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  Chapter One


  


  Caitlin


  Tis sweet to drink, but bitter to pay for. –Irish proverb


  


  One moment really can change your life.


  One moment, one kiss, one wild night when you color outside the lines, step outside the box, stop playing by the rules….


  Gabe and I only spent a few hours together, but now everything is different. Now, the day-to-day grind that was grueling, but survivable—even fun at times—threatens to break me. Now, facts of life I took for granted seem ridiculously unfair. Now, I know how easy it is to turn the tables, and take what the world refuses to give people like me.


  A chance. A shot at something more if I work hard and give it everything I’ve got—that’s all I want. But it’s something I may never have if things don’t change.


  If I don’t make them change.


  At six in the morning, lying on my lumpy second-hand mattress with the threadbare tee shirt I slept in sticking to my skin in the June heat because there’s no way we can run the air conditioning and buy groceries at the same time, with the acid reflux I can’t afford to treat burning the back of my throat, it seems like a no brainer. I should call Gabe. I should take him up on his offer to do it all again, to find a new victim, map out another robbery, and take fate into my own hands.


  The kids will be out of school in two weeks. After all the snow days in January, classes are running late this year, but come June fifteenth, I’ll have three kids in daycare—four if I can convince Terri at the Kiddie Kottage to take Danny, even though he’s twelve, and technically too old for daycare.


  I can’t imagine leaving Danny home alone. He’s already getting into trouble. So far he’s only been cited for defacing public property—he and the Baker boys down the street decided to spray paint penises on all the neighborhood stop signs, and were dumb enough to get caught. But give my brother a summer to run wild and I have no doubt he’ll have more incident reports in his folder down at the police station come August. If I want to keep him out of juvie, I need to make sure Danny has adult supervision while I’m at work.


  But adult supervision costs a pretty penny, almost more than I can afford, even with a full time waitressing job, a part time gig selling popcorn at the movie theater, and a subsidy from the state. After paying for daycare last summer, I took home less than four hundred dollars a week. That’s sixteen hundred dollars a month to feed, clothe, and shelter a family of five—six if you count my father.


  Since he’s been shacking up with Veronica, Chuck doesn’t technically live at the house anymore, but he still sleeps here sometimes—when he’s too drunk to remember that he moved into Veronica’s apartment above the Laundromat, or when Veronica sobers up enough to realize she’s sleeping with a man who regularly forgets to brush his teeth, and kicks Chuck out for a few days.


  And when he sleeps here, Chuck eats here and makes messes here and inevitably ends up costing me far more money than he donates to the family coffers. He hasn’t had a job in almost a year and drinks away every dime of his VA pension and disability.


  So…six people. Six people on sixteen hundred a month.


  It’s no wonder I almost lost the house in April. If I hadn’t robbed the pawnshop, my three brothers and two-year-old niece, Emmie, would be in foster care, and I would be homeless. Homeless, after working my ass off to raise four kids by myself for two-and-a-half years. After dropping out of school, giving up my academic scholarship to Cristoph Prep, and putting every dream I had on the shelf, I would have lost everything. I would have lost my family, the only thing that makes all the backbreaking work worth it.


  The property taxes have been paid and that danger has passed for another year, but we’re not out of the woods. It will be a struggle to get through the summer, a struggle that will continue into the fall when tourism to historic downtown Giffney slacks off and my tips take a dive. A struggle that will intensify come winter when I’m forced to run the heat in our drafty old house and the electric bill skyrockets.


  Gabe was right. There are only two ways out: either let the state take the kids and start looking out for number one—something I could never do, even if I wanted to, even if Emmie, Sean, Ray, and even Danny, that pain in my ass, didn’t mean the world to me—or stop playing by the rules.


  “And eventually get caught and go to jail,” I say to the water-stain on the ceiling, the one I haven’t gotten around to painting over since the roof leaked in November. “And have to live with knowing I’m an awful person, and a horrible example to the kids.”


  But the words don’t sound sincere, even to my own ears.


  The man we robbed in April was a monster, a miserable excuse for a human being who beat his wife nearly to death, on multiple occasions. He deserved what he got, and Gabe promised me there were others like him, other awful, evil people he’d learned about while trolling through his defense attorney father’s files.


  I could help make sure creeps who have gotten off scot-free for their crimes are punished. I would be like an instrument of karma, avenging the innocent while lightening my own load in the process.


  And if I saved up enough money, I could take time off from work to study and get my GED. It wouldn’t take long. Then I’d be able to take classes at the community college, and get qualified for a job that pays better than minimum wage. I’d have more time to spend with the kids on their homework, time to work with Emmie on the speech therapy stuff her therapist said we need to hit harder at home, maybe even time to go out dancing more than once or twice a year.


  Dancing…with Gabe.


  My lids slide closed and I shiver despite the heat that’s making my tee shirt stick to my skin and beads of sweat pool between my breasts.


  Visions of that night—my twentieth birthday, the night everything changed—play out in the darkness behind my eyes: Gabe’s big hands pulling me into his arms, his fingers digging into my hips, his ice-blue eyes holding me captive in that moment before we kissed, promising wicked, wonderful things as his hand slipped between my legs and he made me shatter into a million beautiful pieces.


  But not before he made you beg for it, made you beg him to make you come like some bimbo in a porno.


  I open my eyes with a sigh, ignoring the way my body is tingling simply from thinking about Gabe’s touch.


  I did beg. I begged him to bring me over, and even worse I’d sort of…liked it. Loved it. I loved it so much even the memory is enough to make my panties damp, my breasts ache, and my heart beat faster with wanting more. More of Gabe, more of his kiss, his touch, of the rush I felt in his arms.


  I don’t know how much of that rush was because we’d barely escaped getting shot by the other people breaking into the store, and how much was Gabe—it had all been too tangled up together—but I know the feeling was dangerous.


  It was the kind of feeling that made my mother run away with her AA sponsor, never to be heard from again. The kind of feeling that made my big sister bail on her two-month-old daughter, and take off to Columbia with her new, drug-dealer boyfriend.


  It was the kind of feeling that could destroy what’s left of this family.


  Chuck won’t even look for a job, let alone take on the responsibility of running a household and raising four kids. If I’m not here for my brothers and Emmie, no one will be. They’ll go into the system and be placed in foster homes, homes that could be even worse than the placements I endured when I was younger.


  Lice infestations, shaved heads, older foster kids who pinch and hit, foster parents who spend your lunch money on cigarettes, and biological kids who are given your share of supper are shitty things, but there are worse ones. Far worse, and I refuse to be responsible for any of my kids suffering like that.


  And, in the end, that’s why I haven’t picked up the phone. That’s why I’ve ignored the text Gabe sent a week ago saying he had a con job on deck he thought I’d enjoy. That’s why I pretend it’s only the June heat that has me waking up multiple times a night, drenched in sweat, with my belly aching and my thighs shifting back and forth in an effort to banish the need that’s driving me crazy.


  I can’t give that need an inch, or I’m afraid it will take a mile, take everything I’ve worked and sacrificed for and leave me hating myself for turning out like my worthless mom and sister. I’m a strong person, but I’m not sure I’m strong enough to survive Gorgeous Gabe Alexander and come out whole on the other side.


  “So forget him, forget that night, and get over yourself,” I say, with a vicious kick to the thin sheet covering my legs.


  But some things are easier said than done.


  Thoughts of Gabe linger in my mind as I hustle down the stairs to the kitchen and shove frozen waffles into the toaster, teasing through my thoughts as I slap peanut butter on bread, drop apples and juice boxes into Ray and Sean’s lunch boxes, and use the last of the ham to make Danny a double-decker ham and cheese so he’ll have energy for softball practice. Visions of Gabe’s stupid-beautiful face flash on my mental screen as I pound back up the stairs, shouting for Sean and Ray to wake up before easing into Danny and Emmie’s room, and tiptoeing over to Emmie’s toddler bed.


  It’s only then, when she looks up at me with her big blue eyes and smiles her sweet smile that my head snaps back on straight.


  “Good morning, doodle.” I gather her into my arms, kissing the warm curve of her neck beneath her blond curls, that place that is still kitten soft and smells like the baby she once was instead of the busy toddler she’s becoming.


  This sweet little girl is worth the hard work. She’s worth living right and staying away from boys like Gabe, and all the trouble that would accompany him and his easy answers.


  There are no easy answers, and nothing comes for free. If I let my morals get any more twisted up than they are already, I’ll pay for it, one way or another.


  “I have a note,” Danny says from his bed behind me, his voice thick with sleep.


  “What kind of note?” I kiss Emmie’s cheek and lean down to fetch her Happy—her name for her pink-and-white-striped blanket—from her nest of covers. She clutches it in her chubby hands and presses it to her face with a content sigh, making me smile.


  “From Mr. Pitt. It’s in my backpack.”


  My smile vanishes. “Why didn’t you give it to me first thing after softball yesterday?”


  “I forgot,” Danny says with a grunt, followed by a heavy thud as he jumps from the top of his lofted bed


  “Don’t jump out of bed,” I snap as I turn, hitching Emmie higher on my hip. “You’re going to fall through the floor. What’s the note about?”


  “Special conference.” Danny grabs the jeans he wore yesterday from the back of his desk chair and shoves one of his skinny legs inside.


  He’s shooting up so fast he can’t keep on weight. By the end of the summer, he’ll be taller than I am. I’m only five foot one, so that’s not saying a lot, but still…I can’t believe my brother’s getting so big. It scares me a little. He’s only twelve, but he’s growing up so fast. Soon, he’ll be too old to care what his nagging older sister has to say, and way too big for me to have any hope of making him listen.


  Danny stretches, his ribs showing through his skin as he pulls a tee shirt from the pile on the floor and sniffs the pits before tugging it over his head. “I think he wants to talk to you after school.”


  “Crap, when?” I shove my tangled hair off my forehead. “Not today, I hope. I don’t get off work until four and I have to be back at the theater by—”


  “I don’t know! God, just read the note,” Danny snaps before vanishing into the hall, headed toward the bathroom.


  “Tone, Danny!” I call out after him before turning back to Emmie with a sigh. “Your uncle is a pain in my butt.”


  “In da butt,” Emmie repeats with a grin.


  “Yes,” I say with a serious nod. “Like a fart.”


  Emmie’s grin becomes a giggle. She doesn’t talk as much as the doctors would like a nearly three-year-old to talk, but she loves fart jokes, and I’m not above potty humor in the name of making her dimples pop.


  “You ready for breakfast?” I ask, pressing a kiss to her forehead.


  She nods, and we head down the stairs to the ground floor bathroom so the boys can have the one upstairs.


  The rest of the morning passes in the usual state of barely controlled chaos. Ray drops the book for his book report in the toilet and I end up blow-drying it with one hand while putting on my make-up with the other. Emmie spills her orange juice on my last clean pair of uniform shorts and I have to dash back upstairs to change into the hideous dress with the puffed sleeves I try not to wear on Fridays because that’s the day Mr. Noel comes in for pancakes and his hand has a habit of drifting.


  Sean realizes he forgot to do his spelling pre-test and Danny has to give it to him as I’m changing Emmie out of her orange-juice-soaked sleeper and giving her a quick wipe down at the sink. No sooner do I have her clean and dressed for daycare than Ray manages to break the zipper on his backpack and Sean bursts into tears because he got two words wrong on his pre-test and Danny is giving him shit about it.


  When I finally herd the savages out the door at ten ‘til eight, I’m already exhausted and not looking forward to a six hour shift at the restaurant, followed by another five hour shift at Cinema Eight later tonight.


  By the time I’ve dropped Sean and Ray at the elementary school, deposited Danny at the junior high with a strong warning to stay out of trouble and a note for Mr. Pitt saying I’ll have to push this afternoon’s conference to Monday, and sprinted Emmie to the front door of the Kiddie Kottage—hopefully giving myself just enough time to grab a coffee at work before I have to clock in—my mind is already drifting back to that easy way out.


  As I maneuver the ancient family van through downtown Giffney, it dangles in my thoughts like forbidden fruit, so sweet and juicy I don’t see how I’m going to resist taking a bite. I’m hungry for it, starving, so ready for a taste of that easier life it promises, I can practically feel it exploding on my tongue.


  And then I see him, Gorgeous Gabe, leaning against the weathered bricks of Harry’s Diner, his jagged brown hair hanging low over one side of his forehead, looking so delicious in wrinkled black jeans and a whisper-thin gray tee shirt it should be illegal. The moment our eyes meet, his full lips draw into a grin that promises the best kind of trouble, and something breaks inside me.


  Inside, I’m already falling, tumbling into the waiting arms of temptation with a sigh of pleasure, standing on tiptoe to claim his lips and taste his wicked taste and tell him how much I’ve missed the way his eyes light up when he’s thinking naughty things about me.


  My outsides, however, are a different story.


  On the outside, I am calm, cool, collected, and not the least bit interested in what Gabe has to offer. As long as I can hold that facade together, I’ll be all right.


  “Keep telling yourself that,” I mutter as I slam the door to the van shut behind me and start across the street.


  Gabe’s icy blue eyes drift up and down, taking in my uniform with obvious amusement. “Nice dress.”


  “What do you want?” I ask in a flat tone, crossing my arms beneath my breasts only to uncross them a second later when I remember how low cut the stupid ruffled collar is. “I only have a second, or I’ll be late for work.”


  Gabe’s smile doesn’t falter. “I’ve missed you too, sweetheart.”


  “I’m not your sweetheart,” I say, but I can feel the blush spreading across my cheeks.


  A part of me would like to be his sweetheart, to be Gabe’s girl, and, more importantly, his partner in crime.


  “But you could be.” He pushes away from the wall, closing the distance between us, not stopping until he’s so close I can smell his soap and trouble smell, the one that makes my mouth water and my skin feel too small. “What do you say? Up for another job? This one needs a feminine touch.”


  I shake my head as I back away, my pulse leaping at my throat. “No,” I say, even as my heart screams yes and my fingertips begin to tingle, remembering the rush of plucking a thousand dollars in jewelry from the pawnshop’s glass case.


  “You don’t mean that.” He falls in beside me as I start toward the diner’s front door. “Come on, Caitlin. Come play with me.”


  Play. That’s all this is to him, some stupid game to help pass the time this summer while he’s home from college and working part time at his dad’s law firm. Gabe’s dad is a successful lawyer, his mom is a high-priced interior decorator, and his grandmother is descended from the town founders, and richer than God. Gabe told me he could buy and sell my entire family at least twice, and I believe him. He isn’t desperate the way I am; he’s simply bored.


  I can’t remember the last time I was bored. I’m too exhausted and overworked and stressed out to be bored. Boredom sounds like fucking heaven to me, and the fact that the boy breezing into the coffee shop beside me doesn’t realize how lucky he is to have the luxury of boredom pisses me off, and gives me the strength to turn to him and say—


  “I’m not your toy, and I don’t have time to play.” I lower my voice, not wanting my boss, Gretchen, to hear me sassing a customer. “So leave. Now. And don’t bother me at work again.”


  I spin on my heel and flee through the long, narrow aisle of the restaurant, shoving through the swinging doors leading to the kitchen and the tiny staff break room without a backward glance. But I can feel Gabe watching me, the weight of his gaze making me feel heavier and lighter at the same time, making my blood rush and my stomach drop and my traitorous feet want to reverse course and hurry back to his side.


  I’m not finished with Gabe; deep down, I know that.


  But sometimes success is simply a matter of putting off disaster for one moment and then another and another, keeping the balls in the air for as long as possible before they all come crashing down.


  Chapter Two


  


  Gabe


  The lady doth protest too much. –Shakespeare


  


  If I were a nice guy, I would take Caitlin at her word and leave her alone.


  But I’m not a nice guy, and I saw the way her eyes lit up when I mentioned the job. She’s hooked, just like me. She’s had a taste, and she’s dying for more. All it will take is a few more nudges and she’ll tumble over the edge of hesitation into my arms, where I’ll be waiting to catch her.


  Catch her, and lead her further along the road we started down two months ago.


  Ever since that night in her friend’s car, I haven’t been able to get Caitlin out of my head. I keep hearing her laugh and those sexy moans she made when I slipped my fingers between her legs, remembering the way her pale throat glowed in the flashing red and blue police lights as she threw her head back and came on my hand. I taste her kiss when I wake up in the night, sweating despite the air conditioning my mother keeps set at sixty-five degrees. I see Caitlin’s old-before-her-time green eyes floating in the darkness while I’m lying awake in bed, trying not to think about the future.


  I’ve never been the kind of person to give up on something I want, even back in high school, when I was still resigned to the path my parents had laid out for my life.


  Now, I flat out refuse to take no for an answer.


  Caitlin is going to agree to this job, and then the next, and the next. We’re going to have a summer neither of us will ever forget, and do the world some good while we’re at it. And by the time we go our separate ways, she’ll have enough money to go to college and stop wasting her life, and I will have had her, every way I want her.


  I ease into a booth on the far side of the restaurant and take the sticky menu the older waitress with the gray-streaked brown bun offers. She’s wearing the same dress as Caitlin—a short number with a black skirt, red suspenders, and a frilly white apron, apparently inspired by a Bavarian brew house—but the effect is…decidedly different. On the senior waitress, the dress is as tired and out-of-place as the faded, yellowing posters of rural Germany hanging on the walls of this South Carolina diner.


  But on Caitlin …


  When she pushes back through the double doors, every male head in the restaurant swivels her way. The low cut neck of the dress shows off her curves, while the red band around the middle highlights her tiny waist. Her caramel-streaked honey blonde hair is pulled into a ponytail that emphasizes the graceful column of her neck, and when she walks, her skirt swishes temptingly around her thighs.


  That swish makes it impossible to keep my thoughts from drifting back to that night in the VW bug, when she spread her thighs in silent invitation, daring me to find out if breaking and entering had left her as turned on as I was. It had, of course, left her so hot and slick it had only taken me a few minutes to get her off. Just thinking about it is enough to make my jeans tighter, and my hands ache to be sliding up her thighs to cup her ass in my hands.


  I want this girl. I want to help her, and fuck her, and steal things with her, and make her laugh the way she did right before we kissed goodbye back in April. I want more time with Caitlin more than I’ve wanted anything in months, and that alone is reason enough to keep my seat, even when she turns and scowls at me. Not many things hold my interest for more than a few hours at a time these days, but Caitlin Cooney, with her wild streak running through her pathetically responsible, dreary life like a caramel swirl through ice cream just…does it for me.


  I watch her cross the restaurant, not phased by the thinning of her lips, or the pinched look on her face. She can put an end to her frustration any time she wants. All she has to do is quit fighting, and give in to what we obviously both want.


  “What will you have?” she asks, pen clenched tightly between her fingers, gaze glued to the pad in her hand.


  “You, tomorrow night,” I say. “At my house, for dinner with my parents. Nothing else, just dinner, conversation, and I’ll take you home straight after.”


  Her eyes flick to mine, surprise clear in their depths. “I thought you said…” She casts a glance over her shoulder at the older waitress wiping down the stainless steel counter before turning back to me and continuing in a whisper, “I thought you said it was a job.”


  “It is. A con job,” I say. “I’ll pay you five hundred dollars to pretend to be my girlfriend for the night.”


  “Five hundred…” A smile teases at the edge of her lips. “You’re kidding.”


  “I’m not. Five hundred dollars for one night of pretend.”


  She narrows her eyes, obviously looking for the catch. “Why? Why do you need a pretend girlfriend?”


  “My mother insists on setting me up with girls she meets through her volunteer work. She thinks I need a girlfriend to turn my life around.” That’s not exactly why my mother is so determined to see me in love, but it’s close enough. “She refuses to let it go, no matter how many times I insult the nice young women she dumps in my lap. A fake summer love is the only way I can think of to get her to leave me alone.”


  Caitlin points the business end of her pen at my face. “I thought you said it was only for the night.”


  “Five hundred dollars for the night, with an option to rebook if my mother requires further conning,” I clarify. “Future dates and payments to be negotiated on a case by case basis.”


  Caitlin casts another glance over her shoulder. This time, the older waitress is watching her with a sour expression.


  “Just order something,” Caitlin whispers as she turns back to me. “Or I’m going to get into trouble.”


  “Two eggs—scrambled—toast, and your answer,” I say. “I’ll take it all to go.”


  She rolls her eyes before bringing pen to pad, muttering beneath her breath, “At least it’s not illegal.”


  “Not at all.”


  “I wasn’t talking to you,” she says with a glare that is more cute than menacing. “Your total is eight seventy-six. Have the money ready when I get back. I want you out of here.”


  “Why?” I ask, lifting a wry brow. “Am I distracting you?”


  “You’re annoying me,” she says, but she doesn’t sound annoyed. She sounds intrigued, and I know she’s going to give in even before she returns with my breakfast in a brown paper bag and plops it down in front of me with a curt nod.


  “I’ll do it.” She holds up a finger, stopping me before I can respond. “But I want payment up front, in cash. I’ll have to take off work at the theater tomorrow night, and I can’t afford to do that unless I’m sure I’m getting paid. And I go straight home after. No…other stuff. Strictly business.”


  “You’re blushing,” I say, loving the fact that she’s flustered by our relatively tame history. But maybe she’s never begged a guy to make her come before. I hope not. I wouldn’t mind being the first man to show Caitlin how fun playing dirty can be.


  “I’m not blushing.” She rolls her eyes again, and her cheeks grow pinker. “Agree to my terms, or it’s a no go. I told you, I don’t have time to play.”


  But you will, if I have anything to say about it.


  Aloud I say, “It’s a deal. I’ll pick you up at six.”


  “Fine.” She tears the ticket off her pad and drops it on the table beside the bag. “But don’t come to the door. I’ll meet you in the driveway. I don’t want to have to explain you to the kids.”


  “They don’t usually meet your dates?”


  “I don’t date,” she says as I pull my wallet from my jeans pocket. “I don’t have time, and I don’t plan on making any, so don’t get any ideas.”


  I drop a twenty on top of the check. “I’ve never had an idea in my life.”


  Her lips quirk, but she doesn’t allow the twitch to become a smile. “Yeah, right. You’re full of ideas. All of them bad, as far as I can tell. You know your parents are going to hate me, right?”


  “Why’s that?” I ask, though I know exactly why, and know she would have been right, even a few months ago.


  “I’m a high school dropout who works as a waitress,” she says in a matter of fact tone, obviously not ashamed of who she is, “with a father who’s been arrested for drunk and disorderly more times than I can count. Your parents will probably be scared to death you’ll get me pregnant, and they’ll be permanently tied to the tackiest family in Giffney.”


  “How can I get you pregnant if there’s no ‘other stuff’ allowed?”


  She swipes the twenty and the check from the table and mumbles, “Your parents won’t know that.”


  “I could tell them,” I say, not wanting her to go. “I could tell them you’re a virgin who’s saving herself for marriage. My mom would love that, even if she is already talking grandchildren.”


  “Tell them whatever you want,” Caitlin says in a chilly voice. “As long as you’re paying me, I don’t care.”


  “Maybe I will.” I smile, some perverse part of me enjoying pissing her off.


  “Fine,” she snaps. “I’ll be right back with your change.”


  She spins so fast her skirt swirls higher on her legs, making the old man settling into the booth across from mine inhale sharply and his eyes bulge in his red face. I watch her hips twitch as she storms across the restaurant and behind the counter to the register, knowing I should feel guilty for making her angry. But she’s even prettier when she’s angry, with her cheeks all red and those green eyes flashing.


  Besides, I’ll make up for being an asshole later, when I treat her like a princess all evening and my mother spends the entire dinner falling all over herself to welcome Caitlin to the family. There was a time when my mother wanted only the best for me—which, in her mind, included a girlfriend with money, ambition, and the proper pedigree—but now she just wants to see me in love, to see me so gone on a girl I’ll have a reason to fight to reverse my life’s sudden downward trajectory.


  My mother still believes in happy endings. She thinks I’ll convince the university that those failing grades and missed classes back in March were excusable lapses in judgment, and they’ll welcome me back to school in the fall with open arms. She talks about the grandchildren I’ll bring home to Darby Hill for long visits in the summer, despite the fact that all signs—and my failure to commit to any of the girls I’ve casually dated—point to grandchildren as being the stuff of fantasy.


  My mother’s more likely to find a unicorn frolicking in the back forty than a kid in my future, but there’s no reasoning with Deborah once she’s got her mind set on something.


  That’s why I need Caitlin. I could have found another girl to pretend with me, but I wouldn’t have been able to trust her the way I trust Caitlin. We committed a felony together. After that, deceiving my parents will be a walk in the park. I know I can trust her not to mention any of the forbidden topics I’ll list on the way to dinner, to stay on task, and to keep her emotional distance and not be drawn in by my mother’s attempts to worm her way deeper into my girlfriend’s life.


  I’m truly looking forward to getting on with my summer agenda without any blind dates on the horizon, but having an excuse to spend time with Caitlin is an excellent bonus.


  “I’m ready to order, sugar,” the old man in the booth across from mine says in a syrupy voice as Caitlin hustles back to our corner of the restaurant.


  “I’ll be right with you, Mr. Noel. Just one second.” She turns to me, and starts counting out my change, but I’m still looking at Mr. Noel, who is looking at Caitlin’s ass in a way no man old enough to be her grandfather should be looking at her ass.


  Hell, in a way no other man should ever be allowed to look at her ass. Caitlin may not be mine, yet, but she will be, and the unapologetic lust in the geezer’s faded blue eyes is enough to make my blood boil.


  “Hey, friend,” I say, venom in my tone. “Keep your eyes where they belong.”


  The old man blinks, his gaze drifting from Caitlin’s ass, to me, to Caitlin’s ass, and back again before he seems to realize the words were meant for him. “Excuse me?”


  “Keep your eyes on her face, or you’ll regret it.” I slide out of the booth and stand, staring down at him with a hard look I hope makes it clear this isn’t an idle threat. “She deserves your respect, and her ass isn’t on the menu.”


  “Gabe stop,” Caitlin hisses behind me. She grabs my elbow and slips around my left side, inserting herself between me, and the creep scooting to the edge of his booth. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Noel. My friend is crazy, he—”


  “I’m not crazy. Mr. Noel knows he was out of line.”


  “I’ll get pancakes somewhere else,” the man mumbles, his eyes on the ground and his spotted hand clutching his chest as he shuffles toward the door.


  “Good idea.” I watch him go, half hoping the pervert has a heart attack on the way out. He’s already had more than his fair share of time on Earth, and his death would mean one fewer slime ball oozing around the planet.


  But it seems like the worst people are the ones who stick around the longest. The files in my father’s office are full of old men and women who have lived long, shitty lives.


  They say only the good die young.


  I’m not sure that’s true, but the evil certainly seem to linger.


  The old man is nearly to the door when the other waitress rushes over, laying a hand on his back as she leans in to ask him if he’s okay.


  “I’m fine, Gretchen, sugar.” His anxious eyes shift my way. “Just know when I’m not wanted.”


  “What?” Gretchen turns, pinning me with an outraged look before her eyes slide to Caitlin and freeze over. “Caitlin, come apologize to Mr. Noel. Right now.”


  I snag Caitlin’s elbow as she starts forward. “He should be the one apologizing.”


  “Let me go.” Caitlin tugs her arm away and points to the exit, adding beneath her breath, “Just leave. Please. You’ve caused enough trouble for one morning.”


  “I’m trying to help.” I snatch the bag containing my breakfast from the table. “You’re better than this. You should quit.”


  “Leave,” she repeats, putting a hand between my shoulder blades, urging me toward the exit with more strength than I expected. “This isn’t helping. Not even a little bit.”


  “All right, if you won’t listen to reason…” I amble to the front of the restaurant, holding the older waitress’s cool gaze as I move, making it clear I’m not sorry for calling out the pervert she has tucked protectively under her arm.


  Gretchen gives as good a glare as she gets, but Mr. Noel seems determined to keep his focus on the ground until I’m gone, so I’m forced to settle for a whispered—


  “Remember what we talked about.”


  —as I slip out the door, instead of the moment of eye contact I would have preferred.


  As soon as the door shuts behind me, I hear the older waitress snap at Caitlin, followed by the enraging sound of Caitlin apologizing. I want to turn around and kick Mr. Noel to the curb myself, but instead, I cross the small parking lot. I lift my face to the morning sun already glaring down from the sky, not allowing my eyes to drift toward the restaurant until I reach the Beamer.


  When I do glance back, I wish I hadn’t. I could have done without seeing Caitlin with her head bowed and her spine curved submissively before Mr. Noel, like a dog with its tail tucked between its legs. She isn’t the strong, wild, fearless girl who climbed over a barbed wire fence with me now. She looks beaten, tired, and so much older than twenty.


  Seeing her like this—so small and unable to fight back, at the mercy of the people she depends upon for this shit job—stirs up unexpected feelings. I suddenly want to take Caitlin away from this place, to hold her hand as I walk her to my car and apologize for making her life more difficult. I want to do something to make up for the crap people in the world, and be a better friend to her than I was this morning.


  The past few months, I’ve done my best to dispose of my old friends. I don’t need to make any new ones, especially not a friend who dances like there’s no one watching, has a smile that makes me want to learn all her secrets, and kisses like the world is on fire.


  Caitlin Cooney is dangerous, and starting to look less like the answer to my problems, and more like trouble I don’t need.


  I should put an end to this thing between us before it begins. I should put the money I promised her in an envelope and stick it in her mailbox, with a note telling her I’ve changed my mind about dinner. I should delete her number from my phone, and forget I know where she lives. I should walk away from Caitlin Cooney and stay the hell out of her life.


  But I won’t.


  I’ve never been good at doing what I should. I don’t resist Temptation, I throw him a big, loud party and invite Trouble to D.J.


  Chapter Three


  


  Caitlin


  Even a small thorn causes festering. –Irish Proverb


  


  Saturday night, I pace the length of the living room for the fifth time in less than ten minutes. I swipe the dusty blue curtains to one side, peeking at the empty driveway.


  Gabe will be here any minute. Any freaking minute.


  Why did I say yes to this? Why did I agree to this stupid, stress-inducing, fake date?


  “Won’t he honk?” Heather, my best friend Isaac’s girlfriend, asks.


  “He’d better not.” Isaac glances up from the bloody Xbox game he and Danny are playing while the little kids play outside. He sits up straighter on the couch, puffing out his broad chest. “He’d better come to the door and let me glare at him so he knows to behave himself.”


  Heather laughs, twirling one of her tight brown curls around her finger as she keeps an eye on the pasta boiling on the stove. “You’re not Caitlin’s dad, Isaac.”


  “Thank God,” I mumble, glancing toward the back door, half expecting Chuck to stumble in drunk off his ass and ruin this date before it starts.


  I trust Isaac and Heather to watch the kids, but I don’t trust anyone to handle Chuck, but me. My dad has been known to get belligerent with non-family members—and occasionally gets rough with Danny if my brother insists on running his mouth—but my father has never raised a hand to me, not once in my entire life. I can always get him talked down from the edge and tucked safely into bed.


  Chuck has ruined my plans many, many times before—he has a sixth sense that alerts him on the rare occasions when I’ve arranged to do something fun—but this time around a Chuck crisis might be a blessing in disguise.


  I have no idea what I’m going to say to Gabe’s parents, or how I’m going to convince them that Gabe and I are in love. I barely know the guy, and considering how much trouble he caused at the diner yesterday, I’m feeling more inclined to punch him in the gut than hold his hand at the supper table.


  Liar. Such a terrible liar.


  I sigh, and busy myself laying out plates and silverware for the pasta dinner Heather graciously offered to cook.


  I am a terrible liar. Hearing someone call out Mr. Noel before he could get a hand up my skirt was one of the highlights of my year, and totally worth incurring Gretchen’s wrath. Gretchen is always miffed with someone. By Monday, she’ll be pissed at one of the other servers and forget she threatened to fire me, but Mr. Noel won’t be putting his hands on me again. And I have Gabe to thank for it.


  Gabe, who sounded like he actually cared whether I was treated well at work, who sounded like he cared about me…


  “But he doesn’t,” I mutter, tossing the final fork onto a napkin and heading back into the kitchen. “He’s a huge, asshole player.”


  “Then why are you going out with him?” Isaac asks.


  “Talking to myself,” I call out, snagging the salad I made earlier from the fridge.


  “I don’t care,” Isaac says. “I heard it, and I want to know why you’re breaking your ‘no dating ever’ rule for some guy you don’t even like.”


  “She didn’t say she didn’t like him,” Heather says, eyes dancing in her pale face.


  She’s given up the Goth makeup she loved senior year of high school, but with her ivory skin, dark eyes, and thick brown curls, she still looks like the heroine of a vampire novel. She and Isaac, who is about as gothic looking as a cocker spaniel, are a mismatched couple looks-wise, but their personalities fit just right. They’re one of the most functional couples I’ve ever met, and I love having them around. It’s good for the kids—hell, for me—to see a romantic relationship can actually work.


  “She said he was an asshole player,” Heather continues, a teasing note in her voice. “You can still like a player. I mean, I have dirty dreams about Howie all the time, and he treated me like crap when we were dating and broke up with me on my birthday.”


  “Hey, I heard that.” Isaac glares across the room, making Heather laugh. “Seriously babe, I didn’t want to hear that.”


  Heather shrugs. “I’m just saying, sometimes a girl can’t help falling for the wrong guy.”


  “I’m not falling for him.” I plunk the salad down on the table, barely resisting the urge to go peek out the window again. “I’m doing him a favor. His parents want him to have a girlfriend, so I’m pretending to be his girlfriend. It’s like…a job.”


  “Why do his parents care if he has a girlfriend?” Danny asks, his disdain for this “date night” obvious in his tone.


  “Some parents actually care if their kids are going to get married and have a family someday,” Isaac says, the fact that he has to explain that to my brother making my chest feel bruised. “It’s a real thing.”


  “I want you to get married and have a family someday too, D,” I say. “Someday far, far from now when you’re at least twenty-three and have a really good job.”


  Danny snorts. “I’m not getting married.”


  “You’ll change your mind,” Isaac says. “You’ll start liking girls sooner than you think.”


  “I like girls fine.” Danny blows up a zombie’s head, filling the television screen with blood splatter. “I just don’t want to get tied down. I’m going to be an asshole player. Like Caitlin’s date.”


  “You see this? This is what comes of talking grown up stuff in front of the children.” I step over to the couch and knuckle Danny’s head.


  “Ow!” Danny smacks my hand away without taking his attention from the screen. “You’re not a grownup. You can’t even get into a club without a fake I.D.”


  Before I can ask Danny how he knows about my fake I.D.—or check to make sure the I.D. is still in my purse, and my brother hasn’t “liberated” it the way he liberated the fireworks I hid in my closet last summer, or the six pack of Coke I tucked behind the bill box on top of the refrigerator in hopes of keeping a can for myself for once—there’s a knock on the front door.


  My stomach flips and acid burns the back of my throat. I’m considering grabbing a roll of Tums before hurrying to the door to whisk Gabe away before anyone can meet him, when the door swings open, revealing a very dressed up Gabe. He’s wearing an expensive looking suit, and holding a red-faced, hiccupping Emmie in his arms. Sean and Ray are not far behind them, pounding up the stairs and into the house seconds after Gabe steps inside.


  “What happened?” I hustle across the room, irritation that Gabe didn’t stay in the driveway forgotten in my hurry to get to Emmie.


  “Sean let Emmie get on his old bike, even though I told him not to,” Ray said, words emerging in a breathless rush as I reach for Emmie and she dives into my arms.


  I run my fingers gently over her face, wiping her sweat-damp curls off her forehead as my eyes skim the rest of her, finding no obvious injuries aside from a bloody knee and a scrape on her hand.


  “I told him she was still too little,” Ray continues, “but he wouldn’t listen.”


  “It has training wheels!” Sean shouts, sounding near tears himself. “It’s not my fault she didn’t know how to use the brakes.”


  “It is your fault!” Ray shouts back. “I told you, she’s just a baby!”


  “But you’re the oldest, Ray,” I say in my “calm down” voice as I start toward the kitchen. “You should have come to get me if Sean wouldn’t listen. Now, is it just the scrapes on her hand and knee? Did she hit her head?”


  “He’s eight, that’s old enough to know better,” Ray says, ignoring my question. “I don’t know why I always get blamed for everything!”


  “Ray, come on,” I say as he turns and flees up the stairs. “I didn’t mean—”


  I break off with a sigh and a roll of my eyes, continuing into the kitchen, knowing there’s no point in going after Ray. When Ray’s upset, he locks himself in the upstairs bathroom and nothing can coax him out. He’ll take a long bath and emerge when he’s good and ready, and no amount of sweet-talking on my part will make a damned bit of difference.


  “I pulled up right as she fell.” Gabe appears beside me as I settle Emmie on the edge of the sink, bracing her back with one of his big hands as I turn on the water, surprising me with how comfortable he seems amidst the chaos. “She caught herself and didn’t hit the pavement too hard. I think she’s more scared than anything.”


  “Well, yeah,” I say, catching Emmie’s eye, glad to see her tears have stopped. “It’s scary not to be able to stop. Right, doodle?”


  Emmie nods, watching me run cool water over her knee before glancing up at Gabe. She’s usually not big on strangers, but he doesn’t seem to be freaking her out. I’m sure the fact that he came to her rescue is helping.


  “But you were doing great before you fell,” Gabe says, using his normal voice, earning instant points for not talking to Emmie like she’s a dog, the way a lot of people do when they talk to little kids. “Stopping is easy once you learn how. I bet Caitlin can teach you.”


  Emmie widens her eyes at me.


  “Of course I can,” I assure her, answering her unspoken question. “We’ll have a lesson tomorrow morning. But with jeans on, so you won’t get an owie if you fall.”


  “Owie,” Emmie echoes, squirming her bare toes as I gently pat her knee dry with a paper towel.


  “Can you make sure she doesn’t fall off the counter while I get medicine and a Band-Aid?” I ask Gabe, flustered by how close he’s standing.


  Now that the situation with Emmie is under control, I’m realizing how amazing he looks in his dark blue suit with an ice blue tie the same color as his eyes, and how much smaller the kitchen suddenly seems with him in it.


  Gabe isn’t as big as Isaac—few people are, Isaac is a six-foot-four bear of a person—but for some reason Gabe seems to take up more space. It’s something about his posture or the directness of his gaze or…something. I’m not exactly sure what it is, but I know by the time I’ve crawled up on the counter to fetch a bandage and antibiotic ointment I feel self-conscious, and very aware of the fact that Sean, Isaac, and Heather are standing on the other side of the island, watching as Gabe and I finish up with Emmie.


  “There, good as new.” I scoop Emmie off the counter, pressing a kiss to her cheek before setting her on the ground and watching her toddle off past Danny, still sprawled on the couch, toward the toy chest in the corner of the living room.


