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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    


    “I can smell it,” Ward says, his eyes lighting up and his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “Fuck me, I can smell it!”


    He’s wearing one of those grins that makes my insides feel like mush and tilting his head toward the open window of the car. The wind pushes his auburn hair up in every direction, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He’s too busy breathing in that unmistakable briny scent that means we’re getting closer to our destination, that we’re almost to the ocean.


    I smile to myself and reach my hand out my own window. The air presses against my palm, and the sun beats down on my skin. I wiggle my fingers, trying to soak up the warmth. Some of my curls have come loose from my ponytail again, and they whip across my face. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, following Ward’s example and tasting the first hint of our destination on the wind. By my estimation, we’re still an hour away from the beach, but the evergreens on either side of the highway have already started to give way to palm trees and marshlands. I hear the screech of a bird overhead, and I don’t even have to open my eyes to know it’s a seagull.


    I love the beach. Always have. But my current excitement has nothing on Ward’s. He’s been grinning like that all day, and I doubt he can even feel his cheeks anymore.


    I lift my lids slightly and peek at him from beneath my lashes. He’s still leaning toward the window, and I bet it’s taking all of his willpower to keep his head inside the car and his eyes on the road. It melts me, this strangely boyish side of him—or maybe it’s just the way the afternoon sun is hitting his face, setting off the strong line of his chin and the thin layer of red-brown stubble that’s sprouted along his jaw and cheeks. Something flutters in my chest. Back at Huntington Manor, he kept himself clean-shaven, but there wasn’t exactly time to grab toiletries during our mad escape from the estate I once called home. While this new look of his is different, there’s something undeniably attractive—undeniably rugged—about it, and my whole body warms as my gaze lingers on him.


    He turns his head slightly, his eyes flicking to me before returning to the road. “What?”


    I’ve been caught. I open my eyes fully.


    “Nothing,” I say lightly. But he catches my smile.


    “What?” he asks again with a laugh. “Come on, Lou.”


    I prop my feet up on the dashboard and push my hair out of my eyes. We’re starting to pass billboards for beachier places now, and I try to focus on the pastel-colored advertisements—Charlie’s Crab Hut! Aquatic Funland! Spotter’s Dolphin Tours!—and ignore the heat flooding my neck. We’ve been on the road together for a few days now, but he still manages to make me flustered sometimes. Like when he uses my real name.


    Back at Huntington Manor, he knew me as Addison Thomas. I had to lie about my identity to get a job there. If anyone had known I was Louisa Cunningham—of the disgraced Cunningham family who once owned the elaborate estate—well… things would have gotten complicated.


    I wince. At the end of the day, things did get complicated. Not only do they know who I am, but they know I caused substantial damage and chaos at the property. Even if they were willing to forgive the fact that I lied about my name, they’re not going to forget the stunt I pulled with the sprinkler system. I’m sure I cost them substantial amounts of money.


    And not only that, but I ran away from my brother. Calder and I haven’t exactly been on easy terms since our father’s death, and I know he won’t understand why I felt the need to trick my way into a job at the estate. Or why I didn’t want to see him when he showed up at the gate to drag me off. He’s never really understood any of it.


    But I don’t want to think about the stupid things I’ve done. Not right now.


    “Well?” Ward says, reminding me that I’m supposed to be answering his question. “Don’t think I’m letting you off the hook.”


    I look back at him—at the wide curve of his mouth, at the hard muscles of his body that are only barely contained by his flimsy T-shirt, at every bright, sexy inch of him—and all thought of Huntington Manor slips away.


    “I just think it’s cute how excited you are,” I say.


    He makes a face. “Cute?”


    “What’s wrong with ‘cute’?”


    “So I’m… what? A baby bunny? Exactly what every guy wants to hear.”


    I laugh. “You know what I mean.”


    “All I know is that if you think I’m cute, I must be doing something wrong.” He shoots me another look. “Maybe I should fix that.”


    “You’re taking this way too seriously.”


    He doesn’t answer. Instead, he reaches over and puts his hand on my thigh.


    “What are you doing?” I ask.


    “Fixing this.”


    “Oh, yeah?” I say. “And how exactly do you plan to do that?”


    The corner of his mouth curls up, and I know I’m in trouble even before he slides his hand forward. His fingers only brush lightly against my jeans, but it’s enough to send a shiver all the way up my leg. I start to pull my feet down off the dashboard, but he clamps his hand down on my thigh.


    “Stay there,” he says, and there’s a wicked edge to his tone that I don’t want to disobey. His grip loosens, and his fingers dance across the inside of my thigh before drifting slowly up my leg.


    I try to ignore the heat that’s already building in my lower abdomen. After all, we’re in a moving car. It’s not exactly a place I want to get worked up.


    But it’s hard to resist Ward’s touch. Or to keep myself from wishing I’d been wearing a skirt when I ran from Huntington Manor. I escaped with only the handful of things on my body: my jeans, a tank top, a single set of undergarments, and—thank goodness—my wallet, which I’d shoved in my pocket. The only thing protecting me from the full force of Ward’s skilled hand is the pair of jeans I’ve been wearing for the last several days.


    But as his hand continues to move up my leg, I’m forced to admit that the denim is a pretty useless barrier. The fabric presses against my skin, doing little to protect me from the heat of his fingers, and crazy sensations move through my body. The higher he goes, the closer he moves to the place where my legs meet, the dizzier I get. By the time his hand reaches its destination, my breathing is shallow, and I can’t help but let out a whimper as he presses his thumb against the thick seam that runs just over my most sensitive spot.


    “So I’m cute, huh?” he says, his voice low. His fingers move back and forth over the denim, rubbing the seam against me, and I wiggle in my seat.


    “No,” I manage to choke out.


    “Mm. I’m not sure you’ve learned your lesson yet.”


    This is getting increasingly dangerous. I don’t know how I feel about him getting me off in broad daylight in the middle of a moving vehicle. I shoot a glance out the window. There’s no one in the lane next to us right now, but that could change very quickly.


    “You’re not cute,” I say breathlessly. “Not cute at all. You’re very s—ahhhh.” Ward is pushing his knuckle against me. I shift, trying to get away from that delicious pressure, but I can’t seem to find the right position, buckled in the seat as I am.


    “You don’t sound very convincing,” Ward says with a dark laugh. He moves his hand again.


    “You—oh—aren’t cute. You’re hot. Sexy. Mouth—ahh—mouthwateringly gorgeous.”


    His hand pauses. “Mouthwateringly gorgeous. I can deal with that.”


    I relax slightly, thinking his assault is over, but he throws a devilish look at me.


    “Take off your pants.”


    I stare at him. “What?”


    “You heard me. Undo your pants.”


    It doesn’t matter that we’re in a car. Or that Ward should keep his attention on the road and that I should probably be worried about passing drivers getting an unexpected show. Heat pulses through me at the command, and I find myself reaching for my fly. I undo the zipper and push them down. I’m not wearing any panties. I washed my only pair in the sink this morning, and they’re currently drying on the backseat.


    He doesn’t even wait for me to get the jeans to my thighs. He slips his fingers between my legs as soon as I’m showing skin. I squirm on the seat, parting my thighs to give him better access. My head falls back against the headrest and my hand closes around the handle on the door, as if somehow that’ll keep me grounded. The wind continues to whip my hair across my face through the open window, but I don’t bother trying to push the strands out of my eyes again. I hardly notice anything but the growing ache between my legs. It doesn’t matter that we spent last night devouring each other. My body already longs for his again, and I won’t deny him.


    I should have known a handyman would be good with his fingers. I’m tempted to ask him to pull over and do this properly. Or even stop at another motel, somewhere where we can take the time to explore each other fully again. Since running from Huntington Manor, neither of us can seem to get enough of each other. And I don’t just mean physically—some nights, after he’s fallen asleep, I find myself staring at him, just watching him breathe in and out. I don’t know what he’s doing to me.


    I whimper as his finger brushes against my clit, and my core clenches. It’s not fair that he can bring me to this point so quickly, so easily. That my body reacts so completely. Times like this, when he’s touching me, he could ask me to do anything and I know I wouldn’t have the strength to refuse him. I’m under the influence of the world’s most dangerous, most addictive stimulant. He glances over at me again, and just a single piercing look from those blue eyes sends a bolt of pleasure through me.


    I don’t want to be at the brink of madness by myself.


    It takes more energy than it should to move my hand. Even more to reach over to him. My fingers brush against his thigh, then move slowly up his leg. He’s already partially aroused by the time my hand finds him through his jeans, and he hardens further as I curl my fingers around him through the fabric.


    “Lou…” he says. His hand tightens on me, and I let out a little gasp. He takes advantage of my distraction, shifting his thigh away from me and slipping his fingers deeper between my legs.


    “Just trying to—mmm—return the favor,” I manage as my nerves react to the new explorations of his hand.


    “Do you want me to crash?” he says with a laugh. “I’m having enough trouble keeping my eyes on the road as it is.” He looks back in my direction. “Slide your pants down some more.”


    They’re already around my hips. Does he really want me to strip further?


    “Go on,” he says when I hesitate.


    Like I said, I can’t deny him. From the moment I first saw him back at the estate, back when he was just a nameless handyman, something about him stuck with me. And as I got to know him, as I was drawn back to him again and again, that feeling only grew. When he decided to flee with me, when he gave up his job—and his other ties at Huntington Manor—to take me away, it nearly broke me. I can’t even look at him now without my entire body flooding with a feeling I’m afraid to name.


    I push my curls out of my eyes and look out the window. There aren’t any cars on this side, so the coast is clear for the moment.


    Ward laughs again. “No one is going to see you.”


    “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who—ahhhh.”


    “Go on.”


    I don’t hesitate again. I let my feet drop from the dashboard to the floor of the car and I push the jeans down past my knees. Ward chuckles and nudges my thighs farther apart with his wrist. I shouldn’t be surprised when he manages to slip a finger inside of me, but I still cry out in shock and pleasure. I clamp my lips shut immediately and throw another worried glance out the window.


    “Don’t worry,” he says. “No one else can hear you. Just me.”


    Just me. The way he says those words sends a shiver up my spine. The next time he thrusts his finger inside of me, I don’t try to hide my moan. I let my head fall back and give my body over to the glory of his touch. My breath comes in short bursts and my body starts to tense. I tighten my grip on the door handle and lift my hips once more.


    Ward understands me. Not just what brings my body to life—though he figured that out pretty quickly—but who I am beneath all the screw-ups and the recklessness. He’s stuck with me when another guy would have called me a ‘crazy bitch’ and run the other direction. He’s supported me through the madness, even sacrificing his own needs for me. Even now, I can’t forget the thing he confessed to me on our final night at Huntington Manor: that Edward Carolson, the estate’s new owner, is his biological father. Ward took a job at that place in part because he saw it as an opportunity to forge some sort of relationship with the man.


    He gave that up for me. There’s no going back to that job now.


    His fingers move, and I moan again. I ache, and not only for release—I need this connection to him, this physical link to support the emotional one that seems to grow more intense every day.


    The car drifts slowly into the next lane, then toward the shoulder of the highway. My heart leaps, thinking he’s going to pull over to finish the job—and kiss me, and look me in the eyes as he makes me come—but then my belly lurches with the truth. The drifting isn’t intentional. Ward just isn’t paying attention. He seems to notice the second after I do, and his fingers freeze between my legs. He jerks the wheel to the left, swinging us back onto the highway again. Behind us, someone lays on their horn.


    I sit partway up, my pulse thumping. “Do we need to—”


    “Don’t worry. I’ve got it.” He straightens—though his right hand is still between my legs—and tightens his jaw. For a moment, he doesn’t do anything but drive, and I can see from the tension in his shoulders that our near accident has shaken him. But he keeps his fingers on me, and after another quarter mile, he relaxes slightly. His mouth curls up in a grin.


    “You’re going to kill me one day,” he says with a laugh. “I got distracted by those sounds you were making.”


    He twists his finger, and I bite down on the cry of pleasure that rises in my throat.


    “Don’t fight it,” he says, his voice growing rough again. “I want to hear everything.”


    “I don’t want us to end up in a ditch on the side of the road,” I say, then gasp as he brushes my clit in just the right way.


    “Do you have any idea how hard I am right now?” he says. “Fuck, you should hear yourself.”


    “God…” I moan as he strokes me. It doesn’t matter that we paused briefly. My body is more than ready to pick up right where we left off. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears.


    “Spread your legs some more,” he tells me.


    I obey.


    I’m going to come right here in the passenger’s seat, right here while we whip past palm trees and while the wind is thick with the smell of the ocean. I’m throbbing between my legs, and every new intrusion of his hot, eager finger draws me closer. I know I must be making all sorts of noises because Ward continues to murmur encouragements to me, but honestly I hardly understand a word he says. I hear only the rush of my blood in my ears, blaring like a siren.


    It takes me a moment to realize that it actually is a siren. And that’s only because I suddenly catch sight of flashing red and blue lights in the side mirror.


    I bolt completely upright.


    “Ward,” I say. “The cops.”


    Ward’s hand jerks away from me. I throw a glance over my shoulder, praying that the police are just rushing toward a call or chasing down a speeding teenager, but the cruiser is right behind us.


    “Shit,” Ward says.


    I hurriedly yank my jeans back up around my hips. Ward pulls over onto the shoulder of the highway, and all of the humor of a moment ago is gone from his face. There’s a knot in my stomach as I button my fly and straighten my clothes.


    They write tickets for stuff like this, don’t they? But let’s be honest: a couple-hundred-dollar fine isn’t the only thing at stake here. I caused a lot of damage at Huntington Manor. I wouldn’t be surprised if Edward Carolson wants me arrested. And he’s definitely rich and influential enough to have the cops chase me down.


    Breathe, I tell myself. Breathe. You’ll figure this out.


    I should have known this day was coming, that I couldn’t just run away and escape the consequences of what I’ve done. I screwed up. Badly.


    And if I’m being completely honest with myself, I’ve been screwing up for a while now. I’ve made more than my share of bad decisions over the past couple of years or so.


    Sleeping with my project manager while working at my father’s nonprofit organization in Thailand? Yeah—done that.


    Continuing to lead on that project manager for the better part of a year instead of dealing with my grief? Yup—done that, too.


    Assuming a false identity to take a job at my family’s former estate?


    Completely flipping out and causing massive damage at said former estate?


    Seriously, the list goes on and on.


    Of course, I can only get in legal trouble for those last two things. But I’m pretty sure I don’t have the emotional stability to deal with jail right now.


    My stomach twists as we wait for the officer to come to the window. I feel like I’m going to hurl, but I fight it down. Acting like a nervous mess is just going to make me look suspicious.


    I’m not even sure what happens next. Will they just handcuff me and take me away?


    Ward is rolling down his window. The officer outside looks like your everyday, generic cop: dark sunglasses, bad mustache, a few extra pounds around the belly.


    Breathe, I tell myself again. You don’t even know why you were pulled over. Maybe it’s just a routine traffic stop. I pray that I don’t throw up on myself.


    “Good morning, officer,” Ward says cheerfully. He has his usual grin on his face, like there’s absolutely nothing wrong. “What’d I do?”


    The officer doesn’t share Ward’s good humor.


    “Sir,” he says, sliding his sunglasses down his nose, “are you aware you’ve been swerving?”


    Ward laughs. “Oh. Yeah. I had a little sneezing fit back there. Allergy season.”


    The officer glances past Ward to me. My stomach tightens again, but I manage to flash him a smile.


    “Hay fever,” I say with a shrug. It sounds like a lie, even to me, and I don’t think the officer buys it even for a minute. He pushes his glasses back up his nose.


    “Well,” he says to Ward, “I’m going to need to see your license, registration, and proof of insurance.” He looks back at me. “I’m going to need your ID, too, ma’am.”


    I dig my nails into the seat. “Why? I wasn’t driving.”


    “Standard procedure,” he replies. And it’s clear from his tone that arguing won’t help my case.


    Several days ago, I’d considered myself lucky—lucky that even though I’d left my laptop, my entire wardrobe, and all of my other belongings back at Huntington Manor, I’d managed to escape with my wallet. I might not have a cell phone or a way to brush my hair, but at least I have my ID and my credit and bank cards. Right now, though, I’m kind of wishing I had an honest excuse for why I can’t just hand over my driver’s license.


    Of course, I could just lie and tell him I left it at home, but honestly, I’m not sure whether that would help or hurt me right now.


    I pull the wallet out of my pocket. I have two IDs inside: my official Louisa Cunningham driver’s license and my fake Addison Thomas one. I’m tempted to pass the officer the one for Addison Thomas, but though it’s good enough to trick potential employers—or, I’m guessing, the strictest bouncer at the most cautious of bars—any policeman will know it’s fake as soon as he tries to run it through the system. But if I give him my real license and he finds out I’m Louisa Cunningham… well, he’ll have a reason to arrest me either way.


    What the heck am I supposed to do? The car is starting to feel too small, too cramped. Don’t freak out. You’ll get through this.


    Ward has leaned across the console toward me, and now he’s digging through the glove compartment—probably hunting for his car registration. But he brushes the back of his hand against my knee. It’s a subtle gesture, small enough that the cop probably doesn’t even notice it, but it comforts me.


    “I knew I’d regret just shoving my insurance card in here,” he says to the cop as he sifts through the dozens of papers and receipts in his glove compartment. “I swear they design these things to be black holes.” He flashes a grin at the officer, but our new friend doesn’t seem to find the joke all that funny.


    I fumble with my wallet. I consider just closing my eyes and picking one of the cards at random—at least that way I can’t blame myself later for making an outright stupid decision—but my fingers land on the Louisa Cunningham license. I’m done being Addison Thomas. I don’t want to lie anymore.


    “Look, officer,” Ward says, sitting up suddenly. “I’m going to be honest with you. I definitely have insurance, but I can’t find the card. I can call them if you want. But I’m going to warn you, the last time I tried that they put me on hold for—”


    A pickup truck races past us on the highway, so close that the officer actually has to leap out of the way. Three police cruisers with flashing lights zoom after it in close pursuit.


    The cop’s radio crackles. It’s a request for backup.


    My hand is frozen, my fingers curled tightly around the proof of my identity. The officer clears his throat.


    “Well, sir, I guess this is your lucky day,” he says to Ward. “Make sure you pay more attention to the road.” His eyes move to me. “Or take some allergy medication.”


    And with that, he’s trotting back to his car. Before I even have the chance to exhale, his lights are on and he’s back on the highway, joining the chase of whatever idiot is driving that pickup truck.


    That stupid, amazing idiot. Maybe I should send a muffin basket to his jail cell after all of this is over.


    I’m so relieved that I practically melt back against my seat.


    “Well, that was a close one,” Ward says with a laugh. “I haven’t had car insurance in four years.” He turns toward me, his eyes bright, but when he sees my expression, his eyebrows snap together. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


    I feel like an idiot, getting as nervous as I did. I still feel a little queasy. But even though I know I probably overreacted, that my anxieties got the better of me, my voice is still tight when I say, “He wanted to see my ID.”


    That’s a pretty vague way of explaining it, and it takes Ward a minute to get it. But then his eyes darken with understanding.


    “You thought he’d arrest you,” he says softly, reaching out to touch my cheek. “For everything that happened back at Huntington Manor.”


    I close my eyes so I can focus on the caress of his fingers. “It’s possible, isn’t it?”


    He lets out a sigh. “I don’t know. I mean, you didn’t hurt anyone or anything like that. They’re not going to send the FBI after you. It might all depend on how Carolson decides to handle the situation.”


    “That’s the problem.” I slowly peel open my eyes, meeting Ward’s deep blue ones. “I can’t imagine Carolson would just let this go. Why would he let me get away with any of it?”


    “To protect the reputation of Huntington Manor. I can’t imagine having a disgruntled employee trying to destroy the place a week before the grand opening is exactly good press.”


    “I think it’s a little too late to hide anything from the press,” I remind him. Not when I had my meltdown during the project’s Press Week. I sigh. “Do you think there’s any chance I can just walk away from all of this?”


    Ward gives a small shake of his head.


    “I don’t know,” he says.


    He sits back against his seat. His fingers drop from my cheek. I have a lot of reasons to hate Edward Carolson, and his behavior toward Ward and Ward’s mother definitely isn’t the least of them.


    It’s impossible to miss how conflicted Ward is about the man. Carolson might be a bastard and a ruthless businessman, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s Ward’s father. After all these years, Ward finally got the chance to meet the man. He got the chance to build something, however slight, out of the broken pieces of their relationship. Ward might claim to hate Carolson, but he can’t completely hide the complicated feelings beneath that—even if he’s not willing to admit those feelings to himself.


    And I’ve made it even harder for him, I think. I’m the reason he’s here. Rather than working at Huntington Manor—where he’d at least have some chance of working through things with his father—he’s helping me, the girl who sabotaged Carolson’s largest and most public business venture to date.


    It’s easy to forget, when I’m caught up in my own issues, that other people have problems, too. That Ward has problems. He might put on a strong face or a wide grin, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t suffering, too.


    I reach out and brush my fingers against his arm. He smiles over at me, and I lean forward and kiss him. He seems surprised by the initial touch of my lips, but then his mouth opens beneath mine and he pulls me against him. I want to fall deep into him and never leave, all the more because I know that I can’t take back what I’m about to say.


    I break the kiss and pull away—but not far enough to look into his eyes. I don’t want to see his expression when I speak.


    “I want you to go back,” I whisper against his cheek.


    His arms tighten. “What?”


    “Go back. To your father.”


    He draws back. “We’ve had this conversation. I’m not going anywhere.”


    “I’m not asking you to stay,” I say softly. “I’m asking you to go.”


    He grips me by the chin and tilts my face up toward his, forcing me to meet his gaze. His eyes search mine.


    “No,” he says finally.


    I blink. “No?”


    “You asked. My answer is no.” He releases me and cranks the keys in the ignition.


    I just look at him as the engine whirs to life. “If your father finds out you’re helping me—”


    “We’ve talked about this. He probably already knows. And it doesn’t change anything.”


    “Ward—”


    “You can walk away,” he says. “You can get out of this car right now if you want.”


    My voice is quiet. “I don’t want that.” He knows that. But he also needs to know that this isn’t all about me. “I just want you to be happy.” To have everything you deserve.


    He looks over at me again, and his expression softens slightly. “Then let me decide what does that.”


    He doesn’t wait for me to respond. He grips the wheel with both hands.


    “Are you in or out?” he asks. “Because I’m going to the beach.”


    I look out the window. At the palm trees. At the faded billboard for Sandy’s Surf Hut just ahead of us. I want him here. I want this man—this amazing man who makes my body sing and my heart swell with feeling—by my side for as long as he’ll have me. Even if it feels horribly selfish to admit it.


    “Let’s go to the beach,” I say.


    He nods, and then he’s pulling us back onto the highway. I let my hand hang out of the open window, let the rushing air push against my palm once more.


    I’m not sure how long we’ve been driving—one or ten or twenty miles—when I feel the warmth of Ward’s hand on my leg. This time he doesn’t try to do anything. He just squeezes my thigh, and when I look over at him, he smiles without even taking his eyes off of the road.


    There’s a lot of trouble behind us. There’s a lot of trouble here, sitting between us in Ward’s beat-up old sedan. Maybe I’ll be arrested. Maybe my brother will never speak to me again. Maybe Ward will come to regret choosing me over his father.


    But I don’t want to think about Carolson. Or whatever trouble is waiting for us here or back home.


    Home. I can’t really call it that anymore, can I? I mean, Huntington Manor—my family’s old estate—hasn’t technically been my home in almost two years. And even when it still belonged to my family, I spent so much time on the other side of the world, trying to find my purpose in life, that I haven’t had a real home in years. I have nowhere to go. Nowhere to be.


    Except here. With Ward by my side. Figuring things out as we go.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    


    


    The water is cold. I stand just within its reach, right where the waves can lap at my feet and drag broken bits of shell around my toes as they attack and retreat. I don’t move. I let the ocean shift the sand beneath me. It leaves thick, off-white bubbles of sea foam clinging to my skin when it draws back.


    I’d forgotten just how much I love the ocean.


    I abandoned my shoes somewhere up on the dunes, and I’ve rolled my jeans up to my knees. I really, really wish I had my bathing suit right now. I’d love to dive headfirst into the waves.


    Ward doesn’t have that problem. All he had to do was strip down to his boxers. He’s already in up to his thighs, and he seems to have forgotten everything but the expanse of dark blue-green water in front of him. I watch him from my place at the edge of the surf. He’s standing right where the waves are breaking, and he doesn’t even appear to mind that they’re splashing him well past his waist. If anything, that appears to be his goal—to get the greatest splash. A swell of water moves toward him, and he steps right into it, one of those big grins on his face.


    This is his first time seeing the ocean, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so excited. He tries to outrun the next wave, and he almost makes it—until he trips and falls face-first into the water. It might even be intentional—a belly-flop right on top of a broken wave—but I burst out laughing.


    The water pours off of him as he rises, and he shakes the wet strands of his hair out of his face and looks straight at me. A mischievous gleam flashes in his eyes.


    “The water feels great,” he says. “Don’t you want to get in here?”


    I point at my jeans. “I’m not exactly dressed for a swim.”


    His smile widens. “That hasn’t stopped you before.”


    He’s thinking of our last night at the estate. The night I stripped off all of my clothes and jumped into the property’s rooftop pool. It was also the night that I knew that this thing with him was more than just a passing distraction. Heat fills my chest as he steps closer.


    I’m definitely not opposed to skinny-dipping, but I’m pretty sure I’m not allowed to get naked on a public beach in the middle of the day.


    “There are other people here,” I remind him when he’s standing right in front of me. “I can’t just take off my clothes like you. My panties are still in the backseat.” I tilt my head and look down the beach. There’s a family not twenty yards away, and their kids can’t be more than four or five.


    Ward’s gaze moves up and down my body. I flush beneath his blatant admiration, and I’m not even sure I want to know what sort of thoughts are going through his head right now.


    “I didn’t come here to swim alone,” he says finally. “I think we just have to improvise.” And before I can ask him what he means, he scoops me up in his arms.


    “Ooooh, no,” I say as he spins around and starts walking back into the waves. “I swear, if you—”


    “I’m so scared,” he says with a laugh. He starts swinging me, and I squeal and throw my arms around his neck, trying to latch on to him. If he tries to throw me in the water, then he’s coming in with me.


    And sure enough, on the next swing Ward attempts to toss me into an oncoming wave. But I hold on tight, and as I fly through the air, I pull him unceremoniously after me. We crash into the water at the same time.


    Saltwater shoots up my nose. My arms flap wildly as my feet scrabble for the sand beneath me. By the time I’m upright again, I’m drenched from my hair to the hem of my jeans.


    But at least Ward is too. His hair has flopped across his eyes again, and before he can push it back, I pounce on him. He tumbles backward, but he manages to grab my arms. I fall on top of him, and once again I’m pulled underwater.


    This time he doesn’t release me as we surface. We’re both laughing and coughing up water, but I bat at him and try to squirm away. The water is almost up to my chest right here, and everything I’m wearing clings to my body.


    “Now my clothes are soaked,” I say in mock outrage.


    “They’re just clothes.”


    “They’re the only clothes I have. And wet jeans are probably the most uncomfortable thing in the world.”


    “Then take them off.” He flashes his teeth.


    I shake my head at him. “You know I can’t.” I jerk my chin in the direction of the family on the beach.


    “I was just reminding you of the simplest solution.”


    “You were just trying to get me naked, you mean.”


    “That too.”


    He laughs again and loops his arms around my waist. But when our eyes meet, some of the humor in their depths is replaced by a look that makes my toes curl against the ocean floor.


    After those few moments of tension in the car, I’m glad things are back to normal between us. Or at least as “normal” as they can be, given our circumstances.


    Ward seems to have forgotten that I tried to send him away earlier. He leans down and captures my mouth, kissing me roughly, and my whole body ignites with sensation. It burns hottest where my skin meets his.


    When he finally releases my lips, I feel like I could float away.


    “So,” I say softly. “What do you think of the ocean?”


    His eyes lift from mine, looking past me out toward the horizon. I can’t even remember my first time at the shore, and I can only imagine what he’s feeling right now. As he considers his answer, I spread my hands and slide them up his bare back, reveling in the hardness of his muscles.


    “It doesn’t look so different from Lake Michigan,” he says after a moment. “Not that I got to spend a lot of leisure time at the beach growing up.” Ward grew up in Chicago with his mom, and from what he’s told me, they were barely getting by. He essentially had the exact opposite of my childhood.


    “But you know,” he continues, “it might look the same, but it’s completely different. The water’s warmer here. And the sand is strange. And of course everything’s salty.” He takes a deep breath, still looking at the wide expanse beyond me. “But it’s mostly the size. Yeah, Lake Michigan’s huge, but you know what’s on the other side. You can even see it sometimes, or so they tell me. But this…” His arms tighten around my waist. “You can tell just by looking at it that it goes on forever. Or close enough.”


    There’s a reverence in his voice. I lean into him and press my lips against his bare shoulder. I can taste the sea on him. His usual taste is there, too, just beneath the saltiness.


    Two days ago, when he asked me where I wanted to go, I jokingly told him we should find a deserted island and live out our days drinking coconut milk and living on the beach. When he confessed that he’d never seen the ocean… well, I knew we had to take care of that.


    I’m glad that he has this. Maybe I can’t convince him to return to Huntington Manor—though I intend to keep trying—but I can thank him in other ways for everything he’s done for me.


    Ward’s hands gently grasp my cheeks, and he tilts my face back.


    “What are you thinking?” he asks.


    That I want you to go back.


    That I want you to have everything, including a relationship with your father.


    That I never want to let you go.


    But I can have a day, can’t I? Or a week? Or a month? Just a month when he’s mine and we can forget about everyone and everything else?


    I smile up at him. He’s so much taller than me that my neck is starting to ache, but I don’t care.


    “I’m thinking that I’m glad we came here,” I say.


    “Me too.” He drops his hand slightly, letting his thumb glide across the column of my throat. His eyes are suddenly serious. “And I mean it. I’m not going anywhere.”


    I don’t deserve that kind of loyalty. But it stirs something inside of me all the same, and I’m not strong enough to push him away. I intend to argue with him about his choice to be here, but not right now. Not when he’s looking at me like I’m everything, like I’m more breathtaking than the endless stretch of water behind us.


    I reach up and pull his face down to mine. His lips are as salty as the rest of him. He holds my face against his and runs his tongue along my lips. His hard chest presses my damp shirt against my body. I tighten my arms around his neck and leap up, hooking my legs around his waist.


    “I have a question for you,” I whisper against his mouth.


    He pulls my bottom lip between his teeth, then releases it and begins to kiss my cheek. “Hm?”


    “What are your feelings about sex in the ocean?”


    His mouth freezes against my cheek, but then I feel it curl into a smile.


    “Are you propositioning me?” he murmurs. “Weren’t you the one warning me that this was a public beach?”


    He’s right, of course. But when he looks at me like that, all of my better sense goes out the window. I throw a glance over his shoulder, back toward the family, and something leaps inside of me when I see them packing up their things.


    “I think they’re going in for the day,” I tell him. I look up and down the shore, and though there are some other people along the sand, no one is close enough to see much of what we’re doing.


    “What do you say?” I murmur against his neck. I want to do something special to commemorate this experience for him.


    His arms are around my waist, his fingers digging into my back, but he doesn’t move. He’s normally raring to go at the first suggestion of sex, so I’m not sure why he’s hesitating now. Maybe he just needs a little motivation.


    I slide down off his body and plant my feet on the ocean floor again. Then I reach beneath the water and undo my zipper.


    “We never got to finish back there in the car,” I remind him. “Are you just going to leave me all worked up like this?” I keep my gaze locked on his as I push my jeans down my legs beneath the water.


    When I’m finally free of my pants, I hold them up for him to see. I’m feeling wild. Reckless. I don’t care that we’re in broad daylight in a public place. I drape my dripping jeans over his shoulder.


    “I’ll put them back on again, if you want,” I say, “or I can just leave them there for a little while.”


    He was already looking at me with affection and desire, but his eyes suddenly sharpen with an intensity that sends a dart of need straight to my core. It’s the only warning I have.


    He grabs me and crushes me to him. His mouth comes down on mine, hungry and desperate, and I can already feel him hardening against my thigh. I tug at his boxers, shoving them down his legs beneath the water.


    I’ve only just gotten them past his knees when he reaches down and clutches the curve of my bottom, jerking me up toward him again. His fingers dig into the backs of my thighs, and I obey his silent command and hook my legs around him once more.


    His mouth continues to devour mine, his tongue thrusting its way inside and his teeth crushing against the tender skin of my lips.


    Maybe I understand why he doesn’t want to give this up so easily, even if we both know it’s wrong for him to be here.


    My arms are around his neck. My fingers in his hair. He tastes so delicious that I don’t think I’ll ever be able to tear my mouth away. He bites down on my bottom lip. His tongue traces the edge, and butterflies dance in my stomach. I shift my hips, trying to get myself in a better position for what we both want.


    But his arms suddenly tighten, holding me still. I keep kissing him, wanting more and more, but his lips are frozen. He lets out a ragged breath against my mouth.


    “We don’t have a condom,” he reminds me.


    There’s so much disappointment and so much lust in his voice that my emotions are torn in two directions. I know I should be grateful that at least one of us is responsible, but the thought of stopping this now is almost unbearable.


    I refuse to stop this now.


    “We’ve been creative before,” I whisper. There are plenty of ways to have sex without actually having sex. This isn’t the first time we’ve found other ways to enjoy each other.


    His eyes flash in response to my words. That’s a good enough argument for him. His mouth comes down on mine again, and I moan in pleasure as his tongue pushes roughly past my teeth. I press myself against him as much as possible. It doesn’t even matter that I’m still wearing my shirt and bra. The drenched fabric clings so closely to my body that I’m sure he can feel the hardness of my nipples and the heat of my skin anyway.


