


  I follow the road that bisects through town all the way to the end and pull over in a dirt field that overlooks the massive sprawl of the mill. A gargantuan sign, about two houses long, reads Brookhurst Steel. I kill the engine and slip down in my seat a notch, waiting for the hammer to fall. Demi is certain I’m going to hate her, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why.


  “How did you know exactly where to go, cowboy?” Demi flicks the scruff on my cheek as if she’s flirting. “Come on.” She nods for me to follow her out, and I do.


  The sun squats over our heads and shits fire. I glance back in the truck for a ball cap, at the very least for Demi, but I’m currently deficient. I’m worried we both might pass out. It’s one of those triple digit days that makes me long for fall.


  Demi walks around front and points to a series of boulders near the truck.


  “Give me your hand,” she says it with a smile, and I find it odd she’s so glad to be hiking through mustard weeds as tall as she is.


  This isn’t making sense, but I’m with Demi, so to hell with it. I run right alongside her and help her up as we climb the blue granite wall all the way to the top. She cups her hands over her eyes and stares out at the steel mill, wide as it is long with its skeletal ladders, its wide, piped tubing, large enough to fit a grown man inside. There’s a smokestack spewing out friendly cloud-like puffs and bundles of shiny metal stacked near an open gate, neat as three balls of yarn.


  “It’s beautiful.” Demi is breathless as she drinks it all in.


  “It’s—nice, I guess?” I spin her toward me until her smiling face is looking up at mine. “Either you’re extremely easy to please, or you have an unnatural attraction to steel.”


  Her back trembles with a laugh. “My name is Demitria Brookhurst. It’s very nice to finally meet you, properly, Mr. Jackson.”


  I turn my ear to her as if I didn’t quite catch it. The sign over her shoulder, reading Brookhurst Steel, glares as if it’s sending a signal into space.


  “You’re a Brookhurst?”


  “The only surviving member.” She catches my gaze as the stone beneath us radiates an invisible fire. “Let’s take a walk.” We hop down and head over to the protective shelter of a hundred-year-old oak with its low hanging arms stretched out to greet us.


  I press down on the lowest hanging bough, no higher than four feet off the ground, and help Demi up first.


  “Shoot,” I say, not really sure of where she might go next. Demi is full of twists and turns that I couldn’t understand if I had a roadmap.


  Demi sits about a foot away. Her hand clutches onto mine as if it were the very last time, and I’m sure she’s convinced herself it is.


  “After my mother died”—she drops her gaze to the dried stubble below—“my father raised me all on his own. He took me on every business trip he could. We spent summers in Europe. I celebrated my tenth birthday eating French fries and crepes in Paris.” Her lips purse at the memory. “He came to every recital, every play I was in. He never missed a parent-teacher meeting.” She swallows hard as if the story is about to take an abrupt turn. I know how it ends—the same way the story with my family ends. “He dated Nora for such a short time, I couldn’t take them seriously when they said there would be a wedding. But there was one. Nora and Josh entered our world, and nothing was ever the same. She wanted more of him than he could give, but my father wanted to please her. He begged me to understand his sudden absence in my life and assured me it wouldn’t always be that way.” She looks up slightly pissed. “He was right. Nora not only took up a bulk of his time, she didn’t mind spending his money. Her ex didn’t leave her and Josh with much, which explains why she was liberal with the credit cards. Soon the house was filled with enough jewels to make Van Cleef and Arpels emerald green with envy. You could line the walls with all the dead animal carcasses she dragged in. Both PETA and I wanted to lynch her. My mother never owned a fur.” Demi sighs. “Nora just seemed to take everything too far—so did Josh,” she bleeds those last few words out. “Anyway—the day my father died was just an ordinary Tuesday. Nora was coming down on me like hellfire, and he was about to leave on another business trip. When my father was away she did terrible things, Gavin.” Her voice grows cold and hollow. “She did things you should never do to another person.” I wrap my arm around her and pull her in tight.  “My father was oblivious. For whatever reason, he loved her. I missed him even when he was alive. That night—it was hours before he was set to drive to New York for a big meeting—I looked right at him and said if you love me like you say you do, you’ll take me with you.” Her shoulders sag. Her voice is thick with regret. “He was adamant that I not go. So, being an immature fifteen-year-old, I pulled the brat card. I told him if he loved me, he would take me to dinner at my favorite restaurant. I wanted a deep-dish pizza from Pitones. It was late, and he insisted I stay home. He wanted to treat me like a princess one last time before he left.” She shakes her head at the thought. “Come here. You’ll want to be on solid ground to hear what comes next.” She carefully leaps down and takes me with her. “Gavin, my father died on March 11th. Does that sound familiar to you?”


  The wind knocks right out of my lungs.


  Demi gives a long blink. “The reason I took off that day last February was because Zoey was torn to pieces. She was bawling while looking at a picture of your parents.” She digs her fists into my shirt. “Gavin, I recognized that couple. They were burned into my memory, long ago. And, at that moment, I realized that not only did I kill my father—I killed your parents, too.”


  My knees threaten to give out. A wave of nausea rolls through me, and I let out a hard moan to keep from vomiting.


  “You have every right to hate me, Gavin.” She pushes me away. “Go ahead. Say whatever you want.” She pleads while her hair rises from the humidity. Her tear-stained face smothers with grief.


  “Demi.” I stagger a moment. “I can’t hate you.” I wrap my arms around her with a violent force. “I love you too much for that.” A breath hitches in my throat. “You didn’t do this. You weren’t in that car,” I moan the words into her neck.


  “It’s my fault, dammit!” She roars so loud, her voice reverberates off the branches.


  “Wait a minute.” I pull back. “The man whose car collided with my parents, his name was Bradley Brooks.” My chest pumps with relief. “You have it wrong, Demi. That’s a cruel twist not even fate would be heartless enough to dole out.”


  “That’s him.” Her shoulder hikes up on one side. “Nora made sure his real name never came out. His death was kept so private that if you ask a dozen employees about him, half will insist he’s still alive. Most of his billions were safe-havened so that no one would ever get away with much if they tried to sue.” She holds herself and begins to shiver. “After the accident, Nora went through great lengths to make sure you and your sister walked away with nothing. The insurance agencies did their jobs, and she never so much as inquired about how you might be doing.” Demi steps just out of my grasp.


  “You knew about us?” Something sick in my heart warms at the idea.


  She gives a slight nod. “I only knew you existed. I had no clue what your names were or where you lived. Don’t you see? Fate was cruel enough to dole out this heartbreak.”


  Her words buzz around me like a swarm of angry bees. I’m not sure what to think. This is twisted. This is the most tragic scenario I could think of, and, in truth, I could never have dreamed this one up.


  “Come here.” I reel her in gently until my arms fold around her where they belong. “Demi, I don’t know why things worked out the way they did, but, I promise you, not one part of this tragedy is your fault.”


  “I sent my father out,” she whispers.


  “And maybe he stalled at a green light a little too long or my dad took a turn too fast, and, that, Demi is what led to the tragic chain of events. Two grown men sitting behind the wheel, everything went wrong—none of it your fault.” I ride my hand up her back. “Did you know your father’s brakes went out?”


  She pulls back with a hint of surprise.


  “No. I didn’t know that.”


  “It was a tiny detail on the police report. I have a copy.” I don’t tell her that I’ve read it a thousand times—that I could recite it, line by line, like some tragic Biblical passage. I can feel her body giving, and I hold her up by the waist.


  “I guess there’s always a little more to the story.”


  “If he went to New York, he would have been in a wreck. He could have hit a tree. There were a million things that could’ve happened to him that night, whether or not he brought you dinner.”


  “But he didn’t.” She looks up not buying a line of it. “He hit a Chevy Malibu.” A sad smile comes and goes. “And that’s the night the lights went out in your world and mine.” She tucks her chin over her shoulder, looking toward the mill.


  “Maybe so”—I gently steer her eyes toward mine—“but you’ve brought it back to me, a thousand times brighter.”


  Her lips quiver as she swallows down a laugh.


  “Now that we have all of that on the table, what kind of trouble are you in?” My heart pounds right out of my chest, making the ground beneath me tremble. Demi knows how to throw a mean curveball, and I wonder if I’m ready for what comes next.


  She looks over the hills in the distance, clothed in green felt as far as the eye can see.


  “On my twenty-first birthday, a trust in my name is supposed to kick in.” She narrows her eyes at the mill as if it were her stepmother. “It allots me one thousand dollars a month for the rest of my life.” Her left brow fishhooks into her forehead. “The will was rewritten two weeks before my father died. I’m going to contest it, Gavin. And I want Nora to relinquish my share of the mill. She said my father left it in her care until she passes, but I don’t buy it for a minute. Something isn’t right. My father would never leave me in the cold. That was his business, and I’m his only true heir.”


  “Why didn’t you contest it right away?”


  Demi pulls her arms over herself and shivers. “She chased me out of there with less than a hundred dollars in my pocket. I figured come my twenty-first birthday I’d be in a better position.” She looks at her shoes and blinks so fast I can feel the breeze. Something doesn’t sit right. Demi is holding back. “Not only that, I thought I’d be finished with school. But I never could make the right decisions and, well, here we are.” She buries her face in my chest. “I swear to you, this is everything—the whole truth, Gavin. The whole, horrible truth.”


  I pull her in. “Don’t worry. We’ll fight this together.” Demi molds to me as we hold on for dear life right here in Brody at the doorstep of her father’s steel mill. He and my parents died on that same fateful night, colliding into one another at top speed on a desolate highway. Our hearts broke at the same moment in time. Demi and I have been fighting this heartbreak together all along. “Let’s go home,” I whisper.


  “To Loveless?”


  “To Loveless.” I press a careful kiss over her lips before glancing back at the mill.


  I wish I could say this entire nightmare is behind us, that it was over in every single way but her stepmother, her jackass of a stepbrother still stand in the way.


  They won’t for long.
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  The Good Fight
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  Demi


   


   


  There’s a party in Loveless. By the time we get up the hill that evening, the northern side of the lake is lit up like Aurora Borealis with its blue-pink flood lamps, masses of twinkle lights, and the effervescent beauty of candles. Loveless gleams like a polished stone. A massive white tent sits erect on the shore where guests stream from its every orifice. I recognize the house behind it. It’s the same one that held the Christmas party when I first arrived.


  “Would you look at that?” I hug Gavin’s arm a little tighter. I haven’t let go all the way home—home. A smile skirts my lips at the thought of Loveless being my anything. “Looks like each time I arrive, they throw a party.”


  A dull laugh trembles from him. “That’s because we’re meant to be.”


  I take in a soothing breath. I like the sound of Gavin and I being meant for each other, no matter how warped and twisted the circumstances. Fate is a funny creature, perhaps more to the point, a moody bitch, but, in the end, I’m here with Gavin. It could be worse. I could still be Nora’s prisoner or dead myself.


  “Besides”—his cheek hikes up on one side—“I’m taking you. Kennedy texted this morning saying she was having some sorority event. All her buddies from Yeats are there.”


  “Sum Cum Loud.” I give a wry smile at the sorority girls’ expense. “Party, huh?” The lights grow brighter as we drive further in, and I can already feel the bass thumping through the window. “I don’t know.” The closer we get, the lower I sink in my seat. Just the thought of seeing all of those people after months have passed—especially with them knowing the things they do about me… ironically, I’m not made of steel. I’ve always cared what people thought about me, perhaps too much. I can’t help it. I have an innate desire to be liked, loved. Pathetic. It makes me cringe on the inside. I glance at Gavin, and my chest bursts with heat at the thought of how much he loves me. He found me after all these months—gave up his business for me. As soon as I can, I plan on rectifying that.


  “It’ll be great, I promise.” He tweaks my knee before returning his attention to the road. “We don’t have to stay long. Ace and Reese are dying to see that you’re okay. I swear they would never judge you.”


  “Sounds like true friends.” I’m pretty sure they judged me as soon as they heard what I did—or tried to do for a living. Ironic since I still managed to ruin what little reputation I had left.


  Gavin parks at his cabin and we walk the equivalent of two city blocks to get to the heart of the party. The August air hangs heavy, perfumed with night jasmine and fresh cut evergreens. I bet Gavin had a hand in that.


  The music stretches to the sky in slow, soothing ribbons as a blues song belts into the night. The ground hums beneath our feet, my bones vibrate along to the tune of the weepy love song.


  Kennedy’s sorority sisters have shown up in droves. Miles of platinum blondes surround us. Throngs of girls in sheer tops and bottom-hugging skirts mill around the vicinity. It’s all boobs and giggles as the festivities get under way, and a part of me feels as if I’m right back at Reeva’s. This may be every frat boys dream, but I’m not sure I like exposing my man to such high doses of bleach and silicone.


  “Gavin!” A female voice shrills above the music as Reese waves her way over. Ace is at her side, and before I know it I have two of the nicest people ogling me like I’ve just stepped off an alien spacecraft.


  Crap. I knew this wouldn’t go over well—prostitutes as girlfriends rarely do.


  “Emmy, you’re here.” Reese shrugs as if she’s unsure if it’s a good thing. “Are you okay? We were so worried.”


  Am I okay? I pose the question to myself, unable to even conceive an answer. Nora hogtied my mental stability, poured gasoline over my sanity, and lit a match. If that’s okay then I’m fine. But there’s something about Reese that screams genuine. I can’t help but relax a little. I wonder if that’s how I would react if my father were to materialize here at this sorority party of all places. For years I would imagine he’d simply appear from nowhere. It seemed so possible, every venue a plausible location for the bizarre encounter—the school hallway, the mall, coming out of a stall in the ladies room. It would be more believable for me to see him anywhere than to accept the fact he’s gone forever. Death has always felt like more of a cruel joke than a harsh reality. It’s far too unimaginably barbaric to ever be real.


  “I’m fine. I promise.” I look to Gavin for help. A part of me wants to tell them everything—tell them it’s not at all as it seems—that I haven’t slept with anyone but Gavin all year (which for me is a record).


