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Chapter 1

Maddie

Oh look, the devil is here. I thought it felt warmer.

“Maggie.” Connor Quinn perches on the edge of my desk.
His extra-long leg brushes against my arm, and I fight every
ounce of annoyance I harbor for the arrogant man. I will not

cower first.

“No one’s ever going to hire you to be their lawyer if you
can’t remember their name,” I say, eyes firmly planted on the

legal document on my screen.

I will not make contact with the devil’s piercing hazel eyes

or the thick beard that so perfectly defines his jawline.

I also won’t think about the burning sensation in my arm. It’s

hot in hell, after all.

“Aw Mads, always a pleasure.” He nudges my potted plant

out of its assigned space, and I push it back where it belongs.

My hand grazes his.



I try not to shudder at his touch. Try not to move at all.
When he touches me, he burns me in a way only the devil can.
The feeling 1s hatred, and it’s mutual. We’ve spent the last four
years like this—launching insults like grenades over enemy

lines. I win some battles, and he, unfortunately, wins others.

Connor leans closer, his body and cologne invading my
personal space. “When are you going to let your hair down

and have fun?”’

One: I like ponytails, they are quick, and I have a great face
shape for them. Two: I have fun. But he doesn’t deserve to

know any of this.

I inch to the farthest corner of my cubicle and steel myself.

“What do you want, Connor?”

He flicks my ponytail, like the immature adolescent he is. “I

think we both know what [ want.”

“Harassment,” 1 say loud enough for Jessica, the

receptionist, to glance up.

She knows Connor and I can’t stand each other and would,
hopefully, take my side. Female empowerment and all that. I
catch the end of a wink from Connor to Jessica, and the young
woman all but swoons so far to the left I'm surprised she
doesn’t fall off her chair.

Feminism apparently carries no weight over a charming grin.

Connor finally removes his butt from my desk. “Someday

you’ll change your mind.”

“When hell freezes over.”



He raises a brow. “I believe in climate change.”
“I believe in boundar—"

“Oh good. You’re both here.” Our boss, Mr. Lawrence,
approaches my desk.

I spring out of my chair so fast it shoots back, and I stumble

into one of Connor’s broad shoulders.
He snorts.

“Yes, sir,” I squeak, straightening my blouse and giving Mr.

Lawrence my most confident smile.

Connor and I are at the bottom of the totem pole in this
department. Fresh out of law school. Even Jessica has been
here longer than us. So we are both eager to prove ourselves.
A few paralegals walk by, and I catch one wave slyly at

Connor.

Correction. /'m at the bottom of the totem pole. Connor’s

getting dragged up the rope by all the single ladies.

“I’ve got an assignment for you both,” Mr. Lawrence says,

holding up a Manila envelope.

I swallow hard at the word both. 1 worked with Connor
enough before graduating from law school. I never imagined
I’d be stuck with him afterward. But then he had to go and
apply for the same internship. And to my utter shock and

horror, we were both hired on after graduation last month.

I’ll never understand what 1 did so wrong to deserve this
kind of fate.



“I want you two to examine my case. I’ve already made my
decision, but whoever comes to the same conclusion as me

first, or a better one, gets to take it to court.”

My stomach plummets to the floor. Every other lawyer
would be excited to get their first real court case, even if it is
only someone refuting a parking ticket. But I have one feeny
problem. It’s not that I don’t think I can win a case. I’ve won
several mock trials through the years. Heck, I even got Crew
to eat celery sticks the other day. If I can convince my best
friend’s picky child to eat a vegetable, I can convince a jury of

anything.
As long as none of them are looking at me.

An audience of one or two is fine, but more than that, and all
I can focus on are the judgy eyes. That’s when I panic, making
my ability to present the evidence in my favor fly right out the
window. In law school, 1 developed the method of staring
directly above or below someone’s eyes while I presented my
arguments. If that didn’t work, I’d stare daggers at Connor
who always happened to be in the room somewhere, watching
and waiting for me to mess up. But I’ve yet to discover how

I’ll manage either of those things in an actual courtroom.

“Take this to the conference room and get started. You have
until the end of the day.” Mr. Lawrence drops the file onto my
desk with a resounding thud. No matter how much it scares
me, | snatch it before Connor can. It’s a competition, after all.