    I tighten my thighs around him and shift my hips again, looking for friction. His hard length slides against me, and now it’s his turn to moan. We’ve done this before—ground against each other in a fit of madness—and I want that release again.


    He pulls away from my mouth again, but only to begin kissing my chin, my throat, my jaw.


    “After this,” he says against my cheek, “I’m going to buy the largest pack of condoms in the store and spend all night having you in every way I can imagine.”


    I sigh in pleasure. It doesn’t matter how many times he takes me. Just the promise of another night is enough to undo me. We haven’t been on the road a week, and we’ve made love so many times that I’ve already lost count. I thought things were hot between us back at Huntington Manor, but since we’ve been free of that place, we can’t seem keep our hands off of each other. I don’t know what it is, exactly—the liberation of our decision, the slight sense of danger, or just the excitement and desperation of knowing that we’re in this together—but I can’t get enough of him, and he can’t seem to get enough of me, either.


    One of his hands slips down from my waist to dip between my legs from behind. I throw my head back as his fingers brush against my folds, then wiggle in his grasp as he begins to explore me. His mouth falls to my neck once more as I arch against him, and though I grind myself against his body, it’s not enough. I need to be closer to him.


    I shift again and reach down between us to wrap my hand around his arousal. He makes a sound like a growl as I slide my fingers down his length, and the sound deepens when I shift him so that the end of his cock brushes more directly against the sensitive flesh between my legs.


    “I just want to feel you,” I beg softly, cutting off his protests. “Just let me feel you.” This is dangerous, I know. The last time we almost-but-didn’t-quite have sex, we still had our underwear on. Two layers of fabric, however thin, still offer some barrier, eliminate some of the temptation. When it’s just us, we have to rely on our willpower.


    But Ward doesn’t move away, though I can feel the tension of restraint in his muscles as I grind myself against him again. I respect him for having that control. My whole body is fire and sensation, and I’m having trouble focusing on anything but the way he’s touching me. My breath is shallow and fast, but my heart beats still faster. It’s not fair. I shouldn’t want him this much, I shouldn’t need him this much.


    I kiss him again. And again. I need somewhere for this energy to go. I have to express my desire for him somehow or I’ll go mad.


    “I need to feel you,” I say again. I’m not even sure what I mean anymore, but I want to be closer to him.


    And Ward seems happy to oblige me. His fingers move away from the sensitive flesh between my legs so he can reach down and take control of his cock. This time he guides it himself, sliding it back and forth along my folds. I whimper and press my forehead against his bare shoulder as the ache grows between my legs. He’s only teasing us both, making us both desperately hungry for the thing we told ourselves we couldn’t have, but I don’t have the strength to ask him to have mercy on me. I want this. More than anything.


    He slides the tip of himself from the front of me to the back, and then to the front again—brushing against my clit and then moving back toward my opening. Back and forth, letting the agony build in my belly. He’s cruel, so deliciously cruel.


    The next time he pauses at my entrance, I can’t take it anymore. I bite down on his shoulder, trying not to scream in frustration. I feel the shift in him immediately, feel his muscles tense even more—and then sense the exact moment when he lets it all go and gives up his restraint. Before I even realize what’s happening, he’s plunging inside of me.


    I’m sure I cry out in joy, but I don’t hear it. We’re past the point of reveling in the pleasures of joining. Right now there’s only raw, animal lust, and Ward drives into me like something wild. He bucks his hips, thrusting into me again and again, and it’s all I can do to hold on to him and ride the wave of feral hunger. He grips me roughly, pulling my hips down to meet his every thrust.


    I cling to him as the sensations build inside me, as my muscles tense and tighten around him. I needed this, longed for this crazy, explosive reminder that I’m not alone. That we’re here for each other. That there’s something good left in me—something passionate and desirable and irresistible. That there’s someone who wants me in spite of the crazy things I’ve done and the horrible ways I’ve behaved.


    As we move together, I kiss him everywhere I can reach, but I’m always drawn back to his mouth. I want to feel his ragged breath against my lips. I want to taste his tongue, let him invade me in every way possible. I’m lost when I’m in his arms, and at the same time I’ve never felt this close to anyone.


    I don’t last long. It’s all so overwhelming, so wonderful, that it’s only a few moments before my body can’t take anymore. I hold him tightly, and the words bubble up in my throat with the bliss.


    “I love you,” I breathe against his mouth. And then the ecstasy erupts through me.


    I’m just dimly aware of his body tensing as my muscles contract around him, but that’s the only warning I have that he’s nearly there himself. He jerks my hips back and withdraws from me abruptly, and his grip tightens as he shudders in release. He stumbles a little, and my own legs seem suddenly useless, even with the buoyancy of the water. My thighs slide down until I’m no longer wrapped around him, but I lean against his body as I try to catch my breath. My head falls against his chest. His hard muscles are slick with perspiration, and the thump thump thump of his heart is a soothing beat after the delightful chaos he just put me through.


    His arms are still around me. He rests his cheek against the side of my head, and the warmth of his breath against my damp skin sends goose bumps across my scalp. I love these moments just after making love, when everything seems perfect and whole and I don’t have the energy to do anything but bask in the afterglow.


    His thumb moves back and forth across my back. I’m glad he seems happy. If he enjoyed that even half as much as I did, then he must be very, very satisfied right now.


    That thought warms me for a while, which is why it takes me so long to remember what I said in that split second before climax took over my brain.


    I love you. I told Ward I loved him.


    Which is insane. I’ve known this guy for—what? A month? But I have to admit—that was one twisted, complicated, mind-blowing month. The first time I kissed him, I didn’t even know his name. Now I know about his childhood, about his dreams of becoming an architect, about his secret connection to Carolson. I know that he fights when he doesn’t know what else to do with his emotions. I know that there’s a muscle in his jaw that twitches right before his restraint crumbles and he gives in to the intense passion that always seems to be burning inside of him.


    Is a month of madness enough to recognize love? Before Ward, I had Ian—Ian, who spent a year by my side, trying to help me through my grief over my father’s death. Ian loved me, and it had almost broken my heart, not being able to say those words back to him. I’d thought I was too confused, too numb to love anyone.


    But this…


    I flatten my hands against Ward’s back. He continues to stroke me, but he doesn’t say a word. My gut twists.


    He hasn’t responded, I realize. He hasn’t said it back.


    I don’t know a lot about how love works. My experience with men hasn’t included a lot of long-term relationships. And that thing with Ian… If I being honest, that doesn’t really count as a relationship. That was just a year of me being a bitch and using him emotionally. But if that time with Ian taught me anything, it was that if one person says “I love you,” and the other responds with silence, well, that’s a problem.


    Maybe he didn’t hear you, I tell myself. After all, we were in the throes of the most intense sex we’ve ever had. Maybe he didn’t understand a word I said. Or maybe he just thinks I was caught up in the moment.


    It’s better this way, I think. After all, I’m supposed to be convincing him to go back to Carolson. If he thinks I love him, that will only convince him further that I need him.


    I have to be stronger than that.


    I lean back slightly so I can look up at his face. His eyes are half closed, and he looks perfectly content. The sun brings out all the redder, more coppery tones of his auburn hair, even though the strands are wet, and I reach up and touch it. The left side of his mouth tilts up in a lazy smile.


    I love him. Oh, I love him. It’s a reckless thing to feel, especially considering our brief and wild history, but I’ve never claimed to be responsible or practical. I love him. And it’s so liberating to admit that, if only in my own heart. I can’t lie to myself. But I can keep it from him, at least until we figure some other things out. The best way to act on that love is to make sure he doesn’t feel obligated to stay with me. It’s the unselfish thing to do.


    “Are you hungry?” I ask him, wrapping my arms around him again and rubbing my nose against his chest. “Because I’m suddenly starving.”


    He laughs that amazing laugh of his and gives me a squeeze. “Worked up quite the appetite, huh?”


    “You know it.”


    He slides my jeans off of his shoulder. “I guess you’ll be needing these again, won’t you?”


    “That’s probably a good idea.”


    “Well, I think you’re going to need to work for them.”


    And before I have to chance to grab them, he takes off through the water. But he’s forgotten to pull up his boxers in the meantime, and he only makes it about four steps before he falls forward. I leap on him from behind, reaching around him for my pants, and we wrestle with each other until we’re breathless. Which doesn’t take long, considering our recent exertions.


    He keeps a hand on me as I sidle into my jeans under the water. It’s probably to steady me, but there’s a comfort, a protectiveness in that touch that makes those three words rise in my throat again.


    I love you.


    I love you.


    I love you.


    I don’t say them. Instead, I zip up my pants and then grab his hand, twining my fingers with his. He’s here with me now, at least. He’s mine in this moment. Right now, I can be selfish.


    And I am.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    


    


    There’s a beach-themed restaurant called the Sand Dollar Shack right next to the lot where we left the car. I’m quick to discover that their fried shrimp is positively orgasmic—or at least good enough to make me temporarily ignore the fact that my clothes are sopping wet. Or that everyone at the patio tables around us is staring at me in my dripping jeans like I’m insane. Which, to be fair, I kind of am.


    The shrimp comes with what the waitress tells us is their “secret sauce,” which is both spicy and sweet. I take one bite and then smother my entire basket of fried goodness with the stuff. Ward appears to be digging his crab cakes just as much.


    “These are insane,” he says around a mouthful of food. He holds his next bite toward me. “Try some.”


    I lean forward and close my lips around the fork. The crab cake has a spicy tang that sets my entire mouth on fire, but he’s right—it’s amazing.


    “Good, right?” he says.


    “Now you have to have some of my shrimp.” I grab one by the tail and hold it out to him. His smile widens as he leans forward, and he eats it right out of my hand. Some of the sauce gets on his cheek, and I start to reach toward him, intending to wipe it away with my finger, but I get a better idea. I lean forward and flick my tongue at the sauce, licking it up.


    Okay, so maybe the other customers are actually staring at us because we’re all over each other.


    This feels almost like a date—a real date, even with the drenched clothes.


    I push my wet hair back over my shoulder. It’s already curling like crazy and hasn’t even seen a good brush in several days, but somehow it doesn’t matter that I’m a complete mess. Ward is smiling as he watches me. Suddenly he reaches out and grabs one of my curls. He twirls it between his fingers.


    “Are you going to let the blond grow out?” he asks.


    “I’m definitely not going to keep it like this,” I say. “Though I’m pretty sure I’m rocking the dark roots.”


    That gets a chuckle, but he keeps looking at me like he expects me to say more.


    “Maybe I’ll dye it,” I say, suddenly self-conscious. I haven’t stopped to think about what I’m going to do with my hair. I’m not sure why, but the decision makes me nervous. “Maybe I’ll go with something closer to my natural color. Or something crazy. Like purple.”


    Ward makes a face, and now it’s my turn to laugh.


    “What’s wrong with purple?” I ask. “I think I’d look hot with purple hair.”


    “You’d look hot no matter what color your hair is,” he agrees. “So if you have your heart set on purple or green or any other color, then go for it.” He reaches out and takes my hand. His face is full of adoration, but the longer he looks at me, the more his good humor begins to seep away. His smile falters, then falls, and he tightens his grip on my fingers.


    I tense. I don’t like that expression. I don’t like it at all.


    “We have to talk about something,” he says. “About what happened out there.” His voice is gentle, but the weight of his words hangs between us.


    I want to tell him to stop there, to forget whatever is bothering him. If we don’t have this conversation, we can go on pretending that we’re on an amazing date together. But I just sit there, frozen and speechless like the coward I am.


    “We can’t do that again,” he says finally.


    Do what? Have amazing sex?


    “We have to be more careful,” he continues. “We can’t—I mean, as much as I enjoy…” He closes his eyes and opens them again. “We have to use protection. Every time. And if we don’t have any condoms, then we need to try and avoid temptation.”


    Oh.


    “I mean, not that I didn’t enjoy it,” he rushes on. “Jesus, I enjoyed it.” His eyes catch mine, and his voice drops low. “You have no fucking idea how good that felt.”


    I smile. “I have some idea.”


    He squeezes my hand. “And it’s going to be hard as hell to resist doing it again. But we have to.” His eyes still haven’t left mine. “I don’t want you to end up like my mom.”


    Like his mom. Does he mean knocked up and left to raise a kid on my own? Ward won’t even let me run away on my own. I can’t imagine, even for a minute, that he’d abandon me if I got pregnant.


    But this isn’t about that, I realize as I study him. It’s about his father. He’s afraid of being his father.


    Guilt surges through me. I know I’m not to blame for Carolson’s sins, but I hate that I’m responsible in any way for the expression he’s wearing right now. I was the one who suggested sex when we didn’t have a condom. I was the one who stripped down and rubbed against him when I knew I didn’t have the self-control to stop or pull back. I hate that I put Ward in that situation.


    He twists his fingers through mine.


    “Come back to me, Lou,” he says softly.


    I blink and meet his gaze once more.


    “Whatever you’re thinking right now,” he says, “you’re wrong.”


    I give a rueful smile. “You have no idea what I’m thinking.”


    “But I can guess. I know that look.”


    I search his expression, and though I know by now how easy it is for him to read me, it’s still a shock to see the truth in his eyes.


    “Whatever you’re beating yourself up about,” he says, “you’re wrong.”


    I shake my head. “You don’t—”


    “Whatever it is, forget it,” he says. “For now, at least. Forget everything but this, right here.” He raises my fingers to his lips and kisses them one by one. His stubble tickles. When he looks up at me again, his eyes are bright. “At the very least, forget everything but that shrimp.”


    I can’t help but crack a grin at that.


    He’s still holding my hand. “That out there was the most mind-blowing sex of my entire life. I don’t want you anywhere but right here with me.”


    If he told me he wanted to throw me down and take me right on top of the table, I’d let him.


    “I’m here,” I tell him, pushing every other thought aside.


    He gives a satisfied nod. “Good.”


    I can tell he wants to say more, but he doesn’t. He holds my hand a little longer, just looking at me, until one of the resident seagulls gets a little too close to our food. We shoo him away, but not before the little thief manages to steal a fry. I laugh as Ward goes after him with a napkin.


    By the time we’ve settled down again—still chuckling at the gull, who’s watching us from afar—it’s beginning to feel like a date once more. Fun and carefree and romantic. And Ward keeps his eyes on mine, his gaze darkening until the butterflies are fluttering in my stomach once more.


    I grab another shrimp from my basket and bite off the end.


    “So,” I say casually. “We should probably figure out where we’re sleeping tonight.”


    “There’s a place just over there,” he says, gesturing down the street.


    I turn and follow his finger. Sure enough, there’s a motel just a block away. It’s sea foam green, and the sign has a flamingo on it.


    I don’t like motels. I deal with them, of course, because they’re our only option these days. I try to make the best of the situation and pretend it’s all part of some crazy adventure. But motels just make me feel so skeevy. So dirty. Like we’re doing something wrong, and I don’t want this to be wrong.


    “Or,” I say, turning back to Ward, “we could buy ourselves a couple of towels and spend the night on the beach.”


    “You can sleep on the beach?”


    “If no one sees you.”


    His mouth curls into a smile. “Only slightly illegal, then.”


    “Only slightly.” I know I should be playing it safe, considering I might or might not have a warrant out for my arrest, but I can’t help myself. I need a break from dingy, roach-infested rooms.


    Ward leans across the table.


    “The question is,” he murmurs, “how quiet can you be?”


    “Quiet?”


    “Tonight,” he says, his tone thick with wicked suggestion. “When I’m having you every way I can imagine.”


    Blood rushes between my legs as I remember the promise he made to me out in the ocean. His eyes bore right into me, and I have no doubt that nothing will stop him from keeping his word.


    I slide my thighs closed, trying to keep myself together. My wet clothes suddenly feel very cool against my skin. And I can barely find my voice.


    “You better grab some condoms,” I tell him.


    “Mmhm.” He claims my hand again and brings it once more to his lips. This time, though, he doesn’t kiss it. Instead, he flicks his tongue against my palm. I suck in a breath at the sensation, and my reaction only encourages him. He slips his tongue in the place between my first two fingers, probing the thin skin until I’m tingling all the way up my arm.


    “It’ll be like the first time,” he says when I’ve practically melted against my seat.


    I can’t think straight. “The first time?”


    “The first time I took you,” he says. “Outside. Beneath the stars.”


    He’s doing this on purpose, isn’t he? Drawing me in deeper with every word and look?


    “Yes,” I whisper. “Like the first time.”


    And though I keep telling myself that I’ll convince him to go, I find myself praying that tonight won’t be our last.


    * * *


    Sex on a beach is even better than sex in the ocean.


    At least that’s what they tell you. The reality is that when you have sex on the beach, sand gets everywhere. It’s worse once you start to sweat—then it sticks to your skin. And sometimes you accidentally roll over onto a broken piece of shell and jab yourself. There are a lot of hazards, even if you plan ahead and purchase a towel for the occasion.


    But honestly? I don’t care. I’m damp with perspiration and covered with sand and nothing matters because Ward is beside me. We’re on our backs, panting from our latest efforts, and his arm is beneath my head. Our sides are pressed together.


    Ward plays with my hair. I’m surprised he can move even that much. I’m still throbbing between my legs from our last round, and I know I’m going to be sore tomorrow.


    “You can see so many stars out here,” he says. “I feel like I’m having an acid trip.”


    “An acid trip? How… romantic.”


    His chest shakes with a laugh. “Well, fuck. I forgot my book of cheesy poetry. Or would you rather I serenade you under the moon?”


    I elbow him. “Go on then. Sing me something.”


    “I don’t think you want that.”


    “Trust me, I do.”


    “Trust me, you don’t want to hear me sing.”


    I’m about to insist that I definitely do, but before I can get the words out, he pulls me toward him and kisses me hard on the mouth, effectively ending our conversation.


    Even though he’s already had me twice tonight, Ward seems more than ready to go again. He’s insatiable, and I’m a ready and willing object of his desire.


    But he pulls back, and I bite back a moan of disappointment. He chuckles and lets his hand drift down my body, across my naked belly to the place just above where my legs meet. Then he shifts his head and looks up at the sky once more.


    “Can you name any of the constellations?” I ask, snuggling closer to him. It doesn’t even matter what he says. I just want to hear his voice, just want to feel the rumble of his speech through all of the places our bare skin touches.


    “Some,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “The Big Dipper. Orion. The… uh, Little Dipper.” He shifts slightly. “Though it’s definitely harder to find them out here.”


    I look up, searching for some familiar pattern among the thousands of twinkling lights above us. But he’s right—it’s practically impossible to make out any constellations. There are an infinite number of shapes above us.


    “That one over there is slightly reddish,” he says, pointing up and to the left. “Maybe it’s Mars.”


    I squint after his finger. “I don’t see it.”


    “It’s the bright one. Next to that cluster that looks like a turtle.”


    I wrinkle my nose. “A turtle? Where?”


    “Right there. By that blobby shape.” He gives another jab with his finger, then traces invisible lines in the air. “There’s the shell. And the head. He kind of looks like he’s eating a fish.”


    “Okay, now you’re just making things up.”


    He turns his head so that his lips brush against my ear. “Maybe you just need more imagination.”


    “I have plenty of imagination.” I continue to scan the sky in the direction he indicated. “I think I do see Mars, though. Or the red one, whatever it is.”


    “Supposedly you can see Saturn, too, but don’t ask me to find it.” He pauses, and when he speaks again, his voice is reverent. Full of wonder. “It’s incredible, isn’t it? Kind of makes you feel small. But in the good way.”


    “Well hello, Mr. Cliché,” I tease.


    “I’m allowed one cliché.”


    I grin. “Just one.”


    “I mean it, though,” he says, growing serious again. “Being out here, looking up at this—it makes me feel like all the shit I’ve been worrying about doesn’t matter in the long run, you know?”


    All the shit he’s been worrying about. His father? Me? What he’s going to do now that he’s given up his job?


    But if I think about it, what he says is true—it’s easy to forget about the mistakes I’ve made out here. It’s easy to forget that I might have a warrant out for my arrest, or that I might have destroyed what little chance I had of reconciling with my brother. I’m just a speck on the sand. Ward and I could be washed away by the sea in the middle of the night and in the greater scheme of the universe, it wouldn’t change a thing.


    Depressing as that is, it’s actually kind of freeing.


    I roll over so that I’m leaning across Ward’s chest.


    “If you’re allowed to say something cheesy,” I tell him, “then I am, too.”


    “Deal,” he says, twining his hands through my hair.


    “Being out here…” I tilt my head back and gaze up at the moon. “It reminds me that there are so many places I could go. So many things I could do. I guess… I guess that’s the advantage of losing everything, you know? Your life becomes a blank slate. You get to rebuild everything from scratch.” Not that I’m doing a very good job at that so far, but still.


    “Where do you want to go?” He’s asked me the same question several times since we left the estate together, but I know it means something different this time.


    I lean down until my lips are just above his. “Everywhere.”


    His hands tighten in my hair.


    “Even Saturn,” I whisper with a smile. “If we can find it.”


    “That’s a tall order,” he murmurs.


    I slide my leg across him. “Are you up to the task?”


    “You bet your ass I am.”


    He yanks my face down against his. I fall completely against him, my body molding to every hard plane of his. I grip him by the shoulders and shift my hips, straddling him properly. I want to keep kissing him forever, but I tear my mouth away.


    “We could start somewhere closer,” I say, my voice breathy.


    “Mm. Like Mars?” His mouth claims mine once more.


    I kiss him for a moment longer before pulling away again. “Or Antarctica. I’m sure you could keep me warm.”


    He chuckles and kisses me again. His mouth is demanding, and when his teeth scrape my lips, I can feel it all the way down to my toes.


    It’s harder to pull away the next time. “Maybe somewhere deep in the rainforest.” I prop myself up on his chest. “Somewhere sweaty and—”


    He groans, his hands sliding down my body to my hips. He’s hard again, and his arousal is pressed against my leg.


    I lean over to our pile of clothes and grab the plastic bag with our stash of condoms. I snag one, tear it open, and lean back just enough to be able to reach down and take him in my hand. He squeezes my thigh as I slide the condom down his length.


    “We should travel all over,” he rasps. “Have sex on every continent.”


    “Or steal a boat,” I say, straddling him again, “and have sex in every ocean.”


    I look down at his face as I guide him into position. His eyes reflect back the moonlight. His hands move back up to my waist.


    “Or just drive around,” he says, his voice rough as he slowly pulls me down the length of his cock. “Have sex in every state.”


    The last word is mostly a moan. I sink all the way down, taking him fully.


    We don’t have sex like this often—with me on top, I mean—but I know exactly what to do. I move slowly, leaning forward slightly and bracing myself on his shoulders. His hands glide from my waist up my body. I rock slowly, and his fingers dance over my ribs. They move softly over each of my breasts, and he lets his palms skim across my nipples. Then he moves still upward. Chest, collarbone, neck.


    I don’t speak until his fingers rest gently against my throat, until I know he can feel my voice as much as hear it.


    “I want you everywhere,” I say as I move slowly on top of him. “I want you to take me everywhere.”


    Take me everywhere. I know he doesn’t miss the multiple meanings of that phrase, because he jerks his hips, driving himself up into me.


    “Don’t tempt me,” he says.


    “But I like tempting you.” I sit up fully and begin to move in slow circles on top of him, letting him feel me completely. His hands drop to my hips once more, and this time his grip is firmer. He doesn’t like letting me have all the power. His fingers dig into me, and though it should hurt, I feel nothing but pleasure. I like when he starts to lose control. When his need for me starts to take over, when his every touch expresses an urgency and a longing that I know only I can fill.


    “Fuck, Louisa,” he says, rocking himself up into me.


    “Take me,” I tell him. “Take me away.”


    His grip is steel, his body hard and unrelenting beneath mine. We move together with abandon, with everything we have. My head falls back, and I look up at the stars as I ride him. As I give him everything. If I can’t tell him I love him, then I can show him.


    He releases one of my hips. I almost protest, almost beg him to grab me and curl his nails into my flesh again, but then he finds my clit with his fingers. That’s all it takes—one touch. One touch and I explode. I know I’m supposed to be quiet out here, but I can’t control myself. I cry out as my body pulses and contracts. And Ward isn’t far behind me. By the time I’ve collapsed on top of him, he’s found his own release.


    For a moment, I just lie there, my cheek pressed against his chest. His skin is sticky and covered in thousands of tiny particles of sand. I should probably sit up, or at least roll off of him, but my entire body is limp. I’m having trouble feeling my arms or legs. I’m fine just where I am, as close to him as physically possible.


    He wraps his arms around me, holding me on top of him.


    “Jesus, that was good,” he says. He gives a contented chuckle.


    I smile and nuzzle his neck. “Maybe I should be on top more often.”


    “Fine by me,” he says. “Though fuck, I like you the other way, too.” Before I realize what he’s doing, he’s flipped me over onto my back on the towel. He leans over me, and his head drops until his lips are right at my ear.


    “Like this,” he murmurs. “On your back, completely under my power. Or maybe…” His fingers graze the skin of my belly. “Maybe on your stomach. Or on your hands and knees.” He reaches down further and touches my thigh. “Or with your legs hooked over my shoulders.”


    Every suggestion sends another tremor through my body. Yes. Yes to all of it.


    “Every way,” I whisper in response. “Everywhere.”


    He kisses my ear, then my cheek, then my lips. Then he rolls over onto his side and holds me against him. I bury my face against the crook of his neck and breathe him in. He still smells like the ocean.


    “We could do it, you know,” he says after a moment.


    “Do what?”


    “Go wherever we want. Have sex everywhere.”


    My stomach flip-flops, even though I know he has to be joking.


    “Come on,” he says lightly. “You’re the one who’s always telling me we should do something crazy.”


    For a long moment, I say nothing. Is he really serious about this? I’m supposed to be encouraging him to go back. Not considering this ridiculous fantasy.


    But God, I want to do it.


    “I’m not sure we have enough money between us to rent a boat and sail to every ocean,” I force myself to point out.


    “But we have a car,” he says. “And there are at least forty-eight states we could drive to.”


    He makes it sound so easy, so simple. And maybe it is simple. After all, he’s the one who taught me that most things are. It’s our brains and hearts that complicate things.


    “You know you want to,” he says, and I can tell by his tone that he already knows he’s won me over.


    “Are you serious?” I ask him.


    “Dead serious.” He pulls my face close to his again. “Sex in every state. Isn’t that what we said?”


    I can’t help it. I’m grinning.


    “We’ll figure out what to do about Alaska and Hawaii later,” he adds.


    “You really mean this.”


    His lips brush against my cheek as he speaks. “Let’s be crazy together.”


    I should refuse him, but it’s hard to convince myself that turning him away is the selfless thing to do when he’s the one suggesting this insanity. And let’s be honest—it is insane. But I want to ride this craziness for as long as possible.


    “Sex in every state,” I repeat. “I like the sound of that.”


    “Everywhere,” he says, sliding his hand down across my ass and yanking me toward him. “Every way.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    


    We decide to get one of those giant road atlases of the United States they sell at gas stations. We have to dig through three layers of racy magazines to find one on the shelf at the place we stop, but I’m just grateful they still sell these things at all. Most people would just pull up an application on their phone or something. But my cell is back at the estate with the rest of my things, and Ward’s phone is several years old—he can’t do much but make calls and send text messages.


    We prop the atlas up against the dash of Ward’s car and flip through it page by page. Each map is a web of roads, a tapestry of colored lines. There’s a page for every state, as well as close-ups of all the major cities. There’s also a larger map of the entire continental United States. When I look at that page¸ when I see how everything connects, it really does feel like we could go anywhere.


    I’ve always loved maps. But I haven’t held an atlas in my hands for years. My father gave me one once, back when I was a kid. I’d thrown a fit about something stupid and tried to run away. When I returned to my room, I found the atlas on my bed—with a note from him encouraging me to have a life of adventures.


    This brings all of that back, and I’m not prepared for the grief that suddenly slams me in the gut.


    I haven’t thought about my father since I left the estate. I couldn’t escape him there—I saw him everywhere I looked, smelled him in the empty hallways, felt the vibrations of his presence in the rooms he used to frequent—but out here, it’s been easier to forget. To close my eyes and make him disappear with the rest of my problems.


    Until now. It all comes rushing forward, crashing into me like a semi-truck, and a sob of shock escapes from my chest before I can even try to suppress it.


    “What is it?” Ward asks. “What’s wrong?”


    I close my eyes and swallow down the emotion. I can’t constantly let myself fall into emotional crisis mode. It’s not fair to Ward.


    But I can’t lie to him, either. I’ve already committed the biggest betrayal of his trust—I misled him about my identity. I want everything else between us to be the truth.


    “It just reminded me of my father,” I say. “But I’m fine.”


    He pulls the atlas toward him. “We don’t have to do this if—”


    “No. I want to.”


    He reaches over and turns my face toward his. I know he sees all the sadness in my eyes. I hate that he can read me so easily. It makes me feel too bare. At least when I was with Ian, I had some control, some sense of stability. I might have been openly grieving, but he always kept me steady. Now, though, even on my best of days, Ward throws my emotions into chaos. He can make my heart soar with just a word and then a moment later draw out my deepest pains and fears with nothing more than a look. I just want to feel like I’m on solid ground for a day. For an hour. For a single moment.


    “You want to talk about this?” he says, his finger brushing against my lip.


    I try to focus on the comfort of his touch. I know what happens when I give myself over to thoughts about my father. I get overwhelmed and then everything goes numb. I want to be stronger than that.


    “I’m fine,” I assure him again. “Let’s figure out where we’re going.”


    He’s going to argue with me. I see it in his eyes. But before he can say a word, I grab the atlas and prop it back up on the dashboard.


    “So we’re about here,” I say, pointing to a spot on the Atlantic coast. There’s a pen stuffed in the center console, and I grab it and draw a star on the map, just above the border between North and South Carolina. “Which direction do we head? West? North? Or would you rather head down to Florida and explore some more beaches?”


    Don’t push me about my father, I beg silently. Please don’t push me.


    He must get the hint because he doesn’t say a thing. He sits back, rubs his gingery stubble, and looks at the map.


    “Well, we might as well hit the entire East Coast while we’re here,” he says. “I think the easiest route would be to go north. Hit every state between here and Maine.”


    “Once we get up to New England, we can probably do multiple states in the same day,” I say, nodding in agreement.


    “More than one a day?” And there it is—that classic Ward grin. “Sounds ambitious.” He’s thinking about the other part of our goal—the sex part. But if last night was any indication, I don’t think we’ll have any problems.


    “I have faith in us,” I say. “And we’ll have plenty of practice along the way.”


    He laughs and pulls me toward him across the seat. “You can bet we will.”


    His kiss is eager, but I sense tightness in his mouth. He’s still worried about me. And when he pulls back, I see the concern in the depths of his eyes.


    I’m worried about you, too, I want to say. He might accuse me sometimes of disappearing into my mind, but I’m not the only one whose life is a little insane right now. He has his own issues to figure out.


    And if he doesn’t want to go back to his father, then this is the next best thing. We need this trip, both of us. We need to be free, to be crazy, until we find the strength to deal with our demons. He might think he’s doing this for me, but I’m doing it for him, too.


    For us.


    * * *


    When we begin our adventure, I decide to take stock of our belongings. Our stash is pretty pitiful. Between us, we have one set of clothes each (currently being worn), an oversized beach towel, and only the most basic of toiletries. Plus my credit card and bank card (which currently has a balance of about seven hundred dollars) and whatever Ward has in his wallet.


    It’s not much, and though I can’t imagine we’ll need much on the road, I want something—anything—to wear besides my salt-encrusted jeans. I convince Ward to stop at one of those discount mega-stores so I can grab myself a sundress. If we’re going to play Bonnie and Clyde, I want to look at least somewhat glamorous.


    Ward’s eyes light up when I step out of the fitting room. The dress I’ve chosen is sky blue with spaghetti straps, and when I twirl from side to side, the skirt flares up slightly.


    “What do you think?” I ask.


    He’s still looking at my body. When he speaks, his voice is lower than usual.


    “I think I want to shove you back into that stall and show you what I think.”


    My answer catches in my throat. I don’t think he’s joking. I shoot a glance at the fitting room attendant, but she’s busy folding some shirts.


    Ward takes advantage of the opening. He grabs me by the waist and pushes me back into the stall, then swings the door shut behind us. I start to pull off the dress, but he shakes his head.


    “Leave it on. I want to fuck you in it.”


    He spins me around and seizes my wrists. He places my hands against the room’s mirror before grabbing the hem of the dress and pushing it up past my waist.


    “The attendant will hear,” I tell him, even as I press my hips back against him.


    “Then you better bite down those sweet little cries of yours,” he says into my ear. He shoves my panties down my legs and undoes his zipper.


    I do keep quiet. At least as quiet as physically possible. My hands squeak against the surface of the mirror as my palms sweat, and every once in a while I can’t keep a small gasp from escaping my lips as Ward moves behind me. I raise my eyes to his face in the mirror, watching his expression as he drives into me again and again from behind, and when his eyes meet mine, a bolt of pleasure shoots through me. Even through reflective glass, the desire between us is still electric.


    Naturally, we buy the dress.


    We also stock up on inexpensive and easy food—chips, granola bars, and supplies for PB&J sandwiches—as well as a cheap six-pack of beer. I consider grabbing some dye for my hair, but my stomach tightens when I find myself faced with the rows upon rows of hues. Coloring my hair means addressing my past decisions, and I’m not ready to do that yet. Instead, I throw my curls up in a messy bun and return with Ward to the car.


    “Well,” he says with a grin as he starts the car, “that’s one state down.”


    We keep to the coast as much as possible as we make our way up through North Carolina. Our windows are down so we can continue to smell the sea. Ward hasn’t had enough of it yet, and I can’t get enough of that smile. It’s hard not to be happy when he’s beaming like that beside me.


