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  #NotTheGirlWithTheWorldsBiggestproblems


  


  KRISTI AND I drive in silence for almost thirty minutes. We’re going east, I know that much, because the sun is glaring ahead of us and my sunglasses are missing from my little purse. I prop my head on my hand and lean into the window, the air-conditioning blaring into my face, which in combination with the sun forces me to close my eyes.


  What did we do last night? Asher was so convinced that I talked. But I never talk. Why would I say those things to him? I do remember some things, I wasn’t being entirely truthful with him. But he shocked me. How did he find about my parents? How did all these people suddenly figure out who I am?


  OK, Grace. Think hard. Did you tell him things? What happened after you went upstairs?


  I remember the rug. God, I love that rug. And the pink champagne. That was delicious. We did have sex. And it was… my face heats up. It was spectacular, as usual. If there’s one thing Vaughn Asher know, it’s his way around a woman’s body. He knows all the sweet spots.


  Sweets. He called me that all night. I remember that too. He said… I’ll be yours if you’ll be mine.


  And I said…


  Kristi sniffs back a sob and I open my eyes to look over at her. She has not spoken a word since we got on the freeway and right now she’s deep in thought, chewing on her thumbnail.


  I wonder if she’s worried about ruining her manicure for the wedding. She can’t really be thinking of ditching Johnny Blazen. Can she? Is this all my fault? For projecting my insecurities about Vaughn onto her situation? God, I am a horrible person. Because she probably does love that guy and I’m using her right now because she’s helping me escape from Vaughn and the media.


  That whole thing hits me hard and I just close my eyes again and shake my head. All these years I’ve been left alone. No one knew Bebe’s mother was my lawyer during my trial because she practices law under her maiden name. And I don’t know if people just couldn’t stomach my reality, so they blocked it out, or if they just wanted to believe the fairytale ending. That my life went back to normal and I got the happily ever after. Either way, they lost interest in me. And even though it took many years of support from a small group of people who helped me through that time in my life, I did, in fact, recover.


  Time is my friend. The more time between then and now, the better I get. I’m not broken any more. I’m really not.


  “Do you think I’m crazy?” Kristi asks.


  I look over at her again. She’s tapping her fingernail on the steering wheel now, looking like a mess. The car is her wedding present from Johnny. A replacement for the 2008 model she’s been driving in Denver. “I think it’s cold feet, Kristi. I’m a complete fuckup. You should not listen to a damn word I say. I was reeling from that whole pregnancy thing with Vaughn.” Just saying his name is enough to make my heart ache. I don’t say any more and Kristi drops it as well.


  I like the silence.


  She turns the Mercedes into a driveway with one of those rustic entry arches cattle ranches have. Red Desert Resort, the sign hanging from the arch states.


  “What’s this place?” I ask, sitting up a little straighter.


  Kristi looks over at me, her eyes red and teary. “My childhood home.”


  “Oh, you have family here? I didn’t know that. Why didn’t they come to the rehearsal dinner last night?”


  She sucks in a sob and then places a hand over her chest to steady herself. “Because they hate me.”


  I just stare at her, trying to process her words. And I realize I know absolutely nothing about this woman. Aside from her being the almost-future Mrs. Blazen, I’ve not gathered any facts about her. I’m a terrible friend. “Should we go somewhere else?”


  She ignores my question. Or maybe she just can’t answer it right now. Silence is your friend when you’re keeping secrets. So she just keeps driving. The road curves around and then we are at a guard house with a stop gate. Kristi pulls up to the guard and buzzes her window down with one hand while shuffling though a purse resting on the center console with the other. She finds her wallet and flips it open


  “Can I help you, ma’am? The resort is closed right now, we’re not accepting guests.”


  Kristi says nothing to him, just hands him her driver’s license.


  He takes it, studies it, and then looks at Kristi like he’s trying to make a decision. “They’re not here,” he finally says. “They’re on vacation.”


  Kristi straightens her shoulders and tips her chin up, steeling herself to be brave. “I’m not here to see them. Now open the fucking gate.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” He retreats back into the guard house. The barrier lifts and our way forward opens up. Kristi buzzes her window up and drives off.


  “What was that all about?” I ask. “You really grew up here?”


  “Yes. My grandparents owned it, then when they died five years ago, the ownership was split up between me, my brother, and my parents.” She looks over at me. “My partial ownership is the only reason I’m allowed to be here right now. I’m what you call the black sheep.”


  I have to admit, that surprises me. Perfect Kristi is the black sheep? “How? Why?”


  She shakes her head. “It’s a long story. I wanted my wedding to be in Vegas on the off-chance my parents would actually show up, but”—she looks over at me—“I guess that was a huge fail, right?”


  I slump back into my seat. Her disappointment fills me up and makes me weary. I’m not the only one with problems. I sometimes forget that fact. This is how I get when I’m Daisy instead of Grace. I start thinking that I own the title of Girl with the World’s Biggest Problems.


  That’s why I changed my name and started a new life. Daisy is a victim. Daisy is weak, and sick, and pathetic. Grace is graceful. Grace is strong, and determined, and brave. I’ve tried so hard to put my past away. Just lock it up and forget about it. Be the new girl. Be Grace.


  But this today… I just don’t know what it might mean. Will I ever be able to go back to being just Grace? Will I have to be Daisy again? Will I be some very fucked-up version of both of them?


  I just don’t know.


  The road winds a little and there are thick patches of juniper and spruce trees, so when we finally round a corner and the resort comes into view, I’m breathless. I drop the pity party and take it all in. “Wow. It’s stunning.” There’s a huge lake, man-made obviously, surrounded by a scattering of bungalows. The main building is a Santa Fe-style adobe, with a large terrace filled with empty tables. A café, I realize.


  We pull up to the valet area, but no one comes to take our car. Kristi shuts the engine down and we just sit for a moment. “I knew they would be gone, I guess. What did I expect?” She looks over at me and a tear slips down her cheek. “They close the place down every year at this time so they can travel. So I planned the wedding during vacation and sent the invitation. Hoping, ya know?”


  I nod. Because I get it. I get that desperation, that one last grab for love and acceptance. I had friends and relatives back in my hometown, but half of them thought I was guilty at first. And I can’t live with people who think I could’ve done what I was accused of. The other half kept pestering me for ‘my story’. They wanted me to talk to the media. Get paid for interviews. Write a book about my experience.


  Use me. They wanted to use me. So I pulled back, severed all ties, and boxed that life up and packed it away. And ever since then I’ve had this wall around me. Oh, it’s transparent, people get in, but there’s a limit as to how close. Even Bebe. When I think about it, I’m a little bit ashamed that I never told her everything. I know she’d be there for me. But when you’re safe, why invite the danger in?


  I guess I can relate to Vaughn in that respect. He has his own wall. No authentic relationships. And if I had been honest with him about… well, pretty much anything… then he’d have bounced that question right back to me.


  Because all my relationships are fake too.


  The temperature in the car is rising fast, and the rush of hot wind as Kristi opens her door draws me back to my reality. We’re on the run and now we’re stopped. Decisions have to be made. “So what are we doing here, Kristi? Do you have keys to get in?”


  She’s wringing her hands in her lap with worry. “My brother is here. He was going to come to the wedding, but I called him last night and talked to him for a long time and he…”


  I suddenly have a vision of Vaughn and his sister on her wedding night. How she went to him to confide her fears. How he was afraid of influencing her. “What did he say?” I ask. I need to know. I need to know this so badly because it’s just not fair that I don’t have a big brother to call for help. “What did he tell you?”


  “He told me to come home and he’d make it all better.” And then Kristi looks past me and a sob escapes. I turn to find what’s grabbed her attention, and there he is. Her brother. Standing there in the huge doorway that leads into the lobby.


  He smiles at her and she’s out of the car so fast, running into his arms, I am left confused and feeling out of place. I’m spying on that private moment again. The one where people have actual blood relatives who love them. The one where little sisters get to run to big brothers and get everything they need in a hug. The one I wish for so badly it makes my chest hurt.


  Kristi’s brother embraces her and all those saved-up sobs come pouring out.


  I get out of the car and wander up to them. He is whispering softly to Kristi now, telling her all the things a woman needs to hear after she runs out on her wedding day. And then he notices me for the first time and gives me a smile as well. He’s obviously older—the small lines around his eyes tell me that. And he’s nice-looking. Rugged and rustic. Like he’s lived on a desert ranch his whole life. He’s wearing jeans, not shorts, which, when paired with the boots, makes him look a little bit cowboy. The white t-shirt is now stained with Kristi’s make-up and he notices me staring at it and laughs. “You’re ruining my shirt, Krissy! You didn’t say you were bringing a friend. I’m Jack,” he says, peeling an arm from around Kristi to extend it my way. “Jack Bolton.”


  Bolton. I never even bothered to press her for her last name. I shake his hand out of habit, but then my mouth goes dry and I’m not sure what to say back. I’m a whirling mess of guilt, regret, fear, and sorrow all twisted together right now.


  “This is Grace, Jack. She’s in the same situation as me.”


  I squint my eyes at her. “Not really.” No matter what her secret is, she’s so much better off than me. And maybe that’s selfish to think my problems are more overwhelming. It probably is. But I’d give anything to be running away from a wedding right now instead of the past.


  “The media is after her. And so is Vaughn Asher.”


  “Oh.” Jack Bolton looks me up and down and nods slowly. “Well, that’s quite a combination. Care to elaborate?”


  I hesitate and he takes the hint.


  “Never mind,” he says. “Come on, let’s go inside. Have you eaten?” he asks us as he leads Kristi inside, his protective arm still around her.


  “No,” Kristi answers.


  I follow them, trailing behind like a lost puppy. I haven’t felt this pathetic in years. A decade, in fact.


  


  They stare at me with suspicion and questions… and blame. Aunt Rachel, who was always my favorite, narrows her eyes at me as I walk past and take a seat in the small living room. I fold my hands in my lap, pressing them together so hard they ache, and stare at them. Not daring to lift my head.


  “What happened, Daisy?” they all ask. It’s like, simultaneous. That demand comes out of their mouths in various forms and tones. But it all leads back to the same thing everyone has been hinting at since I came back.


  What did you do to bring this tragedy upon our family?


  


  Kristi, Jack, and I travel through the main lobby of the resort, which is decorated Santa Fe-style to match the desert exterior. My eyes are all over Jack Bolton and I am insanely jealous. I haven’t thought about him in a long time, but I had a big brother once. I had a home, too. And parents.


  


  I’m not talking. I decided that back in the hospital. I’m not talking. I’m not saying one word to these people. The nurses were nice but they started asking me questions that I not only didn’t understand, but scared me to death. Sex, I knew they were asking me about sex. Did he touch me? What does that mean? Of course he touched me. Did I fight him? I don’t understand that one either. Of course I fought him. Did he hurt me? That one I get, but that was after the other two. Maybe if they had started with did he hurt me, I’d have talked…


  


  I want my mom and dad and brother so badly right now. I should call Bebe and my other parents, but I can’t. I feel like it would be a monumental step backwards to run to them with this grief. After all they did for me—after all the time and effort and, yes, love, they poured into me to make me better—admitting I’m not OK, that I’ve been hiding behind a name, would be a slap in the face.


  Kristi, Jack, and I arrive at the cafe before all those memories begin to surface and then I force myself to come out of the past—out of my nightmare—and try my best to live in my prefabricated fantasy.


  I desperately need that fantasy life. Reality is really not my thing. Because my reality is… my entire family is dead. And now that I think about it, I remember something else Vaughn Asher asked me something last night. Isn’t it better to live?


  But when you are the reason your whole family is dead… then no. No, it’s not better to live. How do I live with the guilt of knowing I’m the reason they were murdered?


  Chapter Two
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  #ThingsYouCantUnknow


  


  “TALK TO me, Ray. How is no one tracking that car? How is the paparazzi not tracking that car?”


  “They gave them the slip on the Strip, V. That crazy football wife bossed her way through traffic and made a turn. Then they just lost them.”


  “Is that a rental car? Did someone get plates?”


  “I don’t think it’s a rental car, it’s got a temporary plate taped to the back window. But the tint is so dark, no one could read them. I put a call into Johnny Blazen, but he hasn’t gotten back to me.”


  Fuck. I scrub a hand down my face and just stand in the middle of my hotel bedroom. “We need to find Grace, Ray. Before the media does. I don’t think they know any more than they are reporting at this point, but Conner said that there’s more to her story and whatever that more is¸ I don’t want Grace to see it on TV before we find her.”


  “I understand, boss.” Ray says that in his I’m-here-to-fix-things voice. “No matter who that car belongs to, it has to have GPS and is probably linked to a private security system that can access the location of the vehicle. So I’ll keep trying Blazen and see if we can’t figure out which room is his from hotel sources.”


  “OK, thanks.” I end the call and walk over to the bed and sit down.


  My bare feet can’t help but appreciate the soft sheepskin rug and that makes me smile. Grace brought it in here last night so that the first thing she would feel when she got up to start her day was the soft fur. I lean over and pick up the empty champagne bottle. We did drink a lot of champagne last night.


  Does she really not remember?


  God, that kills me. I mean, I knew we were both pretty drunk by that point, but hell, I had no idea she was that drunk. I’d never do that against her will. That’s just wrong.


  And if she really doesn’t remember, there’s a chance she could remember at any moment. What if something jogs her memory and we’re not together to discuss it?


  Ah, fuck. I grab my hair with both fists. “Fuck! Why does this have to happen now? Of all times?”


  I turn on the TV and flip on the cable news. Midday news is mostly gossip and right now the Bellagio, Grace Kinsella, Vaughn Asher, Johnny Blazen, and Kristi the Fiancée are the only things people are talking about.


  And then the picture of Daisy Bryndle goes up. Grace, age thirteen. The murder scene at her home, a farmhouse out in the middle of nowhere. The missing child reports that went out all over the country as they searched for her. Both as a suspect in the murder of her family and as an abducted child.


  So confused were authorities on how to process the scene in a way that made sense, Grace was even on the FBI’s Most Wanted List. It was removed less than forty-eight hours after issue, but that’s not the point. A thirteen-year-old girl was on the FBI Most Wanted List. But they had to put someone on the list, I guess. They had no suspects other than Grace, even though it was highly unlikely that she would’ve been able to commit these murders alone.


  The screen flashes to our fight outside the hotel. She’s crazed, I can tell. Her eyes are wild and they are darting all over the place. Trying to take in the scene. Trying to come to terms with the fact that the life she built, no matter how fake and fabricated, is over.


  I want to stop watching as the scene repeats over and over, but I can’t. I just want to see her face. I just want to be able to see her face and I don’t have any pictures of her.


  Wait. I reach for my phone on the nightstand and pull up my videos.


  I smile big as I press play. It’s of the two of us arguing on the beach that first night we met. It’s only like a fifteen-second video, but I play it over and over. Because even though she’s mad, she’s not sad. She’s not scared. She’s vibrant and alive. She’s full of fight and demands.


  That footage they are running outside the Bellagio, that’s not Grace at all.


  That’s Daisy Bryndle.


  Scared, defeated, lost Daisy Bryndle.


  The door chimes and I walk out to the foyer and open it up. “Felicity, thank God.” She comes in without saying a word and takes a seat on the couch. She pulls out her laptop and sets it on the coffee table.


  “Conner is on his way. He’s getting things set up for the Tray thing.”


  “Did he tell you what happened to Grace?”


  “Not all of it, he says some of it he needs to tell you in person. And I’d just like to caution you, V. Make sure this is how you want to find out about it. Because once you know, you can’t unknow. Things can’t be unknown, you understand?”


  “I need to know,” I say quickly. “I need to know now.”


  “Why?” Felicity asks, with an edge to her question. “Why do you need to know? Because if this will change your opinion about her, then I’d advise you to drop it. And drop her while you’re at it. Because this girl, Vaughn, she needs a win right now. She really needs a win. She needs someone who will stand by her, because this shit is about to get…” Felicity pauses, her eyes searching mine.


  “What? It’s about to get what?”


  “Disgusting. Revolting. Nauseating. Repulsive. It’s about to stop being about who murdered her family and start being about something else entirely. Something much, much worse.”


  I sit on the couch opposite Felicity and stare at her. “You of all people, Felicity, should know me better.”


  She nods and swallows hard. “I know, V. I do know you better, but I just need to make sure. Because Grace is gonna need you. She’s gonna need you like I needed you. And she’s never gonna admit that, ya know?”


  “Like you never wanted to admit that, either.”


  Felicity nods. “Yeah. Because this shit is private. And I don’t really want to show you, but I have always known you to be a good man, Vaughn. I know you have a shitty reputation and I also know you’ve earned it. But those people who see that side of you, they are the outsiders. Us insiders know that there’s a big difference between the man and the actor.”


  “Felicity, I promise you. I have no intention of walking away because of what I find out. I promise you.”


  She lets out a long breath and then she pulls up a file. A police report. “This is her criminal file. All public record stuff, sealed, of course, since she asked the court to do that on her eighteenth birthday. Police report, pictures of the crime scene, which I am telling you now, you do not want to see.” Felicity stares hard at me. “The perp used a knife. Enough said. And all kinds of other procedural things that go into a criminal file. This was not hard to get, but there’s something else mentioned in this file that’s not accessible. Her health records. I can’t get those, Vaughn. I can’t. I mean, I could, but I’d probably go to prison. Besides, it’s one thing to go looking at her prescriptions at the drug store to see if she’s on the pill. Yeah, I’m a cunt for doing that for you. But it’s baby shit compared to what might be in those hidden records from her teens.”


  The blood leaves my face. My hands go cold, my legs start to shake, and my heart speeds up. “What happened?”


  “She was not the murderer. The lawyer convinced the FBI somehow. Got Daisy to make one statement. Only one. These were only words she gave to authorities. Ever. And she said…” Felicity pulls up another page on the computer. Another procedural form with the title Witness Statement at the top. She zooms in to find a signature at the bottom. Daisy Bryndle.


  And then she scrolls up to the portion where the witness gets to write down what they saw. There’s only one sentence and it says, ‘I was abducted.’


  I realize I’m holding my breath and when I read that sentence, it all comes rushing out. “How long was she missing?” I ask.


  “Eight months.”


  I have to sit down. “And what happened to her during that time?”


  “They have no idea.”


  I have to take deep breaths. “Where is the guy who took her?”


  “They have no idea.”


  I stand back up. “So he’s still out there?”


  Felicity shrugs her shoulders. “I have no idea. These are things Grace never told anyone, as far as I can see. There are no statements. There’s a mention of psychiatric appointments, but that’s it. Just a mention. All those health records are locked away with whoever was treating her at the time.”