  “She’s great.” Gavin wraps his arm around my waist. “She needs a lawyer.” He leans into Reese. “Do you think we can talk to your dad?”


  I envy Reese for the simple fact she can speak with her father.


  Her mouth rounds out as she shoots a quick look to Ace. “I don’t think he does that kind of law. He’s mostly corporate.”


  A seam of heat spears through me as she says that kind of law.


  “This is corporate,” Gavin is quick to correct. “It has to do with her father’s steel mill. She wants to get her fair share from her stepmother. She’s locked her out.”


  “Oh! Yeah.” Reese gives a circular nod. “He totally does that. I’ll let him know, first thing.”


  “Thank you,” I whisper. I didn’t realize Reese’s father was an attorney. I feel less intimidated by the legal process already. But knowing Nora, she’s ten steps ahead of me, and it’ll take much more than a competent attorney to get my fair share—it’ll take a shotgun.


  “Dude.” Ace smacks Gavin in the gut while looking over his shoulder. “You remember Caleb?”


  “Warren’s cousin who used to hang out for the summer?”


  “Yeah, he’s back.” Ace nods toward the makeshift bar.


  “He’s working with my father.” Reese says before turning to me. “My father and Warren’s dad are law partners. I’m glad that all that bullshit between Warren and me didn’t affect their relationship. They’ve been friends for years. Anyway, my dad says Caleb is on his way to becoming a real powerhouse. Believe me, it’s not easy to impress my father.”


  It was never easy to impress my father either, but now it’s downright impossible. I’d say it in jest, but I don’t think she’d find it funny. I’ve used sick humor and sarcasm as a crutch for so long, I don’t put too much thought into it anymore. Thankfully Eva is fluent in both. She’s been a life raft in this cold, dark ocean my father’s death plunged me into, then Gavin came in the form of a yacht. It’s easy to believe I don’t deserve someone so wonderful as him. My father would say I did.


  “Yeah, well”—Ace pulls Gavin in by the shirt for a closer look—“Zoey remembers him, too.” He lifts a finger over at Zoey pole climbing some guy at the bar. “Looks like she means business.”


  “Crap.” Gavin stalks over, and we follow. Zoey, in typical Zoey fashion, is doing her best to keep from spilling her drink with one hand while attempting to molest the hell out of the tall, dark, buffed out powerhouse. She isn’t too particular when it comes to social hookups although from where I’m standing, he looks like an upgrade from Warren.


  Kennedy is manning the bar, or, more to the point, the situation because it looks as if she’s withholding a bottle of vodka, either that or getting ready to down it herself—or maybe she’ll pour it over their heads? Baptism by Grey Goose. But I know for a fact Zoey isn’t interested in being reborn. She’s grown fond of freely fornicating. That’s her religion. I should know. It used to be mine.


  “Caleb.” Gavin gives the tall, linebacker-built attorney a fist bump. “Keep it clean. That’s my little sister.”


  He slaps his arm and pulls him into a man hug. “I’m hands off tonight. I promise.” He nods over at the rest of us while Zoey takes a moment to scowl at her brother.


  Caleb’s relational connection to Warren is pretty clear. He sort of looks like him if you were to rearrange Warren’s features and make him stunningly handsome. I can see why Kennedy is closely monitoring the situation. Judging by that wanton look in her eye, she wants him for herself.


  “Ignore him. I always do.” Zoey slips in and wraps an arm around Caleb’s waist. Zoey’s skin glows white in a plunged neckline dress that makes Gavin grit his teeth with mild disgust. Her hair flows with the evening breeze, and her red lipstick sirens through the colorless night. Zoey is out on the prowl, hunting for a bedmate, and, by the way she’s giggling like a schoolgirl, it’s obvious she’s found her prey for the evening in Caleb. Zoey does a double take in my direction. “Fuck. That. Shit.” She shrieks, letting us know how wasted she is. “The hooker is back!”


  A fire rips through me from head to toe. I’m about to F that shit when I stick my heel up the rear of that bandage of a dress she’s wearing.


  “Zoey,” Gavin barks.


  “No, it’s okay.” It all feels dreamlike—nightmarish with the music crackling through the speakers, the millions of twinkle lights making me dizzy at every turn. “She’s just stating a fact.” I try to swallow down my embarrassment, but, in truth, I’m numb to all of this. Deep inside, I doubted that anyone could look at me with a straight face ever again. Why should they? For so long I couldn’t even look in the mirror.


  “Stop.” Reese looks like she’s ready to shake me. “That doesn’t define you—and it doesn’t give Zoey the right to act like a spoiled brat.”


  “Who you calling a spoiled brat?” Zoey stumbles forward nearly tripping over her own feet.


  “She’s loaded.” Gavin tries to stabilize her, but Kennedy beats him to the punch.


  “Let me.” Kennedy shoots Caleb a dirty look. “Little girls can’t hold their liquor.”


  “How about big girls?” His lips twitch like he’s flirting.


  Kennedy doesn’t bother to answer, she just disappears into the crowd with Zoey.


  “Seriously”—Gavin nods to him—“steer clear. My sister is a no-fly zone.”


  She’s a fly-zone all right—and a landing strip, and an entry gate where the masses line up for a free ride, but I bite my tongue on that one.


  Nevertheless, I admire how Gavin protects those he loves, tooth and nail. I know he wants the best for Zoey, but even a train wreck like me can see that Zoey is determined to do whatever the hell she wants—with whomever the hell she wants. Gavin just so happens to have the big brother blinders on.


  “Got it.” Caleb holds his hand up a second.


  “My sister, too.” Ace teases, giving his buddy a quick sock to the arm. “So what’s going on? Reese says you’re ready to open up shop.”


  “Demi needs a good lawyer.” Reese widens her eyes at me as if a light bulb went off.


  Gavin pulls me in. “Caleb—this is my girlfriend, Demi.” He rattles out the details I shared with him earlier about Nora and her money grabbing ways. “Do you think you can help?”


  His fingers curl over his beer. “Let me dig around. If your stepmom is pulling something, odds are she’s covered her tracks pretty well.” He mulls it over for a second. “Would you be okay with it if we paid her a visit?”


  “What?” A sharp sting rips from my belly. Just the thought of seeing Nora or Josh anytime soon makes me want to vomit. I blow a slow breath from my lips. “Like an arbitration meeting? In your office?” A small room couldn’t contain the murderous tension I’d bring to the table—but then it’d probably be dwarfed by the homicidal thoughts Nora would be having. I’d know firsthand what Daniel felt the second they dropped him in that lions’ den.


  “No.” Caleb shakes his head at the idea. “Just something off the record. Do you have an excuse to visit? Maybe collect some of your old things? That way I could feel her out.”


  The ground sways beneath my feet. I glance up at the evergreens as their fingerlike braches claw toward me with the wind. Nora always makes the world feel like a dangerous place. Those pink walls form around me like an alternate dimension, and my chest clamps tight as a straight jacket. It takes a second to catch my breath.


  “Do you think that’s the best strategy?” If he says yes, I’ll do it.


  “I’m pretty sure your stepmother has built a steel fortress around herself. Sometimes the only way to take down Goliath is with a simple stone.”


  “Simple stone,” I repeat. That’s the same analogy I tied to Gavin just this afternoon. Maybe that’s a sign? Maybe Caleb is the stone we need. I try to keep my knees from buckling. “I’ll do it.”


  Gavin cinches his arms around my waist. He’s holding me from freefalling into the past.


  “Do you need her number to set this up?” I’m already looking for an out. “I’m not sure I have it anymore.”


  “No. We’ll do a few drive-bys and try to catch her at home. If we can’t pin her down or she refuses to open the door, I’ll go ahead and file the docs as soon as possible.” His features grow serious. “You should pray we catch her off guard. We’re going to need a miracle. Are you still in?”


  I look up at Gavin, at the man whose family was blown apart by my adolescent angst and give a bleak smile. The fact Gavin and I found each other—that we fell in love—that is a miracle. I have a feeling I’ve used up any special favors God is willing to throw my way. With Gavin in my life, maybe I don’t need any part of the mill? My stomach turns at the idea because every cell in my body knows I do. That damn mill belonged to my father. It’s the only part of him I have left.


  I give Caleb a peaceable smile. “I’m still in.”


  Nora blinks through my mind like a seizure.


  It’s time to nail that bitch to a wall.


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  Demi and I leave the party early. Things got uncomfortable as three different girls approached me with that have-we-fucked? look in their eye. The scary part is that we might have. It was more than a probability—the statistics were against us all. I never said I was an angel. But there’s no use in rubbing it in Demi’s face, so we head back to the cabin hand-in-hand.


  “I can’t get over how many stars you can see here at night.” She dips her fingers into the back of my jeans as I unlock the door.


  “Maybe tomorrow night we can camp out at the falls?” I’ve got other plans for tonight, much more immediate plans that require my naked body next to hers in approximately two minutes. I scoop her into my arms and carry her over the threshold. Her beautiful face glows against the dark room like a gardenia. My mother had gardenia bushes that lined the length of our tiny home, and after she died, they seemed to die with her. But I never forgot how they glowed in the night like paper butterflies with their feet rooted to the leaves. I thought they were magic. I bury a kiss into Demi’s hair. “This place hasn’t felt like home without you.”


  “I have a secret.” She curls her finger, beckoning my mouth closer to hers. “Since my father died—this is the only place that has ever felt like home.”


  Before I can say a word or acknowledge her heartbreaking sentiment a wild thumping sound emits from Zoey’s bedroom.


  “What the—” I gently land Demi on her feet and speed over as the noise continues in a steady rhythm. I haven’t taken two steps before I figure out what that headboard wallop means. A series of grunts and groans comes from behind the closed door, and I lose it.


  My hand reaches for the knob, and Demi catches me by the wrist.


  “Gavin, no.” She tries to pull me away. “You’ll both regret this for the rest of your lives.”


  “You’re right, but she’s wasted as shit. Zoey doesn’t know what the hell she’s doing.” I burst through the door to find some idiot’s bare ass grinding over my sister, and I flick on and off the lights. “Get the hell out!” I’d go after him, but not one part of me wants to touch that.


  A mad scramble ensues with him covering his dick with a pillow and Zoey pulling the sheets to her neck. It’s Warren, her old standby. Just shit.


  “Get out,” I roar, kicking the side of the bed as if it were his face. “And don’t let me catch you here again, or I’ll beat your head in until it comes out of your hairy ass.”


  Warren collects his things and ducks out of the room without so much as an apology, not that I expected one.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Zoey hurls a picture frame at me, and it grazes my temple.


  “You could have taken an eye out!”


  “I’m not your kid!” She jumps up in my face, wrapping the sheet around her body like a toga. “I’m nineteen-fucking-years-old, and I’m sick and tired of you treating me like a baby!” She gropes for her things in the dark. “I hope you and your whore live a happy life because I don’t plan on being a part of it!” She spikes up in my face again. “I’m sick of you!” Her voice pierces through to my bones as she hightails it the hell out of here.


  “That went well,” Demi whispers.


  “Zoey?” I follow her to the open door of the cabin. Zoey glows like a ghost as she takes off toward the McCarthy estate. “Crap.”


  “Aren’t you going after her?” Demi rocks her body against mine. Her soft scent wraps itself around me, and I’m leashed to her. I’m not moving an inch.


  “Nope.” I watch as my sister screams and cusses her way along the shoreline. “I’m done. If Zoey wants to act like a child, she can deal with the consequences.” I spin into Demi with a sardonic grin. “It seems the women in my life like to take off once in a while.” I take a soft, slow bite from her bottom lip. “But you’re back, right where you belong, in my arms.”


  “I’m not taking off ever again, Gavin.” Her lips find mine and offer a smooth, meandering kiss. “I’m staying put, whether you like it or not.”


  “Oh, honey, there’s not a thing about that I don’t like.” We step back inside, and I close the door and bolt it. There’s no way I’m letting my batshit sister ruin another minute of this night. She knows where the boathouse is, but, realistically, I know that’s not where she’ll be laying her head later.


  I press Demi up against the door with her long curls fanning out around her. Demi is drowning in hair and beauty. She’s finally safe, right here with me. Her perfect full lips open, and I run my finger along them. “One of the first things I noticed about you was your mouth.” It’s true—right after her tits quit campaigning for my attention in that maid’s getup—her lips pouted for me to notice them. “I thought damn, those lips are meant for kissing.”


  “And I’m glad you’re the one kissing them.” Her hands glide up my shirt and work the buttons until it’s evicted right off my body.


  I dig into my pocket and pull out a condom, holding it up for her approval. I didn’t know she’d have her own stash last night so I came packing.


  “Smooth.” She takes it from me with her teeth.


  I pull the shirt from her body—peel off her jeans while never breaking our gaze. Demi’s eyes pierce through the dim light, clear and bright as honey.


  Her lips expand in a smile. I pluck the condom from her and let her watch as I roll it on. Her breathing picks up as her fingers tremble toward me.


  Demi pulls me in by the back of the neck and pauses before our mouths fuse together.


  “You feel like home, Gavin.” Her eyes sparkle, each their own cluster of stars. “Only you.”


  My mouth crashes over hers, and I unleash six months of wanting, dreaming—trading in those hand jobs in the shower for the real deal, Demi. She’s all I’ve thought about. She’s all I ever think about anymore, and I love that. I love everything about her.


  I pull her hips over mine as she settles herself over me, slow—so fucking tight. I wince half-afraid I’m hurting her. Demi gives a soft moan straight into my ear, and I lose it. I run my fingers over her soft tits before impaling her body onto mine hard and fast. I take her at the door, on the floor, in the hall, over the table. Demi and I baptize this tiny cabin with our love, making it ours, owning it in the most formidable way. I wasn’t fucking some sorority girl from Yeats. In fact, I was far from the person I was last summer. This is a different version of me, one that demands more out of life, more from my heart, and Demi is meeting me right there. Nope. This wasn’t some faceless sorority girl who might come to me with a question in her eyes at a party only to have me waver. This is the love of my life. The girl I plan to marry.