  Isaac turned off the bloody videogame once the other kids came inside, and the house is weirdly quiet. So quiet it feels like everyone is listening when I turn to Gabe and ask—


  “So, um…should I change, or what?”


  He glances down at my pale yellow sundress with the lace accents at the hem. It’s one of my favorites, but it feels too casual now that I’ve seen what “dressed for dinner” means for the Alexander family.


  “This is great,” he says. “You look beautiful.”


  “Are you sure? I mean you’re so…” I motion up and down, cheeks heating when Gabe smiles in a way that makes it clear he’s enjoying seeing me at a loss for words.


  “I’m sure,” he says.


  I huff, blowing a few stray wisps of hair from my face. “Okay, fine. Then let’s get out of here.”


  “Should I be introduced first?” Gabe casts a pointed look toward the other side of the island, where Isaac is hovering, looking mildly threatening. Isaac is a relentlessly cheerful person without a lot of glaring experience. He can only pull off mildly threatening, even when he’s trying really hard, but still, a scowl is a scowl.


  I shoot him a wide-eyed look, silently begging him to cut it out, but my best friend is apparently serious about standing in for my absent father. His glare stays firmly in place, even when I add a shake of my head to the bug eyes.


  “Yeah, we’d like to be introduced,” Isaac says, ignoring me.


  “Of course,” I say through gritted teeth, stomach burning as I lead the way into the living room. “Gabe, these are my friends, Isaac and Heather, from the neighborhood, who watch the kids for me on Saturday nights. Guys, this is Gabe, an old friend from Christoph Academy.”


  “Nice to meet you.” Heather waves, and Isaac holds out a stiff hand.


  Isaac and Gabe shake in a way that is weirdly grown up, and also just weirdly weird, and makes me even more eager to get out of the house. I don’t know why Isaac is pulling the protective big brother act—he’s the one who’s always saying I should go on dates every once and awhile—but it’s making me nervous.


  Not to mention how plain wrong it feels for Gabe to be inside my house.


  Gabe isn’t a part of my real life. He’s an alien from a strange, wild world I visited once in the dark. I never intended to introduce him to my family, and no matter how nice he was to Emmie, or the friendly note in his voice when he asks Isaac how long the two of us have been friends, I wish Gabe had stayed outside. I wish he’d never seen how shabby the inside of our house is, and I’d never seen him holding Emmie like she was something precious he wanted to protect.


  “And those two are Sean and Danny,” I say, pointing to the couch, where Danny is turning on the T.V. “Danny’s the blond one who looks like me.”


  “Do not. Gag,” Danny says, not taking his eyes off the television as he flips through our few channels. “Remind me to dye my hair black tomorrow, Sean.”


  “The one with curly brown hair is Sean,” I say, ignoring Danny. “And the other one with brown hair who disappeared is Ray. And you’ve met Emmie so…that’s it. The entire clan. Ready to go?”


  “Whenever you are.” Gabe turns back to Isaac and Heather. “Nice to meet you. Thanks for helping me get Caitlin out of the house.”


  “We’re always here for Caitlin,” Isaac says in a vaguely ominous tone.


  “Good to know.” Gabe puts an arm around my waist that makes me flinch with surprise, Isaac scowl, and Heather laugh.


  “Down, boy,” she says to Isaac, threading an arm through his before she turns back to me with a grin. “Have a great time, and don’t worry about the kids. We’ve got everything under control.”


  “Thanks so much,” I mumble, fleeing toward the door, determined to escape before things get any weirder.


  I snag my purse, shout good-bye to the kids, and shoo Gabe out of the house in front of me with an anxious flap of my hands. The moment the door slams behind us—providing a thin barrier between my real life and my Gabe life—I feel a hundred times better.


  “Thank God that’s over,” I say, sighing as I lead the way to the ridiculously expensive car parked in my driveway.


  The silver BMW probably cost more than our house, and is definitely going to be the priciest ride I’ve ever been inside. Gabe’s lucky he didn’t get his fancy hubcaps stolen. If it had been later, and a little darker on the street, he wouldn’t have escaped our neighborhood unscathed.


  “You didn’t tell me you had a body guard,” Gabe says, reaching down to open the passenger’s door for me like this is a real date.


  “Isaac isn’t usually like that.” I glance back over my shoulder at the house before I slide into the supple leather seat. “I don’t know what’s up with him.”


  “He’s protective. I like it.” Gabe slams the door, taking his time walking around the front of the car to the driver’s side, giving me another long moment to appreciate how fucking stunning he looks.


  Why he’s back in Giffney, instead of off frolicking with the rich and famous, is beyond me. If I had the kind of money he has, I’d buy a one-way ticket to anywhere but here. Anywhere but this dead end town with its dead end jobs and my deadbeat dad and all the sad memories and stories that follow my family around, making sure no one ever expects much from a Cooney. If I could pack up the kids and give them a fresh start somewhere new, I would do it in a heartbeat.


  “I won’t worry about you as much now,” Gabe says as he settles into the car, banishing the question on the tip of my tongue.


  I was going to ask why he sticks around Giffney if he’s so bored it’s driving him to a life of crime, but now all I can think about is Gabe worrying about me. Why would he worry about me? We barely know each other, and worry implies a level of concern for my welfare I assumed Gabe didn’t possess.


  I study him out of the corner of my eye as he starts the car and shifts into reverse, doing my best not to fidget when he puts an arm behind my chair and turns to look through the back glass. His face is so close to mine I can smell the spicy, soapy smell of him, that same scent that lingered on my clothes all the way home after I dropped him at the bus stop the night of our heist. By the time I got home, I’d been half drunk with lust, and wishing I’d had the guts to accept his invitation to meet up after he hid the money and jewelry.


  I had never been tempted by that kind of invitation before, but that night…


  “What are you thinking?” Gabe brakes in the middle of the street, attention shifting to my face as he puts the car in drive.


  “Nothing,” I say, voice more breathless than I would like.


  “Liar,” he says. “Tell me. I dare you.”


  I lick my lips. “You first.”


  “I’m thinking that….you have a family worth fighting for,” Gabe says, holding my gaze with an intensity that makes me certain he knows all my secrets. “And that the way you love them is special. They’re lucky to have you.”


  I blink, eyes stinging at the unexpected compliment. “Well…thanks. They’re everything to me so…”


  “And you’re everything to them. Don’t doubt it. Even the troublemaker adores you,” he says with a wink before turning his gaze to the street. “Danny, right?”


  I laugh as he pulls out of our cul-de-sac onto Newberry Street. “Yeah, Danny. We butt heads constantly.” I cast Gabe an assessing look. “You pegged him pretty fast.”


  “I’m an excellent judge of character.” He reaches over, capturing my hand in his, sending a zinging sensation shooting up my arm.


  I curl my fingers around his palm, trying to ignore how intimate it feels to hold hands with Gabe, grateful that he seems to have forgotten that I didn’t honor my half of our dare. If I had to tell him I was thinking about how much I wished I’d gone home with him after our last date—if you can call robbing a pawnshop, and making out in my best friend’s car, a date—it will be more difficult to ensure this date goes according to plan.


  I may have been hired to be a fake girlfriend, but there’s nothing fake about the way my body hums with happiness, simply to be sitting next to Gabe. There’s nothing fake about the way his touch makes me ache, or the soft, melting feeling in my chest left behind by what he said.


  I never imagined Gabe would see the beauty in my fucked up family, or be the type to understand the value of unconditional love. Love like that is precious, and absolutely worth fighting for. The fact that he realizes that makes me look at him differently, makes me wonder what else Gabe is hiding beneath the bad boy exterior. I had assumed “what you see is what you get” with him, but maybe I was wrong.


  The thought creeps in on spider feet, making me shiver. I can’t decide which is more dangerous—the player, or the man with a secret soft side. In my experience, secrets breed secrets, and no one puts as much effort into hiding as Gabe does without a damned good, and often frightening, reason.


  Chapter Four


  


  Gabe


  She’s beautiful, and therefore to be wooed;


  She is woman, and therefore to be won


  -Shakespeare


  


  While I drive, Caitlin scans the list of off-limits dinner conversation topics I typed into my phone earlier this afternoon. She mutters beneath her breath, and laughs softly when she reaches the end. “The weather?”


  “My mother supports global warming research, but my father doesn’t believe in climate change,” I say, guiding the Beamer onto the country road leading to Darby Hill, the plantation that’s been in my family for generations, wishing Caitlin and I were driving in the opposite direction.


  After meeting her family, I’m even less eager to introduce her to mine.


  There’s a reason my parents only have one child. One was all it took for them to realize parenting wasn’t for them. They like me well enough, and my mother took to managing me with the same enthusiasm she devotes to all her pet causes, but I saw more tenderness tonight at Caitlin’s house than I’ve ever seen from my parents.


  Growing up, my nanny washed my scraped knees when I fell, and easy family banter and shared jokes were things I watched on television. I was expected to keep quiet at the dinner table until I was old enough to contribute to the conversation in a meaningful way, and neither of my parents spent much time with me until I was in high school. I was sixteen before my parents finally took a vested interest—my father when he learned I seemed to share his love of the law, and my mother when I was old enough for her to play matchmaker and set me up with the daughters of all her snobby friends.


  I already knew Caitlin had a softer heart than either of my parents—she wouldn’t have sacrificed so much for her brothers and niece if she didn’t—but I hadn’t been prepared for what I saw tonight.


  The love Caitlin feels for her family is bigger than anything I’ve ever witnessed up close, overflowing in every touch, every kiss, even the way she shouted at one brother and rolled her eyes at the other. It was unexpectedly beautiful, and made her even prettier—something I’d assumed was impossible. Caitlin’s outsides are something special, but her heart is…stunning. Even after fifteen minutes of driving, I still feel a little dazed. My throat is tight and my chest aches, but not in a bad way, in a hopeful way, though I don’t know what the hell I’m hoping for.


  I have no right to be hopeful. Nothing has changed. I still have secrets I’m determined to keep, and Caitlin and I still have an expiration date set in stone.


  There is no “You and Caitlin.” You’re on a fake date, and she’s only promised you one night.


  It’s true, but there was something in the way she held my hand as we pulled away from her house, a tenderness that wasn’t there before, that made me think she might be developing a soft spot in that heart of hers.


  A soft spot for me…


  “Okay, whatever you say, boss.” She sighs as she drops my phone into the cup holder on her side of the car. “No talking about weather, money, anyone’s health, court cases, your college, my job, or religion. I think I can remember all that, but…what else is there? What am I supposed to talk about?”


  “You can talk about the kids,” I say, but immediately rethink it. “Though my mom and dad aren’t into children. They prefer people over the age of eighteen.”


  Caitlin frowns and shifts in her seat to face me. “I thought you said your mom wanted grandchildren.”


  “She does. But she’ll enjoy the idea of grandchildren more than the actual kids.” I shrug. “Not that it matters. I’m not having children.”


  “Me either,” Caitlin says. “The boys and Emmie are plenty for me.”


  I glance at her, a little surprised. “You don’t want to be a mother? Seems like you’ve got a knack for it.”


  “Thanks.” She shoots me a strange look, but I’m forced to turn my attention back to the curving road before I can decipher it.


  “If things were different, I would want kids of my own,” she continues. “But I’m tired already. By the time I get Emmie raised, I don’t think I’ll have any energy left.”


  “Does that make you sad?”


  “A little, maybe, but it doesn’t matter,” she says. “Things are the way they are. No point crying over something I can’t change.”


  I nod. She’s right. Some things are the way they are. There’s no changing them, no matter how much you want to, and tears are a waste of time and energy.


  Other problems, however, can be solved—with money. Money can buy free time, free time can breed opportunity, and opportunities can transform a life, especially for someone as focused and determined as Caitlin. The way I see it, almost all of her troubles could be solved with an injection of money into her life, and I intend to make sure she gets it, one way or another.


  “The five hundred dollars is in my wallet,” I say, turning down the smooth, freshly paved drive leading to Darby Hill, a black ribbon that winds through gnarled live oak trees my great grandfather planted nearly two hundred years before. “I’ll get it for you before we go in. I meant to give it to you at your place, but I—”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Caitlin says. “I’ll get it later. I know you’re good for it.”


  “You trust me, then?” I ask, slowing as we reach the end of the drive.


  “I trust you more than I did, even if you did almost cost me my job.” Caitlin leans forward, eyes widening as Darby Hill comes into view.


  The house dates back to the late 1800’s, and was built after the original plantation burned to the ground during the Civil War. It’s a colonial revival with creamy, pale brick walls, a burnt orange tiled roof with the three garret windows, and eight pillars crowded around the entryway. In addition to having at least four too many pillars, the house boasts a curved veranda on each side, making it look like it’s wearing one of those hip bustles women in Europe wore under their skirts for a time, the ones that made it impossible for them to walk through a door without turning sideways.


  It’s ridiculous, but stunning in its way. Compared to Caitlin’s two-story ranch with the sagging roof and crude, concrete steps standing in for the porch that seems to have been stripped away and never replaced, it’s a palace.


  A palace I would gladly exchange for a seat at the crowded table in the corner of Caitlin’s living room.


  Since I dropped out of school in March, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about what really matters in life, and a giant house is nowhere on the list. Money is well and good, but after a certain point it’s an overload of icing that destroys your ability to appreciate the cake. Darby Hill is a monster built by slaves stolen from their country, and maintained by my father’s and grandfather’s less than ethical law practice. It should have been donated to the state years ago, but my parents don’t see anything wrong with clinging to privilege paid for with blood and pain.


  I have more than the average rich boy’s disdain for abundance, but I should know better than to assume Caitlin, or anyone else in her position, can walk away from a paying job without making sure she has a safety net in place.


  “I’m sorry about yesterday.” I pull around the circular drive, parking in my usual spot by the azalea bushes. “I didn’t like the way that man was looking at you, but I should have thought about the trouble I might cause before I spoke.”


  Caitlin’s gaze drops to the console between us before she glances back up, a smile teasing the edges of her mouth. “To be honest, I’m glad you said something. Noel’s been putting his hand up my skirt for years. Now I’ll be able to wear a dress on Fridays without having to watch my back every time I bend over to pick up a plate.”


  “Let me know if he needs a reminder to behave.” The thought of the old fuck’s hands anywhere on Caitlin makes me wish it was acceptable to punch senior citizens. “Until I can convince you it’s safe to quit, I’m happy to help.”


  “I’m not—” Caitlin breaks off with a sigh and a shake of her head.


  “What?” I ask, in no hurry to get out of the car, though I know my mother is probably waiting by the front door. I’m surprised she isn’t out on the veranda, watching the driveway—she was that thrilled when I told her I was bringing my girlfriend to dinner.


  Caitlin’s brow furrows. “Why do you care?”


  “You’re my partner in crime,” I say with a shrug, refusing to think too much about the question, or how much I’m coming to care.


  “That was one night.”


  “There will be more.”


  “No, there won’t,” she says. “I’m not going to do anything else illegal, Gabe. If I get caught, it’s not just my life I’d ruin. I can’t put the kids at risk. There’s nobody left to pick up the pieces if I go to jail.”


  “What if I could promise that you won’t get caught?” I reach out, capturing a lock of her silky soft hair and twining it around my finger.


  “You can’t promise something like that,” she says, but she doesn’t pull away. She leans in and her lips part, and I know she feels the pull I feel.


  It’s the lure of the forbidden, the rush that comes from breaking the rules—not because of any desire to be truly bad, but because the rules are wrong. The rules are lies that deserve to be exposed, shattered, ripped apart and sewn back together in a shape that does the world some good. We could do that, Caitlin and I…do the world a little good, while getting high on breaking the law.


  “And you shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep,” she adds, a tremble in her voice.


  “I don’t.” Before she can say another word, I silence her with a kiss.


  I don’t intend it to be a passionate kiss—we have to go inside soon—but the moment my lips touch Caitlin’s the world catches fire all over again. Our second kiss is even hotter than our first. Within seconds I’m drunk on her smell, her taste, deliciously jarred by the electricity that leaps between us like we were made to complete a circuit. My fingers bury themselves in her hair and my tongue slips inside her mouth and every nerve ending in my body ignites.


  The sensation starts at the base of my spine and spirals out, waves of heat and longing that course through me, making me press closer, kiss deeper, tangling my tongue with hers. Her fingers come to my face and her nails dig into my jaw and I moan, a sound she echoes, vibrating my lips, a buzzing I feel over every inch of my skin.


  By the time I pull away, I’m hard enough to shatter glass and don’t know how I’m going to make it through dinner. The only taste I want in my mouth right now is Caitlin’s.


  “I want to have you for dinner,” I say, fingers tightening in her hair.


  “We agreed,” she says, breath coming faster. “No other stuff.”


  “After we leave my parents’ house.” I press a kiss to her throat, where her pulse leaps beneath her skin. “We didn’t say anything about making out in the guest bathroom.”


  “Stop it, Gabe.”


  “That’s what you said last time, but if I remember correctly, you didn’t really want me to stop.” I kiss the warm skin beneath her ear as I let my fingers trail down her neck, across her chest, down to cup her breast through her dress, drawing a gasp from her lips as I find her pebbled nipple and roll it between my fingers.


  Her fingers dig into my shoulders as her breath rushes back in. “Just when I was starting to think you were a nice guy…”


  “Let’s get inside; I’ll show you how nice I can be.” I release her breast with extreme reluctance, the kind that can only be overcome by knowing I’m going to have more of her—all of her—in a few minutes. “We’ll go in the back door and sneak up the servant stairs. My parents won’t figure out where we are until—”


  A door slams, cutting off my words.


  Caitlin’s eyes fly wide. “Your parents?”


  “My mother, I’m guessing.”


  “Jesus, Gabe!” Caitlin braces her hands on my chest, shoving me back across the car before running a hand through her hair, smoothing her skirt, and wiping the edges of her lips. By the time my mother appears at the passenger’s side door, grinning like she’s just been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, Caitlin has pulled herself together and I’ve thrown a casual arm over my rapidly flagging erection.


  Nothing kills a hard on like a guy’s mother. Especially mine.


  


  Caitlin


  


  The inside of Gabe’s parents’ house is even more stunning than the outside. There are antiques everywhere—big, heavy, wooden furniture covered in intricate carvings, statues on pedestals with names scratched into their bases that make me think they’re originals, delicate lace doilies decorating claw foot couches and chairs, and so many oil paintings there’s hardly a clear place on the walls.


  I feel like I’m in a museum, and I’m pretty sure I would have been too afraid to sit down on any of the furniture if Gabe’s mom hadn’t looped her arm through mine and guided me to a blue velvet couch in the corner of the dining room, overlooking the gardens at the back of the home.


  I barely have time to absorb the fact that a servant—a real servant, in a pale blue uniform dress with a white starched apron—is setting the long, mahogany table, before I am smothered by another hug from Gabe’s mom and peppered with excited questions.


  “So how old are you, Caitlin? Where are you going to school? What do you want to do with the rest of your life? What are your hopes and dreams,” she says, pausing to dazzle me with a very white smile. “Tell me all about yourself.”


  “Oh…okay.” I cast a frantic glance at Gabe’s back as he leaves the room, wondering what I’ve gotten myself into. To say Gabe’s mom isn’t what I was anticipating is like saying a South Carolina summer is a tad warm.


  Instead of the cool reserve I’d expected from an obscenely wealthy woman with a pedigree that stretches back to the Civil War, Deborah is warm, welcoming, and seems thrilled with Gabe’s choice of girlfriend. She doesn’t cast disparaging looks at my cheap sundress, or lift a brow at my nails that haven’t seen a manicure since my sister gave me one at home for my sixteenth birthday. She doesn’t wrinkle her nose when I tell her I’m working full time to take care of my younger brothers and niece, but that I’m hoping to attend college in the future. She only nods sympathetically, her dark blond bob swinging above her shoulders as her ice blue eyes—like Gabe’s eyes, but without the hard edges—fill with compassion.


  “That’s a lot of responsibility,” she says. “Especially for someone so young.”


  I start to shrug, but stop myself, feeling like the casual gesture would be out of place in these surroundings. “It is, but it’s worth it. I want to keep my family together, and give the kids more stability than I had when I was growing up.”


  She sighs and her eyes begin to glisten. “Gabe is lucky to have you. I’m so glad you came into his life, Caitlin.”


  I swallow, not sure how to respond to her words or the emotion making her voice tremble. Gabe warned me that his mom was eager to see him settled down, but I didn’t think I’d be dealing with tears of gratitude.


  Mercifully, Gabe and his father enter the dining room a moment later, sparing me the stress of formulating a reply. As soon as I see the two men together, it’s obvious where Gabe gets his striking good looks. He has his mother’s eyes, but he has his father’s chiseled cheekbones, broad shoulders, and lean, athletic build. Mr. Alexander looks pretty amazing for a guy pushing sixty—attractive, fit, with a full head of graying brown hair, and clear, intelligent, blue eyes a shade darker than his wife’s and son’s.


  The contrast between Gabe’s dad and mine is even more striking than the difference between our houses. I know Chuck is a few years younger than Mr. Alexander, but he looks a decade his senior. Chuck’s body bears testimony to every bad choice he’s ever made, while Mr. Alexander oozes health and wealth in a way even his wife doesn’t quite manage.


  Deborah’s clothes are clearly expensive and her hair intricately highlighted, but there’s something fragile about her, something delicate and breakable that makes me want to punch Gabe for rolling his eyes when he sees his mother wiping tears from her cheeks.


  “Mother, please,” he says, a hard note in his voice. “You promised.”


  “I know, I know,” she says, sniffing as she forces a smile. “I’m just so excited for you, honey. Caitlin is adorable. Inside and out.”


  “She is. She’s too good for me.” Gabe glances down at me with a look that banishes the urge to punch him, a look that says he means it, and that he wants more from our relationship than someone who will steal things with him.


  I know it’s just pretend, but the look, combined with the lingering effects of the kiss we shared in the car, make it easy to smile up at him and say, “That’s ridiculous. You’re exactly as good as I want you to be.”


  “But no better,” Gabe says with a wink that makes my skin tingle, despite the fact that his parents are watching us.


  I can’t help it, and I can’t quit replaying our kiss, over and over again. All through the introduction to his father, and the small talk the four of us exchange while we wait for the first course to be brought out, I’m thinking about Gabe’s lips on my neck and the way he touched me through my dress.


  Once we get to the table, things are even worse. Gabe sits next to me, close enough for him to rest his hand on my leg under the tablecloth, teasing his fingers up and down the inside of my thigh, sending agonizing currents of longing coursing through my body. I have to fight to concentrate on the dinner conversation, struggle to get my salad to my mouth without dropping lettuce on the tablecloth.


  I don’t know what’s happening to me, only that I have never wanted anyone the way I want Gabe. I want him to touch me the way he did before, to feel his fingers sliding beneath the waistband of my panties, pushing inside where I’m already wet and aching for him. I should be ashamed of myself for wishing Gabe would finger me during a family dinner, but I’m not. The strength of my wanting leaves no room for shame, only desire and determination.


  By the time dessert arrives—a chocolate mousse with fresh raspberries—my mind is made up. Screw the promise I forced from Gabe and all the reasons why it’s a bad idea to get in any deeper with a boy who is a walking, talking contradiction. A boy with secrets, bad habits, a wicked way with words, and a confident touch that leaves no doubt he’s way more experienced than I am.


  I want him, and I’m going to have him.


  I’ve spent my life putting aside my own needs and cleaning up after other people’s mistakes. I want to make a mistake of my own. I know I’m playing with fire, but right now, I don’t care.


  Right now, I’m ready to beg to be burned.


  The moment dinner is over, and Gabe and I have wished his parents a good night and stepped outside, I reach for his hand, squeezing his fingers tight as we walk to his car.


  “I don’t want to go home,” I say, heart racing. “I want to be alone with you.”


  “I’ve already thought of a place,” he says, proving we’re of like minds as he pulls me in to whisper his next words against my throat. “All I could think about the entire dinner is how much I want to taste you. I want my mouth between your legs as much as I want to keep breathing. I’m going to make you come so hard you see stars.”


  I shiver, despite the hot, humid night, but before I can think of what to say, Gabe opens the passenger’s door and guides me inside the Beamer, his hand firm on my arm. Even that innocent touch is enough to make my pulse race faster.


  Faster and faster, until I can hear my heart beating in my ears as we pull away from Darby Hill.


  Chapter Five


  


  Caitlin


  It is a long road that has no turning. -Irish proverb


  


  The ride to Mr. Alexander’s office seems to take forever, an eternity in which I can think of nothing but the hunger in Gabe’s voice when he said he was going to make me come so hard I’d see stars.


  I can’t keep my eyes off where his hands grip the wheel—his big hands, with the wide palms and those elegant fingers. I bite my lip, remembering the way it felt to have those fingers moving inside me, belly fluttering as I wonder what it will feel like to have his mouth take their place.


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to take you home?” Gabe asks, turning left toward downtown. “I don’t want to be accused of breaking my promises.”


  “Do you want to take me home?”


  “Hell, no,” he says, voice husky. “I want you to put your hand down your panties.”


  My breath hitches. “What?”


  “I want you to touch yourself,” he says, glancing my way, the heat in his eyes enough to make me feel flushed all over. “You’ve done that before, right?”


  I swallow. “I’m twenty years old. What do you think?”


  “Show me how you do it,” he says, slowing the car a few miles per hour, making something inside me send up a wail of frustration, angry that he’s costing us precious seconds. “Touch yourself for me, Caitlin.”


  My heart lurches, and my hand trembles as I reach for the hem of my dress. I’m shocked by how turned on I am, and even more shocked that I want to obey Gabe’s order. That I want to lift my skirt up around my waist with one hand as I slip the other—slowly, slowly, knowing Gabe’s watching out of the corner of his eye as he drives—down the front of my white satin panties.


  My throat tightens and my eyes slide closed as I ease my fingers through my swollen folds, feeling the molten slickness of my own arousal, trembling as one knuckle brushes over my clit, sending a ripple of excitement sweeping through me, making my nipples tighten inside my bra. A part of me is mortified that I’m doing this in front of Gabe—especially while he’s still fully dressed—but another part of me is already flying, loving the rush that sweeps through me as he curses beneath his breath. The desire in his voice makes me feel powerful, beautiful, fierce and lovely, and in touch with the most primal part of myself—like dancing, only better.


  So much better.


  “I can’t wait to taste you,” he says, his voice ragged.


  My eyes squeeze more tightly closed, my breath coming faster as I dip my hand lower, dipping into the well of heat between my legs.


  “Fuck it,” he says. “I don’t want to wait.”


  His fingers close around my wrist and my eyes fly open. He tugs my hand from my panties, bringing it to his mouth, slipping my index finger between his lips and suckling, moaning as his tongue sweeps up and down, licking my arousal from my skin. The firm pressure of his tongue and the light suction of his mouth send a jolt of excitement speeding through me.


  I’ve never thought of a finger as an erogenous zone, but in Gabe’s mouth, it is. It feels like every nerve-ending in my body has relocated to my finger and every one of them is celebrating being closer to Gabe’s lips, his tongue, his teeth that drag lightly over my skin as he pulls one finger from his mouth only to insert the next.


  He licks me clean with a thoroughness that makes it clear he loves the way I taste before threading his fingers through mine and squeezing tight.


  “This is it.” He swings the car into a deserted parking lot, into a space marked “Reserved for the Law Offices of Aaron Alexander.”


  He brakes hard; my pulse leaps in my throat.


  This is it. We’re here.


  We slam out of the car and Gabe takes my hand, leading the way toward a white door with red trim. He punches a code into a number panel beside the door before jerking it open and half dragging me up a long, narrow flight of stairs. Our feet pound on the polished wood, mimicking the thudding of my heart against my ribs, and all of sudden, everything feels so much more real than it did in the soft darkness of the car.


  I’m really here with a boy I barely know—a boy I’m not even sure I like, at least not completely—and I’m really going to let him do things to me that I’ve never let anyone do. After only a few kisses and a fake date, I’m going to tear down walls I’ve kept firmly in place for years. It’s crazy, out of character, and, if I’m not careful, I just might prove to be more like my big sister than I ever dreamed.


  Anxiety dumps into my bloodstream, fear that I’m getting ready to do something I’ll regret, something I will never be able to take back, no matter how much I want to, making me freeze at the top of the stairs. I’m parting my lips to tell Gabe I’ve changed my mind when he turns, cupping my face in his hands.


  “Don’t be scared,” he says, as if he can read my mind. “You can trust me.” He holds my gaze as he draws me across the room. “I swear you can.”


  I catch glimpses of a small desk, a larger one, and some sort of sitting area in the far corner, but it’s hard to focus on anything but Gabe—Gabe’s lips, his breath mingling with mine, his fingertips digging lightly into my neck as we kiss.


  He spins me in a half circle and the backs of my legs hit the couch, my knees almost buckling before I steady myself. “Gabe, wait I—”


  “You don’t have to touch me. We don’t have to fuck,” he says, hands sliding down to squeeze my hips through my dress. “This won’t go any further than you want it to. I just want to taste you, Caitlin. I’ve been dreaming about it since that night in your friend’s car.”


  Before I can tell him I’ve been dreaming about it too, his mouth covers mine and his tongue slips between my lips and we’re kissing the way Gabe and I kiss. Like it’s the last, best thing we’ll ever do. Like our lives depend on getting closer, kissing deeper; like there is nothing that matters but this moment and the pleasure we can steal from it.


  Pretty soon I forget my nerves, forget the reasons this is a bad idea, forget everything but the way he makes me feel shot through with lightning. I shove his suit coat off, digging my fingers into his shoulders as I lean back, pulling him down onto the couch. We fall onto the cool leather, Gabe on top, his hands smoothing up my bare legs as we continue to kiss like it’s the only thing that matters.


  He urges my thighs around his waist and his hard on presses between my spread legs, making me cry out because it feels so good. So good, so right, so thrilling to know I’ve made him this way. I’ve cracked his cool exterior, made him crazy with wanting me, made his breath catch, and a wild, feral sound rumble low in his throat as I lift my hips, grinding my heat against him through our clothes.


  He cusses against my lips and a moment later my dress is off, and my bra, too. They are simply on my body one second and gone the next, without me remembering shifting to help Gabe dispose of them.


  “You’re beautiful.” He sits back on his heels, eyes flicking up and down my body, a pained expression on his face. “You really are.”


  “You’re not bad yourself,” I say, reaching for his tie and working the knot free.


  “No,” he says, capturing my hands in his larger one. “If I take anything else off, I won’t stop until it’s all off. And that’s not what tonight is about.”


  “What is tonight about?” I ask, a shockwave of desire rocketing through me at the thought of Gabe and I naked together, though I know I’m not ready, not really, no matter what the lustful voices in my head are trying to tell me.


  “It’s about convincing you I’m the best way to spend your summer.” His palms mold to my ribs as he kisses down my neck to the hollow of my throat, soft, hot kisses that make me gasp for breath and my nipples pucker in the cool, conditioned air.


  He keeps trailing kisses down the center of my chest while his hands come to cup my breasts, holding one gently in each hand, carefully avoiding the places where I’m dying for him to kiss me, touch me. He continues to kiss me everywhere but there, his soft lips feathering back and forth across my ribs until my nipples are pulled so tight the sensation is almost painful.


  Only then—when I’m squirming and moaning and there can be no doubt in his mind how much I crave his attention—does he take me in his mouth.


  I cry out, driving my fingers into his hair and fisting tight, urging him closer as he licks and sucks and bites. Bites.


  But even the biting is perfect, a flash of pain that adds to my pleasure until my breath comes fast and the world goes soft and red at the edges and there is nothing but his mouth and his tongue and the way I ache for him, burn for him, need him to spread me wide and do whatever he wants to do to me as long as he takes the ache away.


  “Please, Gabe,” I breathe, clawing at his shoulders. “Please.”


  “Please what?” he says, flicking his tongue across my nipple, making me flinch and cry out again. “You know what I like, Caitlin. You know I like you to beg for it.”


  “Please fuck me with your mouth,” I say, the words spilling out without hesitation or anger. I’m too far gone to care what he wants me to do, so long as he gives me what I need. “Please make me come, Gabe, please. Please!”


  “Lift your hips,” he says, his voice tight as his fingers fist in the sides of my panties.


  I obey and Gabe makes my underwear vanish and then he is between my legs, spreading my thighs with his warm hands, mumbling something I can’t make out, but that sounds pained and reverent and sweet all at the same time.


  As sweet as the first kiss he places to the center of me, one sweet, warm, tender kiss that threatens to unravel me completely. And then the kiss becomes a swirl of his tongue and sparks shoot from my core, sizzling across my skin, and my head feels like it’s going to float right off my body and there is no more “me” to unravel, only a quivering mass of heat and need that arches closer to Gabe’s mouth, shamelessly begging for what I crave.


  I bite my lip and squeeze my eyes shut, not knowing what to do with all the things he’s making me feel, all the sensation and emotion and the fear that I’m spiraling so far out of control I may never be the same again.


  I only know that this is beautiful and wicked and perfect and I’m higher than I’ve ever been before. Higher than when Isaac and I sneak Irish whiskey into the midnight movie in his flask. Higher than the times I used to smoke up with Aoife, back when I was thirteen and she was seventeen and I wanted so badly to be grown up, to be old enough to start my own big adventure, the way she had started hers.


  But my big adventure never came.


  Instead I got big responsibility and bigger bills and the weight of an entire family on my shoulders when I was still too young to vote. Instead, I got to lock up all my longing for new things and fresh experiences and stick to choices that were safe for my family.


  Now, that’s all falling apart, my resolve crumbling to pieces in this man’s hands. Now, there is Gabe and his kiss and his smile and the way he looks at me like I’m the most beautiful, fascinating thing he’s ever seen. Gabe, who dreams about giving me pleasure, and is more than delivering on his promise to make me see stars.


  By the time he cups my bottom in his hands and pulls me even closer, burying his face between my legs with a moan, I’m so close to the edge that the slight vibration is enough to send me over. I come with a ragged cry, back arching as I reach down to fist my hands in his hair, holding him close as my orgasm rips through me in long, rending waves, tightening my belly until it almost hurts, but doesn’t because this is exactly what I needed.


  I float back to earth so blissed out I hardly know who I am. I can’t remember the last time I felt so stress free, so light and happy and flat out thrilled to be alive. And it’s all because of him.


  Him. Gabe, the boy who’s shattered my carefully ordered world, and is cradling me amongst the wreckage.


  Chapter Six


  


  Caitlin


  Face the sun, but turn your back to the storm. –Irish proverb


  


  “I want to see that smile every day.” Gabe’s voice penetrates the pleasure haze, making my eyes flick open.


  I glance down between my thighs to see Gabe pushed up onto his elbows, watching me with an intensity that’s unnerving, especially considering I’m still spread wide in front of him. I cross my arms self-consciously over my breasts and start to bring my legs together, but he stops me with two fingers on my right thigh.


  “Don’t,” he says softly. “Not yet.”


  I let my thigh fall slowly back open, shocked to find a hint of desire whispering through me as I move. I wouldn’t have thought it was possible to get turned on again after coming so hard my bones are still mush, but apparently…


  “I want to make you come every day, at least once a day,” he continues, tracing a lazy pattern on my thigh with his fingertip. “I want to give you the best summer of your life, and by the end of it, I want you to have enough money that you won’t have to work when you go back to school.”


  “Why?” I ask, my voice deeper, huskier. “Why do you want to help me?”


  “Because I like you.” He meets my gaze, a vulnerable look in his eyes that makes me think he’s telling the truth. “I think you’re smart and kind and hard-working and the sort of person who deserves better than the hand you’ve been dealt.” His lips lift on one side in a lopsided smile. “And you’ve got a delicious naughty side, and I like stealing things with you.”


  I take a deep breath, trying to think clearly despite the fact that I’m naked and the feel of Gabe’s fingers teasing across my thigh is making me tingle all over. “What’s in it for you? Aside from the fact that you get off on breaking the law?”


  “I also get off on turning the tables,” he says. “On lifting someone like you up, while tearing the bad guys down.”


  He pauses, gaze shifting back between my legs. “And I get off on you. It’s killing me not to be inside you right now.”


  I try to bring my knees together again, but he stops me with a hand on each thigh, spreading me wider, making my breath catch.


  “No,” he whispers. “Stay. I like it.”


  “You like to torture yourself?”


  “Sometimes.” He sighs, a sad sound. “But next time I want more, even though I know it’s a bad idea.”


  “It is,” I agree. “For me. But I thought one night stands were your thing.”


  “Where did you hear that?” he asks, looking amused.


  I cross my arms farther, covering more of my bare chest. “Sherry did some asking around at the club. Her friend tends bar there. He said you leave with a different girl every time you come in.”


  “Not since the night I left with you,” he says.


  My eyebrows pull together, and I do my best to ignore the way my pulse is picking up, responding to the feel of his thumbs pressing into my thighs. “So what? I’m supposed to believe you’re falling for me, or something?”


  “Maybe” he says in a humorless tone. “Which is stupid because I can’t get involved with anyone right now. And I can’t promise you more than the summer, no matter how much I might want to.”


  “I never asked you to promise me anything,” I say, so flustered I don’t know what else to say.


  A part of me is glad tonight means more to him than just another one night stand—it certainly does to me. I’m not in love by any stretch, but I had fun with Gabe tonight. I enjoyed hanging out with him and could quickly become addicted to his kisses, his touch, to the way he makes me feel beautiful and special and able to relax and let go for the first time in my life. He’s unpredictable, but I feel safe when he touches me.


  Considering he’s the most dangerous thing to enter my life since Aoife ran off, taking her drug dealer connections with her, it makes no sense, but it’s true. I feel safe with Gabe, and even safer knowing all he wants is the summer. I can’t very well turn into my sister or mom if Gabe’s leaving at the end of August.


  We can have three months, a summer to run wild and indulge all the crazy ways he makes me feel, and then Gabe will go back to school, and I’ll go back to being the person I was before…except with money, and options.


  The thought of being able to go to school without juggling two jobs at the same time is a heady one, but there’s still one major problem—


  “You said you could promise that I won’t get caught,” I say. “How will you manage that?”


  “First of all, we’ll be careful,” he says, watching his finger trace swirls on my skin. “We’re both smart, so that shouldn’t be hard. We’ll take our time and plan and practice and look at a potential job from all angles. And then, if something unexpected happens, and luck isn’t on our side, I take full responsibility.”


  “How?” I ask. “Say you were blackmailing me or something?”


  “Blackmail could work, and they’d probably let you off easy if you testified against me.” He leans in pressing a kiss to my thigh that makes me shiver. “Or we act like it’s a hostage situation, which would be best for you. If we can manage it.”


  “Either way, you’re going to jail,” I say, not understanding why that doesn’t seem like a bigger deal to him. “I mean, not even your dad can get you out of trouble if you’re caught red handed and I testify against you.”