  “Is there a mention of the doctor’s name?” I ask.


  “Redacted in all documents.”


  “Well, if we can’t get it, chances are no one can. So that’s good, right?”


  Felicity shrugs again. “For Grace’s sake, V, let’s hope so.”


  Chapter Three
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  #ThingsYouCantUnknowTakeTwo


  


  I WANT to make a drink. Hell, I want to just sit down and get drunk, if I’m really being honest. But I can’t. Grace needs me. So I sit on the couch and stare out the floor-to-ceiling windows that look out onto the Bellagio fountain lake and wait for Conner.


  I’m impatient and my leg has been bouncing since Felicity stopped talking. She’s been on the phone ever since, getting me things. Ordering room service, even though I’m not hungry. Calling Conner to coordinate the money drop to Tray, even though I should be doing that myself. And biting her nails.


  It’s been almost two hours since she came in and threw my whole world out of orbit. “Is she really in danger?” I ask Felicity as she ends another call and sits down next to me. “Because if so, Conner is taking way too long.”


  “Well, he got a hold of Johnny Blazen, who confirmed that the white Mercedes was a gift for his wife-to-be. The car is in her name and since they’re not married yet, he has no access to the GPS location services. He’s working his celebrity magic, Conner said, but it might take a few more hours to get that info. He’s got a team of lawyers on it, so we just have to hold tight and hope that Kristi woman knows what the hell she’s doing.”


  The door chimes and I jump up and cross the room in a few paces. I open the door and Conner is staring at me with a very serious face. “I’ve got the money.”


  “How much did he want?”


  “Ten million.”


  Huh. I wave Conner in and close the door. “It’s almost not fair, is it?”


  “What’s not fair?” Conner asks.


  “It’s like cheating luck.”


  He just shoots me a confused look.


  “I won ten million dollars last night in punto banco.”


  “Well, dude,” Conner replies, “if it makes you feel any better, luck is about to kick your ass. So I wouldn’t be too guilt-ridden about your apparent win just yet. Think of it as a good omen instead.” He walks into the living room and looks over at Felicity, who says nothing to him—there is no love lost between those two—and then takes a seat on the couch.


  “Vaughn.” Felicity breaks our uneasy silence and stands up to block me from taking a seat across from Conner. “Before you let him tell you anything else, you had better be sure you want to go behind her back like this. Because Grace strikes me as a grudge-holder. She didn’t want you to know about her past for a reason. You should respect that.”


  “Her life is in danger, Felicity,” Conner barks at her. “This is not a time for sappy bullshit like respecting her privacy.”


  Felicity throws up her hands. “I’m just telling you from a woman’s point of view. If you take this secret from her, she might not forgive you.”


  I look over at Conner and he’s frowning. “I’m just gonna take your choice away, Vaughn, OK? Make it easy on you. They think—”


  But I put up a hand and he stops. “No,” I say. “Felicity is right. I know enough. I know enough to realize I need to find her and keep her safe. That’s all I need right now. I want to hear the story from her, and only when she’s ready to tell it. Just tell me one thing. Is she in danger?”


  “She could be, Vaughn. I don’t know for sure. But all this media attention is not good. It’s an invitation. They never caught the guy. And I’m not saying he’s still got tabs on her, but he could have.”


  “OK, then let’s get this Tray stuff started and then hopefully Blazen will have the car security hand over her location. What are we even doing? What did Tray actually say?”


  “That guy is a scumbag,” Felicity says.


  Conner shoots her a look and she shuts up. He gets up and paces over to the window to look out. “He was collaborating with the media the entire time, Vaughn. In addition to suddenly being the only guy with info on your Grace, he also has video of Sam.” Conner gives me a sidelong glance. “Incriminating video.”


  “She told me she was a virgin.”


  “Not sex tapes, you idiot. That…” He looks over at Felicity and I can practically read his mind and shake my head at him. “That other stuff.”


  I shake my head again. “She doesn’t do that anymore.”


  “She does, V. She does. And he’s got her on tape. And as horrible as it would be for her secret to get out, who really gives a fuck? Right? The world is not going to care. But Sam won’t be able to see it that way. She will not handle this well.”


  I sigh. My poor sister has been afflicted with worry since she was small. She’s fragile and vulnerable. I thought I was doing the right thing when I got her away from Tray, but maybe that was the worst possible solution? Maybe I made things worse? Made Tray more vengeful and angry? “Did you know that her disorder was manifesting before Tray did?” My words are accusatory, but I don’t care because he’s nodding his head yes. “Why the fuck didn’t you say anything to me?”


  “I only suspected,” he clarifies. “I saw her do something strange last Christmas. Right after she and Tray started dating. But none of that matters. What matters is that we pay this asshole and get those videos back and figure out what he knows about Grace.”


  “What if he keeps copies of Sam?” Felicity asks, still chewing on her fingernails.


  Conner shoots her a sneer. “We’re gonna get the copies, kid. Don’t you worry about that.”


  Felicity stiffens, but says nothing back. She’s an expert at quitting while she’s ahead.


  “So how did he get all this info on Grace?” I ask.


  “Your guess is as good as mine.”


  “Well, the obvious guess is also the most dangerous,” Felicity says. “What if that person who abducted her and never got caught somehow got to Tray?”


  “But why? And how would Tray know that Grace would be part of this deal? It just exploded on the media today. Meeting Grace on the island was a fluke. It wasn’t something you could predict.”


  We stare at each other, unwilling to consider the alternative. That everything about Grace was a setup to get the two of us together. To put this all in front of the world again. To maybe… make another spectacle when she disappeared a second time. “Jesus Christ. We need to shake the fuck out of Tray.” I stand up and start towards the door, but Conner is on front of me, pushing me back to the living room.


  “Calm down, Vaughn. We have to think this through. We’ve only got one chance to set it right. And we’re not even sure that the guy from her teens is even involved. It could be that Tray is an expert dickhead.”


  Not likely.


  Not fucking likely.


  But that’s what we go with to ease our minds and keep ourselves on track because that’s all we can do right now. To put a voice to the most likely situation is a sure way to invite it to happen. I don’t know what really happened to Grace during those eight months she was missing with an abductor. And maybe I never need to know. If that’s what she decides, OK. I’ll respect that. But the media… the media does not respect boundaries. There will be no reprieve from them.


  Chapter Four
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  #ThisIsHowYouMakeAnEntrance


  


  THE FAMILY resort is spectacular, even though the three of us are by ourselves and the only food Kristi’s brother Jack is capable of offering is a few frozen dinners.


  Kristi and I scarf them down like we are starving. She’s pregnant, so she’s always eating, and I don’t even remember the last time I ate—literally, I have no recollection of that dinner with Vaughn last night—so my mind doesn’t even count it as eating.


  Jack fills Kristi in on various resort news while we eat. They built a new barn. They added a new hiking package to the list of services They hired a spa director who only speaks Swedish. And then he must run out of small talk, because he folds his hands, steeples two fingers against his chin, and just outright asks about the elephant in the room.


  “So, you wanna tell me how you got into all this trouble or not?”


  “Will you listen and not judge me?” Kristi asks, the tears threatening to roll down her cheeks.


  “I’ve never judged you, sis. You know that.”


  “You took their side.”


  “You stole half a million dollars, for fuck’s sake!”


  “It was my money!”


  Holy shit. I have no idea what’s going on. “Maybe I should just excuse myself so you two can talk.”


  “No, Grace,” Kristi pleads as she grabs my wrist. “Please don’t leave me alone.”


  I settle back into my chair and nod. She’s been a good friend to me. Being here for her confession is the least I can do for her.


  “I had a gambling problem,” she says to me and not her brother. So I guess this is not news to him. “I had a big debt. I own one fourth of this resort.” This she does direct to her brother.


  “Yeah, but just because the bank account says there’s money in there doesn’t give you a right to take it, Kristi. It’s called embezzlement. We could’ve pressed charges.”


  “It was still my share, Jack.” She turns her attention to me. “It was my money. They wanted me to reinvest it and I said no.” Again, her attention goes to Jack and then back to me. “I just needed to start again. I needed to wipe my debt, Grace. And leave Nevada to get away from my temptations.”


  “But your wedding!” I exclaim.


  “I know,” she says. “It was a big risk, and if I’m honest, that’s probably why I’m so freaked out about everything. I wanted my parents to come to my wedding. I wanted them to forgive me and tell me I’m still their daughter. I do have a problem with gambling. So after I paid off my debt I left and moved to Denver and got a job as a makeup artist at the local TV station. Taking that money and giving myself a second chance was the best thing that ever happened to me because…” She looks over at her brother for this part. “Because that job led me to Johnny.” She swallows hard. “His wife, actually. I met her first and she had a proposition for me—”


  “Oh, fuck,” her brother says, standing up. “Please tell me you’re not involved in some underground Fifty Shades of kinky fuckery.”


  My eyes go wide and I look away.


  “Of course not, you asshole. It’s just—” She looks at me, then her brother and then back to me. “Grace, it’s just his wife, she… she couldn’t conceive. So they asked me to be their surrogate, and I agreed. They gave me that house in Park Hill. They set me up with health insurance. They paid me a lot of money. But then… after the pregnancy was confirmed, Mrs. Blazen changed her mind. She said I had to get an abortion. She couldn’t raise another woman’s child and pretend it was her own.”


  “Oh, shit.”


  “I refused, obviously. And Johnny refused as well. And that’s why they got divorced. I never slept with him. I’ve been trying to tell you for weeks, but the NDA was technically still in place, and I wasn’t allowed to talk about it.”


  “They were gonna hide it? Fake everyone out and pretend Mrs. Blazen was the birth mother?”


  Kristi nods and then looks over at her brother. “She didn’t want anyone to know it wasn’t her child. She didn’t want anyone to know I was the real mother. And now she doesn’t want anyone to know what a heartless cunt she is after I said no to the abortion. And Johnny has been so great about the whole thing. He said… he said he wanted to give parenting a try. Together, you know? And God, he’s so handsome. And sweet, Grace. He’s so perfect. That’s why I got so mad at you last night.”


  I am a grade-A asshole. I feel so fucking stupid right now—even worse than I did earlier. Her relationship with Johnny Blazen really is a fantasy. It’s beautiful and filled with trust and love. And I am just some jealous bitch who can’t even keep a man, so I had to fuck it up for her by filling her head with stupidity. “I’m so sorry for telling you all those terrible things last night, Kristi.”


  She gives me a sad smile. “It’s OK, Grace. I needed this time, I think. I just needed to take a step back from the situation and tell someone about it. That NDA was killing me. And now that I’ve said it out loud, I can start to make sense of my feelings. Do I really love him? I don’t know. Maybe I only love the baby?”


  “But obviously he loves the baby too or he wouldn’t be going through all this.”


  “True,” she says, her head bowed as she stares down at her stomach. “I just don’t want the baby to be the only reason, you know?” She looks up at me and I do know. Because that’s exactly how I feel about Vaughn. I don’t want him to want me just because we have this stupid arrangement where I let him dominate me sexually. “I want Johnny to love me for me.”


  “Why don’t you just ask him?”


  We both look over at Jack.


  “I mean, it’s not a fucking puzzle. OK? You take the guy aside and tell him what you just told us and see what he says. If he doesn’t give you the answer you’re looking for, well—” Jack throws up his hands. “Ditch him. Life’s too short to settle for less than love, Krissy.”


  “But what if he doesn’t love me and only wants the baby?”


  “Then it’s better to know. So you can move on. Get the custody worked out and find a guy who does love you.”


  Kristi wipes her tears and nods. “I’m sorry, Jack. I truly am sorry that I put myself first when I took that money out of the accounts. But I’m not that person anymore. I want to be this person now. And I want you guys to be a part of it.”


  Jack gets up and walks around the table to his sister. He pulls her to her feet and gives her a big brotherly hug. “Mom and Dad are in France, so they can’t be here even if they wanted to. But if you decide to get married, Kris, I’ll be there.”


  Kristi sobs, but she’s cradled in his protective embrace. “I need some time to think. And then maybe I’ll call Johnny tomorrow and talk things through with him.”


  I watch them as they put their broken relationship back together and wish, more than anything, that I could do the same for mine. But my family is gone and no amount of making good will ever bring them back.


  Kristi gets up and excuses herself to the restroom and that leaves me alone with Jack. He’s staring at me and I’m not sure what to do. “Um, sorry for barging in on your family time.”


  “So what’s your story?” he asks. “You look worse than her.” He jacks his thumb towards the restrooms on the other side of the empty cafe.


  I scan the room and find a large TV mounted on a wall. “If you turn that one to the Buzz Hollywood channel, you’ll see.”


  He raises one eyebrow at me. “Buzz Hollywood? Really? You’re some bigshot actor in a bit of Vegas double?”


  I laugh, but it’s not funny. “No. I’m—well, I was—sorta dating…” I sigh. There’s just no good way to explain this to a stranger. “Just turn the TV on.”


  “OK,” he says as he gets up and walks behind the counter. A few seconds later the TV comes to life and he does a search for Buzz Hollywood. As soon as the channel comes up, there’s my face. Up on the airwaves for everyone to see.


  “Grace!” the voice yells on the TV. Then it shows me making a mad dash to Kristi’s waiting Mercedes.


  I sit in silence as the whole scene unfolds for Jack. After a few minutes he’s got the gist of it and mutes the sound. “Well, that sucks.”


  I nod. “Yeah.”


  Kristi is back from the restroom now and she reaches over and squeezes my arm in support.


  “You wanna tell us what happened?” Jack asks.


  I swallow hard. “I met Vaughn Asher on Saint Thomas and he—”


  “No,” Jack interrupts. “Fuck Asher. What happened to you back then? That’s what they’re interested in. Not that actor. I remember that story. Your story,” he corrects. “I remember you going missing. I remember thinking, fuck, she’s probably dead by now. And I remember you coming back. The whole country was stunned. I was working in here that day, actually, and the whole place went silent. People were crying. And then they charged you with murder.”


  My throat is closing up and suddenly I can’t swallow. My face becomes hot and prickly and the tears spring forth. They are running down my face before I can even blink. And the funny part—the thing that always gets me, makes me sadder than anything else—is hearing how people felt when they found out I was alive.


  I don’t know why that makes me so damn sad, but it’s like a moment in their lives. My moment is their moment. And it’s something people remember. All the people who knew the old me told me about their moment.


  I was in the icecream store, buying a cone for my kids, the booking officer said as she fingerprinted me when I was charged with the murders. And we sat in that icecream shop all afternoon with the rest of the customers, just watching the story unfold.


  Her day stood still.


  I was at work and heard it on the radio, the receptionist at my psychiatrist’s office said. And then we turned on the break room TV and no one worked the rest of the day. Even the patients watched.


  When I came back, I stopped people’s lives, that’s how traumatic it was for them.


  Now just imagine how traumatic it was for me.


  “Oh my God, Grace. That was you?” Kristi scoots her chair closer to me and puts her arm around me.


  I say nothing. Not even a nod.


  “And then”—Jack picks right back up with his recollection, and my heart is beating so fast I think I might pass out—“you disappeared again. Just poof. They refused to answer any questions, just said the charges were dropped and that was the end of it. Daisy Bryndle disappeared off the face of the earth.”


  We sit in silence as I struggle to put Daisy away. It takes me a couple minutes of long, deep draws of air to calm myself. “I was adopted,” I finally croak out. “A family adopted me.” Jack just stares, like I’m going to elaborate, but I’ve been living with this secret for ten years. If he thinks this one conversation is enough to make me give it up, he’s out of his mind.


  He finally nods and accepts the fact that he won’t be the first person to hear my story. “So what are you two gonna do?”


  I shrug.


  “We’re gonna go sit at the pool and relax,” Kristi says. “Sound good, Grace?”


  I can’t reply because there’s a huge rock in my throat. It’s stuck there, just waiting for me to say something so it can unleash all the pent-up sadness and fear.


  So I just say nothing.


  I don’t care what we do now. As long as it doesn’t involve talking about my past, I’m up for it.


  Chapter Five
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  #ThingsYouCantUnknowTakeThree


  


  CONNER’S PHONE rings and he looks over at me. “It’s Tray.” I nod at him and he accepts the call. “Yeah,” he says, looking at me. Then he nods. I look over at Felicity and she’s biting her nails. She gives me a tenuous smile. “Got it.” And the call ends. “He’s in a room down the hall.”


  “Well.” I let out a sarcastic laugh. “How convenient. Doesn’t he just think of everything?”


  “We ready?” Conner asks, ignoring my statement.


  I look over at Felicity and she shrugs. “Good luck.”


  “Thanks.”


  Conner and I exit the room. He checks the plaques on the wall that tell us where to go to find the room Tray is waiting in, and then we take a left and walk around the corner.


  “Remind me why this is a good idea?”


  “Vaughn, are you in or not? We’ve got ten seconds to decide. He’s got video of Sam. Do you really want that shit on YouTube tonight?”


  I stop walking and grab his arm to make him stop with me. “Is it bad? That Sam stuff? I mean, what are we talking about here?”


  “It was last Christmas, just after they met.”


  “Did you ask her about it?”


  Conner laughs. “Are you crazy? That’s enough to set her off right there. But I’ve spent a lot of time with her over the past few months. She seemed fine to me. And she came and stayed with me a few days up in Santa Barbara before the wedding. She was great. So I’m thinking it was a one-time thing. Maybe even related to Tray, ya know? We need to just get rid of this guy.”


  “But Grace? What about that?”


  “If he really knows something, then I’ve got a plan. Just trust me, bro. This is my area of expertise. You handle the media, I’ll handle this.”


  I nod and let out a long breath. “OK, let’s do this then.”


  “At the very least, V, it buys us some much needed information.”


  We continue walking and a few seconds later we round another corner and we’re face to face with the door. Conner looks over at me as he knocks.


  It opens to a goon pointing a gun at my head. “Come in,” he barks in a low voice.


  What choice do we have? We enter the room and find ourselves in a suite larger than the one I’m booked in.


  I spot Tray sitting at the bar on the other end of the room. He looks like fucking shit.


  “Do you have information for me?” Conner asks.


  I say nothing. I might be tempted to choke this asshole out, and that would definitely be a bad idea since he’s got a bodyguard.


  Tray points to a computer sitting on the other end of the bar. “It’s on the flash drive. Watch it.”