  I carry her to the bedroom and lay her carefully over the mattress. Demi smolders with her mascara slightly smudged, her hair rumpled and looking sexy as hell. My heart races, my body fires up for another round.


  Here she is, Demi in my bed at last.


  This is the woman I’m going to make my wife.
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  In the morning, I shoot Zoey a text making sure she’s still breathing. I know for certain she has her phone with her because no matter how wasted she might have been she would never leave home without it.


  And as if proving my point, she texts right back.


  Die asshole!


  A dull laugh huffs from me. Nice to know you’re alive. Mind telling me where you’re at?


  No response.


  I’ll take what I can get for now.


  Demi and I hop in the truck and pick up Caleb. We drive down toward Hayworth hoping to catch her stepmother sipping tea on the porch or whatever it is the rich and the restless do on a Sunday afternoon. I’m not sure what I’ll do if her stepbrother is there—probably bash his skull in with the teakettle. He’s nothing more than worm shit. I’m pretty sure I’ll be up on assault charges by the end of the day if we happen to cross paths.


  I can’t shake the feeling this is going to be a big mistake. It sounds too easy, too pie-in-the-sky for us to simply drive down there and get the golden egg we’ll need to win back her father’s company. Nope. I doubt even if we squeeze the shit out of her stepmother that she’ll gift us a gilded stone. A nagging feeling coats me, heavy as tar.


  “Make a left here.” Demi’s voice shakes as we head down another long stretch of supersized houses rising from the ground like out of place hotels. You’d think I was used to seeing them the way they’re seeded all over the lake, but, for some reason, here out in the hills, they look far more intimidating. The lake acts as the great equalizer. Ace and I never cared too much that we weren’t sporting designer clothes or driving Ferraris—well, maybe the Ferrari part is a bit off.


  “That’s it on the end.” She points to an ivy-covered arch. There’s a wrought iron gate in front that might as well be welded shut.


  “Pull up,” she instructs. “If they haven’t changed it, I know the code.”


  I do as she says and Demi helps me input four numbers into the system. Lo and behold the gates spread open like a pair of fishnet stockings. Someone is going to get fucked all right. My blood boils as we reach the end of the long winding driveway. A towering estate sprawls out before us with a cultivated rose garden surrounding the premises like a moat. A pair of marbled lions roar out a silent welcome on either side of the entry.


  “Let’s do this.” Caleb places his hand over Demi’s shoulder. “Remember, we’re working off the element of surprise. We need to stick to our story. We’re just here to get a few things. In and out. While you’re up and about, I’ll see what I can get from her.”


  Demi’s face peaks with color as she nods into the sprawling estate. It was the home she shared with her father. It’s no wonder she looks so tragically grieved. She’s looking right at her past, her father, the life they shared here, and it’s thrown her into mourning all over again.


  “Hey”—I rub my thumb over her cheek—“if this is too hard, we can split.”


  “No.” The muscles in her jaw tighten. Revenge percolates in her eyes. “I’m ready.”


  Demi leads us up the steps and gives a light knock on the door.


  A pair of heels clatter in this direction. It’s happening. Demi is about to have a head-on collision with her past.


  Head-on. That’s exactly how our parents died.


  Shit.


  There’s not one bad thing I’m letting happen to Demi today.


  But I just can’t shake this feeling.
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  Pretty Little Lies
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  Demi


   


   


  When I was a little girl, my father told me nothing could stop him from loving me. He branded the sentiment in nightly whispers until those words were ironed onto my soul. It wasn’t a trivial phrase spoken in passing or a banal statement like good morning. It was an urgent bulletin, a frenetic directive hammered into my heart. There were no barriers to his undying affection—no heights nor depth that could overcome how he felt for me. Then Nora slashed her way into our lives and presented a challenge to his words. Shortly thereafter, I sent him to his death, and my father took his words and his love into eternity with him.


  Winter Haven is frozen in time. Thick ivy shrouds the façade, fat and layered in bright shades of jade with leaves as wide as hands. The entry still holds the heady scent of dogwood in the spring. Perfume of the gods my father would call it, and now the gods have all left Winter Haven and only the demons remain.


  A face presses to the blurred glass a moment, and the door opens without hesitation.


  Nora.


  My heart jumps into my throat and locks off any words that might have escaped. Her dark hair sits over her head like a well-coifed helmet. Her face has a few more lines than I remember, her eyes crinkled in a mixture of disbelief and hatred.


  I can’t breathe or move, or think straight. Here she is, her frame much smaller than I remember. Her face is pulled back to a fault, and I’m tempted to inspect her hairline for pin tucks. Her eyes are heavily made up with shadow spread thick, the color of algae, her lips painted the color of fresh blood. My list of regrets is a mile long, but hesitating to smother Nora in the night is in the top three.


  “Demitria.” She takes a step back and inspects me with my muscular bookends. “You look—well.” Her lips pucker, surrounding themselves with a thousand finger-like wrinkles that dip toward her mouth like claws.


  I look well? I’m sure the nicety was intended for mixed company. She has other choice words she used to favor like disgusting, whore, trash, and my all time favorite, nothing but a shame to your dead father.


  “Thank you.” My voice wobbles, and I burn with anger that my body is betraying me. Be strong! I shout so loud in my mind, I’m sure the words are about to pour from my nose, my throat, my ears. So many times I’ve played out this exact scenario, albeit sans the two buff men by my side. Usually my fantasies morph into a killing spree with Nora’s windpipe twisted around my fingers. “I came to see if you still have my things. If not, I want to retrieve a few of my father’s mementos.” My mother’s pearl necklace but I decide not to mention it for now.


  Her eyes steady over mine. They look jaundiced, tired. There are some things plastic surgery can’t disguise like prunish hands, the thick cords that string out from her neck, the sagging skin that clusters together like extra fabric at her cleavage. Time had come after Nora and clawed away her youth like a savage beast. Youth was just God’s way of bringing to life the verse, taste and see that the Lord is good. We could taste the fruit of heaven during our prime, but we had to commit to his son in order to clothe ourselves in the immortal delicacy of eternal youth. I’m betting Nora’s best years are well behind her. The only thing the afterlife holds for her is the promise of a spit rotating in flames.


  “Come in.” She gives a tight-lipped smile, but her eyes say you’ll pay for this. “By all means bring your guests.” She pulls her hand back, and we hesitantly file inside. Even her voice sounds haggard, not frail and lovely like you might expect an older woman to sound. She’s no cute granny. Nora is beastly in every way, and the fact her voice is registering a few octaves lower than the last time I had the displeasure of hearing it, only confirms her demon standing.


  The first thing that hits me when I set foot inside is the hint of lavender in the air. Winter Haven has always worn the aroma like a faithful perfume it sprays on in the morning. My father once said it was my mother’s spirit watching after us. He said her hair let out that precious scent naturally and that wherever it was, she was, too.


  I give a quick sweeping glance of the entry with its large portrait medallion sunk into the marble. It’s four feet round, depicting an Italian vineyard, three cypress trees on a hillside darkened by a salmon sunset just over the horizon. My mother purchased it on one of their many exotic vacations. She had it shipped from Venice. My father said he complained because it caused a three-week delay with the flooring, but he later confessed that some things are worth the wait. It adds a touch of whimsy to the otherwise sterile mausoleum she left behind. Nora hated that medallion the second she laid eyes on it. I’m shocked she’s tolerated it this long. I’m shocked she hasn’t razed the entire structure and rebuilt it from the ground up. This entire home was my father’s testament to his love for my mother. Another tragic Taj Mahal.


  The grand room off to the left is still over furnished with too many leather-tufted couches that Nora dragged in—a garish chandelier, the size of a Volvo, is new. Other than that everything looks eerily the same. Not much has changed in the three and a half years I’ve managed to escape my incarceration.


  A dark figure appears from the hall, and my lungs seize.


  “Demi?” A deep familiar voice rumbles, and a horrific paralysis overtakes me.


  Josh.


  A mean shiver prickles up my spine like the legs of a thousand spiders. His eyes widen into mine, his face blanches out for a moment before his lips curl with slight satisfaction.


  “Welcome back.” His shoulders retract. He’s identical to how I remember with that I’ve-got-you-under-my-thumb look on his conceited face. His body is shrouded in a suit and tie, and it begs the question what the hell do these people do, dressed to the nines, on a Sunday afternoon? God knows they’d burn down a church with their presence simply by pulling into the parking lot.


  “Demi is here to collect a few things.” Nora’s lips tighten into a perfect line. Her voice is tense. It makes me want to snatch both Caleb and Gavin by the sleeves and drag them out of here. What the hell was I thinking coming here with my lawyer? I should have brought riot police. “Why don’t you escort her upstairs while I entertain the guests? I’m sure they can fill me in on a detail or two of the missing years.” She raises a stenciled brow. “Your room is still intact.” She folds her arms across her chest as if she scored a point in this game we’re playing. With dozens of rooms to spare, it shouldn’t surprise me that she willfully didn’t box up my things. Curious though.


  Something in me loosens. She’s falling for it. Caleb has opened his mouth, and she’s crawled right inside, only she’s no string of pearls, Nora is no treasure. She’s laden with barbed hooks and venom that can sink into your existence and kill you before you ever notice the sting. I could imagine the smile she’d have as we bled out at her feet. She probably gains a decade of her life for every person she slaughters. I wonder how many years she got for my father? No, she didn’t kill him directly—that would be me—but she was killing him softly. It was just a matter of time.


  Gavin leans in, warming me with his body. “I’m not leaving your side.” He openly glares at Josh. Gavin has felony-waiting-to-happen written all over his face. And if he starts in on a massacre, I might just help. Again, riot police would have been nice.


  “No, I’ve got this.” I brush past them and take the stairs two by two. I hit the second level, and it’s as if the house just gave me a heartfelt hug—the prodigal daughter has returned with no father to greet her. Tears come unstoppable as I pass Daddy’s picture on the wall. It’s a partial acrylic that Nora had arranged to have done right after the wedding, five feet wide, seven feet tall. Here he is—larger than life in every way. My eyes stroke over him lovingly. I have his nose, his broad forehead.


  “Daddy,” I whisper, touching his hand.


  Footsteps stomp up the stairwell, too rough to be Gavin’s, and Caleb is a man on a mission. He’s not leaving Nora’s side. That only leaves one contender, and him I’d like to avoid.


  I shuffle off to the far room at the end—my bedroom. My hand falls over the antique brass knob like it has a thousand times before. My mother had them imported from Paris. She had her brood of eight in mind when building this palace. She hand selected each knob herself, lending the home a personal touch. Her fingerprints are everywhere. My mother grafted her soul over this home before I tore my way out of her womb and took away the rest of the family she wanted to build with my father—the very breath in her lungs.


  I open the door slow as a dream. A slight musty smell catches me by surprise. Nora is meticulous. She has a staff of twenty who dust this place from top to bottom twice a week, but it still holds a dank smell better suited for a basement than the room of my youth. The curtain is open wide, and the dull afternoon light pours in exposing the very room in which my father once tucked me in at night. My desk, my bed with its gingham canopy, the matching bedding—it’s all still the same. The bed is made neat. The excess of my closet that I left vomiting out onto the floor has been cleaned up and put away. My desk is still cluttered with notebooks and mugs full of pens and colored pencils from the art class I was taking my first semester at Mitchell University. But, for some reason, Nora has kept my room, my things intact like a shrine. It’s something a grieving parent would do after losing a beloved child. I’m anything but beloved by Nora. It makes no sense.


  A strong hand lands on my shoulder as Josh embraces me from behind. He buries his nose in my neck a moment before pulling away.


  “Damn.” He groans. “You look good.”


  I twist out of his grasp, and my eyes snag on the wedding ring planted on his left hand.


  “And you look married.” God, I feel sorry for his wife, and I don’t even know her. I’d like to think they deserve each other. Better yet, she’s using him for his money just like his mother did my father. “Don’t think about touching me again.” My heart tries to kick its way out of my chest as I stalk off to the closet. It’s all still there—every last stitch present and accounted for. I pluck a purse off the floor, my mother’s old Louis Vuitton bag. For so long I wished I had taken it with me that day. It’s huge, yet smaller than a briefcase, bigger than a tote. The zipper jumps as I pull it back and flatten the inside with my hands.


  “So who are those knuckleheads you dragged in?” he whispers, following me to my desk as I pull open the drawer and start fingering random things to fill my mother’s purse with. God—Caleb never told me how much time he’d need alone with my stepmonster. It could be hours, weeks. Just being up here with Josh is making my skin crawl. His breath rakes over my neck and my stomach does a flip. If he so much as steps any closer I’m going to jump to the ceiling.


  I rack my brain trying to remember if Caleb wanted me to out him as my attorney?


  “They’re my boyfriends.” I turn to face him, needling him with hatred. “One for show and one is my private reserve. You of all people know how that works.” I let out a breath as I make my way to my jewelry box—my mother’s jewelry box—teak inlaid with bronze—no bigger than a lunch box. My father bought it for her on their honeymoon in Bali. They smoked exotic pipes, and she wore long batik scarves as a dress. He said they raced across the shoreline on foot every afternoon, and the winner would pick where they went to lunch. They made sandcastles and memories, and now the only sandcastles they get to build are made of clouds because their only child turned into a brute that demoted them to the belly of the earth. They’re not making any more memories, and it’s all my damn fault.


  “Two boyfriends, huh?” Josh leans against the bedpost, amused. His hairline has receded just a touch. There are more laugh lines around his eyes, which doesn’t surprise me, Josh is always laughing at the world. He’s still striking—still capable of luring undiscerning cheerleaders straight to bed. And I’m sure he does despite the wedding ring. “I’ve missed you.” The back of his hand touches my cheek, and I’m quick to bat him away.


  I laugh in his face. “I never meant anything to you.”