And I excel at those.



“You sure you want to take this case to court?” Connor asks,
casually matching my stride on the way to the conference

room.
“Why wouldn’t 1?”

He shrugs, a motion that appears innocent enough on anyone
besides cast-out archangels. “You don’t seem to enjoy public

speaking.”

[ make a noise somewhere in the realm of a “pshlsh. How?

Of all the people in the world, how did /e pick up on that?

“I think I’'m pretty good at fighting for what’s right.” I flip
my hair, grinning when it smacks him in the face. “Why else

would I waste my breath on you?”

“I didn’t say you weren’t good at fighting,” he says as we
reach the door, and he has the audacity to pull it open for me
and let me pass through first. I skim the edge of the door frame
to avoid brushing his chest. “In fact, it’s one of my favorite

activities to engage in with you.”

I trip over the nonexistent threshold then right myself like
nothing happened. He won’t intimidate me with his false

seductions.

“It’s the talking in front of other, less annoying people that

seems to stress you out,” he continues.

“So, you agree you’re annoying.” I slam the folder onto the
table directly in front of me and sit down. I don’t have to share

this case with him. In fact, maybe [ won’t.



“No more than you, darling.” Connor slides into the chair
next to mine, dropping his suit jacket on the chair beside him

and rolling up his sleeves.

He lasted a whole two hours in his suit today. Not that I pay

attention to how often he sheds his clothes.

He leans closer. “Some people are better at taking the heat

than others.”

I can feel his warmth and his smirk, like it’s a bug crawling
up my skin. It throws me off kilter and I’m unable to respond

with a jab he perfectly set up for me.

“Let’s just get this over with.” 1 open the file and start
pouring over the papers. This is the part I’'m good at—sorting
through information, finding connections, spotting flaws, and

putting together a solid case.

What I’m not good at is waiting. And I’ve been waiting five
minutes for the page Connor is reading. Is he purposely
reading this slow to annoy me? It’s Conner, of course he is. It’s
fine. It doesn’t bother me. There’s not a ticking clock on this

or anything.
I tap my pencil on my leg while counting to sixty.
That’s it. That’s all the patience I’ve got.

“Can you read any slower?” My voice echoes through the

glass room.

The conference room sits in the middle of the office
building. It feels less like a secure meeting space and more

like being a lab rat on display. A movement catches my eye,



and I see one of my least favorite paralegals, Bri, gawking at

Conner on the other side of the glass.

Am | the only one in the universe who sees him for who he

really 1s?

“I could, yes,” Connor mutters. Reading seems to have put
him in a foul mood. He makes a show of using his pen to
underline something on the top line then slowly skims the
page again.

I clench my fists under the table. “I’m not going to let you

ruin this for me.”

His eyes harden, an uncomfortable heat radiating from them.

“Because it’s all about you, right?”

“Oh grow up.” I push from the table. “I’m going to get some
coffee. Try to be done with the first line by the time I come
back.” My heels make a stiff click against the tile as I head for
the door.

“They don’t keep the tampons in the breakroom.”
“You would know,” I toss back.

“And you would know how to cheat to win.” He says it
softer, but he could whisper, and I’d still hear it in this blasted

room.
Ice slices down my spine.

I have dealt with his immature ways for the last four years.
I’ve put up with his incessant teasing, his conceited comments

at school and in the office. But calling me a cheater?



I roll my shoulders, holding myself higher, and push out of

the room.
“That egotistical jerk,” I mutter under my breath.

I’ve worked as hard as everyone else in this office to get
here. I put myself through my undergrad by playing collegiate
volleyball, and I worked my tail off every day in law school,
all while helping my best friend raise her son. “I’ve never

cheated to get ahead.”
“That’s not what I heard.”

My head snaps up, and my eyes connect with Bri’s. There’s a

gleam in her eyes, as well as a hint of mischief.
“Excuse me?”

She pushes from the counter housing the coffee pot. “Oh, do

you not know?”

I swallow hard. I don’t like where this i1s headed. “Know

what?”’

She flicks an invisible piece of lint off her shoulder. “That
case you got the first week on the job. Newbies don’t get high-

profile cases.”