  Conner walks over to the computer and fucks with it for a second and then a video pops up. The sound is low, but I can still hear the hitches and stuttering in Sam’s voice. It’s Christmas—I know this because she’s sitting in her old room at the parents’ house and her bed is filled with wrapping paper and boxes. Sam always sleeps over the parents’ house on Christmas Eve and she brings all her gifts with her to wrap them. It’s a tradition she’s had since her first year in college.


  “My name is Samantha Asher and I—” She stops and looks up at the person holding the camera. “I don’t want to do this,” she says, on the verge of tears. Her face is all red and her eyes are filling up. She’s definitely not in control.


  “Go ahead, baby,” Tray says back. “The world wants to know the real you.”


  “I don’t want the world to know me this way. I’ve done everything I can to stop the world from knowing me this way.”


  “Turn it off,” I say, walking over to the computer. I slap the laptop closed and whirl around to face Tray. “You know what, asshole? You are the lowest piece of shit I’ve encountered in a very long time. I’m not paying a fucking dime for that. You set her up. You encouraged her, didn’t you? You pretended to love her this whole time so you could sell her out in the end. I’m not paying you a fucking dime. And just so we’re clear, that money means nothing to me. Nothing. I have more money than I need. Ten million dollars is nothing. I won that much last night in an impromptu game of baccarat. But you. Will never. Get a fucking cent from me. Publish this, Tray. I fucking dare you. I will take Samantha’s hand and lead her through this with her head up. Her secret will be out and she will finally, finally be able to come to terms with that part of herself.” I look over at Conner and he’s just staring at me. “Conner, we’re not paying him for this shit.”


  Conner lets out a long breath. I know I just fucked up his plan, whatever it was, but I don’t care. I refuse to play along with this bullshit. “OK,” he finally says.


  “Vaughn,” Tray says from his perch on the barstool a few feet away. “Whatever you think, I did that for her own good. She confided in me, and no matter what you think is happening here, you’re wrong. I thought she could handle it, and she did pretty well, but she cracked at the end and lost control. So I stopped. If you watch the whole video, you’ll see. I did that to help her.”


  “And you’re here asking for ten million dollars because you love her?”


  “No.” He stands up from the bar and I realize something isn’t right. His clothes are all rumpled and there’s a rip, like someone took a razor and sliced the front of his white dress shirt. His jacket pocket is hanging by a thread, and his tie is too loose. “No, I just needed to get you here. I just needed you to come hear me out. It’s not for me, OK? I don’t want your money. I want your sister. But she walked out and I was trying to process what was happening with”—he waves a hand at the computer—“this fucking bullshit.”


  Conner seethes next to me. “Why the fuck are we here, Tray?”


  Tray looks right at me. And this, for some reason, scares me. “Grace,” Tray says, his eyes never leaving mine.


  “What?” I growl at him. I’m so fucking close to beating the shit out of this guy. The only thing that holds me back is the knowledge that he wants me to do that. He wants me to do that so he can sue me and drag my name through the tabloids. “How the fuck would you know anything, asshole? The whole thing is sealed up.”


  “I don’t need records, Vaughn. I got a phone call back on Saint Thomas. That morning Sam left, in fact. I got a call and that’s why I was out drinking. He threatened me, you guys. He threatened to kill Sam if I refused to help him. And somehow he got this video. That’s not my account on YouTube, OK?” Tray says it like he’s pleading with us to believe him. “That’s his account. The video is private right now, but at six tonight, he’s making it public. He said that’s my payment for being perfect and privileged. Everyone needs to pay, and I’m no different. That’s what he said. So no matter what, that video of Sam is going to be all over the internet tonight.”


  “That makes no sense,” Conner says. “Why release the video if he gets what he wants? That’s not how guys like this work.”


  “He’s crazy, Conner. He said girls are weak and can’t face reality without the guidance of a man. He said he liked me because I got Sam to make that video, but that I was a coward for not publishing it and making her face her fear. So he was going to take away my options. My decision, he said that specifically. He was going to take away my decisions and force me to behave like a man.”


  All I can think of is Grace. Is this why she prefers her fantasy life? Did this sick fuck mess with her brain? Confuse her and force her to believe that she was incapable of living in reality?


  “And then,” Tray continues, “I got a visit a few days ago and that computer was dropped off. Open the computer back up, Conner. There’s a minimized window. Bring it up and watch.”


  Conner defers to me and I nod. “Do it.” We might as well understand what’s happening and if we walk out and refuse to watch, we’ll be in the dark.


  The video starts out with just a black screen but it’s jarring and shaky and there’s sound, but it’s not clear. Muffled voices and maybe crying.


  My stomach lurches inside me because I recognize that voice.


  Teenage Grace.


  The camera angle changes and then she comes into view. She’s bound and gagged, lying on her side in a dark corner of a filthy room. Her eyes are wide with fear and her nightgown is tattered and dirty. She squirms as the camera approaches her—


  Conner reaches out and flips the computer closed this time. “Enough.”


  “He says he taped her. He says he has days, weeks, months’ worth of video of her, Asher. And he’s left her alone all these years because she never told anyone and she never got attached. But apparently that’s changed. He said he’s been watching and to tell you, ‘She’s mine.’”


  I just stare at Tray. If he’s trying to throw my whole world off its axis, mission accomplished.


  Tray meets my stare and holds out a piece of paper with a trembling hand. “This is an account number where you need to transfer the money, Asher. It’s not for me, it’s for him. I’m just the messenger. My job is to deliver the message and he won’t hurt Sam.”


  Conner and I look over at each other.


  “And now I’ve done that. So make the transfer because I believe him. I think he really will kill Sam if you don’t. Or even worse, I think he might take Sam if you don’t.”


  I give Conner a nod and he walks towards Tray and takes the paper from his outstretched hand. Then he pulls out his phone and texts the bank in Switzerland.


  I stare at the computer, wondering if I should watch more of the video. Wondering if I can actually stomach more of the video. And knowing I have no choice in this matter. If I want to save Grace, I need as many facts as I can get. She might hate me for inserting myself into her life, but that’s a chance I’ll have to take. It’s more important that she’s safe.


  “Done,” Conner says as he reads an incoming message.


  Tray straightens his ripped and rumpled jacket, lets out a long breath, and heads for the door, giving his bodyguard a nod as he passes.


  “Wait.” I snap out of my stupor before Tray makes it to the door. “When you talked to him… what did that sick fuck say he wanted?”


  “Grace,” Tray calls out, his back to me as he walks away. “He says he wants Grace.” And then he stops and turns his head slightly so I can see his profile. “And he said he’s coming to get her and there’s nothing you can do to stop him, so be ready.”


  They walk out and the door closes behind him.


  “Come on,” Conner says. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. Everything is about to explode and we need to get ahead of it.”


  “How, Conner? How the fuck are we gonna get ahead of this?”


  “I’m calling Dad and the PR people. We need to have a solid plan for dealing with Sam and that video. It’s not the end of the world, V. You and I both know her bottling all that up inside is not good for her. We will walk her through it and she will come out the other end better than ever.”


  I nod, and I do believe that. But believing you should do something and actually doing it are not the same thing.


  “I’ll take care of Sam, see what kind of info I can pull off this computer. You take care of Johnny Blazen and ask him what he needs to get that car location info. Maybe we need to pay off a judge or something. I don’t know. We need that info. Because that video of Grace, V, that was some sick fucking shit. And even though I sorta knew that’s what happened, it shocked the shit out of me. I never imagined he could’ve filmed her.”


  I scrub my hands down my face and let out an exhausted sigh. How did my life go from dreams to nightmares in one twenty-four-hour period?


  “Just go find that Johnny Blazen and get Grace back, OK? I’ll take Felicity with me and we’ll go work on the computer.”


  Just hearing Felicity’s name snaps me back. “I don’t want her involved, Conner. I don’t want her hurt. She can’t be a part of this.”


  “Fuck that, V. That girl is gold when it comes to hacking. We need her.” Conner grabs the laptop and tucks it under his arm and walks towards the door. “She’s gonna tear this computer apart and figure out if there’s anything we can use on here. And then she’s gonna set Sam up with a YouTube channel and have her make another video. One that shows a very composed and self-assured Samantha Asher talking candidly about her disorder.”


  All the people I care about are suddenly a part of this fucked-up mess. Is this my fault? Did I invite all this hatred? Am I the reason why Grace’s abductor has resurfaced after ten years? Am I the root of all the pain and humiliation that is about to be unleashed?


  “Vaughn!” Conner yells from the door. “Pull it together and go find that quarterback!”


  I nod and follow him out. We walk back to my suite without words and before we even reach the door, Felicity is opening it for us. She scans our faces and frowns. “Oh, shit. Please tell me something good.”


  I shake my head at her. “It’s worse than we imagined. I hate to ask you—”


  “Vaughn, you know whatever you need, whenever you need it, right? I’ll do anything to help.”


  Conner and I walk through the door and she shuts it behind us. I pull her close for a hug. “Go with Conner and help him. We’ve got a computer for you to look at. I’m just so glad you’re part of my life. Do you know that?”


  “I know, V,” she says in a soft voice. “I’m the luckiest girl alive and it’s all because of you. I’d do anything to make you happy.”


  I come from a level of privilege few can comprehend. I have a loving family and I’ve never wanted for anything in my life. And yet the day this kid hacked her way into my life I realized how much I was missing. I feel the same about Grace. I never knew how sad my intimate relationships were until I saw what they could be.


  I can’t lose Grace. Not only that, I feel like it’s my life’s purpose to keep her safe and I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure that happens.


  I watch Felicity and Conner leave, closing the door quietly behind them. And then I go back to the living room and call the concierge desk. “This is Vaughn Asher,” I tell the woman on the other end of the line. “I need Carl up here immediately.”


  No time to dwell on consequences if we don’t succeed. There will be plenty of time for that if we fail. Right now, finding out where Grace went is the only thing that matters. And my best chance of doing that is making nice with a certain football player.


  Chapter Six
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  #CallMeDontCallMe


  


  IT TURNS out the past is a lot more difficult to avoid when it’s all around you. We look at the TV, and there I am. We check the internet, and once again, I’m the star of the day. They are talking about me everywhere. My face, my poor teenage face, is plastered all over the airwaves. Bebe is texting me. Her parents—my parents—are texting me. And even though I really need to call them back, I just can’t do it. They will want to whisk me away to a safe place. And I’ve been there, done that. I spent almost a year tucked away in a safe place after I came home and I can’t go backwards. I can’t.


  News organizations are calling as well. I know what that means. They want interviews. They wanted interviews back when I was fourteen too, but they never got one then and they’re not getting one now.


  The Big Guys are calling, hell, even the Little Ladies are calling. Although that might be about Kristi’s fucked-up wedding. I’m not one hundred percent sure about that.


  Probably not though. That’s probably about my past as well.


  But the one thing that surprises me the most is that Vaughn does not call.


  Why?


  Is he so disgusted about what happened in my past? He said we had a good time last night. And I honestly wish I could remember. I do remember the gambling. I remember him being there. I remember being so angry. And I know I walked out and then there’s a gap before we were in a restaurant together. He talked about… I don’t remember exactly. But I think it was personal stuff. I can remember being ashamed because he was weaseling his way back into my fairytale and I was giving in.


  God, everything about my life since Asher came into it has been a mess. I’m a mess. This guy is not good for me.


  So why do I care so much that he hasn’t called?


  Maybe he figures I won’t answer?


  He’s right, if that’s what he’s thinking. I won’t answer. I’m paranoid since my phone went missing and then reappeared the next day a few weeks back. Maybe someone hacked into my phone somehow? I don’t know how wiretapping works, I could be tapped, right? Who knows who could be listening on the other end.


  But still, there is this emptiness inside me that craves to hear his voice. I take a deep breath and stare at my phone as it buzzes its way across the glass table. I could call him.


  Jesus, Grace. Make up your stupid mind.


  Right. I’m not calling him. There’s too much happening right now. The last thing I need is him making things more complicated.


  “Earth to Grace?”


  “What?” I look over at Kristi and her brother. They are staring at me. “What?” I repeat.


  “Your phone?” Kristi says as she points to the buzzing tech on the table next to me. “It’s driving me nuts. Just answer it.”


  I pick up the phone and check the number. “It’s Vaughn.” I smile before I can stop myself.


  “Just answer it,” Jack says. “It’s obvious you want to talk to him.”


  I shake my head no. “I can’t talk to him right now, you guys. He’s going to want answers. You don’t know him. He compels me to do things I shouldn’t. He makes me impulsive. He’s demanding, and bossy, and—”


  “And on the TV right now,” Jack says, pointing to the flatscreen over the bar on the other side of the pool. “Look!”


  I do look. I can’t help myself. I even get up and walk over there so I can hear.


  “Shit,” Kristi says as she joins me. “And there’s Johnny.”


  “Please,” Vaughn says to the camera. “We need your help. Grace Kinsella and Kristi Bolton were chased off the premises this morning by the paparazzi. We need your help to find them. Grace is my girlfriend and by now you already know about her past. She is Daisy Bryndle. Her story was never told, and I’m not going to be the one to tell it now, I don’t even know most of it. But I do know that she could be in danger. The psycho who killed her parents has resurfaced. In addition to that, my friend Johnny Blazen is also worried about his fiancée, Kristi Bolton. She’s six months pregnant and they are due to get married this evening. We need your help. We need to find these two women and get them to a safe place. Please, if you have any information, call the number on the screen.”


  “Do you think it’s true, Grace?”


  I have to lean over and place my hands on the table to steady myself. Back? He’s back? Could it really be true? My mind is just spinning out of control right now. The TV switches to the scene at the hotel where I escaped with Kristi. I walk back over to my lounge chair with wobbly legs and take a seat.


  “I think you should call him,” Jack says. “Seriously, if there’s some guy after you, you need to be protected. This resort is huge, you’re not safe here. We have guards at the gate, but everyone else is gone on vacation. No one will be around for weeks.”


  “Jack,” Kristi says in a stern voice I’m not used to hearing from her. “We’re not ready, OK? We’re sorting through things. And if we go back now, we’ll be pressured into making decisions. And we don’t feel like making any decisions right now. Right, Grace?”


  I nod. “I can’t. Not yet. I need to process this. And Kristi, I know I’m totally in debt to you right now, but can I borrow some clothes? Even if I need to buy them from your gift shop or something? And take a shower?”


  She gives me her best pouty face and takes both my hands in hers. “Yeah, I’ll take you up to one of the rooms. Come on.”


  I grab my purse and my phone and follow her into back into the resort. I catch a glimpse of myself in the gift shop window and cringe. I look like hell.


  “Come one, we can raid the shops. We’ll pay them back another day. Perks of being twenty-five percent owner.”


  I pick out shorts, tank top, some underwear that is not tighty-whities, and she gets the same, but in a size that can accommodate her belly. Jack delivers two room keys to us and then we take the elevators up two floors, which is the top floor here, and she directs me to a room. “I’ll be across the hall if you need anything, OK?”


  I take a deep breath and let it out. “Thank you. So fucking much. I’m so sorry I ruined your wedding. I hope you’ll forgive me and if you want, I will totally tell Johnny it was all my fault.”


  She shakes her head at me. “No, Grace. It wasn’t you, really. I needed this time to get my head straight. If he loves me, this will not stop him. It’s just a bump, that’s all. Just a little bump in the road. I don’t need a man who will run away at the first sign of trouble, ya know? I need one who will stick.”


  Hmmm. This really makes me think hard. We ran off today, right? So technically, aren’t we the ones who walked out at the hint of a bump in the road? I admit, my problems are pretty unique. But Vaughn was trying to help me and I pushed him away.


  Why do I do that?


  Pffft. OK, stupid question, Grace.


  Kristi turns to go into her room and I go into mine. It’s a beautiful suite. A living room with a mountain view, and two bedrooms flanking the large living space. I head straight to the shower, and even though the soaking tub is totally calling my name, it’s all I can do to manage to stand up in the shower without passing out from exhaustion.


  Kristi’s words are echoing in my mind. She wants someone who will stick. We all want someone who will stick. But what do I do at the first sign of trouble? I come loose. I take off. I run. I get the fuck out of Dodge and hit the road.


  I can’t help it either. I really can’t. I’m not good at confrontation. I have been fighting with Vaughn since the moment we met. Literally, the moment we met in that bar and he was bossing me into that key lime pie martini. And that is so not like me. I’ve been the yes girl for so long, switching to the no girl just throws me all off balance.


  Why does he bring that out in me? He must hate me. I’m not sticky at all. He deserves sticky too. And maybe it’s just my overactive imagination, but I think he was trying to tell me something important about this last night.


  Goddammit, why can’t I remember what happened? And why would he ever want me? I’m so fucked up.


  I wash myself quickly and then slip on my new clothes and lie down on the bed. The air-conditioning is cold, so after a few minutes I slip under the covers and my eyes get heavy.


  


  The stench of urine and feces is all around me. No, my mind says. No, Daisy. That stench isn’t around you. It is you.


  I gasp as the footsteps approach the closet door. I’m bound and gagged, but not blindfolded. He always wants me to see him coming. I lie on my side, my cheek pressed up against the nasty carpet, and I can see his boots through the crack under the door. He stops outside my closet and then the chain rattles as he unlocks it.


  The door swings open and even though I’ve been staring out that crack for hours, trying to get my eyes ready for the blast of light that always blinds me when he opens the door, I’m blinded.


  I have to close them, and he hates that, so he kicks me in the ribs. I moan, because he always kicks me in the same place and they are broken, I know it.


  He leans down, right into my face, and when he talks, I piss myself. “Daisy. Are you ready to learn how to behave like a lady, my girl?”


  He wears a mask so I can’t recognize his face, but I will always be able to recognize his voice. I will never forget his voice.


  


  I wake up screaming and then hands are on me, and I’m struggling to get away. He’s back! He’s found me! He saw me on TV and he’s back!


  “Grace!” Vaughn says as he pulls me close. “Please, Grace. Calm down. It’s OK, I’m here. I’m here.”


  I start to cry. Just straight up bawling and wailing as he holds me. I tremble and shake, but his soft words make their way to me though all that. “Shhh,” Vaughn says. “He can’t get you, Grace. He can’t get you. I will never let him get you.”


  Chapter Seven
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  #IWannaBeThePrince


  


  SHE TREMBLES in my arms and I hold her tighter. “I’m here,” I tell her softly. “That was just a bad dream.”


  She shakes her head in my arms. “I wish. I wish it was just a bad dream. But it’s not. That nightmare was my reality for eight months. You don’t understand, you don’t know—”


  “I don’t, you’re right. But that’s over now. You’re here, with me.” I smile down at her and all the pent-up tension in my body evaporates.


  She pushes me away. I give her some space, but I’m not about to let her go. “How did you find me?”