  A sick part of me wants to hear that I did, that what happened wasn’t as horrid as reality paints it to be, but I know the truth. Sometimes life forces you to take off the blinders, and, for me, this is that moment. Josh is just another beast who took advantage of a young, grieving girl. I was nothing to him then, just like I’m nothing to him now.


  “Dem”—he digs his fingers into my hips, and I try to pry him off—“how could you leave me?” He brings my head to his and grazes his teeth over my cheek.


  “Let go.” I claw my way out of his grasp.


  “Get the fuck back here.” He speeds it out so fast it sounds like one long word. Josh lands me flat on my back over the familiar bed, and, for a moment, the weight of his body over mine makes the last three years dissolve like a mirage. Gavin, Loveless, they were just a wishful ocean in the desert of pain that Winter Haven had become. “You think you can get away with that shit?” The veins bulge from the sides of his neck as he tries to rake off my jeans.


  “Josh, no!” I buck and kick, but he’s on me now, pinning my wrists with just one hand. “Stop!” I scream right into his mouth.


  A guttural laugh escapes him as his hand snakes down between my thighs. He bypasses my panties and plunges a finger deep inside me.


  “That’s it, Demi. That’s what I miss.” His head arches back. His eyes close as he soaks in the sensation. “You miss it too, don’t you?”


  “Fuck you!” I roar it in his face. I claw, punch, bite and hit as my nails fill with his skin.


  In a flash I’m reminded of Kennedy telling me how Warren attacked Reese—how Ace swooped in to save her. Maybe that’s my problem, I’m always waiting for someone to swoop in and save the day. Not anymore.


  My father. My mother. It’s so unfair that I’ve killed all the wrong people. I think it’s time to rectify that. My rage boils over, and I loosen my hands, digging my fingers into his throat before he can react. His eyes spring open, and I bring my knee up so hard I hear a satisfying pop as I meet with his balls. His eyes spring wide like dinner plates as I roll him onto the floor. I don’t put much thought into what I’m about to do. In a fury I stomp down over the back of his neck. All those nights I cried out in pain—all those days I fooled myself into believing I meant something to him, they come tumbling back as fuel for this blind rage. I pick up the chair to my vanity and bring the legs down hard and solid onto his head. I want to crush it like a melon. I want to hear the soft thud as I crack his skull to pieces. My muscles shake as I plunge it into him, over and over. A strangled cry escapes me as I thrash him with the tiny stool until his body stops twitching.


  “Shit!” Gavin bursts in and pries the seat from my hands. He tosses it to the other side of the room with a crash. I get one more swift kick to the pervert, square in the face—feel his hard skull as it flattens into my shoe.


  Josh doesn’t move. Blood trickles from his nose, and my body goes numb.


  “I killed him.” The sound of my panting eats up the silence.


  It looks like I finally got it right.


   


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  I’ve never hated myself more than I do now. When Demi said she was going up alone I thought I’d give it five minutes tops.


  Shit. I pull her in, and she loses it. Demi buries her face in my chest, wetting the front of my shirt with her tears.


  Josh lies motionless on the floor, his hair clotted with blood.


  This fucker knew one of us was coming up after Demi. He knew he had seconds to do what his twisted mind decided on as soon as he laid eyes on her. You could see the lust enliven him the moment he saw Demi.


  “I’m sorry,” I whisper into her hair. “Let’s get out of here.”


  I lead her downstairs, back into the living room just in time to catch a glimpse of a patrol car speeding toward the house.


  So much for hauling ass.


  It’s in that moment I know what I need to do.


  Caleb stands. His face looks bleak as if he just racked up a body count himself.


  “Nora felt she needed to contact the authorities.”


  Wish I could say I was surprised.


  “Why is that?” I ask as Demi pulls back her shoulders with a new resolve. Demi has balls, tough as steel.


  Nora steps forward until she’s an arms length from Demi.


  “Should you tell them Demitria? Or should I?”


  Demi arches her neck as if bracing for the storm.


  The old battleax looks from me to Caleb. “Demi, as you know her, is a prolific storyteller. I’m not sure what version of the truth she’s fed you, but I’m fairly certain it wasn’t the right one.”


  “And which one is that?” Caleb asks with a resolute boredom as the police give a brisk knock at the door.


  Nora lifts her chin. Her slit eyes settle over the woman I love.


  “I’m sorry it’s come to this.” She bleeds a quiet smile that recants her sugarcoated words. “Demitria spent the last six months of her time here incarcerated under the care of a top notch psychiatrist. One night, I found her unresponsive, and she was rushed to the hospital. As they were transferring her—she managed to escape.”


  What the hell is she talking about?


  I glance to Demi for some hint of this not being true, but she looks pale, frightened.


  “Demitria isn’t well. She’s never recovered from her father’s death. It drove her to the brink of insanity.” Nora rides her judgmental gaze over Demi. “She’s prone to doing all sorts of erratic things that can put her in harm’s way. She’s a danger to herself and others.”


  Reeva’s house bounces through my mind, then Josh lying twisted and bloodied on the floor.


  “So, you see”—Nora pauses as the police are escorted into the room by a housekeeper—“as she was in my care when she left, it’s my responsibility to have her recommitted.” She looks to Demi. “I’ll have the finest doctors evaluate you. Your father would want nothing less. We’ll get you settled on your medication, and you’ll be right as rain. Don’t worry”—her features contort to a whole new level of wickedness—“you’ll stay right here at Winter Haven.” She strokes Demi’s hair, but Demi doesn’t move. Demi has turned to stone in this woman’s presence. “Josh?” Nora calls toward the stairs. “Joshua, come quickly, I’ll need you to help escort Demitria back to Dr. Lundgreen.”


  I clear my throat. “Josh isn’t coming down.” Then add without missing a beat, “I killed him.”
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  “What the fuck?” Caleb says it calm and cool like only an attorney can. His eyes hold a look of amusement, but he’s shaking his head as if I’ve just stuffed my own leg in a wood chipper, and I did.


  “You read the police report. You tell me.”


  We’re seated in a dingy dining hall of the downtown Brody Police Department. They threw my ass in a holding cell with about fifteen drunks and two men who looked like they could stab my eyes out with their fingernails. It’s been four hours since they dragged Demi out of Winter Haven, the police had me spread eagle with a nightstick to my back, my hands in temporary restraints. All I could do was watch her leave. It gutted me from my balls to my heart. I can’t think of it without my chest aching.


  “You’re right.” He leans in hard. “I’m aware of the police report. I memorized it like a fucking novena. Now you tell me why you’re covering for her.”


  I glance up from the table. My blood runs cold, and, for a second I think I might pass out. If it weren’t for Demi, I’d want to black out permanently.


  “Did she confess?”


  He knocks his fist over the table. “You just did it for her.”


  “You’re good. Now get out of my face and go find Demi wherever the hell they locked her up. Talk to her. Figure out what’s real and what’s fantasy.”


  He takes a deep breath. “I did.” His features reconfigure until he looks sorry for me—sorry for Demi and himself included. “It all mapped out just the way the old coot drafted it. Demi was under the care of a topnotch psychiatrist. Her stepmother went as far as having a safe room built into the attic in the event Demi needed to be put in seclusion, and evidently it happened routinely. It wasn’t just for the last six months she spent at Winter Haven. The incarcerations began shortly after her father died.”


  My stomach bottoms out. I know for a fact it felt like I was about to lose my mind after my parents died. My gut wrenches at what Demi must have gone through. The guilt she hauled around was enough to drive anyone mad. Add to that an asshole who thinks taking advantage of her is a great idea, and you have a recipe for disaster.


  “Locking her up at Winter Haven? That can’t be legal.” It’s all I can say. Why didn’t Demi tell me any of this? But then again up until a day ago I still thought her name was Emmy.


  “Nora had the state sanction it as a designated inpatient psychiatric facility.”


  “That for sure doesn’t sound legal.”


  “Lot’s of things are legal when you throw enough money at them and the campaign funds of the congressmen in your district. Tit for tat. This was easy.” He bounces his knuckles off the Formica. “Gavin, your girlfriend downed nineteen barbiturates just two months before she managed to escape. That’s no joke. She had a death wish and wasn’t afraid to make it happen.”


  “She didn’t die.” But I understand her need to. I’ve been down that dark road. Losing the people you love is painful. And all Demi was left with was Nora and her need to control her—not to mention Josh and his urge to rape her nightly. My heart breaks for Demi all over again. I close my eyes and feel her. I can feel Demi wrapping her arms around me, and right now that’s the only thing I want in this world—her right here with me.


  “So what happens next?”


  He shakes his head. “You forgot to ask about the body you left upstairs with a fractured skull.” There’s a glint of pride and disgust in his eyes, and for the first time I see a hint of Warren in him.


  “He died. The end. The fires of hell are happy. Are we through?”


  “No, we’re not through. He’s alive. He was knocked unconscious. He has a nasty concussion, but he’ll come around.” His brows rise. “You sure you’re ready to perjure yourself in front of a judge and jury? Because, if you are, that guarantees you a stay at the Hardknocks Hilton. A pretty boy like you gets special treatment at a place like that. If that’s the road you take, I’ll gift you a case of KY Jelly.” He rests his chin on his fist. “You’ll need it.”


  I wince at the idea. “I can’t let Demi take the fall.”


  “Her jeans were undone when she came downstairs. She looked like she just stepped in front of a train. He assaulted her. Stick with the truth. It’s a much neater ball of yarn to untangle.”


  “What about jail?”


  “No prison for her. Him maybe.” He hops to his feet. “I’ll let you marinate in this shithole until I can find someone who wants to put up bail.”


  “What’s bail set at?”


  “Twenty thousand dollars.”


  “My lucky number.”


  “No worries. Just make the right choice by the time I get back.”


  “Forget about me. Get to Demi!” I shout as he walks down the hall.


  “On my way there right now.”


  An officer shows up and tosses me back in the think tank.


  I lie on the hard, cold bench bolted to the wall and wonder how the hell everything went so wrong.


  A thousand scenarios run through my mind, and every one of them loops back to Demi and me, how right we are, how wrong everything around us always seems to be.


  Demi and I are two trains colliding in the night just like my parents did with her father so long ago.


  She kept saying she was cursed—that I’d hate her one day.


  I shake my head at the idea. Even now she’s wrong.


  Six hours sweep by with the velocity of a snail trailing through the desert. Caleb bails me out with more of Warren’s dirty money, and I’m pretty sure I just lost the cabin to him, too.


  “Tell me where she is.” It’s all I say as we get back in my truck.


  “You wouldn’t believe where she is if I told you.”


  “Try me.”


  “Winter Haven. Locked right back up in that asylum built for one.”


  We head over to the gargantuan estate, and I can’t help but get sick at the sight of it. I realize it was her father’s long before her evil stepmother came onto the scene, but something about it looks cold, far too big to ever resemble a home. It’s a hotel, and, right now, it has its own resident evil, a true devil—and one beautiful angel locked in the attic—the woman I’m determined to make my wife.
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  Crazy Train
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  Demi


   


   


  Pink walls so soft you could bounce off them all day long. Iron bars that pull back from the windows a good three feet to keep all thoughts of leaping to my death at bay. Nothing but a bed nailed to the floor in the center of the room and a Bible next to it. I used to believe that was all I needed at the end of the day, but without Gavin life is colorless, bland, a single note devoid of emotion. I found that out the hard way when I left him, and now that he’s found me again, the world has exploded to life like a marching band. But here we are, playing with the fire that is Nora and Josh. It’s like I couldn’t leave well enough alone. I had to sabotage my short-lived happiness in the most dramatic way I knew how. It was Caleb’s stupid idea. I should have given him the finger and fired him on the spot. At the end of the day, all I really needed was Gavin, and instead of being content with that I’ve plunged us deeper into this special brand of hell. I swallowed a grenade, and now we’ll all have to suffer the consequences.


  “Pink walls,” I whisper to myself for old times sake. I give a dead stare out at the ghostlike landscape, so gray and cold. It’s true—the sun never shines on Winter Haven. My mother took all the light from my world, and that of my father’s, because she was too damn selfish to leave it.


  I shake my head at the absurdity. I’m not angry with my mother. Not anymore at least. I don’t know who I’m angry with. My father for dragging a viper like Nora into my life? Josh for showering me with his twisted affection? Or Gavin for giving me so much damn hope.


  The door rattles, and I spin fully expecting Dr. Lundgreen, or one of his nurses, but instead I see the most beautiful sight in the world—a gorgeous man with eyes the color of freedom—Gavin.


  I land in his arms without the memory of how I got there. My fingers dig into his flesh confirming he’s real, not some trumped up figment of my imagination. I’ve had my fair share of mental escapes while locked up in this isolative hell, but I could never dream up something as wonderful as him.


  “Baby.” He drags long wet kisses from one end of my face to the other. My mouth finds his, and my tongue dives in hot and needy. He hikes my hips over his, and he’s spinning me, kissing me, making me feel like the queen of the world, of his world, all at once.


  “All right,” a deep voice rumbles from behind. “Keep it G. I’m not in a voyeuristic mood tonight.”


  I bounce down from Gavin’s hips. And turn to find Caleb standing there looking older, fatigued as hell.


  “Get me out,” I demand.


  “Not so fast.” Caleb motions for us to take a seat, and we do. I fall into Gavin’s lap and lock his arms over me like a seatbelt. I haven’t felt this safe since the time of my father. “I talked to your psychiatrist. I asked if we could have an open discussion with him. He said it would be fine, but only if you agreed.”


  “What good would that do?” I ransack my mind, riffling through the filing cabinet of the past to see if I could have said anything to him of value. Most of the time I was so doped up I grunted. Nora not only had me caged like an animal, she had my mind rinsed clean with enough barbiturates to qualify me as one.


  “I didn’t get a lot out of Nora”—Caleb lifts his chin—“but look where it landed us?”


  Gavin groans. “With me on aggravated assault charges and Demi locked in a makeshift dungeon?” He whispers into my ear, “We should have checked his credentials.”