    We fight over what to listen to on the radio. Ward wants classic rock, but I’d rather stick to the country station. Honestly, though, I don’t care what we listen to—I just like the way his eyes light up during our little back-and-forth.


    “Just because your music is older, that doesn’t mean it’s better,” I tell him.


    “It’s not old. It’s classic. And classics are called that for a reason.”


    “I think people just attach the word ‘classic’ to things so they don’t feel bad for having such old-fashioned tastes.”


    “Oh, so we’re arguing about taste levels now?”


    “I have amazing taste.”


    He laughs. “Not in music. I can’t comment on other things.”


    “Other things?” I grin. “Like dresses? Sex positions? Men?”


    “I see what you’re doing,” he tells me, “but it won’t work.”


    I lean my elbow on the open window and smile.


    “And anyway,” Ward continues, “stop changing the subject. I’m the driver, so as a rule I get to pick the music.”


    “Such a gentleman,” I tease.


    He throws me a devilish look. “You of all people should know I’m not a gentleman.”


    No, he’s most definitely not. And I have no doubt he intends to remind me of that the next chance he gets.


    But I imagine something of our conversation sticks in his head, because over the next couple of days I begin to notice little things about the way he treats me. At first it’s small gestures—taking my hand more often, running a few steps ahead to open the door, things like that—and soon it’s clear that he’s making an effort to be more of a gentleman. Ward’s always treated me with respect, but he’s not exactly Johnny Boyfriend, the sort of guy who brings you flowers and writes you sonnets and surprises you with tango lessons. He’s the rough and rugged type. The guy who’s always a little disheveled and never fails to make your panties wet.


    But the night the subtle changes in him truly become clear to me is the evening we stop for dinner in Virginia.


    “What do you say?” I ask when we pass the billboard for a barbecue joint. “I’ve already had three PB&Js today. Want to splurge and try something different for dinner?”


    “Sounds good to me,” he says.


    We probably should be budgeting our funds, but I always have my credit card as backup when the money runs out. I’m not sure how far we’ll get with what little we have in our actual accounts—though staying at grungy motels and eating at cheap roadside places certainly helps—but I don’t want to think about it. We’ll go as far as we can go and then figure it out from there.


    Ward steers us off the highway at the next exit. The restaurant isn’t far from the road, and I can smell the pit smoke even before I spot the giant pig statue standing at the head of the parking lot. My stomach rumbles. Back at Huntington Manor, I hardly ate for weeks. Now, I’m starting to have a normal appetite again.


    “This’ll be good,” Ward says as he parks. “You can always trust a barbecue place with a giant pig out front.”


    I smile as I get out of the car. Ward’s there to close my door, and when we head across the parking lot, he puts an arm around my waist. I lean against him. Yes, I like this new gallant side of him very much.


    Unfortunately, my good spirits evaporate almost as soon as we’re inside. While Ward asks the hostess for a table, my eyes drift down to the stands of newspapers just inside the door.


    On the front of the closest newspaper is a giant picture of me.


    I grab the paper and unfold it.


    “SABOTAGE!” the headline reads. “Former Heiress Causes Major Damage at Huntington Manor.” Beneath those words, my own wide eyes stare back at me. It’s an old picture—from two years ago, at least—but one of the more famous shots of me. Beneath that, there’s a slightly fuzzier image of someone running—and I realize with a jolt that that’s me as well. One of the reporters must have managed to snap a picture of me as I made my mad escape from Huntington Manor.


    I should have known this would happen. I should have been prepared. But I’m not.


    “Hey,” Ward says just behind me. “The table is—what’s that?”


    I don’t know what to say, so I tilt the paper toward him, letting him read the headline.


    “Fuck,” he says.


    “It was inevitable.” I let my eyes skim down the page. I need to see what they’re saying about me.


    But Ward snatches the paper out of my hand. “You don’t need to look at that.”


    I try to grab it back. “I do. I need to see it.”


    “Why? Will it make you feel any better?”


    “They’ve written about me before,” I remind him. “They’ve written about my entire family. I’m used to it. I just want to read it.”


    He holds the paper over his head, out of my reach. “You don’t need to read it. You know what happened.”


    “But I want to know what they’re saying happened.”


    “How will that help? It won’t change anything.”


    “It might.” I leap for the paper, but he pulls it out of my grip.


    “Come on, Lou,” he says. “Our table’s ready. Can’t we just forget about this for a little while? You don’t need to know how some jackass journalist spins this.”


    Anger flares in my chest. “Don’t tell me what I need.”


    He’s still holding the paper above my head, but I lunge around him and grab the next copy off the rack. I know I’m supposed to be running. That I’ve spent the past week actively avoiding anything that might remind me of my mistakes. But it’s impossible to do that when you’re confronted with a giant image of your own face.


    This is one thing that Ward will never really understand—what it’s like to be a target of the media. If they decide to focus on you, you can’t escape it. Every time you log on to the internet, every time you step into a supermarket, every time you turn on the TV—your story is there. And if you’re easy to recognize in person, the situation is even worse.


    I’ve been lucky so far. Personally, I’ve always done very little of interest to journalists or gossip sites. They’ve always focused on my brother—or my father, especially in those months just following his death—but that just changed.


    I look up at Ward. I don’t know how to explain it. I don’t know how to show him that I need to read this, if only to prepare myself. I have no doubt the worst is yet to come.


    But I can tell with a glance that he won’t get it. He’s frowning, and he gives a little shake of his head.


    “Lou, I really don’t think—”


    “I’m reading it.”


    “I’m just trying to—”


    “You can’t protect me from this.”


    That shuts him up. His eyes soften slightly, and my own anger dissolves. Because that’s what this is about—he’s only trying to protect me from what he knows will cause me pain.


    Some understanding passes between us, though I can tell he’s still not exactly happy. But he places his hand gently on my lower back and guides me across the restaurant without another word.


    This place is small, but fortunately, we get a relatively secluded booth near the back. Ward is still silent as he slides into his seat. I sit down on the other side of the table and spread the paper out in front of me. I feel his gaze on me, but I ignore the unpleasant sensations his disapproval brings.


    I press my fingers against the picture of me at the estate. You can’t see my face, but my blond hair is clear as day. Someone must have snapped this shot while I was still relatively close to the house because there’s no sign of Ward in the image.


    Ward. I hadn’t even considered that this article might mention him as well. My stomach drops. If this becomes a huge story, and if the press realizes that Ward is involved, they’ll probably go digging into his past. They’ll want to know everything about the random handyman who helped the deranged ex-heiress escape.


    And when they realize his connection to Edward Carolson, this story will explode in an entirely new direction. He’ll be subjected to the same scrutiny my family’s suffered these past two years.


    I glance up at him. He’s stopped looking at me, though I can tell by the set of his shoulders that he’s preparing himself for my inevitable reaction. He rolls his knuckles slowly against the table.


    A waiter appears in front of us.


    “Good evening,” the man says cheerfully. “Welcome to Big Pig’s Smokehouse. Best barbecue on the East Coast.”


    He’s way too upbeat for my current state of mind, but I glance up and try to return his smile. He appears to be a little older than us—maybe in his early thirties—and he has a bacon tattoo on his left arm. According to the stitching on his Big Pig’s Smokehouse shirt, his name is Bill.


    “Can I get you guys started with something to drink?” he asks. “People go nuts over our iced tea.”


    “Sure, that’s fine,” I say. I just want him to go away so I can go back to reading the article. Ward orders the same.


    The minute Bill goes back to the kitchen, I look down at the paper again. But now that I have the chance to actually read the article, I find myself hesitating. My actions are in writing now. That makes them real in a way they weren’t before.


    Suck it up, Lou, I tell myself. You need to do this. I force myself to look down at the paper. My eyes move across the words, and though my stomach is still rumbling with hunger, my appetite disappears as the phrases jump out at me from the page.


    “…hasn’t been dealing well with the death of her father…”


    “One employee speculates drugs might have been involved…”


    “…though her brother couldn’t be reached for comment…”


    I learn that they’ve pushed back Huntington Manor’s grand opening. I’m not sure whether I’m excited or sickened by that fact. A little of both, maybe.


    But the worst part is the sentence at the very end: Authorities ask that anyone with information about the whereabouts of Louisa Cunningham contact the Moore County Police Department.


    So the police are after me. I try to tell myself that it could be worse. There’s no number for a national tip hotline. No sign that the FBI is after me or anything. But it doesn’t really help.


    What does help is the realization that there’s no mention of Ward anywhere in the entire article. No hint that anyone suspects I’m on the run with another former Huntington Manor employee. Maybe he can still extricate himself from this situation. Maybe, if we’re lucky, Carolson hasn’t even put two and two together and realized that his son is helping me.


    I glance over at Ward again. He’s still not looking at me, but he’s definitely thinking hard. His mouth is a thin line, and he’s rolling his knuckles a little more firmly against the table.


    But right when I’m about to assure him that it’s all right—that I’m not about to have an emotional breakdown, and that he might actually have a chance of reconciling with his father—Bill reappears with our drinks.


    “Here you go, you two,” he says, sliding two mason jars of iced tea across the table. “Decided on what to eat yet?”


    I haven’t even picked up the menu, but before I can say that, Bill rushes on.


    “We’ve got a pork belly special,” he says. “Tenderest meat you’ve ever tasted. Melts right in your mouth.”


    “Sure,” Ward says without even looking up. “Sounds fine.”


    I nod. “Same for me.”


    When Bill is gone, I fold the paper and push it to the edge of the table. Ward stops rapping his fist against the wood and raises his eyes to mine.


    My gut twists at everything I see in his expression. He has no idea what he does to me.


    I reach over and touch his hand. He uncurls his fingers and twines them in mine.


    “Thank you,” I say softly. “I know I can be stubborn sometimes. I just needed to…” I glance over at the paper. Where do I begin?


    I take a deep breath. “The police are definitely looking for me.”


    His grip tightens on mine.


    “But I don’t know if they’re going to chase me down across state lines,” I add quickly. “Honestly, I don’t know how any of this works. Maybe they’re going to track my credit card or something. Maybe it’s stupid to run, but—”


    “I don’t care if it’s stupid.”


    The intensity in his tone makes me forget everything else I was going to say.


    “I don’t care if this is reckless or idiotic or if they have every cop in the country looking for us,” he says. “I’m with you all the way.”


    I don’t deserve this. I don’t deserve for someone like Ward to look at me and promise me those things. I have a habit of dragging down the people who get close to me, and I don’t want to pull him deeper into my mad whirlwind than I already have.


    “There’s nothing about you in the article,” I tell him. “They don’t know you’re with me.”


    “They’ll know soon enough.”


    “Your father might not know that you’re with me.”


    Something flashes in his eyes.


    “He’ll have noticed I’m gone,” he says, and the tenderness of his voice a moment ago has been replaced by something hard. “He’s not a moron. I’m pretty sure he’s figured it out.”


    Another thought occurs to me. Maybe I’m pushing it, but I can’t be silent.


    “The police haven’t figured it out yet. Or the press,” I remind him. “Or if they have, they haven’t revealed that information to the public. Maybe your father has something to do with that. Maybe he’s protecting you.”


    “You mean he’s protecting himself. From scandal.”


    I’ve ticked him off again, but I don’t care.


    “Look,” I say, “I know that—”


    “Here you are! Two pork belly specials.” Bill the waiter is back, armed with a smile and a tray full of steaming food. But though the smell is mouthwatering, I couldn’t care less about eating right now. I’m forced to pull my hand back from Ward’s to make room for our plates, but I lock eyes with him across the table.


    He doesn’t say a word.


    “There you go,” Bill says, setting a dish in front of each of us. “And some extra napkins. You’ll be needing these.”


    “Thanks,” Ward says. He sounds like he wants to sock the guy.


    “Anything else I can get you folks?” Bill asks, completely oblivious to what I assumed was a very palpable cloud of tension over our table. “Oh, almost forgot your silverware.” He fumbles in the deep pocket of his apron, then sets two napkin-wrapped silverware bundles down on the table.


    “Oh, I was reading about this,” he adds.


    I’m still looking at Ward, but Bill’s comment is random enough that I glance up at him. The waiter isn’t looking at us anymore. Instead, he’s staring down at the newspaper sitting on the edge of the table.


    I stiffen.


    “The rich ones are always crazy, aren’t they?” Bill says with a laugh. He pokes at the giant picture of my face. “Having that much money does things to your head.”


    It’s all I can do to bite my tongue. But Ward suddenly reaches out and grabs the paper.


    “Sometimes you can’t know what’s going on in someone’s head,” he says, and the look he gives the waiter would send a lesser man scrambling back a few steps.


    But Bill either doesn’t notice or chooses to ignore Ward’s tone.


    “I’ll say.” He gives another laugh. “No idea what’s going on in that one’s head.”


    “No.” Ward’s sitting perfectly upright now. “I mean you shouldn’t judge people until you know what they’ve been through.”


    “Give me a rich guy’s problems any day,” Bill says. “Maybe her daddy shouldn’t have bought her everything she ever wanted.”


    Ward’s on his feet so fast that he knocks over his glass of tea. It crashes across the table, drenching his pork belly special.


    But my eyes aren’t on the table. Neither are Bill’s. With his height and his muscles, Ward’s not exactly a small guy, but he seems even more impressive right now—and Bill finally seems to notice. He stumbles back and gives a nervous laugh.


    “Easy, man. Didn’t mean anything by it. Was just making conversation.”


    That muscle in Ward’s cheek is twitching. His entire body is rigid.


    “You’ve made your fucking point,” he says. “Don’t you have a job to do?”


    This escalated way too quickly. I rise and put a hand on Ward’s arm. His jaw tightens, then releases. Slowly, he relaxes.


    Bill still looks a little nervous, and I don’t blame him. But as Ward lowers his arms, the tension leaves him as well. His gaze darts between Ward and me, then drops to the newspaper, which is still sitting on the table. His eyes shoot back to me, and then they widen.


    Oh, no.


    “You’re her,” he says. “I can’t believe it. You’re her.”


    By now, most of the restaurant is looking at us. Great.


    “We should go,” I say softly to Ward. My hand is still on his arm.


    “Yeah,” he says. “We should go.”


    His hand falls to my waist and he starts to lead me toward the exit.


    “Wait!” Bill calls after us. “You’re going to have to pay for that food.”


    “Send us a fucking bill,” Ward shouts back over his shoulder.


    “No. That’s not how it works in here.” Bill runs after us, catching up just as we reach the door. He grabs my arm, yanking me back into the restaurant.


    And that’s when everything explodes.


    I only have a split-second to register the fact that Ward’s hand is no longer on my waist. Suddenly he’s twisting, turning toward the man who still has my arm in his grip, and that hand—now a fist—is flying through the air.


    I’ve seen Ward fight before. But I’ve never been this close to the action. When his knuckles slam into Bills face, I swear I feel the vibrations of the impact.


    The waiter releases my arm as he goes flying backwards. He slams into a table, sending sugar packets and silverware in every direction. I grab Ward.


    “Come on,” I say. “Let’s get out of here before—”


    But Bill’s already back on his feet. He hardly looks stunned.


    “Is that how this is going to go?” he says, his eyes glinting. He turns his glare on me. “I don’t care who you are or who your daddy was. We don’t tolerate thieves in here.”


    “Stand back,” Ward murmurs, nudging me toward the entrance.


    This needs to stop before it gets any worse. “I don’t think—”


    “Stand back,” he says again, and this time he shoves me.


    That shove is the only thing that saves me from Bill’s next charge. The waiter isn’t paying attention to me, and I might have had an elbow in my face if Ward hadn’t gotten me out of the way. I stumble into the racks of newspapers, but I regain my balance in time to see the two men locked together, swinging angrily at each other.


    Ward grunts as the older man gets him in the ribs. But he’s been in worse situations than this, and he manages to catch the waiter on the jaw with his next punch. I have to jump out of the way as they both come tumbling into the entryway.


    My gaze shifts past them to the rest of the dining room. No surprise—everyone is watching. Half of them are on their feet. A couple of people even throw out encouraging cheers as either Ward or Bill makes contact.


    Maybe this is entertaining to them, but I just want it to be over. And I’m not the only one—on the far side of the restaurant, I notice one of the other employees talking agitatedly into the phone, making gestures at the fighting men. A hundred bucks says he’s talking to the police.


    If we don’t get out of here soon, one or both of us might be arrested. And that is not how this is going to end.


    “Ward,” I say. “Ward, we have to go.”


    The only response I get is a grunt as Bill elbows him in the stomach. Not sure what I was expecting. Ward can’t exactly get up and walk away.


    Which means I have to stop this fight another way.


    I’m not exactly a brawler. And I don’t want anyone to get hurt. But I can be creative.


    There’s just enough room for me to squeeze past the men and slip back into the main part of the restaurant. As soon as I’m past them, I hear them slam into one of the newspaper racks. I have to be fast.


    There’s a couple at the closest table.


    “I’m sorry,” I tell them as I grab their drinks. No time to worry about being rude. I turn and beeline back to the two men, an icy soda in each hand.


    And then I let the drinks fly.


    Both men freeze in shock as the cold liquid hits them. It’s just enough of a break for me to lean down and grab Ward’s arm.


    “Come on,” I say. “Quick. They’re calling the police.”


    Ward starts to get to his feet, but neither he nor the other man looks like they’re even close to cooled off, despite the ice sliding off their clothes. Bill grabs Ward’s leg as he tries to get up. And Ward spins, ready to sock him again. But I’m not going to let that happen.


    I throw my arm out in front of Ward, and his body goes rigid as he brings his fist to a stop in mid-air. Some of the battle-lust in his expression fades when his eyes meet mine.


    The sudden lift of his eyebrows is my only warning.


    Pain slams into my face and my vision explodes in white. I’m dimly aware of falling—or rolling, or spinning. I’m not sure which way. I only know that everything feels like the wrong direction, and then I can’t feel or hear or see anything at all.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    


    It’s my smell that comes back first. I smell food. Something smoky. Somewhere far away, my stomach rumbles in response to the delicious scent.


    I gulp in a mouthful of air. My cheek is tingling. My whole face is throbbing.


    And someone is shouting.


    “…hit her! What the fuck?”


    I know that voice. That’s Ward’s voice. Ward is shouting. Why is Ward shouting?


    I try to move, and pain shoots through my skull. It comes back to me slowly—the fight, my interference, Ward’s eyes suddenly going wide—and I realize I was hit. The waiter punched me in the side of the face.


    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Ward shouts at the other man.


    Carefully, I sit up. The world only spins for a minute, and I take that as a good sign. And then hands—Ward’s hands—are on me, lifting me to my feet. Everything falls into focus around me. The newspaper stands have been knocked over, and several dozen images of my face are scattered across the floor. When I look up across the dining room, I find a stunned and silent restaurant looking back at me. Bill looks just as stunned as the rest of them. In fact, he looks almost sick.


    Ward is still shouting. The only other person moving is the man on the other side of the room with the phone. He’s still on the call, and by the way he’s staring at us, I know we’re still in trouble.


    “We need to go,” I say. I lift my hand and touch my cheek. The skin feels warm, and it’s still tingling. That probably means I wasn’t out long, if at all. Not that I really have any basis for that assumption. I’ve never been knocked out before.


    Still, it takes a moment for my feet to obey me and move toward the door. Ward resists. He continues to yell at the waiter, and I don’t want to think about what will happen if I let go of him. I’ve seen him fight before. I’ve seen him angry before. But I’ve never seen him like this—so enraged that he seems to have forgotten everything else. He’s shaking violently.


    “Please,” I say. “Ward, please.” I give him another tug, and this time he turns his head and looks at me. For a second I don’t recognize the person I see in his eyes—but just for a second. When he focuses on me, a bit of the Ward I know breaks through, and I pull his arm again.


    He follows me outside.


    We stumble across the parking lot, and Ward fishes his keys from his pocket as we head to the car. I throw a glance over my shoulder at the restaurant, but no one is following us. Maybe they’ve decided to let us walk away before things get any worse. Or maybe they’re hoping the cops will head us off.


    Ward doesn’t say a word to me as we climb into the car. It takes him three tries to jam the key into the ignition. His hands are shaking on the wheel as he steers us back onto the highway.


    I’m shaking, too. The tingling in my cheek has turned into more of a prickling feeling, and now my whole head hurts. I reach up and gently touch my face. Slivers of pain shoot across my skin. It still feels much warmer than normal, almost feverish, and I can already tell it’s getting puffy. I wonder if the swelling will reach my eye. I can only imagine the bruise I’m going to have.


    Ward switches lanes, and even buckled up, I’m thrown against the door. He’s driving way too fast, weaving through the lanes, passing cars on every side. Part of me is grateful that we’re putting lots of distance between us and that restaurant, but the other part of me is terrified. I know that we’re only going to get pulled over again if he keeps driving like this. The last thing I want is another face-to-face encounter with the police.


    Ward’s looking straight ahead. He’s gripping the wheel so tightly that the veins are bulging out of the back of his hands. He’s so intent on the road that it’s almost as if he’s forgotten I’m here.


    “Ward,” I say softly.


    My voice seems to snap him back to reality, and the car swerves slightly. Someone honks behind us.


    “Ward, pull over. Please,” I say.


    He doesn’t look at me. I reach out and lay my fingers on his arm.


    “Pull over. Just for a minute.”


    He doesn’t say anything, but he steers off at the next exit. There’s an abandoned gas station just off the ramp, and he pulls into the lot and parks next to one of the old pumps. The attached convenience store is covered in graffiti and the pavement is marked with potholes and overgrown with weeds, but as unwelcoming as this place may look, we just need a place where we can just sit and calm down.


    Ward turns off the car. The keys tremble in his hand as he pulls them out of the ignition.


    “Ward,” I say again, as if somehow hearing his name will bring him back to himself.


    His jaw tightens. He finally turns and looks at me, and his eyes are wild.


    “He hit you,” he says, his voice cracking. “He fucking hit you!”


    “I got in the way,” I say. Not because I actually believe that excuses the matter, but because Ward needs to hear something calm and logical right now.


    But my words have the opposite of their intended effect. He turns and throws open the car door. He’s outside before I even have a chance to undo my seatbelt. And by the time I do, by the time my door’s open and my feet hit the cracked pavement, he’s already pounding his fists against the roof of the car.


    “Fuck this!” he says. “Fuck all of this!” He makes a sound like an animal as his fists come down again. The car shakes.


    I’ve never seen him like this. Nowhere even close.


    “Ward,” I say, my voice breaking on the word.


    I have no idea how he hears me over the pounding of his fists against the car, but he freezes. For a moment, he doesn’t even flinch. His head is still bowed, and the only movement is the rise and fall of his chest.


    And then he lifts his head. The expression in his eyes is so raw that it nearly destroys me. He straightens and moves toward me, walking slowly around the car. His eyes—so full of anger and pain—never leave mine. When he’s in front of me, he doesn’t touch me, even though he’s close enough for me to feel the heat coming off of his skin.


    “This is all my fault.” he says. “I should’ve controlled my temper.”


    He reaches up, and for a brief instant I think he’s going to touch my throbbing cheek, but at the last second he pulls his fingers away.


    “You didn’t hit me,” I remind him.


    “I might as well have.”


    I shake my head. But he goes on.


    “I hit him first. I shouldn’t have. I should have just walked away. But he grabbed your arm and…” He rubs his face. “It’s no excuse. Any of it. If I’d just walked away, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt.”


    This time when he reaches toward my face, he doesn’t pull back. His finger brushes against the sensitive skin on my cheek, and I bite down on my tongue to keep from sucking in a breath. I don’t want him to think he’s hurting me. I close my eyes. Take comfort from his delicate assessment. But suddenly he draws his hand away again.


    I open my eyes.


    “You were just trying to protect me,” I tell him. “You can’t blame yourself for that.”


    “I wasn’t thinking. You were standing right there.”


    “It’s just a bruise. It’ll heal.”


    “It’s not just a bruise.” He jerks away from me and shoves his hand through his hair. “You were punched in the fucking face!”


    “You’ve been punched in the face dozens of times,” I point out. “And you seem fine to me.”


    “That’s different.”


    “Because I’m a girl?”


    “Exactly!”


    I’m about to argue, but Ward steps right in front of me again. He takes me gently by the chin, but his eyes are still dark with emotion.


    “Can’t you see?” he says, his voice suddenly soft. “All I want to do is keep you safe. And if I can’t do that…”


    I lay my hand over his. “I’m safe.”


    “You’re not. Half of your face is going to be purple by morning.”


    “And by next week, it’ll be the normal color again.”


    He closes his eyes. “I started a fight in an enclosed space. With you right next to me. If it wasn’t a fist that hit you, it might have been a table, or a piece of silverware, or God knows what else. I wasn’t fucking thinking. I just wanted to hurt that guy for those things he said about you. I was the one who lost my head.”


    It’s hard to hear him say those things. Maybe he could have been more careful. Maybe he should have controlled his temper. Maybe, if I’m being honest, he does deserve some of the blame for this. But we can’t bury ourselves beneath “maybes” and “what ifs.” Maybe I shouldn’t have jumped in the middle of the fight. Maybe I shouldn’t have grabbed that stupid newspaper that started all of this in the first place. I saw Ward’s eyes when I threw myself between him and Bill. He would never, ever intentionally hurt me. And if I thought he was capable of such a thing, if I feared even for a moment that he’d ever lay a hand on me, I wouldn’t be here right now.


    “Have you ever hit a woman?” I ask him.


    His eyes snap to mine. “Never.”


    “Would you ever hit me?”


    There’s the pain again. “Never.”


    I nod. “Then that’s all either of us needs to know.”


    He continues to stare at me, his eyes sharp with feeling. There’s a lump in my throat, but I swallow it down.


    I touch his cheek, feel the roughness of his stubble beneath the palm of my hand. His skin is hot—almost as hot as mine.


    “You’d never intentionally hurt me,” I whisper. “I know that deep in my heart.” If anything, he’s sacrificed too much for me already.


    His hand closes over mine and his eyes fall closed again. He takes a deep breath, his fingers clenching mine.


    The emotion swells up in me so quickly that I almost say it again. I almost tell him I love him. I love him so much that it hurts to keep it down, but keep it down I do. I haven’t forgotten what I told him over our iced tea in the restaurant—that there’s still a chance for him, that he can still walk away from this escapade of ours and go piece his old life back together.


    But it’s hard to hide my feelings when he’s hold me like this. When he’s looking at me like I’m his whole world.


    I pull away.


    “We should get on the road,” I say. “I want to get as far away from that restaurant as possible before we stop for the night.” The sun is already sinking, and the sky has taken on an orange hue.


    He’s still watching me silently. I fumble awkwardly for the car door.


    “I guess it’s peanut butter sandwiches again,” I say, trying to sound cheerful. “Think you can choke another one down?”


    “Louisa.”


    There’s a weight to his tone that makes me look up. He looks like he wants to say something.


    “What?” I ask in a whisper.


    He shakes his head. “Nothing. Let’s go.”


    He turns and walks back around the car to the driver’s side. I watch his eyes take in the damage he caused—there are several visible dents in the roof of his car—and his mouth tightens slightly.


    I climb back into my seat. There’s a tension between us that wasn’t there before, and I don’t know what to do. I’m used to creating rifts, but I know nothing about fixing them.


    Ward starts the car in silence. I turn and look at him, trying to figure out what I might say to make things right again. But his profile offers no answers.


    My cheek throbs, and I resist the urge to poke at it. I don’t want to do anything to draw attention to what I’m sure is becoming a very visible reminder of the last horrible hour.


    An even more horrible thought occurs to me as Ward pulls back onto the highway.


    Maybe you can use this, a terrible voice in my head tells me. Draw out the tension. Widen the distance between you two. If we drift away from each other, then there will be nothing to keep him here. He’ll realize his mistake and return to his old life before anyone even suspects his involvement with me.


    Am I strong enough to actively push him away, even for his own sake?


    Maybe you need to be, I think. Even if it breaks your heart into pieces.


    * * *


    We don’t say more than a word to each other for the rest of the drive. Finally, sometime after nine o’clock and just outside of Washington D.C., Ward pulls us into a place called the Sunshine Motel. It’s painted taupe. Definitely not what I think of when I hear the word “sunshine.”


    It’s my turn to pay. We’ve never made any official sort of arrangement—Ward gets weird whenever money comes up between us, like he’s forgotten that I’m as broke as he is these days—but we’ve come to a sort of unspoken arrangement. He pays for a night, then I pay for a night.


    But as I start toward the manager’s office, Ward stops me.


    “You should probably let me get this one,” he says.


    “It’s my turn,” I remind him.


    He shakes his head. “It’s not about the money.” When it’s clear that I’m missing his point, he sighs and says, “They’re going to take one look at your face and think you’re in trouble. That I…” He can’t even finish the sentence.


    Oh. OH.


    I hadn’t even considered my face. Even now, it hurts when I speak—I can only imagine what it must look like. And if I’m traveling with a big, muscled guy like Ward, people are definitely going to jump to the wrong conclusions. The very thought makes me sick to my stomach.


    “I’ll wait by the car,” I tell him. “But I’ll get the next one.”


    He nods, even though we both know my face won’t look any better tomorrow.


    Ten minutes later, we’re settling into our room for the night. This motel’s nicer than some of the others we’ve stayed in, at least. The room smells clean, and there’s no sign of any roaches or ants upon first inspection. As a bonus, the television actually works. I flip to a late-night talk show and sink down on the bed.


    Ward’s more restless. We don’t really have much to unpack, but he’s walking back and forth across the room, fiddling with things. He opens the blinds, then closes them. He plays with the thermostat. He toys with the empty ice bucket. I want to say something to him, but I know he’s still upset about the fight.


    Finally he looks at me and says, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


    He doesn’t even give me the chance to reply before he’s out the door. I hear his footsteps going down the stairs, and a moment later, his car engine purrs to life.


    And he’s gone.


    There’s something final about the sound of a car driving off, about the man you love pulling away from you. He’s only gone for a few minutes before the doubts creep in: Maybe he doesn’t actually intend to come back. Maybe his guilt will keep him away.


    I lean back on the bed and force myself to take a deep breath. And then another.


    He’s coming back. Of course he’s coming back. I’m not worried about him leaving me. But if I’m freaking out now, what will happen when I convince him to leave me for good? If I can’t go a few minutes without him, how will I ever be able to let him go?


    Loneliness yawns in my gut. I try to focus on the television, but I can’t. Finally I stand and march into the bathroom.


    For the first time, I get a good look at myself. And I gasp out loud.


    Ward was right—almost half of my face is purple. I knew there was swelling, but it looks even worse than it feels. Again, I can’t help but poke at the sensitive skin, and I regret it immediately. I can feel the pain all the way across my skull and partway down my neck.


    No wonder Ward’s been freaking out. I look awful. Every time he looks at me, the evidence of his mistake is staring him right in the face. I’m wearing a big, ugly, purple symbol of his shame.


    My eyes burn as I flip on the shower, but I fight back the tears. Even crying sounds painful right now. I wish there was a way to take back this whole evening, to drive past that barbecue joint and completely miss that stack of newspapers bearing my face. To never throw myself in the middle of that fight.


    I peel off my clothes, wincing as the fabric of my dress brushes against my cheek as I pull the garment over my head. This morning things were beautiful. Even though I knew this adventure couldn’t last, I planned to enjoy it for as long as possible. How did things turn sour so quickly?


    I step beneath the water. It’s cold, but I don’t mind. They don’t offer soap or complementary mini-bottles of shampoo in a place like this, but that’s okay. I just want to rinse off. The water pressure is nonexistent, but I keep the tender skin of my face free of the stream anyway. I just tilt my head back and let the water soak my hair.


    I’m not sure how long I stand there. Long enough for my whole body to go numb from the cold. I wish my mind would go numb, too. I used to be so good at pushing the feelings away, but somehow I’ve broken myself of that habit. Now I don’t know what to do with all of these emotions rushing through me. I don’t want to cry. I want to scream and break things and run until I can’t breathe. I want to hold Ward against me until I can’t tell our heartbeats apart.


    I’m shivering. I turn and flip off the water, and my fingers are stiff. My toes, too. I grab a towel and rub myself dry, continuing to avoid my face. The cold has successfully dulled most of the sensations of my body, but I’m still a wreck inside.


    When I return to the room, Ward still isn’t there.


    I think about pulling my dress on again, but I don’t feel like it. Instead I flop down on the bed, the towel still wrapped around me, and let my head fall back on the pillow. There’s some comedian on the TV, and I try to listen to his jokes, but none of them are very funny.


    Ward will be back, I tell myself. He won’t just leave me here. Ward is many things, but he’s not a coward—that’s me. I’m the needy one who can’t seem to be alone for an hour.


    This is probably how Ian felt, I find myself thinking, all those times I ran from him. Back then, love seemed like such a terrifying thing. Now? Now I know that I was right to be afraid. I’ve never been particularly smart or responsible or stable, but this is the first time I’ve felt weak. How do people deal with emotions of this intensity? How do they even function?


    I must fall asleep. One minute I’m staring up at the ceiling, and the next I’m woken by the lightest of touches against my hand.


    My eyes fly open. Ward is leaning over me, concern marking his face. In the background, the TV is still going.


    “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t realize you were asleep.”


    “It’s fine,” I force myself to smile. How many times have I said that today? I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m fine.


    I sit up, remembering too late that I’m only wearing a towel. Ward’s seen me naked a dozen times before, but for some reason, my bareness makes me feel more exposed tonight.


    “Lie down,” he tells me gently. “It’s okay. I have something for you.”


    I obey, but mostly because I’m too exhausted to do anything else. Part of me—a larger part than I want to admit—is almost sick with relief that he’s come back to me. The rest of me is ashamed of myself. Maybe one day I’ll be strong enough to do the right thing and send him away. Tonight, he’s here.