  “Kristi’s brother called the hotline and we came right away.”


  “We?”


  “Johnny is talking to Kristi right now.”


  Grace stops struggling and relaxes at the mention of her friend. She needs a friend right now and that’s exactly what I plan to be.


  “Are you still mad at me?” My heart is beating so fast and my leg is bouncing as I wait for her response.


  “Do I have a reason to be mad at you?” Her head tilts up and she finally looks me in the eyes. “I don’t think I do.”


  I give her a weak smile, but she doesn’t know what I did yet. I might’ve fucked up royally. She might not forgive me once she finds out. “I’m not sure why you and I argue so much, but Grace, if you will just give me a second chance, you’ll see we can be good together. I can give you what you need.”


  She stares at me. Silent.


  “What do you need?” I ask.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Freedom? Equality? Bossing power?” She smiles at that and my body relaxes even more. “I get that you’re assertive and used to being in control. Calling all the shots for yourself—”


  “No, Vaughn. You’re so wrong. That’s not me at all. All this fighting we’ve been doing? That’s so not me. I hate confrontation. I hate arguing. I never stand up for myself. I never make waves. I go along. I give in. I’m weak. I’m a…” She stops and I realize I’m holding my breath, hanging on her every word.


  “You’re what?” I prod.


  “I’m a… victim.”


  “Oh, fuck.” I hold her tight again, bringing her cheek right up against my chest. “You said that the first night we met and if I had known what happened to you, Grace, I swear, I wouldn’t have been so callous with your emotions. You’re not a victim, you’re not weak. You’re a fucking fighter if I ever saw one. You are so strong, you have no idea.”


  “I’m not. I’m the weakest link. I’m the one who got them all killed. You don’t know what happened, Vaughn. No one knows what happened.”


  Shit. I’m so confused as to how to proceed with her. Do I prod her for answers? Or do I leave it alone? She’s held it in for ten years, is it just my movie-star ego talking when I think I might be the one she can finally confide in? “Do you want to tell me what happened?”


  She’s silent for a long time. I let her think. I don’t push. I asked her the question, now she needs to figure out what her answer is. Finally, after what seems like minutes, she makes a decision. “I never told anyone because he said he would come back and kill me if I did.”


  “He can’t get you, Grace.” And even as the words come out of my mouth, I know this is a lie. He can get her. He’s proved that today with the message he sent us via Tray. He’s watching very closely. But if Grace won’t open up and tell someone what’s going on, then our chances of finding this sick fuck are gonna be slim. We need to put an end to him, once and for all. “I’m here, OK? I’m going to protect you. No matter what. I’m going to protect you.”


  She nestles herself deeper into my embrace, pressing her face to my chest. “I don’t know who he is. He never took off his mask. Not once. Not once did he ever let me see his face.”


  “Did he rape you?” She says nothing and the rage is coursing through my veins when she gives her head a small shake. “No?” I ask, to clarify.


  “No. He… he said he owned me.”


  “What?” My whole body goes still.


  “He tried to convince me I was sold to him by my father and brother and the reason he had to kill them was because they went back on the deal. He said I needed to practice how to be a good wife and follow orders. He said I was his. He owned me…”


  She keeps talking but I stop listening. I stop listening because those are words that came out of my mouth too. I wanted to possess her. I wanted to own her. I wanted… I want her to be mine.


  What must she think of me? Does she imagine I’m like her abductor? “Oh my God, no wonder you hate me. I’m so sorry, Grace. I’m so sorry.”


  “I do not hate you, Vaughn. I swear, I know the difference between him and you. I don’t see you like that at all. You’re not him. I know that. You’re not him. You’re nothing like him. You’re my fantasy—”


  “Jesus, I’m an asshole. I’m your nightmare, not your fantasy, Grace. I’m everything that went wrong back when you were a girl. I swear”—I cup her face and make her look me in the eyes—“I swear, if I had known, I would’ve never—”


  “Touched me?” she asks in her sweet voice. “You would’ve never touched me, would you?”


  And I don’t know what to say. I have asked every single sub I’ve ever had if they’ve been abused by a man. And the ones who answer truthfully and tell me yes, I get rid of them immediately. She’s right. I would’ve never touched her if I had known. It would’ve scared the shit out of me. I want to lie to her, tell her that I would’ve been able to see past her answer, but I can’t. I can’t do that to her right now. She needs the truth, no matter what.


  “I would not have gone any further with you, no.”


  She lets out a long breath of air. “I knew it. That’s why I lied. I wanted you that night. Even though I was fighting you on everything, I wanted you.” She lifts her heavy eyes up to meet mine. “I still want you. But I don’t think we’re ever going to be together.”


  “Why?” I interrupt her. “Why can’t you see me as the perfect Vaughn Asher? I mean, I get it, Grace. I’m a huge asshole at times. I’m a dick. I’m a kinky, dominating control freak and that’s the last thing you need. But I have another side to me too. I tried to show you last night, and I thought I did a pretty good job, but now you say you don’t remember any of it. And I’m sorta stuck here, Grace. I’m stuck because we had the perfect night, sweets. We did. It was beautiful, and slow, and filled with moments.”


  “And I missed it, didn’t I?”


  “I—” But just as I’m about to tell her, there’s a knock on the door.


  “Grace?” Kristi asks from the other side. “Can I come in?”


  “One second,” she says back and then she pushes me away and we both sit up. “Are you going to stay?” she asks me with her sad blue eyes.


  “I’m here and I’m not going anywhere.”


  She leans in and kisses me softly on the lips. It’s just a quick kiss, one that you’d give someone who is familiar to you. A peck really. But I swear to God, that kiss means everything to me. It’s like an invitation into her world. It’s like forgiveness and promise all wrapped up together. It’s like… a fresh start.


  “I’ve been a bitch and I’m sorry.”


  “Grace, please. I can’t have you apologizing right now. It will tear me up if I have to listen to you apologize. It’s not your fault.”


  She gives me a solemn nod and then we get up. She smooths her t-shirt and squares her shoulders to prepare herself for the world once she answers the door.


  Kristi is on the other side of the door looking sheepish. “Can I come in?”


  “Of course.”


  “OK, ladies, I’m going to step outside and make a phone call while you chat.” I give Grace’s shoulder a squeeze of support and exit the room, walking far enough away so that my voice doesn’t carry. I speed-dial Conner. “Anything?” I ask.


  “No,” he replies. “Not so far, anyway. But I’m not optimistic and neither is Felicity.”


  “So what’s that mean? He’s savvy in this computer stuff? Tray can plop a laptop down with a video for us to watch and we can’t get any info off it?”


  “Pretty much means we’re dealing with someone smart and calculating.”


  “Which he obviously is. Grace just admitted two things to me. He wore a mask, so she has no idea what he looks like. And he did some kind of brainwashing on her, trying to make her believe she was sold to him by her father.”


  “What a sick fuck.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “OK, well… we need more details. Do you think she’ll tell you anything else?”


  “I’m not prepared to ask her, Conner. Not yet. I think it’s a bad idea to expect her to be forthcoming after all this time. She needs to make that decision herself. I’m not letting her out of my sight. We’re flying home to LA tonight and I’m keeping her there until we know more.”


  “What if she refuses to stay with you? What then?”


  “I’m already on it. Been on that for weeks in fact. She will either be with me or under constant surveillance.”


  “She’s not going to like that.”


  “Maybe not, but she has no say. It’s done. Call me if you find anything, otherwise I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He says goodbye and I press end just as Grace and Kristi come out of the room all smiles and laughter.


  Kristi is overflowing with excitement. “Johnny and I are going to get married today after all. Here!” she says.


  “Kristi, that’s wonderful. Congratulations.”


  Kristi looks up at me with surprise. I’m a little surprised myself. I have never talked to a friend of a girlfriend before. I mean, I really haven’t had a girlfriend like Grace before. But I’m tired of being that man. I want to be the Vaughn Asher Grace saw me as before we met. I want real relationships and that starts with making real friends. “If you don’t mind, I’ll stay by Grace’s side. I’m afraid I can’t let her out of my sight until we know what’s going on.”


  “Of course. And you don’t need to change, Grace. Just hang out and relax. Your phone call to the hotel to get things moved over here worked like a charm. Thank you.”


  “God, I so don’t deserve that. I’m the one who ruined your wedding in the first place.”


  “Grace, stop. You asked me all the right questions. Questions I never wanted to face. And in the end I thought them through and decided Johnny and I are good together. I love him. He loves me. And we’re having a baby. So I really owe you a debt.”


  They have a little personal girl moment and I walk back into the room and start collecting Grace’s things. There’s a plastic bag in the closet, so I stuff her blue dress from last night in there and twist up the ends. By that time Kristi is gone and Grace is sitting on the bed.


  “Are you OK?”


  “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” she asks. “About the moments we had last night? Because I’d really like to hear about them.”


  I pull her up off the bed and hug her close. “I’ll tell you, but under one condition.”


  “What?” she asks, warily.


  “You come spend the night at my house in LA tonight.”


  She raises her eyebrows at me. “You’re serious?”


  “Totally serious.” I’m not sure if she wants to argue with me about this or not, but I’m not ready to give in. So I give her more. “Grace, I’ve never had a woman at my house. Felicity and I bought this house together after I adopted her, and I told myself then and there, no women. But you’re different. I want you to be the first woman to come to my house and I want you to spend the night.”


  “Won’t Felicity be mad?”


  “No, sweets. She understands how I feel about you, even if you don’t just yet. I know that last night we were playing a little game with the word like, but I don’t just like you, Grace. I’m falling in love with you. I am, I can’t help it. I’m falling in love with you and I need you to just stop blocking me and keep an open mind.”


  She considers this for a moment. “If I come spend the night at your house, can we have those conversations all over again? So I don’t feel like I missed out on the best night of my life?”


  I laugh at her. God, this girl. She does it for me. I want to make her world perfect. I want to keep her happy. I want to give her that fairytale and I want to be her prince. “We can have a total repeat, Grace. As many times as you need to hear what I had to say, I will tell you. Last night wasn’t perfect. We were fighting and I was so worried about losing you. So worried that you’d walk out on me again… well, I rushed it, I think. I won’t rush it tonight, I swear.”


  “OK,” she whispers out on the slightest breath of air. “OK, I’ll keep an open mind.” She wraps her arms around my neck and then leans up on her tiptoes so she can plant another one of those sweet kisses on my lips.


  I smile all the way through it.


  Chapter Eight


  [image: ]


  #IReallyDoNeedAPrince


  


  I STAY out of the way for the wedding. I feel awkward and a bit of a failure, if I’m being honest. The wedding I planned for Kristi is about as far from this low-key event as you can get. The Blazen family is transported over to the resort and I help Kristi’s brother set up chairs and direct the caterers and florist. By the time we’re ready for the ceremony, it’s almost ten PM. But one look at Kristi and Johnny, and I can tell they do not care what time it is. They are in love. Kristi’s meltdown is history, and Johnny places a hand over her belly as he says his vows.


  Vaughn and I stay until the reception starts and then we slip away quietly. He’s clearly anxious about something, and for a while I thought it was just the stress of the day. Because really—what a day. But I think it’s about more than that. It’s the media, sure. It’s the attention. And yes, that scares me too. But there’s something else going on with him that I just can’t put my finger on.


  We have one of the limo drivers take us to the small-jet airport in Vegas, and we spend the entire flight lounging against each other, watching a movie. Like this is just another day for us. Like we always take private jets home from midnight weddings in Vegas. And don’t even get me started on how my life went from completely ordinary to being Vaughn Asher’s girlfriend. Because that’s how he’s treating me now. Not like his plaything or his submissive. But his girlfriend.


  And the scariest thing is, it feels very… normal.


  I don’t do normal, so the whole time we’re in the jet I’ve got this little nagging feeling in the back of my head. Just picking away at me. Normal implies that my future is not dictated by my past. But it is.


  We didn’t turn the news on all evening, so I have to use my imagination about what they’ve been saying about me. But Vaughn has this little crease in his forehead from the narrowing of his eyes.


  He insisted earlier that my long-ago abductor couldn’t find me and he’ll never get me again. So why would he say that if he wasn’t worried about it?


  I know better anyway. I lived with that sicko for eight months. I am quite possibly the only person who knows exactly what he is capable of.


  “What are you thinking about?” Vaughn asks as we pull up to a large home somewhere in the movie-star neighborhoods of Los Angeles. I am not familiar with LA at all, so even though I know his home address from my stalking, I have no idea what the neighborhood is actually called. It’s hilly, and pretty, and I can see the lights of LA off in the distance, shimmering the way they do on a hot night. It’s hot tonight, a lot hotter than it is in Colorado in late September, and we have the air-conditioning on. It segregates me from the outside world, muffles the noise of traffic and activity.


  “Nothing,” I say. I would be so lost in this city if Vaughn wasn’t here. That makes my heart flutter with suspicion and fear for a second, but a calming hand on my leg as we pull into the attached garage of a modern mid-century rambler brings me back from a panic attack.


  That worries me a little. The fact that I still freak out if I’m not sure where I am. It’s like nothing ever got better.


  After I came home I was unable to talk. Not just unwilling, I was that too. But unable. Too many months of forced silence. I was re-educated, they said. I looked that word up and it scared the shit out of me because it came with other words attached to it. Thought-reform and compliance and persuasion. How did one man turn me into something I wasn’t over just a few months?


  I don’t know. I didn’t understand what happened to me back then and I don’t understand it now. And even though it looks like everything is fine, my sudden paranoia betrays the things I’m hiding inside.


  Vaughn turns the ignition off and we sit in silence for a second. “You ready to see my awesome bachelor pad?” he asks with a wide grin.


  I nod. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


  We get out and walk to the door that connects to the house. He unlocks it and an alarm beeps until he keys in a code to make it stop. “After I adopted Felicity, we bought this house for just us. And we had a deal about dates. Because you know, she’s not my kid. She makes that clear every chance she gets. But I’m protective of her. She’s sort of a cross between a best friend, a daughter, and a sister. So I told the designer to make it feel… like a home.” He looks down at me with a smile as we enter the main room and I have to admit, this is not what I was expecting Vaughn Asher’s house to look like.


  The couches are black leather, that’s totally him. And there’s a huge TV on the wall. That’s him too. But there are dishes on the coffee table. Coffee mugs on the kitchen bar. The bar stools have jackets and sweatshirts hanging off them. And it’s not exactly a mess. It’s just… lived in. Comfortable.


  “It’s weird, huh?” he asks me. I give him a quizzical look complete with a raised eyebrow. “Adopting a sixteen-year-old girl when you’re only twenty-six. I get it, most people don’t do that. But… she really needed me, Grace.” He draws in a long breath. “And I needed her too. She’s the only thing that made me good for a while there.”


  I take his hand and give it a squeeze. “Why are you trying to justify it, Vaughn? I think it’s awesome. I was adopted at fifteen, so I can appreciate how much you probably changed her life.”


  “Bebe?” he asks me. I nod. “Her mother was your lawyer?”


  I nod again, but my heart is starting to beat very fast. “How much do you know?”


  “Not nearly enough,” he says as he tenderly glides his knuckles down my cheek and then leans in for a small kiss. “I know you were abducted. Felicity is my partner in crime too. She’s a genius hacker and she pulled the police reports.”


  I stare at him for a moment. Should I be mad about that? It would be very easy to be mad. Call it an invasion of privacy, or hell, call it what it is… illegal. Anger is the expected emotion when you find out your boyfriend is spying on your past. I should start a fight to push him away.


  But I don’t want to. I don’t feel like being mad. And as much as I really don’t want to talk about it, I figure it’s probably better to just get some of it out of the way early. Put a stop to it, right? That’s what I do when people ask about my childhood. Not the real one. Not the one where my family is murdered and I’m kidnapped by a sick freak and held captive for months.


  No. That one is buried.


  I tell them that fake story about living in Highlands in Denver. I tell them my parents died of carbon monoxide poisoning. I never admit to a brother at all. I tell them I was homeschooled, which is not even a complete lie.


  I’ve only told Vaughn part of this lie, so I don’t have much explaining to do. That’s a nice perk. It’s too late to tell him that other story anyway. Obviously I didn’t grow up in Highlands and he surely knows this by now if this Felicity girl has been poking around enough to get police reports. So I feed him some truth to make the questions stop.


  “I was taken,” I say as I look up at him. And even though I know he knows this, his face falls. His whole expression changes. This is the part I hate the most. When I see that sadness in the eyes of people who love me. I can’t take it. It breaks down my walls and makes me sad and depressed. In that one look I see all the questions running through his mind, so I address the most obvious one first. “I was not molested or abused sexually. Ever.”


  He gives me a small smile as if to say, Thank God.


  “But I was not treated well either. And even though you think you want to know what happened—everyone thinks they want to know what happened—you don’t, Vaughn.” My chin starts to quiver and I hate myself for letting that freak of a monster make me cry ten years later.


  Vaughn reaches out but I pull back and see the hurt on his face. I put a hand up and shake my head for a second. “Please, don’t feed it. Don’t feed those feelings. Don’t feel sorry for me. Don’t say, I can’t imagine… because it gives him power over me. And I don’t want him to have that power.”


  He stares at me, his eyes searching for more. But then he nods and says, “OK.”


  I walk to the window and look out onto his back yard to distance myself from the feelings this conversation evokes in me. We are up in the hills, looking down on the city. “It’s beautiful,” I say, not really meaning to change the subject, but OK with the fact that I did. “Your pool looks amazing.” The underwater lights must be blue, because the color of the water is pure turquoise. “It reminds me of the water around Saint Thomas.”


  Vaughn comes up behind me and slips his arms around my waist. “Wanna go outside and look around? In here it’s pretty nondescript. Homey and comfortable. But outside is where all the movie star in me comes out.”


  I laugh, I can’t help myself. “Is that right?”


  “Come on,” he says. “I’ll show you.” He slides the doors open, and then he folds them away, making the house merge with the outdoor patio.


  “Wow,” I say, amazed at the folding glass wall. “I’ve never seen that in real life before.” I look between the living room and the pool area and yes, that is very movie star.


  He takes my hand and leads me over to the water, and then he kicks off his shoes and steps into the beach entry pool. I do the same and follow him in. The water is surprisingly warm as it folds over my feet in little lapping waves. “There’s a current in here?”


  “I own five lots on this hill,” he says, pointing over to a thicket of lush greenery on either side of the pool. “Two on either side of my house.” His smile is surprisingly boyish and it charms me for a moment. “And the only reason I needed to take up so much prime LA real estate was so I could build my own lazy river. I fucking love those things.”