  Caleb offers a dry smile that comes and goes. “Mock me all you want, but what happened today might just have been the miracle we needed. The meeting is in the morning. He’ll be here at nine.” He leans into me. “I want you to try and think of anything at all that could prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Nora purposefully tormented you. If we can prove neglect and abuse, we’re in.”


  The truth tries to cork its way out, but I fill in the dam before it can breach. No use in spilling it all now. I might as well give them something to chew on for breakfast.


  “He says you agreed to stay the night in order to prove you were of sound mind. There are cameras, three nurses outside.” Caleb shuffles his gaze from me to Gavin. “Are you going to be okay alone here?”


  “I’m not leaving.” Gavin is defiant in his stance. Not that I was willing to let him go.


  “I thought so,” he says. “You have clearance to stay since her hold is voluntary.” He nods at me. “Did you know, had you refused, he would have legally been able to extend your stay by—”


  “Seventy-two hours.” I nod. “I’m familiar with the routine.” I know all the loopholes—every single one of them. I’ve played this game before and lost every time.


  “I’ll get a room at a hotel in the next town over.”


  “You’re welcome to stay at Winter Haven,” I call out after him.


  “No offense but this place gives me the creeps.”


  My cheeks twitch with the idea of a smile. A part of me feels sorry for my parents and the pretentious dream home they planned to saddle with a small army of children. Under Nora’s charge, Winter Haven has become profane, a haunt for pagans. Nora and Josh conducted a reverse exorcism and drove away everything that was holy and right.


  Caleb takes off, and the latch clicks slowly behind him like the loading of a shotgun. A nurse peers in through the slanted window in the door before disappearing again.


  “There’s a bathroom over there.” I kick my foot straight ahead. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this, Gavin. And you can’t say you don’t hate me. A part of you has to.”


  He chuckles as he pulls me down over the bed.


  “I can’t hate you. Besides, I think we’re going to have one hell of a story to tell our grandchildren.”


  “You’re an optimist.” I touch my lips to his cheek. “Thank you for that.”


  “And you are strong as steel. It’s in your blood.” He combs my hair back, looking at me with an affection in his eyes reserved just for me. “I’m sorry life has brought you so much misery, Demi. I’m going to make it up to you. I’m going to make sure every day after this is filled with sunshine and rainbows.”


  “Sunshine and rainbows, huh? Didn’t anyone ever tell you that those things are strictly relegated to fairytales?”


  “It’s hard not to believe in fairytales when I’m holding a princess in my arms.”


  Gavin pulls me into a kiss then stops midflight. “Did he rape you?”


  “Yes.” I close my eyes. “He invaded my body with his sick hand, and I want him to boil in oil for it. I won’t let you take the fall, Gavin. Don’t incriminate yourself any further. I don’t want you to lie.”


  “I kicked him on the way out. I wasn’t lying.”


  His warm breath falls over my neck, and I nuzzle into him. I want to burrow in, infiltrate his cellular structure, so we’ll never be apart.


  “What are your plans tomorrow at the meeting?” He pulls back to get a better look at me. “Do you think you can remember something that can slam the lid on Nora and Josh?”


  “Yes,” it comes out in a desperate hiss. “I know exactly how to seal them both in one casket.” That rickety clinic Nora raced me off to comes back to me. An image of silver medical tools flash through my mind. A gloved hand picks up something akin to salad tongs, and I blink back into the room.


  He gives my shoulder a squeeze, letting me know it’s okay to let him in on it.


  “Tomorrow.” I land my lips over his, and we explore one another’s mouths slowly at first, careful as navigating a sea of broken glass. Then the floodgates open, and I want Gavin. I want to pretend we’re at the cabin, loving each other safe in his bed—our bed. My fingers play with the button on his jeans. Sex has always been the greatest escape. Thinking of it, having it with Josh, breaking free from this prison and throwing myself at boys at parties, men at the beach—I was addicted to empty love. I needed my father’s words whispered to me again, and it seemed no one was familiar with that lost verse, with the exception of Gavin. I wish I never started in on filling the hole my father left behind in the worst possible way. It was easy to mistake sex for genuine affection when I needed to. But with Gavin, I have the real deal. “You still packing?” I feel for a condom and strike gold.


  His grin lights up the room as he cocks his head to the side. “I believe Caleb mentioned this place was outfitted with cameras.”


  “Well then, we’ll just have to give them something interesting to see.” I sink my hand into his boxers and feel him grow for me.


  “Demi,” he says as if he’s on the fence.


  “For so long this room, this place was a trap, a thing of horror. I want to take my power back and make it beautiful. Give me a new memory, Gavin. Take away the darkness, and bring back the light.”


  Gavin cups my face. His brilliant blue eyes lock over mine as he holds back the tears.


  “As you wish.”


  Gavin makes love to me sweetly, tenderly. He pulls out all the stops, showing off the fact he’s fully capable of producing sunshine and rainbows as he pushes deep inside me with heated intent. His tongue darts over mine, wrestling, loving me in the most erotic manner. His butter-soft kisses, his demon’s dance—his tongue brings all of its greatest hits to the party. I trace his spine as he thrusts into me. I glance down and memorize the flex of his shin as he pushes his body into mine. Gavin thrusts in as if he were ramming down a barrier. We make love unabashedly for hours, taking back everything Nora tried to steal—starting with my sanity.


  Love had come to Winter Haven for the first time since before my mother had died. The light is so bright, even the night can’t deny its beauty.


  The pink walls pulsate in and out around us as if this very room were the heart of the overgrown house.


  And tonight, it is.
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  Morning comes like a scourge with the sun laying its fiery lips over my lids, and I give several hard blinks trying to figure out who the hell is holding a flashlight to my eyes. But its no flashlight, it’s a beam of light shooting through the dusty attic window.


  I shake Gavin awake. “What is that?” I point over to the candescent river pouring into the room, flooding my senses, lighting up the dust like a parade of floating stars.


  “I believe they call that the sun.” He pushes his palm into his eye before stretching like a lion. My hand glides over his chest, appreciating each ridge, each chiseled, rock hard muscle as if he were one of his own sculptures.


  The sun. I marvel for a moment. All my life I’ve yet to see it so crisp and pure, invading Winter Haven as if it were taking it back, claiming it in the name of righteousness and all that was good. The cavalry had arrived. I was safe.


  Gavin rides his hands up my bare thighs and buries a kiss in my hair. He warms me from head to toe like a ray of light straight from that giant orb itself.


  “I can’t believe you’re mine,” I whisper, mostly to myself.


  “And you’re mine.” He gently pulls my chin up until I’m lost in those eyes that give homage to the morning’s glory. “You are my family, Demi. I know that there is tragedy in our past that’s so intricately related it hurts to think about. But I want you to know something beautiful has come from something so horrific. All of those twisted, thorny roads led us to each other.” He presses my hand to his lips. “Let me love you. Let’s build a future together.” Gavin pulls me up until we’re both on our knees on this tiny bed. The sun washes his skin in a powdered haze. “I want you to be my wife, Demi. There’s not a day I want to spend on this planet without you by my side.” He motions around us. “I was going to take you to the overlook. I wasn’t planning on asking you here.” Tears well up in my eyes until the room gives a hard wobble. “But I want to give you all the power in the world to turn every nightmare you’ve ever had into a dream. I would do anything for the final memory you have of this hellhole to be a good one. I want to give you the power to change your perspective. You own this house, this room, your happiness. And you own me in the very best way. You stole my heart as soon as I laid eyes on you. You had me right then. There’s nobody else for me out there—never will be. Demitria Brookhurst”—he kisses both my hands in turn—“will you be my wife?”


  “Yes. A thousand times yes.” I launch my arms over his back and pull him in like I was plucking him out of a fire. Gavin and I had found our way to one another, and now we would never be apart.


  A brisk knock comes over the door before it cracks open. “You kids awake?” Caleb peers in then quickly shields his eyes. “Geez. Get some clothes on and meet me downstairs.” The door clicks shut again, and I revert all of my attention to this beautiful man, my future husband.


  “I can’t wait to be your wife—your family.”


  “You’re already both in God’s eyes and mine.” He lands a lingering kiss on my lips, hot and wet and pressed hard with passion. In a round about way, all of my prayers were answered in the very room that I pleaded them with tears. “We just need some paperwork to finalize the details.”


  “I love you.” I smile through the words. I hadn’t uttered that sentiment in this house since, well, for far too long.
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  Gavin and I take a quick shower, and I can’t help climbing him like a pole, trying to dive down his throat and live inside him until this entire nightmare is over. We dress and make ourselves presentable before heading downstairs.


  Winter Haven is bathed in gold. The mirrors refract the light in a spray of luminescent stars all over the walls, the ceiling. I take a breath and hold it as I experience the rebirth of my childhood home. The long cruel winter that began after my mother’s death has finally lifted. Spring has come at last. The padded attic room, Nora’s presence, they were simply scar tissue. The healing hour had arrived. It was time for the wages of Nora’s sins to be paid in full.


  Gavin and I find Caleb and Dr. Lundgreen in the dining room. A pair of statues, blinged out in suits of armor, ensconce the long marble table. They’re better suited for a garish banquet hall than a cozy family home. My mother had a round mahogany table that sat ten. She had it imported from the Amazon, and now we’re here with Nora’s faux bodyguards that she won in an eBay auction. Nora always knew how to bring the faux-class to the table, literally. My mother’s table was relegated to the library, which was fine by me since it’s my favorite room in the house. When I lived at Winter Haven, there was no better way to pass the time than surrounded by books while seated at the table my mother loved. I stroked the wood for hours as if it were her skin.


  “Good morning,” I say to them both as I take a seat.


  Dr. Lundgreen is situated across from Gavin and me with Caleb at the head of the table. I’m sure there’s some psychological reason Caleb took the helm. Little does he know that the good doctor doesn’t mind being emasculated when there’s some good old US currency to comfort him in the end.


  “Demitria.” Dr. Lundgreen, leans in until his dark glasses slope to the edge of his nose. He’s tall and lanky with a head full of graying curls, and he’s always held the underlying scent of spiced cologne. I get a whiff, and it takes me right back down memory lane like a scratch and sniff sticker. I want to tell him I hate that smell and the years of torment it represented.


  “How are you feeling this morning?” He bleeds a placid smile.


  “Fine. I’m not the person I was over three years ago. I have no intention of harming myself. In fact”—I pull Gavin’s hand over—“I’m recently engaged. So you see, I have everything to live for.” I rattle the words out a little too quick. My nerves are getting the better of me. Even with Gavin and Caleb here, I can feel Nora’s fingers tightening over my throat.


  His eyes graze over me before falling back into my chart. “You look well.”


  “Dr. Lundgreen—” Caleb folds his hands and knocks them over the table. He wants to get down to the brass tacks and be done with this—me too for that matter. “Demi believes that Nora Brookhurst spitefully changed her father’s will to exclude her from the bulk share of her inheritance. Did you know Nora is in the process of selling the mill to an overseas investment firm, and that if I dig deep enough I’m betting would lead me straight back to her? Is there anything whatsoever you can recall on behalf of your patient that could lead to a reversal of the events to come?”


  Dr. Lundgreen leans into the table. He massages his face, dragging his fingers down his cheeks until the whites of his eyes are overexposed.


  “Yes.”


  “Yes?” I blink in disbelief. For so long Dr. L was Switzerland when it came to Nora and me, so it’s taking a lot for me to believe this will be anything worthwhile.


  “But you, Demitria”—his expression sours—“it’s up to you to divulge the details. Do you recall what happened around the time of your sixteenth birthday? It was summer. You were in terrible pain.”


  I hold up my hand. My mind was already there. “Josh was in my room night after night, and—” it hurts to talk about it. I’m not sure why I’m slow with the details, Gavin already knows the worst of it. “Soon there was a baby coming. Nora wouldn’t hear of it. She raced me to some rundown clinic in Brody and had them give me an illegal abortion—I was well over five months.” I swallow hard at the memory. “The baby had already been moving inside me for weeks.” I lower my lashes. I fell deeply in love with my baby. “My heart was full when that child was growing inside me. I wasn’t too concerned about the disturbing manner in which it was conceived. It felt like a butterfly was trapped in my body. It was amazing—a miracle.” I flatten my hand over my stomach just the way I did in those dark, painful days and it feels natural. “The clinic was barbaric. They stuck these pins in me to open my uterus. They cut up my baby and pulled it out of me limb by limb. It was a thing of horror. I had never been in so much pain both emotionally or physically.”


  Gavin tightens his grasp around me. “Shit,” he whispers.


  Dr. Lundgreen nods. “How old were you?”


  “Sixteen. You just said it yourself.”


  “And Josh?”


  “Josh?” I glance to Caleb as his lips expand, and he nods for me to lay the final pearl on the table. “Josh had just turned nineteen.”


  “Statutory rape.” Caleb makes a note.


  “I don’t see how this is going to get my father’s company back where it belongs.”


  Caleb raises a brow. “Did Nora ever take steps to protect you from the predator who was under the same roof?”


  “Are you kidding? Nora turned a blind eye to everything Josh did. Not that what she put me through was any better.” I think back to the last day of my father’s life—Josh parading around with a tool kit. The way he made it a point to let me know he needed to work on a car. He never said his car. “Oh, God.” I touch my fingers to my lips.


  “What is it?” Gavin pulls me in close.


  “I think I found another nail to secure the casket. You mentioned that my father’s brakes went out.” I tell them all about Josh’s lewd suggestions, how he was going to show me his screwdriver and make me his “wrench” but first he had to fix a car. “Josh never fixed so much as a sandwich in his life.”


  “You think Nora put him up to rigging the brakes?” Caleb wants a connection, and for the life of me I wish I could give it to him.


  Dr. Lundgreen tilts his head as if he’s just had an epiphany. “I remember the day your father died as well.”


  “You do?” I wasn’t even seeing Dr. Lundgreen back then—Nora was.