    I close my eyes and take another deep breath. The mattress sinks slightly as he sits on the bed beside me.


    “This will be cold,” he warns me. “But it’ll help with the swelling.” I hear the clink of ice, then feel the frosty burn of an ice pack against my cheek.


    I gasp at the sting. Ward pulls the ice away, but I open my eyes and catch his gaze.


    “I’m okay,” I tell him. “It just startled me.”


    He nods and presses the ice pack against my face again. This time, I’m prepared. It still burns, but I keep my eyes locked on Ward.


    He’s watching me closely. Probably making sure he’s not hurting me. His eyes are full of worry. But there’s something else there, too—a calm. A steadiness. This is why he left, I realize. He needed to do something to make this better, something to help ease his guilt.


    He doesn’t say anything. But he holds the ice pack against my face with one hand and uses the other to push my damp hair away from my forehead. His fingers stay tangled in the strands, and his thumb brushes back and forth across my temple.


    I close my eyes again. All of my good sense flies out the window when he touches me like that, when the pads of his fingers drift across my skin like I’m some beautiful thing to be explored and cherished. My nerves find new life under his hands, and every stroke of his thumb seems to tug directly on my heart. My pulse quickens. Even the pain of my swollen cheek seems to fade in comparison to the other strong and sudden reactions of my body.


    His hands are rough with years of callouses, but his touch is tender. It’s the touch of a man who longs to protect me, a man who longs to take away my pain.


    When I open my eyes once more, he’s still staring down at me. And there are still shadows in his eyes.


    I reach up and slide my hands around his neck. He doesn’t resist when I pull his face down to meet mine, but his lips are tentative against my own, like he’s afraid he’ll break me.


    The next time I kiss him, I’m not as gentle. And I let my tongue slip into his mouth to tease his. I bite down on his lips. And there it is—a response. His lips press more firmly against mine, and then he’s grabbing me.


    But he only kisses me for a moment before he pulls back again. His face hovers just above mine, close enough that it’s hard to see into his eyes.


    “I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispers.


    “You won’t hurt me,” I say. “And if I remember correctly, you had no problem doing all sorts of things with me when you were hurt.” He had far more than a black eye after that fight in the spa at Huntington Manor, and that didn’t stop us from enjoying each other.


    I draw his face back down, and this time he reacts with a hunger—until he pulls back again.


    “That was different,” he says, slightly breathless.


    “Because I’m a girl?”


    He shakes his head, but he’s already set the ice pack aside. His hand moves to the exposed skin of my shoulder.


    “It’s different because it’s you. Because I’ve never given a fuck if I was hurt. But you…”


    A sudden, horrible thought occurs to me.


    “What about you?” I say. “Were you hurt today?”


    My eyes scan his face, his arms, anywhere I can see his skin. How could I be so self-centered? So heartless? I was hit once today. Ward was pummeled dozens of times. And thrown against newspaper racks. He might not have a black eye or any open wounds, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t hurt.


    “I’m okay,” he assures me. “I’ve had a lot worse.”


    But I’m not going to let him brush off the question like that. I sit up—making sure to clutch the towel across my chest—and stare him down.


    “I want to see,” I say.


    At first I think he’s going to refuse, but then he sits back. Slowly, he pulls off his shirt.


    There are bruises all over his chest. None as large or as puffy as the one on my face, but that doesn’t matter. I’m sure they hurt just as much.


    “It’s nothing bad,” he insists.


    Yeah, right. There are several bruises right across his ribs, and I reach out and touch one. Softly, of course, but he still winces. I look up at him.


    “You can’t tell me they don’t hurt,” I say.


    I rise to my knees and grab his shoulder, making him turn so I can see his back. It’s just as bad.


    “Geez,” I say. “You’re solid purple.”


    “It’s not that bad.”


    “Don’t go all ‘tough guy’ on me. I have eyes.” I reach out to touch another one to prove my point, but he catches my hand.


    “What’s with you and poking at bruises? I seem to remember you poking at my black eye, back when I had one.”


    “I remember kissing your black eye.” I look up at him. “Did that make it better or worse?”


    He raises my hand to his lips.


    “Better,” he murmurs against my fingers.


    I lean forward and press my lips against one of the bruises on his chest.


    “Much better,” he says, releasing my hand.


    I smile to myself and brush my mouth against a second bruise. Then a third. I work my way carefully across his chest, leaving no patch of purple skin unkissed. Ward’s hands come up and clutch my arms, but his grip isn’t possessive or demanding. His thumbs slide against my skin.


    I have to bend over to reach the bruises on his stomach, and when I do, my towel falls open. I let it. My lips touch the taut skin across his abs, flitting from injury to injury. When I reach the trail of dark auburn hair leading down into his jeans, I sit up again.


    “Turn around,” I say. “I want to kiss the ones on your back.”


    But he gives a single shake of his head. “It’s my turn.”


    His arm slips around my waist and he leans forward, helping me down onto the sheets. When I’m on my back, he grabs the towel from beneath me and tosses it aside. His hands slide up over my body, and his touch is so light that I wonder if I’m only imagining his fingers against my skin. He leans over me, bending down until his mouth is just over the bruise on my cheek.


    Even the slight pressure of his breath against my skin stings a little. But I want nothing more than to feel his lips against my cheek, feel his kiss against the ugly purple bruise that has caused so much pain and confusion for us.


    And when he does let his mouth graze my skin, it brings both throbbing pain and a sense of joy. He moves across my swollen cheek from one end to the other, caressing it with his lips, and it’s like he’s kissing every fear, every doubt away.


    My whole face is tingling when he finally draws away. He doesn’t go far. He follows a path down my neck, kissing the length of my throat and continuing across my chest. And he doesn’t stop there. Only when he reaches the crest between my legs do I sit up and gently push him off of me.


    “I’m not done with you yet,” I tell him.


    His eyes are already glazed with desire, so he doesn’t protest as I turn him around. Sometimes I don’t think he understands that I get as much pleasure out of exploring his body as I do from letting him explore mine. I’m not about to let him go until I’ve touched every bruise on his body with my lips. Until I’ve kissed away his pain as he’s kissed away mine. I’m not the only one who suffered today. I refuse to forget that.


    This time I move even more slowly than before, taking care to caress every patch of discolored skin with my mouth. Each kiss is an apology and an endearment, a whisper of affection and a brush of hope. My fingers move after my lips, marking the bruises one by one, until I reach his lower back and there’s nowhere else to go.


    I reach around him and undo his jeans. Together, we slide them off his body.


    There are bruises on his legs, too. Not as many as on the rest of him, but I have plenty of work to do. Wordlessly, I push him back on the pillows. And then I move down his legs, ensuring that every bit of injured skin comes under my examination.


    I’m kissing a small scab near his ankle when he sits up and tugs me back on top of him. I go gladly, melting into his arms. I lay my unbruised cheek against his neck and let my breath fall into rhythm with his. My whole body rises and falls with his chest.


    “They’re gone now,” I whisper after a moment. “All of them.” He has thirty-seven bruises. I counted them as I kissed them. Some are as small as my thumbnail, but at least one on his back is almost the size of my fist. Thirty-seven bruises. From a fight that only started because he was trying to protect me.


    And tonight, I’m going to repay every one.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    


    


    “Your pick,” I say, nudging the atlas in Ward’s direction.


    We’re sitting in the car, our book of maps propped up against the dashboard. Ward rubs his chin as he studies the network of roads on the page.


    “I say we follow the highway into Delaware,” he says. “Then New Jersey. We’ll hit Pennsylvania on the way to New York.”


    We crossed over into Maryland this morning. We decided to skirt Washington D.C.—given the state of my face, it seemed like a good idea to avoid large cities. Ward’s purchases last night also included some makeup and a pair of over-sized sunglasses for me, but neither is particularly successful at hiding the fact that the entire left side of my face is black and blue.


    “Sounds like a plan to me,” I say, sliding the sunglasses up onto the top of my head and studying the map. “They don’t look that far apart. Think we can hit them all today?”


    He nods. “Honestly, I’m guessing it’s probably only about four hours from here to New York City. But that’s assuming we don’t have any, uh, side trips.” His mouth tilts up deliciously at that last bit, and heat rushes between my legs.


    After yesterday, I’m thrilled that things seem more or less back to normal between us. I still catch shadows in Ward’s eyes every now and then—when he doesn’t realize I can see him looking at my puffy, purple face—but at least we’re speaking again.


    I let myself study him as he pulls onto the highway again. Now that he’s calm, he seems perfectly in his element—bobbing his head to the radio, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel in time to some guitar riff blasting out of the speakers. His left elbow is hanging out the window. I’ve never thought of cars as being particularly sexy—even the sleek, expensive ones that my father and brother used to have—but there’s something about this picture that makes me hum in all the right places.


    I’ve offered to take a turn driving. But even if Ward let me handle Ol’ Stella (as he affectionately calls her)—which he doesn’t—I prefer to watch him. To drink in the way the sun brightens his skin, or the way the muscles in his arms flex when his hand’s on the wheel.


    Maybe I’m wrong, thinking Ward should go back to Huntington Manor. Maybe he belongs on the road.


    I roll down my window and let the wind lap at my face and hair. The scenery outside is a glorious blur, and there’s something comforting about the whir of car engines all around us. It’s hard to believe that I’m a wanted woman, that even now the cops might be after me.


    Or maybe it’s the opposite—that knowing how easily all of this might end makes it all that much more thrilling. I’ve visited many places, all over the world, and yet I’ve never once been on a traditional road trip. I’m not sure I ever understood why people would want to spend days in a car when a flight took a fraction of the time.


    “Have you ever done this before?” I ask Ward. “Been on a trip like this, I mean?”


    “On a sex trip?”


    I give a little groan. “You know what I mean.”


    He grins. “Nothing quite this… ambitious. But when I was a teenager, my friend Craig and I skipped school to drive to Indianapolis. Apparently, he knew some girls who went to college there.”


    I smile. “Older women, huh? I had no idea.”


    “They could buy us beer. And take us to sorority parties. I was sixteen. I wasn’t about to turn that down.”


    I laugh. “How did it go?”


    “We took turns driving. Craig swore he knew a shortcut down some back roads, but that dumbass ended up getting us lost. We drove around for hours trying to find the highway again, and both of us were too stupid to stop and ask for directions.”


    I let my fingers hang out the window. “So what happened?”


    “Well, we never made it to Indianapolis, if that’s what you mean. But once we gave up on that idea, we were free to do whatever we wanted. We stopped at this roadside stand and bought these sketchy-looking meat pies for dinner. We bought a bottle of bootleg moonshine from this man with a beard down to his waist. We tried to go cow-tipping, but we got caught and chased off the property. My leg got caught climbing over the fence and I almost broke my damn ankle.”


    He taps his fingers against the wheel and shakes his head, amusement dancing across his face.


    “It was my first real trip, my first time more or less on my own. My mom was pissed.”


    “She didn’t know you were going?”


    “Of course not. I was trying to get laid by some college girls. She never would’ve let me go. I was hoping she’d go right to bed when she got home from her shift and never notice I wasn’t home. But moms always seem to have a sense for when their kids are up to no good.” He gives a little laugh.


    Ward’s talked to me about his mom before, but only a handful of times, and almost always in sadness. Her life was hard after Edward Carolson abandoned her, and it’s only been a few short years since she lost the battle with cancer. It’s clear Ward loves her very much—he even has her name, Mona Catherine, tattooed on his arm—and it touches me, seeing him remember some of the lighter times.


    A song Ward likes comes on the radio, and he turns it up. His fingers tap tap burra-tap against the wheel in time with the beat. But it’s only on the second chorus when he turns it down again.


    “What about you?” he asks. “Ever been on a road trip?”


    I shake my head. “That wasn’t exactly my family’s style.”


    “You guys were more about the yachts and the luxury hotels?”


    I know it’s not meant to be a dig, but all the same, his words sting slightly. I’ve been trying to escape that life for years now, trying to convince myself that I was something more than the money and the privilege.


    Ward seems to realize he’s said the wrong thing. “I didn’t mean—”


    “I know.”


    For a while, after I started working at the Thailand division of Cunningham Cares International, I thought I was starting to figure it out, that I didn’t need the luxury or trappings of my old life. But when my father died and it was all taken away from me, I realized I’d been lying to myself all along.


    “You don’t have to be ashamed of it, you know,” Ward says.


    “What?”


    “Of the money. Or growing up in that house. Or any of it, really.”


    I look out the window. “It’s not the money, exactly. It’s…” How do I explain this? How do I articulate a lifetime’s worth of confusion and guilt?


    I wait for Ward to jump in. Or to redirect the question to something safer. But he doesn’t.


    “It’s just…” My eyes drift up toward the sky. There are white, fluffy clouds above us, but the sky is darker up ahead. It’ll probably rain later.


    “It’s just…?” Ward prompts.


    I’m not sure where to begin. I let out a breath. “Why should I be allowed to mourn that life when most people will never be lucky enough to experience anything even close to it?”


    Ward’s silent for a moment. Even his fingers have stopped tapping.


    “You’re not mourning the money,” he says. “You’re mourning the life you knew. You’re mourning your childhood.”


    It’s encouraging to know that he thinks that of me. But that doesn’t make him right.


    “I miss the money, too,” I say softly. “Not like… not like I miss my father. But enough for it to matter.” I’m still looking out the window, trying to find that calm again. “I took it for granted. Even as I resented it. And when it was gone… It turns out it was a bigger part of me than I thought. I spent most of my life trying to run from it, but in the end, I wanted that life. I needed that life. The rest… The rest was just to make myself feel better.”


    Ward’s silence is longer this time. When I glance over at him, I can tell he’s thinking intently about what I’ve just said.


    It’s the most honest I’ve been with him—with anyone—about the feelings I’ve been dealing with since my father died. And now that those words are out there, I’m not sure I feel much better.


    “I think you’re wrong about one thing,” he says finally. “I don’t think you need that life. Even if you miss it.”


    I look at him.


    “I mean, I never knew you when you had money,” he says. “I only know you as you are now. But I don’t think you need that life.”


    I don’t know who he’s talking about, because even I am self-aware enough to recognize that I have some serious issues. Maybe he’s just trying to protect me again, but it doesn’t make me feel like any less of a fraud.


    “Everyone always thought I was the generous one,” I say. “The girl who was willing to give up her extravagant lifestyle to help the needy. But it was all just a show. It wasn’t about the people I was helping. It was about showing the world that I wasn’t the spoiled, selfish little rich girl that they expected me to be, the girl that I knew I was, at the end of the day.”


    I lean my head back against the seat. When I started this conversation, I wasn’t expecting this to turn into a confessional session. This is the last thing I want to be talking about right now.


    Besides, I’m not supposed to be focusing so much on my problems anymore.


    “Look, I’m dealing with it,” I say. “I know I have a long way to go, but I’ll figure it out.”


    “Oh, no,” Ward says. “Don’t think I’m going to let you just—”


    There’s a bang and suddenly the car swerves wildly to the left. Ward corrects course immediately, but it doesn’t matter—the car is dangerously unbalanced. And it’s making a strange thumping sound.


    “Shit,” he says. “I think we blew a tire.”


    The car thump thumps as Ward steers us over to the side of the highway. My heart is still racing. As soon as he’s parked us on the shoulder, Ward reaches out and places a hand on my thigh.


    “You okay?” he asks.


    I nod. “Just startled. That’s all.”


    “I’m going to check it out,” he tells me. “I’ll be right back.”


    He’s only outside a second. He takes one look at the back tire on his side of the car and curses.


    “It’s in shreds,” he says, leaning in the driver’s side window. “I’m going to have to change it.”


    “You have everything you need?”


    “Never travel without it.” He rubs the door frame affectionately. “Ol’ Stella’s done me proud, but she’s not young. And I’m not an idiot.” He starts to straighten, then leans back inside. “It’s going to be a little while. Hang tight.”


    “I can help,” I say. I don’t know much about cars, but I don’t want to sit around while he does all the work, either.


    Ward answers my offer with a grin.


    “Have you ever changed a tire before?” he asks.


    “No. But I’m willing to learn.” I lean toward him across the center console. “And I bet you’re a very, very good teacher.”


    He laughs at that. But he throws a glance over his shoulder before he answers.


    “We’re lucky,” he says. “This might have happened on a busier road.” He looks at me again. “Be careful, though. The shoulder’s always dangerous.”


    I smile and climb out of the car. The wind has picked up, and my hair flies in my face, but I tie it up again as I walk around to where Ward stands at the trunk. He pulls out a toolbox and hands it to me before reaching for the spare.


    “Lesson one,” he says. “Always be prepared for an emergency. Spare tire, jumper cable, toolbox, a couple of road flares—those will get you a long way.”


    I smile. He’s sexy when he goes all Mr. Handyman on me.


    He leads me around to blown tire. He’s right—it’s shredded.


    “Geez,” I say.


    “I know.” He crouches next to the wheel and sighs as he picks at the tattered rubber remains. When he glances up, I see something in his eyes—but he looks away quickly.


    “What?” I say.


    “It’s nothing. I just…” He tugs at the rubber. “As I said, we were lucky. If there’d been a car in the next lane, or if I’d pulled the wheel a little too far…” His eyes meet mine again. “You might not be standing here right now. You might be—”


    “I’m okay,” I say, bending down next to him. “We’re both okay.”


    He reaches out and brushes a curl away from my face. His fingers linger on my cheek—the bruised one—as if making sure that I’m real, that I’m telling the truth. Only when he presses too hard and I wince a little does he draw his hand back.


    “I’m sorry,” he says, looking away. When he speaks again, his voice is rough. “I just don’t know what I’d do if anything else happened to you.”


    Before I can respond, he grabs the toolbox out of my hand.


    “This,” he says, reaching inside, “is a jack. It’s used to support the car while we change the tire.”


    I’m still trying to recover from the last thing he said. I can hardly keep up with the sudden subject change.


    “I… I know what a jack is,” I say.


    He shrugs and smiles as if my heart isn’t still beating a thousand times a minute. “Just making sure.” He positions the jack beneath the car. “You don’t want to lift the car off the ground. You just want to support its weight.”


    If he doesn’t want to talk about how close we came to an accident, then I won’t pressure him. He feels terrible enough about my swollen face. It’s clear that he blames himself for this, too.


    I’m content to just watch him work. To study the way his brow furrows slightly as he cranks the jack. To admire the way his muscles ripple beneath the skin on his bare arms. Something wet hits my skin, and when I look up I realize that the rain is moving in faster than I anticipated. I hear the low rumble of thunder in the distance. We’ll have to hurry if we don’t want to get drenched.


    But Ward seems to be on top of things.


    “Next, we need the lug wrench,” he says, grabbing one from the toolbox. His eyes are a little brighter now, a little clearer. He’s doing what he does best—fixing things—and that seems to restore his mood. He moves with a new energy, and I feel the blood rising in my cheeks as I watch him.


    “What are you staring at?” he asks as he removes the tire. His voice is thick with amusement.


    “Can’t I admire the view?”


    He shoots me a grin over his shoulder. “I guess I can’t complain about that.”


    Just a few moments ago, I would have called the flat tire a near-disaster. Or at least a major inconvenience. But now that I see Ward working, now that I realize we’re in capable hands, I find it, well… almost fun. This feels almost like a real adventure now, even if the rain is starting to pick up.


    Ward wipes the back of his hand across his forehead. It leaves a streak of grease, and the look is far sexier than it has any right to be. He shoots a glance up at the sky.


    “I don’t like the look of that,” he says, almost to himself.


    As if in answer, lightning flashes across the sky.


    “You should get back in the car,” he says. He looks over his shoulder at the highway. “This is getting dangerous.”


    The rain is getting heavier every second. Cars whizz by, kicking up spray with their tires. One passes too close, and I leap back against Ol’ Stella.


    “Get in,” Ward says as he throws everything back in the toolbox. He has to yell for me to hear him. “We’ll finish later.”


    I grab the spare tire and help him get everything back in the trunk. Then I jump back inside the car.


    We were only caught outside for a minute, but everything I’m wearing is soaked. Lightning flashes again, and the crash of thunder that follows makes the change rattle in the cup holders. Rain thunders against the roof of the car.


    “Well, that fucks things up a little,” Ward says, pushing his wet hair back. The streak of grease is still there on his forehead.


    It definitely throws a wrench in our grand plans for the day. I tilt my head and look out the window. The sky is dark in every direction I can see.


    “Should we call a tow truck?” I ask. I hate to spend the money, but that’s looking more and more like our only option.


    “With what?” Ward asks.


    “Oh. Right.” His phone battery’s been dead for two days now, and my cell is probably in police custody at this point.


    “We’ll wait for this to blow over,” he says. “Or at least calm down a little. It won’t take me long to get the spare on there. If it doesn’t blow over soon, maybe I’ll hike up to the nearest exit and see if I can call one of those roadside assistance vehicles. At least they’ve got loads of flashing lights so people will be able to see us while we’re working.” He reaches over and flicks on the emergency flashers.


    He’s right—those are pretty much our only options at this point. And judging by the current conditions, we’re probably going to be stranded for a while. We might as well get comfortable.


    I settle back in my seat, trying to relax. It’s easier said than done. For some reason, I’m restless.


    Ward is fidgeting as well. He drums his fingers against the steering wheel, tapping a rhythm against the faded vinyl. At first I think he’s just bored, but when I see his face, I can tell he’s deep in thought. He senses me looking and turns his head. His fingers pause.


    “We were interrupted,” he says, “back there when the tire blew.”


    I was hoping he’d forgotten about that conversation, at least for now.


    “Don’t worry about it,” I say.


    “No, I think this is important.” He releases the wheel and shifts to face me.


    “Ward, I—”


    “You’re obviously still beating yourself up about your past, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.”


    I shake my head. “It’s…”


    “Complicated, I know.” His tone says what his words don’t: It always is with you.


    I look out at the rain. “I don’t want to talk about this right now.”


    For a moment, he doesn’t say anything, and all I can hear is the rain beating against the metal roof of the car. And then he reaches out and touches my thigh.


    “A parent dying is… an awful, shitty thing,” he says. “No matter what the circumstances. You had it worse than most of us because you lost so much more than just your dad. You lost everything. I can’t think of anyone who wouldn’t have a hard time processing all the crap you’ve had to deal with.”


    I squeeze my eyes shut. “I’m okay. I promise.”


    “You see, I don’t believe that.”


    “I have a lot to work through, I know,” I admit to him. “But I’ll figure it out.”


    “I think anyone who—”


    “I don’t need you to be a shrink,” I snap.


    I regret my tone immediately, even before Ward draws back.


    “Look,” he says, “I’m not trying to play shrink. I’m just trying to understand.”


    And I’m just not ready to talk about it.


    I lean over and take his hand.


    “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m trying to work through this.”


    His eyes lock on mine. “You don’t have to do that alone.”


    It’s almost embarrassing how quickly my eyes start to burn at those words. But I’m not going to add tears to this situation.


    “I just need time,” I say softly. “Just some time.”


    He doesn’t look entirely convinced, but I’ve never be able to fool him. Instead of trying, I lean across the car and take his face in my hands and kiss him. Passionately. Until his hands come up around me and he kisses me just as aggressively in return.


    After a minute, he breaks off.


    “Don’t think you can just kiss your way out of everything,” he says, and there’s just enough lightness in his voice for me to see my opening.


    “Maybe I can’t,” I reply, trying to match his tone. “But I intend to try. And I’d like to see you stop me.”


    The next time I kiss him I slip my tongue into his mouth, and I can sense the moment the switch flips inside of him—the moment his resistance cracks and he gives up on any further conversation. His hands tighten their grip and his lips go on the attack, and my body is all too ready to melt against his.


    He pushes me back against my seat and leans across the center console, his mouth refusing to leave mine. His hand is already peeling back the wet fabric of my dress, pushing it up my thighs. And his fingers are slipping between my legs, tracing that familiar path of pleasure toward my core.


    My hand moves down across his abs and over the crotch of his jeans. He groans and grinds himself against my fingers. He’s already hard.


    We writhe and twist against each other, trying to get closer to each other within the cramped, awkward confines of the car. My seatbelt buckle is digging into my hip, and my knee keeps hitting the glove compartment. But as long as I’m entangled with Ward, I don’t care.


    Thunder erupts overhead. Or is that just my foot hitting the door? Ward’s pushing me back against my seat again, and my hand grapples along the side of the seat, trying to figure out to recline the back. He’s not that patient. He’s halfway on top of me already, and now he’s working my dress up around my waist.


    “No panties?” he murmurs against my ear as his fingers brush over me.


    I pant and lift my hips to meet his touch. “They’re dirty.”


    “I bet.”


    He still has that streak of grease on his forehead—though it’s probably smeared on my skin, too—and I can smell it. That, mixed with the scent of his sweat, creates a heady aroma that makes me dizzy with desire. I go for his fly, not willing to wait a moment longer. I need him now.


    My other hand, meanwhile, has finally found the lever on the side of my seat. I yank on it, and my seat falls back, giving Ward the space to climb completely on top of me. I undo his zipper and start to shove his jeans and boxers down his hips. He pushes them all the way to his ankles. My arms go around his neck and I yank his face down to mine again. I want him closer to me. I want to make love to him while the rain beats down overhead and this little edge of anxiety still quivers in my bones. My body won’t have anything else right now.


    I bite down on his lip, and he returns the favor, and we’re attacking each other with tongues and teeth and everything we have. My lips are nearly raw by the time Ward breaks away, but I whimper and try to pull him back to my mouth again.


    “Mm,” he murmurs. “What am I going to do with you?” His mouth moves along my jaw. When he reaches my ear, he sucks the lobe into his mouth, and I can feel it all the way down to my heels.


    His kisses become more urgent, and he opens his wallet and scrabbles for the condom he has stashed there. He starts kissing his way roughly across my other cheek—the bruised one—and though my body responds eagerly to every touch of his lips, he uses a little too much pressure against the sensitive, swollen skin. I cry out in pain before I can stop myself.


    Ward stills.


    “Fuck,” he says. “Fuck, I forgot.” His fingers move along the edge of my face, skimming but never actually touching the raised, mottled skin.


    “It was an accident,” I say lightly. “The pain’s already gone.”


    Almost. There’s still a dull ache deep beneath the skin, but Ward doesn’t need to feel guiltier than he already does.


    “And anyway,” I whisper, taking his face in my hands, “I would endure far more pain than that to have you kiss me again.” I pull his mouth to mine, but though he responds, much of the heat, the desperation, is gone. He kisses me, but then he sighs and pulls back again.


    “Louisa…”


    “You won’t hurt me. I promise.”


    He looks at me long and hard, his eyes burning into mine. Right now, they’re a stormy blue—beautiful and full of a vibrant energy.


    “I would never intentionally hurt you,” he says. “But when…” Something flashes in his eyes—something wicked—and he shakes his head. He drops his face close to mine so that I feel every word as it leaves his lips.


    “When you kiss me, or when you make those intoxicating little noises you make, or when you wrap your legs around me… I lose it. Every bit of control. And I’m not sure I trust myself not to hurt you then.”


    I tilt my face so that my lips touch his ear. “I can take a lot more pain than you imagine. Even enjoy it.”


    I know what those words do to him. His cock jumps against my thigh.


    “Remember that night at Huntington Manor right after your fight?” I murmur. “The night of our first time?”


    “Yes,” he growls. “I remember.”


    “Were you worried about your shoulder? Or your black eye? Or any of the pain?”


    “That’s different.”


    “You keep saying that, but I don’t believe you. Or is it that you don’t believe I could want you now as much as you wanted me then?”


    He leans close. “I know you want me. But if you think even for a second that you understand how much I want you…” His fingers tangle in my damp hair. “Or how hard you can make my cock with just the smallest of things…”


    My core clenches as he raises a handful of my curls to his nose.


    “Sometimes all it takes is the smell of you,” he says. “I’ve turned away just for a second, but then I catch a hint of your scent… and it finds its way down inside me. Into my blood. Until I can smell nothing but you. And you’re standing there in front of me, completely oblivious to the fact that all I can think about is tearing off your clothes and fucking you until your smell is all around me. Until I’ve completely buried myself in it.”


    He drops my hair. His hand glides over my collarbone, and his eyes grow even darker.


    “Sometimes it’s a look,” he continues. “A flash of sorrow in your eyes. A quiver of your lip. Those times I want to take you in my arms and make you forget everything that’s hurting you. I want to take you until you’re crying in pleasure, not pain. Until you’ve forgotten every emotion but the things I can make you feel.”


    His words stun me, and I’m completely frozen against the seat. But he’s not done.


    “And sometimes it’s not a look or a scent,” he says. “It’s a laugh. Or a sigh. Or one perfect little curl next to your cheek. You’ll tilt your head and your hair will fall over your shoulder and all I can think about is that hair dragging across my skin. You’ll tap your fingers against your leg and all I can think about is those fingers digging into my back, that leg wrapped around me.” He lowers his face until his mouth is just above mine. “You’ll part your lips just slightly, and all I can think about is how much I want your lips on my cock. Right then. And I think about it until my whole body aches with need and it’s all I can do not to show you what you’ve done to me.”


    I have no response to such a confession. Ward takes advantage of my shocked silence.


    “So you see,” he says, his voice rough, “why it’s dangerous to let myself lose control.”


    Dangerous. Yes, this is dangerous, but I want to throw myself headfirst into the chaos.


    “But what will you do if I tell you I want that danger?” I ask softly, burying my hands in his hair. “If I want you to fuck me like that?”


    His cock moves against my thigh again, even though the rest of him remains perfectly still.


    “One of us needs to maintain some sort of control,” he says finally, huskily.


    “Why?”


    Again his cock pulses. “Because otherwise I’m never going to let you out of my arms again. I’m just going to fuck you…” He kisses me fiercely. “And fuck you…” His hand tightens on my breast. “And fuck you…” He shifts his hips until I can feel the hard head of his arousal right against my folds, and then he whispers, “Until we both collapse from exhaustion.”


    I shiver at the thought.


    “Have you ever been fucked like that?” he asks. He moves his hips again, and his cock slides against me.


    I can only shake my head. Words aren’t an option right now.


    “Are you so sure you want it?” he breathes.


    Want it? I need it. But he has to know that. He has to hear how fast my breath rushes in and out of my lips. He has to feel how hard my heart is beating beneath him. And that’s ignoring the obvious—can’t he tell how slick I am down where his cock teases me so cruelly?


    His hands move to my hair again, one on either side of my head, and he tugs at my curls until my scalp prickles. I give a little gasp.


    “Do you want it?” he asks again. “You have to say it. I don’t want to have any doubt.”


    The air in this car is so thick and hot with the scent of our mingling lust that I can hardly breathe. Ward’s face has a thin sheen of sweat, and between the way his arousal is pressed against me and the way he’s looking at me right now, I’m afraid I could come right here, balanced between his hard length and the sharpness of his gaze. All it would take is a single word of command from him.


    But he needs my word. My command. My permission for him to take my body and use it completely.


    “Yes,” I whisper. “I want it. I want everything you have.”


    There’s a moment where neither of us moves. Neither of us breathes. But I can feel his heart pumping beneath my hands, feel his cock pulse against my slick opening.


    And then Ward makes a sound that I can feel deep inside of me. A sound I’ve never heard him make before—part male, part animal, so utterly primal that my body instantly responds. My belly contracts and my mouth parts and suddenly he’s plunging into me, drawing a very different but equally wild sound from my lips.


    Usually, when Ward sinks into me, he pauses right when he’s as deep as he can go. He looks me in the eyes and lets me feel him—every hot, hard inch of him—and only when I’m trembling does he begin to move. And then it’s a slow build, a steady increase of speed and power that drives me so perfectly toward my peak.


    This time there’s no moment of pause. No slow build. He doesn’t tease me, or pull back to watch my reactions pass across my face. He has me pinned beneath him on the seat, entirely at his will, and he drives into me again and again without mercy. Today he has no care for tenderness, no patience for our normal dance of teasing and begging. He’s forgotten all of that, abandoned everything for feral need.


    And I do, too.


    Ward is everywhere. He’s the warm smell of lust in my nostrils. The hard, sweaty skin beneath my hands. He’s the taste on my lips and the pulse beating deep inside of me. And his cock is unrelenting, stretching me with every thrust, filling me again and again with heat and pleasure and the tiniest edge of pain that only seems to enhance every other sensation I’m experiencing.


    His hands move to my thighs. His fingers grip my legs. He’s pushing me back, pushing my thighs up, giving himself complete access. My body shakes beneath him, but I welcome him with everything I have. I hear nothing but the beautiful sound of our bodies coming together.


    I’m so enraptured by him that I hardly notice my own pleasure building. But suddenly I’m climaxing, falling to pieces around him, crying out and digging my nails into his back. He continues to take me in exactly the way he pleases, in exactly the way he warned me he would. With everything he has, with no thought to anything else.


    When I’m nearly sobbing in ecstasy, he kisses me again, his teeth tugging at my lips. I moan as his tongue tangles with mine. Whimper as he increases the speed of his thrusts. Sweat drips off his face and dribbles down his back, and even through the haze of my orgasm all I can think about it how I want to lick all of it up.


    My body feels like it’s going to fall apart, and yet I cling to him, refusing to let go. I can already feel the tightness building inside of me again, driving me once more toward my peak, and I curl my fingers against his muscled back and hold on to him like an animal. I bite at his lips and arch myself toward him, trying to give more, more, more.


    The next time I climax, he’s right behind me. I feel his entire body tighten against mine, and I thrust my hips toward him, allowing him to bury himself completely. And I almost cry with joy when he gives a final thrust and I’m flooded with his hot warmth.


    And that’s when I realize he never put on the condom.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    


    Afterward, Ward slides back over to his side of the car, and I collapse against my seat, too exhausted and too overwhelmed to move.