  He shrugs. “Maybe, maybe not. It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”


  “Why?” I ask again, something still not adding up. “I don’t—”


  “You ask too many questions.” He kisses my thigh, higher this time, close enough to more intimate things that I lose my words. “We’re not going to get caught. You’re worrying about something that’s never going to happen.”


  “You can’t know…” My words trail away as his lips reach their destination and he kisses me again.


  He kisses and licks and teases his tongue in and out of where he’s already made me ache, and pretty soon I forget everything but the way he makes me feel. I forget all my questions, all my fears and worries. By the time I’ve left my body a second time and finally floated back down to earth, I’m too wrung out to ask questions, to do anything but lie heavily on the couch, catching my breath.


  “Be right back, beautiful.” Gabe brushes his knuckles tenderly across my cheek before bounding to his feet.


  He covers me with a brown, fake fur throw draped over the other end of the couch, before crossing the room and disappearing through a door on the other side of the office. I hear water running and let the sound lull me as I snuggle beneath the sinfully soft blanket. I know I should get dressed, but I’m too exhausted and satisfied to move a muscle.


  Well…mostly satisfied.


  Even after two orgasms, I’m shocked to find I still want more. I want Gabe. I want to touch him the way he’s touched me. I want him naked, his stunning body bare to me, his skin hot against mine. I want to make him feel all the amazing things he made me feel. I know I’m not as experienced as he is, but I want to at least try to give him the same peace and pleasure he’s given me.


  When he comes back through the bathroom door a few minutes later, I sit up, holding the blanket around my breasts as I crook on finger in his direction. “Your turn.”


  Gabe smiles and even in the dim office light I can see that increasingly familiar spark of trouble flash in his eyes. “Not tonight. I told you, tonight is about you.”


  “But I feel guilty. I want to make you feel good, and, I mean, isn’t it painful if a guy gets too…you know, and then doesn’t…” I wave a hand vaguely in the air. “You know?”


  Gabe chuckles. “I just ate your pussy for half an hour and you’re embarrassed to ask if my balls are going to ache if I don’t come?”


  My cheeks heat as I roll my eyes. “I’m not embarrassed, I’m just…”


  “Embarrassed,” he finishes, amusement in his voice. “Don’t be. And don’t feel guilty. I took care of myself in the bathroom. Wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep from taking things further if I didn’t. I think I’m in love with your pussy. It’s fucking beautiful and delicious. My favorite ever.”


  “Oh,” I say, not sure how to respond. “Well…thank you.”


  Gabe laughs, a real, hearty laugh that echoes through the relatively small office.


  “Whatever!” I reach for my bra. “I didn’t know what to say. I’m not used to situations like this. I told you, I don’t date.”


  “Good.” He crosses to the larger desk a few feet from the couch and starts up the computer. “Let’s keep it that way. This summer, it’s you and me, no other distractions.”


  I narrow my eyes, watching his face in the blue light of the computer screen as I slip into my bra beneath the blanket and reach for my dress. “Does that go for you, too?”


  He grins, but keeps his eyes on the screen. “Yes, Caitlin. Me, too. I want you to be my girl for the summer. Can we go steady?”


  I pull my dress over my head with laugh. “Only if you give me your class ring.”


  “I’ll get it when I go home later tonight, and give it to you first thing tomorrow,” he says, motioning me over with a hand. “Now, come look at this. I did some digging around after our last job and found this guy. I think you’re going to be excited about giving him what’s coming to him.”


  “Why’s that,” I ask, stepping into my panties and pulling them up before padding barefoot around the desk to stand beside Gabe.


  “Read the file.” He puts his arm around my waist, drawing my back to his front with an ease that feels right.


  I melt into him, bringing my hand to his arm and tracing my fingers back and forth as I glance down at the screen. I’ve never had this kind of easy intimacy with a boy before—and Gabe is the last person I would have expected to make cuddling feel natural—but it feels right to be like this with him.


  Even when I begin to read, and shock becomes rage and disgust, I don’t want to pull away from Gabe. I want to get closer, to put our heads together and whisper until we’ve come up with a plan to make the son of bitch who’s been making my brother’s life a living hell for the past year pay.


  “I’m in,” I say, even before I’ve scrolled down to the second page.


  “I had a feeling you would be.” Gabe kisses my neck, humming happily against my skin. “I’ll bring dinner to your place tomorrow night and we can talk logistics after the kids are asleep. Burgers and fries acceptable?”


  “Burgers and fries will make you a hero.” I turn in his arms and hook my wrists around his neck, pulling him down for a kiss.


  There’s no point in keeping Gabe from the kids now. They’ve already met my “date” and if Gabe and I are going to be spending the summer together, they might as well get used to me having a guy visiting the house. I’ll just make sure everyone knows our new friend Gabe will only be around until August, and warn the kids not to get too attached.


  It’s not the kids you have to worry about.


  I ignore the voice of doom and tilt my head, moaning as Gabe deepens our kiss. I’m not going to get attached. Gabe is fun, sexy, and a much better person than I expected him to be, but I’m not like my parents or my sister. I’m not an addict. I know when to say when. I can put the bottle down when I’ve had enough and not take another drink. I’ll be able to do the same with Gabe come August.


  But until then, I intend to have a summer to remember.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Gabe


  And when Love speaks, the voice of all the gods


  Makes heaven drowsy with the harmony. –Shakespeare


  


  I’m more excited about bringing burgers over to Caitlin’s house than I’ve been about anything in longer than I can remember.


  All day Sunday—while I indulge my parents, joining them for church and lunch afterward, before spending the afternoon compiling research on the aptly named Mr. Pitt—I can’t keep a smile from my face. Every once in a while I realize how ridiculous I’m being and logic does its best to drag me down into the gloom I’ve been inhabiting for the past few months, but the idiotic euphoria is immune to logic.


  By five o’clock I’m beginning to think my mother is right: a girl is the answer to everything that ails me. Getting swept up in Caitlin won’t change the facts, but if it makes me immune to the emotional side effects of my downward spiral…


  Well, isn’t that almost the same thing?


  The Buddha said that humans are the result of all the things we’ve thought. The mind is everything, and what we think is what we become. If that were true in the literal sense, I’d still be back in school getting my degree, not doing my best to right a few of my father’s wrongs before I break it to Mom and Dad that I won’t be returning to the university. But maybe it’s true in a different way. Maybe it’s true in the sense that the present is all there truly is. No matter how I’m shaped by my past, or long for the future, now is all I have.


  And right now, seeing Caitlin again is enough to keep a smile on my face.


  I leave Darby Hill early, taking the time to drive through downtown to the south side of Giffney, where Morris Brothers and Sons and Daughters and Sons—one of the oldest restaurants in South Carolina, passed down through the Morris family for four generations—stands on the outskirts of the historic district. Morris Brothers has the best burgers I’ve ever eaten, so succulent and perfectly spiced I suspect someone in the family made a deal with the devil for the recipe.


  I’m sure the kids would be fine with McDonald’s, but I want to bring Caitlin the best. I want her to have the best cheeseburger while we plot our job, and I want to take her out to celebrate someplace posh as soon as we make our first deposit to her college fund. We’ll hire a babysitter, eat an amazing dinner, go to a club and dance like no one is watching, and then spend the night at a hotel, fucking like no one is listening.


  It sounds like a night made in heaven.


  All day, I’ve been replaying every moment of that hour we spent on the couch. She was so beautiful—not just her lovely body, or the sexy sounds she made when I made her come—but the way she gave herself to the moment, letting go and trusting I would be there to catch her. She was every bit as wild and abandoned as I’d hoped she’d be, and she’s already so deep under my skin I’d have to perform surgery to get her out.


  The girl…destroys me. Just thinking about her is enough to get me hard.


  By the time I get to her house with the burgers I’m pitching my fifteenth tent of the day, and am forced to sit in the car with the air conditioning blasting for several long minutes, waiting for my cock to get the message that now isn’t the time.


  But soon. Definitely soon.


  Maybe even tonight, after the kids have gone to bed. We can make our plans, plot out our timeline, and then fuck on top of all the evidence of Mr. Pitt’s crime. The crime he got away with, thanks to my father, a man who feels no moral conflict about going to church in the morning, then sitting down to strategize how to keep a guilty scumbag out of prison in the afternoon.


  I’m not going to become a public defender the way I planned, or get to rub my father’s nose in my contempt for the way he practices law, but I can still do something to blot the stain the Alexander family has left on this town before I leave Giffney.


  And the fact that I get to do it with the beautiful girl opening her front door to wave me into the house is only going to make the summer sweeter.


  “Hello, beautiful.” I cross the toy-littered lawn with burgers in hand, eyes tracking up and down Caitlin’s petite form as she leans against the doorframe.


  In cut-off shorts, a blue-and-white-striped tank top, and bare feet, she’s dressed more casually than last night, but looks even more tempting. She’s sexy in a laid back way that makes me want to kiss the glistening skin at her neck, grip her ass through those faded jean shorts, and kiss each one of her moon-shaped toes where the peach polish is just starting to chip around the edges.


  “No way.” She stops me with a hand in the center of my chest as I lean in to kiss her. “It’s too hot. I’m not getting within two feet of another person until the sun goes down.”


  I lift a brow. “I come bearing eight pounds of meat and five orders of curly fries and I don’t even get a kiss?”


  “You’ll get one,” she says, grinning up at me. “You’ll just have to wait for it.”


  “I don’t like to wait.” I lean in again. This time she lets me get close enough to smell the soap and sweat mixing on her skin—a scent that makes my mouth water for a taste of her—before spinning away seconds before our lips touch.


  “Come on,” she says, laughter in her voice as she disappears into the house, clearly enjoying torturing me. “We’re going to eat in the backyard. At least we’ll have a breeze out there.”


  I follow her inside, where I’m assaulted by the smell of too many warm bodies occupying too small a space. The house didn’t smell bad last night—just a little sour and damp, with overtones of garlic—but today’s high was fifteen degrees warmer than yesterday’s. The first summer heat wave is kicking off with highs in the low nineties and one hundred percent humidity, ensuring my family spent the day inside Darby Hill, where central air and heat were installed forty years ago.


  I can’t imagine anyone living through a South Carolina summer without air conditioning, but apparently Caitlin and her family intend to try.


  “You do have air conditioning,” I say, glancing around the house, looking for a thermostat. “This house isn’t that old.”


  “We have it, we just can’t afford to turn it on,” she says, kicking toys out of her path as she makes her way through the living room and into the kitchen. She snags a pitcher of tea from the fridge and sets it on the counter before beginning to fill a blue plastic tray with glasses. “Sorry for the mess. I’ve been working with Ray on a project for school and Sean and Emmie didn’t clean up the toys like I asked.”


  “I couldn’t care less about the mess,” I say. “But it’s fucking miserable in here.”


  She turns back to me with a falsely sympathetic look. “Oh, poor baby. Don’t worry; you won’t melt. You’re not that sweet.”


  “But you are.” I grin as I reach out, snagging her ponytail and giving it a tug as I push her against the refrigerator, dropping my lips to the sweat-slick skin of her throat. “In fact, I think you’re already melting.” I kiss up her neck toward her ear, growling when she pushes me away.


  “I’m serious, psycho,” she says with a laugh. “No body heat in my vicinity until it’s dark, and at least ten degrees cooler.”


  “Turn on the air conditioning,” I say, hungry for another taste of her. “I’ll pay for it.”


  She wags her finger back and forth with a smile. “None of that. I don’t want you paying for things. I want to be an empowered lady thief.”


  “You’re in a good mood,” I say, loving how much more relaxed she seems today. “Impending crime agrees with you.”


  “Revenge agrees with me.” She casts a glance down the hall leading toward the back of the house before turning back to me. “You won’t believe all the things I found out about Mr. Pitt today. I called my friend Jenny who works part time in the office at the junior high. At first she didn’t have much to say, but then I told her how many times I’ve been called in for meetings since Danny’s been in Pitt’s class and she starting spilling her guts. Everyone hates this guy. Everyone. I can’t believe he still has a job.”


  I frown. “You shouldn’t have talked to anyone. We don’t want this woman remembering you asked questions about Pitt. Once the police start investigating, it could lead them your way.”


  Caitlin shakes her head as she fetches ice from the freezer and plunks it into the glasses. “No seriously, everyone hates him, Gabe. There will be dozens of suspects, and I was careful. I never asked Jenny any direct questions, just led her around to talking about what I wanted to talk about.”


  She finishes with the ice and starts grabbing silverware from a drawer overflowing with no less than a hundred mismatched utensils, a chaotic collection that would give my mother nightmares.


  “Besides,” she continues, “Jenny’s a friend. She wouldn’t rat me out, even if she thought I had something to do with the robbery. Which she wouldn’t, because she knows I won’t even sneak into a movie without paying.”


  I swipe sweat from my forehead, wishing I’d known I was going to be eating dinner in the seventh level of hell before I decided to wear jeans. “All right, but next time, no talking to friends, or anyone else. We keep this between you and me. If we don’t talk to anyone but each other, then we know no one will talk to the police.”


  “All right. Makes sense.” She shoves a roll of napkins my way before scooping up the tray. “Speaking of you and me, the kids are pretty keyed up about me having a boyfriend. It’s crazy. I didn’t expect it to be that big of a deal, but I guess our lives are just that boring.”


  “You told them I was your boyfriend?” I ask, stupidly pleased.


  “Just for the summer,” she says, leading the way down the hall and through what looks like a combination play room/mud room, where trunks full of blocks and stuffed animals war for space with an overflowing coat rack next to a mountain of muddy shoes. “I told them you’re going back to college, so it’s not serious.”


  “Who said I was going back to college?”


  She pauses, glancing back at me. “Aren’t you?”


  “Doubtful,” I say. “But I do have other unbreakable plans.”


  She nods, a shadow crossing her face for a moment before she smiles even more brightly than before. “Right, so I told them it was only for the summer, but Sean and Ray are already talking about where you’re going to drive them in your fancy car, and Danny has decided you’re the Anti-Christ.”


  I move ahead of her, holding the back door open. “And why’s that?”


  “He says you make eye contact like a psychopath,” she says, with a shrug as she ducks under my arm. “I told him that’s the kind of eye contact I like, and to shut up and be nice, but I’m not sure he’s going to be civil. Just so you’re warned.”


  I nod, glancing up to find Danny already glaring at me from the far side of the lawn, where the three Cooney boys are kicking a soccer ball while Emmie scoots through the middle of their game on a plastic train.


  “Well, maybe Morris Brothers burgers will change his mind.”


  “You’re kidding.” Caitlin turns to me with wide eyes, glancing from me to the bag, smile spreading as she backs across the lawn. “I thought I smelled something more delicious than Dave’s Drive In. You went for the good stuff!”


  “For you? Always,” I say, enjoying the way she looks both pleased and flustered by the compliment before she turns to shout—


  “Food’s here! Rinse your hands in the hose if they’re muddy and come and get it!”


  Moments later, I’m surrounded by hot, grass-and-sweat scented bodies pressing in close as I set the bag of food down on the picnic table and begin divvying up the goods. Ray slips onto the seat beside me on one side, Sean on the other, while Caitlin gets Emmie settled and starts handing out cups and pouring sweet tea. Danny is the last to join the group—settling onto the edge of the opposite seat, as far from me as he can get—but his glare fades as soon as he gets a cheeseburger in his mouth. He doesn’t join the conversation or ask to come along for the ride I promise to give Sean and Ray after dinner, but he’s civil, and even laughs when Caitlin teases him about having a tape worm, saying it’s the only explanation for how he can eat three times as much as anyone else in the family and stay so skinny.


  The meal takes approximately fifteen minutes—about five times faster than any meal ever eaten in the Alexander home—and then the kids are up playing again and Caitlin and I are alone at the table, surrounded by ketchup-streaked burger wrappers and a few lone fries that escaped being devoured whole.


  “Thanks for bringing dinner,” she says, resting her sweating glass of sweet tea against her cheek for a moment before taking a sip.


  “You’re welcome.” I watch her throat work as she drinks, wondering how she can make even sipping tea look sexy. “It was fun.”


  “It was.” She grins. “You’re good with the kids.”


  “You sound surprised.”


  “I am, a little.” She lifts one bare, lightly freckled shoulder. “You don’t have any brothers or sisters. It’s not like you’ve had a lot of practice dealing with small people.”


  “Small people are just people,” I say. “But smaller. With less bullshit to cut through to find out what they’re really about.”


  “True,” she says, casting a glance in the kids’ direction before adding in a softer voice, “Speaking of bullshit, I’m supposed to have a conference with Pitt tomorrow. I don’t know how I’m going to keep from slapping him.”


  “What’s the conference for?”


  “Same thing they’ve been about all year—Danny’s lack of respect for his elders.” She rolls her eyes. “I mean, it’s no wonder. My mom and dad didn’t exactly instill a lot of confidence in the older generation. Danny’s other teachers have always understood that, and taken the time to work with Danny, earn his trust.” She shakes her head. “But I swear Mr. Pitt deliberately pushes Danny’s buttons. It’s like he wants to see him fail.”


  “Maybe he does,” I say. “Seems like he enjoys tormenting the people he has under his thumb.”


  Caitlin leans closer. “I was thinking about that today, that Pitt must have enjoyed what he did to his mother. Otherwise, why keep her alive for so many years? Why not ‘accidentally’ give her the wrong amount of medication right away?”


  “I agree. If he was after the house and the inheritance, there was no reason to spend nearly a decade sliding meals through a slot in the door and emptying the pot he gave her to piss in.”


  “What a fucking monster.” Caitlin’s eyes darken, and rage hardens her features, giving her beauty a cold edge that makes me want to kiss her even more. “I can’t believe he didn’t go to jail. Even if the jury was convinced the overdose was an accident, how did they excuse keeping an elderly woman with diabetes and mental problems locked in an attic for eight years just because Pitt didn’t want to pay for the kind of care she needed?”


  I shrug. “Elder abuse is notoriously hard to prove. Almost no one gets convicted, which is why my father took the case in the first place. Even though he knew Pitt was a murderer.”


  Caitlin shakes her head. “How does your dad sleep at night?”


  “Very well,” I say, with a smile. “It’s my mother who’s addicted to sleeping pills.”


  “No, seriously, Gabe,” she says. “Your dad seemed nice yesterday. Meeting him, you’d never think he was the kind of person who would defend all these horrible people.”


  “I don’t know.” I grab Ray and Sean’s discarded burger wrappers and wad them into a ball before throwing them back into the bag. “I guess he’s done the mental gymnastics to make it acceptable.”


  “That sounds familiar.” Caitlin sighs, eyes dropping to the graying wood of the picnic table. “I’ve been doing some mental gymnastics the past few days…”


  I cover her hand with mine. “But our gymnastics are the right gymnastics.”


  “Are they?” She threads her fingers through mine. “I mean, does robbing Mr. Pitt make anything better? It won’t undo what happened to his mom, or keep him from bullying his students, or send him to prison where he belongs.”


  “You’re saying the punishment doesn’t fit the crime.” I nod, considering her point. “So you think we should revise our plan? Arrange to have Pitt trapped in a blazing hot room with only one tiny window to look out at the world for a month or two, give him a taste of his own medicine?”


  Caitlin’s eyes flick sharply back to mine. “You’re not serious.”


  “I could be,” I say. “I like the idea of hitting the guy where it hurts.”


  She shakes her head as she detangles our fingers. “No, Gabe, I’m not—”


  “Katydid, there you are!” a masculine voice booms from behind us, cutting Caitlin short.


  As the color drains from her face, I turn to see an older man with salt and pepper hair, a nose with the same ski-slope shape as Caitlin’s—though larger, and redder—and bloodshot eyes stumbling down the back steps. His ample stomach bounces as he misjudges the distance between the final step and the ground and he staggers sharply to the left before regaining his balance. He’s wearing a stained blue tee shirt and khaki pants, paired with battered black dress shoes, and is about three spaghetti stains short of resembling the bums who gather outside my parents’ church on Wednesday mornings for free breakfast.


  And I suspect he is Caitlin’s dad, a suspicion he confirms when he says in a slurred voice—


  “Sweetheart, I have a problem. I need some help from my best girl.”


  I dislike him immediately, even before I turn back to see the confident, laid back Caitlin who met me at the door tonight replaced by a pale, vulnerable-looking girl with panic written clearly on her features.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Caitlin


  A man takes a drink; the drink takes a drink; the drink takes the man. –Irish proverb


  


  I jump to my feet, making it around the picnic table and intercepting Dad before he gets close enough to realize there’s a stranger at the table. Chuck lost his last pair of glasses months ago and can’t see for shit at a distance. If I can keep him away from the table, give him whatever he wants, and send him on his way, this shouldn’t have to turn ugly in front of Gabe.


  As long as Chuck’s not asking for money you don’t have…


  “Please don’t be asking for money,” I mutter as I cross the yard.


  “There you are.” Chuck grins down at me as I hook my arm through his and turn him toward the house. “There’s my best girl.”


  “What’s up, Dad?” I lead him back across the grass, nose wrinkling at the sour, alcohol-and-garlic-infused smell rising from his clothes.


  “Veronica kicked me out,” he says. “She says I can’t come back until I start paying room and board. I think she’s serious this time. She had that look in her eye.”


  I sigh. It’s about money. Of course it is.


  What else does Chuck ever need from his “best girl?”


  “Dad, I don’t have anything to loan you right now,” I say, though we both know this would be a gift, not a loan. For the past year, money has only flowed one way between Chuck and me—from me, to him. “After paying the taxes on the house, I’m strapped. And the kids are going to be out of school soon, and I’ll be paying for daycare… You know that’s crazy expensive.”


  “Aw, come on, Kit Cat, you always have a little something stashed away,” Dad says, using one of his many pet names for me, the ones I used to love when I was little and thought that someone calling you a sweet name meant they loved you.


  Now, I know better. Words from my dad mean less than nothing. Words are weapons Chuck uses to manipulate the people unlucky enough to be related to him.


  “I really don’t this time, Dad,” I say, determined to stand firm. “I’m sorry.”


  Gabe and I haven’t hit Mr. Pitt’s house yet, and we may still end up calling off the job. Robbery, I can stomach, but anything else is out of the question. I didn’t like the look in Gabe’s eye when he talked about the punishment fitting the crime.


  I liked the fact that something deep inside of me agreed with him even less. I have no intention of becoming one of the monsters in Gabe’s dad’s files, but Gabe and I are standing on a slippery slope, and I have a feeling it would be easier than I can imagine to slide down into the muck.


  “I can’t go back to sleeping on the damned couch,” Chuck says, anger creeping into his tone. He wrenches his arm from mine, refusing to let me lead him the rest of the way into the house. “I’ve got a plate in my shoulder and a bad back. I need a bed, Kitty Cat.”


  I run a clawed hand through my hair, sneaking a glance back at the picnic table, grateful to see Gabe still sitting where I left him, though he’s watching my exchange with Chuck like a predator debating whether or not to pounce.


  I need to get this handled. ASAP.


  “Okay, Dad, fine.” I hate what I’m about to do, but I’ve got no other choice. The kids are already sharing rooms and I don’t want Chuck waking them up in the middle of the night when he comes stumbling home drunk.


  “You can have your old room back,” I say, the words stinging on the way out. “I’ll set the bunk bed back up in Danny’s room, and Emmie and I can share. She’s old enough to sleep in a big bed, and…I don’t know, maybe I can sell the toddler bed for a few bucks.”


  Chuck shakes his head so hard he stumbles before regaining his balance. “I can’t sleep here, Caitlin. It’s too damned hot.”


  I open my mouth to tell him that I can turn on the air conditioning if he’s willing to hand over his VA check at the beginning of the month—that check would cover air conditioning and an entire month of daycare, and I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on it before Chuck can drink it away—but he rolls on before I can get a word in.


  “I need my own space,” he says, folding his arms over his belly, which has gotten even rounder since he moved in with Veronica, and started eating her Italian home cooking. “I deserve my own space after raising kids for twenty-four damned years.”


  I bite my lip, refusing to call him on his bullshit. Deep down, I think he knows that I’ve been doing the kid-raising around here for a long time, and Aoife was doing the heavy lifting before I was old enough, but he’d never admit it out loud. Gabe’s dad has his mental gymnastics, and my father has his. Chuck’s involve casting himself as the long-suffering, hard-working father, whose failures lie at the feet of the wife who left him, the children who never appreciated him, and the government who let him down.


  His self-image relies on ignoring that by the time Ray and Sean were born, he was at the bar almost every night, and that for the past few years he’s only seen the kids when he was drunk off his ass.


  “Well, I’m sorry, Dad,” I say in my Chuck voice, that calm, lulling tone good for talking down drunks and Gretchen, when she gets her apron in a twist at work. “I can offer you a bed here, but I don’t have any money to spare.”


  He scowls, his thick brows shadowing his eyes, transforming his cheery elf face into something uglier, into that sneering mask I remember from watching my parents fight when I was little.


  “You’re a liar,” he spits. “Just like your mother.”


  “I’m nothing like Mom,” I say, though I know arguing with him is pointless. “I’ve helped you out every time I could afford to, and even sometimes when I couldn’t. The last time I bailed you out with Hal it almost cost me the house.”


  “Cost me the house. It’s my house, little girl,” Chuck says, jabbing a finger in my face. “Don’t forget where your bread’s buttered.”


  I laugh, a mean laugh I can’t seem to hold in. “Give me a break, Dad. I keep your bread buttered, not the other way around, and you know it.”


  “Watch your mouth.” His blue eyes narrow. “I’m good to you, Caity May. Most fathers wouldn’t let a full-grown girl keep hanging around, sleeping under their roof. Most fathers would tell you to get off your ass, and get your own place.”


  “Are you kidding me?” I sputter, fighting to keep my temper in check and losing. “You are so full of shit. You would have lost the house and the kids if it weren’t for me.”


  Chuck shrugs, his mouth pulling down hard on the sides. “Well…maybe they’d be better off with the state. Maybe I should put in a call.”


  I see stars—white hot stars bursting at the edges of my vision—and the next thing I know I’m lunging at Chuck. I’m half my father’s size, but I’m also less than half his age, stone cold sober, and angry. So fucking angry it feels like my chest is going to explode.


  How dare he? How dare he threaten this family after all I’ve done to hold us together? It makes my bones vibrate with rage as I slam my palms into his barrel chest and shove.


  I push him as hard as I can, but still, I don’t expect him to go reeling backward, tripping hard over the toy truck Sean left out in the grass, and landing flat on his back. Chuck’s cry of pain as he hits the ground makes me flinch and the wave of anger ebb a bit, but I’m still livid, so mad my voice shakes when I speak.


  “Get out.” I point a finger around the side of the house. “Get off this property, don’t come back until you’re sober, and don’t you dare threaten this family again.”


  “Bitch,” Chuck groans as he rolls onto his side, wincing as he moves.


  “And I want the money you owe me for bailing you out with Hal,” I say, refusing to let Chuck’s name-calling hurt. He’s called me a bitch before, and he’s always sorry for it when he sobers up. He’ll probably be back here tomorrow begging forgiveness for the scene he’s causing today, but right now I don’t care. I just want him gone.


  “Selfish little bitch,” he says, struggling to his feet. “You don’t care about those kids. You only care about yourself!”


  “That may be one of the most ludicrous things I’ve ever heard.” Gabe sounds amused, and when he appears at my side, he looks as cool and collected as always, but I can see the tension simmering in his muscles as he steps in front of me, placing himself between me and Chuck.


  I take his elbow and try to pull him back—getting in the middle of things will only make this worse—but it’s too late, Chuck has already smelled blood in the water.


  “And who the holy fuck is this?” he asks, eyes widening as he looks from me to Gabe and back again. “You moved your boyfriend into my house? Is that why there’s suddenly no room for your own damned father?”


  “She offered you a room,” Gabe says. “You turned it down.”


  “Shut up, pretty boy,” Chuck says. “You may be fucking my daughter, but that doesn’t give you the right to—”


  Chuck’s words end in a gurgle as Gabe grabs fistfuls of Dad’s spaghetti-sauce-speckled shirt, lifting my father off the ground as he spins and slams Chuck’s back against the house. I gasp, hand flying to cover my mouth as I stumble a few steps away, not knowing what’s more surprising—that Gabe is even stronger than he looks, or that, for the first time in my life, I can see fear on Chuck’s face.


  Even when Hal was threatening to beat my father’s bar tab out of him if Chuck didn’t pay up, the fear in Chuck’s voice as he begged me to bail him out never reached his eyes. No matter how much shit he brings upon himself, my dad is the kind of person who always believes he’ll be able to slither out of trouble in the end.


  And why shouldn’t he believe it? For fifty-three years, that’s always been the case.


  The fact that Gabe is the first person I’ve ever seen frighten my dad makes the hair on my arms stand on end, even before Gabe says in a low, menacing voice—


  “You don’t talk about Caitlin that way. You don’t comment on our relationship, you don’t critique her choices, and you don’t come back here unless you’ve got money in your hands and an apology on your lips. Do you understand?”


  Dad pulls in a breath, wincing as he exhales. “Put me down.”


  “Do you understand?” Gabe repeats, the muscles in his arms bunching tighter as he lifts my father higher up the side of the house.


  “I’ve got a bad back!” Dad cries out, voice pinched.


  “Do you—”


  “Fuck you!” Chuck shouts, his words transforming into a howl of pain as Gabe pulls him away from the wall and slams him back into the paneling.


  “Gabe stop, the kids,” I say, turning to check on my brothers and Emmie.


  “Don’t stop because of us,” Danny says in a shaky voice. He stands not far behind me, hands balled into fists at his sides. His cheeks are pale, but his eyes glitter with a cruel satisfaction I don’t like seeing on his face. Not even a little bit.


  “Get out of here, Danny,” I say, flinching as my dad’s back hits the wall a third time and his groan becomes a high-pitched yelp. “You don’t need to see this. Go check on the others.”


  “The others are fine,” Danny says, eyes glued to Gabe’s back. “I’m staying.”


  I glance toward the rear of the yard to see that Ray has corralled Sean and Emmie into the far corner, near the hole in the fence, and is doing his best to shield them from the scene near the house. But I spot Sean’s wide, frightened eyes peeking around Ray’s arm and I can hear Emmie crying.


  It’s the sound of her tears that makes me turn and grab Gabe’s arm, digging my fingers into the tightly knotted muscle. “Enough, Gabe. Put him down!”


  Gabe hesitates, holding my dad’s gaze for a long beat.


  “The baby’s crying,” I say in a softer voice. “Please, just…let it go. He’s not worth it.”


  Gabe’s jaw clenches and for a second I don’t think he’s going to listen to me, but finally his muscles shift beneath my hand and he loosens his grip, letting Chuck slide down the wall. Dad lands in a heap, breath rushing out in a groan as his palms reach back to brace himself against the concrete foundation.


  “Get out,” Gabe whispers, nudging my father toward the side of the house with his shoe.


  Chuck staggers to his feet, swallowing hard as he backs away. He keeps his eyes glued to Gabe, watching him like he’s a bomb about to go off. Chuck doesn’t glance my way until he’s about to turn the corner, and then only for a moment before he stumbles away, but a moment is enough to see the hurt and shock in his eyes. Hurt and shock, with a kernel of fury at the center.


  If I know my dad, it won’t take long for that kernel to sizzle and pop, and for Chuck to start working out a way to make me pay for humiliating him.


  “Shit.” I drop my face into my hands, drawing in a deep breath that does nothing to calm the fear rising inside me.


  “I’ll make sure he’s gone,” Gabe says from beside me.


  “Don’t bother.” I lift my face from my hands, shoving the hair from my face. “He’ll leave, but he’ll be back in a day or two, and everything will be worse than it was before. So…thanks a lot.”


  Gabe turns back, a guarded expression on his face. “You sound angry.”


  “I am angry,” I say. “You should have stayed out of it. I know how to handle my father.”


  “I think Gabe was awesome,” Danny says, excitement in his tone. “I loved that shit. I’ve been dying to see Chuck pinned to a fucking wall.”


  “Language!” I shout over my shoulder at my brother, breath huffing out as I try to regain control. “Just…go check on Emmie, okay?”


  “But I—”


  “Go check on Emmie.” I point a finger toward the rear of the yard. “Now!”


  Danny scowls and curses beneath his breath, but he turns and starts toward the corner of the fence. I shift my attention back to Gabe, forcing myself to lower my voice. “I get that you were trying to help, but my dad doesn’t respond well to threats. He’s going to get over being scared, and decide to get even.”


  Gabe takes a step closer. “How will he get even?” he asks in a mild voice that makes it difficult to believe I watched him lose it in a major way a minute ago. “Will he make you work two jobs to take care of his kids, while refusing to pay a dime to help? Come begging for money and verbally abuse you when he doesn’t get what he wants?”


  “Yeah, that’s funny,” I say in a tone I hope makes it clear I don’t find it funny at all. “But you don’t understand. Things can always get worse.”


  “In this situation, I fail to see how.”


  “All kinds of ways,” I say. “Once, back when my sister was in charge and she kicked Chuck out of the house for the first time, he hired a crew of guys to come rip up the front porch and leave the pieces in the yard. And then, when the men he’d hired found out Chuck couldn’t pay them, they threw a rock through the living room window. We spent Christmas Day freezing to death and had to pawn Mom’s last piece of good jewelry to pay for a new window.”


  Gabe sighs, bringing a hand to press at his temple as if this conversation is giving him a headache. But Gabe doesn’t know what a headache is yet, not until he’s been on the receiving end of Chuck Cooney’s vengeful side.


  “Another time,” I continue, “right after I told him I was moving into his and Mom’s old room, since he hardly ever slept here anymore, Chuck showed up at the school and told the office not to release Danny into my care. He told them he was the one with custody, and he’d be picking his son up from now on.


  “He picked Danny up for exactly two days before he disappeared and I had to have a meeting with the principal and beg Chuck to sign a bunch of paperwork to get approved to pick my brother up again. That cost me two hundred dollars, by the way, because Chuck doesn’t sign anything he isn’t getting paid to sign.”


  “You shouldn’t have paid him a dime,” Gabe says.


  “I didn’t have a choice, don’t you get that?” I ask, exasperated. “Chuck has custody of the kids. I’m not even a legal caregiver. He knows I don’t have a leg to stand on if he calls the Department of Human Services like he threatened.”


  “But why would the state take the kids away from you? Custody or no custody?” Gabe asks. “It should be clear to anyone who takes a second to look that you’re devoted to them, and they’re being well-cared for.”


  I cross my arms, shaking my head. “When it comes to the Cooneys, DHS takes kids into custody first, and asks questions later. One time, I ended up in foster care because my mom was taking a nap when the DHS worker showed up. She wasn’t even passed out that time, just sleeping, but the caseworker didn’t care. He took me and my sister, and Danny, who was just a baby, and we all ended up in separate homes.”


  “I’m sorry that happened to you,” Gabe says.


  “I don’t need you to be sorry,” I say. “I need you to understand that if the state takes the kids, I won’t be able to get them back without Chuck. He’ll have to sign the paperwork, because he’s the one with legal custody.”


  Gabe stares at me for a long moment, his blue eyes cool and unreadable, making me wonder if he’s heard a word I’ve said, before he nods. “Okay, then you’ll sue him for custody. My father can start the paperwork. I’ll speak with him about representing you tonight.”


  I fight the urge to roll my eyes. “Gabe, I can’t sue. I don’t have that kind of money, especially not to hire your dad.”


  “He’ll do the case pro bono,” Gabe says. “He does a few of those every year, and he likes you, I can tell. He’ll be glad to help.”


  My mouth opens and closes with no words coming out, not sure how I feel about what Gabe’s suggesting. On the one hand, it feels like charity, and I don’t want that from Gabe. But the thought of having the legal right to tell Chuck to stay out of our lives if he won’t behave is insanely tempting. How much easier would life be if I didn’t have to worry about Chuck screwing things up every time he doesn’t get his way?


  “She wants you.” Danny appears at my side, a sniffling Emmie in his arms.


  The moment I see her splotchy red face and eyelashes matted with tears, I know what I have to do. I can’t let her grow up under Dad’s reign of terror. He’s only getting worse. The sweet Dad who used to play the fiddle for us at night, and sneak a few bucks of candy money into your pocket when you least expected it, hasn’t been around in a long time. It makes me sad to know Emmie will never know that side of Chuck, but I can’t keep sticking my head in the sand, and pretending things are going to be okay.


  Things are only going to be okay if I make them okay and that means making sure Chuck doesn’t have the power to swing a wrecking ball through this family.


  “Okay.” I turn back to Gabe as I stroke Emmie’s back. “If your dad’s okay with taking the case pro bono, I can meet with him one morning this week. Wednesday or Thursday would be best. I don’t have to clock in at the diner until nine forty-five on those days.”


  Gabe smiles, that devilish smile that makes him even more handsome. “Unless you decide to quit.”


  “I can’t quit.”


  “Can’t quit yet,” Gabe corrects with a wink before turning to the boys. “Who wants to go for a ride? I’ve got room for three.”


  “I’ll come,” Danny says, clearly having experienced a change of heart where Gabe is concerned. I’m not thrilled that the change was inspired by violence, but…I guess beggars can’t be choosers.


  “I’ll go.” Ray steps up beside Danny, hanging close to his big brother, the way he always does in the aftermath of a Chuck-splosion.


  “Me too! Me too!” Sean’s arm shoots up as he bounces on his toes, the smile on his face proving he’s put the dark part of the evening behind him. But Sean is usually the swiftest to recover, and it’s not like we haven’t been through this with Chuck before.


  The kids aren’t used to seeing Dad pounded by my boyfriend, but they are used to seeing Dad wasted and causing trouble, doling out cuffs to the head when Danny talks back, or Ray spends too much time in the bathroom. It’s the worst kind of routine, but one I haven’t known how to break free of. There was never enough money or time or support for me to dream that I’d have a chance at getting custody, there was never…Gabe.


  “See you soon,” he says, as the boys race each other around the house to the Beamer. “I’ll take them for a ride down to the old mill, and get ice cream before we head back.”


  “They’ll drip in your car,” I warn.


  “It’s just a car.” Gabe leans down to kiss my forehead, making my chest tight, a condition that only gets worse when Emmie laughs and pats his cheek.


  “She likes you.”


  “I like her,” Gabe says, smiling at Emmie before his gaze shifts back to me and the smile becomes something more intense. “And I like you. I’ll fix anything I messed up tonight, we’ll finish what we started with Pitt, and everything will be fine. I promise.”


  “I believe you,” I say, meaning it.