  “I’m not sure I should divulge anything—patient doctor confidentiality prohibits any information shared within my office to leave those walls.”


  “This is your patient.” Gavin slams his palm over the table, and Dr. Lundgreen straightens in his seat. “This is who you need to be protecting.”


  “I was just about to add, my session was officially over—with Nora.” He gives a dull smile my way. “It was a few days before your father passed. She was getting ready to leave the office. She never inquired much from me over the years I’ve known her, certainly she’s never asked my opinion on anything that has to do with the world outside my office, but on that day she did. She specifically asked if I knew anything about cars.” He folds his arms and scowls as if he were seeing her right before him. “She asked if I knew how to decompress the brakes on a newer model SUV. Of course, I told her no, but recommended she call a mechanic. I asked her why she wanted to know.” He takes a breath. “She simply laughed it off. She said it concerned a class project her son was taking part in.” His eyes moisten with tears. “As soon as I heard about your father’s accident, I probed a bit and found out his brakes were the reason he lost control. And I knew. I would stake my life, I knew what had happened. But, of course, I had no way of proving it. It’s eaten at my conscious ever since.”


  God. I spin toward Gavin.


  “Nora did it.” My chest bucks with violent pressure as I pant out the words. “She killed my father and your parents. She’s a murderer. She did this.”


  And for the first time ever, I don’t feel like I’m to blame.


  Sunlight pours in through the window and pierces the room with a violent shower of light.


  My parents—Gavin’s parents, can almost rest in peace.


  Almost.


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  We drive back up the mountain—our heads swirling with the possibilities. As much as I hate to admit it, Caleb was right, that quick trip to Hayworth might have been the miracle we needed to get her father’s company back in her hands. Nora is a killer. She stole Demi’s father from her and ripped my parents out of my life and Zoey’s forever. She and her son both deserve to deep-fry in hell.


  We drop off Caleb back at his office. He climbs out of the truck and nods over at me. “Get your shit together. You’ve got a court date Wednesday in Brody. Wear a suit.”


  “I don’t own a suit.”


  “Find one, borrow one, steal it from a corpse. I don’t care.” He looks to Demi. “It’s going to be a rough road ahead, but I think we got this. You’ll want to stay down the hill. I’ll be at the hotel I was at last night. And you two?”


  “We’ll figure something out,” I say. There’s no point in entertaining Winter Haven if her stepmother will be there.


  Demi and I head back to the cabin and throw our things into duffle bags. There’s no sign of Zoey. I’ve texted the shit out of her all morning. I’m half afraid she’s still with Warren. Why can’t she see he’s not the right one for her?


  Ace comes walking up the porch, and I meet him outside.


  “What the fuck happened?” He’s ready for a fight, and it’s all on my behalf. “Reese said Caleb was telling her father some crazy shit.”


  “That about sums it up.” I give him a brief rundown on the turn of events. “Do me a favor—keep an eye on Zoey, would you?”


  “Will do. I’ll pass it onto Kennedy since she’s not heading back to Yeats. It looks like she’s putting off grad school.”


  I give a dull smile as I glance out at the lake. The lack of sleep is starting to wear on me. I don’t really know what grad school is, and, frankly, I’m too tired to care.


  “Tell Ken I’d appreciate that.” I slap him five as Demi comes out ready for the next leg of our adventure.


  “So you two are headed to Brody, huh?” Ace gives me that look that says you got enough cash?


  “We’re headed to Reeva’s first.” Demi drags her sad eyes over mine. “There’s something I left behind.”


  We say our goodbyes and head down the hill again. I guess I’m glad I shook the money out of Warren. Without it we’d never be able to survive in a hotel for a day, let alone weeks. We drive down evergreen-lined roads as their perfume seeps into the truck, and I can’t help get a little high off the scent. I live for the outdoors. I love hacking and stacking. I love hearing the crack as I split the round. I love the hum of the chainsaw in my hand, the way my entire body is needed to chop a forty foot pine to pieces. I love how dog-tired I am at the end of the day—how I feel like I’ve accomplished something. I glance to Demi and land my hand on her knee. But I’d gladly trade all of that for a lifetime of the girl sitting by my side, and, in a way, I did.


  We finally arrive at the ritzy neighborhood that Reeva has her girls stashed away in and drive down to the end of the street. A bright yellow rope cuts off the driveway that leads to the property.


  “What’s up?” I ask as I turn to avoid it.


  “Oh, my God.” Demi presses her fingers to the window. Her heavy breathing fogs up the glass.


  Far in the distance the double door entry is covered with a zigzag of yellow caution tape. There’s a patrol car sitting out front.


  It looks like Reeva is out of business for good. Both Demi and I are stunned as shit.


  “Do you have any way of getting in touch with her?”


  Demi shakes her head, dazed at the sight.


  “I’ll text Eva.”


  It takes thirty minutes for Demi to learn that Reeva was arrested along with several of the girls. The house has shut down permanently. The DEA came in posing as a group of wealthy investors and busted a drug ring that was moving through some of the girls, Reeva included. All of their belongings, their earnings have been confiscated by this branch of the federal government. The real kicker is it all went down twenty minutes after Demi and I walked out the door. A couple of girls managed to split, and Eva was one of them.


  “Well, we are in a shithole, my friend,” Demi whispers as I drive us toward Brody.


  “We’re going to be just fine.” I offer it up with nothing really to back it.


  No money equals no place to stay, so I call Caleb, and he rents us a room at his hotel for the first few nights.


  I show up in court Wednesday morning sporting a suit that Caleb lent me. The pants are tighter than I like, and I can’t help thinking my shoulders look like they belong on the football field. The judge walks in and dismisses the charges against me as soon as Caleb lets her in on the facts. I was just some pointless dick who kicked Josh on the way out, nothing but a mix up. I glance back at Demi and die a little. If she doesn’t get off for this, I’ll never forgive myself.


  Caleb gets Nora to agree to stay at the specialty clinic where Josh is recovering. It turns out the doctors refuse to be bought, and Josh has to stay put at their facility for the next two months. That clears the way for Demi and I to set up camp at Winter Haven. Demi spends each day trying to resuscitate the place by rearranging sofas to the way she remembered them before Nora came into her life. She pulls her mother’s china out from under the stairwell and makes dinner each night. On a few occasions, Caleb is our guest. He’s nice enough to give us a loan to float us until the end of this fiasco, and that’s something neither of us thought we’d see—the end. But it did arrive, months later on a crisp Tuesday afternoon. Our parents died on a Tuesday, but I refuse to think of that as some bad omen ready to cloud the day in grief. Today would bring resolution, restitution, and, best of all, victory.


  Caleb built his case around Nora’s control issues, her hand in altering the life insurance policy that she took out on her husband just weeks before he passed away, not to mention the rewriting of the will itself. Caleb nailed her to a wall with evidence that she was fostering an environment of insanity. Dr. Lundgreen took the stand and let Caleb wrangle the truth out of him. Nora’s end goal was to have Demi placed under a conservatorship so she could never claim any rights to the mill. But the damning evidence came when Demi took the stand and testified to sexual abuse at the hand of her stepbrother. She was able to prove, without a doubt, that Nora was aware of the fact Josh was raping her nightly. Nora tried to convince the jury she cared for Demi, that she kept her bedroom intact in hopes she would one day return. Nora even made it a point to have Josh wheeled in, every single day, looking that much more pathetic as the case grew against them. Josh’s presence wasn’t mandatory due to his injuries, but, nevertheless, he graced us with his perverted presence. It took everything in me not to jump over the minuscule barrier and finish the bastard off. But, in the end, there was simply too much evidence against them. Caleb offered up the death warrant to their case in his brilliant closing argument when he reminds the jury of Dr. Lundgreen’s testimony regarding the brakes. Josh refused to take the stand and so did Nora, painting themselves guilty by their unwillingness to refute the fact. Caleb bowed as he finished his closing remarks. It was all I could do not to applaud.


  The jury foreman reads from the notecard in his hand. “We, the jury, find Nora Easton Brookhurst guilty on charges of murder in the first degree for conspiring and detailing plans to manipulate Bradley Brookhurst’s automobile. And under the felony murder rule we find Nora Easton Brookhurst guilty of the deaths of John and Lena Jackson.”


  My heart stops. I don’t hear anything else. Demi and I hold each other long after Nora and Josh are hauled away. The steel mill is reverted back to Bradley Brookhurst’s only surviving heir, his only daughter, Demi. The sale to the overseas investor is halted in escrow. The mill belongs to Demi free and clear, along with Winter Haven.


  The judge and jury yielded to the evidence, and both Nora and Josh are sentenced to seven and fifteen, years respectively. Of course, they won’t be hitting any hardcore prisons, this is camp cupcake, camp bring-your-racket-and-irons. In the end, all they were in for was some serious R and R at their respective minimum-security prisons.


  Soon the circus is over, and it’s just Caleb, Demi, and me in the parking lot.


  “How should we celebrate?” I spin Demi in a circle under a navy sky. Her hair floats out in long blonde ribbons, her lips curved in a smile the entire time.


  Caleb considers this. “Tonight should be about the two of you. I’ll take a rain check. In fact, I’ll take you both out for a nice dinner back in Loveless sometime next week. As for me, I think I’ll head back up the mountain.” He slaps me five, and Demi is quick to pull him into an embrace.


  “I owe you everything.” She swallows hard, fighting back tears.


  “You owe me nothing.” He pats her arm and nods over to me. “You owe me six hundred bucks. I’ll see you both back at the lake.”


  “So you’re really sticking around?” I’ve never seen Caleb more than six weeks at a time. He was summer stock on the hill. He came and went with the tourists.


  “Looks that way. I’m having a good time at my uncle’s law firm.” He glances in the direction of the mountain. “Not to mention, I’ve got some unfinished business.” His features sour as if his unfinished business isn’t going as planned.


  He takes off, and it’s just Demi and me.


  I press my lips to her forehead. “What’s next?”


  “I think maybe we should head up the mountain, too. It’s time to go home.”


  “Home.” I pull her in so hard I’m afraid I might break her. “Now that’s something I can wrap my head around.”
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  Loveless glows in a patchwork of pink and gray clouds. The evening sun squats low over the horizon turning the water into a golden mirror.


  Zoey’s car is out front. The lights are on in the cabin, and there’s smoke puffing out of the chimney as fall barrels over summer and takes her seat on the seasonal throne.


  “You’re going to love fall at the lake.” I pull Demi in as we make our way up the steps. I bury my face in her hair and just take in her scent. It’s Demi and me from now on. That’s exactly how I want it—I’m sure our parents would have wanted it that way, too.


  “Just fall? I’m pretty sure I’ll love winter, spring, and summer, too. In fact, I believe I already have.” Demi jumps on her tiptoes and runs her tongue from my lips to my ear. “But what I love most of all is you, Gavin Jackson.”


  Zoey presses her face against the glass and gives a wild wave from inside.


  “You ready to deal with my sister?” Hell, I’m not sure I am.


  “We’re family, remember?” She gives my stomach a scratch. “She’s my sister, too.”


  I melt at her words. I’m dust. This is exactly why she’s the perfect woman for me. Anyone brave enough to claim Zoey as family has my respect and all of my heart to go along with it.


  Zoey runs out screaming as if the roof were on fire.


  “I love you! I’m sorry I’m such a pain in the ass! Please don’t leave me like that again.” Her arms coil tight around me. “You’re not going to prison are you?”


  “Not this time. Do I have to kill Warren?” I pull back and examine her. I haven’t seen her in what feels like years even though it’s been ten weeks. Her hair is cut short around her shoulders, and she’s wearing bright red lipstick that makes her look far more like a woman than the little girl I’ve been trying to shelter under my wing.


  “Warren and I are just friends.” Her face sours as she says his name. “Demi.” Zoey wraps her arms around the woman I’m about to make my wife, and it warms me. For the first time since we lost our parents, we’re starting to feel like a family again. “I missed you. I’m sorry about those horrible names I called you.”


  “It’s okay.” She looks to me and nods. Demi and I have given Zoey the briefest of updates on the trial. I asked her not to pay too much attention to any coverage. In a small way, I wanted to shelter Zoey until Demi and I were home and could give her a play by play ourselves. Demi wants the whole truth spilled out for Zoey tonight. She wanted to wait until we could tell her in person about the role Demi’s father played in our parents’ lives that fateful day. But first, the scent of something fantastic is coming from the stove—fresh baked chocolate chip cookies.


  “So what’s up with school?” I pull Zoey in on one side and Demi on the other as we head inside. “Shoot straight with me.”


  “I’m taking a gap year. Mr. Westfield says that Caleb might need an assistant, so I’ve already sort of got a job.”


  “Caleb, huh?” I look over at Demi, and she shrugs. I guess it could be worse. It could be Warren she’s still wagging her tongue after.


  “But don’t worry”—Zoey zips to the oven and pulls out a batch—“I’ve got my sights set on a few boys in the office. So many to choose from, so little time.”


  Crap. Demi shakes her head, so I don’t say a word.


  We sit Zoey down and tell her all about the tragedy that unfolded all those years ago on a dark road when a sports utility vehicle met up with a Chevy Malibu in the most horrific way. Tears are shed. Zoey pulls out the family albums, and we share pictures and old memories with Demi. This time she doesn’t run. This time we heal our wounds, sew them up and bind them with love.


  We’re finally healing.


  Together we’re already healed.
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  Love at the Lake
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  Demi


   


   


  They say you can see God’s face in Earth’s beauty—see his shadowed countenance on a clear, starry night. But I’m convinced you don’t have to look further than the person who loves you most. For me that person is Gavin. I see God pouring his glory through that achingly kind, gorgeous man. The divine way he moves, the generous way he serves me breakfast each morning—eggs sunny side up with toast, jelly, and a smile. Gavin bled eternal salvation when he rescued me from the most dangerous person of all, myself. It’s true, Gavin testifies to God’s glory by simply being himself. In the end all of my prayers were answered in the most heart-wrenching, spectacular way.