    My body is still trembling, and my skin is burning with heat. I’m damp with sweat—both his and mine—and my hair is plastered to my neck and cheeks. I’m perfectly satisfied—stretched and sore and buzzing with the pleasure he gave me—and I let out a contented sigh.


    I know I should be a little more worried about the fact that we forgot the condom, but it’s hard to muster any regret after an experience like that. If I’m being perfectly honest, I wanted to experience him that way—as truly and fully as possible. I can still feel the heat of him between my legs.


    I tilt my head and look over at Ward. He’s leaning back against his seat, and his chest is still heaving. His hands are resting on his stomach, and one of his fingers taps a beat against his skin. He’s staring at the roof of the car, probably listening to the rain that still pounds against the dented metal. But there’s a slight furrow in his brow that worries me.


    I remember what he said back at that beach restaurant about being more careful, about avoiding a situation where I’d end up like his mother. Does he regret what just happened? Is he beating himself up for losing control? I gave him permission. I wanted this. I’d do it again in a heartbeat if I thought my body had the strength.


    He turns his head and meets my gaze. His mouth stretches into a smile, and he reaches out and takes my hand. It’s only then, when his fingers touch mine and something releases inside of me, that I realize how nervous I am. I weave my fingers through his and try to relax.


    “Hey,” he says.


    I return his smile. “Hey.”


    He closes his eyes, and I do, too. I can even feel his pulse hammering through the thin skin at the base of his palm. Thunder rolls overhead, and the rain pounds harder than ever, but I feel safe and warm in here.


    For a long time, we just lie like that: completely still and only connected through our locked hands. After a while, when my skin starts to chill, I push my dress back down to cover me. My thighs fall closed. Maybe I’m strange, but I don’t want to lose what little heat and wetness still lingers there.


    I think I drift off eventually. It’s not that hard to do when your body’s been used so rigorously, or when the rain and thunder create a rhythmic lullaby above your head. After a while, I become aware of Ward’s hand squeezing mine. Of his soft voice murmuring my name.


    I open my eyes. He’s watching me, and he reaches out with his free hand to twist one of my curls around his finger. He never seems to get enough of my hair.


    “The storm seems to be letting up,” he says. “I should probably go finish changing the tire.”


    I nod. Though I’d love to lie here for a while longer, I know we should probably get on the road.


    He turns and looks out the windshield. For a minute, I think he’s just watching the rain—which, as he said, has slowed significantly—but there’s something too serious, too tense about his expression.


    “There’s one more thing,” he says without looking at me. “We should probably go find a pharmacy.”


    I don’t claim to be an expert at car repairs, but that confuses me. “What else do we need?”


    He shifts in his seat. “The morning-after pill.”


    Oh. Of course. I’m kind of ashamed I didn’t think of that. And embarrassed that Ward had to be the one to bring it up.


    “Yeah,” I say. “A pharmacy. You’re right.” The last thing the two of us need is some sort of complication.


    Ward curls his hands around the steering wheel. He’s still looking out the front window.


    “I’m sorry,” he says after a moment. “I was reckless.”


    “It’s not your fault.”


    “Getting the condom on is my responsibility. Not yours,” he says. “I should have been more careful.”


    “I gave you permission,” I remind him. “I told you I wanted everything you had to give me.” And if I’m being honest, I want it still. Even if it’s reckless and stupid. Even though I know we need to be more responsible.


    But he’s shaking his head. “It shouldn’t have happened like that. I shouldn’t have lost control.”


    I put my hand on his arm. He flinches away, like he doesn’t even trust himself to be touched by me.


    “I wanted it,” I tell him, because that’s the truth. I wanted to feel his pleasure inside of me. I wanted him to fill me. Am I pathetic or just foolish for enjoying it? For wanting that deepest of physical connections?


    He doesn’t respond. He just keeps staring out at the rain, and then he says, “I’m going to go get the tire.”


    For a moment I stay in my seat. I know this is about far more than the potential risks we took, that he’s still worried about making the same mistakes his father did.


    I flatten my hand against my belly. I have no idea what I’d do if I became pregnant. I’m definitely not responsible or stable enough to have a baby. And I have no interest in bringing a child into the mess that is my life.


    But if it was Ward’s baby…


    I shouldn’t even be thinking about this. I’m just freaking myself out. We’re going to find a pharmacy and I’m going to take the morning-after pill and we can just pretend this never happened.


    That thought makes me feel strangely hollow. I sigh and open the car door, letting myself out into the rain.


    It’s colder than I anticipated, but I wrap my arms around myself. I should probably go around and see if Ward needs any help with the tire, but I need to be alone right now. I walk away from the highway, down the grassy bank to the line of trees that borders this side of the road.


    My chest tightens slightly. I haven’t had any panic attacks since I left Huntington Manor, but that doesn’t mean I’m any better than I was a couple of weeks ago.


    What am I doing out here? I ask myself. What the hell am I looking for?


    I stop just shy of the first evergreens and close my eyes, forcing myself to breathe in the deep, steady way that seems to help whenever I get overwhelmed. I try to focus on the feeling of the rain beating against my skin.


    I hear a footstep behind me, and a moment later, Ward touches me gently on the lower back.


    “Are you okay?” he asks in my ear.


    I don’t know. I honestly don’t.


    “I’m just thinking,” I tell him. That’s true enough.


    “I’m sorry if I upset you,” he says.


    I turn my head. He’s just behind me, and I find myself looking right into his eyes.


    “Getting upset like that, I mean,” he says. “Telling you we were reckless and acting like I regretted what happened.”


    “I don’t regret it,” I murmur. “I’ve never had sex like that. Not with anyone.”


    “And I’ve never felt closer to you,” he says, his voice low and throaty. “Fuck, Lou, you can’t imagine what that felt like.” He grabs me closer, pulling me back hard against his chest. His lips brush my ear. “I love fucking you bare. And I love coming inside of you even more. Even now, just talking about it makes me want to drag you back to that car and do it again.”


    I give a little moan as he presses his hips against me, letting me feel how hard he is already.


    “But I shouldn’t be putting you in that position,” he says. “It’s wrong.”


    “Maybe that’s why it feels so good.”


    He doesn’t have an answer for that. He’s still holding me firmly against him, and he brushes a kiss against my temple. There’s a need in his touch that doesn’t just come from lust.


    “You’re not your father,” I remind him. “Not even close.”


    For a long moment he doesn’t say anything, and then: “Not yet.”


    “Not ever.” I twist in his arms, turning until I can meet his eyes. “You’re nothing like that man. And I know that if… if anything happened, you wouldn’t treat me the way Carolson treated your mother. I think you know it, too. So stop punishing yourself for his bad decisions.”


    We stare at each other. The rain continues to come down, and I watch the drops run down his face.


    “He’s my father,” he says finally. “Whether I like it or not, that bastard’s in my blood. How much of who we are is a choice, and how much is where we come from?”


    “It’s all choice. You can choose to make the decisions your father did, or you can choose to make better ones.”


    “Sounds simple.”


    I give a small smile. “It is.”


    But he doesn’t return my grin. “Then why don’t you believe the same thing when it comes to yourself?”


    “What?”


    “You’re still defining yourself and blaming yourself based on where you came from.”


    I shake my head. “That’s not even close to the same thing.”


    “Actually, I think it is. You’re ashamed that your family had money.”


    “It’s a lot more complex than that.”


    “Only because you’re making it.”


    I pull away from him. I’ve already told him that I don’t want to talk about this.


    “You can’t blame yourself for the life you were born to,” he says.


    “I can blame myself for how I handled that life.”


    “Fuck, Lou, you’re only human. You ask any asshole out there if he wants a million dollars and I guarantee not a single person would turn it down. And you probably wouldn’t find them volunteering on the other side of the world, either.”


    I cross my arms. “Do you not even remember the things you said to me about my family before you realized who I was?”


    “Lou, I didn’t—”


    “You criticized us for caring more about possessions and status symbols than meaningful things. You said that even if you’d been born into a family like that, you believed that you had the strength of character to sell everything and actually do something important with your life.”


    “Dammit, Lou, I was talking out of my ass. I was pissed at Carolson. And pissed at myself for not having the balls to turn down that fucking job.”


    “But now you’ve seen the light?” I ask sarcastically.


    “Now I know you.” He steps close to me again. “No one’s perfect, Lou. You know that. But do you think I’d be here if I saw you the way you see yourself?”


    I shake my head.


    “From the moment I met you,” he says, “you’ve carried this weight, tortured yourself for reasons I couldn’t understand. Reasons I still don’t understand.” He cups my face. “You have all of this self-loathing and guilt. I can see it in your eyes, but I can’t fight it, and for the life of me, I don’t know how someone like you could ever get such twisted ideas about herself.”


    I try to pull away, but he keeps my face firmly between his hands.


    “You are the most amazing woman I’ve ever met,” he says. “You’re wild and spontaneous and just when I think I have you figured out, you say or do something that completely surprises me. You’re not afraid to take risks, or to fight passionately for the things you believe. Fuck, Lou, most people wouldn’t have made it through some of the things you’ve experienced.” He strokes my cheek with his thumb. “And I hate to see you in pain. You have no idea how much I hate it.”


    I think I might be crying, and though the rain is doing its best to wash away the tears, I know Ward can tell. He holds me tighter against him.


    “It takes time,” he says into my ear. “But I want you to know what I see. I know I said things back at Huntington Manor. But you’ve changed the way I look at everything.”


    It’s hard to believe those words when I’ve spent so long telling myself I don’t deserve that sort of affection, that sort of faith. But Ward has me, and I know he’s not going to let me go. I want to stay in his arms forever. I don’t care if the rain is drenching us.


    I take a shuddering breath.


    “All right,” I tell him. “Let’s do it.”


    He squeezes me. “Do what?”


    “Let’s stop punishing ourselves for everything.”


    He leans his cheek against my hair. “Deal.”


    It’s easier said than done, of course. Words are simple, even if your stomach seizes up as you say them. But I want to believe the things Ward said to me. I want to believe that I can forgive myself.


    I wrap my arms around him and press my face against his chest. His nose is in my hair. And we hold each other like that while the rain slows and finally stops.


    “We should go,” he says finally. “The new tire’s on there.”


    And as much as I hate the idea of pulling away from him, he’s right. We have a goal to meet.


    “I don’t think we’ll hit New York today,” he says, taking my hand and helping me back up the bank to the road. “But we might be able to hit Pennsylvania.”


    He holds my door open for me, but right before I slide inside the car, he grabs me and pulls me toward him, kissing me one last time.


    When he releases me, he doesn’t say a word. He just smiles and then walks around to his side of the car.


    We can do this, he and I, I think. We can start here. Truly leave our old selves behind. Maybe I was self-absorbed before. Maybe I was a fraud. Or maybe I wasn’t. Either way, I don’t have to be that girl anymore.


    I won’t be that girl anymore.


    Something swells in my chest—something joyous. I can start over. I can be the girl that Ward believes I am.


    As soon as Ward is in the car, I lean over and grab him by the collar of his T-shirt, yanking him toward me. I kiss him with everything I have, with all the hope and light and possibility he’s shown me.


    When I break away, he’s grinning.


    “What was that for?”


    I smile back as I blink the tears out of my eyes. “For my life.”


    * * *


    We’ve lost a good part of the day, so our plan for the afternoon is pretty ambitious. In Delaware, since we’re pressed for time—and still recovering from our earlier encounter—we decide to switch things up a little bit. Ward pulls over into an empty parking lot, and I tug down his zipper and give him a blowjob he won’t forget anytime soon. He pulls my hair so hard that my scalp aches for an hour afterward.


    In New Jersey, he decides to return the favor. He finds an empty stretch of road and pulls off onto the shoulder, then leads me down into the woods. I’m terrified that someone will see us—especially considering how many times I can’t help but cry out as he pleasures me with his tongue—but our naughty act seems to go unnoticed.


    I’m in a remarkably bright mood by the time we cross into Pennsylvania. That blown tire was the best thing that could have happened to us. We got so many things out into the open, and my heart feels so much lighter. I almost don’t know what to do with myself.


    We eat peanut butter sandwiches again for dinner. The left half of my face is the color of an eggplant, and I’d rather not have an entire restaurant full of people—strangers though they may be—believing that Ward is capable of hurting me. By evening, though, I’m starting to get restless, so when Ward stops to get gas, I decide to step into the convenience store for a few minutes. I keep my sunglasses on, even though it’s dark outside.


    I spend a few minutes walking around, stretching my legs and browsing the snack aisle. Inevitably, though, I find myself drawn to the racks where they keep the newspapers and magazines.


    It’s only been a day—though it feels a heck of a lot longer—since I picked up that paper at the barbecue restaurant. I’m not surprised to see today’s issue of the same publication continuing the story, nor am I shocked to see several of the other smaller, culture-based papers featuring articles about the event. I don’t let myself read any of them.


    I’m fine until I move past the newspapers and my eyes fall on the rack of magazines. Most of the celebrity weeklies feature pictures of supermodels or famous actors, but one cover jumps out from the rest. Sure enough, one of the gossip rags has already picked up the story of my breakdown. But that’s not what makes my stomach sink.


    On the cover of the magazine, next to the huge picture of me, is an even larger picture of Ward.


    “SECRETS AND ROMANCE!” the cover says. And beneath that: “Is Louisa Cunningham’s new lover more than he seems?”


    My eyes flick up to the title of the magazine. Look! Magazine. I know that name. I know that name too well. My fingers shake as I flip open to the article. Sure enough, I recognize the author listed in the byline.


    Asher Julian.


    Mr. Julian was the only reporter to recognize me back at Huntington Manor. But I wasn’t the story he was after. He tried to blackmail me into feeding him information about Ward—specifically, the truth about his connection to Edward Carolson.


    “WHO IS WARD BRANNON?” the magazine asks in large letters across the top of the page. Below, there’s a picture of Ward in his normal work wear—white T-shirt, jeans, tool belt—working on some moldings at Huntington Manor. Mr. Julian must have been keeping a very close eye on him.


    I skim the article. The first part is exactly what I expected to read—a rehash of my entire escapade. But Mr. Julian goes on to talk about my “close relationship” with one of Huntington Manor’s other employees. And that’s when I really start to feel ill.


    He writes about his behind-the-scenes investigations into Ward’s past—the extent of which he only hinted at to me. Here, he lays out his entire case, all but proving that Ward is Edward Carolson’s biological son.


    No. Not now. Not yet.


    I throw the magazine back on the rack and grab one of the others. Then another. I flip through all of them, read through every article, looking for any sign that this is more than just a single rumor in a single tabloid. None of the other magazines have picked up the story yet, but I know it’s only a matter of time. This information is too juicy, and Asher Julian’s laid out his case too completely. Right now it’s one magazine, but tomorrow or next week it will be all of them. It’s probably all over the internet already, and God knows that’s where the real damage is done.


    Ward’s life is about to get a whole lot harder.


    I drop the magazines back on the rack. I can’t bear to think of him going through what my family’s been through—the constant rumors, the paparazzi, the magazine covers. It’s impossible to escape it.


    Not to mention the fact that it’s going to make his chance of reconciling with his father that much harder. If there was any chance that Edward Carolson didn’t know about his son and me, it’s gone now. If I was hoping for any sympathy from the man, that ship has sailed. If I ever see that man again, he’ll probably have me arrested on sight.


    The blare of a police siren outside makes me jump.


    They’re just passing by, I tell myself. They’re not here for me. But I’m drawn back to the front of the store anyway. I need to look out the window and see for myself.


    The police cruiser is just out front, its lights flashing. As I watch, the officer climbs out of the car.


    For a moment I think it’s all over. That they’ve found us and I’m about to be dragged away. But the cop doesn’t look at the convenience store, or even at Ward, who’s still at the pump. Instead, he walks around to the other side of his vehicle, where I finally spot the car of the poor guy he must have just pulled over.


    Get it together, Lou, I think. You can’t just freak out every time you hear a siren.


    Still, I want to get out of here. I walk quickly out of the store and back to the car.


    “You okay?” Ward asks when he sees my face.


    “For a minute I just thought…” I throw a look over my shoulder at the cop. “I think I’m just jumpy.”


    Ward nods, and even he looks a little nervous.


    “Come on,” he says. “Let’s go find somewhere to sleep tonight.”


    I’m glad he seems as eager to leave as I do. It makes me feel less paranoid. I even catch him watching the cop in his rear-view mirror as we pull out of the lot.


    It’ll only get worse when the reporters and paparazzi start coming after him, I think. Or when his face begins to appear in so many places that even strangers start to recognize him. I escaped a lot of scrutiny when I was in Thailand, but I’ve had plenty of experience with that sort of thing. It doesn’t matter where you go—you feel like someone’s following you. Like someone’s watching you.


    Everything is about to change.


    * * *


    I need to tell him.


    I’ve been putting it off, trying to figure out what I might say to prepare him for what’s to come. I need to just drag him into a supermarket and show him the magazine—or at the very least, get over myself and spit it out already—but every time I open my mouth to say something, he’ll grin or laugh and look so happy that I can’t bear to take that away from him.


    I could watch him for hours. Study every little movement in his face. Count the times he bites down slightly on his lower lip as he hums along to a song on the radio. Admire the variations of color in the stubble on his cheeks and jaw.


    Soon, that face will be everywhere. All over the gossip sites on the internet. All over the tabloids in every supermarket.


    I only saw the magazine last night. Maybe he can live in ignorance for another few days. But if the situation were reversed…I’d want to know. And if he’s going to hear it sooner or later, it’s better that he hears it from me. Before things really explode.


    “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who enjoys staring at me so much,” he says sometime mid-afternoon. “Not that I blame you.”


    “There’s something you need to know,” I say. “Something… well, it’s going to complicate things.”


    His brows rise slightly. “What is it?”


    Even though he’s still wearing a smile, I can tell by the way that he shifts his grip on the steering wheel that he knows something big is coming.


    Just spit it out, Lou, I tell myself. He needs to be prepared.


    “Last night,” I say, “when I went inside that gas station, I ended up looking at the magazines.”


    He shoots a glance at me. “Are you okay? What idiotic thing are they saying about you now?”


    “It’s not about me. I mean, it is, but there’s more to it than that.”


    He frowns in confusion.


    Just say it, Lou. You coward.


    “It’s about you,” I blurt. “There was a magazine with your face on the cover. They’ve figured out who you are.”


    His face goes blank as he tries to process this information.


    “Well, this’ll be interesting,” he says finally.


    I can tell by his tone that he’s not fully comprehending.


    “Ward,” I say softly, “they know why you worked at Huntington Manor. They know that Carolson is your father.”


    His hands tighten on the wheel.


    “My father,” he repeats.


    “Obviously they’re just speculating,” I say. “And we’re talking about a gossip magazine. Half the people who pick it up won’t believe it anyway.”


    “It’s not just speculation. It’s the truth.” He stares at the highway ahead of us. “This isn’t going to just fade away, isn’t it?”


    Considering all the fuel we’ve given them recently?


    “It’s just one magazine,” I say carefully. “Maybe tomorrow some A-list Hollywood couple will announce their divorce and no one will care about anything else. Our story might be dead by next week.”


    “Do you think it’s going to die?” he asks.


    I look out the window. “No.” I’ve seen it too many times. Lived it. Carolson’s decision to renovate the estate put him and the project in the public eye. My actions during Huntington Manor’s official press week made sure everyone was talking about it. This story has everything: the elaborate manor, the crazy ex-heiress, the secret son of one of the wealthiest men in the country. We’re the stars of our very own soap opera, and any tabloid worth its salt will be printing every sordid detail.


    Ward drives in silence for a while. I try to focus on the scenery passing outside my window, but it’s impossible. My eyes keep drifting back to Ward.


    I don’t like the quiet, not from Ward. He’s the sort of guy who’s used to action, to attacking his problems—or the people causing them—head on. But there’s nothing he can do in this situation, nothing for him to fight. If he had money or influence like his father, maybe he could use his connections to keep the story from spreading.


    “I know that look,” Ward says without even glancing at me. “What is it?”


    I already know how he’s going to respond to my suggestion, but I decide to suck it up and tell him anyway.


    “Maybe you should call him.”


    “Who?”


    “Carolson.”


    He looks at me like I’ve just suggested he sat his car on fire.


    “Maybe he can stop this,” I say.


    “No doubt he’s already trying. The last thing he wants is for this entire country to know about me.”


    “I’m sure he wants to protect you, too.”


    “Jesus, Louisa, have you forgotten who my father is? He doesn’t give a fuck about anyone but himself.”


    I wish I had an argument for that, but I don’t.


    “Maybe you should still talk to him,” I say softly. “It’s only going to get harder from here. If you can’t hide your involvement with me from your father, wouldn’t you rather he heard your side of the story before the press blows everything out of proportion?”


    But Ward’s not hearing it. “I don’t give a shit about what he thinks about any of this. I don’t owe that asshole anything.”


    “I’m not saying you owe him anything. I’m just saying it might be good for your peace of mind.”


    “Cutting myself off completely from that jackass would be better.”


    “But that’s exactly my point. You can’t cut yourself off. Not now that the truth is out.”


    His jaw tightens.


    “If you call him, at least it will be on your terms,” I say. “You think he’s just going to let this go?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “I’m not giving that asshole another minute of my time.”


    “If you—”


    He whips his head to look at me. “Whose side are you on?”


    His words silence me.


    But only for a second. The next second, anger rises in my chest. Is he really accusing me of siding with Carolson? After everything? My nails dig into the cushion of my seat.


    “If that’s what you think, then fine,” I say. “Deal with it on your own.”


    He lets out a heavy sigh.


    “Look,” he says, “I know you’re only trying to help me, but trust me—I know what I’m doing.”


    I want to believe him, but I don’t buy for a minute that it doesn’t hurt him to be estranged from his father.


    “I’ve been through this,” I say softly. “It’s going to get harder, not easier. You need to stick with your family.”


    “So why are we out here? Where’s your family?”


    I feel like I’ve been hit in the gut. But Ward’s not done.


    “If we’re supposed to stick with our families,” he says, “then why are you running from your brother? This isn’t any different. You’re just trying to fix your own problems through me.”


    Silence hangs in the air between us.


    “Pull over,” I say, my voice no more than a whisper.


    “Lou—”


    “Pull over.”


    My stomach is a ball of nausea and rage. I need to get out of this car.


    “Lou—”


    “Dammit, Ward, just pull over or I’m going to jump out of this car whether you’ve stopped or not.”


    It’s a little dramatic, but I’m too ticked off to care. And either way, it works. There’s a rest stop just ahead, and Ward pulls into it without saying another word. I’m out of the car before he’s even shifted it into park.


    I didn’t mean to start an argument. I just wanted to help him, to show him that it wasn’t too late. How did this get twisted around on me?


    I march across the asphalt toward the convenience station, trying to put as much distance between me and Ward as possible.


    The worst part, I find myself thinking, is that he’s right. How is his response to this issue any different than mine has been all along?


    “Lou!” Ward calls after me.


    I stop halfway across the parking lot, but I don’t turn around. I force myself to take a couple of deep breaths.


    Ward’s footsteps come up behind me.


    “Lou, I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m a fucking idiot. I shouldn’t have said those things.” He catches me gently by the arm and spins me around to face him. His eyes are full of regret and shame.


    “I never should have said that,” he repeats gently. “And I didn’t mean it, I just—”


    “You did mean it. But that’s okay, because it’s true.”


    “I don’t think—”


    “No. You were right.”


    His gaze burns into mine for a long moment.


    “Right or not,” he says finally, “that doesn’t give me an excuse to be an asshole.”


    “You were upset. I’ve said far worse things to you in the past.”


    “Still not an excuse. And I disagree that you’ve said anything worse.” He leans forward and presses his forehead against mine. “You were just trying to help, and I didn’t want to hear it.”


    “I was trying to protect you, that’s all. I know how hard all this… this crap can be.” I reach up and press my hand against his cheek. “But I understand. Honestly, I do.”


    He’s silent a moment. And then, “I can’t think of anyone who would understand more.” He kisses me gently. “No one.” The corner of his mouth curls up. “I only take issue with one thing. I’m supposed to be protecting you, not the other way around.”


    I roll my eyes in exasperation, and he laughs and holds me against him.


    “I mean it, though,” he says. “Nothing else matters. Not what they say about me. Not what Carolson thinks about me. I don’t give a shit about any of it. Frankly, I don’t give a shit about anything but you.”


    He pulls my face closer.


    “I love you, Lou,” he says. “You’re all that matters.”


    I don’t even have a chance to register his words before he kisses me.


    My whole body floods with heat. He loves me. He loves me!


    I throw my arms around his neck and open my mouth beneath his, deepening the kiss. He groans and slips his arms around my waist.


    He loves me. I can’t get enough of that thought. And I know I told myself that I’d hide my true feelings, that I wouldn’t let him see how much I want him and need him, but I don’t have the strength to let his words go unanswered.


    I tear my mouth away from his. “I love you, too. And I’m here for you, whatever you decide to do about your father.”


    “Good. Because I’m nowhere near done with you yet.”


    He crushes his mouth against mine again and yanks me hard to his chest. He grinds against me, and I can feel exactly how much he wants me.


    A car honks right behind us, and I almost jump out of my skin. But then again, we are still in the middle of the parking lot.


    Ward pulls back and flicks off the driver. I laugh.


    “We’re the ones in the wrong,” I say.


    “Doesn’t matter.” Ward grins. “Anyone who tries to keep me from kissing you is automatically on my shit list.”


    Still, he guides me toward the curb. I expect him to lead me back to the car, but instead he continues in the direction of the convenience station.


    And right toward the facility’s only family-style bathroom.


    The minute the door closes behind us, he has me up against the wall. My mouth searches for his, but he’s trying to kiss me everywhere, moving his lips across my neck and jaw and cheeks. This time he’s more careful around my bruise, but I feel a tremor go through his body as he kisses it, and there’s something so intoxicating about his obvious restraint that I pull his face against mine. I don’t care about the pain. I just want to be closer to him.


    He growls and grabs the straps of my dress, pushing them down until he can free my breasts. He pinches my nipples, drawing them into points even as I go for his pants. The throbbing between my legs is already unbearable.


    He kisses me and kisses me again, still rolling my nipples between his fingers, and just when I think I can’t take anymore he reaches down and grabs my dress. He bunches the fabric around my waist as I push his jeans down to the floor.


    I’m so sensitive right now that the first touch of his fingers against my clit sends stars across my vision. He slides his hand along the length of me, caressing and teasing with his usual skill. I whimper and reach for his cock.


    I don’t even hear the door rattle. But Ward does, because he pulls back and grabs the handle just in time to keep it from flying open.


    “Occupied!” he calls to whatever poor, unsuspecting soul nearly walked in on us. And then he flicks the lock and grabs me again in one motion, pushing me back up against the wall.


    My fingers drop to his cock again, and my hand slides up and down the velvety skin. His mouth makes a path down my throat. He nips at me as I stroke him, and when I give him a particularly aggressive squeeze, he bites down hard enough to make me gasp.


    He only pauses once, to reach down to the floor and scrabble for the pocket of his jeans. To get a condom.


    The pill, I remember suddenly. We forgot to stop for the morning-after pill. But before I can work out whether or not we still have time, his tongue is invading my mouth again, and I push the thought aside. What harm could another hour do?


    As soon as the condom is on, he grabs me and lifts me off the floor.


    “Legs around me,” he orders.


    I obey.


    He shoves my back up against the wall. His hand moves down my belly, and then he slips his thumb between us, right where we’re pressed together. When he finds my clit, I cry out—then bite down on my bottom lip.


    “Don’t go shy on me now,” he breathes. “Go crazy. Let everyone out there hear.” He begins to move his thumb in small circles, and I throw back my head and moan.


    When I let out a particularly loud sound of pleasure, he abruptly pulls back his hand. He shifts himself so that his cock presses against my entrance.


    His eyes lock on mine. I hold his gaze as he slowly slides into me.


    “I love you,” I tell him when he’s all the way inside of me. “I love you, Ward.” I want to tell him over and over and over again.


    He kisses me, and when he pulls back again, his eyes are full of fire.


    “I love you, too,” he says. “And I intend to show you just how much.”


    He rocks against me. Slowly. And he continues to look at me with a desire that burns deep into me, all the way down to that place where I’m most exposed, where all of the intense, tumultuous emotions I’ve been feeling since we fled Huntington Manor bleed together into something beautiful and raw.


    “I knew from the beginning,” he says breathlessly as he slowly increases the speed of his thrusts. “I knew you’d undo me.”


    I cling to him, my gaze never wavering from his.


    “I knew it,” he continues to growl. He rocks into me again and again, and he’s pushing me so roughly up against the wall that I’m afraid we’re going to crack the tile.


    But nothing—nothing—could make me stop him right now. He’s mine, and I’m his. Completely. I want him to have all of me, in any way he wants.


    When I can feel myself building to my peak, I lean forward and capture his lips with mine. I want to be linked to him in every way possible when I explode.


    And I am. He knows my body too well, because his tongue slips into my mouth at the exact moment I fall over the edge. I gasp against his lips and give myself over to the ecstasy as it ripples through my body.


    He loses it, too, nearly dropping me as his own climax comes. I let my legs fall back to the ground, and we both stand there against the wall, holding each other and panting.


    “You’re everything,” he rasps into my ear. “Fuck everything else. Fuck it all.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    


    I tell myself that Ward and I are ready for anything, that no number of magazine articles or posts on gossip sites will shake us. Let them say what they want. Let them speculate about our relationship and dig up our secrets. It won’t change how Ward and I feel about each other.


    But I’m used to this. Not that you ever really get used to that sort of attention—but at the very least, I’ve learned how to live with it. It never stops being strange seeing your face on the cover of a magazine.


    Ward, on the other hand, is dealing with this for the first time.


    The day after I tell him about Look! Magazine, we stop at a gas station to refill and pick up some snacks. I slip away to the bathroom, and when I return to the front of the convenience store, I find Ward looking through the racks of magazines.


    He has the latest issue of Look! in his hands, and he stares down at the cover for a long time before flipping it open and finding the article. I don’t try to stop him. He needs to see it for himself.


    His shoulders tense as he reads, and even from where I stand, I can see the knuckles on his hands go white as his grip tightens on the pages. He flips through the article twice, and by the end of his second read-through, there’s a vein pulsing at his temple. He closes the magazine and puts it back on the rack, then turns and finds me watching him.


    He makes a half-hearted attempt to smile. “I guess this is what it’s like to be famous, huh?”


    “More or less.”


    “At least most celebrities get perks,” he says. “Like fancy cars and mounds of cash. I imagine that makes the whole thing more bearable.”


    I press my lips together, and his eyes widen as he realizes what he’s said.


    “That was supposed to be a joke,” he says. “I don’t actually believe money makes it easier.”


    With as complicated as things have been between us, his offhand comment doesn’t bother me as much as it once might have.


    “No, money definitely makes things easier,” I say. “At least in some respects.” The fact that I can say that without experiencing a sudden rush of guilt is very strange.


    He touches me on the cheek, and I smile to show him that I’m all right. He studies my face for a moment and then nods, apparently satisfied with his assessment.


    “I’m grabbing some chips,” I tell him. “Want anything in particular?”


    He shakes his head. “Get whatever you want.”


    If you told me two years ago that I’d be on the run and regularly picking out dinner from the snack aisle at gas stations, I would have laughed. If you told me a month ago that my future would be so closely intertwined with Ward’s, or that I’d find myself irrevocably in love with him, I never would have believed you.


    Now, as I steal looks at him over the shelves, I’m a little stunned at how quickly I’ve grown accustomed to this new life. A week ago, I cringed at the idea of eating something from a place like this—between the sticky floors, the stale cigarette smell, and the three-day-old hot dogs sitting under a heat lamp against the wall, even the pre-packaged snacks seemed questionable—but now, I have no problem with it whatsoever. None of these places seem half as grungy or scary as they once did. Even the idea of spending another night in a motel doesn’t seem horrifying anymore.


    It’s because of Ward, that much I know. Maybe, with him by my side, there’s hope for me becoming a normal human being.


    Of course, that idea of “normal” disregards the small fact that the police are after me. And the fact that Ward and his billionaire of a biological father are on the verge of a massive public scandal. But I’ll take what I can get.


    Ward is walking over to the cashier, so I grab a bag of chips and some granola bars and join him. It’s not until I’m right next to him that I see what he’s set on the counter. It’s Look! Magazine.


    “You’re buying it?” I say in surprise.


    He shrugs. “I need to.”


    Now I understand how he felt when I insisted on reading that newspaper back at Big Pig’s Smokehouse. I itch to grab the magazine off the counter, to run across the store and shove it back on the magazine rack. But I close my hands into fists and stay silent.


    He needs to figure out how to deal with this.


    The cashier—a young woman with curly hair and fuchsia lipstick—is giving us a funny look. Probably because of the giant bruise on my face. The color is still pretty bad, even if the swelling has gone down, but I’m tired of waiting in the car while Ward interacts with the rest of the world. I pass the food across the counter and pretend not to notice her staring. Ward must notice it too because his hand brushes against mine. I slip my fingers through his and look back at the woman behind the counter. I’m not ashamed to be here with Ward.


    But she’s not staring at me anymore. Instead, she’s looking at the magazine. At the giant pictures of our faces on the front.


    We couldn’t have made it easier for her if we tried.


    “Hey,” she says, tapping her acrylic nails against the cover. “You two look a lot like these guys.”


    Ward’s grip tightens almost imperceptibly as the woman looks us over again.


    “Hey, hear that, honey?” he asks me lightly. “We could be famous.”


    I laugh. It sounds fake, but the cashier doesn’t seem to notice. If anything, she already looks bored again.


    “Well, you’d have to clean yourselves up a bit,” she says with a shrug. “People say I look like that chick from that cop show. You know, the one that takes place down in Dallas?”