  It scares me, but I do. I believe in Gabe, and maybe, even more dangerously, I’m starting to believe in this dreamy future he’s spinning, daring to imagine what it might be like to not only survive, but to break free, and take the people I love with me.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Caitlin


  You’ll never plough a field by turning it over in your mind. –Irish proverb


  


  I ignore the way my skin has already begun to sweat in the unrelenting heat of the June night, tug my long-sleeved black shirt down to my wrists, and pull on my gloves. The gloves are black leather, softer and suppler than anything I’ve ever owned.


  They arrived in the mailbox yesterday, unwrapped, without a note saying who they were from, but I knew. Just like I know that Gabe will be here in exactly two minutes. He’s always on time.


  I have two minutes to decide this is insane, turn around, and run back to the van as fast as my legs can carry me. I know I should. But instead, I tug the back of my black sock cap lower on my neck, making sure every strand of blond hair is tucked safely beneath, before sliding the mask over my face.


  As soon as the soft knit smoothes over my skin—concealing everything but my eyes and mouth—I feel something shift inside of me. The black uniform helps silence the voices warring in my head, reducing me to the simplest version of myself, the one who wants to survive and won’t let anyone stand in my way. The anxiety that has followed me since I crept out of the house fifteen minutes ago vanishes, leaving cold, steady certainty in its place.


  Pitt deserves this; he deserves this and more. The man tortured and abused his mother for eight years before administering a lethal overdose, all while filming the misery he was inflicting so he could relive the nightmare over and over. Now, he lives to torment the kids he’s supposed to be helping, staying on as a teacher for the joy of making preteens suffer, when his inheritance was more than enough to set him up for life.


  At our conference after school yesterday, Pitt threatened to fail Danny, even though his grades are all B’s and C’s. After spending the entire year riding Danny’s ass, I would have assumed Pitt would be glad to see my brother go, but the bastard wants to keep his favorite punching bag around for another year. He said he was recommending Danny be held back to give him another year to “mature.”


  The only thing another year with Mr. Pitt would mature in Danny is his determination to give authority the middle finger. He wouldn’t make it. He’d end up getting transferred to the alternative school, where, at thirteen, he’d be one of the youngest kids on campus. He’d either be eaten alive, or drawn into a group of kids way more dangerous and destructive than the Baker boys down the street. Either one is intolerable. I won’t see Danny’s life ruined because one nasty man singled him out as his latest victim.


  I have a meeting with Principal Tharp to discuss whether or not Danny should be held back on Thursday. I’m hoping Pitt will have tendered his resignation by then. Without Pitt applying pressure, I know Tharp can be persuaded that holding Danny back isn’t in anyone’s best interests. After all, passing him means she only has to deal with his crap for one more year before he’s promoted to high school, instead of two.


  “Hey there.” Gabe’s whisper comes from the shadowed woods behind me, but it doesn’t startle me.


  I’ve been waiting to hear his voice again since we parted ways outside my house late last night, after a good night kiss that scrambled my thoughts even more than the hour spent plotting how to get in and out of Pitt’s house within Gabe’s ten minute time limit. I’m not sure the tapes Gabe’s father’s file mentioned still exist—if I were Pitt, I would have destroyed that evidence long before I went to trial—but Gabe thinks they do, and that I’ll find them in the attic. He scouted the house yesterday while Pitt was at work, and says the ground floor is very sparsely furnished. There aren’t many places to store a box of old, VHS surveillance tapes, and Gabe’s betting Pitt is keeping the videos of his mother’s suffering in the same place he kept his mother.


  “Nice mask,” Gabe whispers, as I turn to face the silhouette emerging from the shadows across the street from the elegant, old farmhouse where Mr. Pitt’s mother was born and died. “And stunning gloves.”


  “Thanks, they were a gift from this boy I like.” I move into his arms, blood singing as his Gabe smell fills my head and my breasts flatten against his chest. I can’t make out his expression in the darkness, but I can feel how much I affect him in the way his fingers curl into my hips, pulling me closer.


  “Glad they reached you safely,” he says. “Any trouble on the way?”


  “Nope, the kids are all asleep, and I left a note saying I was running to the Laundromat to pick up a load I forgot this afternoon in case anyone wakes up. I parked the van under the railroad trestle down the road. Only took me two minutes to get here.”


  “Should take less on the way back,” Gabe says, a smile in his voice. “Post job adrenaline is pretty intense. You ready to go?”


  “I think so.” I take a breath and let it out slowly, shocked to find my heartbeat speeding only a little. Gabe and I went over the plan so many times it feels like we’ve already pulled this off. Now, it’s just a matter of going through the motions.


  “Remember, the ten minutes start as soon as you’re in,” Gabe whispers. “Find the tapes first, then poke around for anything valuable. I’m pretty sure the jewelry is on the ground floor in the mother’s old room. It doesn’t look like it’s been touched since before Pitt decided to start keeping her in the attic. So I’ll take care of that, but it wouldn’t hurt for you to hunt for other goodies if you have time.”


  I nod. “And if I don’t find the tapes?”


  “We’ll revisit the plan when we get back to your place, do some more digging, and find another way to blackmail him. But I’m betting you’ll find them.”


  “How much are you betting?” I ask in a lilting tone, shocked that I’m flirting at a time like this.


  “I’m betting dinner, dancing, and a swanky hotel room Friday night. All on me,” Gabe says, giving my hips another squeeze before adding in a smoky voice, “And I promise to make you come at least three times before I let you sleep.”


  I press closer, the feel of him getting hard against my stomach making me ache. “And if I win, I’ll let you teach me how to give a blow job.”


  Gabe’s fingers dig into the curve of my bottom. “I doubt you’ll need teaching.”


  “I might,” I say, pressing up on tiptoes to press a kiss to the cleft of his chin. “I’ve never given one before.”


  His breath rushes out. “Never?”


  “Never,” I confirm, kissing his cheek before moving my lips within a breath of his, hovering just out of reach as I speak. “But I want you to be my first. I’ve been imagining what you’ll taste like since that night at your dad’s office.”


  He groans softly, trapping my sock-cap-covered head between his hands. “Stop it. Or I’m going to take you to the van and get you naked in the back, and we’re not going to leave here with any of the things we came for.”


  “All right.” I rock back off my tiptoes and take a reluctant step away, putting distance between us. “But promise to meet me at the house later. I’ll leave my window open. You can climb the tree outside, sneak in, and…stay the night if you want.”


  “Sounds perfect,” he says, sending a sizzle of anxiety-laced-anticipation racing across my skin.


  I know I should be more nervous about breaking into Pitt’s place than potentially having sex with Gabe for the first time, but the events of this evening are already all mixed up together in my head. I feel like I did that night at the pawnshop, fear and attraction fusing to create a heightened state that makes me feel more awake, more alive than I’ve ever felt before. I can’t wait to visit unto Pitt some much deserved karmic retribution, and I can’t wait to feel Gabe’s skin against mine, the two are tangled together and I don’t care to untangle them, not when the combined stakes make the thrill that much more intense.


  “I’ll be back outside in ten minutes,” Gabe says, squeezing my hand as we step to the edge of the shadows. “If I’m caught, I’ll make enough noise for you to hear me in the attic. You’ll have time to get out and make a run for it before the police arrive. It’s only a thirteen-foot drop from the window. You’ll be fine as long as you land with bent knees.”


  I nod, and impulsively lean in, giving him one last kiss on the cheek. “For luck.”


  “I’ve already used up all my luck,” he says, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “You keep it.”


  Before I can respond, he starts across the road. I follow, boots crunching lightly in the gravel before we hit the lawn and our footfalls go silent. I tail Gabe through the blue moonlight around to the side of the darkened house, amazed that the night is so quiet.


  In my neighborhood, it’s never this quiet, not even at two in the morning. There are too many people with babies, couples who brawl in the middle of the night, and people working double shifts and graveyard shifts, whatever hours they have to work to get by. There is always someone coming or going, someone shouting or laughing or crying or calling a dog or shooting a rifle into the air to scare the starlings away in the fall.


  Here, at the edge of town, on a narrow dirt road where the gentlemen farmers of another age built their sprawling farmhouses, the world is silent. There is no wind tonight, no rustle of trees, not a sound except for the occasional chirp of an insect the heat hasn’t lulled into a coma. The quiet is smothering, and by time we reach the yard beneath the attic window and I crawl onto Gabe’s shoulders, I’m finding it hard to breathe.


  Or maybe you’re just scared out of your damned mind.


  My hands shake as I ease the windowpane open and pull myself up to the sill, but I’m not sure it’s fear making them tremble. I’m excited too, so ready for this that I can already taste how good it’s going to feel to hear Mr. Pitt won’t be returning to teach seventh grade in the fall.


  My biceps flex and I hook my leg over the edge of the window, hauling myself silently inside, grateful for all those heavy trays I carry at Harry’s. I don’t have any trouble lifting my own weight. I feel strong, confident, every cell vibrating with determination as I step down onto the dusty boards, giving my eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light.


  The moment they do, my stomach clenches and the worst wave of acid I’ve experienced in days surges up my throat. My sour stomach has been behaving itself lately—having Gabe around seems to agree with it—but now Gabe is gone, off breaking into the ground floor.


  He might as well be a hundred miles away. A million.


  I suddenly feel terrifyingly alone and trapped, though I know Gabe’s right and, unlike the woman held captive here before me, I’m young and fit enough to jump to freedom if Gabe doesn’t come back to catch me.


  But as I stare at the stained mattress lying on the floor to the far right of the window, I can’t help imagining what it must have been like for Pitt’s mother when she was locked away for all those years. Did she feel like she’d been exiled from reality? Did she hold out any hope of rescue, or did this nightmare become her world? Did she die with nothing but memories of the unbearable heat in her dusty prison, loneliness, and her son’s cruelty lingering in her mind?


  I cross to the mattress, eyes focusing on a mildewed cardboard box filled with threadbare stuffed animals and a china tea set laid out on the floorboards, as if waiting for someone to come visit. The realization that Pitt’s mother must have played with these toys, reverting to a childlike state while she was treated worse than the law allows owners to treat their pets, makes my throat close up and my eyes sting.


  A second later, I’ve spun and started toward the pile of boxes and plastic storage tubs on the opposite side of the attic, more determined to find those tapes than ever. I’m ashamed to live in a world where monsters roam free, slipping off the hook with help from lawyers who think only about how to win and keep winning, not whether or not they should.


  Pitt never should have walked free. He should be rotting in prison. The tapes can’t send him there—he’s already been acquitted, and can’t be retried for his mother’s murder—but I can use them to make him suffer.


  It’s like Gabe said, we can’t rewrite history, but we can tip the scales back in the other direction. Teaching Pitt a lesson won’t bring his mother back, but it will make the world a more just place, and might even make Pitt think twice before he indulges the evil part of his nature again.


  My footsteps are light on the boards—making only the softest thuds as I make my way over to the part of the attic Pitt reserves for storage. It’s the dead of the night and I’m assuming Pitt is asleep, but there’s a chance he could wake up, hear me moving around, and come investigate. I force myself to move slowly, and when I reach the boxes and lean down to open the first one, I am careful not to let the cardboard flaps do more than whisper as they brush against each other.


  I open box after box, container after container, but discover nothing more damning than a box of old Tupperware, and a tub filled with faded plaid shirts. Meanwhile, the physical exertion, combined with the heat in the attic and the fact that I’m wearing long sleeves and pants in the middle of June, join forces to make my head spin. Within five minutes, I’m sweating like every drop of liquid in my body is determined to commit suicide through my pores, and the pulse in my temple is throbbing so hard it thumps against my skull like a hammer.


  By the time I finally shift a long, narrow container of books and letters to reveal an old-fashioned fruitcake tin like the ones my grandma used to hold her sewing supplies, I’m so dizzy my vision is beginning to blur.


  I’ve never passed out before, but I’m pretty sure I’m about to. I know I should start back across the attic—I need to get some air before I lose consciousness and ensure I’m caught—but instead I reach for the tin, prying it open with swollen, heat-drugged fingers.


  Inside, I discover DVDs. Eight of them. Each with a year scrawled across the silver in black marker.


  Just like that, I know. I know he’s transferred the VHS tapes he mentioned to Gabe’s father—the one’s he thought might prove he was guilty if they were discovered—to DVD. I know it. I know Pitt wanted to protect the mementos of his mother’s suffering the way serial killers protect their trophies. I know he’s that monstrous, and I suddenly wish I hadn’t shied away from Gabe’s suggestion that Pitt’s punishment should fit his crime.


  I want to see Pitt locked away in a room like this one, miserable and isolated without anyone or anything to comfort him, trapped so far from the nearest house no one can hear him scream. I want to watch his face on a television monitor as he realizes he’ll be meeting the same end as his mother, a slow, torturous, miserable, nightmarish end that will leave him broken in a corner, rocking and mumbling and playing with toys, anything to try to escape, even if it’s only in his mind, even if only for a little while.


  But there would be no escape for him. He doesn’t deserve escape. He deserves worse than prison. He deserves to die, to be wiped off the face of the earth before he can contaminate it any further or hurt any more innocent people.


  I pull the cloth bag Gabe gave me last night from my pants pocket and stuff the DVDs inside, already tasting Pitt’s blood on my tongue, sincerely longing to see the man die, to take part in the torture and killing myself. If Pitt were standing in front of me right now, I would pull the trigger, jab the knife, pull the noose, and I wouldn’t feel a moment of remorse.


  I stumble back across the attic with tears streaming from my eyes to wet my mask, hating myself for not being more fucked up by the thoughts reeling through my mind than I already am. But no matter how loudly my head insists that answering violence with violence isn’t the answer, something deep in the hollows of my bones screams for vengeance, for blood to wash this horrible house clean before I burn it to the ground.


  I reach the window and hang my head outside, drawing in deep lungsful of air, but though the dizziness fades, my head doesn’t get any clearer. I keep thinking about what must be on the DVDs, wondering if Gabe and I are going to see Mrs. Pitt crying, begging to be set free, or simply lying on that bare mattress all alone. I wonder if we’ll see her playing with her toys, rocking her stuffed animals, and setting out a tea party for visitors who are never going to arrive.


  I wonder if her death is captured somewhere on the last DVD, and the acid surging in my stomach pushes up my throat like a fist.


  I’m seconds away from getting sick when Gabe appears beneath the attic window. Just laying eyes on him, knowing he’s close, is enough to calm my stomach, and send a tremor of relief quaking through me. His face is covered by his mask and the moonlight isn’t strong enough for me to see the look in his eyes, but the black bag in his right hand makes me think he’s succeeded. When he holds the bag up and gives it a victorious shake, I’m sure of it.


  I answer him by holding my bag out the window, smiling when he gives me a thumbs- up and motions for me to come out.


  We did it. We found everything we came for. The realization makes me want to throw back my head and shout at the stars, but shouting will have to wait until we’re safely away from this horrible place.


  I hook the bag’s strap around my wrist and turn, putting one leg through the window at a time and sliding out on my belly. There’s a moment of pain as the wood digs into my chest and forearms, but then I shift my weight and slowly straighten my elbows until I’m hanging from the sill by my clenched fingers.


  The heat and my mini-breakdown have taken their toll on my body. I know I won’t be able to hold on for long, but before my arms have the chance to start trembling, Gabe’s hands are on my ankles, guiding my feet back onto his shoulders. I find my footing and lock my legs, finding my balance before I let go of the sill and bend my knees. I jump forward off of Gabe’s shoulders, but he catches me around the waist on the way down, softening my landing, making sure my feet hit the grass with a gentle thud.


  He pulls me to him, hugging me tight before he turns and starts back across the lawn. I follow, and seconds later we’re across the gravel road, moving through the shadows on the wooded side of the street. I hand over my bag and we part ways with a whisper to see each other soon and a swift kiss before he disappears into the woods and I hurry back to the van.


  I slam inside barely a minute later, arms shaking as I start the vehicle and pull away from the railroad tracks, heading back to town a different way than I came. I rip the mask off as I drive, and wiggle out of the black shirt, revealing the green tank top beneath. The top is soaked through with sweat, but hopefully no one who sees me at the Laundromat will think anything of it, and I can always chock a sweaty shirt up to sleeping without the air conditioning running.


  Ten minutes later I have my alibi—I check the dryer where I deliberately left the clothes earlier today, making sure my sigh of relief is performed facing the security cameras—and I’m back on the road, heading for home. I park the van and slip in through the back door, relieved to find the house as relatively quiet as when I left it. I hear Sean snoring in his room, the hum of the box fans whirring in bedroom windows, and the whine of the fridge as it struggles to keep the milk cool, but nothing that would indicate anyone woke up while I was gone.


  I snag the note I left for Danny and head upstairs, stripping off clothes as I head for the shower, wanting to be clean when Gabe arrives at my window. Clean and wearing nothing but a bed sheet and a smile.


  We’ve finished the job. Now, it’s time to celebrate.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Gabe


  It is my soul that calls upon my name;


  How silver-sweet sound lovers' tongues by night, -Shakespeare


  


  “I’ve been waiting for almost an hour.”


  Her voice drifts to me as I climb through her window. I turn to find her framed in a crooked rectangle of moonlight on her double bed, wearing nothing but a white cotton sheet draped across her middle. It covers her breasts and reaches down far enough to conceal her thatch of tight blond curls and those sweet inches between her legs I can’t wait to get my hands on…my mouth on…my cock in, buried balls deep.


  “What took you so long?” she asks.


  “I made sure the DVDs were what we thought they were,” I say, eyes tracking up and down her body. “Then I hid them. I didn’t want you to have to watch.”


  “Thanks. I don’t think I could have.”


  “You’re welcome¸” I murmur. “You look…comfortable.”


  “Not really.” She lifts her arms over her head as she stretches, wrists crossed. Moonlight caresses her pale skin, while shadows darken the hollows of her armpits.


  I want to kiss her there, taste the tang and salt of her sweat. I want to kiss her ribs, the curve of her hip, the bends in her knees. I want to press my lips to her anklebone and rake my teeth over each one of her toes. I want to fist my hand in her hair and hold her so close, kiss her so deeply, that we disappear into each other.


  I need her so much I feel like I’m going to disintegrate into a pile of lustful ash if I don’t touch her soon, but I force myself to stand still, memorizing this moment, etching each detail into my brain.


  This is a memory I want to keep for the rest of my life. This is one of the pictures I want to flash before my eyes when I’m fighting for my final breath.


  She’s so beautiful, like something out of one of my dreams, the dreams that are always about her. Always. Ever since the night I first kissed her addictive lips.


  “Are you just going to stand there?” she asks, thighs shifting lazily, shushing against the sheet, the feline way she moves making my already swollen cock strain the front of my pants. “Or are you going to come help me out?”


  “Depends.” I step out of my shoes, setting my keys and wallet on the desk near the window, but keeping my eyes on her. “What do you need help with?”


  “I went out with this guy tonight,” she says, one hand sliding across her pillow, down until her fingertips brush the side of her face. “And the date was really good, and really…bad.”


  “How’s that?” I take a step forward, gaze glued to her hand, the one sliding down her neck, across her chest to disappear beneath the sheet.


  “Well…the good part is that we gave a horrible person a little of what’s coming to him,” she says, sheet shifting as her hand moves beneath it. “The bad part is that I had to come home alone…” She holds my gaze, a challenge in her eyes as her hand moves lower. “I’ve been sitting her thinking about the man I went out with, and how much I want him to touch me. But he took forever to get here, and now I’m so wet it’s embarrassing.”


  “Show me.” My hands fist at my sides. I fight to maintain control, to draw out this moment of anticipation a little longer before I join her on the bed and show her how sorry I am for making her wait.


  “Show you? Like this?” She fists the sheet in her free hand, drawing it up her body until her pussy—and the slim fingers sliding up and down her slick flesh, teasing in and out of her swollen folds—are bare to me.


  “Like that,” I say, throat tight, balls tighter. “Spread your legs wider. I want to see every inch.”


  She spreads her legs, but it’s still not wide enough.


  “Wider.” My breath comes faster as she obeys. “Now reach down and spread your lips.”


  Again she obeys, reaching down and opening her sex to me in a way I know some people would find obscene, but that makes me so hot it feels like my head is going to explode. Seeing her like this—so turned on and vulnerable, ready and willing to give herself to me—makes me want to consume her, to devour her pussy with my mouth until she comes, screaming my name, bathing my face in more of her heat before I rise up and push inside her. I can’t wait to fuck her with all the need that’s been building inside of me, like tension along a fault line, until it feels like my bones are going to shatter if I don’t relieve the pressure.


  But not yet, not just yet…


  “Finger yourself,” I say. “Just one finger.”


  She follows my instructions, the way Caitlin does in situations like this. She gives me shit outside the bedroom any time she pleases, but when it’s time for our clothes to come off, she hands me the reins. It’s one of the things I adore about her, one of the many things that have conspired to make any minute without Caitlin in it seem like a waste of precious time.


  I watch her slender finger dip in and out of her slick entry. She’s so wet her sex glistens in the moonlight, beckoning me to come and taste, to consume and be consumed, by the only girl who has ever made me feel like every tightly locked door inside of me is being thrown open, all at once. There’s quickly becoming nowhere to hide from the intense, insane, impossible things she makes me feel, but I’m starting not to care. This thing with Caitlin feels…inevitable, like I was meant to spend this last summer with her, like I was meant to rip my heart out of my chest and hand it over to this girl.


  Still beating.


  Still raw and ugly and messy, but real, the realest thing I’ve ever known.


  “Does that feel good?” I ask. “Is one finger enough?”


  She shakes her head, chest rising and falling faster as she increases her pace.


  “What about two?” I strip my shirt over my head and toss it to the ground without breaking eye contact. “Will two get you off?”


  “No.” She shakes her head again, moaning softly as she watches me undo my belt. “God, Gabe. Please…”


  “Please, what?” I pull a condom from my back pocket and toss it on the foot of the bed before flipping open the buttons on my fly and shoving my jeans down. I step free of them and toe off my socks before making quick work of my black boxer briefs.


  The hunger in Caitlin’s expression as the briefs vanish and my engorged cock falls free, bobbing heavily between my thighs, is almost enough to make me come. I swear I can feel that look like she just fisted me in her hand and I’m on fire. My skin is hot and feverish and my eyes are burning and my blood is lava coursing through my veins, determined to scorch every cell in my body to pieces if I don’t cool off.


  And then, without memory of moving, I’m on top of her and her skin is cool and her hair is cooler and still a bit damp and she smells so perfectly like Caitlin—like night flowers and spice and treasures hidden in cedar boxes—that something inside of me takes flight. I’m suddenly flying, soaring miles above the ground, beyond the reach of the ordinary world and all its petty concerns and everyday tragedies.


  I am above it all, and Caitlin is right there with me.


  Our lips meet in a bruising kiss and her tongue spears into my mouth and her taste floods through me. Her legs wrap around my hips and pull me closer, close enough for me to feel the wet core of her against my stomach and realize shifting up a few inches would put me inside her. I shift the other way, instead, kissing my way down her throat, where her pulse beats the same frantic rhythm as my own. I press kisses to her shoulder—one for each perfect freckle—before moving lower and taking her nipple in my mouth.


  I want to wait, I want to kiss her sinfully soft breast, trace the place beneath, where breast meets ribs with my tongue, torment her until she begs, but I don’t have the control. Not tonight, when we’ve done what we’ve done, and she was so perfect, like she was born to do these wicked, wonderful things with me.


  All these wonderful things, and what’s happening here in this bed the most wonderful of all.


  “Gabe.” She fists her hands in my hair, pulling me closer to her breast as I tease her taut nipple between my tongue and the roof of my mouth, trapping her there, holding her captive until she groans and her nails dig into my scalp hard enough to sting.


  “Gentle,” I whisper against her hot flesh before transferring my attention to her other breast, but I don’t really want her to be gentle.


  I want to drive her crazy. I want her feral with lust for me. I want to feel her nails breaking my skin and her teeth digging into my bicep as I slam inside her.


  I flick my tongue across her right nipple, while capturing the recently abandoned left nipple in my hand, rolling it between my finger and thumb. I’m so hard my cock pulses with an angry heartbeat of its own, but I force myself to wait. I wait until she’s writhing beneath me, until her nails are raking down my back and her hips are bucking into my ribs and she’s cussing me in a frantic, breathy voice that is so fucking sexy I’m pretty sure I could come just by listening to her, but I don’t want to come anywhere but in her pussy, that sweet, slick, hot pussy that I know is going to be the best place I’ve ever been.


  “Fuck, Gabe,” she says, with a moan that becomes a whimper of pain. “Please! Fucking please, you piece of shit.”


  I smile against her breast before I trap her nipple and bite down hard enough to make her yip. “You want me to fuck you?” I ask, surging back over her slim form, crushing her mouth with a kiss before she can answer.


  “Fuck yes,” she says, fighting to get the words out as we kiss hard enough for me to feel her teeth through our lips. “Yes!”


  I reach down to the foot of the bed, ripping open the condom and sheathing myself in seconds, and then I’m on top of her again, her soft skin hot against mine, her arms tangling around my neck and her legs locking around my waist as I position myself and drive inside her with one fierce thrust.


  She is even hotter and tighter than I’d imagined she’d be, like a fist gripping my cock so tight I see black stars bursting at the edge of my vision.


  She cries out—a sound that is more pain than pleasure—and stiffens against me. I feel her thigh muscles clench on either side of mine, and still inside her, forcing myself to resist the urge to start pumping, realizing too late that Caitlin is even more of a contradiction than I’d assumed.


  “Shit,” I curse, biting my lip as I trap her head between my hands and stare down into her eyes, not surprised to see the lust from a moment before replaced by a furrowed brow and lips pressed tight together. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Tell you what?” she asks, her voice strung as tight as the rest of her.


  “That you were a virgin.”


  “I told you I don’t date,” she says, wincing. “I thought you knew.”


  “How the fuck would I know, Caitlin?” I ask, anger at myself for hurting her creeping into my tone. “Virgins don’t act the way you act. Virgins don’t finger themselves in your car when you tell them to, or carry on a fucking conversation while you’re staring at their pussy, or—”


  “So what? I’m supposed to act shy and awkward and ashamed of my body? Just because other girls do?” she asks, eyes flashing. “Well, sorry, but I’m not like that. And I’m only a virgin because I’ve never had the time to get around to getting rid of it.”


  “You make your virginity sound like an old couch.”


  “Well, yeah, it means about that much to me,” she snaps, shoving at my chest. “But I’m sorry fucking a virgin is such a pain in your ass.”


  “It’s not a—”


  “Get off me,” she says, shoving harder.


  “Wait.” I trap her wrists in my hands, pressing her arms into the mattress above her head before adding in a softer voice, “You’re not a pain in my ass. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  Caitlin’s breath shudders out. “Well, you did. You made me feel like an idiot.”


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m just…I didn’t want to hurt you. If I’d known, I would have taken things more slowly. I don’t…I don’t ever want to hurt you.”


  The frown remains on her face, but the tension slowly leaks out of her arms. “You didn’t hurt me.”


  “Liar,” I say, pressing a kiss to her cheek.


  “Okay, it hurt at first, but now…it’s not so bad.”


  “Not so bad isn’t the way I want you to remember our first time.” I kiss her other cheek and the tip of her nose before bringing my lips to hers.


  I part her lips, apologizing with every deep, deliberate stroke of my tongue against hers, knowing there are better ways to make up than with words. I kiss her until her breath comes faster and her tongue swirls hungrily through my mouth and my softening erection surges back to life. But I don’t begin to move. I stay buried and still inside her, kissing her until she squirms her wrists free and brings her hands back to my shoulders, pulling me closer as her fingers thread into my hair. I kiss her until her thighs finally begin to relax and only then do I bring my hand back to her breast, kneading the soft flesh before brushing my thumbs across her nipple.


  She sighs into my mouth and arches her back. I follow her cue and intensify my attention, teasing and rolling and pinching first one nipple and then the other, until her hips begin to roll in little circles and I reach down, cupping one ass cheek in each hand, shifting the angle of penetration until my pubic bone presses against her clit.


  Her gasp as her next hip circle provides friction confirms we’ve found the sweet spot. I circle my hips, nudging at her clit with thrusts so shallow my cock barely moves inside her tight, slick sheath. My balls ache and my stomach clenches with the need to pull back and drive inside her, again and again until I explode, but this isn’t about me. Not yet, not until Caitlin comes.


  I drop my lips to her breast, pulling her nipple into the warmth of my mouth, flicking my tongue across her tip as I continue to rock gently against her and her breath comes faster and her fingers dig into my bare shoulders.


  “God, Gabe,” she pants, back arching, legs spreading wider, meeting each of my thrusts with increasingly desperate thrusts of her own. “God…I can’t…this feels….”


  “Good?” I smother her response with another kiss, blood pulsing faster as she moans into my mouth and reaches down, digging her nails into my ass.


  “So good, so good,” she chants, breath puffing against my wet lips. “God, Gabe, God…I think I’m…I think…”


  “Come for me, baby,” I say, fighting for control as our tempo grows more frantic and I feel her inner walls tightening around me. “God, I want to feel you come on my cock, Caitlin.”


  “Yes,” she says. “Yes!”


  She cries out, a sound I echo as her pussy grips me tight, her orgasm rippling through her with sharp waves I can feel massaging the aching length of me until my vision blurs and every bit of blood in my body surges to the eight inches buried inside her and there is no more holding back, no more control.


  I pull out to the end of her and surge back in, thrusting in and out of her sweet pussy that is so wet and hot and tight and perfect. Perfect. Like her, like the way she fits against me, like the way she makes me feel like there is finally someone in the world who understands.


  And then her hands are on my face and she’s pulling me down for another kiss as she wraps her legs around my hips, pulling me deeper with every thrust. I pump into her, faster, faster, until there is nothing but the sound of our hungry bodies pounding against each other and our moans and sighs as we kiss and lick and bite, fighting our way toward the end of this, the moment when there will be nothing but pleasure, nothing but her and me and God…


  God….


  I call her name as I come, my orgasm rocketing through me until I can’t breathe, can’t see, can’t think of anything but this bliss. It’s so good, like this, with her, so much better than it’s ever been before. I am broken and made whole; I am shattered to pieces and put back together with her kiss. I need her, crave her, want to keep her here in this bed with me forever. This is more than a way to forget, so much more.


  And I am so very fucking screwed.


  By the time I collapse on top of her, catching my breath as my cock twitches with aftershocks of pleasure, I know I’ve made a horrible mistake. I curse, smothering the sound in the crook of Caitlin’s neck as her fingers drift up and down my sweat soaked back, hating myself. Hating how weak and pathetic and soft I am, soft as any dumb kid with his first crush when I thought I was so hard no one could ever crack the shell around my heart.


  I hadn’t even been sure I had a heart, at least not the way other people did. I thought I would always be on the outside of that type of emotion, too warped around the edges to fit with someone as perfectly as Caitlin and I fit.


  It’s horrible. And wonderful. And pointless, and suddenly I feel trapped in this room, smothered by the tender way she touches me.


  I have to get out. I have to be alone, find someplace where I can think.


  “Don’t,” she says, holding me to her when I try to pull away. “Stay.”


  “I can’t,” I say, throat so tight I can barely force out the words. “I told you at the beginning of this—I’m leaving at the end of the summer, even if I am your first. I just…I can’t. I won’t. This is going to end in two and a half months, no matter what happens.”


  She cups my face, urging me from her neck. I allow her to move me, but keep my gaze on the blank wall behind her head. I can feel her looking up at me, but I don’t look down. I can’t look her in the eye, not yet.


  “Gabe,” she says, a smile in her voice. “Gabe look at me.”


  I don’t, not until she laughs beneath her breath.


  “What’s so funny?” I glance down to find her smiling up at me.


  “Nothing,” she says, with a gentle shake of her head. “I just…you don’t have to worry. I told you, I wasn’t holding on to my virginity like some prize possession. I wasn’t saving it for someone special. It didn’t mean anything to me.”


  I scowl. Her words are exactly what I want to hear. So why do they hurt? Why do they make me want to storm out of here even more than I did before?


  “I love what we just did,” she says, cooling the anger building inside of me. “And I feel really close to you—now, and even before, when we were planning everything together, but…” She strokes a hand down my face, her touch calming and exciting at the same time. “But I don’t want anything more than the summer, either. I have too much going on in my life to get swept up in some big relationship…thing. I’m not going to make any demands. There won’t be any tears when we say goodbye.”


  She pauses, drawing in a breath as her fingertips trail across my ribs and around to my back, making me very aware that I’m still buried inside her and not feeling near as spent as I did a minute ago. “I just…I love this,” she continues. “I love spending time with you, and I have never felt more alive than I did tonight. I don’t want to give that up, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to run away because I’m falling for you.”


  “You’re not?” I ask, holding her gaze, keeping my expression neutral.


  “No,” she says, smiling again. “But I would really like to do this again. Soon. Like…really soon.”


  My lips curve despite myself. “You’re not in pain?”


  “A little, but…” She lifts a bare shoulder as her gaze falls to my chest. “But I kind of like it. It makes it feel more…real, if that makes any sense.”


  “It does.” Everything she says makes sense to me, she makes sense to me in a way no one else ever has.


  She may not be falling, but I am.


  Falling, falling, fallen.


  I’ve never been in love before, but I’m pretty sure this is what it feels like, at least for me. Like I’m drowning and never want to come up for air, like I live for her sweet, sexy smile. Like I would walk to the ends of the earth for just one more kiss, and I would rip apart anyone who dared to hurt her with my bare hands.


  I was worried I might hurt her—that she was getting as swept up in all this as I am—but she’s made of tougher stuff. Her head is still on straight and her eyes wide open. She’ll be fine, and I don’t really matter, not the way she does.


  So maybe it’s okay for me to love her, to cup this secret fire in my hands and see how big it can grow before it’s snuffed out at the summer’s end.


  “What are you thinking?” she asks.


  That I love you. That I’d do anything for you.


  Aloud, I say. “Let me get rid of this, and I’ll show you.”


  I dispose of the condom and return to the bed and in moments we’re tangled up in each other all over again. It’s slower this time, sweeter. We take our time, lingering over each kiss, each rush of breath over sweat-slicked skin, and by the time I push inside her a second time I am even more lost than I was before.


  For the first time, I understand what it feels like to make love. Not fuck, not screw, not have sex. I make love to Caitlin, am destroyed and reborn in her arms, and I fall asleep barely noticing the dull ache at the base of my skull.


  The ache that warns that there is no pleasure without pain, no love without hate, and no happiness without sacrifice.


  Chapter Eleven


  Five weeks later


  


  Caitlin


  May you have the hindsight to know where you've been, the foresight to know where you are going, and the insight to know when you have gone too far. -Irish proverb


  


  I race around the side of the squat, concrete building, boots pounding against the asphalt as I sprint toward where Gabe leans against the chain link fence surrounding the storage facility. I push hard with everything in me, heart slamming against my ribs as I fight to put distance between me and the nasty surprise that was waiting for me in locker seventy-three.


  “Get back here!” The man’s shout comes from behind me, but not far behind.


  Not near far enough.


  I push harder, arms pumping up and down like pistons, becoming flashes of black that blur at the edges of my vision.


  “That’s my fucking money!” the man shouts. “Stop, you piece of shit!”


  I reach Gabe, grabbing a handful of his black shirt as I round the corner, dragging him along with me. “Run!” I gasp when he trips and nearly falls.


  I’m so out of breath I can barely form the word, but my lookout seems like he’s in worse shape. Gabe rights himself and stumbles toward the sidewalk, unsteady on his feet. Not skipping a beat, I hook my arm through his and pull him along beside me, past the entrance to another, low-rent storage facility, a shuttered bail bondsman’s shop, and on toward the residential part of this faded Charleston neighborhood.


  I wonder what’s wrong with him, but there’s no time to ask. The man who caught me breaking into his storage unit is nearing fifty, but he’s in good shape. A hell of a lot better shape than you’d expect a man to be in after spending twelve years in prison.


  Of course, according to the Federal Bureau of Prison’s Inmate Locator, Grant Harrison is still in prison, so…


  “Give me back my money!” the very not-still-in-prison Harrison shouts. His footsteps slap the pavement behind me as he barrels down the middle of the deserted road, shouting that he was robbed, setting dogs to barking behind the rickety fence of a house on my left and my heart leaping up to lodge in my throat.


  I haul Gabe alongside me as I run, cutting down a dark side street before emerging on another main road. My lungs feel like they’re full of acid and a cramp knifes into my side, but just when I’m sure I can’t keep going with Gabe leaning even a third of his weight on my shoulders, he seems to recover.


  He stands up straight and picks up his pace, pulling ahead as we cut through the backyard of an abandoned house and sprint toward the sagging shed where we parked the van. By the time I slam into the passenger’s side, Gabe has the engine running and his foot on the pedal.


  He roars out of the shed, tires squealing as he shifts from reverse to drive and peals down Pinewood Place, headed toward the highway.


  “He’s not there. He didn’t see us pull out,” I pant as I turn to look out the rear glass, making sure Harrison isn’t going to be able to identify the make and model of the van.


  “Fuck,” Gabe curses.


  “And I got the money,” I add, ripping off my mask. “We’re good. We’re fine.”


  “We’re not fine.” Gabe yanks his mask off, tossing it to the floor at my feet as he takes a right on Ferncrest, then an immediate left, following the escape route we planned in advance. “Harrison is supposed to be in prison. How the fuck did he catch you breaking in?”


  I shake my head, still catching my breath as I turn back around and reach for my seatbelt with trembling hands. “I don’t know, but he’s obviously out, and sleeping in that storage unit. He woke up while I was going through the trunk.”


  Gabe curses again.


  “Yeah. I about peed my pants when he started yelling. Scared me half to death.” I clutch the bag of money in my lap, drawing strength from the hard lumps inside. It’s full of tightly rolled one hundred dollar bills, at least thirty or forty thousand dollars, earned by the abuse of Grant Harrison’s daughter, Cathy, when she was a little girl.


  Back in the early two thousands, Harrison made kiddie porn featuring his underage daughter and sold it on an underground website, making a mint before he was caught. All of his assets were seized by the federal government, but his daughter insisted there was more money, that her father had hidden it away somewhere. Cathy hired Gabe’s dad to sue her father, but overdosed before the case could go to trial, losing a lifelong battle with drugs and addiction that started when she was ten years old, when her father used to roll her a joint to help her relax before he filmed her.


  Gabe and I read Cathy Harrison’s file yesterday, and only spent a few hours last night researching the job. The file said that Grant’s sister, Marjorie, had leased a storage unit shortly before Grant was convicted. Gabe and I did some digging and learned Marjorie had moved to Florida, but that the storage unit was still in her name and paid up for the next four years. We googled Grant to verify he was still in federal prison, did a drive-by of the storage facility to make sure they didn’t have anyone on duty at night, and swung into Charleston to acquire industrial strength bolt cutters for the lock on the fence before calling our preparation finished.