  The sun is high this late October morning. Gavin and I rushed around all month getting our paperwork done, blood drawn, and today is the day we’re exchanging I do’s down at the lake. Kennedy insisted on taking care of a few details. I offered to compensate her fully, but she’s insistent that I donate to my favorite charity instead—and I will. Gavin and I created a charity that aids physically and emotionally abused runaways who have nowhere to go. We’ve decided to call it Tuesday’s Child.


  I glance out at the paper-white sky. The trees stab into the stratosphere like dark swords still safe in their sheaths. A group of sparrows dart across the way, singing their homage to the maker himself. It’s beautiful. I’m so glad we’ve made Loveless our home.


  Caleb is helping Gavin and I convert Winter Haven into a retreat for families with young children, there’s even interest from a local church that would like to use it as a winter camp. We’ve installed an ice skating rink out back and are in the process of building an indoor swimming pool with a full-fledged gym for the guests. That part was Gavin’s idea. An involuntary smile comes to my lips. But the best part of the renovation is what we’ve decided to do with the attic. Gone are the pink padded walls, the bars—the lockdown unit as a whole has been forever dismantled. In its place is a recreation room with pinball machines and a pool table. We’ve outfitted it with three flat screen TVs and rows of theater seating. There’s an empty space just over the fireplace that we’re saving for our wedding picture because true love won out in the end.


  We’ve removed those depressing dusty windows and added on an expansive deck. From there you can see all of Hayworth, and at night downtown Brody glitters like stardust. If you look to the left you can see the mountains, and somewhere up at the top of the highest peak sits Lake Loveless. But if you look dead ahead you can see the steel mill. My father’s pride and joy gleams at sunset like a supernova, a star expending all its glory in that one singular place. Standing there, I can almost feel my father bless me with a kiss from heaven. I fought for him and for my mother, for Gavin’s parents, too. All of the sins of the past are washed anew. Winter Haven, the mill, they finally get their happy endings.


  In the afternoon, Reese and Kennedy come over and help me with my wedding dress—my mothers. I dug it out of an old storage trunk that was buried deep in the bowels of Winter Haven. It was dusty and musty, but Kennedy helped me get it to a seamstress in town and transformed it into a modern work of art—strapless with a sweetheart neckline, Italian lace that’s been bleached white as snow.


  “Wow.” Kennedy shoves her fists onto her hips as she examines me up and down. “Damn, you look hot.”


  I give a little twirl in the mirror with my fingers clasped over my mother’s pearl necklace. It oversaw my birth. It’s only fair it should see my wedding. Reese pinned my hair up and secured a long flowing veil over the top. It’s hard not to cry seeing myself looking like a storybook princess especially when my mother and father, Gavin’s mother and father won’t be here to see it.


  “Hey?” Reese wraps her arms around me. “Everything is going to be just fine. I promise. That boy loves you like nobody’s business.”


  “I know.” Gavin’s love is the fuel that gets me through each and every day.


  “It’s time!” Zoey bursts through the door in a tight black dress that screams nightclub more than it does wedding, but I appreciate her effort. I pick up my phone and give a wistful smile. I’ve been texting Eva nonstop since last weekend. A tiny part of me won’t feel settled unless she’s here.


  We head out, and I can hear the music coming from the Westfield estate. Kennedy and Reese insisted on hosting the event at their parents’ home. Kennedy starts up the golf cart, and we all hop in with Zoey holding my dress. They offered that I get dressed at their place, but I wanted some of the memories to be from the cabin.


  As soon as we pull up to the back of the venue my body electrifies as the music shifts gears to a cheery rhythm—the traditional bridal march. This is happening. Somehow, someway, my life is back on track.


  “Hey”—Zoey pulls me in, looking into my eyes with a sincerity I’ve yet to see in her—“Gavin has a little surprise. Try not to lose your shit.” She pretends to dust my shoulder. “It’s your wedding day. Things are supposed to feel magical.” Her lips twist. “Unexpected even.” She takes off down the aisle.


  I’ve asked Zoey to stand up for me, and Ace, of course, is Gavin’s best man. Sweet and simple—that’s how we want it.


  I peer down as far as my eye can see, and I’m stunned by the bushels of flowers lining the aisle. There’s a behemoth arch comprised of white roses. It looks anything but sweet and simple. It looks like Reese and Kennedy pulled out all the stops, and I’m glad. A storybook love deserves a storybook ending.


  Kennedy leads me to the mouth of the petal-laden walkway that trails all the way to the lake.


  “Are you ready to do this?” She adjusts my veil one last time.


  “Ready as I’ll ever be.” I smooth my hands over my mother’s dress, and I feel her. She’s wrapped around me in a haze of love, her lavender scent permeating from out of nowhere. Tears come, and I blink them away.


  “Whoa.” A deep voice rumbles from behind and we turn to find Caleb looking fresh from the shower, his signature power suit ready to impress. “Stunning, Ms. Brookhurst.” Caleb smells good, clean. He feels safe and solid as he gives a quick embrace. I steal the moment and pretend it’s my father.


  “Thank you,” I whisper. “And you’re the very last person who will ever call me that. Thank you for that, too.”


  “No problem. You’re a beautiful bride. Gavin is one lucky groom. Don’t worry. You’ll do great.” He holds his arm out to Kennedy. “You mind?”


  She eyes it a moment as if it were a cobra. “Why not?” She turns and blows me a kiss.


  The music starts in on a loop, and I walk that aisle on my own. I imagine my mother on one side, my father on the other—their ghostly impressions comfort me, warm me from head to toe as I inch my way toward the makeshift stage set up at the base of the lake. All eyes are on me, so many unfamiliar faces. It looks as if the entire mountain came out to see us. The crowd presses in on me, rousing my anxiety until I’m a bundle of raw nerves. I’m that same frightened child who lost her father. My knees quiver, turn to water, and I’m half afraid I’ll land on my face. I’ll crawl my way to the altar if I have to. Then I see him—Gavin. Those blue eyes have the power to make both the lake and sky envious of their beauty. His rugged frame is all decked out in a gorgeous, black suit. Gavin has cleverly disguised himself as a wedding topper. He’s the traditional groom today with his caramel hair combed back, his face clean-shaven just for the occasion. His shoulders are wide, his chest is expansive, and, suddenly, I’m wishing we took a cue from Ace and Reese and eloped because do I ever want to be alone with this man right now.


  A peace that surpasses all understanding floods me as I make my way toward the man of my dreams. His love for me draws me in like a magnet. Our future ripples before us slowly at first, making itself scarcely visible like a reflection over the lake.


  In the end, it didn’t matter how we got here. We were simply here. Life gives the strangest gifts, so does death. And, in this case, they teamed up to piece Gavin and I together—two halves of the same broken heart. We fit, and together we’re finally whole.


  “Hey, handsome,” I whisper through my panting. My chest pounds so hard I can hear my heartbeat echo in my throat and ears.


  “God, you’re beautiful.” Gavin wipes the tears from his eyes. “My princess.” He reaches over and caresses my cheek with the back of his hand. “I have a little surprise for you. Hope you won’t mind.” He nods over to an inflated screen, the size of a house, that’s set up on the lawn behind me.


  The surprises in my life haven’t always been so kind, but I trust Gavin, especially on this day.


  The screen blinks to life with what looks like an old movie. A sleepy love song plays hypnotic in the background. Then I see him.


  “Oh, my God.” My knees buckle as Gavin latches onto my waist from behind. It’s my father. He waves at the camera with his dark hair slicked back, a full grin that takes up his entire face. The camera pans back. He’s wearing a tuxedo, standing in a church, and then it hits me as a beautiful women in white, in this exact same dress, walks down the aisle on the arm of my grandfather—it’s their wedding day.


  “Mom,” I whisper. I have never called her that. I never had the privilege to say that word until this very moment. Gavin has given me that gift, and I’ll never forget it, never forget any of this.


  Tears pour like rain as we watch a brief montage of my parents’ wedding, their first kiss as Mr. and Mrs. Brookhurst, the cutting of the cake, and them playfully smashing it into one another’s face. My father scoops up his bride, and they wave to the camera, the music cuts out as static fills the air. “It’s time to start my happily ever after,” my father’s voice comes in clear and crisp as if he were standing right here, and I drink it down, let it swill in my mind—my body—like fine wine. I haven’t heard him in so long, and I rearrange the words and sounds until he’s whispering I love you right in my ear. My body lights up with a wave of shock and elation. “I’m off to love my bride.” He kisses my mother as they take off in the night.


  A gentle laugh rolls through the crowd, and I give a soft giggle through tears. I had seen old home movies of my mother, but I had never seen her beaming the way she did on her wedding day. I know how she felt, marrying the man of her dreams. Here I am marrying mine.


  “That was beautiful.” I sneak a kiss to Gavin’s lips and a small applause breaks out.


  “There’s one more.”


  I turn back to the screen where the love song bleats through the speakers once again, and this time it’s a different bride and groom exchanging vows. My heart stops. The entire lake hushes to a whisper. That groom bears a striking resemblance to the man I’m about to marry. These are Gavin’s parents.


  I want to bury my face in his neck. It’s almost too painful to watch.


  He gives a firm squeeze, and we look together as his beautiful mother, in her high collar dress, her pearl dotted sleeves, pledges her undying affection to the man of her dreams. The camera focuses in tight on Gavin’s father, and I gasp at how eerily similar they are. I know those eyes, those lips, that face.


  Dear God, I have never seen two people look so much alike.


  “Gavin.” His name lingers on my lips with a hint of tragedy in its inflection.


  The montage continues with a quick tour of their reception, then the music cuts out as they’re about to pile into his truck.


  “So where you headed?” The person manning the video camera asks.


  “To heaven.” Gavin’s father gives his bride a quick kiss, and my heart breaks on so many levels.


  The videographer chuckles. “How about you, Lena. Anything you’d like to say?”


  She blows a kiss. “To future generations of Jacksons! Love with all your heart!” She swoons into her new husband. “Don’t ever let a day go by without saying I love you.” They give a brief wave to the camera before landing one last sweet kiss. The screen cuts out, and everybody in a one-mile radius is soaked with tears.


  I spin into Gavin and grip him with an unearthly strength. Our eyes meet, and we hold a solemn gaze, taking in the gravity of who we are, how far we’ve come. Those people, our parents, all of their lives collided in the very worst way, well, maybe with the exception of my mother, but, nevertheless, for me it was the long, thorny road to Gavin’s arms. I’m not sure how horrified I should be, but I’d like to believe that fate would have woven our lives together regardless.


  “Thank you,” I mouth.


  He gives a gentle nod. His eyes are smiling again. It’s that neat trick I pray he never forgets because it makes me feel special and wanted and loved beyond measure. His hands never leave my waist. Gavin holds me as we exchange vows. The moment he slips that ring on my finger, the sun sets just over the lake, and the water explodes in a flash of golden light. God is blessing us. Heaven has opened up, and our parents are blessing us, too.


  We kiss right then with a tangerine halo swallowing us in its glory.


  His lips linger over mine, and my mouth falls open. Gavin falls into my world, my life, my soul.


  The wind gives an audible roar. It says, welcome to your greatest moment.


  Welcome to the rest of your lives.


  This is meant to be.
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  The Westfield’s expansive front lawn has been transformed into a magical wonderland of flowers, twinkle lights, and enough candles to burn down the mountain with one wayward spark.


  Dinner is a feast, but I’m too hopped up on my new social upgrade to Mrs. Gavin Jackson to eat a single bite. In fact, I’m far more interested in dessert. This is the happiest day of my life, and I’ve got honeymoon on the brain. Gavin and I are staying right here in Loveless, at the cabin—alone.


  I spot Zoey at the end of the buffet hitting on Caleb. Zoey promised no interruptions and vowed to stay put at the boathouse. I think that was her way of letting Gavin know there wouldn’t be any extra curricular sleepovers at Warren’s.


  A pair of cool hands slip over my eyes from behind, and a familiar voice hums the word boo right into my ear.


  “Eva!” I spin into her. I’d know that raspy, gravely, smoked-a-thousand-cigarettes growl anywhere.


  “I missed the wedding. Sorry!” Her tiny lips invert.


  “I’m just glad you’re here.” I pull her into a nice, strong hug. Her perfume is harsh and overbearing much like her personality, and I love every lungful of it. “God, I’ve missed you.” Eva is the only family I had for so long. She’ll always be my family, my sister, right along with Zoey now.


  She takes a step back with her hair curled tight and sprayed, strong as a helmet, her fuchsia lips cause a riot all on their own.


  “Whew!” She shakes her hands as if I were too hot to handle. “You, my friend, make a beautiful bride.”


  “Thank you.” I pull Gavin in close. “And he makes a gorgeous groom.”


  “Oh, honey”—Eva’s mouth drops open—“he’ll make a hell of a ride.”


  “Eva!” I laugh, swatting her. “You’re one hundred percent right.”


  “Glad you could make it. It means everything to Demi and me.”


  Gavin goes to shake her hand, but in true Eva fashion, she pulls him in hard and fast. Eva has never been shy to reel in a handsome man.


  “Oh, hon—if you’re marrying my best friend, you’d better give me a hug because you’re as close to a brother-in-law as I’ll ever get.” She pulls back, inspecting him. Tears refract in her eyes, and a softball stops up my throat at the sight. Eva is tough as iron. It would figure that Gavin has the capability to melt her corroded heart—he did mine.


  “And you’re as close to a sister-in-law as I’ll get.” He pats her back. “It’s always nice to meet family.”


  Family. My entire body warms at the idea. Gavin and I are building the perfect family with those we care about most. I love that he’s accepting of just about everyone. That’s what I love most about him. He has a genuine heart for people.


  Eva plucks at one of her frozen curls, stiff as a pipe cleaner. “It’s sort of my last night on the job.” She holds up her phone. “Got a call right here at the lake tonight.”