    “Oh, yeah. I love that show,” Ward says, leaning forward across the counter. “I definitely see it. It’s the eyes. ”


    The woman blushes a little, and I give Ward a little kick. He flashes me a smile before taking our bag from the cashier.


    “Thanks,” he tells her cheerfully. “Have fun hunting down those dangerous criminals.”


    Her cheeks redden further, and I squeeze Ward’s hand more tightly than necessary as I drag him back outside.


    “What?” he says with a laugh as we climb back into the car.


    I roll my eyes. “You know what. I know that could have been a sticky situation back there, but I don’t think it was necessary to flirt with her.”


    He grins. “Jealous? In my experience, some well-timed flirting can get you out of a lot of things.”


    “Mm, I’ll remember that the next time some hunky cop pulls you over.”


    He laughs and pulls me toward him. His lips come down on mine.


    “There’s no one else but you,” he says.


    I draw back so I can look him in the eyes.


    “I know,” I whisper.


    “Well, that doesn’t mean I can’t say it a few more times.” He gives me another kiss. “No woman has ever made me feel like this. Not even close. You have no idea what you do to me.”


    “You keep saying that,” I murmur in return, “but I think you’re underestimating my emotions, because I have a very, very good idea of what you’re feeling.”


    This time I kiss him, and he groans against my mouth, then breaks away.


    “No,” he says, “I don’t think you can be feeling anything close to this. Half the time I’m around you I have to remind myself to breathe. If you felt for me even half of what I feel for you, we’d both be lost. We’d forget to eat or sleep or do anything but spend every moment we’re together devouring each other. Possessing each other.”


    I go limp in his arms.


    “It’s fucking torture,” he continues, “being so close to you and not being able to have you whenever I want.”


    “I want it, too,” I promise him. “You can have me whenever you want.”


    “No,” he says. “You mean like back there in the store, when you were looking at the chips and biting your nail?” He moves his lips along my jaw until they reach my ear. “All I could think about was how much I wanted those teeth biting down on my lip. Or scraping against the skin of my cock. Or earlier,” he says, drawing back slightly. “We got out of the car and you saw something that made you smile, and it was so beautiful that it made my whole body ache. What would you have had me do then? Take you up against the pump?”


    “Ward…”


    “I’ve never felt like this,” he says. “Like my body isn’t even my own anymore.” He yanks me against him and kisses me until my lips tingle.


    “You can have me now,” I say breathlessly when he breaks away. “Anywhere. Any way you like.”


    He growls and kisses me again. “Don’t tempt me, you little siren.”


    He doesn’t take me then, though I wouldn’t have resisted if he’d tried. But that night, when we’re locked away in a motel on the coast of Connecticut, he shows me exactly what he means.


    * * *


    We travel more slowly after that, taking our time as we drive through Connecticut and Rhode Island and Massachusetts. Now that we’ve put some distance between ourselves and Huntington Manor, I feel a little safer. And Ward and I both seem to want to spend more time exploring each other than sitting in the car.


    We go to bed early in the evenings and stay late in the mornings. We make love in motels. In the backseat of Ward’s car. On the beach. Wherever we can.


    “You taste different,” he tells me one night when we’re curled up together in a motel somewhere just north of Boston. His fingers are at their favorite pastime, toying with my curls, and my hand drifts lazily back and forth across his bare chest. We’re both sweaty and warm, and we’ve long since kicked the sheets off the bed.


    “What do you mean?” I ask him lazily. “How do I taste?”


    He twists his thumb around a bit of hair right above my ear. “I’m not sure I can explain it. But fuck me, I can’t get enough of it.” As if to prove his point, he begins to kiss my neck, making sure to draw the tip of his tongue across my skin.


    It tickles, and I laugh and try to tickle him back. Soon he’s laughing, too.


    God, I love that sound. Ward’s laugh is deep and rich, and it fills me with such happiness that I’m almost afraid. I want this to last forever. I want to spend the rest of my life right here, with his hands on my bare skin and his laugh in my ear.


    Fortunately, the universe is quick to put such a naive, foolish wish to rest.


    The following morning, Ward and I stop at a gas station. It’s the first time we’ve had to refuel in three days, and we’re also running low on food. While Ward manages the pump, I head into the store.


    I spot the magazine rack as soon as I step inside.


    Don’t look at it, I tell myself. Don’t even walk by. If I even glance in that direction, I’ll start looking for my face. For Ward’s face. I don’t want to worry about the press right now. I’m not ready to emerge from the happy little bubble where Ward and I have hidden ourselves these past few days.


    And I do pretty well, too. I’ve almost managed to forget about the magazines completely until Ward comes into the store.


    I know from the moment I see his face that something’s off. He comes over to where I’m standing.


    “What is it?” I ask. “Did something happen?”


    He rubs his jaw, then throws a look over his shoulder. “I don’t know. But I think someone out there was taking pictures of me with his cell phone.”


    I almost make a joke about this being the perfect opportunity to deploy some tactical flirting, but I bite back the words as soon as I see his expression.


    “Maybe I’m just being paranoid,” he says, “but I think he knew who I was.”


    “Where is he now?”


    “I chased him off. But I don’t know how long he was there. Or what he saw.” He looks pointedly at my cheek, and I raise my fingers to the bruise. It’s more greenish-yellow than purple now, but that doesn’t make it any less obvious.


    “Do you think he got a picture of me?” If that picture makes it onto the internet, if the tabloids see it… I don’t even want to think of the rumors they’ll spin about Ward.


    “I don’t think he noticed you, but I don’t want to take any chances,” he says. “We should go.”


    I make my purchases quickly, keeping my head down as I hand over my card. The cashier doesn’t seem to pay either of us any special attention, but Ward’s on edge, and that makes me nervous.


    I can’t help but glance over at the magazines as we head toward the door, and sure enough, I see almost half a dozen covers featuring Ward’s face. This is happening even faster than I expected. I thought we had more time.


    “Put on your sunglasses,” he says before we step outside. “And keep close to me.”


    Normally, I might have brushed off his overprotectiveness, but as long as I’m wearing this bruise, I’m not going to take any risks. Ward looks around the parking lot, and when he decides that the coast is clear, we jog to the car.


    He’s still looking around as he pulls out of the lot. I find myself looking for the amateur photographer as well, but I don’t see anyone or anything suspicious.


    It doesn’t matter if we’re being paranoid or not—and for the record, I don’t think we are—if this incident has taught me anything, it’s that we can never run far enough. We can never escape everything we left behind.


    Ward seems to have realized the same thing.


    “It’s going to get worse from here,” he says. It’s not even a question.


    “Probably. At least for a little while.” One amateur paparazzo is nothing. But more will come—ones with nice cameras and digital recorders and contacts at news outlets all over the country—unless some bigger scandal erupts and outshines our little soap opera. But I’ve been praying to the universe all week, and it hasn’t happened yet. I’m not holding out any hope.


    Ward looks equally pessimistic. He looks straight ahead through the windshield.


    “Maybe we should hole up somewhere for a while,” he says. “Find some quiet little motel in a quiet little town and stay there until we run out of money.”


    Honestly, it’s not a bad idea. Maybe we can escape the worst of this mess. At the very least, I need to lay low until this bruise disappears. And I’d much rather spend the next week locked up in a room with Ward than looking over my shoulder for phone-wielding strangers and trying to avoid magazine stands.


    “Okay,” I say. “Let’s do it.”


    He looks over at me. “You sure?”


    I nod. “Yes. Besides, I have a few ideas of how we might pass the time.”


    He flashes a wicked smile. “I’m not about to argue with that.”


    But even though the decision’s made—and it seems like a good decision—I don’t feel much better. Neither of us will say it out loud, but I know we’re both thinking the same thing: this is only a temporary solution.


    Maybe we’ll escape the worst of the media storm, but we won’t escape the long-term effects.


    One way or another, no matter how far we run, everything will catch up to us.


    * * *


    Days blur together quickly when you’re hiding away.


    This is especially true when you spend those days making love over and over again. I thought I knew Ward’s body before we checked into the cozy little motel where we’re currently staying, but it’s amazing what you can discover when you have unlimited time to explore.


    Ward has learned new things about me, too, and he seems to enjoy putting that new knowledge to use. He makes me beg for it, and even when I think I’m done, that I can’t possibly survive another round of pleasure, he always proves me wrong.


    By the third or fourth or fifth day, however, some of our supplies begin to run short. And as much as I love spending entire days lounging naked in his arms, I have to admit that I’m getting stir-crazy.


    “Is it Wednesday?” I ask him that afternoon as we lie intertwined on the bed.


    “Might be,” he says with a chuckle. “Could be Thursday. Or even Tuesday. Does it even matter?”


    “No,” I tell him. I kiss him on the nose and sit up. “But I think at least one of us should try to keep track so we don’t completely forget about the rest of the world.”


    “I’ve already forgotten,” he says. He tries to grab me and pull me back to him, but I slip out of his arms.


    “I need to go to the bathroom,” I tell him. “Don’t go anywhere.”


    He grins. “I’ll try not to.”


    I’m still smiling as I slip into the bathroom, but the minute the door closes behind me, something starts tickling my brain.


    Wednesday. Wednesday. Wednesday. Is that right? I do the math in my head. If it’s Wednesday, that would make it the twenty-first of the month. But that can’t be right.


    I count it out again—twice, just to make sure—but I keep getting the same answer.


    Oh, God.


    If it’s the twenty-first, then my period is late. Three—or four?—days late.


    My chest starts to tighten, and I lean against the wall for support.


    My period is late.


    I place my hand against my belly and splay my fingers, even though I know I won’t be able to feel anything. I never got the morning-after pill. Ward and I had unprotected sex and we never did anything about it.


    You’re an idiot, Lou. You’re a fucking idiot.


    I’m having trouble breathing. I close my eyes and clutch at the bathroom counter, trying to keep myself steady.


    Breathe, I tell myself. Breathe.


    Three or four days isn’t really that long. Especially considering how much stress I’ve put myself through these past couple of months. Maybe my body is just freaking out. Or maybe I have my dates confused and my period isn’t late after all. I shouldn’t panic until I know for sure what’s going on.


    Which means getting a pregnancy test.


    I’ve never taken one before, so I don’t know how they work. Is it too early for a test to be effective? I have no idea.


    Either way, I have to do something. If the test is negative, it will give me a little peace of mind. If the test is positive…


    I touch my stomach again. And in spite of my initial reaction to the idea, it’s almost terrifying how quickly I know my own mind: If I’m pregnant, I want to keep this baby. Ward’s baby. I have no idea what I’m going to do. How I’m going to afford this. How I, screwed-up mess that I am, will ever learn how to raise a child. But I’m going to do it, that much I know.


    That’s all assuming I am pregnant in the first place. I need to find a pregnancy test.


    And that means leaving the motel.


    I rehearse the words in my head as I return to the room. I don’t want to tell Ward anything yet, not until I’m a little more certain one way or the other. There’s too much hanging on this. I don’t want him to freak out over nothing.


    And he will freak out, that much I know. Even if he loves me, even if I know he’ll never abandon me—he’ll blame himself for this. Convince himself that he’s no better than his father.


    I won’t put him through that. Not until I have no other choice.


    “Hey,” I say as I sink down onto the bed next to him. “I was thinking I might run to that supermarket across the street.”


    “Do you need something?”


    “We’re getting low on food.” I tug at my hair. “And honestly, I’m getting a little restless cooped up in here. Not that I don’t mind the company.”


    “One quick run to the store shouldn’t hurt anything,” Ward agrees. “But don’t worry—I have plenty of things to do to you when we get back.”


    “We?”


    “I’m going a little crazy, too.” He cocks his head. “Unless you don’t want me to come?”


    “No, of course you’re welcome to come. I’m sure we can both use some fresh air.” I don’t want him to think that anything’s wrong, but I don’t want to lie to him, either. Better to avoid all excuses.


    A few minutes later, we’re dressed and heading out for the first time in days.


    I don’t realize how much I missed the sunshine until I feel it on my skin. When we reach the sidewalk, I lean my head back and spread my arms, trying to soak up as much of it as possible. A cool breeze dances through my hair, welcoming me back to the real world.


    You’ll get through this, I tell myself. Whatever happens.


    When I open my eyes again, Ward is watching me, and the look in his eyes sets off butterflies in my stomach.


    “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he says, so quietly that I’m not sure he meant to say it out loud at all. I reach out to him, and he takes my hand and kisses my fingers. His mouth is gentle, almost tentative—as if this were the first time his lips have ever touched my skin. I turn my hand, wanting to cup his cheek, and he presses another kiss to my palm.


    “I love you,” he says.


    I should tell him. I should tell him I might be pregnant. But before I can get a word out, he gives my hand a final kiss and straightens again. The moment is over.


    I spend the next few minutes figuring out my plan, so by the time we’re walking through the supermarket doors, I already know what to say.


    “I’m going to get some food,” I tell him. “Maybe you should go get some more, uh, protection?” Ward insists on always buying the condoms. He says it’s the guy’s responsibility.


    And he’s not about to shirk his duty now. Amusement flickers in his eyes.


    “We’re running through those things pretty quickly, aren’t we?” he says. “All right then. I’ll grab some and come find you.”


    A pebble of guilt forms in my stomach as I watch him walk away. Sending him to get condoms while I secretly buy a pregnancy test feels pretty low, but I tell myself that if the test comes back negative, I’m going to want to make sure we take every precaution from here on out.


    I only have a few minutes to grab a test and zip through the checkout line before Ward comes looking for me.


    Back near my family’s former estate, the stores kept pregnancy tests right at the checkout line next to the batteries and candy bars. I pray that this store does the same. I duck into the nearest empty checkout aisle and scan the racks.


    There—right next to the energy shots. I almost collapse in relief. But as I’m reaching for the test, my eyes fall on the magazines displayed directly to the left. On the latest issue of Look! Magazine, which features a giant picture of Edward Carolson’s face.


    And a headline that makes my entire body go cold.


    I grab the magazine. Flip it open. Turn desperately through the pages. My stomach twists, threatening to dislodge my breakfast.


    I’m going to vomit. I’m going to throw up right here in the middle of the store. I’m going to—


    “Lou?”


    Ward’s voice snaps me back to awareness. The magazine is still in my hand, and my mind races as I fight down the bile in my throat.


    He can’t see this. Not like this.


    I almost shove the magazine back on the rack. I want to throw it across the room. Get it as far away from me as possible. But Ward’s almost next to me. He’ll see it either way.


    He’s frowning by the time he stops in front of me. “What’s going on?”


    Even as he says it, his eyes slide past me to the magazine rack. I know the split second he reads the headline, because his face suddenly goes white.


    “Ward,” I say softly, but he doesn’t appear to hear me.


    His eyes twitch slightly, his pupils darting back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. He’s rereading the headline again and again and again.


    I touch his arm, but I know there’s nothing I can do. No way for me to soften the words that continue to hold his gaze.


    Edward Carolson: Dead at 58.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    


    


    I’ve never seen Ward like this. Not at Huntington Manor. Not even when I was punched. He’s perfectly still.


    And then all of a sudden his hand darts out. He grabs the magazine off of the rack. Tears through the pages.


    They didn’t even bother to come up with a different title for the accompanying article. They just repeat the same, cold phrase across the top of the page.


    Edward Carolson: Dead at 58.


    I know that headline. I saw something similar on dozens of publications when my father died. On a hundred websites. It’s always the same: blunt and sensational at the same time. Like the people who appear in these magazines are fictional characters, and every event of their life is just one more scene in that massive soap opera. Like they don’t leave behind real people who have to see reminders of their loved ones wherever they turn.


    Ward’s hands are shaking. He’s still holding the magazine open, but the pages are fluttering. I don’t think he can even read the article.


    I’m still holding the issue I picked up. My stomach lurches, but I force myself to flip open the magazine and find the article. My eyes drift over the words.


    Apparently it was a heart attack. None of the “anonymous sources” mentioned in the text seem to know more than that, but they all seem to be more than willing to offer up their theories. Some suggest health issues caused by stress.


    I can’t read this garbage. I close the magazine and toss it back on the rack.


    “Ward,” I murmur, stepping close to him and placing a hand on his chest. “Ward, look at me.”


    He looks down at me, even though the rest of him remains rigid. “This… this is just a rumor, right? They made this up to sell magazines.”


    Maybe. But probably not. Most magazines don’t print death announcements unless they’re pretty damned sure.


    My silence is answer enough for him. He throws the magazine at the floor. Then he’s grabbing at the racks, tearing down the magazines. Throwing every single one aside.


    “Hey!” an employee says, running up to us. “What do you think you’re doing?”


    Ward looks like he’s about to deck the guy in the nose. But when his eyes fall on me, his face falls slightly.


    “We need to leave,” he says. He doesn’t even sound like himself.


    “Okay. Let’s go.” I take his arm as we move toward the door. Every muscle in his body is tense.


    He pulls away from me when we step outside.


    “We need to find a computer,” he says, striding ahead of me toward the motel.


    “A computer?”


    “Internet. We need internet.”


    He’s already in the car and cranking the gas by the time I get there.


    “Where are we going?” I ask as I slide into my seat.


    “Wherever there’s a computer.”


    That muscle is twitching in his cheek, and I’m about to beg him to pull over when I see the sign for one of those big-box electronics stores up ahead. They have computers, right?


    “There,” I tell him, pointing.


    A minute later, I’m trying to keep up with him as he marches across the parking lot.


    The store’s busy. But we manage to find an open floor model in the computer department. Ward pulls up the internet. It’s only a limited connection, but he’s able to find a news site.


    And sure enough, when he scrolls through the headlines of the week, there it is: “Edward Carolson, owner of Huntington Manor, found dead.”


    Ward’s fists clench, and he raises them, ready to bring them down on the keyboard. But his gaze shifts to me, and the violence slowly seeps out of his eyes. He lowers his hands, letting his breath hiss out from between his teeth.


    “Let’s go back to the motel,” I urge.


    I manage to get him out to the car, but when he pulls out his keys, I grab them from his hand.


    “Lou—”


    “I’m driving. No arguments.”


    He doesn’t say a word the entire way back to the motel. I don’t like it. I reach over and touch his thigh, and he clasps his hand over mine.


    He seems to have relaxed slightly by the time we get back, though he still doesn’t say anything as we make our way back up to the room. The moment the door falls shut behind us, he grabs me and pulls me against him.


    I let out a sound of surprise as he crushes his mouth against mine. His arms close around me, and his fingers dig into my back. His tongue drives between my lips.


    I don’t have the chance to ask him what he’s doing. He backs me toward the bed. I’m wearing my tank top and jeans today, but he’s not about to let any clothes get in the way. By the time the backs of my thighs hit the mattress, he already has my zipper undone and he’s pushing my pants down my legs. I fall down on the bed, my jeans around my knees and Ward on top of me.


    “Wait—” I manage between his attacks on my mouth. I catch his cheeks between my hands, and he freezes, his face just above mine. His chest heaves, and his arms pin me firmly to the mattress. His gaze is sharp and full of emotion, but it seems to go right through me.


    I tighten my grip on his face. “Ward, are you sure about this?”


    “Please,” he says, his voice tight. “I need this.” His eyes snap into focus, and the pain I see there nearly breaks me. I know that pain. I’ve spent almost two years trying to deal with that pain.


    And I can’t fault him for needing this. Even if I know that ultimately, it will do little to help. Right now, he desires the comfort and the distraction of physical pleasure, and I won’t refuse him.


    I pull his face down to mine.


    “All right,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “All right.”


    I kiss him gently, and he falls apart. He presses down against me, his mouth taking control of mine, and I give myself to his passion. I help him wrest off my tank top. I kick my jeans the rest of the way off my legs.


    Together, we get him out of his pants, but he doesn’t stop to bother with his shirt. He holds me down while he slides on a condom with his other hand. And then he doesn’t give me any warning. He spreads my legs and drives into me.


    If I thought he was insatiable these last few days when we were locked up in this room together… well, that was nothing. Today, it’s like he’s possessed, and each time he has me, it only seems to make him want me more.


    He takes me on my back, and then he flips me over and has me on my hands and knees. He has me on the floor, driving into me over and over again until I have carpet burn all over my bare back. And just when I think I’m about to fall to pieces, he drags me in his lap and thrusts into me until I collapse from exhaustion.


    Not once the whole night does he let me take charge, or even climb on top of him. He just takes what he needs, and I give him everything I have.


    He can’t seem to stop kissing me. He doesn’t look me in the eyes at all, not tonight. Tonight, he can’t seem to keep his lips away from my mouth, my throat, my breasts—almost like he believes he can draw the comfort he needs out of my skin with his lips and tongue.


    I cling to him and kiss him and let him do whatever he wishes with my body. I thread my fingers through his hair and wrap my legs around him and do everything in my power to show him that I want him close to me, that I’m willing to give him everything.


    When at last he’s worn himself out, we fall back on the sheets in a sweaty heap. All of my muscles are trembling, and I let my whole body go limp. Ward must be equally exhausted. For the first time since we saw that magazine in the supermarket, he looks relaxed. His breathing is deep and steady.


    There are no words for twisted situation like this. There’s only pain and grief and that horrible knot of emptiness that never seems to leave your belly. It’s been almost two years for me, and I can still feel it.


    I tilt my head to look at him. He’s on his back, and his eyes are closed. His hair is pushed up on the side.


    I reach over and brush it back. He doesn’t even stir. His chest rises slowly and falls again. He’s asleep. Good. He’ll have some peace for a little while.


    I let my fingers trail softly across his lips and down his throat. I run them through the scattering of red-brown hair across his chest. I skim them over the hard muscles of his abdomen. His skin is hot and smooth and still damp. His body is so perfect that it almost hurts.


    And I might be carrying his child.


    He doesn’t deserve this, I think. He doesn’t deserve to suffer this way. He lost his mother only a few short years ago. He just found his biological father, and even if he wasn’t ready to have a close relationship with the man, he should have had that chance. And he shouldn’t have had to experience this news through the pages of a gossip magazine. I know how heartbreaking that can be.


    My eyes start to burn, and I pull my hand back. I can feel my chest tightening, my heart beginning to speed up.


    It shouldn’t have been like this. If Ward hadn’t come away with me, he might have had the opportunity to build a relationship with his father. He might have known Carolson, if only for a little while. He might have—


    My stomach lurches, and I sit up, clapping my hand over my mouth as I leap from the bed. I run into the bathroom and fold myself over the toilet, but though my insides are heaving, nothing comes up.


    I kneel there gasping over the toilet until I have no energy left. There are tears on my face, and though I tell myself that it’s just my eyes watering from all the dry-heaving, I know better. The moment I admit the truth to myself—that I’m not okay—I lose it. I start to sob.


    It shouldn’t have been like this. My stomach is cramping. My body hums with pain. But it’s my heart that’s sick, my heart that can’t bear to see Ward in such agony.


    In one strike, the universe has clobbered the man I love and reminded me in the most crushing way possible of the blow it dealt me not even two years ago.


    Because no matter what I do, images of my own father keep flooding my mind: my father working in his study. My father in my family’s old theater, forcing me and my brother to watch yet another spy movie marathon. My father pulling me onto his knee, promising me a special bottle of wine for my wedding.


    I didn’t deserve to lose my father, either. I might be self-centered and reckless and hopeless, but I didn’t deserve this.


    I miss him. I miss him so much. It’s been so easy to push the memories of him aside while I’ve been out here on the road. To forget all of my grief in the face of adventure and discovery and the thrill of escape.


    Stupid me, pretending we could run forever.


    I lower myself all the way to the floor and pull my knees up to my chest. I want my father. I need him. I need him to hold me and promise me that I’ll be okay. That I’m strong enough to get through this. He’d lecture me about my behavior at the estate, I’m sure, but at the end of it all, he’d make it clear that he still loved me. Just like he always did.


    But honestly, he wouldn’t even need to say a word. If he was just here, just here, just here…


    My throat is closing. I want to go home. I want to go home.


    But I don’t have a home anymore. I have a dozen motel rooms. A towel on the beach. The passenger’s seat in Ward’s car. It’s bearable, of course, because Ward is with me—his presence is probably the only thing keeping me together—but if today’s news has taught me anything, it’s that this has to end.


    My sobs have turned into hiccups. I bite down on my lip and rock back and forth on the floor, trying to calm myself. But the tears won’t stop. Maybe it’s childish to cry, but I don’t care. I feel like a lost little girl right now.


    And then the bathroom door opens.


    Ward stands there, still naked, his eyes still glazed and sleepy. They sharpen when he sees me on the floor.


    I try to tell him to go back to bed. He has his own confusing emotions to deal with. His own grief to suffer. This isn’t supposed to be about me. Not tonight.


    But the words won’t come.


    And then he’s on the floor next to me. Pulling me into his lap. I wrap my arms around his neck and he presses his face to my hair. And I cry.


    I cry for myself and I cry for him. For us, and for everything we could have had. Ward can’t seem to hold me close enough. Normally, if we were naked and wrapped around each other like this, we’d be tearing into each other, desperate for sexual release. Right now… there’s nothing erotic about this, but at the same time I’ve never felt so intimate with him. We’re both bare in every sense of the word.


    I want to tell him about the possibility of the baby. I don’t want to keep anything from him right now. But I know it would be one shocker too many on a day like this. I won’t put him through that.


    Ward sucks in a shuddering breath. I squeeze him, and he gives a low groan and tightens his grip again.


    “We’ll be okay,” he murmurs. “We’ll be okay.”


    We’ll be okay. We have to be okay. I settle my face in the place where his neck meets his shoulder and repeat those words to myself until I fall asleep.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    


    


    “I’m thinking of going to the funeral,” he says the following morning.


    We’re sitting on the bed, munching on tiny boxes of cereal—a.k.a. the motel’s “complimentary breakfast”—and pretending to pay attention to the morning show flashing on the television. Those are the first words either of us have said in the last hour.


    Everything feels so strange between us now. Something has shifted between us, opened up—but while part of me welcomes this new sense of vulnerability, there’s an awkwardness between us that wasn’t there before. We’ve both stripped ourselves bare, and now we don’t seem to know what to do.


    I grab some cereal with my fingers and shove it into my mouth. I haven’t even thought about Carolson’s funeral, but it doesn’t surprise me that Ward wants to go.


    “I have to figure out where it is and how I’ll get there,” he says. “But I shouldn’t be gone more than a couple of—”


    “If you’re going, I’m going,” I tell him.


    He blinks at me, looking shocked. Does he really believe that I’d leave him to deal with this on his own?


    “You don’t need to come,” he says. “I know how you feel about Carolson. Fuck, I’m not even sure I want to go. I mean, I don’t owe him anything. I hardly knew the guy.” He lets out a heavy breath. “I just feel like I should, you know?”


    “All the more reason for me to be there.”


    He shakes his head. “And what do you think they’ll do to you when you show up there?”


    I hadn’t thought about it, and I don’t want to. I’m not going to change my mind.


    “What do you think they’ll do to you?” I ask.


    He rubs the side of his face. “I don’t know. But frankly, I don’t give a fuck. If they kick me out, then they kick me out.” He leans across the bed and takes my hand. “But we know they want you arrested. I don’t want to watch them cart you off in a police car just because you were trying to do me a favor.”


    “It’s not a favor. I’m not letting you do this on your own.”


    He turns those piercing blue eyes on me, stunning the breath right from my chest, but I refuse to flinch. I want him to know I’m serious.


    “Maybe… we could sneak you in,” he says begrudgingly. “I don’t know how, but we’ll figure something out.”


    “And you’re just going to walk in the front door?”


    “Shit, I don’t know.” He leans back against the headboard and presses his hands against his eyes. “I don’t want to cause a fucking scene. But I’m his son. I have every right to fucking be there.”


    I touch his leg. “You do.”


    He drops his hands and looks at me. “I’m not sure the rest of the family will see it that way.” He gives a bitter laugh. “I’ve never crashed a funeral before.”


    “Well, it seems like a pretty fitting end for this… for whatever this was.” I’m trying to make a joke, but it falls flat.


    Ward pulls me toward him, drawing me into his lap. He cups my face.


    “I’m supposed to be taking you away from all this shit,” he says softly. “Not leading you back to these people. Carolson might have been my father, but he’s nothing compared to you.”


    “It’s not a choice,” I whisper in return. “It’s not me or him.”


    “No,” he says, his eyes burning with a heat that I feel all the way through me. “It’s not a choice.”


    I lean forward and press my forehead against his.


    “I need to go, though,” he says. “My mom would’ve wanted it.”


    I kiss him, and some of the tension leaves my body. Maybe things changed between us last night, but we’re still the same people. And neither of us seems willing to let the other go.


    It’s not until an hour later—when I’m in the shower—that what I’ve agreed to do really sinks in. And with it comes the truth I’ve been suppressing.


    I don’t want to go to the funeral.


    I want to be there for him, of course. More than anything. But I haven’t been to a funeral since my father’s. And the more I think about it, the less I think I’m ready. I’m not sure I have the strength to do this. Not yet. Not for Edward Carolson.


    I sit down in the tub and draw my legs up to my chest. The shower stream hits me in the back as I press my face against my knees.


    I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to do this.


    But I will, because Ward needs me.


    * * *


    The funeral is all the way out in Los Angeles.


    We find out by going to the library and poking around on some news websites on the public computers. A couple of articles mention the name of the church and share that the memorial service will be held two days from now. They mention that the service will be open only to family and invited guests.


    Ward shrugs when he sees that part.


    “It’s not like we usually follow the rules or anything,” he says. “Why start now? Besides, I am family, and you’re my invited guest.” I don’t miss the slight tinge of bitterness in his tone when he says family.


    “Why Los Angeles?” I ask. “I thought he lived in Chicago.”


    “He grew up in California,” Ward says. “Maybe there’s a family plot there or something.” When he sees me looking at him, he adds, “When I found out about him, I did some research. I wanted to know who he was.”


    Los Angeles is a problem. We can’t drive to Los Angeles in two days.


    We spend the next half hour shopping online for airline tickets, and my stomach sinks lower and lower with every click of the mouse. Last minute flights aren’t cheap, and we’re already low on money.


    After a while, Ward sits back with a sigh. He runs his hand through his hair.


    “I’m going to have to sell my car,” he says. “It’s not worth much, but I think I can get us enough for a couple of tickets.”


    “I still have my credit card,” I remind him. Not that I have any idea how much credit I have left. I’ve been unable—not to mention too terrified—to look at my balance.


    He takes me by the shoulders and swivels me to face him. “I don’t want you blowing everything you have on this.”


    “First of all,” I tell him, looking him dead in the eye, “I’m not ‘blowing everything I have.’ It’s a credit card.”


    “Well, I don’t want you going into debt over this.”


    “I’m already in debt. Another thousand or two won’t make a difference.”


    “Lou—”


    “Secondly, I want to do this. For you.”


    His eyes fall closed, and I can tell he’s struggling with the idea.


    “This isn’t how this is supposed to work,” he says. “I’m supposed to be helping you. Not bleeding you of everything you have. How am I supposed to protect you when I don’t have any money? I won’t even be able to afford food for us after another couple of days. After everything Carolson’s done, after everything he’s put you through, I won’t let you do this.”


    “It’s just money.”


    His eyes open. “It’s not just money.”


    “Then what is it? Pride? I’m not one of those girls who expects the guy to pay for everything. Heck, if anyone should be paying for all of this, it’s me. I’m the reason we’re out here in the first place. If it weren’t for me, you’d still have whatever you had before I dragged you into this crazy whirlwind of mine. Not to mention a job. I owe you this.”


    He looks at me for a long time. I stare right back. But I meant what I said—I’m the reason he’s here right now. And I’m not about to back down on this.


    “Besides,” I tell him, “it’s pretty unlikely we can sell your car in the next hour. So that’s not even really an option.”


    He sits back. The only sign of his resignation is a small nod, but it’s enough. I dive back into my search for a flight.


    Ten minutes later, I’ve purchased a pair of tickets for later this evening. I hold my breath as the site verifies my payment information. Please let it go through…


    And by some miracle, it does.


    Two hours later, we’re at the airport. We leave his car in one of the airport parking lots. I have no idea how we’re going to afford to pay the fee, but that’s a problem for when we return. If we return.


    We move through the check-in and security lines pretty quickly. I guess that’s the upside to not having any luggage or belongings. But as we get closer to the gate, the anxiety starts to set in.


    Airports should be a place of excitement. They’re the gateway to anywhere—nearly everywhere—in the world. For many people, they’re the starting point for adventure. For change. For that thrilling moment when you step away from your “normal” life and journey somewhere new.


    Airports also bring people home.


    The last time I was in an airport, I was meeting Ian, my ex. He flew in to see me when I was working at Huntington Manor. It was an awkward, emotional, nerve-wracking visit. Definitely a mistake. Even now, my stomach floods with guilt as I think about the way I treated him.


    I glance over at Ward. He only knows a few broad details about my relationship with Ian. It’s probably better that way. Even though it’s only been a few short weeks, I feel like I’m a different person now. A better person.


    But it’s hard to remember the person I am now when this place reminds me so much of my old self. The last time I was in an airport before that last encounter with Ian was when I returned from Thailand. I was a mess. It was the first time I’d been home since Calder sent me away, and I wasn’t ready to face the things I’d left behind. I hid in the airport bathroom and fought a panic attack.


    Airports aren’t exactly a place of excitement for me. This time I’m heading to Carolson’s funeral, and I’m nauseated at the prospect.


    “You okay?” Ward asks when we reach our gate. His forehead is slightly furrowed, and he’s looking at me in the way he does when I know I’ve given too much away.


    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say. He needs me to be strong for him right now, not break down in the middle of the terminal.


    And it’s a testament to how nervous he is that he doesn’t push the conversation any further, even though I suspect my acting hasn’t gotten any better. We find some empty seats and sit down to wait.