  Since that night at Pitt’s, Gabe and I have hit two private residences, a nursing home, and a medical practice, all without a single hitch. We secured Pitt’s resignation with a blackmail note—ensuring Danny was passed into the eighth grade—did our part to avenge the innocent people hurt by an embezzler, an identity thief, a crooked doctor, and a serial rapist, and have made ourselves a hundred thousand dollars richer in the process.


  A hundred, fucking, thousand dollars. After tonight, we’ll be close to one hundred and forty. It’s mind-boggling, more money than I would have earned in four years working my job at the diner, and it’s been so easy.


  Maybe too easy. And maybe Gabe and I are getting careless.


  “Do you think he got out of prison today?” I ask, breath finally returning to normal. “I mean, I guess that’s possible.”


  “It’s more likely there’s another Grant Harrison in federal lock up,” Gabe says, turning onto the highway, heading back toward home. “We should have made sure the one in Edgefield was ours before we hit the storage unit. And I should have been the one to go in, while you kept lookout. You can practice your lock picking when your life isn’t in danger.”


  “There was no way we could have known anyone was in there,” I say. “And I got away. I’m faster than I was even a few weeks ago.”


  “You’re not faster than a bullet,” Gabe says, sounding grouchier than I’ve ever heard him. “What if Harrison had had a gun?”


  My brow furrows. “You weren’t worried about that when we robbed the pawnshop.”


  “Things are different now,” Gabe says softly. “We’re different.”


  I’m silent for a moment, refusing to acknowledge the way his words make my heart do a giddy flip in my chest. We are different now. Back then, I wasn’t even sure I liked Gabe; now, I can’t imagine my life without him in it. Now, I want to spend every waking minute with him, and go to sleep next to him every night.


  Now, I am completely screwed, because even if Gabe loves me the way I think he does, I know he’s serious about this only being for the summer. If he finds out I want more, he’ll leave. He’ll leave and I don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t know if I’ll be able to hold it together all alone now that I know what it feels like to have a partner, someone who makes me feel beautiful and fascinating. Someone who gets every part of me, even the parts that aren’t polished, or pretty, and don’t like to play by the rules.


  “I think it’s time to take a break,” he says, his tone as deflated as I’m feeling.


  A break doesn’t mean the end, but there’s something in his voice, something that makes my heart feel bruised.


  “Okay,” I say, forcing an upbeat note into the word that I don’t feel. “Slowing down isn’t always a bad thing.”


  Which reminds me…


  “Are you okay?” I turn to face him, studying his profile in the shifting yellow light of the headlights streaming down the other side of the highway. “What was up back there? Did you feel sick, or something?”


  “I don’t know,” Gabe says, eyes focused on the road ahead. “I felt all right, but when I tried to run…” He shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m fine now. I must have gotten overheated standing there sweating my balls off in long sleeves. It’s fucking hot as hell tonight.”


  “Does that mean you’re not going to sleep over at the Cooney sweat lodge?” I ask, brushing away a brown curl that’s stuck to his forehead.


  A smile flickers on his lips but it’s gone by the time the next pair of headlights sweep across his face. “Not tonight. My parents saw me go up to bed. If I don’t come back down again tomorrow morning, they might notice. The Alexanders occasionally notice each other on Sundays, and they’re my alibi so…”


  “Okay,” I say, ignoring the disappointment that flashes in my chest. “But I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner?”


  “Wouldn’t miss it,” he says, passing a battered pickup truck going fifty in the fast lane.


  Sunday night burger night in the backyard has become a tradition. The kids look forward to it every week, and so do I. I love seeing Gabe relaxed and happy, playing soccer with the boys, or giving Emmie a ride on his shoulders so she can peek over the fence at our crazy cat lady neighbor’s new kittens. He’s so good with the kids. It makes me wish…


  I press my lips together and stare out the window at the dark woods flashing by, banishing the thought before it can find its tail end. It doesn’t matter what I wish. This is only for the summer, and it will be over before I can blink.


  We don’t talk much more on the way home, and Gabe doesn’t even try to sneak a peek as I change out of my blacks and into the clothes I was wearing when I left the house. The air in the van is quiet, thick with tension, like the air before a storm, and all too soon Gabe is pulling up in front of my house.


  At one in the morning, every window is dark, except for a blue light flickering behind the living room curtains, making me think Isaac must have fallen asleep in front of the television. I told him I was going dancing with Sherry—which I did, for an hour, before I left her flirting with her favorite bartender and slipped out of the club to meet up with Gabe.


  I know I should feel bad for lying to one of my best friends, but I don’t. I don’t feel bad about much these days, not lying, or stealing, or any of the other things Gabe and I do on a regular basis. Maybe that means my moral compass is more messed up than I could have imagined before I met Gabe, but I’m still there for the kids when they need me, my stomach is calmer than it’s been since I was a kid, and I’m happy in a brand new way.


  This isn’t the “stolen moment” kind of happiness I knew before—snatched between the teeth of one crisis and the next—it’s something that starts deep inside of me and spreads out to envelope every aspect of my life. It’s a seed that was planted and nurtured by this summer with Gabe, and a part of me is terrified that my happiness will wither and die when he leaves in the fall.


  But even terror can’t cut as deep when Gabe is sitting next to me.


  I lean over to kiss him goodbye, and it is sexy and honest and intense—the way kissing him always is—but he tastes sadder than usual, salty, like a tear.


  “Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask after we pull away, running a gentle hand down his face. “Is everything all right?”


  He holds my gaze for a beat before smiling a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Everything’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “See you tomorrow,” I echo as Gabe claims the bag of money from the floorboards and we slip out of the van, going our separate ways. He starts down the driveway, headed back to where he parked the Beamer a few blocks over, turning to blow me a kiss at the end of the drive. I lift my hand and wave, swallowing all the words that want to come out—like don’t go, and I’ll miss you, and I love you.


  I love him. I love him and it is wonderful and horrible and it…is what it is. There’s no changing it, no matter how much it hurts to think of saying goodbye.


  But I’m too tired to think any more tonight.


  I slip inside the front door, closing it as quietly as I can behind me, expecting to find Isaac passed out and drooling on the couch, but when I turn, he’s sitting up, staring at me with an intensity that makes anxiety skitter across my skin.


  He jabs mute on the T.V. remote, and my gut twists, the instinctive feeling that I’ve screwed up hitting before my mind can sort out what I could have done wrong.


  “Is everything okay?” I ask, hanging my boho bag on one of the wall hooks inside the door. “Are the kids all right?”


  “The kids are fine.” Isaac tosses the remote onto the couch cushions before knotting his thick arms across his chest. “But I’m not sure I can say the same about you.”


  I frown as I run a hand through my still sweat-damp hair. “What’s that supposed to mean? I thought you said it was okay if I stayed out. If you wanted me home earlier, you should have just—”


  “This isn’t about staying out,” Isaac says. “Your dad came by earlier, right when I was cleaning up dinner.”


  I curse beneath my breath as I kick off my shoes and shuffle over to the couch, suddenly even more exhausted than I was before. “I’m sorry.” I collapse next to Isaac with a sigh. “You should have called me. I would have come home and handled it.”


  Isaac shifts, staring down at me as I lean back, resting my head on the lumpy cushions. “He wasn’t drunk, Caitlin. He was as sober as I’ve ever seen him, and really fucking upset.”


  I pull my knees up, hugging them to my chest. “What about?”


  “What do you think?” Isaac asks, sympathetic gaze drilling into mine. But this time I have the feeling I’m not the one he’s feeling sorry for. “He’s a wreck about the law suit, C. He can’t believe you’re really going to take the kids away.”


  I grunt. “Can’t believe I’m going to get the state to garnish his VA check for child support is more like it.”


  “It’s not like that.” Isaac shakes his head. “Chuck said he’ll sign the house and part of his check over to you and give you full legal guardianship of the kids. He just doesn’t want to go to court and lose his parental rights. He knows the kids are the only good things he ever did with his life. It’s killing him to think of losing them.”


  I hug my knees tighter, and my jaw clenches.


  “Just call off the suit,” Isaac continues when I don’t respond. “He’ll give you everything you want. You’ll get the stability you need for the kids, he’ll still be their dad on paper, you’ll save a bunch of stress not going to court... Everybody wins.”


  “If he cares so much about the kids, how come it took a lawsuit to make him do the right thing?” I ask. “And why should I feel sorry for a man who has done nothing but make my life harder from the moment I was born?”


  I drop my feet to the ground, bracing my elbows on my knees and squeezing my hands together in a single fist. “I’m glad he feels like shit. It’s time he had a taste of what it feels like to be helpless and scared.”


  “Come on, Cait. This isn’t like you. You don’t take pleasure in other people’s pain, even your dad’s.” Isaac puts a hand on my shoulder, squeezing softly, but his touch doesn’t calm me the way it usually does.


  I shrug his hand off, and stand, pacing a few steps away from the couch. “I’m sorry I’m disappointing you, but this is how I feel. I don’t care if Chuck is losing his shit. I’m going through with the suit. For the kids.”


  “You’re going through with it to get revenge,” Isaac says, looking at me like I’m a stranger who wandered into the living room. “You’re different, C. Ever since you started going out with Gabe. It’s like he’s brought out this…fierce, scary side of you, or something.”


  I roll my eyes, not liking how close Isaac is getting to the truth. “Gabe has nothing to do with this. He was nice enough to ask his dad to represent the case for free. That’s it. I’m making decisions on my own.” I cross my arms, shrugging as I drop my eyes to the threadbare carpet. “Besides, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being fierce. Sometimes you need to be fierce to get the job done.”


  “Fierce, but not cruel.” Isaac stands, stepping closer until he’s looming over me. “There’s a difference and you know it.”


  I shrug again, but the movement is smaller, less confident.


  Maybe Isaac is right; maybe I am being cruel.


  If Chuck agrees to give me everything I’d get from going to court—except for parental custody—then what do I have to gain from going through with the suit? As legal guardian, I’d have the power to make decisions for the kids, and if the house is in my name, I can call the police and have Chuck carted off if he refuses to leave when I tell him to.


  And maybe, if I meet him in the middle, Chuck will remember I did him a solid. Maybe he’ll stay sober more often, and start coming around to spend time with the family, instead of stumbling in drunk, asking for money, and leaving as soon as he gets what he wants.


  “And maybe pigs are going to fly,” I mumble to the carpet.


  Isaac sighs. “I know you aren’t talking to me, but I understand what you’re feeling. It’s hard to believe that people can change, but it can happen.”


  No it can’t. People don’t change. Looking through Gabe’s father’s files has made that clear. People may alter their behavior or evolve in other ways as they age, but folks who are rotten at their cores, stay rotten.


  My father is one of the rotten ones, I know that, no matter how much a naïve part of me wants to believe that it’s the alcohol talking every time Chuck calls me a bitch or backhands Danny. The alcohol may fuel the fire, but the damp wood that’s burning and stinking up everything, is all Chuck. And I’m done with Chuck. I don’t have any more empathy left for him, or anyone like him.


  I look up, meeting Isaac’s gentle gaze with a hard one. “My mind’s made up. I’m going through with the suit, and I’m going to make sure Chuck has as little authorized contact with the kids as possible. It’s what’s best for them.”


  “It’s best for them to never see their dad again?” Isaac asks. “I mean, I know he’s a shit sometimes, but tonight he was great. You should have seen how excited Sean was to see him. That little boy still loves his dad, and wants him in his life.”


  “He’ll get over it,” I say, voice cold. “The rest of us have.”


  Isaac stares at me, into me, like he’s waiting for me to break and confess I was just kidding. But I’m not kidding. I’m not the same weak, one-step-away-from-disaster girl Isaac’s known since we were kids. I’m in control now. I have the power, and I’m not giving it up without a fight.


  “Fine,” he says, shaking his head as he steps back. “But for what it’s worth, I think you’re making a mistake.”


  “Noted. Thanks for watching the kids tonight,” I say tightly, eager to see Isaac walking out my door for the first time in my life.


  “Yeah, well…I love them.” Isaac props his hands on his hips, glancing down at his feet before meeting my eyes. “I love you, too. I will always love you, but that doesn’t mean I have to love the way you’re acting since you started dating Gabe.”


  I sigh. “I need to get to bed, Isaac. I’m tired.”


  “He’s bad for you, Caitlin,” Isaac says, stubbornly. “One day you’re going to wake up and realize just how bad. I just hope it’s not too late.”


  “Too late for what?” I ask, temper flaring. “To go back to being everyone’s willing little doormat? Because that’s not going to happen, and if that’s the only version of me you can accept, maybe we shouldn’t hang out so much anymore.”


  “We haven’t hung out in weeks.” Isaac’s voice is as hot as mine. “You’re too busy for your friends anymore. All you care about is him.”


  “So you’re jealous, is that it?” I snap before I think about what I’m saying.


  Isaac blinks, but after a moment, the anger vanishes from his eyes, leaving behind a naked, vulnerable look. “Maybe I am. Maybe I thought…”


  I dig my fingers into my upper arms, heart beating faster, shocked and scared and wishing I could rewind time to three minutes ago and run up to bed. I don’t want him to finish his sentence; I silently pray for him to stop talking and walk out the door, but God isn’t answering my prayers tonight any more than He ever has.


  “I thought it would be me,” Isaac says, voice thick, rough. “I thought that if you ever decided to make time for someone in that way…it would be me.”


  “What about Heather?” I ask, pulse racing in my throat. “You have a girlfriend, Isaac, I never—”


  “I’m with Heather because I couldn’t be with you,” he says, making my stomach lurch. “I knew how bad your mom and sister running off fucked you up, and I didn’t think you’d ever let someone into your life in that way. But if I’d thought…if I’d even had a little hope that you—”


  “Don’t.” I back a step away, shaking my head fast. “I don’t want to hear it. Just… Let’s pretend this never happened. Just go, and we’ll pretend—”


  “I’m tired of pretending,” Isaac says. “And Heather’s tired, too. She knows I’m in love with you. We fought about it that first night you went out with Gabe. Things haven’t been right between us since. She’s going to break up with me, sooner or later, but I’m not going to wait around for it to happen anymore. I’m breaking up with her. Tomorrow. I can’t keep lying to her, or myself.”


  I shake my head again. “I…I don’t know what to say.”


  “Say you’ll think about making a different choice,” Isaac says, hope in his voice that makes me want to stab myself in the ears so I don’t have to hear it, don’t have to realize how stupid I’ve been, or how much I’m going to have to hurt someone I care about.


  “I can’t,” I whisper, pressing my lips together. “I’m sorry, Isaac, I don’t… I don’t love you that way.”


  Isaac’s brow furrows, but the longing doesn’t leave his expression. “Yeah, not now, I know that. But…take some time. Think about all we’ve been through, all we mean to each other. There’s more to what we have than friendship, and I know there have been times when you’ve felt it, too.”


  I force myself to meet his eyes, knowing he won’t believe me unless he sees the truth in my face. “No, I haven’t. I’m in love with Gabe, and I don’t want to be with anyone else. Not now. Maybe…not ever.”


  “Never is a long time.” Isaac’s eyes begin to shine. “He’s going to leave you, Caitlin. He’s not the kind of guy who sticks around.”


  “I know that,” I say. “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t change the way I feel.” I pull in a breath, my ribs aching as they expand. “I’m sorry, Isaac. I really am.”


  He sniffs, swiping the back of his hand across his mouth before he smiles. “Yeah, well, I hope I’m wrong. I hope he doesn’t break your heart. But if he does… I can’t be the shoulder you cry on anymore.”


  “Okay,” I whisper, hating the misery that twists Isaac’s face as he backs toward the door.


  “Great, well…” He grabs his keys from one of the wall hooks. “Good luck with everything. I’ll see you when I see you.”


  I open my mouth to say something to make this better, but I can’t think of a damned thing. I watch him go, and then stand in the middle of the living room alone for a good five minutes. I stand and watch the twisted blue shadows flickering in the corners of the ceiling, feeling like the world has turned upside down.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Gabe


  Cut off even in the blossoms of my sin…No reckoning made, but sent to my account with all my imperfections on my head. -Shakespeare


  


  Sunday morning dawns with numbness in my right arm.


  I think I must have slept on it wrong, but then I roll over and the horizon line outside the window goes crooked, shifting back and forth the way it did last night when I was trying to run from the storage facility. I close my eyes and open them, close and open, but the world refuses to steady and soon my stomach is pitching right along with the field of hay behind Darby Hill.


  I close my eyes and force myself to go back to sleep, not wanting to admit this is what I think it is—the close of the game, the brick wall at the end of the alley, too high to climb.


  I wake up later—not sure how much later, but the light in the room is brighter—and the world is steady again, but my arm is even more numb than it was before. I clench my fist and release it, again and again. I watch my hand move sluggishly back and forth, but I can’t grip my blanket between my fingers, and soon the headache that felt like it was going to crack my skull open on the way back from Caitlin’s house last night, returns.


  I lie in bed for a long time, head throbbing like a thumb with a splinter shoved beneath the nail, knowing I should get up and ask my mother or father to help me take a pain pill. But I dread the scene I’ll cause when I confess I can’t open the bottle myself. It will all be over, then. There will be no more hiding from it, even if the numbness goes away.


  Please go away. Please. I need a little more time.


  No, I need a lot more time. I need a lifetime. I need a future to promise her, but what you need, and what you get, are rarely the same thing. This is what I have—a numb arm, a pounding head, and unfinished business I need to get out of bed and take care of before it’s too late.


  I shove my sheet and blanket to the end of the bed and lie beneath the swirling ceiling fan in nothing but my boxer briefs, hoping the cool air will help banish the pounding sensation in my head. It works…a little, and in a few minutes I feel good enough to sit up and reach for my phone.


  I text Caitlin, punching in my message with my left thumb, trying not to think about what happens if my left arm starts playing the same kind of games as my right. Less than a minute later, she texts me back, saying she can’t get away this afternoon, but I’m welcome to come over to her house early.


  Be there as soon as I can, I text back. I want us to find someplace private to talk. Not in front of the kids.


  Okay. The dots flicker on my phone, indicating she’s typing something lengthy, but when the rest of the message comes through it’s simply: Everything okay?


  No, it’s not okay. I’ve promised things I had no business promising. And now I’ll have to pay the price, and so will Caitlin. But I can’t tell her that in a text, so I simply punch in—


  I’ll explain when I get there.


  —and turn off my phone.


  I force myself out of bed and shuffle into the bathroom where I take a shower, feeling only half in my body as I make accommodations for my numb arm without thinking too much about what I’m doing. I shave and dress, refusing to look my reflection in the eye. If I look myself in the eye there will be no more hiding. I will slip out of this fuzzy state of shock, and slip into a very different emotional state. One that won’t be conducive to ending things with the only girl I’ve ever loved, and that won’t be any good for anyone.


  It’s time to end it—quickly, cleanly—to cut myself off from Caitlin like a rotten limb before I can further infect her life.


  I tell my parents I’m going for a drive and will be back before dinner, leaving the sitting room without answering my mother’s inquiry as to how I’m feeling. That’s another conversation better left until after I’ve finished my business at the Cooney house; I doubt my parents would be keen on me driving without feeling in one arm.


  I have to stop twice on the way across town. Once, because the highway starts shifting on its axis, and I have to pull over until the world steadies; once a few blocks from Caitlin’s house, to firm up what I’m going to say. I thought I’d have more time, but now we’re suddenly at the finish line and I haven’t had a chance to prepare.


  All I know is that I have to make her hate me. If we’d made it to the end of the summer, we might have been able to part as friends, but now alienating her is the only option. I don’t want her coming after me, searching for an explanation as to why I’ve suddenly gone back on our bargain. She knows me too well, and knows keeping my promises is important to me. She would put her clever, stubborn head to work figuring out what I’m hiding and it wouldn’t be difficult for her to find out.


  Hating me is the only thing that will keep her out of my business, and away from Darby Hill, where my mother is waiting to spill all of my secrets. My father can be trusted to keep his mouth shut—he likes Caitlin, and will see that what I’ve done is for the best—so there shouldn’t be any problem with him continuing to represent her in her suit against her father.


  She’ll get custody of the kids, have enough money to go back to school, and be able to truly move on with her life. She’ll be able to keep the good things from our time together, without suffering the fallout. She might be upset for a while—sometimes, I think she cares for me more than she lets on—but she’ll get over a broken heart. She’s only twenty years old. She has her entire life ahead of her, a life she’ll spend loving someone much better for her than me.


  The thought sends a wave a pain flashing through my body that has nothing to do with the nightmare in my head.


  I park in front of her house and shut off the engine, taking a moment to brace myself.


  Before I can get out of the car, the front door slams open and Sean flies out, followed closely by Emmie, wearing the rainbow tutu Caitlin and I bought her at the French Heritage festival last weekend. She is smiling that smile that looks so much like Caitlin’s, looking so sweet and innocent and obviously happy to see me that it flays at my insides.


  My heart squeezes and my chest is suddenly so tight I can barely draw a breath. It’s not just Caitlin I love. I love that little girl. I love the way she looks at me like I’m something completely good, a hero.


  But I’m no hero. I’m a monster. I’m as bad as the people in Dad’s files, lying to myself and everyone around me. Trying to make it okay to take what I want without stopping to think of the people I’m destroying along the way.


  The kids won’t be destroyed. They’re young. Emmie will forget you in a week, the boys in two or three. It’s not too late for a clean break.


  My ribs loosen. I draw a deep breath, force a smile, and exit the car. I ruffle Sean’s hair as I pass him by, and stop long enough to lean down, pressing a soft kiss to Emmie’s forehead, but I don’t stop to ask about their day, or where they want to go for a drive after dinner the way I usually do.


  “We’ll be in the backyard,” Sean calls out after me, a plaintive note in his voice that makes me think he realizes something’s wrong. “Come out after you talk to Caitlin.”


  “We’ll see,” I say noncommittally, determined not to lie to the Cooney kids any more than I have already. I trudge up the concrete steps to the house, letting myself in without bothering to knock. I’m allowed to do that now; I’m practically part of the family.


  The thought makes me wince as I shut the door behind me.


  “Be down in just a second!” Caitlin calls from upstairs.


  Her voice is a knife slipped between my ribs. I would rather die than do what I came here to do. I don’t want to hurt her. I want to give her the world, fight for her dreams, promise her forever. I want to spend my life making her happy, making her laugh, making her come—crying out my name in that voice that is my favorite voice because it is hers.


  God, I love her, so fucking much, but I’m not much better than a ghost.


  But she’s still alive—even more alive than the day I met her—and her potential is limitless. I believe in her, more than I’ve ever believed in anyone, and that’s why I will do this. Because to do anything else would hurt more than the verbal blows I’ll deliver today.


  She pounds down the stairs a split second after my resolve has slipped into place, Danny not far behind her.


  “Sorry, we were fixing the toilet. It broke again and…” Her words trail away as our eyes meet across the living room. Her smile fades and fear flickers in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”


  “We need to talk,” I say, voice flat, emotionless.


  “Danny go outside,” Caitlin says softly, throat working as she swallows.


  “But I was going to play—”


  “Go outside,” Caitlin repeats more firmly. “Please. And keep everyone else outside until I say it’s okay to come back in.”


  Danny hesitates, glancing between me and Caitlin. After a moment, something shifts in his expression and he nods. “Oh…okay.”


  He turns to leave, but before he reaches the kitchen he turns back. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay, Caitlin? Watch your back?” he asks, shooting me a narrow look, a look that is full of anger and disbelief and a silent prayer not to do what he knows I’m going to do. What we all know I’m going to do.


  Caitlin shakes her head. “No…but thanks, D.”


  “All right,” Danny says. “Call me if you need me.”


  “Will do,” Caitlin says to him, but she’s looking at me, watching me like a loaded gun.


  I hold her gaze, wanting to make it clear from the beginning that there are no cracks in my resolve. There will be no backing down, no bargaining, no buying time. This is the end. The train stops here and everyone but me is getting off before it jumps the tracks.


  I wait until I hear the back door close behind Danny to say, “I talked to my father this morning about what will happen when you get custody of the kids. It’s forever. You understand that, right?”


  She nods, but doesn’t say a word.


  “You’ll be legally bound to take care of them until Emmie’s eighteen,” I say. “You’ll be signing half your life away.”


  “I know,” she says.


  I sigh. “Listen, I like you, Caitlin, a lot, and lately I’ve been thinking this thing between us could be serious, but I’m not ready to take on a family. I don’t want to sacrifice the best years of my life because your parents and sister can’t be bothered to live up to their responsibilities. I have bigger dreams.”


  Caitlin’s brows draw together, hurt and shock mixing in her eyes. “Yeah, I know that, Gabe. From the beginning, we both agreed this was just for the summer.”


  “It’s becoming more than that, and you know it.” I say, forcing irritation into my tone. “The kids are getting attached; you’re getting attached.”


  “Don’t tell me what I’m feeling,” she snaps.


  “It’s better if we end it now before we get in any deeper.” I take a step toward the door, even though all I want to do is cross the room, pull her into my arms, and kiss her until we both forget everything I’ve said. “Despite what some people think, I’m not a heartless asshole. I don’t want to be responsible for making kids cry when I skip town in August and never come back.”


  “So that’s it?” she asks, voice breaking. “It’s over. Just like that?”


  “I think a clean break is best.” I shrug. “My father is still going to represent you for free, and the money in the joint account in Charleston is yours. I’ll send you something later this week letting you know where the rest of the cash is hidden. Altogether, it should be enough to cover expenses while you get your degree.”


  Caitlin nods and keeps nodding for a long time. She crosses her arms, uncrosses them, drops her gaze to the carpet, and then tilts her head back to stare at the ceiling. She laughs softly, and runs a hand through her hair, but still doesn’t say a word.


  “I really do wish you all the best,” I say, speaking the truth for the first time since I walked in the door.


  Caitlin pulls in a breath that emerges as a sob. “I don’t believe you.”


  “It’s the truth. I think you’re a good person, who deserves good things.”


  “No, not that,” she says, voice vibrating with anger as she crosses the room, getting close enough for me to smell her Caitlin smell, breaking my heart a little more as I realize this is the last time I’ll ever breathe her in.


  “I don’t believe the kids are why you’re calling it off,” she continues, pinning me with a wounded look. “I see the way you smile at them. You care about them, and you’re happy when you’re with our family. That’s not fake, I know it’s not.”


  “Caring, and wanting to play daddy, are two very different things.”


  “Bullshit,” she says, eyes shining with unshed tears. “You’re happy here; you’re happy with me, and you said you weren’t going back to college, anyway. What other plans can you have that are worth setting everything we have on fire and walking away?”


  “I’m sorry if I led you to believe I was feeling something that I don’t,” I say, my voice stiff.


  She laughs, sending the tears in her eyes gliding down her cheeks. “You do feel something. You love me; I know you do. And I love you.” Her face crumples for a moment before she sucks in a breath, regaining control. “I love you so much it scares me to death, but I’m not running away. I’m not being a coward.”


  “You can’t run.” I cross my arms, fighting the urge to reach for her, to crush her to my chest and tell her love isn’t a strong enough word for what I feel for her. “You’re tied to the kids, to this town. You couldn’t run away, even if you wanted to.”


  “I could,” she says in a softer voice. “I could drop the suit, give Chuck the kids, and come with you, wherever you’re going.”


  “You wouldn’t,” I say, searching her face, afraid she might be serious.


  She lifts her chin, and swipes the tears from her cheek with a rough palm. “My mom and sister did it, and somebody always stepped in to pick up the pieces. I could do it, too.”


  “You know there’s no one left to step in,” I whisper, casting a glance toward the backyard, where the kids are playing. “You’re the only person any of them can count on. If you left, you’d destroy them.”


  “So?” Caitlin says. “Maybe I’m tired of being the girl people can count on.”


  I shake my head, a scowl clawing into my face as my skull starts to pound all over again. “You’d break their hearts. Maybe forever. Can you really fucking live with that?”


  Caitlin smiles, a slow, trembling smile that tells me I’ve walked into a trap. “You should see the look on your face. You really look like a guy who doesn’t give a shit about those kids.”


  I squeeze my eyes shut and drive a hand through my hair, cussing beneath my breath.


  “You love them,” Caitlin says, hope thick in her voice. “And I love them, and I love you, and I know we can be good together. We could…we could even be family.” Her hands come to my chest, her fingers fisting in my gray tee shirt. It’s the same one I was wearing when I asked her to come play with me, back when I was still dumb enough to believe this thing with Caitlin could remain a casual, summer fling. “Stay with me, Gabe. Don’t run. Stay. Please.”


  I open my eyes. Her face is so close, and I want to kiss her so badly I can taste the sweetness I know I’ll find in her mouth, but I can’t. I can’t kiss her, I can’t keep loving her, I can’t stay here or I’m going to ruin everything.


  If I stay, I’ll carry her upstairs and make love to her. I’ll hold her close after, and confess it all, and she’ll still want me to stay because she is kind and generous and strong, but it will destroy her. I will destroy her, and I can’t have that on my conscience. I have no illusions about going to heaven—I don’t even know if I believe in it anymore—but I want to go out clean, without emotional blood on my hands. I won’t give Caitlin and the kids a front row seat to more pointless suffering. They’ve been through enough. I have to finish this, or I will never forgive myself.


  “Sometimes love isn’t enough,” I say roughly. I cover her fists with my fingers and force her hands away. “I like you, and I love fucking you, but you are not what I want, Caitlin. I don’t want this.”


  “You’re a liar,” she says, but there is doubt in her voice and fresh tears stream down her cheeks.


  “I am a liar, and a thief, and a sociopath,” I say. “And I don’t plan to change. Is that really who you want helping you raise the kids?”


  “Yes, because you’re also a good man,” she says, with a ferocity that surprises me. “And because I’m all of those things, too.”


  “Only because I’ve messed you up,” I say. “You’ll be better off when I’m gone.”


  “No, I won’t.” She shakes her head hard enough to send her hair flying around her shoulders. “I don’t want to go back to who I was before. I don’t care if the old Caitlin was a better version of me; I want to be the person I am with you. I want to feel this alive and happy and whole. I won’t go back, even if you walk out that door right now.”


  “But please…please stay.” Her forehead wrinkles and her tear-filled eyes squeeze shut and I can feel her pain like it’s my own, because it is.


  She isn’t the only one who feels like a piece of her body is being ripped away. She’s a part of me now, the best part, and for the first time in my life I don’t feel alone. And she feels the same, I can see it in her eyes, feel it vibrating in the air around us. I’ve met my perfect match, and we’re in love.


  The irony that it happened now is enough to crush my heart to bloody pieces.


  “I can’t.” I choke out as I turn toward the door.


  “You won’t,” she counters with a sob.


  “Same difference,” I say, hand closing around the door handle. “I’m leaving town soon. I don’t want to see you again. Don’t come by my house, don’t call, don’t contact me, or my family, unless you have a question for my father about your case.”


  She draws in a shuddering breath, but before she can say another word, I push through the door into the summer heat. It’s only then—as I’m rushing across the patchy lawn with the sun beating down hard enough to make beads of sweat pop on my upper lip—that I realize the air conditioning had been on inside the house.


  I’ve been telling her to turn it on for weeks, promising it was safe to let down her guard, to stop hoarding every cent, and spend some money on things that will make her and the kids more comfortable.


  It seems she finally took my advice, just in time for me to prove she should never have listened to a bastard like me.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Caitlin


  If it's drowning you’re after, don’t torment yourself with shallow water. –Irish Proverb


  


  I don’t know how long I sit on the couch and cry after he leaves. It seems like hours, and only a few moments, all at the same time. The pain is so intense it feels like it’s been eating away at me forever, and so sharp it’s as if the knife is just sliding in—fresh and agonizing.


  I cry and cry, but it doesn’t make the hurt go away. It doesn’t even take the edge off. I know I’m wasting time and energy, but I can’t stop. I am broken, and thanks to Gabe I don’t know how to put myself back together again. The old Caitlin would have already swallowed all these feelings and started throwing something together for dinner—since hamburger night has clearly fallen through. Old Caitlin would have put inconvenient emotions aside for later, put her chin up, and soldiered on.


  No, old Caitlin would never have had these emotions in the first place. She didn’t let down her guard; she didn’t invite strangers in. She didn’t know what it was like to hold Gabe’s hand, to laugh with him over a dozen private jokes, to look into his eyes while he moved above her and see the pleasure-pain in his expression as they made love.


  Pleasure, because every time Gabe and I touch it is magic; pain because it’s almost too beautiful, too perfect, too close. When Gabe and I make love, I know he can see into every corner of my heart, every dark hollow in my soul. He takes me all in, every twisted piece, and reflects an image so beautiful, I had started to believe his reflection was the true one. I had started to believe I was lovable, and that Gabe was going to change his mind and stay with me, no matter what kind of plans he’d made, no matter how stubborn he is once he has set his mind on something.


  Deep down, I’d thought I was enough to hold him, and be everything he’d ever need.


  I still can’t believe I was so wrong. I saw the way Gabe looked at me; I felt the reverence in his touch. He never touched me like something he planned to throw away. He touched me like what we had was sacred. I know he’s an amazing liar, but I didn’t think even he was this good, so good I’d have no clue he was checking out until the rug was yanked out from beneath me and I was already flying through the air.


  Guess that’s what happens when you fall in love with a sociopath, I think, but that word doesn’t sit any better in my head than it did in my heart when Gabe used it as an excuse to walk away.


  Gabe might be a sociopath; I might be a sociopath—I probably am, it would go a long way to explaining why I don’t feel bad about any of the things Gabe and I have done—but that doesn’t mean we don’t have a code. There are certain things I would never do. I would never abandon my family, I would never hurt an innocent, and I would never kick someone while they were down.


  Aside from the conversation we had when I drew the line at robbery, forbidding other criminal activity, Gabe and I never sat down to talk about morals or ethics, but I felt in my gut that we saw things the same way. Gabe is blunt, but he’s never cruel. He’s self-interested, but never selfish—quite the opposite in fact. I know he would have given me every dime in his trust fund if I’d asked for it. He’s changeable, but his promises mean something. He doesn’t give his word or strike a deal unless he intends to follow through.


  “So why is he backing out now?” I whisper, my voice thick from crying.


  I stand, suddenly full of restless energy, and move into the kitchen. I grab a tissue and blow my nose, mop up my face, and think about the question.


  Why is he backing out now? Something must have changed…but what?


  It’s not the kids; that smelled like a lie from beginning to end. It’s not because we’re falling in love. We’ve been falling in love for weeks. If he was going to run because he was getting too close, my gut says he would have run the night he found out he was my first. But he didn’t run; he stayed and made love to me again, and slept over, and continued to sleep over almost every night since.


  We’ve had innocent fun on the weekends with the kids, and wicked fun late at night, just the two of us—planning jobs, pulling them off, and coming home to celebrate naked in my bed. The only thing we’ve ever fought about is whether or not to waste money turning on the air conditioning, and that’s no reason to break up, especially not considering I finally turned the fucking thing on last night.


  I pace back and forth in the kitchen, running through every moment of the six weeks we spent together, but out of all the memories we’ve made, the only moment that sets my radar to blipping is last night.


  Last night, when Gabe was acting so strangely. Last night, when he was dizzy, and would have been caught if I hadn’t been there to help him.


  Could that be it? Is he afraid we’re going to get caught? If that’s it, a part of me insists this rift will be easy to fix. We can simply stop pulling jobs and be a normal couple—problem solved.


  But I know it’s not that easy. The jobs are as much a part of me and Gabe as the jokes and the family burger nights and the way we make love like we were made to give each other pleasure. The rush I feel when I’m in my blacks and Gabe and I are whispering through our last minute checklist is as sweet as the kisses after. I love everything that makes us us, and that includes giving the horrible people we’ve robbed a little of what they deserve. Giving up pulling jobs together would be like giving up making love. Our relationship would suffer, wither, and eventually become something less than it was before.


  Maybe Gabe has already figured that out. Maybe he’s realized that the rush is an integral part of who we are as a couple, but that there’s no way to keep doing what we do without eventually getting caught. Maybe he’s finally realized what I’ve known since the beginning—that he might not always be able to protect me, no matter how honest his intentions.


  And maybe that’s why he’s doing this. He’s calling things off before I get caught or hurt, and the kids suffer the consequences. That would make sense with the Gabe I know, the one who’s come to care about my brothers and Emmie, and who realizes I’m the only thing standing between them and a hard life none of them deserve.


  “But it’s my choice,” I say, dampening the edge of a dishtowel, and using it to wipe my sticky, tear-streaked face.


  It is my choice, and my life, and I should be the one who gets to decide whether the risk is worth the reward. And Gabe should know better than to think I’m going to let him make my decisions for me. The only time he calls the shots is in the bedroom, and that’s not even completely accurate. He takes the lead when we’re naked because I allow him to take the lead. I’m still in control, and we’re still a team, even when I’m following his directions and making myself vulnerable to him.


  And if I’m right and Gabe is really sacrificing everything we have because he’s decided this isn’t good for me, then this conversation isn’t over. I’ll fight for him the same way I fight for the kids, because he is precious and irreplaceable and I can’t bear the thought of never seeing his face again.


  The frightened, helpless feeling that turned my stomach to acid when Gabe walked out the door subsides, replaced by resolve to keep fighting until I get through to the pig-headed man I love. With a final sniff, I grab a pitcher of lemonade from the fridge and cups from the cupboard and head out into the backyard.


  Outside, the sun is lower in the sky than I expect it to be and the kids are unusually subdued. Sean is still half-heartedly kicking the soccer ball around the perimeter of the fence, but Danny and Ray are lying on a blanket in the shade reading comic books, with Emmie asleep next to them, her flushed cheek resting on Danny’s leg and her thumb popped between her lips.


  I set the lemonade on the picnic table and perch on the edge of the seat, grateful for the shade and the breeze that drifts through the backyard, cooling my flushed skin in a way even the air conditioning in the house couldn’t seem to manage.


  “Hey,” I say softly to Ray and Danny, not wanting to wake Emmie. “How do you guys feel about chicken tonight? We could go into town and hit Charlie’s, get a bucket of chicken and some rolls, and eat it in the park.”


  Ray looks up from his comic book, brows furrowed. “What about burger night?”


  “Burger night’s cancelled,” Danny says bitterly, not lifting his eyes from the page he’s on. “Gabe bailed.”


  “Gabe didn’t bail,” I lie. “He’s just…sorting through some things. I’m going to go talk to him tomorrow before I go into work.”


  “So we can have burger night some other night?” Ray asks.


  “Sure. You guys want some lemonade? It’s nice and cool.”


  Danny grunts. “Screw lemonade. And screw burger night.”


  “Language, Danny,” I say, but I’m too tired to muster up a threatening tone.


  “Gabe isn’t coming back,” Danny says, snapping his comic book closed. “I saw the look on his face. He’s done with us.”