  I laugh. I can’t help it. “Do I get a VIP invitation?”


  “Baby,” he whispers as he leans down. “You are the new owner as far as I’m concerned. You can do whatever you want on this lazy river.”


  “Is it too late to take a spin?”


  “Never. We’re open twenty-four seven, sweets.” And then he leads me off to the side of the main pool, between two palm trees that are acting like a gateway to another world.


  “Do we want separate rafts?” he asks with a wink. “Or should we float together?”


  “Together, of course.”


  He walks over to a storage shed and opens the door, rummages inside for a few moments, then comes out with an inflatable raft that will indeed fit two, but only if they are sitting very close together. I eyeball it with suspicion but he just grins.


  “I don’t have a suit,” I say, my words sounding a little breathless.


  He whips his shirt over his head and throws it on the ground. “Me either.” And then he unbuttons his jeans.


  My eyes track every movement as he pulls his zipper down and then stops. I look up at his face.


  “Does this make you uncomfortable?”


  Fuck, no, I want to say. Unleash that baby. Instead I whip my shirt over my head and send him a smile. “Bra on or off for a midnight float down the movie-star river?”


  “Mmmmm,” he says. “Hard one.” And then he gives his jeans the slightest tug and they fall to the ground. He’s commando and not completely hard, but my heated stare makes up for that and his cock springs to life.


  I reach behind me and unsnap my bra, letting it hang loose for a moment before slipping my arms out. My nipples perk up and my breasts are instantly firm and taut. I move to my shorts, and after a few deft tugs, which Vaughn watches just as I watched him, I wiggle them over my hips and they fall to the ground.


  We step away from the clothes at the same time. He holds his hand out to me and I take it, letting him draw me close to him.


  My whole body is humming, but my pussy is throbbing like crazy.


  I want him.


  I want him in the worst way. I think we had sex last night, but I don’t remember it. So in my mind, it’s been weeks and I’m so ready for him.


  “Grace,” he says as he leans down to kiss my neck. “I want you right now. No one can see us through the thick foliage, but if you prefer, we can go inside. Go up to bed.”


  “Are you kidding me? And miss out fucking you on the Vaughn Asher River?”


  He chuckles and his hand dips between my legs.


  I’m so horny, I’m not surprised when he finds me slick and ready before we even get started. He inserts one finger inside me and my whole body trembles. “That feels so good.”


  “I want to be inside you so fucking bad right now, Grace.”


  I feel the same way. I don’t want to mess with foreplay at all. I want his hard cock buried within me. I want him to fill me up and make me whole. Put me back together and take all the pain away. It’s stupid to think a good hard fuck can do that, but it can.


  As if reading my mind, he reaches around and cups my ass, then lifts me up. His hard length rubs the wet lips of my pussy as he positions me. And then he walks over to the side of the small building, pressing my back against the hard stone.


  “One hard fast fuck. And then we can relax on the river.”


  “Yes,” I breathe into his ear. “Fuck me hard, Vaughn. Ple—”


  His cock enters me, sliding past my folds, stretching me, bumping up against my clit, and rubbing my g-spot all at the same time. My head rolls back, my eyes close, and my mouth opens to release a moan as the walls of my pussy stretch and he buries himself deep inside.


  He pauses. Just for a moment. And in that moment I realize something—fuck that fantasy. Because my reality rocks.


  He pounds into me the moment that realization hits. Vigorously pumping and thrusting. His hands grip my ass cheeks, spreading them wide. A fingertip slips alongside my bud, dragging the wetness we are creating along with it, and a second later, it’s inside me as well.


  I push my ass back into the pressure, begging him for more with my actions.


  “I want your ass, Grace. I want to fuck your ass so bad. But my fairytale cock is currently enchanted by your princess pussy.”


  I laugh as I continue to move against him.


  “I am your fucking prince, Grace. Do you understand me? I’m the prince you’ve been looking for. Say it, Grace.”


  “You’re my prince, Vaughn.” I laugh a little.


  “Damn right.” He grinds his hips, hitting my clit in just the right way, and it’s over.


  My prince makes me see fairy dust.


  He bucks against me at the same time, spilling inside me, his head falling back and his jaw tight as I clench my pussy around his pulsating shaft.


  “Fuck,” he says. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I tighten around him again, making him let out a long moan as he grips my ass tightly, riding out the wave of pleasure.


  My heart is beating so fast I think it might explode out of my chest. I place my hand over his heart to calm myself—to reassure myself that he feels this way too. And he does. His rhythm is quick and pounding. One hand goes behind his neck and the other grips his thick hard biceps. It trembles beneath my touch and I rest my cheek against his shoulder. “Don’t let me go.”


  “I’ll never let you go. Ever.” After a few moments he relaxes, setting me down slowly until my feet touch the smooth concrete. “I need this every day for the rest of my life. I will never let you go.”


  He spins me around so my back is pressed into his chest, his arms crossing over my heaving breasts as I try my best to catch my breath. “You’re mine,” he growls in my ear. “You’re never getting away again. I won’t let you get away again. So please, Grace. Please don’t try.”


  “I cannot imagine anything that would make me want to give you up either, so don’t worry.”


  He sighs. And it’s long and laced with relief. “Thank you.”


  “What for?” I ask, leaning my head back into his chest. I’m so tired, all I want is to get on that raft and drape my arm across his chest and sleep as I float down River Asher. “I should be thanking you. For sticking it out and not letting me push you away.”


  “I was an asshole. I get it. I told you this last night, but I’d like to say it all again, if that’s OK. Because you don’t remember much, do you?”


  I pull away and turn around so I can look up at his face. “No. But… I feel different. Like our relationship has changed. And instead of fighting it off, I’m just gonna go with the flow.” I point to the water. “And I’d like to go with that flow.”


  He picks up the raft and walks down the sloped edge of the river’s entrance and places the raft on the water. He holds out his hand, beckoning me. “Come on. I’ve never floated on this river with a woman before. Let’s make memories.”


  Wow. Maybe he really is my prince? I walk forward and take his hand. He gives it a squeeze before letting go so we can climb on the raft. When he’s settled, he opens his arms, inviting me to join him.


  I climb on and settle against his chest. My body instantly stills. Relaxes, sinks into him, trying to become one. The stress of the day seeps out of my weary muscles. The reality slips a little. And even though I’m ready to embrace it, what’s one more night of denial? That’s the thing about reality. It’s always there waiting for you. “This is perfect.”


  “Yeah,” he says back, his voice rumbling up against my ear. “I like the lazy river because you don’t have to think. You just plop yourself on here and forget. You can forget everything and just exist. And this one was perfectly made. The trees are placed so that you float in and out of the sun every few minutes. It’s almost impossible to burn because the light is so fleeting.”


  My eyes are already close. His voice is so soothing. “Tell me more, Vaughn. I just want to listen tonight.”


  His chest rises and my head rises with it as he considers my request. “Once upon a time,” he finally says a few moments later, “in a land far, far away… there was a princess. And she was strong and brave and didn’t need a prince to save her…”


  I listen to every word. I hang on every word. Because this man is the one I dreamed about. This man is the one who comes galloping up on the white horse and sets everything back in place.


  “I do need a prince,” I interrupt. “I really do. Maybe I don’t need saving, but I like the thought of being saved all the same.”


  Vaughn Asher hugs me close as we float down his lazy river. He lightly strokes a fingertip up and down my arm as he talks. He twines his leg with mine and swipes an errant lock of hair from my eyes. Never pausing his tales of life in the Land of Happily Ever After.


  Tonight that place doesn’t seem so far away.


  Right now that place is all around me.


  I’m there.


  Chapter Nine
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  #UseYourMasterVoice


  


  “GRACE?” VAUGHN whispers in my ear. “Wake up, sweets. I have to go to my parents’ house this morning and I want you to come with me.”


  I roll over in bed, trying to drag myself out of the best sleep I’ve had… like ever. But his strong arms pull me close and he tucks me under his chin. “Don’t go away,” he rumbles.


  “I’m not, I just wanted to look at you.”


  “Mmmm. We’re gonna take a shower and you can look at me all you want. Then we’re gonna get dressed—I have clothes for you, don’t bother asking—and then we’re going to my parents’ house. I didn’t have a chance to tell you, but Samantha left her husband.”


  “What?” That wakes me up.


  “Yeah, she called me upset and said she couldn’t stand the thought of sleeping with the guy, so I had her come home. But—”


  He pauses and this is how I know the ‘but’ is a big deal. “But what?”


  “But Tray—that’s her husband—made an embarrassing video of her and we think it’s best if she just addresses it before it gets too complicated.”


  “Oh. Wow. I’m so sorry.”


  “Don’t be. This will be good for her. So we gotta get up, OK?”


  He loosens his grip on me and I roll over so I can see him.


  God. Damn. He is so fucking gorgeous.


  He smiles and his eyes light up. A hint of a chin dimple appears that I’ve never seen before. I reach up to touch it. “I never knew you had a chin dimple.”


  “No? Well, my number one stalker is seriously slacking. You should be ashamed.”


  “Seriously, how did I miss that? It’s adorable.” But just then it fades away. “Hey, it’s gone.”


  “It’s only there when I’m smiling a certain way.” And then he grins and sure enough, the little cleft is back. “I have to be really smiling, you know. It’s my shit-eating-grin smile. And I never use it, or they Photoshop it out. It makes me look too soft for the action roles, they tell me.”


  “They are stupid,” I say as I lean my mouth up to touch his. Our lips connect and electricity shoots though my whole body. God, I want him like now. He draws me closer and presses his hard cock against my leg. “Do we have time?”


  “I don’t even think that question deserves an answer. But if you need one”—he flips me on top of him and hikes my ass up so my pussy is right over his hips—“this is your answer.”


  “Oh, fucking Vaughn Asher in a bed is my new number one request.”


  His smile drops and the dimple disappears again. “We already did it in a bed. That night you got too drunk to remember what happened.”


  I lift my hips up and slide my hands between my legs, guiding his thick cock into my entrance. I watch his face the whole time. He watches mine back. I ease down on him and let out a gasp as he stretches me. He grabs my ass and pushes down, completely filling me up.


  “Your pussy is so wet for me, Grace.”


  My hair falls over my shoulders and hangs down, draping across his chest. He reaches up with one hand and then palms my throat. I stop my slow rocking for a moment, taken by surprise.


  He waits to see if I’ll object. But I’m not about to object. We are so far from those two people who bickered on the beach about limits. So very, very, far.


  I swallow hard and his palm is tight enough against my throat that I know he feels it. This makes me start my motions again. I slide forward, lifting up a little, and then drag my clit across the flat plane of his lower abdomen.


  He tightens his grip, watching me. His eyes are attentive and not at all consumed with lust like mine must surely appear.


  I repeat my motions, more forcefully this time. His other hand reaches around my hip and then his finger is pressed against my asshole.


  I groan as he slips his thumb up against my pussy, sliding it in alongside his dick, and then uses that slickness to lubricate my ass.


  My body wants to collapse against his chest, but his palm on my throat keeps me erect. I rock harder, lifting my hips high so his cock almost fully withdraws, and then slamming down onto of him.


  His jaw clenches each time. “Fuck,” he growls. “I want to flip you over and fuck your ass so bad.”


  “Let me get off and then you can.”


  In one swift second I’m face down on the bed, his hands holding my hips in place and his cock pressing up against my asshole.


  “Don’t boss me, baby. I’ll take that ass any time I want.”


  Oh, shit, as much as this should piss me off, it doesn’t. It turns me on so fucking bad. “Sorry, Master,” I say, turning my head to see what he thinks of that.


  He leans down on me, his muscular chest, hard and corded, pressing against my chest until almost his full weight is on me. “Mmmm, that shit still turns me on, Grace, but it’s just a game. Don’t take it too seriously.”


  “Yes, Master,” I say back with a giggle.


  He presses the head of his cock against my puckered entrance and I squirm, but his palm is back on my throat, keeping me close. “If I had lube here, I’d use it. But I don’t, baby. Do you still want me to take you from behind?”


  “Go slow,” I whisper.


  “I will, sweets.” His fingers drag my wetness up to my ass to get it nice and slick for his cock. “I want all the moments we have together to last and last.” He presses the head of his dick against my opening and I gasp and pull away a little. “I want the perfect moments to drag on forever.” He brings his fingers to my mouth and slides them inside, pressing down a little on my tongue. “Get them nice and wet for me baby.” I let my saliva pool inside my mouth and then he swipes it out, dragging a sticky strand past my lips. It’s cool when it touches my ass, but that sensation is replaced by his thick cock as it enters.


  I moan through the pain and discomfort for the first few seconds of penetration, recalling that he prepared me for this the last time. But then his dick gets past some critical point and it slips in easily.


  “Fuck, you are so tight, Grace. I love this, I love fucking your ass. I love the way you clench around me”—he slips his fingers between my legs to play with my clit—“when I do this.”


  “Ohh,” I moan out as he flicks the sensitive folds with his finger. And then he withdraws his cock, leaving me wanting so badly. “Don’t stop,” I plead. “Please, more,” I groan.


  He lifts my hips up. “On your knees, Grace,” he says in his Master voice. “Get on your knees.”


  I don’t have to do much, just prop myself up mostly, because his strong hands lift up my hips and that’s all it takes. He reenters my ass—this time it slips in easily—and pounds me from behind. I forget that a few moments ago I was lamenting the withdrawal of his fingers, because his balls slap against my clit with each forceful entry.


  “Yes,” he says, laying his chest over my back. Covering me completely. Dominating me completely. His dick far up inside me. “Come for me, sweets,” he says in a low whisper. “Come for me. Squeeze my cock.” And then his mouth is on my shoulder, biting, a sting that drives me wild, because his hand is between my legs, teasing my pussy.


  I feel my orgasm building. His fingers increase their motion, and then his teeth find my earlobe and it’s over for me. He’s biting, his dick is in my ass, and then he places his fingers, still wet from my own juices, against my lips. My mouth opens and I suck off his hand as I explode.


  My body shudders. The muscles in my legs are trembling so bad, I want to collapse back onto the bed, but his hand is still covering my pussy, holding me up as he continues to thrust.


  And I’m barely done when he withdraws and flips me over again.


  I’m jelly now. Pliable. Malleable. Satiated, still reeling from my release.


  He points his dick at my face and when I look up at him, he’s asking.


  I open my mouth, my heart beating fast from the orgasm and the fear.


  He releases the dimple just in time for me to catch it before hot semen spills on my cheek, not quite making my mouth, and his head falls back with a long groan.


  It takes several moments for him to compose himself and then he falls down onto the bed and wraps me up in his arms.


  “I love you.”


  What?


  “I love you, Grace. I love you. I don’t even care if that freaks you out or whatever. It’s real. And I’m saying it. You don’t have to say it back. But I love you and you’re mine.”


  Chapter Ten
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  #SheDidntSayItBack


  


  SHE DIDN’T say it back.


  I am a complete loser for telling her I love her. I’ve known this woman for a few weeks and I’m caught in this unwinnable situation, and even though I know this shit is getting complicated, I can’t stop feeling this way.


  I fucking love this girl. She’s beautiful, and funny, and smart, and honest. And even though she thinks she wants things from me, she doesn’t. She has zero expectations.


  It’s just… I’m afraid the reason why she has zero expectations is because she doesn’t feel she can count on me. And that sucks. I feel like such a failure.


  “Wow, is this your parents’ house?”


  I look over at Grace as we pull up to the gate house. “Like it?” She cranes her neck, trying to get a better view. You can see the house from the gate, but only a little portion of it.


  The guards wave me through and we cruise up the driveway and park in front of the fountain.


  “Wow,” Grace says as I pull the e-brake on the 911. Grace lets out a long whistle. My house is Hollywood Hills nice. But my parents’ house is Beverly Hills royalty nice.


  “Stay put, please,” I say as she unbuckles her seatbelt. “I open doors,” I explain when she shoots me a puzzled look. She smiles big at that and I catch her biting her lip as I get out.


  I go around to her side and open the door. One long tanned leg steps out and I’m fixated on her pretty peach toenail polish. I smile at her as I help her out of the low-riding sports car.


  “Thank you,” she says with a hint of shyness.


  I put my arm around her shoulder. “You’re welcome.” I point to a white van with a satellite dish parked at the side of the house. “The media is here, Grace. But they have strict instructions not to approach you. So don’t be worried.”


  “Oh,” she says as we stop in front of the large white double door that stands ten feet high. The house is what I’d call ornate. Very reminiscent of Old World royal families. I hate it, but it is what it is. The door is covered in fancy scrollwork and there is no door handle, but it opens up almost immediately.


  “Welcome home, Vaughn,” my mother says. She leans in for a kiss and then directs a beaming smile at Grace. “It’s lovely to see you again, Grace. Please come in.”


  “Thank you,” Grace replies in a soft voice. One that tells me she’s not sure what to do and my mother is making her nervous.


  But my mother always greets me at the door. I could just pull around back and go in myself, but we’ve been doing this welcome-home thing for almost a decade. It’s a tradition for me. Not one I want to break. I have very few normal traditions in my life and this is one of them.


  “The crew is set up in the atrium, Vaughn. Conner is finally back from his trip, so he’s here.”


  Yeah, Conner’s trip was really a cover for the new business he’s been trying to set up for the past six months. But my parents don’t know anything about that yet and that’s how it’s going to stay. One thing at time.


  “Great, is Felicity here yet?”


  “Yes, she stayed the night. She said”—my mother chuckles—“she went home last night and you had broken the no-date rule, so she left.”


  “Oh, no,” Grace says, he face stricken with panic.


  “Felicity is just dramatic, Grace. Don’t let her guilt you. Is she with Conner, Mom?”


  “Yes, they’re both in the pool house. Why don’t I give Grace the tour and you can go talk to your brother. He’s anxious about something and he’s been asking for you constantly.”


  Grace bubbles her approval for a tour and so I kiss her on the cheek and leave her with my mother. I need to speak with Conner before this interview starts. I need to know what the fuck he and Felicity have found out about her abductor.


  I walk through the house, exit into the back yard, and then make my way past the gardens to the pool area. The pool house is actually a two-bedroom apartment that I used to live in back when I was a teenager. Now it’s basically just used for storage, though it’s still a nicely equipped apartment.


  I grab the handle on the door and twist, but it’s locked. “Hey.” I pound on it. “Open the fucking door, asshole.”


  I’m still pounding when it opens and Conner stares at me, blinking back the sunshine, shirtless and looking like he just rolled out of bed. I push past him and find Felicity making coffee in the little kitchenette.