  “Loveless?” My curiosity is piqued. “Do tell.”


  “It’s one of Reeva’s regulars. He wants me to meet him at some boathouse in an hour.”


  Gavin and I exchange looks.


  “Don’t go.” I take up both her hands. “Where are you staying?”


  “I’m in a motel in Brody not far from the old hoe-house.” She makes a face when she says it.


  “I got the mill back.”


  “You did?” She jumps up onto me, and I carefully pry her off in the event I have a daughter who might want to wear this dress in a few decades. I shoot a sly smile to my groom. I want Gavin’s babies inside me ASAP. “I knew it!” Eva squeals. “I knew you could do it.”


  “I’ll get you a position at the plant. Secretarial, shipping and receiving—you name it, it’s yours.” There’s no way I’m letting Eva go back to that lifestyle. Now that fate is dolling out happily ever afters, it’s high time Eva gets hers.


  “Really?” Her mouth falls open.


  “Really. You can even stay at Winter Haven if you like.”


  “The hall of horrors?” She dips her knees with excitement. “You’re the best, Demi!” She wraps her arms around me again, and it’s as if the final piece to the puzzle has fallen into place. Eva will be safe, provided for, loved like a sister—by me.


  “Under one condition”—I pull her hand to my chest—“you don’t go to that boathouse. I’ll ask my friend, Kennedy, if she can find you a bed for the night. Stay, enjoy the party.”


  Eva’s eyes fill with tears, and she blinks them away. “You know how to make all a girl’s wishes come true.”


  “I learned from the best.” I glance to Gavin with a look that says I plan on thanking you properly later. Oh, the sexual places we’ll go. A lewd smile floats up my cheeks at the Suess-esque reference.


  “Speaking of you two hooking up.” Eva fumbles around in her purse and pulls out an overstuffed envelope. “It’s all there. I counted twice.” She covers her mouth. “I made it rain, if you know what I mean. Woo!” She throws her hands in the air, and her hips sway to the music. Eva freezes for a second, and her features morph into grief. “You didn’t hear, did you?”


  “Hear what?” The girls from Reeva’s pleasure palace run through my mind. I wouldn’t want a thing to happen to any one of them.


  “Reeva passed away.”


  “What?” My heart sinks.


  “I’m sorry, hon! I should never have told you tonight. I didn’t mean to bum you out. She had a stroke, and it was downhill from there.” She shrugs. “She mentioned you the day before it happened. It was the last thing she said to me.”


  “What was that?” I lean into Gavin for support.


  “She said Demi got it right.” She looks from me to Gavin. “She said true love always wins.”


  Eva gives us both a quick hug before heading to the buffet.


  Her words resonate like a chorus—true love always wins. Reeva wanted that her whole life and didn’t get it. And on her last day she spoke of me finding it. I turn to Gavin and pick up his hands. We do have it. We have what the entire world is aching for. The stars should be jealous of the way he loves me because the sky doesn’t care for them as much.


  I pinch the envelope in my hand. “You mind if we donate this?”


  “MS research?” Gavin knows me so well.


  I give a weak nod. “I owed her a bit more, so I’ll probably pad it.” Two hundred thousand dollars more to be exact. But I don’t mind. Reeva was always padding things for me. “I think we should get out of here.” I wrap my arms around his neck, and take in how alarmingly sexy this man looks under the silver moonlight.


  His lids hood low. “What’s your hurry?” His cheek twitches, and my insides cinch.


  Gavin Jackson is a firebrand I’m anxious to sear over my body.


  “For one, I have a shiny new husband to make love to.” I graze my nails over the back of his neck. “But, if you want, we can sneak away and have a little fun of our own. He’ll never have to find out.”


  Gavin knocks his head back with a lewd grin expanding on his lips. “Caught red-handed, Mrs. Jackson. I’m afraid all the fun you’ll be having from now on will be with me.”


  “Sounds like a dream come true.”


  “It will be.”


  I wrap my hand around his tie and glide my fingers down the length of it. It’s cool, and slick, and deliciously phallic. Everything about Gavin is arousing me on an unnatural level.


  “Are you licensed to carry this weapon?” I give his tie a quick yank.


  “I have a far more powerful weapon I’m going to pull on you.” He nips a kiss at my ear. “Put in you.” He kisses my lips through his signature grin. “But if you don’t keep still, I’m not above tying you to the bedpost.” He drops a kiss to my collarbone. “I have a belt I can use if you like.”


  “Oh, I plan on being very, very restless—and very, very naughty.” I bite my lower lip so hard, my teeth almost puncture through. Gavin has me worked up, ready to consummate our union in the nearest bush. “Hey, how did you get that footage of my parents’ wedding?” I trace his jaw with my finger as we walk into the night.


  “While we were rummaging for the dress, I stumbled upon an old VHS tape. The idea hit me right then. I shoved it in my jacket, and the rest is history.”


  “Our history.” I jump up and kiss his cheek. “It was the best present ever.” I dip my gaze below his hips a moment. “You think you can top that?”


  “If not I’ll spend the rest of my life trying.” He grazes his teeth over my neck. “I sort of like you on top anyway.”


  “As you wish.” My hand glides down his back, and I hook my fingers in the seam of his pants. “I sort of have a present for you, too.” I wince because I’m not exactly sure how he’ll react. “I bought Jackson’s Lumber back for you.”


  His brows rise. He looks amused more than anything else, since we’ve already made Warren four ridiculous offers.


  “What did it finally take?” He rubs his eyes trying to hide his frustration with Warren McCarthy.


  “Twenty thousand.”


  “That was our first offer.” He looks skeptical, and he should.


  “He said he’d take it if I made him my new accountant. And, since I don’t want anything to do with any of Nora’s hired hands—I agreed. Do you think he’ll steal?”


  “No. But we’d better watch him anyway.” Gavin dips his lips to the hollow of my neck. “Thank you.”


  “I just wanted to make sure everything got to where it was supposed to be.”


  “I think we’re supposed to be somewhere.” His gaze drills into mine. His eyes are flirting, amused, smiling, and it sets off a firestorm in my stomach.


  We head toward the cabin and walk straight into Ace, Reese, and Kennedy down near the shore.


  “You did it!” Reese gives us both a hug. “Welcome to the club.”


  “Way to make me feel left out.” Kennedy lifts her face to the moon as if she were taking in the rays.


  “It’s not all about you, Ken.” Reese gives her a light knock with her arm. “It’s about me.” She winks.


  I fill Kennedy in on needing a place for Eva and point her out as she quickly becomes a one-woman show on the dance floor.


  “No problem.” Kennedy turns a shoulder up at Reese. “See? I won’t be alone tonight after all.”


  Caleb comes by and joins our circle. “I’m taking off. Good job, you two. Have fun tonight. Keep it G.” He socks Gavin in the arm. “Kidding.”


  “Thank you for everything. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.” It’s true. Gavin and I owe just about everything to Caleb.


  “Just name your firstborn after me, and we’ll call it even.” He nods at the others before taking off.


  Reese leans into her stepsister. “And there he goes.”


  I gasp at the thought. “Do you have a thing for Caleb?” Holy crap, Kennedy so has a thing for Caleb. I can see her eyes getting all swirly and little pink hearts shooting out of them like a cartoon. Caleb and Kennedy would be perfect.


  “I don’t have a thing for Caleb McCarthy.” She shakes her head a little too aggressively. “For one, he’s a McCarthy. And two, he’s”—she racks her brain for something to add to the list—“he’s an ass. Really, I can’t stand him. He’s twice as self-absorbed as his stupid twat of a cousin. In fact, I think I’d rather date Warren.”


  “Me thinks you protest too much.” I glance over at Gavin. “Sort of the way I did in the beginning.”


  And with that, we say goodnight and start in on the walk home under a starry, starry night.


  No need for wishes.


  I’m Mrs. Gavin Jackson.


  All of my wishes have already come true.


   


   


  Gavin


   


   


  If I were to pick one moment to freeze in time and relive over and over, it would be this one. I pick up Demi and race her up the porch. My lips crash over hers as I open the door. There’s just enough moonlight pouring in, so I don’t bother with the lights. We won’t need them.


  “You ready to do this?” I sweep my lips over her cheek and control the urge to bite into her like a peach.


  “Now and forever.”


  I swing her over the threshold and lock the door in less than two seconds. It was killing me all night to see her in this dress, looking as beautiful as ever, and not being able to manhandle her the way I wanted.


  “Come here.” I reach back and carefully unzip her dress, pulling it over her head and laying it across the couch as if it were a body. I go to wrap my arms around my beautiful bride but stop midflight. “Holy hell.” Demi has on a lace bra and panties that puts the entire Victoria’s Secret catalog to shame. There’s not much to either, and, of what there is, it melts right into her skin.


  “What do you think?” She throws her hands into the air and rotates her hips from side to side.


  “I think you look edible from head to toe, and I’m ready to test the theory.” My chest is already bucking as I struggle to catch my breath. “I also think you’re still a bit overdressed.” My eyes never leave hers as my fingers unhook her bra with expert ease. I pluck her panties until they fall to the floor. Demi is a work of art in the nude. The moonlight licks her every curve, and a touch of jealousy pulses through me at the idea.


  “And what about you?” She pulls my tie and gives an honest effort at tearing off my shirt, but the buttons won’t give. “Sorry.” She wrinkles her nose and looks cute as hell. “I’ll have to go old school.” Demi unbuttons my shirt, dropping a kiss onto my chest after each and every one. I wait with superhuman patience as she unbuckles my belt. My pants and boxers hit the floor in tandem. “That’s more like it.”


  “What about this?” I hold up my tie, and the moonlight spreads over it until it morphs into a long, silver tongue.


  She reels me in with it as if it were a leash. “That, my love, is going to make things interesting.”


  I loop the excess around the back of her neck and bring her face to mine.


  “Yes, it will.” I pick Demi up and take her to the bedroom. Rose petals are strewn over the bed, and a bottle of champagne sits chilling in the corner. She kicks her feet in the air as I glide us over the petals, soft as sin.


  Demi reaches up and takes off her mother’s pearl necklace. Her hand glides to the nightstand, and she exchanges it for the rose gold chain with the pendant I made for her and clasps it around her neck.


  “You plus me equals forever.” She kisses the pendant before letting it fall to her chest.


  “Best kind of math.” I run my finger over the tiny heart.


  “Hope you don’t mind the petals.” Demi scoops up a handful and tosses them in the air. “Kennedy insisted.”


  “I’m glad.” My teeth graze over her ear. “You know what else I’m glad about?”


  Demi reaches down and wraps her hand over me, stroking me until I outright groan.


  “I can guess,” she whispers.


  “That, and the fact everything worked out for a greater good. That’s what we are, Demi”—I brush the hair from her eyes—“we’re good.”


  “We’re perfect. And don’t you forget it.” She pulls me over her, and I drop a kiss onto her forehead.


  “I won’t. In fact, I’ll be sure to jog your memory night after night in the event it starts to slip your mind. Just like this.” My mouth falls over hers. Demi hugs me with her legs, and I ease my way in, burying myself deep inside the woman I love—the woman who just officially became my wife.


  Things happen for a reason. Sometimes a tragic event can lead to the most magnificent blessings. It did for us. Once we swam through the tragedies of our parents, of Nora and Josh and the misery they put Demi through—the ironies life gave with Warren McCarthy, of all people, working for us—or Demi and I finding each other, period—it’s pretty clear this marriage bed was the destination all along. It was a long winding road on a runaway train, but, here we are, arriving safely at the station—ready to begin a new journey, a better one, together.


  “You ready to rock this bed?” I pull her wrists together and bind them with my tie.


  A laugh gets trapped in her throat. “You think you’re smart don’t you, Jackson?”


  “I know I am. I have you beneath me don’t I, Jackson?” I pull her wedding ring up to my lips and kiss it.


  “I guess you are.” She grinds her hips into me, and I lose it. I thrust into Demi like my life depends on it. Her hips move with mine gentle at first, then with a hacking rhythm that meets me right where I need to be.


  We burn the sheets all night with our insatiable desire, and I run my lips over every square inch of her, making love to her with my tongue, with my hands, with my whole body. I want Demi to know she’s in for a lifetime of pleasure. God gave me a gift, and I plan to cherish her each day in just this manner, just as prolifically.


  Demi and I are more than lovers, more than friends, we’re family. She is my wife, my everything—the sun in this ever-present darkness known as life. Demi brings the sunshine—every day is brighter with her in it.


  Demi blesses me with a kiss that could take down kingdoms.


  I move inside her, and we start all over.


  I’ve never felt more complete, more like a man than I do tonight with Demi. I’m glad she landed in the right boathouse all those months ago. Fate brought us together that afternoon—after all, she was mine to begin with. And I’m hers in every single way. Demi has me on a string, floating off the helium of her love.


  I’m all hers.


  And I’m damn glad she’s mine.


  Demi and I are happy.


  We knock that headboard into the night like machine gun fire. I don’t care if the entire lake is lit up by the racket. Demi and I are writing a love song, sending it into the night on a rocket straight to heaven. This is Morse Code for we’re doing just fine, better than fine.


  Demi and I didn’t meet due to the unfortunate circumstances that led to the demise of our families. If fate hadn’t led her into my boathouse, we would have connected some other way. Maybe we would have met at Yeats, at some frat party in front of the beer pong table, at the library bantering about feminism—at a gas station filling up our tanks. Fate would have worked out the details even if tragedy never intervened. When two people are meant for one another there isn’t a thing the seven-billion people on this planet can do to get in their way. They simply find each other.


  Demi and I found each other.


  We found love and family.


  We made it.


  We’re finally home.


   


   


  A Note from the Author


   


   


  Thank you for reading Beautiful Illusions (Beautiful Oblivion #2). If you enjoyed this book please consider leaving a review at your point of purchase.


   


  Look for Beautiful Elixir (Beautiful Oblivion #3), Kennedy and Caleb’s story coming 2015!
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