    It only takes me a few minutes to get antsy.


    “Do you want anything to eat or drink?” I ask, standing. “We have a little while before our flight.”


    He shrugs. “I’m okay.”


    I really just want an excuse to walk around. Clear my head a little.


    “I’m going to run to the bathroom,” I tell him. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


    A few minutes later, I’ve locked myself in a stall in the nearest bathroom. I force myself to take a few deep breaths. Everything is going to be all right. This trip might be difficult and emotional, but it’s the right thing to do. I’m not used to doing the right thing—the hard thing—so I can take some peace from that, at least.


    It’s that thought that keeps me from losing it. I continue to breathe deeply, and I repeat the words to myself over and over again: You’re doing the right thing. You’re doing the right thing. I manage to keep myself from having a full-blown panic attack, and though my eyes water, I tell myself that I’m probably just hormonal. My period still hasn’t come, and whatever doubts I had about the reason are quickly disappearing.


    I still need to take a pregnancy test. Some airports have drugstores, don’t they? Maybe I can buy a test right now and put the whole issue to rest, at least in my head. Then, once he’s in a better place about his father’s death, I’ll talk to Ward.


    It only takes a few minutes to find a small pharmacy in the terminal. I duck inside and poke among the aisles. The cashier is flipping through a magazine and doesn’t even give me a second glance, but there are other customers browsing, and I suddenly feel very self-conscious. But why should they care if I’m buying a pregnancy test? I have nothing to be ashamed of.


    I finally find what I need on the end of one of the short aisles. Right next to the condoms. Ha.


    They only have one brand, which I suppose is a good thing. I have no idea what makes one pregnancy test better than another, assuming they all tell me the same thing in the end. I still feel like people are watching me, but I force down my paranoia. It’s just my nerves getting the better of me. Any time you have to purchase something this personal—be it a pregnancy test or condoms or a cream for foot fungus—you feel like half the world is staring at you. Judging you. Add in the emotional turmoil of a possible pregnancy and yeah, it’s really easy to freak out.


    I force down my nerves and grab a test. No need to drag this out. But when I turn, I realize that maybe my instincts weren’t that far off.


    There’s a young woman standing there, her cell phone raised in my direction. She quickly pulls it back when I look at her. Her cheeks flush slightly.


    “Sorry,” she says quickly. “But you’re her, aren’t you?” She gestures at the nearest gossip magazine. I don’t even have to look.


    “No,” I say, forcing myself to smile. “I guess I just have one of those faces.”


    I can’t tell if she buys it. She stuffs her phone back into her purse, but it’s too late. She was snapping a photo of me. A photo of me shopping for a pregnancy test.


    I try to back away slowly, but when I do, I stumble into someone else. I mumble my apologies, and she does a double-take when she sees my face.


    Crap. I should have known better than to stand in front of a giant rack of magazines. I might as well have hung a sign around my neck.


    “Hey,” the woman says, “aren’t you—”


    I don’t wait to hear the rest. I move quickly down the aisle and toss the pregnancy test aside as soon as I have the chance. I can’t buy it now, not with all of these people watching me. I can only pray that the first girl didn’t get any photographic proof that will end up on the internet. I can only imagine what the gossip sites will do with that.


    This is mine! I tell the universe. Mine and Ward’s. Let us have this one thing to ourselves! People can call me crazy all they want. They can slap my face onto a thousand magazine covers. But they can’t have this. Not this.


    I realize I’m pressing my hands against my stomach. I don’t even know anything for sure yet and I’m already trying to protect this baby.


    I keep throwing glances over my shoulder as I return to where I left Ward. I should have sucked it up and bought some hair dye. Anyone following my story knows that I’m blond these days. What did I think would happen when I walked into a busy airport, a place with thousands of people passing through and gossip magazines displayed at regular intervals throughout the terminal? Even people who don’t normally give those publications a second glance might pick up some of that trash for some mindless reading while they’re waiting for their flight.


    I can’t get back to our gate soon enough. And when I do finally sink down next to Ward again, he looks worried.


    “I was about to come looking for you,” he says.


    For a minute, I consider telling him everything—about being recognized, at least. But he looks so tired, so worn. I wonder if he actually got any sleep last night. His eyes are full of anger and grief and exhaustion, and though he tries to hide it, I suspect he’s barely holding on.


    I take his hand and squeeze it. “I just walked around for a bit.”


    His fingers bounce against mine. He’s almost jittery. And that’s when I notice the strange rectangular shape in the pocket of his jeans.


    “What’s that?” I ask.


    He looks almost ashamed. But he releases my hand and shifts in his seat so he can pull the mysterious item out of his pocket.


    It’s a pack of cigarettes.


    “Grabbed them from over there while you were gone.” He jerks his chin in the direction of a duty-free shop. “Don’t worry—I’m not actually going to smoke them. I didn’t even get a lighter. I just need to know that they’re there.”


    He gives me a look that tells me he doesn’t expect me to understand. And honestly, I don’t. But I’m the girl who made up an identity in order to get a job at her family’s former estate. The girl who threw herself at a stranger in an attempt to distract herself from her grief. I have no right to judge Ward for how he deals with all of this.


    He seems to get it. He shoves the pack back into his jeans. I slide closer to him and lean into his side, resting my head on his shoulder.


    Truthfully, if smoking a few cigarettes makes this easier for him, then maybe he should. There are certainly much more destructive things he could be doing.


    Which is why I don’t say anything when I shift and suddenly feel something through the pocket of this jeans that’s shaped suspiciously like a lighter.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    


    St. Augustine’s Church is enormous. It’s beautiful, yes, but in a cold, regal way, which seems fitting for our current circumstances. I wrap my arms around myself as I look up at the massive stone face. Beside me, Ward is quiet and still.


    I reach out and take his hand. He grips my fingers. We stand across the street from the church, watching from the doorway of a small bistro. There’s a crowd around the steps, and it’s not just funeral attendees. There are a number of people with cameras and at least three news crews—their vans are in a line just down the street—plus a bunch of casual bystanders who have gathered to gawk at the commotion. As we watch, a black limousine pulls up to the curb. The reporters all crowd around the sidewalk, their microphones and digital recorders outstretched as the door slides open.


    “Mrs. Carolson!” some cry.


    “Laura!” say others.


    They elbow each other as they try to get closer to their target.


    But instead of Laura Carolson, Edward’s widow, getting out of the car, several men in dark suits emerge from the vehicle. They’re tall and broad-shouldered, and in a matter of moments they’ve ushered the crowd of journalists back several steps. As much as I dislike the family, I’m glad for Laura Carolson’s sake that she had the foresight to hire security personnel for this event. I know what it’s like to attend a high-profile funeral. There’s nothing worse than reporters bombarding you with questions when you’re just trying to hold yourself together.


    Laura Carolson steps out of the limousine a moment later, followed by her two children, Troy and Rebecca. They keep their heads down as they push through the crowd and up the church steps. The reporters call after them, but none of the Carolsons acknowledge their presence.


    My fingers have tightened on Ward’s. If these people are hounding the Carolsons, what will they do when Ward and I try to enter? The headlines fly through my mind: “Insane Daughter of Wentworth Cunningham Crashes the Funeral of the Esteemed Edward Carolson!” or “Bastard Son of Carolson Pays His Disrespect!”


    That’s not how I want this day to end.


    “This was a bad idea,” Ward says, echoing my thoughts. He sighs and looks down at me. “There’s still a chance for you to bail on this, you know.”


    “And miss the excitement? No way. I’m sticking with you.” I try to make my voice sound light, but I fail miserably.


    Ward’s scanning the crowd of reporters, probably trying to plan our next course of action. We’re lucky they haven’t spotted us yet. They’re too busy running to the door of every car that stops at the curb, trying to capture every expression of the people who have only come here to pay their respects.


    I don’t care who these people are. They don’t deserve this. These journalists have no idea what it’s like to be assaulted on a day like this, to have the whole world watching you, photographing you, throwing questions in your face. They have no idea what it’s like to have their final farewell to a loved one displayed in front of thousands of people.


    I want to run across the street, to dive into that crowd, and start grabbing some of those stupidly-expensive cameras and smash them into the ground. I want to scream and beat those idiots with their own microphones. I want to show them what they do to us. What they’ve done to me.


    Maybe I should. If I made a scene, they’d stop focusing on the mourners. They’d turn all of their cameras on me.


    Ward squeezes my hand. “I know that look. What crazy thing are you planning?”


    I look sheepishly up at him. “The craziest of things.”


    I almost get a smile out of him. I catch the briefest flash of humor in his eyes, but it doesn’t reach his lips.


    Well, I don’t think we’re that desperate yet,” he says. “I was thinking we might try sneaking around the back of the place first.”


    It’s a good idea—good enough that I wouldn’t be surprised if some reporters have thought of it, too. But it sounds like our best option right now.


    “Lead the way,” I tell him.


    We move quickly down the street and around the block. I keep my head down but my eyes peeled—I don’t want to be spotted. Fortunately, neither Ward nor I are wearing appropriate funeral attire—though we did manage to wrangle up enough change to wash our nicer sets of clothes at a laundromat this morning—so we look like anyone else walking down the street. If any reporters are looking for us, they’re probably expecting us to show up in black.


    We have to climb over a fence in the alley behind the church, but Ward helps me. His hands linger on my waist as he sets me on the ground, and though I feel the slightest tremble through his touch, there’s a surety there as well. I’ve no doubt all of his emotions are as intense as ever, but now that he’s here, there’s a steady confidence in all of his movements.


    He takes my hand again as we approach one of the back doors of the church. I brush my hands against my skirt, trying to smooth the wrinkles out of the fabric as I peek around for reporters.


    There’s no one back here. Maybe the universe is smiling on us again. Maybe it’s trying to make up for all the crap it’s thrown our way.


    I look up at the church. It isn’t nearly as beautiful from this side, but it’s still impressive. Awe-inspiring. And I need the courage it gives me.


    I’m half expecting the back door to be locked, but when Ward pulls on the handle, it creaks open. He gives me a relieved smile and pulls me inside the building.


    We’re in a small hallway. The walls are lined with gorgeous framed prints of Biblical-inspired art. I look at them as we pass, trying to absorb what strength I can from the images of angels and saints. Finally, Ward stops in front of a set of double doors that bear a brass plaque that says “Sanctuary.” I can hear an organ playing on the other side.


    “This is it,” he says, not to me.


    I nod. “This is it.”


    I brace myself for the worst: for everyone to turn and look at us, for the family to recognize us and cause a scene, for the press to come rushing in and capture the whole thing on camera.


    But only a handful of heads turn our way. We’ve come in through a side door, and most of the mourners have already taken their seats in the pews at the front of the sanctuary. They’re not even the least bit concerned with a couple of people joining them quietly in the back.


    We sit away from the main crowd, taking seats beside a large stone pillar. They’re less likely to see us back here, and besides, I think Ward wants the privacy.


    But we have a perfect view of everything, and in spite of my best efforts to avoid looking, I find my eyes drawn to the coffin sitting just below the altar. It’s huge, and it’s made of dark, shiny wood with brass. It’s closed, thank God—I don’t think I could bear to look at Carolson’s lifeless face. There’s a wreath of white flowers on top, but that’s dwarfed by the huge arrangements of blossoms displayed on either side of the coffin. They’ve spared no expense for this service.


    The flowers at my father’s funeral were yellow and pale blue. They weren’t as elaborate, and honestly, I couldn’t have cared less about the decorations that day.


    I swallow. There’s a certain sense of finality when you see the coffin. You can know someone’s dead, but sometimes it doesn’t sink in until you see him like this. Resting in his final bed. Neither Ward nor I will ever see Carolson again, but that doesn’t mean we won’t live with the effects of the man’s actions for the rest of our lives.


    Beside me, Ward slowly releases a breath. He tightens his grip on my hand until my fingers start to tingle. His other hand is resting on his thigh, pressing against the pack of cigarettes he has in his pocket. There’s nothing I can say, even if I thought I could speak without breaking down.


    My eyes shift back to the coffin. The pastor leading the service has stepped up to the pulpit, but I don’t hear anything he says. I can’t stop looking at that coffin.


    I keep seeing my father’s coffin. My father’s yellow-and-blue flower arrangements. My father’s funeral.


    The pastor could be talking about anyone. It doesn’t matter who’s died or who’s leading the memorial—the words are always the same, aren’t they? They’ll call him a “wonderful man,” or an “amazing husband and father,” and follow that with a bunch of Bible verses they somehow think will make it easier—words of hope, or reminders that our loved one is now safe with God.


    I don’t care what people have to say about Edward Carolson. I’m a horrible person for thinking that, I know, but I can’t imagine God would appreciate me lying about it, even in my mind. As long as I’m being completely honest, I didn’t care about what people said at my father’s funeral, either. I don’t think I heard a word of Calder’s eulogy. Words just seemed so inadequate, so meaningless then. Who cares what anyone said? It wouldn’t have changed what I was feeling.


    And sitting here staring at that casket brings all of those old feelings back.


    I shouldn’t be here.


    I shouldn’t have been there, either. My father wasn’t a young man, but he was too young to die. He should’ve been alive to see me make something of myself. To give me away at my wedding. To see his grandchildren.


    That’s the thought that breaks me. My eyes start to burn, and I press my lips together to keep a sob from escaping my throat. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be here.


    It takes all of my power to stay where I am, to not go bolting from the room. I tear my eyes from the coffin and look down at my lap.


    Hold it together, Lou. Ward needs you right now.


    I peek over at him. His back is rigid and his face his blank. His fingers still squeeze mine.


    This is his father’s funeral. Not mine.


    Numbness—my old, familiar friend—begins to settle over me, and I welcome it. I’m ready for all of these old feelings to disappear again. Today isn’t about me and my issues.


    Only when I’m sure I have myself under control do I raise my eyes again. I don’t look at the coffin or the pastor—I’m not going to push it—but I let my gaze drift to the other people in the pews. Laura Carolson and her two children are in the front row. Rebecca’s shoulders shake slightly, and I know she’s crying. I can’t forgive Carolson for the way he treated Ward or Ward’s mother, but seeing the man’s family like this reminds me that he was just that—just a man.


    I know I can’t look at them for too long. I can already feel the emotions rising in my chest again. I try to find the numbness again as I tear my eyes away from the family and skim over the other mourners.


    There are only about fifty or sixty people here. A small service, for a man known to so many. Are these people all friends and family? Business associates? Employees? What do they think of the man lying in front of us?


    And then my eyes land on a familiar set of shoulders, and I suck in a breath.


    Why…? Of all places, why…?


    I’d know those shoulders anywhere. And that hair, which is so close to my natural color. Calder is here. My brother. And though I’ve only seen her a couple of times, I recognize the woman next to him, too—Lily, his fiancée.


    Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. After all, the sale between my brother and Edward Carolson was a highly-publicized transaction. Given all the recent press about Huntington Manor and my actions there, his attendance was probably a good PR move for both families. I bet those reporters out there are eating this up.


    But this makes things complicated for me.


    I lean back in the pew so that I’m partially hidden behind Ward. I’m not ready to face Calder yet. And I’m definitely not ready to face him here.


    Ward notices my sudden odd behavior.


    “Are you okay?” he whispers.


    I’m not about to make a fuss, but he should probably know what’s going on.


    “My brother,” I mouth to him. I point at Calder.


    Ward’s eyes widen. “Do we need to go?”


    It would certainly be easier to leave. But this is about Ward, not me, so I shake my head.


    “I’ll be fine,” I whisper to him.


    He looks at me for a moment, clearly unconvinced, then turns his face back toward the altar.


    I lean my head back and close my eyes. This service can’t go on too much longer. I only have to get through another half hour at most—then Ward and I can slip back out the side door, and it will be as if we were never here at all.


    His fingers are still entwined in mine. The organ begins to play, and after a few bars, voices take up the words of a hymn. I try not to think about my brother. Or my father. Or Rebecca Carolson crying in the front pew. I try not to think about the things Ward must be feeling right now. Or how he’ll feel a few days from now if I find out I’m actually pregnant.


    Instead, I focus on lending him strength through the places we touch. I grip his hand and close my eyes and pray to God or the universe or whoever is up there listening. I’m out of practice, but it’s surprisingly easy to pray when you’re lost and desperate.


    I pray for Carolson and his family. For my brother and for Lily. But most of all for Ward, because he needs my support and I don’t know how else to give it to him.


    The hymn seems to be affecting him, too. His calm mask has started to slip. I can feel his pulse through the thin skin at the base of his palm. Suddenly he releases my hand, and his fingers drop to my thigh. He moves his lips to my ear.


    “Let’s get out of here,” he says, his voice rough.


    I nod. That’s probably a good idea.


    Quietly, we slip out of the pew and move toward the side door. The organ is still playing, the mourners still singing, and we manage to slip out without anyone even turning to glance our way.


    The minute the door to the sanctuary closes behind us, Ward grabs me and presses me up against the wall.


    I don’t have time to react as his mouth comes down on mine. He grips me by the waist and kisses me fiercely, and my body comes to life beneath his, my blood buzzing with sudden, sharp desire. Funny, how even the darkest of emotions make you crave sexual release.


    But I tear my mouth away. “Not in here.”


    His eyes are so glazed that at first I’m not even sure he registers my words. But then he nods. He grabs my hand and pulls me down the hallway to the back door.


    The sun outside is blinding, but Ward doesn’t give me a chance to adjust to the sudden brightness. The minute we’re in the alley, he backs me against the brick wall of the opposite building and kisses me again.


    The practical side of my brain reminds me that we’re just outside of a church. Outside of his father’s funeral. Even if you ignore those things, we’re in an alley adjoining a busy street. Anyone could walk by and see us.


    I pull away from him again. But this time I’m the one to grab his hand, and I pull him down the far end of the alley and around the corner. Now we’re next to the fence we climbed over on our way in, and the church and everything it represents are hidden beyond the massive brick building behind us.


    This time when Ward presses me up against the wall, he’s a little gentler. But the desperation is still there. I cup his face and pull his mouth to mine, and within seconds I’ve forgotten everything else.


    There’s a reason people turn to the arms of a lover when they’re upset. It’s not just the sexual release. Or even the need for distraction. It’s that in this—this meeting of bodies and souls—there’s a profound beauty. That is what we really need.


    Ward’s mouth meets mine again and again. His hands run down my arms, then move to my breasts. He touches me everywhere, feeling me through my dress. I’m feeling him, too, letting my fingers roam wherever they can reach.


    I don’t mind the roughness of the bricks against my back when he’s against me. And I don’t object when he reaches down and tugs up the hem of my dress. I’m the one to push my panties down my legs and kick them off. I’m the one to pull at his belt.


    I know what he needs. I needed it after my father’s funeral, though I didn’t get it until after I’d flown back to Thailand. I wrap my arms around his neck as he lifts me up. I hook my legs around his hips.


    We don’t have a condom. Not that it likely matters at this point. Ward doesn’t know that, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He loosens his grip on my thighs and lets me sink slowly onto his hard length.


    And there it is—the flash of pleasure in his blue eyes as he buries himself inside of me. That flicker of beauty and hope and grace that he needs right now. I pull his face to mine and kiss him deeper than I’ve ever kissed him. Right now, he’s the only thing in my world, and I want to be the only thing in his. I want all of his grief and anger and confusion to go somewhere far away, if only for a few moments.


    We move together as hungrily as ever, but there’s nothing frenzied about this lovemaking. Nothing wild. Instead, it’s exquisite and heartbreaking, two bodies just trying to find peace and happiness. Two souls trying to twine together through our movements.


    My fingers are in his hair. His press into my hips. I don’t ever want to pull my mouth away from his. When I feel my climax approaching, I hold him closer. Kiss him harder. He groans and increases his tempo against me, and suddenly everything crests. I cry out into his mouth, and he’s not far behind me. He pushes me against the wall a final time as his own release comes.


    But he pulls his face back just enough for us to be able to look each other in the eyes. There’s a calm in his expression—a real calm, not the mask-like emotion he wore during the funeral—and beneath that, there’s something fierce and unrestrained.


    “I love you,” he murmurs. “I love you so much.”


    “I love you, too.”


    He leans forward and presses his cheek against mine. His lips touch my ear.


    “You’ve had me from the beginning,” he says. “You’ve had me from the moment you kissed me that first night.”


    “This is real, isn’t it?” I say. “Promise me this is real.”


    He kisses me just below the ear. “This is real, and it’s ours. No matter what else happens.” His mouth makes a path down my neck.


    Maybe I don’t need to wait to tell him about my possible pregnancy. This is the perfect moment, and neither of us is going anywhere. I’ll tell him my period is late. Then we’ll find a drugstore together and buy a pregnancy test with whatever change we can wrangle up. Whatever the results, we’ll figure out the rest of it hand-in-hand.


    But the minute I open my mouth, I notice movement out of the corner of my eye.


    I turn, and Ward follows my gaze. There’s someone else in the alley, just on the other side of the gate.


    And he’s got a camera pointed right at us.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    


    I notice quite a few things in those first couple of seconds.


    First, that my dress is still bunched up around my waist and Ward’s pants are still around his ankles.


    Second, that the person on the other side of the gate looks rather comfortable—and he’s partly hidden, which means he’s probably been there for several minutes, if not longer.


    Third, there’s something familiar about him. I’m not sure whether it’s his hair, or the set of his shoulders, or…


    He moves his camera slightly, and my stomach sinks.


    It’s Asher Julian.


    Asher Julian is the one who tried to blackmail me back at Huntington Manor. The one who first printed the story about Ward’s connection to Edward Carolson only a week ago. He got his big break printing rumors about my brother and Lily. This guy owes his career to my family and the drama we’ve caused. I should have guessed he’d be here at Carolson’s funeral. He’s been chasing this story for weeks.


    And now he’s caught us like this. Violated this perfect, intimate moment.


    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Ward asks. He helps push down my dress before yanking up his pants.


    Asher smiles. “I’m sure you’re smart enough to know the answer to that question already.


    My cheeks are on fire. “You can’t just take pictures of people when they’re… after they’ve…”


    “When they’re in a public alley, they’re kind of fair game. What did you think would happen? This funeral wasn’t exactly a secret, you know. Or did you miss the swarm of wasps out front?”


    “I want that camera,” Ward says. His hand has already curled into a fist.


    “Or you’ll what? Knock me out? No thanks.” He pretends to study his fingernails. “I know about your record, buddy. If you hit me, I’ll have your ass thrown in jail. And unless I’m mistaken, there’s no one to bail you out. Miss Cunningham here is completely broke and Daddy Dearest is dead.”


    He’s taunting us. He knows he has us cornered, and he’s enjoying watching us squirm. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to sock someone so much in my entire life. Ward’s livid. In spite of Asher’s threats, he still looks like he’s about to charge over that fence and send his fist into that smug asshole’s face. I put my hand on his arm, a silent plea, and though he relaxes slightly, he’s still looks like he could snap at any moment.


    Asher doesn’t miss the small exchange. His smile widens.


    “Look,” he says, “I’m willing to make you a deal.” He looks between us. “Will you let me climb over this fence? I’d prefer to discuss terms face-to-face.”


    I glance up at Ward. He looks about as wretched as I feel. But I don’t know what else to do. If this gets out—if Asher releases intimate photos of me and Ward right outside of Edward Carolson’s funeral—well, every gossip outlet in the country will be talking about it for weeks. Maybe I could deal with that at this point in the game, but Ward… His father just died, right after the whole world learned about their connection. He needs time away from the public eye to figure things out.


    “Fine,” I say before Ward can curse him out. “We’ll hear your terms.”


    Ward’s head jerks in my direction, but I don’t look at him. I won’t lose my nerve.


    Asher climbs over the gate. I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m hoping he’ll fall—it wouldn’t hurt him that much, but he’d probably crush that expensive camera against the pavement—but no such luck. He drops to his feet and turns toward us.


    “I have quite a bit of footage of the two of you,” he says. “You really should pay more attention to your surroundings before you start tearing each other’s clothes off. If you really don’t want half the world to know the intimate details of your relationship, you should probably teach yourselves a bit of discretion.”


    I grit my teeth together. “What are your terms, Mr. Julian?”


    The smile falls. He’s all business now.


    “An exclusive interview,” he says, “with the two of you.”


    That’s not much better than the alternative, but at least we’d have some control. We’d just have to be very careful about our answers, make sure that anything we said couldn’t be edited or twisted to stir up more drama. We’d just have to give the dullest interview in the history of interviews.


    But Asher isn’t done.


    “We’ll discuss what happened at Huntington Manor. How you two met and developed this relationship. We’ll talk about what led to the events on the morning that you fled,” he says to me. Then his eyes move to Ward. “You will talk about your relationship with Edward Carolson. How you found out you were his son. How you felt when you heard he was dead.”


    I shake my head. This is too much.


    “Of course you’ll have some control over how you’re presented,” Asher continues. “If you like, I can arrange for an exclusive photo shoot. Otherwise, we’ll just use photographs from the last few months.”


    “This is fucking ridiculous,” Ward says.


    “No,” the reporter says. “This is just intelligent business. In addition to everything I’ve mentioned, you two will promise me that any major news regarding your relationship will be mine first. If you break up, if you get married, if you discover that one of you has cheated… you’ll come to me and give me first go at the story. If I hear it from someone else, then I’ll release these pictures.”


    At that point, why would the pictures even matter? Our whole life would be on display. I curl my hands into fists.


    Ward’s barely holding it together. “So you’re just planning to blackmail us for the rest of our lives? Are you fucking serious?”


    Asher shakes his head. “As I said before, this is just business. It’s how things are done in my line of work. And if I were you, I’d get used to it quickly. Stories like this don’t just disappear.”


    Not unless you have the money or influence to keep them down. Ward and I have neither, and Asher Julian knows it. He’s got us trapped. Either we willingly give him information, or he slaughters us on the page. He won’t just stop with the pictures he got today. He’ll drag us through the mud again and again.


    I thought I hated Carolson, once. But that’s nothing compared to the sheer loathing I feel right now for the man standing in front of me. My nails are digging into my skin, and my vision has gone slightly blurry.


    He can’t do this to us. Not today.


    And then suddenly I’m moving. Running forward.


    My arm comes up. The reporter’s eyes widen, but it’s too late for him to dodge. My fist collides with his face.


    He falls back against the fence, slamming against the chain-link barrier before sliding to the ground. His camera falls against the pavement, and I hear something shatter as his body lands on top of it.


    I stand over him, my fist still raised, my chest heaving.


    I can’t believe I just did that.


    I can’t move. I can only stare down at the trickle of blood running from Asher’s nose. I didn’t knock him out, but he’s dazed. His eyelids are fluttering.


    Oh crap oh crap oh crap.


    There’s a sharp pain in my hand, but I only have a second to acknowledge it before someone grabs me. Ward.


    “Come on,” he says. “Let’s get out of here.”


    Asher’s blocking the fence, so we have to go the other way. Ward takes my hand and pulls me along, dragging me down the alley beside the church. There’s no way to avoid the crowd of reporters at the entrance, but maybe we can slip past them without drawing too much attention.


    There are still a ton of them. They’re gathered at the base of the steps, waiting and watching the church doors. I imagine the service will be over soon, and everyone wants a shot of the mourners’ tear-stained faces as they return to their limousines. A couple of police cruisers have joined the scene since the last time we passed.


    Ward’s grip on mine is like steel. No one notices us as we slip out of the alley, and I let out a breath as we turn and head down the sidewalk. We can do this. We can escape the reporters’ notice. We can walk away from the Carolsons and my brother and Asher Julian and everything we had to face today.


    We’re nearly at the corner when the shouts start behind us.


    “They assaulted me!”


    I look over my shoulder, but that’s a mistake—Asher is standing on the sidewalk, pointing at us and shouting, and half of the mob of reporters has already started to come after us.


    I look up at Ward, and he gives me a little nod. Our only chance is to run, and we both know it. He gives my hand a squeeze, and we take off.


    We make it about six steps.


    Apparently the police closed off the entire block to through traffic, and that means they’ve stationed a car at either end of the street. Suddenly, a couple of officers are in front of us on the sidewalk.


    “Stop,” one of them orders. “I’m going to need you to tell me what’s going on here.”


    Asher is still making a scene, and when I look over my shoulder again, the reporters are closer. They’re yelling questions even before they’ve reached us, and any hope I had that they haven’t recognized us flies out the window.


    “Louisa, why are you here?”


    “Mr. Brannon, did you come to see your father?”


    “Did they bar you from entering?”


    “Did you attack a reporter?”


    The questions come from all sides. And Asher’s at the front of the crowd, still throwing accusations at us. He holds his sleeve against his nose, but I see the nearest officer’s eyes widen when he spots the blood.


    Everything happens quickly. One minute my hand is still safely in Ward’s, but the next we’re torn apart. One of the officers has me by the arm, and he leads me to the nearest cruiser. The other cop has Ward. Ward’s eyes have gone wild, and he tries to twist out of the man’s grip.


    Don’t fight, I beg him silently. Don’t resist arrest. That’s the last thing he needs on his record.


    There are reporters between us now. Some have gone after him, and some are pointing their microphones and cameras at me. They’re still shouting questions. I lift my chin, trying to find Ward even as the cop continues to pull me away.


    There!


    I spot his hair first, but then his head turns, and I can tell his looking for me. Our eyes meet through the crowd, and I see the intention there, even before he tries once more to jerk away from the officer holding him. He’s trying to come to me.


    I shake my head. Please don’t fight. Please, Ward.


    He wants to. But I continue to beg him with my eyes, and I see the briefest flicker of resignation in his expression before I’m forced to look at the cop in front of me.


    “Did your boyfriend attack that man?” the officer asks. “I need the truth, ma’am.”


    Asher is still cursing. He has his camera in the hand that isn’t pressed against his face, and from the way he’s holding it, I can tell he’s still trying to snap a picture. Apparently not even a busted nose or a cracked lens will keep him from going after a story.


    “Ma’am?” the officer says. “I need you to answer my question.”


    Reporters are still trying to get to me and Ward. Other policemen have arrived from down the street, and they’re trying to hold everyone back.


    Now would be the time for the funeral-goers to make their escape, I think wryly. Maybe I wrecked Huntington Manor, but I can give the family this, at least.


    “Ma’am,” the officer repeats, “I’m going to need you to answer me or I’ll have to take both of you downtown. Did your boyfriend attack this man?”


    “No. No, I did.”


    The officer blinks. “Ma’am?”


    “I did,” I say, a little louder this time. I could probably say it was in self-defense or something. But I’m tired of lies.


    For a moment, the cop doesn’t seem to know what to do with me. Frankly, I don’t know what to do with myself. I want to run to Ward. To hold him close and promise him we’ll figure this out. To whisper to him that I love him and I might be carrying his baby and that I’m so, so sorry I got him into this mess in the first place.


    The officer is talking to me now, but I’m not listening. He’s probably just rambling off my very long list of crimes. Has he realized who I am yet? Does he realize what I’ve done?


    He knows enough to put me in handcuffs. They’re cold. Otherwise, I don’t feel much as he helps me into the back seat of his car. All I can think about is Ward. I pray that he’s okay. That he’s controlling himself.


    I turn my head, try to spot him through the tinted window of the cruiser. I can’t find him in the crowd. Maybe he’s in a second cruiser by now. Maybe we’ll see each other again at the station in a few minutes.


    The police have started to be more forceful with the reporters, and the crowd has started to fall back. One officer is talking to Asher Julian, and by the way the reporter is gesturing, I can tell he’s giving the woman a heck of a story. I glance past the crowd, back toward the church, but I see no sign of anyone on the steps. I’d hate to think the mourners will miss this opportunity to escape.


    At the same time, I’m grateful my brother didn’t see this. He’d kill me.


    But that’s the only thought I have for myself. I’d risk my brother’s anger a hundred times over if I thought I could help Ward in some way. I hit Asher Julian. I am the one who should be in trouble here. I only hope Ward hasn’t lost his temper and done something reckless. My eyes continue to scan the crowd, but I don’t see his auburn hair anymore. I don’t even see the officer who pulled him away from me.


    The officer who handcuffed me slides into the driver’s seat of the cruiser where I’m sitting, and before I can even ask him what’s going on, he’s taking me away.


    * * *


    The thing that surprises me most about jail is how absolutely frigid it is.


    I’ve been here four hours and twenty-seven minutes. My fingers started to go numb about two hours and three minutes ago. I know because there’s a clock hanging over the holding cell. It looks ancient. In fact, it reminds me of the ones you see hanging on the walls of high schools in cheesy ‘80s movies.


    I wrap my arms around myself and shiver. They must make it this cold on purpose. Maybe it’s an intimidation tactic. But as I glance around the other women sharing the holding cell with me, I suspect I might be the only one.


    The cop who put me in here said I was lucky. He said if I’d been arrested last night, or the night before, it would have been a lot more crowded in here. There are still almost a dozen women. About half of them appear to be sleeping. At least a couple smell like booze. One girl—who looks several years younger than me and has a bunch of tattoos and a nose ring—just looks bored.


    She catches me staring at her.


    “What are you looking at, princess?” she snaps.


    I mutter an apology and look away. I guess I deserved that.


    I look down at my hand. The throbbing has started to dull, but my knuckles are swollen and the skin is starting to bruise. I probably deserve that, too. But honestly? It was totally worth it. I’m glad I punched that asshole. Someone needed to.


    I flex my hand, trying to get the blood flowing, and my eyes wander across the cell. There’s a pay phone on the far wall. They told me I could make a collect call if I wanted someone to come post my bail. I want to call Ward. But even if I knew for sure that he wasn’t sitting in the men’s holding cell on the other side of the station—which I don’t—I know he doesn’t have the money to get me out of here. And his phone’s been dead for days.


    I should call Calder. I know he’s in Los Angeles, and I know he’d get me out of here. But I can already envision his reaction to hearing where I am and what I’ve done, and it isn’t pretty. It definitely won’t improve things between us.