  “’Bout time,” she says, annoyed.


  I study her. Then I look back at Conner, who is pulling a shirt over his head. I look back at Felicity and she’s already forgotten I’m here.


  “OK,” I say, a little miffed at finding them in here together. Alone. “What’s the deal?”


  “I got nothing,” Conner says as he takes a cup out of the dishwasher and pours himself some coffee while the pot is still brewing. The drips hiss on the hot plate until he returns the carafe and then it sizzles instead. “I’ve looked through every file they have, even Felicity looked. She didn’t find anything either. No one has any idea who this guy is. Grace never gave a statement beyond that one sentence. So if anyone knows, it’s her.”


  “I don’t think she’s talking.”


  “No shit, asshole,” Conner says as he pulls out a smoke and lights up. I grab his cigarette and plop it into a water-filled glass in the sink. He just shrugs and pulls out another one. I let him win that battle. I have better things to do than police my little brother’s smoking habits.


  “And I don’t want her talking either. She’s not ready.”


  “It’s been ten years. This guy made a direct threat, Vaughn. I think if we tell her that, she’ll get ready real fast.”


  I consider this for a moment. He might be right. She held herself together very well when she told me about it last night. But then again… “No,” I say, coming back to my senses. “Let’s just get through this interview with Sam and take it from there. Agreed?”


  He takes a long swallow of coffee and says nothing. But I’m running this show and his silence is the same thing as an agreement, even if it’s a contested one.


  “Let’s go then. I’m sure they’re ready for Sam and I just want to get this over with. Did you prep her on what to say?”


  “No,” Conner says as the three of us walk out the door together and cross the lawn. “I went up there to do that a few hours ago, but she said she had it all planned out. I figure this is her deal, right? She should get to explain it any way she wants.”


  “I hope to God we’re not making a mistake.”


  “I hacked into Buzz Hollywood’s email this morning,” Conner says. “And the video is already there. They’re prepping it for an internet exclusive this afternoon. We’ve got our own cameras set up in the room, secretly, of course. And we’ll be taping the interview as well. We’ll release it before the Grapevine Hollywood reporter leaves the premises.”


  “Grapevine? Fuck, I hate those assholes.”


  “Well, they just hired a new reporter who went to school with Sam and since this is her thing, she got to choose the reporter she wanted to talk to.”


  Fair enough, I guess.


  We step inside the atrium and I almost have a heart attack when I see the interview has already started.


  Only it’s not Sam in the hot seat getting grilled.


  It’s Grace.


  Chapter Eleven
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  #BadAssPrincess


  


  “WHAT HAPPENED to you, Miss—do you like to be called Kinsella? Or Bryndle?”


  “Daisy Bryndle no longer exists,” I tell the reporter calmly. “That name has been erased from my life. I am Grace now. Please call me Grace.”


  “OK, good to know, Miss Kinsella, errr… Grace. Can you tell us where you were for those eight months you were missing?”


  I shake my head. “No, I can’t.”


  “You can’t?” the reporter prods. “Or you won’t?”


  “Can’t. I was never allowed out of the house.”


  “What about when you escaped? Didn’t you know where you were at that point?”


  “I didn’t…” I swallow hard and take a cleansing breath. “I didn’t escape. I was… let go.”


  The reporter just stares at me and I get uneasy. Maybe this was a mistake? Sam seemed so confident when we were talking up in her room a few moments ago. She said she needed to tell her secret because it would set her free. Allow her to move past it and take away the power these reporters had over her.


  I agreed with her. I still agree with her.


  But this is hard. It’s a lot harder to talk about than I thought. But it’s too late now. I started this. They’d air this unfinished if I get up and walk out, so I might as well get on with it.


  Just then the door opens and Vaughn walks through with Conner and Felicity. He’s about to burst through the wall of media people and put an end to this, but I put up a hand and shake my head. He stops.


  I clear my throat. “I didn’t escape. I was let go.” I wait a beat to find the right words. “I was let go because… well, I’m not sure, really. I think he got a call. A job offer, actually. I heard him talking on the phone one night and it was about a job. But it sounded like he had to move someplace far. Pick up and go, he said. I’m pretty sure. So he had three choices. He could take me with him, and clearly he was not going to do that. He could let me go, and that didn’t seem to be an option either. Or he could kill me.”


  I stare at her, and then my gaze pans the room. No one makes a sound. No one moves. They are riveted.


  I take another deep breath and continue. “I figured I’d be dead that night because I knew he was leaving in the morning. So I just… gave up.”


  “What’s that mean, Grace? What did it mean for you to give up?”


  “I just accepted it. And when he came to my door, I told him as soon as he opened it, ‘If you just let me die peacefully—drug me,’ I remember requesting—‘if you just drug me so I go easy, I’ll forgive you for everything.’ I figured that’s the only weapon I had in my arsenal, you understand?” I wait for her nod, but it never comes. She does not understand. No one will understand.


  Grace, the terrified teenager named Daisy says in my head. Make them understand.


  “He was… is… not well. But even though he really messed with my head, he never touched me sexually. And he could’ve. At any time, he could’ve. So I spent a lot of time thinking about this. Why didn’t he do that? What did he really want? And I came to the conclusion that he wanted me to want him. So if I told him he was forgiven, maybe he’d see that as a fair trade to let me die in peace.”


  “But he didn’t kill you.”


  “Obviously.”


  “So your words touched him?”


  “I suppose. He did drug me, but not enough to kill me. At least not quickly. He dropped me off on the front lawn of a small-town hospital in Nebraska.”


  “Is that where he was keeping you? In Nebraska?”


  I shrug my shoulders. “I have no idea.”


  “Could you pick him out of a lineup if you wanted to try and put him away? Make him pay for what he did to you?”


  I shake my head no. “He wore a mask the entire time we were in the same room.”


  “What kind of mask?”


  “It was one of those lifelike ones. Like they make of presidents and stuff. Only this was not a famous person. It was…” I clear my throat and swallow hard. “He was wearing a mask of a boy. A boy I knew from summer camp.” I add in a whisper.


  Everyone is silent again as they all think about this.


  “That’s creepy,” the reporter finally says. “Did you tell anyone about this mask?”


  I shake my head. “I never told anyone anything.”


  “Why?”


  “Why do you think? I’m sure you can figure that one out.”


  Sam scoots in close to me and puts her arm around my shoulder. She rests her head against mine, like she’s my very best friend in the world. I think Bebe will hate me when she sees this. I never told her. I never told anyone. And now this family I barely know and this reporter who has no connection to me at all, they are the first to hear it.


  “What were your days like?” the reporter asks to keep the flow of the interview going.


  But I’m done talking. I don’t even bother to say that, either. I just stop.


  “I feel so stupid,” Sam says. “I called this interview so I could tell the world about a secret I was hiding. But now that I’ve heard Grace’s story, I realize I have no idea what it means to suffer true, deep, emotional pain. I’m so sorry, Grace.”


  I nod and then unhook the little microphone from my shirt and hand it to the stunned reporter. She’s probably wondering what just happened. A moment later, Vaughn is there, leading me out of the room. We keep walking, right to the car. He opens my door and places me inside, drawing the seatbelt tightly across my chest before closing the door and walking around to his side.


  When he gets in, he lets out a long exhale and starts the engine. “I don’t know what to say. I shouldn’t have left you alone in there. I’m sorry if you feel ambushed.”


  “I don’t,” I say back, gently placing my hand over his on the gearshift. “I was talking to your sister, and she asked me if I ever felt like a victim.”


  Vaughn looks over at me quickly.


  “Because she said she feels like a victim. But I told her no. Because even though I do feel like a victim, I have had all the proper answers fed to me while I was in recovery. I lied. I do feel like a victim. Well…” I stop for a moment so I can try and make sense of it. “Daisy Bryndle was a victim. But Grace Kinsella did a pretty good job at keeping that useless emotion at bay with her fantasy world.”


  He places his hand on my leg. “Is that why you were on Twitter? To live in a world where you had all the power?”


  I can’t look at him. I’m embarrassed to admit I’ve been running from my weakness. Covering it up with a rich, online fantasy world.


  “I love you, Grace.”


  I look up at the real Vaughn Asher and force the tears back. “Why?”


  “You’re my fantasy girl,” he says softly. “All the best fairytale princesses have the most horrific pasts. But they endure and persevere. And even though the fantasy dictates that the prince saves her, that’s not how it really happens.”


  I gaze up at the man who wants to be my prince with longing and hope. “How does it really happen?”


  A single finger tips my chin up so I have to look him straight in the eyes.


  “Grace, the princess always survives, and she does that all on her own. Never mind the rescue—the real challenge is surviving long enough for help to arrive. And all the fairytale princesses do that all on their own. You’re not a victim, you’re a survivor. And I get it. I understand what you meant back in Vegas when you said sometimes living is the worst possible thing that can happen. And you’re right. Giving up is so much easier. But you never did give up. The fact that you’re here—a strong-willed woman with a college degree and a life eked out from the debris of Daisy Bryndle—well, sweets, that’s the opposite of victim. That’s badass.”


  I giggle and shake my head.


  “Bad. Ass. Princess. That’s you, babe.”


  And then he starts the car, revs the engine, and leaves the castle.


  Maybe a little sadder than when we came, but maybe a little stronger too.


  Chapter Twelve


  [image: ]


  #Flashbacks


  


  I LOSE track of time after that. I lose track of life after that. Her eyes, her words, her body… these are the only things I see, or hear, or feel for the next twenty-four hours. We drink, and eat, and fuck, and swim.


  And this is all I care about. I blow off phone calls. I blow off a Friday afternoon meeting about IM2 marketing. I don’t return messages. Hell, I don’t even check messages. My life is a whirlwind called Grace.


  And the next day, when I wake up and she’s all pressed up against me, comfortable, safe, and still asleep… I know I can’t keep hiding it from her.


  I need to come clean.


  I do. I know this. Every day I wait to tell her, it compounds the repercussions. But I’m not ready to end this… this… whatever it is. This perfect weekend. This chance she represents. I don’t want her to know I’m a sneaky asshole, even though she probably already knows that. I’m getting the impression that I’ve erased some of my bad behavior on Saint Thomas and I really don’t want to fuck that up.


  She rolls over and turns her back to me in bed. I take this as a sign. I’m a superstitious actor, I look for signs. And this qualifies. I can’t tell her yet. Tomorrow. When I take her home. I’ll tell her before I leave. For sure. She turns back and her hand slides up and down my abs.


  “You’ve got my attention, Mrs. Invisible Man.”


  “Mmmm. I need to go home.”


  ‘What?”


  “I do, I have so much to do. Should I buy a ticket?”


  “What?” I’m floored. Never in a million years did I think she’d want to go home today. “But it’s Saturday.”


  “Yeah, I know. But I can’t keep avoiding Bebe. She will want to talk about the interview.”


  They aired it last night. The video of Sam last Christmas was all over the place before dinner, but Sam handled it well. She was diagnosed with Tourette’s Syndrome when she was nine and it devastated her. She had no control over the tics for years. Rapid blinking. Sucking in her breath. Not swearing, she had very few verbal issues. But it was enough to kill her self-esteem and give her a case of obsessive-compulsive disorder as well. She outgrew most of it, but when she gets stressed, she panics and they come back.


  Tray was her first real relationship. I guess I shouldn’t have been so surprised that she was a virgin. That must’ve been enough to bring back her condition.


  That interview was a major step forward for her. It’s time and she knows that.


  “What’s wrong?” Grace asks, lifting her head up off my chest so she can see my face.


  “Just… Samantha. She’s been doing so well for so many years. I really thought it was over.”


  “She was very strong and determined in her interview.”


  She was. I feel very proud of my little sister right now. And no one gave a shit about that video of her. The whole country is talking about Grace. “I know she was exceptionally strong and it went better than I ever imagined. But I worry about her. And you,” I add. Because I’m far more worried about Grace than Sam. “Bebe is your best friend,” I tell her, bringing us back to the topic of her leaving. “You can call her on the phone and go home tomorrow, no big deal.”


  “Yeah, but I don’t want to turn into one of those girls who drops her BFFs for a guy. Even if said guy is a famous movie-star. Tonight is Dirty Heaven and I’ve been absent so much lately. I don’t feel connected. I feel… sort of… adrift.”


  “You’re having social media withdrawal?”


  “Mmmm,” she says. Her hand dips down to my hard cock and I smile. She doesn’t want to leave, she just feels obligated to spend time being herself. And that’s not a hard wish to grant in our fairytale land.


  “So play Dirty Heaven here.”


  “Here?” She looks around quickly. “Oh God, I’d be way too embarrassed.”


  “Why, because all your tweets are about me?”


  “That, and if they know I’m with you, and they will, they will torment you relentlessly.”


  My hand slips up to her breast and I pinch her nipple. Not hard, but forcefully, making her squeal a little. “So let them. You can guard my honor.”


  That makes her snort. “I have to be honest, for the last three years my Dirty Heaven nights have been all about you. Now what do I tweet about?”


  “Ah,” I say as my hand dips down between her legs. “I see the problem. You don’t want to make any promises you can’t keep.”


  She giggles against my chest.


  “Just call up Bebe, once we’re finished fucking, of course, and chat with her all you want. Take selfies on the lazy river. Get drunk with her on the phone. Fucking Skype, for all I care. Spend the whole day with Bebe, but please, Grace. Do it from here. It’s not time to go home yet.” She’s silent for a few moments and I have a little wave of panic. “Unless you really don’t want to spend the weekend with me?”


  “No,” she says immediately. “That’s not it at all.”


  I flip her over, straddle her ass, my hard cock pressed against the slit of her pussy, and I lean into her neck and give her a small bite that makes her buck underneath me. “Then it’s settled. You stay here. I fuck you until you’re sore. Then I’ll share you with Bebe and the rest of the Filthy Blue Birds.” She turns her head and I immediately go in for a kiss. “Is that a deal, sweets?”


  “I don’t have any clothes. You only got me that one outfit for yesterday.”


  “Oh, I forgot to tell you. This is a clothes-free zone. You have be naked. Sorry, that’s just how it is.”


  “Since when?” she squeals. “What about Felicity?”


  “Yeah, well, she’s staying at the parents’ pool house with Conner, I think.”


  “Are they dating?”


  “Fuck, no!” I say a little too quickly. “Fuck. No. They’re working on a project for me. Together. That’s all. Now let’s get back to our little deal where I get to fuck you sore today.”


  Even though her head is tilted to the side and her long blonde hair is spilling over, practically covering it, I see her smile.


  “You’re mine,” I growl into her ear. “Say it,” I insist.


  All her pretenses are over. All the feigned indifference is gone now. She turns towards me so I can see her smile full on. “I’m all yours.”


  I lean down and touch my lips to hers, just the slightest touch. “Forever. Say it. Even if it’s an abstract concept. It’s the right thing to say right now and I need to hear it.”


  She bites her lip and my heart is pounding inside my chest with doubts. These doubts double the longer she hesitates. Because I’ve never felt afraid that a woman would reject me and I am, in this moment, very, very afraid. My heart is responding with desperation. “Say it,” I urge again.


  “Forever.” The word comes out like a sigh. Or a whisper.


  I hug her close and lean into her ear. “Thank you.”


  


  WE FUCK wildly for hours. We stay naked the entire day and it’s well into the fading light of late afternoon before we drag ourselves up and start to think about food. Well, I think about food. Grace is on my laptop, logged in with her Twitter friends while simultaneously chatting with Bebe on my phone. I’m thrilled that she ignored Bebe all day in favor of sex with me, but Bebe is the best friend. Her acceptance is critical and tonight is the first step in gaining that stamp of approval.


  I shut down the grill and take the plate of burgers over to the outdoor kitchen. She likes American cheese, pickles, ketchup, mustard, and pepper. I asked her before she got distracted by the phone. I want this evening to be seamless and knowing what she likes is part of that.


  I set her plate down on the small table next to her lounge chair and she smiles up and mouths thank you as Bebe continues to talk on the other end of the line.


  I go inside and grab Felicity’s kitchen laptop and take it back outside with me. Then I settle in the lounge chair next to Grace and open up my own Twitter account and navigate to the Dirty Heaven list while I chew on my dinner. I snap a picture of Grace with my laptop camera. She’s got a towel wrapped around her because she was chilled after our last swim, so she’s not naked.


  


  MovieStar @VaughnAsher


  @FilthyBlueBird You look #Fuckable…


  


  Her laptop pings a new interaction and I take a big bite of burger and chew as she reads it. The look on her face… priceless. “Oh yeah, baby. Game. On. Tonight.” She rolls her eyes and tries to continue her conversation with Bebe, but even I can hear the screaming coming from the phone as my tweet filters out to the world.


  


  MovieStar @VaughnAsher


  @FilthyBlueBird #DirtyHeaven is mine tonight.


  


  The ping. The smile. The feigned indifference. She hangs up the phone. A few seconds of furious keystrokes and…


  


  Grace @FilthyBlueBird


  @VaughnAsher I own #DirtyHeaven, bitch. #VaughnAsherIsMyBitch


  


  I laugh out loud. She chews her burger, as she positions the laptop so I can’t see her screen.


  


  MovieStar @VaughnAsher


  @FilthyBlueBird #FlashbackTime Get ready.


  


  I navigate to Felicity’s Twitter list of @FilthyBlueBird. It has all of Grace’s tweets. After Grace made her big escape from Saint Thomas and left me searching the airport like a maniac trying to make sure she wasn’t just hiding from me, Felicity figured out who she was on Twitter and started compiling. She even copied them into dummy accounts in anticipation of a possible full account deletion.


  I admit, after I realized Grace was not in fact waiting for me to pick her up from departures, I went through her entire timeline. From. Day. One.


  I chuckle and look up at Grace. She’s got one of those oh shit looks on her face. “Remember when you wrote this…?” I press the retweet button and shoot her a wide grin.


  Her laptop bloops and she looks down. I look down too, so we can read it together.


  


  Grace @FilthyBlueBird


  Come here and take off my lip gloss @VaughnAsher #OnMyKneesWaiting


  


  She looks up, biting said lip, and I quickly press send on my reply tweet.


  


  MovieStar @VaughnAsher


  @FilthyBlueBird #Flashback to last night. Oh, you weren’t wearing lip gloss. But you are now. #GetOnYourKneesAndWait


  


  She chuckles and smirks as her fingers fly across the keys.


  


  Grace @FilthyBlueBird


  @VaughnAsher - Dabbing lips with a napkin. #ThatAllYouGot?


  


  I choose my next favorite tweet of hers and press the retweet symbol.