  “If he’s done with anyone, it’s me,” I say. “This has nothing to do with you. Gabe cares about all of you. So much.”


  “If he cares so much, why did he dump you?” Danny asks.


  I frown. “Who says he dumped me?”


  Danny looks up at the leaves swaying overhead, lips tight around the edges. “The phone rang about an hour ago. It keep ringing and ringing, so I went in to answer it. I thought you’d gone out front or something, but you were on the couch crying.”


  “Oh,” I say, sighing. “I’m sorry.”


  “You were so out of it you didn’t even hear the phone,” Danny says flatly, in that voice that I know means something has scared him and he’s trying hard not to show it. “I asked you if you were okay, but you didn’t hear me, either. So I just grabbed the comic books and came back outside.”


  “I’m sorry,” I say again. “I was upset.” I take a deep breath. “But I’m better now, and I think Gabe and I can sort this out.”


  Danny finally looks away from the leaves. “It’s just weird,” he says, the hurt in his eyes making my stomach ache. “I mean…everything seemed fine.”


  “I know,” I agree, mouth pulling to one side as I fight a wave of emotion. “I know it did.”


  “I hate surprises,” Ray says in a soft voice. “That’s why I like books. Even if things are bad for a long time, the good guys always win in the end.”


  “Not in all books,” I say. “Literary fiction usually ends pretty badly.”


  Ray shrugs. “That’s why I’m not going to read those. I like books I can trust.”


  I smile. “I like those, too.”


  Danny sighs. “I’d rather play video games. Is it cool if I go in?”


  “Yeah. Let me help you with Emmie.” I slip off the bench onto the blanket, gently holding Emmie while Danny shifts his leg free, before easing her back onto the blanket. She whimpers in her sleep, but doesn’t wake up, so I settle down beside her, knowing nothing will help ease the ache in my chest like watching Emmie sleep.


  “Don’t get in too deep with anything,” I warn Danny as he stands. “I’m going to bring everyone in to get cleaned up to go out to dinner in thirty minutes. I’ll call the house phone from my cell and let it ring once so you’ll know to turn off the blood and guts.”


  Danny nods, and starts to go before stopping and turning back. “That reminds me, the phone call earlier was weird.”


  “How so?” I swipe a stray curl from Emmie’s forehead.


  “It was some guy. He asked if you were home, and I said yeah, did he want to talk to you, but then he just hung up.”


  I look back at him, brows drawing together. “He didn’t give his name?”


  Danny shakes his head. “No, he just hung up.”


  I hum, wondering who in the world would be calling for me. Gabe and Isaac are the only boys who ever call and Isaac is mad at me, and Gabe told me he was never going to contact me again.


  “But it sounded like somebody I know,” Danny adds. “The voice was familiar.”


  “One of Dad’s friends, maybe?” I ask. “The ones that used to come over before he moved in with Veronica?”


  Danny shrugs. “I don’t know. But it was weird. I’m not answering the phone anymore. I’m going to let it fucking ring until someone else gets it.”


  “Language,” I say automatically, but as Danny rolls his eyes and heads inside, my mind is still on the phone call.


  I guess it could be someone from work, but Harry and Carlos are the only men at the diner and neither of them would call and not leave their names. Some of the guys at the movie theater, however, are perpetually stoned, even when they’re running the popcorn machine. They might have called to see if I could cover a shift, forgetting that I quit my job at the theater until after they had Danny on the phone.


  But what if it’s someone else…maybe even a mark who has figured out I was on their property? It’s a long shot—Gabe and I were always so careful—but even a chance one of the monsters we’ve targeted called my house is enough.


  I decide to invest in a security system tomorrow morning, and put the phone call momentarily out of mind.


  I take the kids out to eat and play at the park, then herd everyone home and get them bathed and in P.J.s and in bed by ten. Then, I spend two hours on our ancient computer researching sociopaths, and decide the term doesn’t apply to either Gabe or me. Gabe never tried to manipulate me or turn me into a victim. Gabe never took pleasure in hurting me. Even today, when he was trying to be so hard, I could tell it was killing him to say the things he did.


  I decide that, whatever Gabe and I are, it’s something gentler than a sociopath. Or that sociopathic tendencies must cover a wide spectrum. Maybe being a sociopath is less like a skyscraper hotel with cookie-cutter rooms, and more like a lake surrounded by individual cabins, each one with its own unique characteristics, but very similar views.


  I’m not sure what to think, but I feel more informed, and less alone. The fact that I’m comforted that there are thousands of people in the world like me and Gabe—high functioning, intelligent people who enjoy breaking society’s rules, and rarely feel guilty about it—is probably confirmation that I’m somewhere on the sociopath spectrum, but by the time I snap the laptop closed, I’m too sleepy to care.


  I trudge upstairs to the bathroom, wash my face, and brush my teeth. I change into the sleep shirt I hung on the back of the door this morning—the pink one Gabe hates—and head toward bed, exhaustion tugging at the backs of my eyes. I’m still torn up about what happened today, but I’m also hopeful that I’ll be able to get through to Gabe tomorrow. As far as I’m concerned, morning can’t come soon enough.


  I open my door, so focused on getting my head on the pillow that I don’t see the shadow standing in the corner of the darkened room until he’s almost on top of me.


  I freeze, lifting my hands to defend myself even as I open my mouth to scream, but then there is an explosion of pain and a flash of light behind my left eye. The world goes fuzzy around the edges, my knees turn to jelly, and I slide to the ground with a whimper, holding on to consciousness just long enough to hear Ned Pitt’s nasal voice whisper—


  “You’ve been a bad girl, Miss Cooney.”


  And then I black out, terror following me into the dark.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Gabe


  The course of true love never did run smooth. -Shakespeare


  


  I can’t sleep. I lie in bed for hours, but I can’t sleep and I can’t quit thinking about her.


  It’s all I’ve done all day. I keep seeing her face in that moment before I bolted, with her cheeks flushed and wet with tears, and the shattered look in her eyes. I keep hearing the way her voice cracked when she told me she loved me, feeling the hairline fractures in my heart getting wider and wider.


  She loves me; I love her.


  She needs me; I need her.


  All the other truths keep swirling around in my head, insisting they’re relevant, but in the end it comes back to loving and needing and wondering why doing the right thing feels so wrong. I tell myself that this hurt now will spare her bigger hurt later, but as I lie in the darkness, watching my ceiling fan spin in circles, a voice deep inside insists I haven’t given Caitlin the credit she deserves.


  Life has knocked her down again and again, but she keeps getting back up. Her dad is a waste, but Caitlin never let that be an excuse to give up on making her life better. Her mom abandoned the family when Caitlin was twelve, and Caitlin stepped up and helped her older sister take care of the younger kids. Her sister left when Caitlin was seventeen, and Caitlin stood strong and stubbornly refused to let her family fall apart.


  A month ago, I would have said she sacrificed herself for the kids, but now I know that’s not accurate. Caitlin is a good person, but she doesn’t do anything she doesn’t want to do. She did what she did because, at the end of the day, the people she loves mean more to her than anything else in the world. Those kids are her biggest source of pride, their happiness the soul food that keeps her going. Her love isn’t a stone tied around her neck; it’s the source of her impressive strength.


  She is tougher than anyone in her life gives her credit for—even me.


  Chances are she’s tough enough to hear my truth, and to walk the last steps along the road with me. In my heart, I know she’d want to do it. She’d want to know that I wasn’t alone, that the most important person in my life was with me. And she has to know that person is her, that she is…everything.


  I was certain she did, but that was before I took a chainsaw to her heart earlier today.


  I squeeze my eyes closed and curse beneath my breath.


  Have I fucked things up again? Have I made everything worse, when all I was trying to do was make the kindest choice possible?


  I wish I had parents like the ones on the television shows I loved as a kid. I wish I had someone I could trust to give me good advice. But Aaron and Deborah have never been my kind of people. We might as well be from two different planets, as was evidenced when I got back from Caitlin’s house late this afternoon and confessed to my parents that my symptoms were getting worse.


  My mom spent approximately two minutes sniffling before heading into her office to arrange for plane flights and reservations for the hospice I picked out when I decided not to go through with the surgery. I sat in silence with my dad, listening to my mother’s voice drift into the sitting room until I heard her place a call to her interior decorator, to discuss having my room packed up and remodeled.


  Not quite ready to contemplate every trace of my existence being wiped away, I left. My father, who I know will never forgive me for “giving up,” didn’t even say goodbye.


  I know they love me. I know they aren’t as cold as they appear—this is just how they deal with their feelings of powerlessness and grief—but I don’t want my mother’s or father’s eyes to be the last thing I see. I want to be looking into Caitlin’s green eyes, the only eyes that have ever seen every secret part of me, the eyes of the only person who has ever made me feel normal, whole, and completely loved.


  I turn things over and over and still can’t decide what the right answer is, but I know I can’t stay in bed a second longer. I shove off the sheets and swing my legs down to the floor, ignoring the faint aching in my skull. The pain has remained under control since I took a pill after getting back from Caitlin’s, and I haven’t had another dizzy spell since right after dinner. I should be okay to drive, and even if I weren’t, I’d still go. I suddenly need to get out of the house. I have to go somewhere, even if I’m not sure where I’m headed.


  Or so I tell myself.


  I tell myself I’m just going for a drive, but I’m not surprised when I find myself steering the Beamer toward Caitlin’s. It’s after midnight and I doubt she’s awake—and I’m not ready to go back on my decision to end it—but looking at the darkened house and knowing she’s inside will be more comforting than any other view in Giffney.


  I turn off the headlights before I pull onto her street, not wanting her to see them sweep across the curtains if she’s still awake. I let the car idle almost noiselessly halfway around the cul-de-sac before I roll down my window, shove the car into park, and cut the engine.


  Seconds later, the car parked in front of me—a dark sedan with a dent on one side of the roof—roars to life. The driver swerves away from the curb, tires squealing as he pulls away and guns it toward the stop sign at the end of the road. I flick on my lights, figuring the psycho must be smashed, and I should get his plate in case he hits someone, when I see a piece of threadbare fabric peeking out of the sedan’s trunk.


  The fabric is bright pink, a garish color that’s horribly familiar.


  It’s the same color as the fat cat tee shirt Caitlin loves to wear to bed. The shirt is three sizes too big, and so thin from washing that it’s transparent. Normally I would approve, but the obese cat sprawled across the front of the shirt, scratching his balls, negates any sex appeal.


  I see the flash of fabric, and immediately, in my mind, Caitlin is in that trunk. Caitlin is being kidnapped by a man in a dark blue sedan driving like a maniac.


  A man I might lose if I don’t follow him. Right. Fucking. Now.


  I twist the key and slam the Beamer into drive, shooting off after the sedan, catching sight of him as he pulls right onto Newberry, headed away from downtown. I stop at the stop sign, cursing the white minivan that shoots past, coming between me and the sedan. As soon as the van is clear, I turn, fingers squeezing the steering wheel as my heart pounds and my mouth goes dry with fear. I weave over the center line, keeping the car, and that scrap of pink fabric, in my sight.


  A voice in my head says I’m being crazy, but I can’t shake the feeling that Caitlin’s in trouble. I can’t see much more than an outline of the driver’s head, but it’s obviously a man driving the car. And why the fuck would a man have pink fabric, the exact horrible shade as Caitlin’s tee shirt, in his trunk?


  He’s got a daughter who plays soccer, and she left her jersey in the trunk. He’s got a wife who boxed up a load of clothes to take to the Salvation Army and he hasn’t gotten around to dropping them off yet.


  There are lots of reasons. But none of them explain why this strange car was parked outside of Caitlin’s house in the middle of the night, and is driving like a bat out of hell.


  I back off the minivan’s ass, easing off the pedal until I’m a respectable two car lengths away, and slip in my Bluetooth earpiece. I voice dial Caitlin’s landline, but keep my eyes on the sedan. The driver has slowed and is keeping the car between the lines, but he’s still going at least ten miles over the limit.


  Why is he in such a hurry? There is hardly anyone on the road this time of night, and Giffney isn’t that big. He’s going to get where he’s going soon enough sticking to forty miles per hour.


  The phone rings and rings, until finally I’m sent to the answering machine.


  “This is Gabe,” I say. “Caitlin, I need you to call me back. Right away.”


  I end the call and redial immediately. The phone rings, and the answering machine picks up, but just as I’m leaving another message for Caitlin, Danny picks up the phone.


  “What the fuck,” he says, his voice slurred with sleep. “It’s the middle of the fucking night, asshole. Haven’t you made my sister cry enough for one day?”


  Something inside me cringes thinking about Caitlin crying, but there’s no time to apologize. “Danny, listen to me. I need you to go upstairs and get your sister.”


  “Fuck you,” he says.


  “Danny, please,” I insist, panic that he might hang up straining my voice. “Please, just…go make sure she’s up there. You don’t have to wake her. Just make sure she’s safe, and come back and let me know.”


  Danny mumbles something I can’t understand, but I’m assuming is more profanity.


  “Please, Danny,” I beg, fist tightening around the wheel as I make a sharp left turn onto county road 50, following the sedan as he takes the back roads out of town. “I’m worried about her. I’ll drop a hundred dollar bill in the mailbox for you tomorrow, if you’ll just let me know she’s upstairs sleeping.”


  “Keep your money,” he snaps.


  There’s a sharp clacking sound, loud enough to make me wince, but the line doesn’t go dead. I strain to hear what’s going on and imagine I can make out Danny’s footsteps thudding up the stairs. A minute passes—a minute that I know is a minute, not an eternity, because I can see the clock on my console holding steady at 12:21—and then I definitely hear footsteps on the stairs.


  The steps are faster, louder, giving me a clue that Caitlin isn’t safe in her bed, even before a breathless Danny picks up the phone.


  “She’s not there,” he pants, not sounding so tough anymore. He sounds as scared as I feel, and so young I feel like shit for not being able to protect him from whatever has happened. “She’s not in bed and the lamp near the window is knocked over. The bulb is shattered all over the floor.”


  I curse, fingers tightening on the wheel, barely resisting the urge to slam the gas pedal closer to the floor and shorten the distance between me and the sedan. But if this guy has Caitlin, he’s going to be on the lookout for someone following him. I don’t want to get into a high speed chase with the girl I love knocking around in the trunk. She could already be hurt. I need to keep my thoughts clear, and my head on straight, and do whatever it takes to make sure I get her back in one piece.


  And make sure I have the chance to tear the man who took her into strips of bleeding, aching, dying flesh for daring to touch her. I’ll kill him if he’s hurt her.


  I may kill him anyway.


  “I’m going to call 911,” Danny says, pulling my thoughts back to the boy on the other end of the line.


  “No, wait,” I say, though a part of me insists it’s a good idea.


  But I don’t know who has Caitlin, or what he might know about our extracurricular activities. There’s a chance that her kidnapping is unrelated to the things we’ve been doing, but I can’t know that for sure, and until I do, I can’t put her future at risk. I don’t want the cops called in until I’m sure I can’t handle this myself.


  “Wait until I get a better idea of where this guy is going,” I say. “I’m following the man who took her.”


  “What?” Danny says. “How?”


  “I pulled up outside your house as the man was pulling away. I saw part of Caitlin’s pink tee shirt sticking out of the trunk.”


  Danny curses. “What are you going to do? You have to get her back, Gabe.”


  “I’m going to get her back,” I promise. “Hang tight by the phone. If I need you to call the police, I’ll call. If you don’t hear from me in twenty minutes, get one of the cell phones from Caitlin’s bedside table. Call 911 from the cell, and leave an anonymous tip that you saw a blue sedan headed east on route 50. Tell them you heard a girl screaming inside the trunk. Don’t tell them who you are.”


  “Can you hear her screaming?” Danny asks, his voice shaking.


  “No, I can’t,” I say softly. “I’m going to drive now, Danny. Hang in there, don’t tell any of the other kids, and don’t give your name to the police. I’m going to bring Caitlin home, or die trying.”


  “Okay,” Danny says. A moment later the line goes dead, seconds before the sedan takes a sharp turn to the left, headed down a gravel road.


  I fight the urge to brake, keeping the Beamer headed straight on 50 even though my heart surges up into my throat as I watch the car with Caitlin in it rush away to the north. That last turn was too sudden, even for a crap driver like this guy. He must suspect I’m following him. I have to keep going until the next bend, then turn around and retrace my route with the headlights off and put him off his guard. I should be able to figure out where he went. It hasn’t rained in weeks. The gravel is dry and will hang in the air after being disturbed. All I’ll have to do is hang back and follow the trail.


  Around the next turn, I veer onto the shoulder and spin in a tight circle, flipping my lights off as I start back the way I came. It’s dark as the bottom level of hell out here in the country, away from the lights of town and the streetlights of the suburbs. But there’s a half moon in the sky, giving off enough light that I’m able to keep the car on the right side of the road. I spot the turn onto the gravel road—Ellery Avenue—and turn right.


  My heart is still beating so fast and hard it feels like someone is punching me in the throat with every throb of my pulse, but the knowledge that I’m back on the fucker’s trail is comforting. So is the haze of dust hanging in the air above the road. I’m starting to think this is going to work, and I’ll be able to tail the guy to wherever he’s taking Caitlin without being observed, when a lightning bolt of pain zigzags through my skull.


  It starts in my neck and rips through the center of my head to explode behind my right eye. I see dying stars—flashes of orange and deep red that morph into patches of blinding white light—and the world does a three sixty.


  I cry out and slam on the brakes.


  Or, I think I do. I tell my foot to push down, but I’m not sure if it obeys. I’m not sure where I am, who I am. All I know is that I’m blind and the world is spinning. Up is down, right is left, I can’t see and I can’t nail down my position in space. And then, like a light switched off, everything goes black, and I am alone with the pain that roars inside me like a monster hungry for blood.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Caitlin


  It is not a secret if it is known by three people. –Irish proverb


  


  Dust. Old Clothes. Mold. Something bitter and metallic, with an overtone of rot.


  The smells are the first thing I’m aware of. They are awful smells, smells that remind me of somewhere I’ve been before. I can’t remember the place, but I know it’s nowhere I want to be again. I know, even before my eyes creak open to see the dusty floor of Pitt’s attic forming my horizon line, and a single, bare, orange bulb dangling from the ceiling like a sickly little sun.


  I blink, my lashes catching on the mattress beneath my cheek.


  The mattress. I’m lying on the mattress Pitt’s mother slept on, wept on, died on.


  My entire body convulses. I roll onto the floor with a spasm of arms and legs and a frantic clutching of my stomach. I roll and keep rolling until something catches hard around my ankle, bruising the bone, and I can’t roll any further. I sit up, sobs catching in my throat as I reach for my leg. The world blurs as I move and a dull, throbbing pain starts at my left temple, near the place where Pitt must have hit me to knock me out.


  Knocked me out and brought me back to his attic, where God only knows what he plans to do to me. And there will be no one to stop him, no one riding to the rescue. No one will ever think to look for me here except Gabe, and Gabe is gone.


  I have to get out; I have to fucking get out.


  I find the source of the pain around my ankle. A handcuff circles my leg just above my anklebone. The other half of the cuff is attached to a length of heavy chain tied around one of the support beams not far from the mattress. I pick up the chain and track my way down it with trembling fingers, but every link is strong and there’s no way I’m going to be able to knock over the thick, wooden support beam without a sledgehammer.


  I’m caught. Trapped. There’s no way out.


  The truth is still settling in—hands wrapping around my throat, promising to choke the life out of me—when the trap door on the far right of the attic opens and the collapsible stairs descend. A shaft of brighter light pierces the orange gloom, casting a jagged, sharp-edged square of white on the wall.


  I back away, arms trembling at my sides, getting as close to the window as I can. But I’m still two feet from the sill, far enough that no one looking in would see me, and I know this house is so deep in the middle of nowhere there will be no one to hear me scream.


  Still, I have to grip my throat with one hand to hold back a panicked whimper as Pitt appears at the top of the stairs and steps into the attic. He’s wearing all black—black jeans, black tee shirt, and a black sock cap that covers his thinning blond hair—and I’m possessed by the nasty feeling that the tables have been turned, and I don’t like it.


  Not one little bit.


  “You’re awake,” he says, his tiny, pink-rimmed blue eyes looking even smaller with the bulb overhead casting dark shadows above his cheekbones. “I was worried. You barely moved the entire time I was carrying you.”


  I don’t say a word. I watch him, fighting to keep the fear and panic from my face, resisting the urge to pull my pink sleep shirt lower around my thighs. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how terrified I am. Terrified—for myself, and for the kids, who are going to wake up tomorrow morning and be scared out of their minds when they realize I’m gone.


  “I’m not going to hurt you,” Pitt says, in that same smug, condescending voice he used when he talked about Danny’s behavior problems and lack of potential at all those stupid conferences.


  I can’t believe I sat across from him and talked about my brother like I was talking to a halfway reasonable person. I always knew Pitt was a jerk and a bully and probably had a penis the size of a shriveled gherkin—no man with even an average-sized dick would be so petty—but I’d never dreamt he was capable of breaking into someone’s house and kidnapping them. Even when I learned what he’d done to his mom, I hadn’t imagined he’d do the same thing to anyone else. I had assumed it was a twisted, mother-son thing that had played out its sad, miserable course, and been put to rest.


  Obviously, I was wrong, and I’m not near as smart as I think I am. If I were, Pitt would never have traced that blackmail note back to me.


  That has to be it. That has to be why I’m here. Somehow, he must have figured out that I wrote the note, no matter how careful I was to type the entire thing and print it out at the copy shop in town instead of using the printer at home.


  But how? How the hell did he—


  “Did you hear me?” Pitt breaks into my thoughts, making me flinch as he takes a sudden step closer.


  I try to take a mirror step back, forgetting I’m tethered, and nearly fall.


  “Careful.” Pitt chuckles. “You’re all arms and legs aren’t you? Like a little filly.”


  “You have to let me go,” I say, liking the affectionate note in his voice even less than the smug one. If Pitt thinks I’m going to play house with him, or touch him, or do anything else with him, he’s very fucking mistaken.


  I’ll chew my own leg off first.


  Pitt shakes his head, pulling his cap from his head as he turns to pace across the attic, closer to where I found the DVDs. The area that was once filled with boxes is now barren, proving Pitt has learned not to keep his goodies where someone sneaking in the window can find them.


  Not that he has any goodies left anymore.


  “No, Caitlin. I can’t let you go.” His voice is muffled now that his back is turned, but I can still hear him loud and clear. “You took something that belongs to me, and now you’re going to help get it back.”


  “How did you find out?” There’s no point in pretending I wasn’t the one who stole from him. He obviously knows. Now I want to know how. I want to know how Gabe and I screwed up, so we don’t do it again.


  Gabe is done with you, and you’re never leaving this room. Your days of breaking and entering and living to plan the next job are over.


  I clench my jaw, refusing to listen to the ominous voice in my head.


  “The dust.” Pitt points to the floorboards. “I was able to get two clear footprints, but they were so small…”


  He laughs as he turns back to me. “I thought it was a kid, one of my students. I was looking for your brother tonight, but then I saw those little black combat boots in your closet and the tread matched up just right…” He shakes his head. “I was surprised, Caitlin. I really was. You do such a good job of hiding what you are, coming off so sweet and honest and concerned about your brother.” He tips his chin down, casting his eyes in deeper shadow before he adds in an uglier voice, “but you’re just lying, thieving trash. Like the rest of your family.”


  “At least I’m not a murderer,” I say, voice shaking.


  Pitt smiles, a horrible smile that makes my belly churn as a tornado of acid sweeps across my stomach lining. “I spent over a month breaking in to little boys’ rooms because of you, Caitlin, and that really isn’t my thing. But I couldn’t let it go. You had to have known I would never let it go, not until I had them back with me. Where they belong.”


  “You’re not getting the DVDs back,” I say. “Not from me. I don’t know where they are. My partner hid them.”


  “A partner?” Pitt cocks his head, but I can’t tell if he’s really surprised.


  “Yeah, my partner,” I say. “He handles that kind of thing, and he’s going to be very fucking upset when he finds out I’m missing. It won’t take him long to figure out where I am. You should let me go.”


  “No,” Pitt says, but I hear a hint of doubt in his voice.


  “Just let me go,” I insist. “I won’t tell anyone what happened. Not even my partner. I’ll just go home and—”


  “You’re not going anywhere until I get what’s mine!”


  I cringe away from the fury in his voice, arms flinching up to cover my head before I can stop myself. I drop my hands back to my sides as quickly as I can, but I’m shaking all over and I know Pitt’s seen it, seen how scared I am.


  He sees it, and he likes it. I swear it’s like he grows three inches as he stands up straighter, spine stretching as he feeds on my fear.


  “If that’s true, then you’re right. Your partner will be able to figure out where you are…sooner or later,” Pitt says. “And when he does, I’ll be ready for him, and make sure he knows how very upset I am, and what it’s going to take to get you back.”


  A cold ball of fear knots in my chest, but I do my best to keep my expression neutral. Pitt can’t know the truth. If he figures out no one is coming for me, I’ll have no leverage at all.


  “He’s no dummy,” I say. “He’s not going to walk up to your front door and ring the bell. We broke into your house once without you knowing about it. He’ll be able to do it again. You have to sleep sometime…”


  I let my words trail off as I lift one shoulder. The unspoken threat hangs heavy in the air for a moment before Pitt grunts.


  “Then I’ll take the offensive.” He crosses to the left side of the room, reaching up to adjust something in the shadows near the rafters. I can’t see what it is, but his next words give me a pretty good idea.


  “You can give me your partner’s name and address, and I’ll send him a free preview,” he says, still tinkering in the shadows. “Everything’s ready to go. I installed the camera and the new recording system a few weeks ago so I’d be prepared…just in case.”


  “In case of what?” My throat threatens to close as a red light flashes on above Pitt’s head and I realize I’m being recorded.


  “Well,” Pitt says, voice pitched differently, lower and more confident, as if he’s aware of being on camera, too. “As soon as I realized the DVDs were missing, I knew that there was a chance they had been destroyed, or hidden somewhere I’d never be able to find them. I knew there was a chance they were gone forever, and I would need to find…a replacement.”


  I swallow, pulse fluttering wildly at my throat as Pitt walks toward me.


  “Well, not a replacement. No one can replace Mother,” he says, voice soft, chilling. “Nothing can ever take the place of the memories you stole from me, but new memories can be made.”


  Not new memories, new trophies.


  Gabe and I may, or may not, be sociopaths, but Pitt is a flat out psychopath, a monster with a taste for human suffering who looks like he’s on his way to being a serial killer.


  If I don’t find a way to escape, Pitt will kill me…eventually, of that there is no doubt in my mind. It will simply be a matter of how many days, or months, or years he’ll keep me captive, torturing me the way he did his mother, before he gets bored and decides it’s time to slip a lethal overdose into my food.


  The thought sends a wave of terror and rage sweeping through me so powerful my trembling becomes quaking. I grit my teeth and clench my hands into fists, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t quit shaking like it’s nine degrees in the attic instead of ninety.


  “Take off your shirt, Caitlin,” Pitt says, a gleam in his eye that is more predatory than sexual. But it doesn’t matter, because I’m not wearing anything but black bikini panties under my sleep shirt and I refuse to be all-but-naked in front of this man.


  “No,” I say, in a low, firm voice that sounds like I’m talking to a dog. I might as well be. Pitt’s worse than a dog, he’s an abomination, a freak of nature that should have been put down before he could grow fangs.


  “Take it off,” he repeats. “We earn our privileges here, and clothes are a privilege, not a necessity. Not in heat like this.”


  “No.” I edge toward the mattress, eyes darting back and forth, scanning the floor, looking for something to use as a weapon.


  “You’ll be more comfortable,” Pitt says in an upbeat voice. “And I bet your partner will enjoy seeing you naked. You’re fucking him, aren’t you?”


  I press my lips together, fighting a whimper as Pitt gets closer, so close he’ll be touching me soon if I don’t do something. Find something.


  My panicked gaze lands on the box of stuffed animals, but there’s nothing in the soggy cardboard filled with moldy toys that will do any damage. Pitt is only five six and on the slim side, but he was strong enough to carry me out of my house and up the stairs to the attic. I have to find something heavy or sharp or—


  The tea set.


  The porcelain tea set that made me want to cry last time I was in this attic is still there on the ground, laid out for a party. The cups and saucers are too small to do any damage, but the pot is grapefruit-sized, maybe big enough to knock Pitt out if I use enough force, and take him by surprise.


  I turn back to Pitt and reach for the bottom of my shirt. “Okay.” I edge along the end of the mattress, toward the tea set on the far side. “I’ll take it off, but I don’t want you to look. Turn your back.”


  Pitt stops, crossing his arms. “Why would I do that?”


  “Because you’re not interested in seeing me naked,” I say, praying I’m right. “I can tell it isn’t like that for you.”


  Pitt smiles, sending my heart diving into my stomach. “Oh, it is like that, Caitlin. It very much is, but you’re right, I’m not going to touch you.” He steps closer, showing no sign of stopping or turning his back.


  I shuffle another step closer to the tea set, holding Pitt’s gaze as I keep the teapot in my peripheral vision, forcing myself to wait to reach for it, knowing I’ll only have one chance.


  “But later, when I go back and watch the tape,” Pitt continues, his voice sludgy and slick, like slime oozing between my toes. “I’m going to get hard, and I’m going to take out my cock, and I’m going to jerk myself until I come all over the screen, all over your pretty face. I’ll do it again and again, as many times as I want, because you are mine now. And when I’m tired of this tape, we’ll make another, and another, until I have a new collection to fill the void left behind by what you stole from me.”


  I bite my lip, holding back a scream. I hold my terror in, allowing the tension and fear and panic to build inside, fueling my body, tightening my muscles, giving me strength.


  One shot, one shot, and I’m not going to screw it up, I’m not going to let Pitt’s prophecy come true, I’m not going to be his victim.


  “Now, take off your shirt.” Pitt steps closer, until I could brush his chest with my fingertips if I held out my arm. “Show me your tits.”


  I swallow, blood rushing in my ears, and then, with one swift movement, I rip my shirt over my head and throw it at his face. His hands come up a second too late to catch it and while he fumbles with the fabric, I whirl, snatching up the teapot and bringing it over my head.


  I don’t think about the fact that I’m basically naked, or that I’m inches shorter and smaller than Pitt, or that I’m shackled and he’s free. I come at him with all my rage and hatred and loathing, I come at him like I am the monster and he’s the bug I’m going to squash beneath my foot.


  I bring the pot down with every bit of strength in my body, a savage sound erupting from my lips as it shatters on his skull. The skin on his forehead bursts and blood rushes from the wound, but I don’t take time to appreciate the crimson running into his eyes. I’m already lifting my hands back into the air, threading my palms together into a single combined fist and bringing it back down on top of his head. I land two more blows—pounding his skull like I’m driving a fence post into the ground with my bare hands—before he lunges forward, tackling me, sending us both flying.


  My back hits the mattress and my breath rushes out. Before I can pull in another, Pitt’s hands are around my throat.


  He screams, howling into my face, blood dripping from the wound on his forehead to fall onto my cheeks, my lips, into my mouth as I gasp for air. I taste the salty filth of him and know I would be sick if I could pull in a breath. I bring my hands to his face, shoving at his nose and mouth, gouging at his eyes, but it’s like he can’t feel my fingers stabbing away at him. His grip only tightens, and soon the air around his face goes blurry and gray, then fuzzy and black, and then there are flashes of light bursting in front of my eyes and my hands begin to go numb.


  I flail my arms, but I’m not sure if I’m hitting him anymore. I’m not sure of anything except that I am dying, and Pitt is getting it all on tape.


  My head is pounding, but my heart is slowing. The frantic thrum in my chest stutters, skipping a beat, then two. I lose sensation in my limbs and my vision narrows to a pinprick of light at the center of a long tunnel of black. I’m seconds away from passing out—passing out and sleeping my way through the last few seconds of my life—when something hits Pitt, knocking him off my prone body, and air rushes into my lungs.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Caitlin


  May the devil make a ladder of your backbone and pluck apples in the garden of hell. –Irish curse


  


  My back arches and pain shoots through my nerve-endings as I suck in one greedy breath after another, agony slamming from my fingers to my toes, before rocketing back to my head, making me groan. My head feels like it’s going to explode. My eye sockets ache and my temples throb like someone took a hammer to my skull and my throat hurts so badly I can’t believe I can still draw in breath.


  But I can. I’m not dead. I’m alive. I’m alive and breathing, and slowly, the shadowed ceiling of the attic comes back into focus.


  The moment the agony becomes manageable, I sit up, shoving myself into a seated position with half-numb hands, and falling onto my hands and knees on the mattress.


  “Gabe.” I croak his name, tears springing to my eyes as my breath shudders in and out and relief floods through my chest.


  I don’t know how he knew, how he found me, but there he is, the man I love, pinning Pitt to the ground, wrapping his hands around the monster’s throat, showing Pitt what it feels like to be on the receiving end of a strangling. It’s bizarre to see Gabe not dressed in his blacks in a situation like this. His light blue polo and dark blue jeans seem too civilized for the setting, making the moment even more surreal.


  So surreal that Pitt is turning purple by the time I realize Gabe doesn’t intend to stop.


  He’s going to kill him. Gabe is going to kill Pitt. I know I should stop him, and we should go to the police, but a part of me doesn’t want to. A part of me is crouched on her haunches like an animal, howling for Gabe to finish this. She can’t wait to see Pitt dead, to dance around his body and celebrate the stilling of his evil, fucking heart.


  I would have let it happen, I know I would have, but just as Pitt is going still, Gabe cries out, hands flying to grip his head. He moans and sways, falling off of Pitt, hitting the floorboards with a thud that makes me flinch.


  I’m already on my way to him when Pitt sucks in a liquid breath and begins to choke.


  I freeze, gaze flicking from Gabe moaning on the floor, to Pitt choking right beside him. I have a split second to make my choice, and then I’m on top of Pitt, picking up where Gabe left off.


  I don’t know what’s happening to Gabe, but if Pitt gets up off the ground, we’re both screwed. I’m still chained to the wall. If Pitt recovers enough to get up and out of reach, I will have lost the upper hand and might never get another chance to save myself, to save the man I love.


  The man who calls my name as I straddle Pitt’s chest and lock my hands around the bastard’s throat, leaning forward until all of my body weight is bearing down on his windpipe, sealing it off. I hear the encouragement in Gabe’s voice, know he wants me to do this, to save myself, to save us, and I grit my teeth and hold on.


  Pitt thrashes beneath me, but not with near the strength he was thrashing when Gabe started this. He’s weak and that one gasp of air he managed to suck in isn’t going to hold him for long. He’s going to die. I’m going to kill him. I can feel the truth in the way my fingers crack as they dig into his flesh, see it in the way Pitt’s beady eyes bulge from his face, smell it in the tangy, sour smell of urine that soaks the front of Pitt’s pants, making me grateful I’m sitting on his chest.


  I don’t want any more of his piss or blood or spit or breath on me. I want this to end. Now. And then I want to set everything on fire and watch it burn.


  I grit my teeth, a sob catching in my chest as Pitt continues to wiggle beneath me for what feels like an eternity. His death stretches on forever and then…suddenly, it’s quiet. It’s quiet and still and I can feel the change in air pressure that is one less soul occupying this space, one less monster to hide in the shadows, looking for something beautiful to destroy.


  I don’t know if I’m a monster like him or something else, but I know that I’m so fucking glad it’s over.


  Slowly, with a concentrated effort, I unpeel my fingers from Pitt’s throat, one by one, staying perched on his body long enough to make certain he’s not coming back to life before I turn and half-fall to the ground beside Gabe. I’m crying, sobbing, tears streaming from my face, but not because of Pitt, at least not just because of that. It’s because of all of it, because it’s too much and I don’t know how to hold everything that’s happened in the past few minutes in my head. I just know I need to get to Gabe, to make sure he’s okay. If he’s okay, everything will be okay.


  “Gabe? Are you all right? What’s wrong?” I reach out, barely able to touch his furrowed brow with my fingers. My chain is too short to let me cradle his head in my arms, but I pet his hair with a trembling hand, praying for him to open his eyes.


  “Gabe, please,” I rasp, emotion and the bruises on my throat making my voice thin. “I can’t finish this without you. Please, open your eyes. Please, come back to me.”


  “I love you,” he says, the words thick and slurred, but so beautiful they make me cry harder.


  “I love you, too,” I sob. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?”


  “I’ll be okay in a minute,” he says, sounding steadier, though he doesn’t open his eyes. “They’re coming in waves. I have…time between. Sometimes hours.”


  “What’s coming in waves?” I ask, a horrible knot of fear forming in my stomach.


  “I have…” He sighs and finally his eyes open, his stunning eyes that are full of love and pain and relief. “I’m feeling better. He’s dead?”


  I nod, not trusting myself to say the words out loud. I’m holding together so far, but eventually the knowledge that I’ve killed a man is going to penetrate and I’m going to be devastated.


  Or not, which would be devastating in its own way.


  Gabe blinks, but doesn’t seem surprised, or displeased. “Then we should start…taking care of things. We might not have much time.”


  I shake my head. “Tell me what’s wrong. Are you sick? Is that why you couldn’t run the other night? Is that why you’re trying to leave me?”


  “I can’t leave you,” Gabe says. “I didn’t last a day. I missed you so much I drove by to sit out on the street and watch the house. I would have ended up in your bedroom, begging for forgiveness, if I hadn’t seen Pitt’s car pull away.”


  So that’s how he found me. My shoulders sag. I’m relieved that I’m safe, relieved that I’m not crazy, and that Gabe does care about me as much as I care about him. The relief lasts only a few seconds, however, before Gabe says—


  “I told Danny to call the police if he didn’t hear back from me in twenty minutes. I blacked out on the way here and when I came to, my cell wasn’t getting service. I was going to turn around and drive closer to town to call him, but then I saw the railroad trestle. I realized Pitt must have you, and had to get to you. I couldn’t think of anything else.”


  He lifts a hand, cradling my head. “I’m so glad I got here in time. I’m so glad you finished it. You did the right thing.”


  I take a shaky breath, love and fear and adrenaline mixing inside me until it feels like my heart is going to burst through my chest. “Why don’t you go downstairs and call Danny, tell him not to call the police. I’ll check Pitt’s pockets to see if I can find a key to the cuffs.”


  Gabe pushes into a seated position, holding his head in a careful way that makes me think it must still be hurting. “No. They might get the phone records. It wouldn’t look good for Pitt’s last call to be made to your house.”


  “Okay, then we’ll just have to hurry.” I turn back to Pitt’s body, clenching my teeth against the bile that rises in my throat as I force my hand into his urine-soaked pants pocket, searching for the key to the cuffs. I find it in his back pocket a moment later and glance back to tell Gabe, but he’s already across the room at the attic stairs.