    Besides, childish as it is, I always assumed that when he and I spoke again, it would be because I was ready to speak to him. That I’d have figured out my mess. That I’d be ready to rebuild our relationship again.


    I’m not ready for anything. Not ready for my adventure with Ward to be over. Not ready to deal with the things that stretch between me and my brother. Not ready to go to jail. Not ready to be a mother.


    I close my eyes. I should be thinking about this baby, shouldn’t I? It can’t be good for him or her to be here in this holding cell. How long will they keep me here if I don’t call anyone? Should I tell them I might be knocked up? Maybe they might give me a blanket or something.


    I shift on the hard bench. I keep replaying the scene in my head: our beautiful, desperate love-making. Asher’s intrusion and blackmail attempt. My fist flying through the air. The cop dragging me away from Ward.


    If I’d held my temper, Ward and I might have walked away from that situation. But what would we have lost? Asher played it brilliantly. We either had to bind ourselves and our relationship to him forever or risk him destroying one of the most special, private moments of my life.


    I look down at my hand again. I wish I’d punched him a second time. Or even a third.


    Especially since with every passing second, it seems ever more likely that those pictures will be published. I can’t imagine Asher trying to strike a deal with us now. On top of that, I’ve just handed him his next headlining story: “Crazy Ex-Heiress Attacks Poor, Innocent Reporter!” I can only imagine how many photographers got shots of that cop dragging me off in handcuffs.


    Some ending to my little adventure with Ward.


    No, I think, reaching for my belly again. Not quite the end.


    In a way, I’m grateful that Asher interrupted us before I told Ward about the possibility of a baby. If Ward thought I was pregnant when the cops yanked us apart… well, I have no doubt he would have gone insane. He would have done anything to protect me.


    I keep rubbing my stomach, trying to sense something. When should my body start to feel different? My period isn’t even a full week late yet. There’s still a chance that this is just a fluke. That this child only exists in my head.


    That thought saddens me more than I want to admit. I’m not ready for a baby, but the thought of losing this one, even the idea of this one, makes me ache. If I close my eyes, I can see him or her—tiny round cheeks, large eyes, red-brown hair…


    But I sit up and push the image away. I have more immediate things to deal with. When I get out of here, I’ll take a pregnancy test. Until I know for sure whether or not I’m going to have a baby, I shouldn’t let myself think about it too much.


    The woman next to me on the bench lets out a snore. I wonder how long she’s been in here.


    My eyes drift back to the phone. I should do it. I should call my brother.


    I stand up before I can change my mind. Walk over to the pay phone. Pick up the receiver. My finger hovers over the “0” key.


    Just do it, Lou. Stop being a coward and call him.


    I hit the button. The operator comes on the line, and after a couple of minutes, I’m waiting for him to pick up.


    It rings once. Twice. Three times. After the fourth time, it goes to his voicemail.


    I hang up. I have no one else to call. Maybe after the story goes up on all the gossip sites, my brother will take pity on me, but until then, it looks like I’m on my own.


    I go back to the bench. I draw my knees up to my chest and lean back against the wall. It’s strange, being on my own. Since my father’s death—before that, even—I’ve kept people at a distance. It’s why I had so much trouble connecting with Calder, even though we were dealing with so many of the same things—facing him meant facing the grief and the fear I tried to keep buried. At the same time, I was terrified of being alone with my feelings. That’s how I ended up in that mess with Ian.


    But it’s different with Ward. Ward has changed everything. He was right when he whispered to me in that alley. This is real. This is ours.


    Oh, little one, I think to the possibility-of-a-baby inside of me, even though I’m not supposed to be thinking of him or her. Maybe there’s hope for your mother after all. Little by little, I’m beginning to figure things out.


    As the minutes tick by—marked by the clock on the wall—I drift in and out of my thoughts. I’m pretty sure I doze some, too. Whenever I start to feel too crazy, I find myself talking to the baby.


    So, I ask the possible baby, Are you a little boy or a little girl? A mini-Ward or a mini-Lou?


    The baby doesn’t answer, of course, but that doesn’t matter. I’m pretty sure he or she hears me.


    I rub my fingers across the fabric of my dress and tell him or her stories in my mind. About his or her parents’ grand adventure and how I ended up in jail. About Ward and everything he’s done for me. About everything I plan to do for Ward when I see him again.


    Well, not everything. Mini-Ward isn’t old enough to hear about some of that yet.


    When I run out of stories, I sing to the baby. In my head, of course—the one time I start humming out loud, I get a bunch of glares and one woman threatens to throw her shoe at me. Maybe I’ve gone completely insane. But I guess sitting in a freezing holding cell for hours on end does that to you. Then again, maybe a few weeks or years of running from all your problems and feelings does that, too.


    Now and again my eyes move back to the phone on the wall. I should try Calder again. If that doesn’t work, then a bail bondsman. I’m not even sure I know what a bail bondsman is, and I’m not sure I want to.


    Just when I’m rousing myself to get up again, I hear voices coming down the hallway. Several of the other women look up. The woman beside me lets out a snore.


    “Sir,” I hear someone say, “if you could please—”


    “She’s been in there for hours! I swear, if you don’t—”


    “Sir, I have to insist—”


    I stand up and rush over to the bars. I hear Ward. He’s here.


    But it’s only an officer who comes to the door.


    “Where is he?” I ask, not even bothering to specify who ‘he’ is. “I heard him.”


    The officer gives me an exasperated look. “If you two would hold your horses and let me do my job, this process would be a whole lot smoother.”


    I don’t say another word. And I step back obediently as he unlocks the door to the holding cell.


    “This way, ma’am,” he says finally. He still sounds a little annoyed, but I don’t care. I grin and follow him down the hallway to the lobby of the precinct.


    When the door opens, Ward is the first thing I see.


    The minute I’m through the door, he’s at my side.


    He grabs me and pulls me against him so hard that he squeezes the air right out of me.


    I squeeze him just as hard in return. I know that in the grand scheme of things, we haven’t been separated that long, but it feels like forever. But he’s here—free and unharmed—and I don’t want to let him go. I let my hands roam over his back and arms and chest, instinctively looking for some wound or sign of what he’s suffered since I was torn away from him, but he seems to be fine. It’s almost too much to take in.


    “I love you,” he says in my ear. “Are you okay? Fuck, I was about to—”


    “I’m fine,” I promise him. I look up into his brilliant blue eyes. “And I love you, too.”


    He kisses me. It’s only been a few hours since the last time we kissed, but we attack each other as if we’re starving for it. I snake my arms around his neck and hold him against me. I can feel his heart beating against my chest, and the places his fingers press against my back burn with heat.


    Someone clears his throat behind us. I pull sheepishly away from Ward, even though I want nothing more than to keep touching him, holding him. But maybe it’s a good idea to stop now. My whole body is trembling, aching for more, and I’m not sure they’d appreciate us going at it in the middle of a police station. My cheeks are hot as I turn around.


    The police officer has my things. And what appears to be some paperwork. But my eyes go right past him and his clipboard to the man standing just behind him.


    My brother.


    “Louisa,” Calder says, dipping his head at me.


    Oh, geez. I was not expecting to see my brother here. I’m still not sure I’m ready for this. I search his face, looking for the anger, the disappointment, the annoyance. But my brother’s expression gives nothing away. He’s always been good at hiding his feelings.


    Ward’s fingers brush against mine.


    “Your brother posted your bail,” he says softly. “I saw him coming out of St. Augustine’s and told him they’d taken you away.”


    It’s a lot to take in at once. My brother came to my rescue. Ward wasn’t arrested—thank God. And by the sound of it, these two have been trying to get me out of here for a while. No wonder Ward was upset.


    I walk slowly toward my brother. I’m not afraid of him, exactly, but I’m ashamed of all the trouble I’ve caused him.


    It’s time to let go of my pride.


    I stop right in front of him. “Hey.”


    His face is still unreadable. I look past him, and I spot Lily standing against the wall, out of the way. She smiles and gives me an encouraging nod.


    “I’m sorry,” I blurt before I can chicken out. “I know I’ve screwed up. I know I’ve done a lot of things that…” Things that don’t matter right now. I rush on. “I’m sorry for everything. And I…” I look up at him. “Thank you.”


    Before he can respond, I stand on my toes and throw my arms around him.


    Calder and I aren’t used to hugging. We’ve never had that sort of relationship, and it’s only been worse these past few years. When I wrap my arms around Ward, it feels natural. Perfect. This, on the other hand, is… awkward. But at the same time, it feels right. So I keep squeezing him.


    And slowly, Calder’s arms come up around me, too. He holds me close, and I feel like a little girl again. Suddenly I have the urge to tell him everything. To share all the things I’ve been dealing with since our father’s death. To explain why I’ve behaved the way I have. And I want to hear all about him, too. I want to know everything he’s felt and experienced these past couple of years. We’re family. The only blood family either of us has left. And we have so much time to make up.


    It’s all I can do not to cry. But for once, the tears I fight back aren’t tears of grief or shame or fear. I feel so… so happy. So hopeful. I can fix the things I’ve done. I can rebuild my relationship with Calder. There’s brightness in my life, and instead of pushing it away, I intend to hold on to it with both hands.


    But the cop clears his throat again, and I remember that there are still some things I need to deal with. I peel myself away from my brother.


    A few signatures later, and we all leave the precinct together. Ward holds my hand, and Calder and Lily walk on my other side. My brother hasn’t said much, but that’s not unusual for him, especially when he has a lot on his mind. But he turns to me when we reach the sidewalk.


    “I’ve already spoken to a lawyer,” he says. “After listening to your friend here”—he nods at Ward—“it seems likely we can get the assault charges dropped. Perhaps even bring our own case against this Asher Julian.” From the look he gives Lily, it’s clear that the two of them haven’t forgotten the stories the reporter crafted about them all those months ago. It’s a huge relief, knowing my brother doesn’t condemn all of my actions.


    To my surprise, there’s even a hint of amusement in my brother’s eye.


    “What?” I ask.


    “I got a glimpse of your work,” he says. “It looks like you broke the fellow’s nose. I can’t say I’m very sorry about that.”


    I can’t help but grin at my brother’s approval. But everything that happened with Asher today isn’t the only potential mess here.


    “What about Huntington Manor?” I say.


    I don’t want to think about the consequences of my actions, but it’s time. I need to know if the Carolsons are suing me for hundreds of thousands of dollars. Or if I might be locked up over this. Ward tightens his grip on my hand.


    Calder sighs. “There have been no formal criminal charges, if that’s what you’re asking. There is—or was—a lawsuit, but Carolson’s death complicates the matter. We’ll have to wait and see how things are handled from here. A couple of major investors threatened to withdraw their support of Huntington Manor after you… after the incident. The whole project is in flux.”


    I nod, barely comprehending. There are no formal charges. I’ll probably still owe someone a ton of money, but I feel like I’ve been given a free pass. Maybe the universe is trying to make up for some things.


    Ward still grips my hand, steadying me. He’s been too quiet. Maybe he just doesn’t know how to behave around my brother, considering the circumstances.


    When I look up at him, he smiles at me—one of those huge Ward grins that makes me want to melt—and raises my hand to his lips. There will be time to discuss everything that happened today. Right now, I just want to focus on the fact that he’s beside me, and by the way he’s looking at me, I suspect he’s thinking the same thing.


    I squeeze his fingers. Whatever else happens, I’m never letting anyone tear me away from him ever again. And if someone tries, I’ll break his nose.
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    Calder insists on putting me and Ward up in a hotel for the night. I hate the idea of taking charity from my brother, especially after everything he’s already done today—and judging by Ward’s expression, he feels the same way—but before I can say anything, Lily cuts me off.


    “I’d love the chance to get to know you better, Louisa,” she says, smiling.


    I remember the last time I talked to her. I was sneaking out of Calder’s apartment in the middle of the night and she tried to stop me. My neck goes hot remembering some of the things I said to her.


    But Lily’s obviously trying to play nice, to bridge this gap between us, and honestly, the only thing holding me back is pride. This is my chance to make things right.


    I look back up at Ward. His eyes are on me, and he gives me the smallest nod, leaving the decision to me. “Okay,” I say.


    Which is how, less than an hour later, Ward and I find ourselves in an enormous room at the Royal Suites Hotel.


    After all the motels we’ve seen in the past few weeks, this place is almost like a dream. Everything is so clean that I swear it almost sparkles. The bed is enormous and covered in a fluffy white comforter. I spread my arms and collapse on top of it. I’m exhausted, and I can’t seem to remember the last time I slept.


    Ward flops down beside me. We’ve promised to meet Calder and Lily for dinner, but they’ve given us an hour and a half to relax and clean ourselves up.


    Which leaves us time for other things, too.


    I don’t even have to say anything. Ward yanks me towards him and kisses me. Hard. I moan and open my mouth beneath his as I hook a leg around his hips.


    Suddenly he laughs against my lips.


    “What?” I ask.


    He pulls back his head and grins. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in a bed this big. I don’t even know what to do with all of this extra space. Is this how your family normally travels?”


    I look around the room. Honestly, at one point this was the norm. But it’s been years since I allowed myself to enjoy luxury like this—even before my father’s death, I was too ashamed to admit that I might want to stay in a place like this.


    I must show something of my thoughts in my expression, because Ward’s smile drops a little.


    “I’m sorry,” he says gently. “I wasn’t trying to bring up any bad memories.” He brushes his lips against mine. “I just can’t believe I get to share this with you.”


    I don’t want to think about the shadows of the past couple of years. He’s right—we’re blessed to be here in each other’s arms.


    “I was so worried about you,” he says. “When I saw him handcuffing you, I went crazy. I tried to get back to you, but these cops were yelling at me and I was afraid I was just going to make it worse for you.” He stares down at me. “But if that fucking reporter had been in front of me right then, he’d have a lot worse than a broken nose right now. I was… I was in a bad place. And you were gone.” He brushes my hair back from my face. “At some point I realized that if I wanted to help you, I was going to have to stop acting like a violent idiot.”


    “So you found my brother,” I whisper.


    “I thought you might be pissed. But at the time, it seemed like the best option. I’d rather you be free and pissed with me than sitting in a holding cell all night. Or worse.”


    “I’m fine,” I assure him. “And I’m not pissed. Not even a little.” And though it’s hard to admit it out loud, it needs to be said. “I shouldn’t have avoided him for so long.”


    Ward continues to stroke my hair, and he seems to be lost in thought. Finally he sighs.


    “I know how that feels,” he says. “I’m guilty of it, too.”


    He doesn’t have to tell me he’s talking about his father. I run my hand down his chest, silently encouraging him.


    He gives a bitter laugh. “I think that’s what’s pissing me off so much. You kept telling me to go back. To talk to him. And what did I do?”


    “You couldn’t have guessed this would happen,” I say gently.


    “Yeah, well the world loves to teach you lessons the hard way.” He rubs the side of his face. “I have no love for the man. I never spent enough time with him to feel any real connection, you know? But that’s not the fucking point. The point is that I had the chance and blew it. After all these years, I finally meet my asshole of a father, and before I can even figure out what the fuck I’m going to do about it, he’s gone.”


    “I’m sorry,” I tell him.


    He slips his fingers through my hair again. “You’ve been nothing but amazing this whole time.” His eyes drift over my face, drinking me in. “You know, if I had the chance to do it all again, I’m still not sure I could have left you. Even knowing what would happen.”


    I’m not expecting a confession like that, and I’m sure it shows on my face.


    “I mean it,” he says. “I would never have left you on your own. My place is with you. It wasn’t even a choice.”


    “It’s always a choice,” I whisper.


    “Maybe,” he whispers in return. “And I made it long ago.”


    * * *


    The letter arrives the following morning with our breakfast trays.


    At first I think it’s a mistake. After all, who the heck even knows we’re at the Royal Suites? But when I see Ward’s name printed on the envelope, I go cold. Is it common knowledge that we’re staying in this hotel? Have the reporters and paparazzi found us? I’d hoped we’d have a few days of peace, at least.


    My eyes dart to the return address on the envelope: Thomas, Ridgeton, Thorpe, & Rosenthal.


    A law firm. My stomach sinks deeper. Is Ward being sued? Is Asher Julian trying to bring charges against him, too? Why isn’t there a letter for me?


    Ward steps out of the bathroom. He’s just had his first shave of the past few weeks, and he smiles as he rubs his newly-smooth cheeks. But he freezes when he sees my expression.


    “What is it?”


    I hold the letter out to him.


    He looks as perplexed as I feel. He frowns as his eyes skim over the envelope.


    “What the hell?” he murmurs as he flips it over and tears it open.


    I pick up a piece of toast and force myself to munch on the crust, trying to give him some space to read the letter. But I’m not hungry. I want to know what’s going on. I watch Ward’s eyes as he reads. At first, he still looks confused. But as his gaze continues to dance over the letter, his eyebrows slowly rise, as if in surprise.


    “What is it?” I ask, fearing the worst.


    He looks up at me, and though his eyes are wide, they’re full of wonder, not anxiety.


    “He included me,” he says.


    I don’t understand. “What do you mean? Who?”


    “Edward Carolson. My father. Apparently he included me in his will.” He hands me the letter.


    It’s from one of the Carolson family’s lawyers. It doesn’t give many specifics, but it explicitly states that Ward will be involved in the distribution of Edward Carolson’s estate. It closes with a request for a meeting where details might be discussed more openly.


    “This is a joke, isn’t it?” Ward says. “This is some sort of sick, twisted revenge for being his secret son.”


    “It doesn’t look like a joke,” I say, as I reread the letter for a third time.


    “I can’t be in his will.”


    “Why not? You’re his son.”


    “Not his real son.”


    “As real as the other one.” I look up at him. “We’re not exactly living in the nineteenth century or anything. People have kids outside of marriage all the time.”


    “You know what I mean.” Ward gives a bitter laugh. “Carolson spent most of my life pretending I didn’t even exist. Why would he put me in his will?”


    “The same reason he gave you a job at Huntington Manor.” I put my hand on his arm. “Maybe he had a change of heart. Maybe he wanted to make it up to you.”


    “Well, I don’t want anything from that asshole.” Ward jerks away from my grip. “He tried to buy me off before, and it didn’t work then, either. I don’t want his fucking money. I don’t want any of his shit.”


    Just a moment ago he seemed so genuinely shocked and pleased by the idea that his father had remembered him in this way. Now, he looks absolutely disgusted. It just goes to show that there are still a lot of complicated things going on in his head.


    “What are you going to do?” I ask.


    He shakes his head. “I don’t know. The only thing I ever wanted from that bastard was a fucking apology for the way he treated my mom. I don’t care about the rest of his shit. If he wanted to make anything up to me, he should’ve started by treating me like family and not a damn charity project.”


    Ward’s shoulders are heaving. He grabs the letter out of my hands, and for a minute I think he’s going to tear it up, but when he looks at me, some of the fight seeps out of his eyes.


    “I need to calm down,” he says matter-of-factly. “I think I’m going to go for a walk.”


    He’s trying to get himself under control, and I’m not about to stop him. He seems less and less inclined these days to throw his fist at the first thing he sees whenever he gets upset.


    “Of course,” I tell him. “Whatever you need.”


    He doesn’t say another word to me as he tugs on his jeans over his boxers. He’s already somewhere far away. I want to help him so badly that I hurt, but I know that I need to give him his space. Sometimes we all have things we have to figure out on our own.


    And when he does leave, I realize it’s my chance to figure out some things of my own.


    * * *


    When I return from the drugstore, I find a note scribbled on the back of the envelope from this morning.


    Lawyer said he could squeeze me in during lunch. I’ll be back in an hour or two.


    And below that:


    I love you. And I’m sorry for being a jackass this morning. I’m working on it.


    He also leaves the lawyer’s number in case I need to reach him.


    I’ve just finished reading the note when there’s a knock at the door. When I open it, I find my brother standing there.


    “Hey,” I say in surprise. We talked about meeting up sometime today, doing a little sightseeing, but he told me he needed to work until at least lunch.


    “Can I come in for a few minutes?” he asks.


    I nod. “Sure.”


    I step aside and let him into the room. Things are still a little awkward between us, but I guess that’s to be expected. You can’t overcome years’ worth of strained relations overnight.


    But at least both of us are willing to try.


    “Are you by yourself?” he asks, glancing around the sitting room.


    “Ward had some stuff to deal with,” I say. “He’ll be back in a little while.”


    Calder nods, and he looks like he wants to say something, but he seems to think better of it.


    “How are you feeling today?” he asks.


    I give a little laugh. “I sat in a jail cell for a few hours. It’s not like I was hurt or anything.”


    “Of course.” He runs his hand through his hair, the way he does whenever he’s nervous. I smile at the fact that I remember that. We might not know how to talk to each other, but we’re still brother and sister.


    “I’ll pay you back,” I say. “For the bail, I mean. It might take me a few years, but I’ll do it.”


    That gets me a smile. “You don’t have to do that. Just try not to get arrested again.”


    “I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises.”


    That gets a bigger smile.


    “I know I have a lot of things to explain,” I say. “I’m not sure where to begin.”


    “Then I’ll begin.” He straightens his back. “I need to apologize. I’m afraid that I didn’t handle things well after our father died.”


    I snort. “That makes two of us.”


    “I shouldn’t have encouraged you to leave so quickly afterward,” he says. “And I should have made a better effort to stay in contact with you. This isn’t what I wanted.”


    I look up at him. “I didn’t want this either.”


    “I know we can’t just go back to the way things were when we were kids,” he says, “but I want to make an effort to do better. If you want the same, that is.”


    “Of course I do.”


    He raises an eyebrow. “That wasn’t the impression I got back at the estate.”


    Oh. That’s right. He came to get me, and I took one look at him and ran the other direction.


    “Yeah… sorry about that,” I say, embarrassment creeping up my cheeks. “That’s a bit of a long story.”


    “One I hope you’ll tell me eventually. From what the internet is saying, it sounds pretty exciting.”


    My cheeks grow even hotter. “That’s a very long story.”


    “Your friend,” he says. “This Ward fellow. He seems like a good guy.”


    “He is,” I say. He’s more than good. He’s the best man I’ve ever known. He makes my heart swell with happiness and my entire body ache with longing. But that’s not exactly the thing you tell your older brother.


    Calder is nodding.


    “I’m glad to hear it,” he says. “And I look forward to learning more about him.” His eyes—the same color as mine—soften slightly.


    “I was worried about you,” he tells me. “I didn’t know what had happened or where you were going or what you would do. I’ve been looking for you since that day you ran, but unless you’ve got FBI-level clearance, it’s next to impossible to track someone down.”


    “You were looking for me?”


    “What was I supposed to do? Sit around and pray that you weren’t in a ditch somewhere? Edward Carolson was making all these ridiculous claims and the media was getting involved and no one could figure out where you were. I assumed you were alone, and for all I knew you were hurt or in trouble or locked up somewhere.”


    “Well, you were right about that last one,” I say. It’s strange to hear Calder talk like this. I mean, we’re family, so of course we love each other, but I’ve never seen him look so worried in all my life.


    “I guess it worked out then,” I say. “Us both being out in California at the same time, I mean.”


    “That wasn’t an accident,” Calder replies. “For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out where you’d gone. I even hired a couple of private investigators, but either they were idiots or you were very good at hiding your tracks.”


    “Probably the former,” I admit.


    “But then I saw the magazines and realized that you weren’t alone, as I originally thought. I looked for any information I could find on this Ward guy. And when the family invited me to the memorial service for Edward Carolson, I realized that if I were in Ward’s position, that’s exactly where I’d go. It was a long shot, I knew, but it was the only lead I had.”


    Hearing about how hard he looked for me makes me want to cry. In fact, if I say anything I’m going to start bawling, so instead of trying to speak I just step forward and put my arms around his.


    This hug already feels more natural than yesterday’s. It looks like there’s hope for us after all. But a second later, his back stiffens slightly.


    “What?” I ask, pulling back.


    “Nothing,” he says, but not before I catch him looking at something past my shoulder. I turn around. My bag from the drugstore is on the table behind me.


    And the pregnancy test is clearly visible.


    “It’s…” I stop and shake my head. “Look, I don’t want you to freak out or anything—”


    “I’m not going to freak out. I’m not going to say anything at all.” He looks at me. “Except this—you’re a grown woman who can make her own decisions. I have to accept that. But if I find out that this Ward isn’t doing the right thing by you—”


    “You don’t have to go all ‘older brother’ on me, I promise. Ward will do the right thing.”


    “He better.”


    On the one hand, it’s nice to have a brother who cares enough to make threats in situations like this. On the other, I’m not really ready to have a lengthy discussion about this with Calder. If my brother and I are going to start to rebuild our relationship, I’d rather not start with, ‘Oh yeah, I had unprotected sex.’


    Fortunately, Calder seems to feel the same way.


    “I should be getting back to my room,” he says. “But if you need anything, you know where to find me.”


    I walk him to the door, and on the threshold, he turns toward me one last time.


    “I’m glad we talked,” he says.


    “Me, too.”


    “I hope this becomes more of a regular thing between us.”


    I smile. “I’d like that.”


    * * *


    I read the instructions on the pregnancy test multiple times. I want to get this right the first time, since one way or another, the results will affect the rest of my life.


    I nearly have the steps memorized by the time I finally pull the test out of the package and sit down on the toilet. My hands shake slightly.


    I’m being silly, aren’t I? I think at mini-Ward. I know you’re there. This is just a formality.


    But that’s what scares me: maybe he isn’t. I’ve built this up so much in my head that I know it’ll devastate me if the test comes back negative. I might not be ready for a baby, but it’s too late—I’ve already lost my heart to the little guy I believe is growing inside of me.


    After I’m done peeing, I place the test on the bathroom counter and stare at it. The box says it will take three minutes to see the results. Three minutes feels like an entire lifetime.


    About one minute and thirty two seconds in—I know because I’m counting—Ward returns.


    “Lou?” he calls.


    “I’m here.” Almost a full minute left. I leave the test on the counter and return to the main room of our suite.


    Ward looks a little more tired than usual, but there’s a huge grin on his face as he sweeps me up in his arms.


    “You’re in a good mood,” I say when he finally puts me back down on my feet. “What happened?” I wasn’t expecting him to be so upbeat, not after his reaction to the letter this morning.


    “You’re never going to believe it, Lou,” he says.


    “Believe what?”


    In response, he grabs me and kisses me. For a moment I melt into the kiss, but then I break away and pull back.


    “That’s not an answer,” I say. “What’s going on? What did the lawyer say?”


    “It’s a long story—and a complicated one—but ultimately good, I think.”


    Relief floods through me. I was afraid he’d return to me more frustrated and confused than ever. But I can see, even by the way he’s looking at me now, that something’s changed. Maybe he hasn’t resolved all of his feelings, but he’s found some closure, however small.


    “I want to hear everything,” I tell him.


    His eyes flash and he smiles. “It’s going to blow your mind. Actually, we should probably be sitting down for this.” He takes my hands and leads me over to the couch.


    “I actually need to run to the bathroom first,” he says. “But I’ve brought us some scotch to celebrate. Why don’t you pour us a couple of glasses?”


    I have no idea what we’re supposed to be celebrating, but I agree anyway. Ward slips off to the bathroom and I grab a couple of glasses from where they sit on the buffet cabinet. It’s not until I’m pouring the second glass that I remember I probably shouldn’t be drinking.


    It’s also the moment I remember what I left in the bathroom.


    I spin around, but Ward is already next to me.


    “Is this yours?” he asks, although I’m pretty sure he already knows the answer to that. He’s holding the end of the test between his thumb and forefingers.


    “It’s mine,” I say.


    He stares at me. Into me. And I can’t read his face, not even a little bit. Is he angry? Upset? Annoyed?


    I don’t even know what the test says.


    “What…” I begin, but my throat closes off. I force myself to take a deep breath and start again. “What does it say?”


    “Two lines,” he says without looking down at the test.


    Two lines. That means…


    “Pregnant,” I say, and the word is no more than a breath.


    “Pregnant,” he repeats, his face still blank. “You’re pregnant.”


    “We’re pregnant.”


    There’s a spark of something in his eyes. “We’re pregnant.”


    And then he pulls me into his arms again. I let him back me toward the sofa and help me sink down onto the cushions. He sits next to me.


    “This isn’t a joke?” he says.


    “If this was a joke, it’d be the worst joke in the history of mankind.” I search his face. “You’re not upset? Because you were so worried about not using a condom and—”


    “I’m not going to lie, it’s not what I expected to hear when I got back.” He pushes my hair back over my shoulder. “It’s… big news. Life-changing news.” He threads his fingers through my curls. “How are you doing? Do you need anything?”


    “I’m fine. Great, actually. But I’ve had a little time to let the idea sink in.”


    His brow furrows. “A while? How long have you suspected?”


    “A few days, that’s all. My period was late.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me then?”


    I take his hand in mine. “Because that was the day we found out that Carolson was dead.”


    He just stares at me.


    “So yesterday, when you were in jail—”


    “I didn’t know for sure,” I tell him. “I just knew that my period was late. And I didn’t want to say anything until I was absolutely certain. There was a lot going on already.”


    “You were afraid I couldn’t deal with it,” he says. “You were afraid I wouldn’t react well to the news.”


    “That’s not—”


    “It’s my own fault. I made it sound like I thought this was the worst thing that could happen to us. I was so caught up in this shit about my father—”


    “You’re not your father. I know that. I’ve known that all along.” I make sure he’s looking me in the eyes before I go on. “I know you’d never abandon this child. But I need you to know that I never, ever want you to feel tied to me or—”


    “Tied to you? Lou, I’ve been tied to you since the first time I saw you. Since the first time you grabbed me and kissed me.” He slides his thumb across my cheek. “Baby or not. I’m yours. I belong to you and you belong to me.”


    My heart is fluttering so quickly that I’m afraid I might collapse.


    “And though it absolutely terrifies me,” he continues, “the thought of having a baby with you is… I can’t even describe it. Knowing that a part of me is inside of you right now… It’s…” His hand moves across my belly, and he presses his palm gently against me.


    I laugh and sob at the same time. He kisses me again, and I melt into him.


    This is it, I realize. This is what it feels like to be absolutely, perfectly, completely happy.


    But even in my ecstasy, I remember what he said earlier. I pull back from him.


    “You told me you have a story,” I say.


    He gives a laugh and steps back. “Jesus, I almost forgot. I don’t even know where to begin now.”


    “We have time for all of it,” I tell him as I wipe a tear off of my cheek. “You better not leave anything out.”


    “And you better sit down.”


    I bat at him. “I’m pregnant, not sick. I can still stand.”


    “No, no. I mean—fuck, you really should sit down.”


    I laugh again, but I let him lead me to the couch.


    “So what exactly is going on?” I prompt.


    “The meeting was… interesting,” he says. “I ran into some of the family while I was there. As you can imagine, they weren’t exactly happy to see me. No one was openly rude or anything. Just a little cold.”


    He takes my hand.


    “Carolson had a lot of stuff,” he says. “But I’m sure you know that. I guess that in the bigger picture, I only ended up with a small share of what he owned. Most of it went to his wife and kids, I’m sure.”


    I don’t bother to remind him that he is one of Edward Carolson’s kids as well.


    He leans forward and takes both of my hands.


    “Lou,” he says, “he left me Huntington Manor.”


    I think I black out for a minute. Did he say Huntington Manor?


    “Louisa, are you—”


    “The estate. He left you the estate.”


    Ward nods. “It’s mine. Or, at least it will be. There’s a shit-ton of paperwork and it’ll probably take a few months to—”


    “He left you the estate.” I can’t seem to make it sink in. “So you’re going to run it now?”


    “Hell, no,” he says. “I don’t know anything about running a hotel. And I’m not sure I want to. But the project’s already considered a failure. It’s bleeding money. Half of the investors are gone. I’m thinking it would be better to just shut down the whole thing.”


    “And do what? Sell it again?”


    “Or live there.”


    Okay, now I’m definitely about to freak out.


    “There are still a lot of details to get sorted out,” he says. “But the lawyer explained that most of the debts surrounding the project would be paid out of Carolson’s estate before the property even passed to me. And I might have to sell some of the surrounding land, or, I don’t know, sell off the fucking crafts cottages or something, but I’m going to figure this out. But if I do, do you want it? Will you live there with me?”


    When Ward sat me down on this couch, this was the last place I expected this conversation would go. I was hoping he’d tell me he’d gotten some closure. Maybe some money. But for him to get my old home back? And invite me to live there?


    “It’s yours,” he says, catching me beneath the chin. “If you want it. I’m not sure where you’re planning to stay after this, but I wanted to offer you at least one possibility. Besides, we’re going to need extra room when the baby arrives.”


    “That’s a lot of extra room.”


    “Then we’ll sell it and buy a cute little house with a picket fence. Or an apartment in Europe somewhere. We’ll go wherever you want.”


    “Wherever?” I tease. “Even Saturn?”


    He grins. “If you want.”


    I remember the words we said to each other that night on the beach, the words that kicked off this little adventure in the first place: Everywhere. Every way. I want it all. I want to experience everything with him.


    And honestly, I’d be happy living anywhere. But the idea of having my family’s estate back, if only for a little while, fills me with joy.


    “There are a lot of places in that hedge maze we haven’t explored yet,” I tell him as I lean into his embrace. “And a lot of secret passageways I bet you never found.”


    “As long as you’re there with me, I’m not afraid of getting lost.”


    I kiss him, and in that kiss is everything we’ve suffered and everything we’ve shared. Ward’s given me everything I could ever possibly need. He might have started out as a distraction, but he became my friend, my lover, and the only one who saw my deepest emotions. He gave me adventure. He gave me hope. He gave me love.


    I’ve spent my life trying to figure out who I am. Where I belong. And here in his arms, I have the feeling that I’ve finally found it.


    <<<<>>>>
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