  


  Grace @FilthyBlueBird


  I love Shark Week. And I’m convinced #Megalodon is actually @VaughnAsher penis #hidingInHisPants #NotTheOcean


  


  She covers her face for that one and I use her recovery time to type my response.


  


  MovieStar @VaughnAsher


  @FilthyBlueBird Right now. #Megalodon #ReadyAndWaiting for a secret rendezvous. Come on in, the #WaterIsFine


  She types out a hasty response.


  


  Grace @FilthyBlueBird


  @VaughnAsher - Waiting for a proper invitation #BegForItMaster


  


  MovieStar @VaughnAsher


  @FilthyBlueBird My command is your proper invitation #ThoseWhoFollowOrders get rewarded. #MastersDontBeg


  


  “Grace, my sweets. I always win. Why must you fight me? Come on, come sit with me. We can dirty-tweet together, have a melding of the mind. And body.” I wink at her.


  She shakes her head and starts typing again, then chews her thumbnail as she deletes, types, deletes again. After several minutes of this, she looks up and swipes her tongue across her perfect lips, pressing a button on her keypad with a flourish.


  


  Grace @FilthyBlueBird


  @VaughnAsher #CommandMe and I’ll comply. #AskMe and I’ll give in. #LetMeChoose and I’ll #BeYours Which do you want more?


  


  When I look over at her, she’s twisting her hair, her eyes are wide and expectant, and her breathing is faster than it was. She’s nervous. “Is there any doubt in your mind which one I want more?”


  She points to the computer in my lap. “Tell them, not me.”


  “You need reassurances?” She nods but lets the question hang there. “You want a public declaration, just like I wanted a public submission?”


  She nods again. “I don’t want to be your secret.”


  “You’re not a secret. We’re tweeting as ourselves. Everyone can see it.”


  “I don’t want to be your servant, either.”


  “It’s a joke, sweets. Since when do you take it so seriously, anyway? You never took it seriously on the island. And you have to admit, I’ve been so much better since we came back to our real lives. I’ll stop with the jokes if you want, but that’s all it was. Am I calling you girl? Are you calling me Master? No. We’re in a different phase now, can’t you tell?”


  “I…” She exhales and closes the laptop. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure what I’m doing. I need to go home. I’m really confused, to be honest. I mean, so much is going on outside this sanctuary. I’m worried about the fallout. I’m worried about my job. I’m worried about… you. And me. And I have to admit, you’re so much closer to the dream guy I envisioned now, it scares me.”


  “Why?” I laugh, but I don’t mean it as a joke. I just don’t understand where she’s coming from.


  “God, are you really that oblivious? Do I really need to spell out having your parents murdered, your life ripped apart, and the feelings that leaves behind?”


  I close my laptop too, then put it aside. I stand up and scoot over to her lounge, moving her over and wrapping her up in my arms all in the same gesture. I place her on top of me, her head leaning on my chest. “I didn’t mean it that way, Grace. At all. I was just playing with you.”


  “I know, but I have a hard time understanding when the game stops.”


  “The game is over. I won. You’re mine.”


  “That’s caveman talk, Asher.”


  “Yeah. But it’s true. And it’s simple. I don’t think it requires explaining. But if you need it explained, Grace, I’m in love. I love you. It’s not even difficult for me to say, it’s easy. And if you need me to go online right now and say it in a tweet, fuck yeah. I’ll do it.”


  “No, that’s not what I meant. Not really. You say I’m yours, but I don’t feel like yours.”


  “Aww.” I squeeze her a little tighter because my heart hurts a little with her admission. “I’m gonna have to make you feel like mine, then?”


  “Yeah,” she says in a pouty voice.


  “Mmmmm, that I can totally do. Should we go out tonight? It’s not a good idea. The paparazzi will be on you for a while and I’ll probably end up in a fight if they get too close. But I’m happy to take you out.”


  She thinks about this for a while and I let her take her time, just stroking her hair and relaxing. Enjoying what we have.


  “It really doesn’t scare you?”


  “What, sweets?”


  “Losing.”


  I huff out some air though my nose. “What should I be afraid of losing?”


  “Me,” she says with an incredulous tone.


  Chapter Thirteen
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  #AlwaysWantedToBeCharmed


  


  CAN HIS life really have been so charmed? That he has no fear of losing anything? God, what would that be like? “I don’t think I understand you, Asher.”


  “Asher?” he asks, sitting up a little straighter so he can look at me. But I turn my head so he can’t. “Why the hell are you calling me Asher now? What did I do?”


  “I just can’t relate. And even though I shouldn’t hold it against you, I do. I’m fucking pissed that my life is so fucked up and yours is so perfect.”


  “Perfect?” He laughs. I can feel it through his chest. “You know, my whole life people have thought that about me. I’ve heard it so many times I stopped listening. But coming from you, shit. That kinda hurts.”


  I scrunch up my face in confusion, but I stay still. I know it’s wrong to assume his life is perfect, but from my perspective, it is. There’s just no comparison.


  “You want to know my demons, Grace? Do you need to know my secrets to be able to accept that I’m capable of understanding what you feel? What do you need?”


  Do I? Do I need for him to be damaged for me to accept this… whatever this is? And if I do, what does that say about me? That I can only relate to the lost and the tragic?


  “Because if that’s what you need, then fine. I have never really articulated it in words before. I’ve never had to,” he says in a whisper as he gives me a squeeze. “No one ever wanted me to justify my personal trauma to prove that I can understand them. But I will.”


  “Wait.” I stop him with a hand on his chest. I push myself up so I can look him in the eye. “If this is really fucked up of me, then no.”


  “Grace, why does it matter if it’s fucked up? Why do you care what I think of your request?”


  “Because I don’t want you to think I’m…” I let out a long sigh. “That he… ruined me. That I’m damaged and dirty and unlovable.”


  “Do you think he ruined you? Do you feel damaged and unloved?”


  “Yes.” I exhale and then immediately take a huge gulp of air. “Yes, I think all that stuff.”


  “Then why do you want to hide that?”


  “Because…”


  “Because you think I won’t love you?”


  “How can you?”


  His brows knit together, his confusion so real, painted so clearly on his face, it sets me back a second. “Jesus, I’m not that shallow, Grace. I am a human being.”


  “I didn’t mean it—”


  “No,” he says, cutting me off harshly. “Enough with the didn’t mean it bullshit. OK?” his eyes dart back and forth as he searches for my intentions.


  What are my intentions? “I just…” I have to swallow hard and look away. “I just… need reassurances.”


  He shakes his head. “Try again, sweets. I’m not interested in lies, and maybe you’re not lying to me, but you’re lying to yourself. And if we’re in a relationship, that’s the same thing.”


  God, now look what I’ve done. He wants me to face things I’ve pushed away for a decade, and he wants me to do it now. What if he leaves if I can’t do it? What if he walks away?


  “Did you have a therapist after you came back?”


  “Of course. I still have one.”


  “So their plan was to let you deny things? Because that’s a new one for me. I think everyone in Hollywood has at least two therapists on the payroll at all times. It’s just something you do. So I’ve had my share of therapy, and none of them ever let me lie to myself.”


  “What is it you think I’m lying about?” God, he’s so confusing. Is this about me or him? Or the way I feel about him? Or the way I feel about myself? I don’t get it.


  “What really happened to you?”


  I shake my head. “I’m not talking about it.”


  “Why?”


  “Why?” I laugh. “I’m pretty sure you can figure that out.”


  “OK, I’ll figure it out for you then. Because you’re in denial.”


  “Believe me, Asher, I’m not in denial.”


  “And we’re back to Asher again, are we?”


  “Jesus, what the hell do you want from me? You want me to tell you what those eight months were like? Why?” I sit all the way up, between his legs, and rest back on my butt with my legs underneath me. “Why would you want to hear that? Why would you want me to say it?”


  He reaches up and strokes my cheek. “I don’t want to know that shit, Grace. I don’t want to know any of it. You’re crazy if you think I want to hear you talk about it. I don’t. But you are mixing up my intentions with that experience. You’re not looking forward. You’re stuck in the past.”


  I get up off the lounge chair and walk away.


  “Where are you going?” he calls out after me.


  “Home.”


  He’s up next to me, grabbing me by the upper arm and turning me around. “Grace, running away only makes it worse. Just spit the words out.”


  “What fucking words?” I shout.


  He cups his hands around my face and leans in for a kiss. It’s soft and sweet. So small, yet so meaningful. “How did you get away, Grace?”


  “You heard this part. He dropped me off at a hospital in Nebraska.”


  Vaughn lets out a long breath and pulls me into a hug. “I think—and maybe I’m wrong, because I don’t know what happened to you while you were with him—but it must’ve really messed with your head to be so… coveted for so many months and then to just be dropped off like that.”


  I push him away. “Are you saying I’m fucked up because he let me go? Oh my God!”


  Vaughn holds me tight. “It’s psychology, Grace. It’s a mind fuck, right?”


  I push back again, but his arms are all the way around me now. “That’s not what it is. I was grateful he let me go. I thought he was going to kill me.”


  “OK. You know better than me, sweets. You were there, I wasn’t. So you know the truth.”


  But I know what Vaughn’s saying underneath those words. He’s saying I know the truth, but I won’t accept it.


  “Wanna finish Dirty Heaven?” He changes the subject. “Or go out to eat? Or make a sex tape?”


  I allow myself to chuckle at that.


  “I can think of so many, many ways to let the world know you’re mine, Miss Kinsella. These are but three options for tonight. And you’re not going home tonight, that’s for sure. Tomorrow. I have lots of plans for tomorrow in Denver.”


  I melt into his embrace and try not to cry. He can sense my shift and my sadness, because he strokes my head and continues to talk.


  “I have so many surprises for you in Denver.”


  The soothing rumble of his voice vibrating up from his chest makes my body feel pliant and supple. “I want to go to bed,” I decide. “And watch movies.”


  “I have a DVD of IM2. It’s in my contract so I can have private screenings. Wanna watch me be a super anti-hero who doesn’t save the world but leaves it a better place?”


  “Oh my God! Do you die?” I’m appalled.


  “Hmmm, you think I’ll spoil the ending for you? Pffft. You’re cray-cray.”


  I laugh. “Yes, I definitely want to watch IM2.” I pull away so I can look up at his face. “I loved that first movie because you were so unexpected. Did you ever read the book?”


  “Of course.”


  “He’s not really a good guy, is he?”


  “No, he’s not. That’s why I wanted to be him. Even with the occasional rumor, people saw me as bright and clean and perfect before I did that movie. And now they see me as him.”


  “And you like that?”


  “Yeah, because he’s damaged, Grace. And so am I. We all are. People relate to that, there’s nothing wrong with it. It’s just… human nature.”


  I know Vaughn’s really talking about me, but I don’t care. I’m done talking about me for now and he’s gonna let it go, and for that I’m grateful. But I don’t want him to think that all that serious talk was a waste, either. I want him to know that I’m listening. “I don’t need a public declaration, Vaughn.”


  “Yes, you do, Grace. But we have time for that. Believe me, life will be filled with public moments tomorrow. Let’s enjoy the private ones we have left tonight.”


  I couldn’t agree more. So I let him lead me into his not-so-movie-star house. We walk through the halls and end up in a home theater, but not the kind with oversized leather chairs set up stadium-seating style. There’s a huge sectional sofa in the shape of a square. It’s not leather, either. It’s something soft and plush. And there’s pillows and blankets.


  “Have I mentioned I love to watch movies?” he asks me, pointing to the couch. “Climb in, Grace,” he commands. I crawl on the couch and settle against the back. He disappears for a second, then returns just as the movie begins to display on the white screen in front of us.


  “It’s huge. I’ve never seen a projection screen so big in a house before.”


  He shoots me a smirk. “Size always matters.” And then he bounces on the couch next to me. The room is filled with the surround-sound experience and I’m swept into the world of the Invisible Man.


  But Vaughn twines his fingers with mine. He pulls me so close, I’m part of him. He wraps me up and whispers his lines in my ear.


  The man next to me turns into the man on the screen. Vaughn Asher might not be a prince to the outside world, but in here, he’s my hero. It’s something very private, I think. To watch him be his art. To be pulled into his experience. To have him perform this movie just for me.


  And even though I told him I needed the declaration to be public, I was wrong.


  The only people who matter in this relationship are right here in this room.


  Chapter Fourteen
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  #ThereIsAlwaysTimeForPussy


  


  THE FLIGHT back to Denver is too short and when we land at Centennial Airport, it hits me that my fantasy weekend is over. This is so much worse than coming home from Saint Thomas. Back then, I was pretty sure I would never see Vaughn Asher again. But now I’m having a hard time coming to terms with the fact that I don’t want him to leave.


  I hate the clinginess. I’ve never liked getting to attached to men and even though I really, really, really like Vaughn, I still hate that feeling. I know that the minute he leaves I’ll be thinking about when I can see him next. I’ll be checking my phone for texts, or Twitter for a chance at some sexy banter.


  There’s a limo waiting for us, so the ride back to my neighborhood is filled with chitchat, phone calls for Vaughn, and in my case, an explosion of regret.


  I regret not being more honest with him. For not being more adventurous with him last night. When IM2 was over we watched another movie and I fell asleep. We fell asleep. Right there on the movie couch. And that’s where we stayed all night. No goodbye sex. No proclamations of… whatever. No see-you-next-time plans.


  So regrets. Lots of them, actually.


  I look up at Vaughn and he’s watching me intently as he talks on the phone about a meeting he has later today. It’s Sunday, but his next project is directing the IM spin-off and from what I can gather, it’s a seven-days-a-week kind of thing. What’s wrong? he mouths.


  I smile and shake my head. And then I look out the window. We’re just getting off the freeway near the Pepsi Center and heading towards LoDo where I live. The limo is not long, thank God, because as soon as we turn onto Wazee Street, things close in and the streets get narrow. My building is just shy of the 16th Street Mall, and there is no parking out front. I’m just about to tell the driver he might want to swing into the alley, but he’s a step ahead of me. He maneuvers the limo past cars and finally pulls into the small lot that belongs to my building. My car is right where I left it.


  As soon as we stop Vaughn is off the phone. “OK, ready?” he asks, taking my hand.


  “For?”


  The door opens from the outside and Vaughn tugs on my hand as he exits the car, pulling me along with him. I step out into the familiar lot and blink back the bright sunshine. Somewhere church bells are ringing. “I feel like I’ve been gone forever.”


  Vaughn just smiles wide as he leads me up to the back door.


  “Shit,” I say. “I don’t even know where my key is. I think I left it back in Vegas!”


  “I had your stuff packed up from your room, Grace. It’s upstairs. But you won’t need it.”


  “I need it to get in the building!” But as soon as the words come out, Vaughn jingles a keychain at me. “You have a key to my building?”


  He shakes his head and inserts the key in the lock. “You mean”—he pushes the door open and I step inside, confused—“my building?”


  “What. The. Fuck?”


  “Grace, language, please.”


  But I just swat his arm off me as I try to take in what I’m seeing. “Where am I?”


  He chuckles. “Your building.”


  “No,” I say back. “My building doesn’t have a doorman and a security lobby.”


  “It does now. Grace,” he says, leading me over to the man at the desk that wasn’t there last week, “this is Bigmy. Leo Bigmy. He’s in charge of building security.”


  Mr. Bigmy has one of those describing names. He’s a very big man who looks more like a bouncer than a doorman. He’s wearing a dark suit that fits him nicely, but it can’t hide the muscles underneath. “My pleasure to meet you,” he says in a thick Eastern European accent, “Mrs. Asher.”


  “It’s Kinsella. And you can call me Grace.” I look up at Vaughn, questions all over my face, because he just starts explaining as he leads me to the stairs.


  “Bigmy is new. A local, incorruptible, at least for the right price. And my price was right, wasn’t it, Bigmy?’


  “Yes, sir. No one gets in the door without an access card.”


  And then Vaughn produces said access card and places it in my hand. “That’s yours. It’s the only way to enter the building. You have to key in a code as well. Two-step security.”


  I look around for a second. My lobby has been transformed. In addition to the desk, there’s a new hardwood floor, new drapes on the two windows that face the street, a fire in the fireplace that used to look like it hadn’t been lit in a hundred years, and a cozy seating area in front of the flickering flames. “I don’t understand.”


  “I bought the building, Grace. The day I had to cancel our first Twitter date. I’m sorry for that, by the way. Conner gave me a heads-up on the reporters lurking around Sam and I took it one step further and included you in my heightened security.”


  “You bought this building?” It’s sort of blowing my mind.


  “And upgraded your security. And your apartment, as well. That asshole across the hall, gone.”


  “Gone?” I’m still staring at the lobby, but he’s leading me to the stairs now.


  “I wanted to put in an elevator, but these old buildings. Too many permits. I had to grease a lot of palms to get this done while you were out of town as it is. Maybe later we can put in an elevator?”


  “Later?”


  We walk up the stairs and he continues talking. “Whole new apartment, Grace. Everything new, but of course I kept all your old stuff too. The decorator said you have nice taste, she…”


  I stop listening because I’m just too stunned to understand what’s happening. When we get to my floor I don’t even know where I am. There used to be a small hallway here. That same hallway where I gave Vaughn a blow job in front of the neighbor. But now it’s gone. In its place is a door.


  “Here’s your new apartment.”


  Vaughn punches in a security code and the door beeps. There’s a man standing off to the side looking a little too much like a Secret Service guy with his wrist microphone and dark sunglasses.


  The door opens and the sunshine floods my face, making me cover my eyes from the glare. I step inside and move away from the sun.


  My apartment is huge. As it should be when one knocks down walls and combines two places into one. “I have this whole floor?” There were only two apartments up here to begin with, and now there is only one. “Laundry room?”


  “Oh,” Vaughn says, pointing down the hall. “Inside now. I can’t stand the thought of you having to leave the apartment to do laundry. That’s a security risk I won’t have.”


  I walk forward and my fingertips trace down the smooth silver granite countertops of my brand new kitchen. The cabinets are black and the appliances are stainless. There are so many details I love about this kitchen, I can barely take them all in.


  I look over at the new living room. It’s decorated in neutral grays with pink accents. It softens the modern colors in the kitchen and makes it much more feminine.


  “Well.” I take a big long breath and let it out. “I’m not sure what to say.”


  And that’s when I see the cat. Sitting on the windowsill, licking its paw so it can clean its face.


  “You said you loved cats, remember? Back on the beach in Saint Thomas? But the building had a no-pets policy.”


  I squint my eyes. Did I say that? How does he remember all that stuff?


  “She’s a shelter cat, Grace. Adoption is our thing, right?”