  “I’m going to find bleach and something for you to wear. We’ll have to burn your tee shirt along with the rest of it. It got blood on it while you were fighting Pitt.”


  I glance down, blinking in surprise. “I forgot I was naked.”


  “You’re probably in shock,” Gabe says. “Just get yourself free and wait here. I’ll be right back.”


  “Look for a recording device while you’re down there,” I say, already reaching down to unlock my bruised ankle. “Pitt was recording everything the past twenty minutes or so. I’m not sure what I said, but it was probably incriminating. We have to destroy it. And probably his hard drive while we’re at it.”


  Gabe nods. “All right. Hang tight.”


  I unlock my ankle as Gabe thumps down the stairs and spring to my feet, making use of my newfound freedom to pad across the attic and rip the camera from its place in the rafters. I smash it to pieces on the floor, slamming it into the boards until it shatters to bits, shocked to discover how okay I am with being naked right now. I don’t feel vulnerable the way I did when Pitt was ordering me to strip. I feel powerful, primal, ready to tear my enemy to pieces, bury the bones, and put this night behind me.


  Maybe Gabe is right, and I am in shock, maybe not, I only know that when Gabe returns, and we start cleaning up the blood and mess, my hands get steadier. I don’t tremble as I throw on a plain white tee shirt and a pair of men’s khaki shorts, rolling the waistband over until the fabric is tight enough to stay on my hips. I move calmly from one task to another, and in ten minutes Gabe and I have everything in the house cleaned up, a suicide note emailed to the school from Pitt’s account, and Pitt’s body positioned on the mattress.


  “I’m going to soak the mattress and make it look like he dropped the lighter,” Gabe says, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead before beginning to spray the kerosene we found in Pitt’s garage over the body. “Run down to the garage and wipe down the inside of the trunk with the bleach cloth. Make sure you look for any stray blond hairs. If the fire department gets the fire contained before it reaches the garage, we don’t want them to find any evidence that you were ever here.”


  “Meet me in two minutes, or I’m coming back up,” I say, still worried about him, though he’s been acting fine since he recovered.


  “No, you head into the woods,” Gabe says. “The police could be here any minute.”


  “That’s why I’ll be back up to check on you,” I say, heading for the stairs, ignoring his protest that making sure I’m not caught is the top priority.


  I don’t want to lose my freedom, but I don’t want to lose Gabe, either. He’s necessary to my existence, even more so after tonight. He may have been part of the reason I was almost killed, but he also saved me. He’s brought danger into my world, but he’s also brought joy and passion and life.


  I was only half alive before I met Gabe. I know that now. I was a shadow of my true self, going through the motions, spending my life responding instead of acting.


  Now, I don’t put out fires, I help light them, and I won’t go back, not even for the kids. Maybe that makes me an awful person, as much as killing Pitt or stealing or anything else, but I can’t help it. It’s true. I won’t give up Gabe, not for safety or love or family. He is a part of me, and I will never let him go.


  By the time the police sirens pierce the still, humid air, the attic and the roof of Pitt’s house are burning brightly enough to light up the night sky and Gabe and I are through the woods to the abandoned chat dump where he parked the Beamer.


  I start around to the passenger’s side, but he stops me with a hand on my arm and drops the keys into my hand.


  “Just in case,” he whispers. “I just got you back, I’m not going to risk an accident taking you away from me.”


  I nod, swallowing the questions on my lips until we’re safe. I start the car and pull down the narrow gravel road, heading away from Pitt’s house and the sirens growing closer and closer, howling like dogs chasing a train they’re never going to catch. Gabe and I are gone, and all the evidence is burning away. Even if they get the fire put out, Pitt will be nothing but charred remains. There will be no fingerprints, no hair or spit or blood or anything to tie me and Gabe to Pitt’s death.


  Together, we’ve killed a man and gotten away with it and it feels…okay.


  Not great, not a rush like the other jobs, when we could barely wait to get back to my house and make love, but okay. He was a horrible man who had already murdered one person, and who would have tortured and killed me if he’d had the chance. I can live with his blood on my hands. As long as I have Gabe, I can live with anything.


  “I know something’s wrong,” I say as I steer the car down back roads, instinctively guiding us toward the highway, not caring where we’re spit out. I know the area around here well enough to get us home in minutes as soon as I see a mile marker. “But I want you to know that I’m not going anywhere. I want to help, no matter what it takes.”


  Gabe sighs. “Okay.”


  I blink, and cast him a surprised glance out of the corner of my eye. “That’s it?”


  “I was expecting you’d say that, and I know how strong and determined you are. I knew it when I was driving to your house tonight, but now…” He looks over at me, admiration in his eyes. “Now, I wouldn’t put anything past you. You were amazing. I’m proud of you and I love you so much.”


  Tears fill my eyes, but I bite my lip, using the pain to hold them at bay. “I love you, too. But don’t ever try to get rid of me again, okay? I can handle anything, but that.”


  “I won’t,” Gabe says. “And I won’t leave. At least not willingly, I promise.”


  I sniff away the stinging in my eyes, swiping the back of my hand across my nose. “What should I do with these clothes?” I ask, not wanting to think about the last thing he said, or what might be so wrong with him that he felt compelled to try to destroy us in order to shelter me from it.


  Better to concentrate on the things I can control, at least until we’re back at the house.


  “I’ll take them home and burn them in the back forty tomorrow,” Gabe says. “The police shouldn’t have any reason to come to your house tonight, but even if they did, I pulled those from Pitt’s clean laundry. They shouldn’t have any DNA or anything on them that would connect them to him or that house.”


  I nod, feeling a little of the tension leak from my arms. “Okay.”


  We drive in silence for a few minutes, before Gabe softly asks. “Can I ask a favor?”


  “Anything,” I say, meaning it. I would do anything for him, and I know he would do anything for me.


  “Can we wait to talk until tomorrow morning? I want one more night. I just want to hold you and go to sleep with you on my chest and pretend that everything is the same. Just for one more night.”


  My tongue slips out to dampen my lips and tears are slipping down my cheeks again, but I nod. “But tomorrow you tell me the truth, and we move forward. Together.”


  “Yes. Together.” He reaches out, threading his fingers through mine. “I don’t want you to feel guilty about what happened tonight, okay? We didn’t have a choice. If he’d lived, he would have continued to be a danger to you and the kids. Even if I could have convinced him to leave you alone, he’d obviously developed a taste for what he did to his mother. He would have found another victim, sooner or later.”


  I slow, braking as we pass under the overpass and prepare to turn south on the highway. “I don’t feel guilty.” I stop in the middle of the abandoned road, and turn to face him. “Do you think that makes me one of them?”


  “One of the monsters?” Gabe asks, reading my mind the way he does sometimes. “No. Not even close.”


  “Are you sure?” I ask, suddenly needing the assurance, making me wonder if maybe I am in shock, after all, and if any minute my fragile calm is going to come crashing down all around me.


  “No, you’re an angel, the scary, beautiful kind,” he says, lifting his hand to my face, cupping my cheek in his warm palm. “You are…the most beautiful person I’ve ever met, inside and out. I love you, and I wouldn’t have you any other way than the way you were tonight.”


  Tears slip from my eyes. “Is it okay that that’s enough for me?”


  “Yes,” he says with such surety that I’m able to pull myself together with only a nod and another sniff.


  We drive home in silence to find Danny sitting on the front porch with one of the pay-as-you-go cell phones Gabe bought under an alias clenched tight in his hand. Even in the heat of the moment, Gabe was careful to make sure the call to the police wouldn’t lead back to our family, and Danny was level-headed enough to follow directions.


  Or crazy enough. I can tell Danny realizes something bad went down, but he doesn’t ask any questions. He just throws his thin arms around me and hugs me tight before doing the same to Gabe.


  I look over to see Gabe’s big arms cradling my brother to his chest and I have an eerie feeling that Danny is like me, like Gabe, that whatever is missing inside of us is missing from Danny, too, but it doesn’t scare me the way it would have even a month ago.


  Maybe more people are missing whatever this is than we think. Maybe other people aren’t near as good or pure or kind as they would like to believe. Maybe Gabe was right that first night in Sherry’s car, and none of us truly know what we’re capable of until we’re put in an impossible situation, until we step over the line and realize things aren’t so very different on the other side, after all.


  Whatever the truth is, I know Danny will be okay. He has me, and he has Gabe, and we’ll help him figure out how to walk a path that is good and honorable, even if it isn’t always a path other people would approve of. It can be done; I believe that. Anything can be done with people who love you by your side.


  Half an hour later, it is almost three o’clock in the morning and Danny is tucked back into bed and I take Gabe’s hand and let him lead me into the bathroom to wash away the stains of the day, to spend one last night letting all the questions lie before the sun rises and exposes all our secrets to the light.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Gabe


  Let me not to the marriage of true minds


  Admit impediments. Love is not love


  Which alters when it alteration finds,


  Or bends with the remover to remove:


  O no; it is an ever-fixed mark,


  That looks on tempests, and is never shaken.


  -Shakespeare


  


  She’s still crying, though I’m not sure she realizes it. Tears stream soundlessly from her eyes, like a leaky faucet that refuses to be turned all the way off. There have been times when the tears have been worse than others, but they haven’t really stopped since we left Pitt’s house.


  She says she’s okay, but I can tell she’s not.


  And why should she be? She was almost killed, maybe almost raped, too—I haven’t worked up the courage to ask her about that. I don’t want to know. I’m afraid it would make my head start exploding all over again.


  Stress seems to play a role in the blackouts and dizziness. If I want to be here for Caitlin tonight, I have to remain calm, and hold my shit together. I can’t think about the fact that I’m dying, or that I’m going to leave her alone to carry the weight of what happened tonight all on her own. I can’t think about Danny’s thin arms trying to gather Caitlin up and hold her together. No matter how tough he is, he’s just a kid. He clung to me tonight like I was his dad, not some idiot barely eight years older than he is.


  Standing there on the porch, that kid clinging to me like I was the only thing standing between him and losing everything he cares about, I realized how deeply I’ve fucked things up. I have fucked them up so badly I don’t know how to start making them right, but I’ll start here, now, with Caitlin. By finding a way to help her stop crying.


  I draw a bath in the chipped claw foot tub while she sits on the toilet, watching me with her red-rimmed, shell-shocked eyes, then I help her out of her clothes and into the hot water. Like earlier tonight, when she was walking around Pitt’s attic wearing nothing but black bikini panties, her nakedness doesn’t affect me the way it usually would. Now, it only makes me more keenly aware of how vulnerable she is, how easy it would be for someone to hurt her, no matter how strong she is, or how well she held it together while we were cleaning up after the killing.


  Killing. We killed a man. Together.


  It hits me like a slap in the face every time the thought drifts through my mind.


  I never dreamt things would go this far, I never intended to lead Caitlin to such a dark place, but I don’t regret it. Pitt had to die. If he’d lived, I would never have been able to trust that Caitlin was safe. I just wish I’d been able to finish the job, that another mind-blowing episode of vertigo and pain hadn’t hit at the wrong time and left Caitlin to pick up where I left off.


  I will never forget the way she looked, the intensity and agony and determination mixing on her face as she straddled Pitt and locked her hands around his throat. She was different after, transformed. I can’t put my finger on what it is, but something was born inside her when Pitt died, something savage and raw I can sense humming in her bones as I brush a washcloth over her back, washing away the soap clinging to her skin.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” I reach for the soap again and draw one of her legs from the water. I start with her toes, lathering each one before moving up to her calf and knee, finding it soothing to do this for her. To take care of her, even in this small way.


  She leans back in the tub, the hair hanging loose below her shoulders turning into darker tendrils of blond as she sinks lower in the water. “What’s there to talk about?”


  “The fact that you can’t stop crying,” I say in a gentle voice, easing the leg I’m holding beneath the water and reaching for her other foot.


  Caitlin lifts her hands, swiping her palms across her cheeks. “Oh.” She sniffs, blinks, and after a moment the tears finally stop. “There. All better.”


  “I highly doubt that,” I say. “It’s been a rough night, to say the least.”


  Caitlin huffs, a sound that is almost a laugh, but not. “You think?” She sighs, leaning her head back on the edge of the tub, staring up at the ceiling. “You know the worst part?”


  “What’s that?”


  “I wouldn’t go back and undo it, even if I could,” she says, eyes still flicking back and forth across the ceiling, as if reading some great truth on the water-stained paint.


  “You shouldn’t,” I say, massaging her calf. “Like I said before, he had to die, or you and the kids would never have been safe.”


  “No, I don’t mean that.” She drops her gaze, staring into me with such a naked look I forget what I’m doing, forget everything but this girl, my girl, who is such a part of me her emotions echo inside my chest. “I mean us. Everything we’ve done. I wouldn’t take any of it back. I wouldn’t give up a moment with you, even if it could keep tonight from happening.”


  Tears well in her eyes again, but they don’t spill over, even when her lips pull into the saddest smile I’ve ever seen. “But I’m afraid, Gabe. I’m so afraid. I know we promised to have one more night, but I can’t stop thinking… I can’t stop worrying. I can’t lose you, I just can’t. I don’t know who I am without you anymore.”


  I swallow and it hurts like hell, like I’m swallowing a strawberry stuffed with razorblades, forcing it down whole.


  But that’s good. That’s what I deserve. I deserve pain. I deserve to suffer for how epically stupid I’ve been.


  “I never meant for this to happen,” I say, my throat clenching so tight it feels like the muscles in my neck are going to snap. “I didn’t think feelings like this existed. I’d never been in love and I never imagined… I never meant to get so lost in you, and I certainly never meant for you to get so lost in me.”


  “I’m not lost,” she says, sitting up, cupping my face in her damp hands. “I’m found. In you. In us.”


  I hold her gaze, unable to speak for fear I’ll start crying and never stop. I haven’t cried once since March, not a single time since the morning the doctor told me the hellish headaches I’d been having were caused by a tumor in my frontal lobe, a malignant monster with tentacles spreading out into the parietal and occipital lobes, ensuring surgery would be a roll of the dice with the odds not at all in my favor.


  I didn’t see the point in weeping like a baby over something I couldn’t change. But back then I didn’t have near as much to live for.


  I didn’t have love; I didn’t have her.


  “You helped me find myself,” Caitlin continues, thumb brushing lightly across my lips. “I was so afraid of turning out like my parents that I spent all my time trying not to be like them, instead of trying to be me. I had no idea who I really was until you walked up to me on the dance floor and put all of this in motion, and I am grateful to you for that. No matter what.”


  I press my lips together, teeth biting into my flesh, fighting for control before I speak. “Even if I’m a liar?”


  “Even if you’re a liar,” she says, fresh tears sliding down her pale cheeks. “As long as you didn’t lie about loving me.”


  “Never.” I choke on the word and lose the battle with the stinging in my eyes. “I love you so much. I love you more than anything, but I’m going to hurt you, Caitlin.”


  “Stop,” she whispers, pulling me closer, pressing a kiss to my cheek.


  “I never meant to.” I thread my fingers through her hair, pulling her close, gluing her forehead to mine, wishing she could absorb everything I’m thinking and feeling, that she could know without me speaking another word how much she means to me.


  She is everything, and I would live for her if I could. I would walk through fire for her. I would face every fear, stand by her side through everything life would throw at us, because I would know I’d never find a better partner than this girl. This woman.


  And she could have been mine. She could have been mine, and it shatters what’s left of my heart to know we have so little time left.


  “I thought it would all be okay,” I say, pulling away to look into her sad green eyes. “I thought we could have some fun, do some good, and walk away without getting hurt, but I’m a fucking idiot and I hate myself for it. And I’m sorry, but I know sorry will never be good enough to make up for what I’ve done.”


  She shakes her head. “Just tell me, Gabe. I can’t take the not knowing anymore. Are you sick? Is that it?”


  I bury my face in my hands, wishing I could keep up the lie, and spare her this for another day, but I can’t. She deserves the truth. She deserves better than the truth, but at least I can give her that.


  I lift my head, feeling like a balloon with all the air leaking away. It all comes out—the tumor, the large size and troubling shape, the location that makes it impossible to operate without shredding my memories, my personality, maybe everything that makes me who I am. I tell her about the decision not to operate, but to accept my six months to a year and make the most of them. I tell her about the hospice reservations my mother made today, and the plane flight I’m supposed to take the morning after next.


  “But I’ll stay if you want me to,” I say, the urge to cry vanished, replaced by a massive hollow feeling. I’m a pillar of ash, all my life nearly burned away. All it will take is a strong wind to scatter what’s left of me to the far reaches of the earth.


  Caitlin watches me with a strangely calm expression, but her eyes are dry now, too, and I can see the wheels turning in her mind. “What about the surgery?” she asks. “Why not try it now?”


  I shake my head. “The chances of survival aren’t even fifty-fifty. The doctor gave me a thirty percent chance, and that was back in March, before the tumor had more time to spread.”


  Caitlin’s brow furrows. “So? Thirty is better than zero. Ten is better than zero. You have to at least try. You can’t give up on us without a fight.”


  “I could be a vegetable, Caitlin. I could end up needing help pissing and shitting and rolling out of bed in the morning for the rest of my life,” I say harshly, needing her to understand. “And even if there were a miracle and I made it through surgery relatively whole, I would lose huge chunks of my memories, my thoughts, my opinions. I wouldn’t be the same person. I…I might not even love you anymore.”


  “So?” she says, but I can see the hope leaking from her expression. “Then I’d just have to make you fall in love with me all over again.”


  I smile even though it hurts. “Not if I’m not me. Not if I go back to being the same arrogant, self-involved asshole who sat behind you in study hall for a year in high school without realizing the most beautiful, fascinating person he’s ever met was sitting three feet away.”


  Her face crumples, but she fights through the wave of emotion, sucking in a ragged breath as she shakes her head. “I won’t believe there’s no hope. I can’t. There’s still a chance, and if you love me the way you say you do, then you will fight for it. You told me that love like what I feel for the kids is worth fighting for. Love like what we have is worth fighting for, too. You know it is.”


  “I do. But what if I wake up from surgery with a memory of you choking the life out of Pitt, and no context to place it in?”


  She pales and I know she’s already traced that hypothetical to its logical conclusion.


  “There are so many potentially dangerous memories inside me,” I say. “And I don’t know what kind of moral compass I’ll wake up with. I could still be the same old me, or I could wake up a monochromatic person, with a black and white view of the world, who thinks anyone who steps outside the law should be punished.”


  “I would risk it,” she says, lower lip trembling. “I’d rather be in prison, and know you’re alive, than be free, and live without you.”


  “I love you too much to risk it,” I say softly. “And I like who I am. The person I’ve become is important to me. I don’t want to lose myself. That’s part of the reason I made the decision not to have the surgery in the first place.”


  She watches me for a long, silent moment, evidently reading the determination in my face. Finally, she sniffs, draws her knees to her chest, and drops her chin to rest on top. “Okay.”


  “Okay?”


  “Cancel the flight,” she whispers. “I want you to stay.”


  “Are you sure?” I ask, wanting her to know what she’s signing up for. “It will probably be bad at the end. Maybe too much for you to handle alone.”


  “We’ll hire a nurse if we have to,” she says, still refusing to look at me. “I want you to stay. I want every minute I can get.”


  “I want that, too.” I reach out, brushing her half-wet hair over her bare shoulder, needing to put this conversation away. “And right now I want to wash your hair. I’ve never washed a girl’s hair.”


  She blinks and takes another deep breath before she stretches out her legs, lying back in the lightly soapy water, wetting the rest of her hair before sitting back up to lean against the side of the tub.


  I fetch the sandalwood shampoo from the bottles in the basket latched onto the side of the tub, realizing as I remove the lid that it is the source of Caitlin’s spicy, earthy smell. I spill a cool dollop of light brown liquid onto my palm and work it through her hair. I scrub every inch of her scalp, massage the tight muscles behind her ears and at the base of her skull, funneling all the love I feel for her into every touch, every caress.


  I tell her with my hands that I never want to leave her, that I will love her forever, in whatever place I end up after my life is through, and by the time she dunks her head to wash away the shampoo, tears are streaming down her cheeks all over again.


  “I wanted to help you stop crying,” I say as she emerges, swiping soap and water from her face.


  “You’re really good at washing hair,” she says, sniffing as she reaches down to pull the plug from the tub. “Like a professional.”


  “I could have made a career of it, you think?” I tease. “If the lawyer thing hadn’t worked out, and I hadn’t grown myself a tumor?”


  She turns to me, the ravaged look on her face banishing my smile.


  “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m an asshole.”


  “You are an asshole,” she says as she reaches for me, snatching my face in her wet hands and pulling my lips to hers.


  The kiss is desperate and hungry and sad, but it’s hot, too. It’s electric because Caitlin and I are electric together, no matter what the sad ass circumstances. In a moment, my blood is pumping faster, in two, my cock is rock hard and pulsing between my legs, dying to be inside her, to shove into her tight heat and lose myself in the woman I love.


  “Bed,” I mumble into her mouth as I pull her out of the bath and into my arms.


  She wraps her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist and clings to me, dampening the front of my clothes with her fresh-from-the-bath body. She is hot and wet and smells like flowers and smoky spices and Caitlin, a potent combination that makes my head spin.


  But it’s a lustful head spin this time, and the pain and vertigo blessedly leave me the fuck alone as I snatch a towel from the overflowing door hanger and throw it around Caitlin, concealing her nakedness from any kids who might be wandering the halls as I carry her from the bathroom into her bedroom.


  But as soon as the door shuts behind us, she squirms out of my arms, pulling me toward the bed, helping me strip out of my clothes with shaking hands. I can feel her desperation echoing through my bones, and I know this isn’t going to be slow or sweet. This is going to be me and Caitlin, raw and hungry, affirming that we are still alive and still in love and neither death, nor murder, nor pain, nor anything else is going to steal that away from us.


  Not yet. Not fucking yet.


  I fall on top of her on the bed, swallowing her cry of need with another kiss as I spread her legs with a sharp nudge of my knees and guide my cock to her entrance. I shove inside, groaning at the feel of her body fighting me as I push through her only slightly damp outer folds, but then I reach the core of her and she is molten hot and wet and as crazy for me as I am for her.


  She arches her back, taking me deeper, coating me with her slick heat and then I am gone. I am soaring above it all with the only girl who has ever made my blood rush like this, made my heart break open, and love I didn’t know I was capable of come spilling out. She is my match, my partner, and the only girl I will ever love for however much longer I will live.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Caitlin


  People live in each other's shelter. –Irish proverb


  


  He drives to the end of my unprepared body and it hurts, but only a little. It’s not enough, not near as much as I want it to hurt. I want to be bruised by the force of our coming together. I want my body to feel as ravaged as my heart. I want to come screaming for mercy, not begging for release.


  I dig my nails into his ass, forcing him deeper, faster, harder. I arch my back, shoving my hips into him until I start to feel sore and tender, and still I fight him for more. I score his skin with my nails, dig my teeth into his lip, his neck, the thick muscle of his bicep. I mark him, crying out in relief as he marks me back. His teeth dig into the sensitive skin between my neck and shoulder, and his fingers pinch my nipple hard enough for the sting to go rushing out along every nerve ending.


  “Yes,” I growl into his ear. “Harder. Fuck me like you mean it.”


  “I always fuck you like I mean it,” he says, shifting the angle of his penetration until his cock rams even deeper inside me, the thick head of him slamming against the entrance to my womb, sending sharp waves of discomfort coursing through me with each battering thrust.


  But I don’t want discomfort. I want to hurt. I need to hurt.


  “More,” I beg, wrapping my legs around his waist and lifting my hips. “Fuck me, Gabe. Please, fuck me. Don’t hold back, don’t fucking hold back.”


  He grips my hips in his hands, taking control of my body, jerking me up and down his cock as he slams home again and again, taking me so hard and fast my breasts shake and my spine twinges from the reverberations of each brutal thrust. My jaw begins to ache and my temples pulse as every muscle in my body strains closer, closer, until I’m tearing at him with my nails, gritting my teeth against the dark wave of pleasure-pain rolling in to pull me under.


  My orgasm slams into me with the force of a tsunami hitting shore. It is savage and cruel and beautiful, all at the same time. The pleasure is smothering, blinding. It sucks me down to the sea floor of myself, down into the utter blackness where there is no light, and no place to hide, and it is so cold and lonely there. It is barren and bleak and empty, a post-apocalyptic landscape where nothing will ever grow again.


  No matter how fiercely I cling to Gabe as he loses himself inside me, down here, down at my very core, I’ve already let him go. He’s already gone, already dead, and I am a shell of a person who will have to find some way to keep going without him.


  “God, I can’t,” I whisper, tears streaming down my face for the thousandth time tonight. “I can’t do this without you.”


  And then I am crying my eyes out again and Gabe is holding me close and whispering that he loves me and that he’s sorry and that I’m beautiful and strong and he’s going to make everything as easy for us both as he can. He doesn’t promise everything will be okay; he doesn’t say I’ll be fine. He just keeps repeating that he loves me, and believes in me, and that he will love me forever.


  “Forever,” he whispers into my hair as he cradles me close. “Until men are fairy tales, and the world goes up in a ball of fire.”


  Finally, his soft voice and his hands stroking my back—as gentle now as they were ruthless a few minutes ago—calm me. I curl into him, resting my cheek on his bare chest, holding him close. My hip muscles are sore and aching and the delicate tissue between my legs is so bruised I know I’ll need to sit carefully tomorrow, but I’m glad. I will treasure this evidence that Gabe is real and alive and still with me, at least for a little longer. I wish I could keep these little hurts for the rest of my life, wish I could have proof of the man I love imprinted permanently on my body.


  “I want to get a tattoo,” I whisper against his skin, words slurred by the exhaustion pulling at the backs of my eyes. “Tomorrow. I want us to get one together.”


  “What do you want to get?” he asks, fingers trailing lightly up and down my arm.


  “Dandelion seeds.” I kiss his chest, and flick my tongue out along his sweat-damp skin, wanting the taste of Gabe in my mouth before I go to sleep. “Dandelion seeds blowing away in the wind.”


  He hums, vibrating my cheek. “Off in their different directions, but from the same source. Always a part of each other.”


  I smile even as pain tightens the skin between my eyebrows. He understands. Of course he does. He always understands, in a way no one ever has, and no one else ever will.


  “We’ll go tomorrow,” he says. “I know a good shop in Charleston. We can get tattoos and then go make another deposit in your account. I’m leaving you my trust fund—I’ve already had the will drawn up—but it might take time for the lawyers to sort that out after. I want to know you’re taken care of until then.”


  “I don’t want your trust fund,” I say, knowing I’d start crying again if I had any tears left.


  “Well, you’re getting it, so suck it up, blondie,” he says, making me smile.


  “I love you,” I whisper as I fall asleep.


  “Forever,” he says.


  It is the last word I hear before I’m sucked into a cold, hopeless sleep, where no dream dares to tread.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Caitlin


  Health to the men, and may the women live forever. –Irish toast


  


  We don’t wake up until ten, which is a minor miracle in itself. I can’t remember the last time I slept this late. The kids usually would have made way too much noise for such a thing to be possible, but when I finally drag myself out of bed and head downstairs, I find all the Cooneys camped out on the couch watching The Wizard of Oz, one of the only movies that captivates both toddlers and big kids, alike.


  Danny has made popcorn, and everyone is so sucked in to the flying monkey scene they barely notice me padding down the stairs.


  “I called the diner and said you were sick, then I called the daycare,” Danny says, nodding in my direction with a casualness that belies how scared I know he was when Gabe and I came home early this morning. “I told them Emmie and Sean were both shitting all over the place, so we were all going to stay home until we weren’t contagious.”


  I nod as I head toward the coffeemaker. “Good.”


  I’m too tired to get on to him about cussing, and who gives a shit, anyway. Let the kid cuss. Let him have his big bad words if it makes him feel powerful and in control. I have bigger problems than a brother with a colorful vocabulary, and so does the world.


  “Danny, if I call Sherry to see if she can come help, can you help hold down the fort today while Gabe and I go take care of some errands?”


  Danny shrugs. “Yeah, what are you going to go do?”


  “Gabe’s going to be moving in with us for a little while,” I say, dumping water in the back of the coffeemaker and hitting the start button. “So we need to head into Charleston and put a few things in order.”


  “He is?” Ray asks, tearing his attention away from the screen with a grin. “That’s cool. When is he moving in?”


  “Today.” I focus on fetching mugs and milk and sugar, not wanting to make eye contact with my brothers. I’m going to have to sit everyone down and have a hard talk about what’s happening to Gabe, and how we’re going to help him, but not today. I’m not ready for a talk about death and pain and all the fucking unfairness of life, today. We’ll have that talk later, when I’ve had time to pull myself together.


  I grab my cell and call Sherry, who says she can be over in a couple of hours and will bring the slip 'n slide from her garage for the kids to play on. I thank her profusely, and promise to give her all the gossip on what’s going on with me and Gabe at the earliest possible moment. She’s so excited that he’s moving in, I can’t stand to tell her the reason just yet.


  We hang up as the coffee maker is huffing and puffing out the final drops of coffee, and I focus on breakfast. Simple things, getting through the morning one step at a time. I toast bread and coat four slices with butter—figuring Gabe probably isn’t up for a big breakfast any more than I am—pour two coffees, and take the tray back upstairs, surprised to find Gabe already mostly dressed and in the bathroom using my brush to tame his wild hair.


  “Hey, beautiful,” he says, smiling when our eyes meet in the mirror.


  He looks so normal, so healthy and fine and like the old Gorgeous Gabe with trouble in his eyes. It’s so hard to believe that he’s dying, that in a few weeks—or months, if we’re lucky—he won’t be here anymore.


  “I thought you were going to let me bring you breakfast in bed.” I set the tray on the back of the toilet before moving into his open arms, pushing the heavy thoughts away. I can’t think about it, I’m still too emotionally raw from everything that happened last night.


  Last night, when we killed a man.


  We killed a man, and Gabe is dying.


  I feel like a character from one of those old cartoons, the ones where a one-ton anvil falls on someone’s head, squashing them into the pavement. But I’m not squashed, I’m still walking around, making breakfast, hugging Gabe, going through the motions, numb and sad and scared, but still here, still ticking.


  Tick tock, tick tock, like a bomb waiting to go off and wreck everything I touch, but I haven’t yet. Maybe I never will…but I think it’s too soon to tell.


  “I realized I should head home first,” Gabe says. “I’ll go back to Darby Hill, tell my parents what’s going on, pack a bag, and come right back.”


  “You could just call them,” I say, arms tightening around his waist as I press my face to the soft fabric of his white undershirt and inhale his Gabe smell. “And we could buy you new things in Charleston. Sherry’s coming in a couple hours to watch the kids, and I don’t want you to leave.”


  Gabe kisses the top of my head. “I don’t want to leave, but I have medicine there, too. Pain pills and meds that helps keep the symptoms under control.”


  Medicine. Symptoms. This is real. It is real, and it isn’t going away.


  I pull back with a sigh, nodding. “All right. But let’s eat breakfast first, and then I can get dressed and drive you. I don’t want you to have an accident.”


  “I won’t,” he says. “I’m feeling a lot better. The pain I’ve had the past few days is gone so…maybe I’m not going downhill as fast as I thought.”


  I take a breath. “Well, that’s good.” It is good. It means more time, and I’ll take as much of that as I can get.


  And maybe, just maybe, with more time, I can find a way to convince him to give the surgery a shot, no matter how set in stone he seemed on the subject last night. I understand why he made the decision he did, but I’m also greedy. I don’t want Gabe for a few months; I want Gabe forever, for the rest of my life. I want to grow up with him, grow old with him, and have those babies I thought I’d be too tired to raise with the man I love.


  We didn’t use a condom last night. I didn’t realize it until this morning, but I wasn’t freaked out when I did. A part of me actually hopes I’m pregnant. A baby would be something else for Gabe to live for, and give me a piece of him to keep loving if the worst actually comes to pass.


  “I’ll be back before you know it.” Gabe leans down, capturing my lips in a kiss that makes me tingle all over despite the dark thoughts tromping through my head. “And then we’ll head into Charleston, get tattoos, get money, and treat the kids to a steak dinner at Roxie’s on the Square when we get back.”


  “Roxie’s?” I shake my head. “No way. That will cost a million dollars.”


  “Money is just money,” he says. “I want to spend it.”


  “But don’t they have a dress code? We can’t take the kids there in stained tee shirts and jeans.”


  “We’ll buy them khakis and polos in town today, and a new dress for Emmie,” he says, grinning. “I want to see the Cooneys dressed up. I have a feeling y’all are going to clean up nice.” He reaches down, squeezing my ass as he leans in to whisper his next words against my neck. “Especially this Cooney. I want to see you in something black and slinky with no shoulders.”


  My eyes slide closed as I lean into him. “All right, but if the kids act like savages, don’t blame me. They’ve never been to a sit down restaurant before.”


  “Well, they’ll have to get used to it,” he says, kissing my lips one last time before he pulls away to finish up with his hair. “Because I’m taking you all out at least once a week, and I don’t want to hear any complaints.”


  “Yes, sir,” I say, with a mock salute.


  His eyes darken as our gazes connect in the mirror. “And we’ll do more of that, too. I want to play games with you. I’ve been fantasizing about you tying me up since the night we danced together.”


  “Oh yeah?” I ask, lifting a brow. “I would have thought you’d prefer I be the one tied up.”


  “You’ll be tied up first,” he says, as if that’s only logical. “But then I’ll take my turn. I want you to make me beg for it.” He sets the brush down and turns, crossing his arms as he leans back against the sink and surveys me with a predatory look. “I want to watch your breasts bounce while you ride me and suffer the torture of knowing I can’t get my mouth on them unless you let me.”


  My tongue slips out to wet my lips. “If you keep talking like that, we’re heading back into the bedroom and those clothes are coming right back off.”


  He grins. “As lovely as that threat sounds, I’d rather get this business with the parents behind me. I have a feeling they’re not going to be happy.”


  “You think it will be a bad scene?” I ask. “Do you want me to come with you?”


  He shakes his head. “No. I want you to stay here, have coffee, hang out with the kids, and enjoy the rest of your morning. You’ve been through enough the past two days. From here on out, any way I can spare you more of that, I will.”


  “You don’t have to spare me,” I say. “I’m tougher than I look.”


  “Don’t I know it.” He kisses me again, a sweet kiss that feels like the sun on my face, before he whispers against my lips, “Be back in half an hour.”


  “Okay, love you.”


  “Love you,” he says, and it sounds like the most natural, perfect thing in the world. I have no reason to doubt him, or his love. No reason at all.


  And then twelve o’clock comes and goes and there’s no sign of Gabe. I don’t call—figuring he’s probably in the middle of something with his mom and dad and not wanting to interrupt—but then Sherry arrives at one o’clock and I decide the phone call can’t wait any longer, not if we want to have time to get everything done in Charleston before dinner.


  I call Gabe’s phone, but am sent directly to voice mail. It makes sense that he might turn his phone off before going to talk to his parents, but it doesn’t make sense that he would keep me waiting for hours without at least texting to let me know that he’s been delayed. Something is wrong, and after all we’ve been through I can’t sit around and wait to see what’s gone to shit this time. I have to take action. I have to go to Darby Hill.


  I hug Sherry and the kids and tell them I’ll be back soon and jump in the family van, rolling down the windows to let the hot summer air rush through as I head out into the country.


  The sun is shining bright and the fields alongside of the road are green and ridiculously lush. Upcountry South Carolina looks like the best, prettiest, postcard version of itself, and I can’t help but feel lifted up by the sight of it, by the smells of summer weeds and flowers floating in on the breeze, by the sounds of insects cricking and birds singing and all the trappings of summer that insist the world is alive. It is wild and alive and death won’t dare lay a finger on anything right now, not while summer is here, wrapping the world in heat and abundance.


  I hold on to my hope that there’s been some simple glitch—Gabe’s phone died, or his car broke down, or his parents put up more of a fight over the move than we anticipated—until I reach Darby Hill and see Gabe’s parking spot in front of the azalea bushes empty.


  I slam out of the van, heart beating in my throat as I start toward the front steps of the house, but before I can reach the veranda, Deborah opens the door. Her cheeks are red and blotchy and wet, but she isn’t crying, and she doesn’t say a word when I step onto the porch and ask her if she’s okay.


  She simply stares at me with this strange empty, lost expression for a long, long minute, a tense, strained, terrible minute that makes me feel like I’m going to lose my coffee and toast right there on her elegant doormat.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask, when the silence gets to be too much. “Has Gabe been here? He said he was coming to talk to you and Mr. Alexander.”


  “He was here,” she says in a flat tone. “Here and gone.”


  “What do you mean?” I ask. “Where did he go?”


  “Aaron came home for lunch and found Gabe passed out behind the wheel at the end of the drive,” she says calmly. “It looks like he lost consciousness right after he made the turn.”


  My hand flies to cover my mouth, and my stomach cramps tighter, forming a sick knot at the center of me. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have taken no for an answer. I should have made him let me drive him.


  “Is he okay?” I finally ask. “Can I see him?”


  Deborah licks her lips, and swipes an invisible hair behind her ear, taking what feels like an eternity before she answers. “Aaron took Gabe to the hospital, while I called our friend Mary, who works in emergency. She had everything ready for them when they arrived. She promised me it would be fine.”


  I nod, fighting to swallow past the lump in my throat. “So is he okay? Have you heard from the hospital? Can we go see him?”


  She lifts her right hand, revealing a black cordless phone I hadn’t realized she was holding. “Aaron called ten minutes ago. I thought he was going to tell me they were coming home.”


  I shake my head, feeling the truth bearing down on me like a runaway train, but I don’t want to believe it. Gabe was fine just a few hours ago; he was better. He said he felt great. I don’t want to accept what I know is coming, don’t want to hear Deborah say another word. But I can’t stop her. I can’t stop her any more than I can stop autumn from coming, or death from putting his fingers wherever he likes, whenever he likes, even all over this perfect summer day.


  “He’s dead,” Deborah says, brow wrinkling delicately as fresh tears fill her eyes. “My boy is dead. It’s too late.”


  Her words hit me in my core, in my gut and my heart and every part of me that has lived harder since Gabe came into my life. They hit and a second later my knees hit the hard wooden boards beneath me, but I don’t feel that pain. That pain is too small to register now that my entire world has become pain. There is nothing left to breathe but pain, not a shred of hope or light anywhere to be found.


  I rock back and forth on my knees, arms wrapped tight around my shoulders, fighting for breath, too fucked up even to cry. I open my mouth to scream, but no sound comes out. My cry is wordless, soundless, a miserable silent wail that only the banshees can hear.