  And then I smile. And relax a little. “It is, yes.” I walk over to the cat. She’s big and orange and has some subtle tiger-striping. She stops her cleaning to peer up at me, then promptly goes back to her business.


  “They called her Layla, but you can name her whatever you want.”


  “Layla,” I whisper. “I have my own cat.” I turn around and look up at Vaughn. “Why did you do this?”


  “I want to keep you safe and make you happy.” It comes out so quickly, it has to be true.


  I want to ask him so many more questions. Why? All of them are whys. Why me, mostly. What the hell does this guy see in me? I really don’t get it. And it’s not like I don’t think I deserve a great man, or to be spoiled like this. And that’s what this is, plain and simple. It’s spoiling. That’s not it. It’s just… he could have anyone. And I’m such a pain in the ass. And I have so much baggage. And I’m not even nice, actually. I’m sorta mean to him.


  “Don’t overthink it, Grace. Just let it happen.”


  I walk over to the window, not the one framing the cat, and look out. This is the old neighbor’s side of the building and he has a view. I have a view. And it’s a cool one. Looking straight down onto Wazee. A mall bus rumbles down 16th Street and it begins to sink in.


  Vaughn Asher built me a dream house in five days. Four, really, if you don’t count today.


  I turn back to him and smile. “I really… I have no words, Vaughn. Only thank you, but it seems so inadequate.”


  He simply shrugs and smiles. “Does it make you happy?”


  I nod. “It does. But—”


  “But? Oh, please don’t be one of those women who can’t accept a gift, Grace. Don’t.”


  “No, that’s not what I was going to say. Never mind. I love it.” I walk towards him and he opens his arms and wraps them around me.


  “Shall we christen the new bed?”


  “Do you have time before your meeting in LA?”


  “Sweets, there is always time for pussy.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  [image: ]


  #JustWhatTheFuck


  


  VAUGHN GRABS me by the waist and jerks my hips forward until I slam against the hardness beneath his jeans. “I’d rather you stayed with me in LA, but I get it. I have to share you with your friends and family here. By the way,” he says, cocking his head a little. “You’ve met mine, so when do I get to meet yours?”


  His question catches me off guard and I find myself holding my breath. I don’t have a good answer.


  “Grace?”


  “Sorry,” I say, shaking my head a little. “I just…” I look up at his movie-star face. His perfectly chiseled jawline. His deep blue eyes. His hair is a little bit messy, just the way I like it. His smile is still large and genuine, but as the seconds tick off, it falters.


  “Grace?”


  “I just… I’ve never brought a man to meet my…” I shrug my shoulders a little. “I don’t bring people to meet Mr. and Mrs. Chambers. I mean, I never have.”


  “You call your parents Mr. and Mrs. Chambers?”


  I duck my head so I don’t have to meet his gaze. “I just never knew what to call them. I called Bebe’s mom Marjorie when she was my lawyer, but then…” Shit, why is this so hard?


  “But then… you couldn’t bring yourself to call them Mom and Dad once they adopted you?”


  I nod.


  “Felicity calls me Vaughn. Or V. I’m not her dad. But sometimes I feel like her dad.”


  I look back up at him and even though the smile is gone, he still looks… OK. Happy. “I don’t call them Mr. and Mrs. Chambers to their face, obviously. Or in front of Bebe. I do call them Mom and Dad. To make them feel good. But it’s never felt right for me. It feels fake. It’s dishonest to tell strangers that they are my parents. They aren’t. They didn’t raise me, Vaughn. They saved me, yes. But they didn’t raise me.”


  “Felicity said the same thing. She was not born to worthless people. She just… didn’t win the family lottery like I did. That’s what she told me when we discussed what she wanted to call me. Of course, I never expected her to call me her father. She just wanted me to know where she was coming from before I took financial responsibility for her.”


  I like hearing about Felicity. It makes Vaughn so much more real. And he’s probably one of the few people I’ve met who might understand my feelings.


  “Hey, wanna watch TV? Look at this baby.” Vaughn points to the sixty-inch flatscreen on the wall. He leads me over to the new couch. It’s light gray leather with pink pillows. Much nicer than the one I got from the thrift store that is nowhere to be found. Whoever did the design in here must have deduced correctly that it was trash, not treasure.


  I sit down and the buttery leather almost makes me moan. “Don’t you have to get back?”


  “Sure, but the plane doesn’t leave until I get there.”


  We kick our feet up on the coffee table and he pulls me into his chest as he flips the TV on. “ESPN or ESPN?” he asks.


  I laugh. God, how weird to have a man in my house.


  Shit, how weird to have this house.


  “I’ll take ESPN, thanks.”


  “Thought so. Now if I can find the damn channel. I think it’s one forty-five.” He flips through the channels, hunting for sports talk, and my face flies by.


  “Go back. I saw me.”


  “Noooo. That’s a bad idea, Kinsella. You learn to ignore that shit quick. Just pay no attention to it or it will drive you wild.” He finds the sports channel and sets the remote down on his leg.


  “But it said something about a wedding. It must be about Kristi and I want to see what she’s saying.”


  “But it’s football stuff, sweets,” he says, pointing to the TV.


  I grab the remote and start flipping channels. “It’ll take like two minutes.”


  Kristi’s face appears, smiling and happy. The camera pans down to her obvious baby bump.


  “No questions,” she says, placing a hand over the camera. But it’s in a good-natured way. She’s not running anymore, she’s content. Johnny Blazen steps forward, the media darling personality taking over.


  “He didn’t tell me anything. I barely know the guy. Vaughn Asher was only interested in one thing when we were together last week, and that was making sure Grace was safe.”


  “Hey, he’s talking about you.” I look over at Vaughn and he’s gone white. “What’s going on?”


  The reporter in the TV redirects my attention. Vaughn is reaching for the remote in my hands, but I jerk it away as I read the crawl at the bottom of the screen.


  Vaughn Asher marries Daisy Bryndle in a three AM ceremony in Las Vegas last Thursday.


  “What the hell?” I look over at Vaughn and he’s staring at me.


  His mouth is a tight line, his eyes pleading with me. “Just… change the channel and we can talk.”


  “What? Why are they saying we’re married?”


  Silence. Just more staring.


  I bite my lip as I wait, but the seconds tick off and I can’t be patient. “Please, for the love of God, tell me they’re lying.”


  He says nothing, but his head shakes out a no.


  “Vaughn, this isn’t funny. There’s no way we got married that night. I was passed out drunk.”


  His stupid head just continues to shake. “You weren’t drunk, Grace.”


  “I was. I have no memory of any of it.”


  “You weren’t drunk. And I’ve been trying to tell you—”


  “You’ve been trying to tell me?” I stand up and he reaches for my arm. But I smack his hand off. “You were trying to tell me what?” I walk across the room and stand near the window where the cat is now curled up in a ball, fast asleep. “You did not marry me knowing full well that I never wanted to be married. You did not.” He stands up and starts towards me, his arms reaching. But I put a hand up. “Stop. Don’t. Tell me right now, what the hell happened that night?”


  “Grace… you were so insecure. You were talking about your parents—”


  “I never talk about my parents, Vaughn. And all that was before the media ambush. That’s the only reason I talked about them this weekend, OK? So I know—”


  “You don’t know, Grace.” His words come out stern and strong. They stop my outburst mid-sentence. “You don’t know anything. Because you don’t remember. I was there. That,” he says, pointing to the TV, “proves everything I’ve been telling you.”


  “Telling me? You haven’t told me anything, apparently.”


  “I’ve been telling you how I feel. And that wedding was proof. I married you. You,” he stresses, “married me too. We got married.”


  “No. How could you? After everything I told you?”


  “Everything what? I don’t get your aversion to marriage. Haven’t I proved I’m in this for real? What more do I have to do? I told you I love you.”


  “Oh my God. You told me that because you married me. You told me that so when I found out, I’d think it was real!”


  “Grace! Listen to yourself. It’s real. We’re married. We signed the license. You,” he stresses again. “signed the license.”


  But I’m not listening. My mind is reeling from this fact. I’m married.


  No! I am not married. My mind says it over and over and over again. I’m not married. I’m not married.


  “Grace.” Vaughn grabs me by the shoulders so hard it hurts. I push him off and fall to the floor, my head spinning. “Grace? What’s wrong?”


  I crab-walk backwards across the floor as he moves closer. “Stay away from me!”


  “Grace, please. Just… calm down and listen.”


  “No. Get out.”


  “What? No, I’m not getting out. That’s bullshit. You’re done running, baby. You’re done running. We’re talking this out like adults and you’re going to tell me exactly what’s going on.”


  “What’s going on? You fucking married me!”


  “I love you.”


  “You don’t love me. You don’t even know me!”


  “Why are you freaking out? Just tell me.”


  “You know why.” I stare at Vaughn, the tears burning the back of my eyes until they burst forth in long streams. Not drops. Streams. Rivers of tears run down my face. “He tried to convince me we were married. He brainwashed me. He had me so convinced I was his wife, I fucking wept for him on the front lawn of the hospital when he let me go!”


  Chapter Sixteen
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  #TheCouchIsMyFriend


  


  HER WORDS echo in my ears.


  I was right. He fucked with her head and when he left her, she didn’t know how to process it.


  I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Grace, just relax. OK? We can get an annul—” I stop before the word finishes. But it’s too late. She heard it and I can’t take it back. “I don’t mean that.”


  “You do mean that, Asher. You do mean that. Because now that you know how broken I am, you don’t want to touch me.”


  I shake my head, force myself to stay calm. “That’s not true. I want what’s best for you.”


  She covers her ears like a child and shakes her head so hard her hair whips across her face. “Leave.”


  “Grace—”


  “Leave!”


  “I’m not leaving.”


  She stops her childish tantrum and says very clearly, “You are leaving. Get out!”


  I weigh my options. I can stay and fight with her. Or I can go wait in the hallway for a little bit, give her a chance to calm down and keep an eye on her.


  I opt for the hallway.


  “OK, I’m gonna go out in the hallway. But I’m not leaving, do you understand? I’m not leaving. I’m gonna give you space to calm down and think this through, see that this is nothing like what happened to you as a child, and then I’m going to call you. Do you understand? We will talk about this. I refuse to go home until we talk about this.” I start backing away from her, towards the door. “I’m gonna be right outside.”


  She shakes her head. “No. If you stay in this hallway, I will call the police. I’m not fucking around.”


  “I own this building, Grace.”


  “You do not own me, Asher.” She says it with such venom I recoil.


  “I know that, sweets. I do.”


  “Then leave. Respect me. For once. Respect me.”


  That hurts, I have to admit. I do respect her, but I’ve got no good excuse for why I didn’t tell her what we did that night besides fear that she’d react badly. And why did I fear that?


  Because I knew it was wrong when we did it. I knew.


  And she knows I knew.


  I give in and retreat. I walk to the door, open it, step through, and close it behind me. The chain lock engages and I force myself to walk towards the stairs. I take them slowly, telling myself the whole way down to the lobby that once she cools off, we will talk about this and figure it out.


  But until then, I walk over to the chair in front of the fireplace I had refurbished for the building lobby and take a seat. Until then, I will sit right here and wait.


  Chapter Seventeen


  [image: ]


  #NotMyInvisibleMan


  


  THE BUZZING of my phone wakes me. My eyes are so swollen from crying, I have a hard time opening them to see the screen.


  Unknown number.


  Vaughn.


  Meet me on the roof.


  Jesus, can’t that guy take a hint? Why doesn’t he ever give up?


  Do I want him to give up? I ask myself honestly. Or is this whole freakout a test to see how committed he is? Isn’t it a good thing that he’s still hanging around? I know he was down in the lobby because there’s reporters outside now. I was watching TV for hours as they set up camp in front of my building. If Vaughn hadn’t put in the new security features, they’d probably be camped out in my hallway.


  But the marriage…


  Bebe called and I told her I can’t talk about it yet. Not to her. I need to figure it out and I don’t need all that old psycho-babble they used to feed me when I… came back.


  I need to think about it in new terms. Vaughn was right. I was traumatized when I was let go. I’m not sure if any of my therapy sessions mentioned that or not. I refused to talk to any counselors. Just refused. I went for more than a year. Three times a week. And never once did I say a word.


  So once I was adopted by the Chambers family, they let me decide if I wanted to continue wasting my days that way. And of course, I said no thank you.


  Things got better after that. I got to recreate myself. I got to choose a new name.


  In the hospital I was wild. And vulgar. And undignified. I lost myself in those eight months. So I chose Grace.


  I wanted to remind myself to be graceful. To act with grace. To never, ever let that freak win. He made me into a primitive and weak mess. He made me uncivilized and rude. Withdrawn and silent.


  I wanted to be Grace and so I became that girl. The yes girl. The girl who pleased people and fit in. I became… social. And perky and sweet and cute.


  I chose Kinsella because Sophie Kinsella is my favorite author. I read every book of hers while I was locked up that year. She kept me going. She kept me alive. She made me laugh again. I wanted to be the girls in her books. I wanted to live those lives. I wanted to be anyone but me.


  And so I am. I am a cliché of chick-lit females.


  Are you coming? a second text asks me.


  Am I coming?


  What would those girls in the books do? That’s how I’ve made my choices since I became Grace Kinsella. WWKGD? What would Kinsella girls do? Blow off the millionaire movie star one last time? Or admit they need him, and humbly ask for another chance?


  I throw my covers off and pull on a pair of jeans and grab a hoodie. Kinsella girls don’t wear hoodies to meet millionaires on the roof, but it’s dark. So who cares?


  I grab the keychain with my new house key off the foyer table and stick it in my jeans pocket, and then step out into the quiet hallway. I pull the door closed with a soft whoosh and listen for noise downstairs.


  Nothing.


  I take the stairs up to the roof and push through with the start of a smile on my face. I haven’t been up here since that dinner we had all those weeks ago. The roof is dark, but the lights from the building across Wazee Street backlight the palm trees. I bet they are gonna die soon if they stay here. It will be cold and snowy before long. I look for Vaughn as the door closes behind me but there’s no one.


  “Vaughn?”


  A foul-smelling cloth covers my mouth and I inhale before I realize what’s happening.


  My eyes look up and find his face.


  No, not his face.


  His mask.


  This time not the boy from camp. This time he’s the Invisible Man.


  “You’re mine,” he says, the voice taking me back ten years. “I told you, Daisy. You’re mine.”


  That’s the last thing I hear as my world goes black.


  


  Buy Book Five Here


  End of Book Shit


  


  Yes. This is the one with a real cliffhanger. :)


  I’m very pleased with how this serial has turned out. I’ve already written Profile and I’ll be finishing up Home over the next week (It’s September 25th right now) and writing Come #3 at the same time.


  The Dirty, Dark, and Deadly series (Come, Come Back) is a really strange one. When I wrote Come it was my very first step into a real erotica book. Tragic wasn’t erotica even though it had some erotic scenes. It was very new adult, as that was trending back then. But Come was a whole other ball game. For one, I was in that BEND Anthology with erotica writers. I think Ella, Shay, and me were the only ones who didn’t really write erotica at that point. Although Shay’s first Occupied novella was erotica and Surviving Raine was definitely a steamy romance, she’s a lot like me in that she likes to write thrillerish books.


  So Come was my first. And I decided to just make it a little over the top with the sex while trying to maintain the storyline I had envisioned with this character James. He was in Guns, the last Rook & Ronin spinoff, but he wasn’t named James. He has a very complicated past. I knew I wanted to do three books with James, but I really didn’t want Come to be too complicated because I wanted new readers to be able to enjoy it.


  Which is a joke. Haha. That book is all sorts of complicated. I have so many plot clues in there, I’m surprised people read it. But they did and they liked it. I think they liked it better than I liked it. Jana hates when I say that because she loved that book. But me – meh. That’s how I felt about Come. There was just too much sex and not enough action for me. But people really, like REALLY, liked that book. I got a ton of new readers from it. And while I really love certain scenes – the hallway scene for one and all the opening scenes – most of it I was just aching to get on with the real story. James… the Company… Merc (god I fucking love Merc)… Sasha… and Harper. Each of them has a dirty secret.


  When I started writing Come Back, all those things were buzzing through my head. And when I was done, I was like – yes. I think this is the best thing I’ve ever written. Of course, I always think that. But really, there are a few scenes in CB where I’m just like – holy shit.


  So when I started to write Profile I knew what I wanted to do. It’s a lofty idea for a romance novella. And I’ll warn you now, that book is the shortest of all of them. But I have it structured in such a way that it needed to be quick. It’s 25K I think, so not really short, but just shorter.


  And when I finished Profile, I knew I had a Come Back on my hands. I’m not sure how it happened, but it got away from me. They do this some times. The story takes over and I just type. Profile is Grace’s story. It’s a thriller. It’s a mystery. It’s a romance.


  It’s twisted.


  I hope you like that, because this is what I really write. Twisted is my preferred genre.


  And if you’re a Come fan. If James, and Harper, and Sasha are what you’re really waiting for in November… then I guarantee you. Page one of Come #3 will blow your mind.


  I toned all that down for Profile. This series is a true romance, so I keep it focused on that. But Profile has a great ending. Not a huge cliffy, just a set-up for what will be Vaughn’s real story. As Jana would say – You think you know, but you have no idea.


  The last Grace chapter in Profile is my favorite of the whole series. So I hope you enjoy it.


  And since the #1 question on everyone’s mind seems to be when the fuck is Come #3 releasing, here it is: I am aiming for November 19th with a 3-day pre-order. It’s a full-length book and will be $3.99. It will never go on sale. So if you’re waiting for that to be 99 cents - it won’t be. Like ever.


  If you’re new to me or that Come series and would like to try it out on the cheap, I will be bundling the first two books up and having a 99 cents sale around that same time. I don’t have the date, but I will know soon and I will tell you in the last EOBS.


  So get ready for Profile and I’ll see you in two weeks!


  Julie


  


  Wanna know about upcoming books? Sign up for the newsletter or promo posts at www.jahuss.com and never miss out on an upcoming event. Follow me on Facebook and you’ll get all the deets.


  Also, I have a very cool Facebook group called Shrike Bikes where I hang out every day. My street team is in there too, along with some crazy fun ladies. So if you’re a Facebooker, request to join and we will add you. We also have a group just for the Social Media series called the Filthy Blue Birds. Ask to join and we will add you there too.


  If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon - even if you purchased your book somewhere else. Amazon has changed its twenty word minimum policy, so if you hate writing reviews, you can make it short and sweet. Reviews really help indie authors like me, and I read every one of them posted on Amazon. So if you have a moment, I'd appreciate it.
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