  My grandma used to tell me stories about banshees before she died. She was first generation Irish, and still had so many beautiful, dark, mysterious stories to tell. She was the first magical person I ever met in my life. Gabe was the second.


  And now they’re both gone. Forever.


  Forever. He promised to love me forever. Somewhere out there, wherever he is, he is still loving me, I know it. It isn’t enough to banish the pain—not even close—but it helps me pull in a breath, and then another, and finally the tears break through and begin to fall.


  I cry and cry. I have no idea how long, but gradually I become aware of the fact that Deborah is still standing in front of me. I look up, to find her staring down at me with an expression of such contempt that it makes me flinch.


  “It’s your fault,” she says. “You were supposed to make him want to fight, want to live. You were supposed to convince him to have the surgery.”


  “I…I didn’t even k-know,” I stutter. “Not until y-yesterday.”


  “How could you not know?” she asks, eyes flying wide. “It was there, every day, every word he spoke, every time he did something the old Gabe would never have done. He wasn’t the same. That thing in his head changed him, made him ruthless and cold and…” She shakes her head and her lip curls. “But you wouldn’t know. You didn’t know who he really was.”


  I stumble to my feet, so shocked it feels like the ground is tilting beneath me. “You’re wrong. I knew him, and I loved him. I would have tried to—”


  “You didn’t know him, you knew the disease,” she says, cutting me off. “And I should have known better than to think a girl in love with the heartless person Gabe had become could ever help me get my son back. I should have kicked you back to the hole you live in the second you darkened my door.”


  My jaw clenches, and anger boils inside me, but not for myself. “Gabe was anything but cold or heartless. He loved me, and he loved my brothers and Emmie, and he was a good, good man. He would have given his life for me, or any one of the kids.” Tears fill my eyes, but I refuse to cry in front of this woman again. “If he was cold to you, maybe that’s because you’re cold, and he was tired of wasting his time on someone too stupid to see what a wonderful person he was.”


  “Get out,” Deborah says, tears flowing down her cheeks.


  “He told me how alone he was growing up,” I say, unable to stop defending Gabe now that I’ve started. “How you couldn’t even be bothered to tuck him into bed, and instead had the woman you hired to raise your son do it. How you made him feel like he was something to manage, not a person who deserved to be loved.”


  “Get out!” Deborah shouts, the words ending in a sob. “Or I’m calling the police.”


  “Fine,” I shout back. “There’s nothing here worth staying for anymore anyway.”


  I turn and charge back down the stairs and across the driveway. I slam into the van, and I drive back toward town. I force myself to go the speed limit. I force myself to pull over and check directions to the tattoo parlor on the edge of town on my phone instead of tapping letters into the search engine while I’m driving.


  I keep my tears at bay for the next hour and a half as I find the tattoo parlor, give the artist the picture of the windblown dandelion that I picked out online this morning, and sit down in his chair to have the tattoo inked into my shoulder.


  The pain of the needle dragging across my skin helps me stay present. I focus only on the moment, and how good it feels to be going through with this, to have the tattoo Gabe and I talked about on me. Forever. A permanent reminder of our love, and the summer that taught me to never take any beautiful thing for granted.


  I force myself to hold it together until I’ve paid the artist, driven home, and have the van parked in the driveway. Only then do I turn off the ignition, drop my head to the wheel, and cry like the world is ending. Because it is. Part of it. A beautiful part I’m going to miss so much it feels like something vital has been removed from my body, leaving a toxic, hollow place behind.


  I cry and cry, until my face is covered in tears that drip down onto the bare skin below my shorts, taking the time to grieve Gabe alone before I go inside and tell the kids that someone they loved is gone.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Caitlin


  Death leaves a heartache no one can heal,


  Love leaves a memory no one can steal. –Irish headstone


  


  Sherry stays the night, and the next day. We call in sick to work, call the kids in sick to daycare again, and make a gigantic pillow and sheet fort in the living room. All day Tuesday, we hide out in our fort, play board games, and watch our favorite movies. I take breaks to cry, but manage to hold myself together…mostly. Sherry helps, distracting the kids when I start to tear up, and need to make a run to the upstairs bathroom to hide.


  By Tuesday night, the news that Mr. Pitt committed suicide by setting himself on fire is all over the news. Sherry, Danny, and I watch the coverage on the tiny television in the kitchen, while the little kids are finishing their ice cream in the fort. I wash dishes, Danny dries, and Sherry stacks everything back onto the shelves. Sherry almost drops a plate when she hears Pitt left a suicide note confessing he murdered his mother—she had him for seventh grade, too, and has no trouble believing he was a psychopath. She makes it clear she isn’t sorry to hear Pitt has checked himself out, but Danny doesn’t say a word.


  Our eyes meet as I pass him a salad bowl, he lifts one eyebrow, and I look away. And that’s the end of it. We move on without another word about Pitt, the memories of that horrible night eclipsed by the greater grief of losing Gabe.


  We wake up Wednesday morning to a gray day with rain pouring down, turning the front yard into a mud pit, and decide to call in sick again. We make cookies and run the air conditioner and play the longest game of Go Fish ever. We eat the pizzas Isaac brings over—all four of them—and make alligator puppets out of the boxes.


  Isaac doesn’t come in, but he gives me a hug that feels like one of his old hugs, and when he says he’s sorry for my loss, I believe him. He tells me he talked to my dad again, and gives me a note from Chuck, written on one of the napkins from the restaurant.


  I take it reluctantly, but when I start to read, Dad’s message isn’t what I expected.


  Isaac told me about your boyfriend. I’m sorry, Kit Cat. I really am. It was obvious the boy cared about you, and no one should have to lose the person they love so young.


  I’ve been thinking about you a lot these past weeks, wishing things could have been different. But I can’t go back. None of us can.


  I’m not going to fight you for the kids. You can have everything you asked for, just please let me see them. When I’m sober, and proven I deserve it.


  I love you, and I’m sorry for all the times I’ve let you down.


  Chuck


  “I think he means it,” I mumble before stuffing the napkin in the pocket of my brown pajama pants.


  “I know you weren’t talking to me,” Isaac says, looking up at me from the bottom of the concrete steps outside the front door. “But I think he does, too. I think you finally got through to him.”


  I shrug, looking up at the gray sky and a darker gray cloud rolling in from the west, promising more rain. “For a little while, maybe. He’s had good times before, but the bad times always come back around.”


  “Well, at least you’ll have custody of the kids when they do.”


  I nod. “Tell Chuck thanks for the note, and that I’ll call him next week and we can go file the paperwork together. No need to keep the lawyers involved if he wants to do this the easy way.”


  “Will do,” Isaac says, looking relieved.


  I can tell he thinks the old Caitlin is back, ready to do the right thing, but I’m simply cutting my losses. I doubt Mr. Alexander is going to continue to represent me now that Gabe’s dead and Deborah hates me, and I don’t want to waste any of the stash Gabe and I put away on lawyers. He wouldn’t want that.


  “Should I bring more pizza by tomorrow?” Isaac asks. “I can bring veggie with no cheese and extra side salads, keep it healthy.”


  “Thanks,” I say. “That would be really nice.”


  “See you at six tomorrow,” he says with a smile before lifting one big hand in the air and starting back across the muddy yard to his truck.


  I slip back inside and crawl back into the fort, cuddling under a blanket with Emmie while we watch the end of Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.


  We stay in our pajamas for over forty-eight hours before dragging ourselves upstairs to take a shower and change into fresh pajamas. Wednesday night, we go to bed in a giant puppy pile of pillows and sleeping bags inside the blanket fort. We tell ghost stories and jokes and we talk more about Gabe. I cry and so do Ray and Sean—and Emmie, because we’re crying. I don’t think she understands that Gabe’s never coming back—but we laugh, too.


  It feels good to remember Gabe, and to hear what the kids remember. He touched their lives this summer. Danny, Ray, Sean, and Emmie all cared about him, because he cared, and made them feel special, valuable.


  Hearing the kids talk about their summer memories makes me even more certain that Gabe’s mother is crazy. Gabe wasn’t damaged by his disease; he was freed by it. He was freed to be the person he wanted to be, and I, for one, think that person was pretty fucking amazing.


  He changed my life, and I will never be the same. I am stronger than I have ever been, and I have Gabe to thank for it. I won’t let him down by falling apart or giving up on the dreams he helped me dream. I will hide until I’m healed enough to face the world, and then I’ll start making the kind of decisions the man I loved would have been proud of.


  By the time Sherry wakes me up on Thursday morning with a gentle shake to the shoulder, I’m feeling better, strong enough to nod yes when she asks if we can leave the fort and have a talk.


  I follow her into the backyard, clutching the coffee mug she hands me to my chest. We walk bare foot across the still rain-soaked grass to the picnic table, where we both climb on top to sit with our grass-covered feet propped on the seat below.


  “What’s up?” I ask, shoving my wild hair from my face, deciding I’m ready to do something to it today besides wash it and let it dry in a tangle. I’m still not up for going to work, but I’m ready to get cleaned up, leave the fort, maybe take the kids to the playground later after things have dried off.


  “I did a little calling around this morning,” Sherry says. Her curly red hair is pulled into two cute braids and her pajamas are bright pink with green flowers. She looks like she’s getting ready to host a kid’s birthday party, but her expression is anything but cheerful, making me wonder what shit has hit the fan now.


  “What’s up?” I ask. “What kind of calling?”


  “Well, it’s been two days so I thought…” She takes a breath. “I figured it was time to call around to the funeral homes, and try to figure out when Gabe was going to be buried. I figured you’d want to know, so you could make plans.”


  I nod, handling the news much better than I would have two days ago. The flash of pain in my chest is terrible, but duller around the edges, and when I speak my voice is rough, but steady. “Did you find out when it will be?”


  Sherry shakes her head. “No. None of the funeral directors in town had a funeral scheduled, or had even heard from Gabe’s parents.”


  I frown. “What does that mean? They can’t be burying him somewhere else. His entire family back to the Civil War is buried in Giffney.”


  “Right,” Sherry agrees, that odd, serious-nervous expression still on her face. “I thought that was weird, too, but thought maybe they were planning to hold the funeral in Charleston just to be assholes, and try to keep you from coming. So I called the local hospitals to see if they might be able to tell me where they released the body, but…”


  She breaks off with sigh.


  “What?” I ask, stomach churning. “What’s up? Just tell me.”


  Sherry takes my coffee and sets it on the table before grabbing both my hands and holding tight. “Listen, I don’t want you to freak out, okay? And I don’t want you to get your hopes up, because this probably doesn’t mean anything, but—”


  “But what?” I ask, pulse speeding. “What’s wrong? Did they lose the body or something?”


  Sherry shakes her head. “No, Caitlin. Gabe was never at the ER at Presbyterian.”


  My brow furrows, the sentence not computing. “What?”


  “He was never there,” she repeats. “So I called the Carolina Medical Center, even though it’s further from Gabe’s house, but he was never checked in there, either.”


  I stare at Sherry, watching the same impossible hope blooming in my chest flicker in her eyes. “You don’t think…” I dampen my lips, afraid to say the words out loud. “We should check the Charleston hospitals first, before we start jumping to conclusions.”


  “I already did,” Sherry says. “In the past four days, no Gabriel Alexander was checked in to any Emergency Room within two hours of Giffney.”


  I shake my head slowly back and forth, a million thoughts rushing through my mind at once. “You think he’s… Do you think he…” I still can’t say it, can’t name my hope for fear it will disappear. “But why would his mom lie?”


  “Why wouldn’t she?” Sherry says. “You said she thought you weren’t helping Gabe. Maybe she decided he was better off without you.”


  “But she was devastated,” I say. “She was crying her eyes out.”


  “Maybe she’s a really good liar. And I mean, her son was still dying, even if he wasn’t dead yet. That’s something to fucking cry about.” Sherry shrugs. “I don’t know. It’s all just too fishy, and didn’t you say that Gabe said his parents had plane flights booked for him? To some hospice or something?”


  I nod, still feeling dazed, blinded by the ray of light in the darkness.


  “What if they kidnapped him?” Sherry continues. “Like, took advantage of the fact that he was sick, and put his ass on a plane as far from Giffney, and you, as they could get him?”


  “No,” I say, spirits crashing back to earth. “He would have found a phone and called me. Even if he was too sick to fight back, he wouldn’t have let his parents take him away and not found a way to let me know about it.”


  “Unless he couldn’t get to a phone for some reason,” Sherry says, squeezing my hands tighter. “Listen, I don’t want to put you through any fresh hell, or give you false hope, but there is something strange going on, and I’m going to help you figure out what it is. I already called Carla, and she told me to take the rest of the week off. She lost her husband last year. She told me to stay and be here for you, and that’s what I’m going to do. So…where do we start digging for more clues?”


  I take a shaky breath, hope and fear mixing inside of me to form a cocktail far more eye-opening than any cup of coffee. “There’s only one place I can think of. I have to go back to Darby Hill. There might be something there that will let us know what Gabe’s parents are hiding.”


  “Okay, but how?” Sherry asks, leaning in as she catches my excitement. “They’re not going to throw open the door when you knock, and welcome you in for a chat.”


  “I’m not going to knock,” I say. “I’ll break in after they’re asleep. I know the security code, so I can turn it off as soon as I pick the lock.”


  Sherry tilts her head, shooting me a confused look out of the corner of my eye. “Okay, but…when exactly did you become an expert at picking locks?”


  “Gabe taught me,” I say, shrugging like it’s no big deal. “It was a hobby of his. He liked the…puzzle solving aspect of it.”


  “Really,” she says, frowning. “That’s…kind of a weird habit for a guy who’s stinking rich. Was he planning a secret life of crime, or something?”


  For the first time in days I actually have to fight a smile. On impulse I lean in, hugging Sherry tight. “Thank you. Thank you so much for this.”


  Sherry hugs me back, smoothing a hand over my tangled hair. “Just don’t hate me if it turns out to be nothing, okay?”


  “I could never hate you,” I say, pulling away, sniffing away the tears trying to escape the corners of my eyes. I’m not going to cry again, not until I know what’s happened to Gabe, until I know if, by some miracle, he’s still alive.


  Gabe. Alive. The thought is a hand pulling me up from the bottom of the ocean. Even if he only has a little time left, I’ll fight for every minute with him. I need to see him again, I need to know if—in two short weeks—my period comes, or if I find out there is a part of Gabe alive inside of me, a son or daughter with my green eyes and his devilish smile.


  I take a moment, closing my eyes and praying for that potential life, praying for the life of the man I love, praying that I’ll find him and be able to tell him I love him one more time. I love him, and I will never forget him. No matter what the future holds, a piece of Gabe will always be with me, burning hot and bright, lighting me up from the inside. He set fire to my heart, and there is no putting it out.


  And if his parents have lied to take him away from me, there will be no stopping me until I have my revenge.


  “You okay, Cait?” Sherry asks.


  I open my eyes. “Not yet, but I will be.”


  I hop off the picnic table, leading the way back into the house, ready to set a few fires of my own.
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  If only good was good enough, and I wasn’t still consumed by a love so fierce nothing can put what I feel for Gabe to rest.

  

  Still, I believe the worst is over, until I’m forced back to my hometown and realize how many lies have been told to snuff out the wicked rush I found in Gabe’s arms.

  

  ONE PERFECT LOVE is an edgy, sexy, boundary-pushing read intended for readers over the age of seventeen. The book features graphic love scenes, violence, strong language, liars, and heartbreak. Read at your own risk.


  


  Join Jessie’s newsletter to be notified when ONE PERFECT LOVE is released: http://bit.ly/1swaXYv


  


  Keep reading to read an excerpt from Melt With You, the first in Jessie’s sweet and sexy Fire and Icing contemporary romance series. Available now.


  Melt With You


  Fire and Icing Book 1


  By Jessie Evans


  


  Some fires never burn out…

  

  After ten years as America’s sweetest celebrity chef, Naomi Whitehouse is enjoying life out of the spotlight, back in her hometown of Summerville, Georgia. She’s opening a pastry shop with her sister, housesitting for her snowbird parents, and reconnecting with her roots. Life is good until she runs into her high school sweetheart, Jake Hansen, a sexy firefighter who gives her a reception chilly enough to freeze a forest fire. If Naomi wants her homecoming to remain all cupcakes and sugar cookies, she’ll have to win Jake over. But how can she earn his forgiveness when he won’t even speak to her?

  

  When the girl who broke his heart buys a month of dates at the firefighter’s Hunk-for-a-Month fundraiser auction, only honor keeps widower Jake Hansen from backing out of the commitment. He won’t let the firehouse down, even if it means enduring a torturous month with Naomi Whitehouse. And Jake knows being close to Naomi again will be torture. Even after all these years, she still gets to him…not that he intends to let her know it. He’ll be civil, honor his obligation, and with any luck Naomi will tire of playing small-town pastry chef and Jake will never see her again.

  

  But as the month passes, Jake and Naomi discover some fires never burn out. Will the heat between them be enough to melt away the pain of past mistakes, or is their second chance doomed from the start?


  


  Chapter One


  Whoever said you can never go home again was full of crap.


  Naomi Whitehouse had come home again—back to Summerville, Georgia, the only place she’d ever been truly happy—and she was loving every minute of it. Summerville was exactly the same, and with every passing day, Naomi felt the hard, crusty, miserable shell that had been suffocating her soul for the past year crumbling away, revealing a happier, healthier Naomi.


  “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Maddie, Naomi’s younger sister, paused at the entrance to the Methodist Church’s fellowship hall, rubbing her red fingers together to keep them warm.


  Before moving back to Summerville a few months ago, Maddie had been living in the Caribbean. This was her first winter back in a place where it occasionally snowed, and she was totally unprepared. This time last week Naomi herself had been in Miami, so she could empathize.


  The sisters had made a quick trip to Atlanta to buy coats and hats on Monday—taking a day to celebrate closing on the location for Icing, the bakery they would be opening together—but they’d forgotten to pick up scarves and mittens. Yesterday, that hadn’t been a big deal, but tonight the temperature had dropped close to thirty degrees.


  After the six-block walk from the car, Naomi’s entire face was numb.


  But that was probably a good thing. Hopefully, her frozen face would keep her nerves from showing.


  “Seriously,” Maddie said. “Are you ready for this?”


  “I’m ready.” Naomi looped her arm through her sister’s. “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.”


  “You’re bluffing,” Maddie huffed, her breath forming a crystal fog in front of her face.


  “How can you tell?”


  “I have the best bullshit detector in three states,” Maddie said, before adding in a slightly sour voice, “except when it comes to my ex, of course.”


  Maddie and her ex-husband, Serge—a Croatian chef she’d met in Paris while studying the art of French pastry—had split up six months ago. Serge had finally broken down and confessed to his wife and best friend that he was gay and had fallen in love with one of the lifeguards at the resort where he and Maddie both worked. Two days after announcing the news to his wife, he’d started divorce proceedings and moved to San Francisco to start a new life with Craig.


  Maddie had pretended not to be devastated, but Naomi knew better. She might not have the best bullshit detector in three states—or even in one state if her own recent relationship history was anything to judge by—but she knew her baby sister. Something inside Maddie was broken. Her blue eyes didn’t sparkle the way they used to, and even her smile looked sad around the edges.


  “Hey,” Naomi said in a soft voice. “If you don’t want to be here, we can leave. It’s no big deal.”


  Maddie shook her head, sending her dark-chocolate curls tumbling around her shoulders. They were the same shade as Naomi’s had been before she streaked her hair with caramel highlights yesterday in an effort to perk up her outsides along with her insides.


  “No way,” Maddie said, lifting her chin a little higher. “It’s important that you patch things up with Jake. I’m not sure this is the best way to do it, but you’ve got money in your purse and I’m here to help you spend it.”


  Naomi grinned and nudged Maddie with her shoulder. “Does that mean you’re going to let me buy one for you? I brought extra cash just in case.”


  Maddie snorted. “You’re crazy. I’m not going to be able to watch this without giggling like a ten-year-old on a sugar high, let alone bid on a beefcake of my own.”


  Naomi giggled. “I know. But I can’t wait. Thank God for Methodists.”


  “Amen,” Maddie said, laughing as they headed for the entrance, joining the throngs of women surging into the Methodist fellowship hall.


  Only the Methodists would allow the firefighters to hold a “Hunk-for-a-Month” charity auction in their large basement. The Baptists across the street were undoubtedly scandalized by the idea of half-naked men in a house of worship. The Baptists didn’t approve of dancing, let alone oiled-up firefighters strutting down a makeshift catwalk while local women hooted and hollered and bid on the man they wanted to be their date for the next month of Fridays.


  Naomi, however, wasn’t scandalized at all. She was determined. Determined to use the fifteen hundred dollars burning a hole in her red leather purse to buy a chance at a fresh start with Jake Hansen.


  Jake Hansen. Just thinking his name sent a shiver up her spine that had nothing to do with the cold.


  Jake was more than her former high school sweetheart; he was the person who had taught her how to love. When she’d finally finished sowing her wild oats and wanted to settle down, it was her relationship with Jake that she’d looked back on as a model for how to make “happily ever after” work.


  Naomi had been a good partner to her fiancé, Caleb—certainly better than she had ended up being to Jake—but Caleb hadn’t been ready to settle down. He’d made that abundantly clear eight months ago when tragedy struck and Naomi hit rock bottom. Instead of being there to catch her and lift her back into the light, the way a man like Jake would have been, Caleb had packed his things, said good-bye, and left her alone in the darkness. Naomi had cried for two days straight before her family had flown in and helped her pull herself together for the trip to the cemetery.


  The only bright spot was that Naomi had managed to keep her pregnancy—and her baby’s premature delivery—from the press. The Whitehouses had been the only ones at the gravesite, the only ones to mourn the little girl who hadn’t made it past her fifth month inside her mama. Caleb, the father of Naomi’s baby, hadn’t even sent flowers.


  Even now—eight months and a lot of intensive therapy later—the memory of that tiny coffin was still enough to make Naomi’s throat lock up and her heart shrivel in her chest.


  No, not tonight, she thought, gritting her jaw against the wave of emotion. Tonight is for the future, for nurturing new beginnings, not licking old wounds.


  Naomi plastered a smile on her face as she and Maddie waved at old school friends near the coat check and joined the crowd of women wandering into the fellowship hall.


  Inside the basement, which smelled vaguely of tater tots, chili, and other fellowship meals, the normally bright fluorescents had been shut off and a catwalk decorated with fire hoses was illuminated with sultry red spotlights. The thirty or so round tables surrounding the catwalk were already filling up, and Maddie and Naomi had to hustle to find two seats together near the back of the room, at a table of gray haired ladies with flushed cheeks and mischief in their eyes.


  “Mrs. Watson!” Naomi broke into a laugh at the sight of her sixty-something fifth grade teacher twirling her auction card—a cutout of a red firefighter’s cap with a number in the center glued to a wooden dowel—between two fingers.


  “Naomi! You look amazing, sugar!” Mrs. Watson leveraged her considerable bulk from her chair and enveloped Naomi in a cushiony hug. “We’re so glad to have you back where you belong, baby girl. And Maddie, too!”


  “It’s so good to see you!” Naomi squeezed her tight. “I can’t believe you’re here.”


  “Of course I’m here,” Mrs. Watson said, winking as she released Naomi from her embrace. “Where else would I be? It’s not every day you get to see fourteen brave, Southern men in the prime of their lives without their shirts on.”


  “Men, indeed. Those boys are young enough to be your sons, Mimi Watson. Or grandsons for that matter,” Gretchen March piped up from across the table, her lips pruning with disapproval. Gretchen was the grandmother of their business partner, Aria, and was never shy about sharing her opinions. “If you ask me, this monkeyshine shouldn’t be allowed in church, even if it is only the church basement.”


  “Oh, hush, Gretchen.” Mrs. Watson laughed as she reclaimed her seat. “I don’t remember twisting your arm to get you in the car tonight.”


  Gretchen lifted her nose into the air. “Well, someone has to keep an eye on the rest of you, make sure you don’t spend your grocery money on some shirtless hoodlum.” She glanced furtively over her shoulder before leaning in to add in a loud whisper, “I heard one of them was going to be wearing a tiny bathing suit like those European men wear at the beach.”


  “Oh, I hope so,” Mrs. Watson said, clapping her hands.


  The rest of the older women giggled, and Naomi and Maddie took their seats. Naomi plucked her auction card from next to her slice of chocolate cake and clenched it in her slowly thawing fingers.


  Lucky number fifty-eight.


  At least she hoped it would be lucky and that she’d brought enough cash to secure Jake as her date for the month. She didn’t imagine anyone else would be willing to go above fifteen hundred dollars. The proceeds from this fundraiser were going to a good cause—a badly needed new firehouse—but most women in Summerville weren’t CEOs of multi-million dollar companies.


  Naomi’s cooking show was in reruns on two different cable networks, and Naomi Whitehouse: Gourmet Foods and More was making a mint. Her gourmet products were flying off grocery store shelves, and she’d just developed a line of cookware for a major department store chain. Naomi had more money than she knew what to do with, especially considering she was currently living in her parents’ house and Maddie refused to let Naomi pay more than a third of the start-up costs for the bakery they were opening in downtown Summerville.


  Naomi had tried to convince Maddie and her business partner, Aria March, that it was absolutely no big deal for her to foot the bill for the renovation, as well as the first year’s worth of expenses, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Then again, both women were more focused on the bottom line than Naomi was.


  Naomi had been wealthy for years, and she knew first hand that when it came to happiness, money truly couldn’t buy you anything even close. Aria March, with her sexy, devoted husband, adorable little girl, and new baby due next year, was richer than Naomi in every way that mattered.


  No, money couldn’t buy happiness, but maybe it could buy her a foot in the door. If she was going to make a life for herself in Summerville—a happy, authentic life filled with love and laughter—she had to make peace with Jake. Since coming home, she’d only seen him for a few minutes, but that had been long enough to make it obvious that he hated her.


  When Naomi spotted Jake in the A&P’s frozen food aisle yesterday, she’d smiled and headed toward him with every intention of starting over as grown-up friends. But before she’d made it out of the ice-cream section, Jake shot her a glare that would melt a glacier, spun on his heel, and walked out of the store without a backward glance.


  “Are you going to eat your cake?” Maddie whispered as the lights dimmed and Mitzy Chambers, the city councilwoman who was sponsoring the fundraiser, walked down the catwalk, microphone in hand.


  “No, you take it. I’m too nervous,” Naomi said, pushing the cake toward her sister.


  Maddie had put on a few pounds since moving back to Summerville, but she was still gorgeous. Besides, after being left for a lifeguard named Craig, Maddie had the right to eat her feelings. Naomi figured they could both start making healthier choices once they had the bakery up and running and had started their new lives off on the right foot.


  For Naomi, that first, right-footed step would be taken tonight.


  “Welcome, ladies,” Mitzy said, laughing as she was greeted with a cheer from the assembled women. “First of all, let me tell y’all how glad I am to see you here tonight. Our hardworking firefighters have been in desperate need of a new firehouse for years. Since the last ballot initiative didn’t pass, we’ve decided to take things into our own hands. With your help, we’re hoping to make Hunk-for-a-Month the biggest fundraiser Summerville has ever seen.”


  Her words were met with a hearty round of applause.


  “I’m sure y’all are ready to see the men you’ve come to bid on,” she said, laughing as the room echoed with more cheers and a few squeals. “But before we get started, I want to make sure y’all understand how this works.”


  Mitzy held up an arm and the image projected onto the wall to her left changed from a greeting to a list of the month’s upcoming events—a holiday fair, a dinner and silent auction, a hayride and bonfire, and a holiday ball.


  “Tonight you’ll be bidding on a date to the rest of our fundraising events,” Mitzy said. “Each Friday, you and your firefighter escort will enjoy the festivities we have planned, culminating in the Fireman’s Ball, where you’ll be guests of honor and we’ll announce how much we’ve raised. We hope the entire town will turn out to support these events, and we know seeing our brave men—”


  “And woman!” a feminine voice called out from behind the curtains separating the back stage from the catwalk, eliciting a wave of laughter from the audience.


  Mitzy smiled. “Yes, and woman. I hope you ladies brought some money to bid on behalf of your sons and grandsons because we also have one lovely lady firefighter up for auction tonight.”


  “She’s a girl, anyway—not sure about the lady part,” a male voice from behind the curtain called out, getting an even bigger response from the crowd.


  Mitzy laughed. “It seems the natives are getting restless,” she said with a bright smile. “So, without further ado, I invite you all to sit back, relax, and enjoy the show. Let our brave firefighters entertain you and get ready to start bidding!”


  As Mitzy descended the steps to the catwalk, pulsing club music began to throb from the speakers, and disco lights spun across the stage. A moment later, the curtain at the back of the stage parted and an olive-skinned hunk strutted out. He was wearing skin-tight jeans and a fireman’s jacket open at the front to reveal his washboard abs. The man winked and paused to do a slow turn at the center of the catwalk, and Naomi’s stomach lurched miserably.


  She knew that hunk, knew him almost as well as she knew his brother.


  Naomi swallowed hard, trying to ignore the way her pulse beat frantically at her throat as Jamison Hansen, Jake’s little brother, worked the catwalk like a male model. His cocky grin remained firmly in place as he slid his coat slowly off his shoulders, revealing the to-die-for body beneath, and Naomi’s mind reeled.


  What the heck was going on?


  Jamison Hansen didn’t live in Summerville anymore. Naomi had it on good authority—a friend of a friend who was working her way through the police force after dating half the firemen in town—that Jamison had left two years ago to work for a fire department in Atlanta. He wasn’t supposed to be here. This could ruin everything!


  Naomi leaned over to whisper in Maddie’s ear. “I thought Jamison moved.”


  Maddie pressed her hand to her mouth, but she was giggling too hard to stop. Her eyes were glued to Jamison with a mix of horror, appreciation, and embarrassment that would have made Naomi laugh if she wasn’t suddenly feeling nauseous.


  “Forget it.” Naomi settled back in her chair, nibbling on her lip as Jamison reached the end of the catwalk and did a booty-shake dance that was ridiculous enough to be funny, but still sexy enough to have all the ladies making noise.


  Jamison was the perfect first man out—gorgeous and friendly, but silly and gregarious enough to put everyone at ease.


  Everyone, except Naomi.


  As Mitzy started the bidding and women shouted out dollar amounts from different corners of the room, Naomi slid lower and lower in her seat. The chances that Jamison would see her from fifty feet away were slim, but she wasn’t willing to risk it. In fact, she planned to make her escape from this table of frisky old ladies as soon as Jamison disappeared behind the curtains.


  This had been a dumb idea. She’d be better off writing Jake a letter, sending him a singing telegram, or maybe having a fruit basket and a month’s worth of venison steak delivered to the Hansen family compound as a peace offering.


  Or maybe she would just plan to avoid seeing Jake in person ever again. Considering the firehouse was directly across the street from Icing, her new bakery, that could be difficult, but Naomi would find a way to manage. She was a resourceful woman, especially when it came to avoiding things she’d rather not face head on.


  She’d been willing to tackle Jake, but Jake and Jamison were a different kettle of fish.


  She seriously doubted Jamison had told Jake what happened Naomi’s last night in Summerville—Jamison would have been in as much hot water as she herself—but it didn’t matter if Jake knew the truth. She knew, and Jamison knew, and that was enough knowing to create some major problems.


  Mitzy ended the bidding—awarding Jamison to a gorgeous young blond at a table near the front, who had shelled out eight hundred dollars for the privilege—and Naomi leaned closer to her sister.


  “I’m not feeling well,” Naomi whispered as Jamison spun and strutted off the stage to thunderous applause. “I’ll wait in the car. Come out whenever you’re ready. No rush.”


  “No, you can’t leave,” Maddie said, gasping for breath as she grabbed Naomi by the wrist, her eyes filled with tears from laughing so hard. “I’m sorry I couldn’t answer before. Jamison moved back a few months ago.”


  “You didn’t tell me,” Naomi said, keeping her tone light. She’d never told anyone, not even Maddie, about what had happened with Jamison, so she couldn’t fault her sister for not spilling the beans.


  Maddie wiped her eyes. “Sorry. I’ll catch you up on all the gossip later, but you have to stay. This is so much fun. Stay. Have fun with me.”


  Naomi hesitated. She hadn’t seen Maddie enjoying herself this much in ages. A part of her wanted to stay and giggle with her sister, but the part of her that was reeling from seeing Jamison again needed out of here—ASAP.


  She was getting ready to order Maddie to have fun without her and make a run for the exit, when the curtain parted again and Naomi lost the ability to form words.


  There, wearing nothing but black jeans and a black Summerville Fire Department baseball cap, was the man she’d come for. Naomi’s breath caught and a horrible, excited-but-miserable feeling filled her chest. It was same feeling that had overwhelmed her when Jake had turned and walked away from her at the store yesterday, but this time, he didn’t know she was watching. Naomi was able to let her eyes linger, taking in every inch of the stunning man her high school sweetheart had become.


  Jake didn’t strut down the catwalk like his little brother; he owned the stage like the captain of a ship, like a Roman commander leading his army into battle. With his tanned, olive skin, broad shoulders, chiseled chest, and deliciously narrow hips, Jake was every bit the beefcake his little brother was. But that wasn’t what made the crowd suck in their breath in appreciation as he reached the end of the catwalk and took off his hat, his tousled brown hair flopping over one eye as he bowed to the ladies on either side of the stage.


  No, it wasn’t his muscles, the strong planes of his face, or those dark brown eyes that glittered with intelligence that made it impossible for Naomi to take her eyes off of him. It was the way he held himself, the way he moved like a creature that was completely at home in its body. Jake was a man who walked, talked, and prowled the catwalk with innate confidence. He knew who he was and where he was going. He was a man who worked hard and loved harder, who believed in the value of a man’s word, and never gave a woman a second chance to make a bad impression.


  He was never going to let her apologize, let alone forgive her. Jake wasn’t that kind of man. He only let down his guard for a select few. Once his trust was betrayed, an impenetrable wall went up and it was impossible to get through to him. She might as well try begging a block of ice to give her a second chance.


  The only shot she had was to appeal to Jake’s sense of honor. If she purchased him fair and square, he would feel obligated to spend the next four Fridays by her side. He would be forced to remain in her presence long enough for her apologies to have a shot of slipping through his defenses.


  And that’s why she thrust her auction card into the air—even though she was afraid, even though the logical part of her insisted that having Jamison in the picture meant her plan was doomed from the start.


  But sitting there, seeing Jake dazzle the crowd with his smile, Naomi couldn’t resist. She had been dying to see that smile again, ever since the day she’d broken Jake’s heart and walked away from the only person who had ever made her feel completely loved.


  


  Purchase Melt With You for Amazon Kindle.


  


  


  The complete Fire and Icing series is available now:


  Melt With You (Book 1)


  Hot for You (Book 2)


  Sweet to You (Book 3)


  Perfect for You (Book 4-Short Story)


  Saving You (Book 5-Novella)


  


  And please enjoy the following excerpt from Marquita Valentine!


  


  Burn For You (Boys of the South #5)


  By Marquita Valentine


  


  [image: ]


  


  Beau Montgomery is *not* the typical single dad for three reasons:


  1. He's rich and famous.


  2. He needs a nanny, like yesterday.


  3. He has no idea if eight month old, Mia, is actually his daughter.


  


  Only, number three doesn't matter to him, because he's determined to give up everything to be a standup dad, including racing, partying, and his favorite vice-women. Until that is, he's invited to race in Monaco--a dream he's always had. Now, all those things he'd sworn to give up are at his fingertips, including the very inconveniently hot nanny, Landry Basnight, who's traveling with him.


  


  Landry Basnight *is* the typical college graduate for three reasons:


  1. She's broke and in debt up to her eyeballs.


  2. She needs a job, like yesterday.


  3. Nothing exciting ever happens in her life.


  


  Only, number three is about to change, because she's been hired by Beau Montgomery, son of Racing Royalty. Landry's parents are big fans of the Montgomerys, while she couldn't care less--all she wants is to make a dent in her student loans. However, that doesn't stop her from falling in love with her little charge, nor does it make it easier to resist Beau's charms.


  


  Lines are crossed, and then forgotten as Beau and Landry grow closer, but when Beau's ex-girlfriend, who is also Mia's mother, shows up, everything starts to fall apart for the new couple.


  


  Will their love weather the storm, or will Beau abandon Landry for the family he's always wanted?


  


  Excerpt:


  


  Landry looks so sad that I can't help but want to comfort her. “It's okay, really.” I sit on the side of the bed, one hand braced on the mattress. “How did my baby girl like being a mermaid today?”


  


  “Oh gosh, Beau. She loved it. You got the picture I sent?”


  


  “Yes. Thank you. I showed it off to my pit crew.” They had wanted to see Landry, but I didn't have a picture of her. Even if I did, I don't know if I'd want them to see her in a bathing suit. Hell, I hadn't seen her in one.


  


  Landry sits up, her hair curling wildly over her shoulders. “Her cheeks are a little red, but I swear I put sunscreen on before we out, while we were out, and she had a hat on the entire time.”


  


  “I trust you did what you were supposed to.”


  


  Her smile grows bright. “Next time you should come with us. Then I won't have to get the pool guy to help me in and out of the pool.”


  


  Jealousy sparks in my brain, lighting a fuse I recognize. “That so.”


  


  Landry's eyes search my face. “He was very nice, Beau, not at all like Henry.”


  


  I exhale, releasing some of the tension in my body. “Good to know I won't have to go all redneck on him.”


  


  She giggles, shaking her head. “You've scarred Henry for life. I think he almost peed his pants when the elevator door opened and he saw us.”


  


  “He didn't touch you, did he?”


  


  “He wouldn't look at me, beyond the first oh crap is that guy with them moment.” Landry traces a pattern near my hand. “I didn't feel bad for him at all.”


  


  “But you almost did, didn't you?”


  


  She peeks at me through lacey, black lashes. “No.” Her fingers draw a square even closer to my hand. “Are you going to that party tonight? I heard lots of famous people will be there.”


  


  I edge my fingers closer to hers, until the tips of her nails touch my skin. “Do you want me to go?”


  


  She shakes her head, sending her curls tumbling all over the place. “No. I want you to stay here with me and Mia.”


  


  “Then that's what I'll do.”


  


  Her head snaps up. “Really?”


  


  I smile and it feels so good that my grin gets bigger. “Really.”


  


  “Are you sure that's okay?” She bites the side of her plump lip.


  


  Taking a chance, I run my thumb over her lip, gently pulling it away from her white teeth. “It's more than okay.”


  


  “Beau,” she sighs. “I'm being really selfish by wanting you here with me.”


  


  “Maybe I need someone to be selfish about me,” I murmur as my thumb makes another pass over her bottom lip.


  


  To purchase Burn For You: http://bit.ly/1qpdZM3


  To sign up for Marquita's newsletter: http://bit.ly/1eH2d8U
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