Is she referring to the case where my best friend was almost
kidnapped? The one I got to sit in on at court. I didn’t say two

words during that trial.

“I guess the boss made an exception.” 1 shrug and reach

around her for a mug.



“Or...” She steps closer to me, blocking my access to
caffeine. She pauses, dangling that single word above me until
it’s time to strike. “You cheated”—her eyes rove down my

body then back up again—*“to get to the top.”

It takes a full ten seconds for her words to sink in. My ankle
gives out, and I stumble back, trying to gain footing on the
solid ground. “Are you insinuating that I...?” I can’t even
bring myself to say it out loud. Does she really think I would
stoop to that level?

She takes a nonchalant sip of her coffee. “That’s the story

going around the office.”

My heart drops like a rock, burying itself somewhere in my
stomach. That’s why I keep getting winks and whistles from a
few of the men, and why none of the women will talk to me.

Everyone thinks I’m the office skank.

“That’s a lie!” My voice borders on hysterical. “Who would

start such an awful rumor?”

Bri tilts her head to the side and gives me a pitying smile.
“Who do you think? Everyone knows you and Connor hate
each other. But if it is indeed a rumor”—she picks lazily at one

of her fake nails—“even I’ll admit he went too far.”
The devil.

[ barely register my feet moving until the door to the

conference room slams shut behind me.
Connor glances up at me.

“What is your problem?” My jaw barely cracks open.



His eyes narrow like he’s been waiting a long time for this
moment. He stands and stalks toward me; every step he takes
closer puts him in dangerous territory, but it doesn’t slow his

approach.

When he’s less than a foot away, he stops and folds his arms.
The action does not draw my attention to his very average-
sized biceps or his veiny forearms. He really needs to wear

clothing the appropriate way.
“My problem is you.”

I clench my fists at my sides. “That’s your excuse? That’s

why you did it? Do you truly hate me that much?”

A touch of the flame in his eyes dies, and his forehead

scrunches. “What are you talking about?”

I stomp closer. “If you’re going to talk about me behind my
back, be man enough to admit it to my face! Did you start that

rumor?”
His lips turn down. “What rumor?”

My blood boils. “Haven’t you heard? Apparently, I slept my

way to the top of that case last month.”

His face pales. That’s all the confirmation I need. My hands
are around his neck, and I don’t know how they got there, but

they are intent on strangling him.

How could he do this to me? Irritating me before every mock
trial, or stealing my sandwich from the breakroom is one

thing, but spreading lies like this?



Connor pulls my hands off his neck and pins them behind

my back, trapping me against his chest.

“Let go of me.” I struggle against his hold. I won’t stop until

I claw his eyes out.

He tightens his hold, and I hate that my heart reacts by trying
to jump ship right into enemy territory. My chest rises and

falls next to his with pent-up anger.

“Maddie...” His voice comes out low and gravelly. “I don’t

understand.”

He doesn’t understand? 1 don’t understand how he could be
so cruel. Once upon a time, I considered the reason he
annoyed me was because he had some sort of crush on me. But

now? I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.
I hate Connor Quinn.

The fight leaves me, and my anger dissolves into a sea of
pain.

Something foreign lands on my cheek.

A tear?

No. [ don’t cry.

“Whoa, Maddie, I...” Conner says, his voice softer now. He
loosens his hold, and I wrench myself out of his grasp. He’s
still talking, but I don’t register his words. He might as well be
on another planet. I can’t hear him. He won’t charm his way

out of this.



I sniff and gather what’s left of my dignity, narrowing my

eyes so the red rims are even more menacing.

“I did not sleep my way to the top or anywhere else.” The

words taste like acid in my mouth.

I can’t place the expression on his face. Shock, disbelief?
“But Maddie [

“No.” T hold up a hand, cutting him off. “Don’t ever talk to

me again.”



Chapter 2

Connor

A very angry—albeit very justified—Maddie storms out of
the conference room. And my mind races through the last few
minutes. She accused me of starting a rumor. At first, I’d been
confused, but then it all came rushing back to me. And though
I always hate to admit it, even though it happens more often
than I’d like, she’s right.

It was almost a month ago when the attempted kidnapping
case went to court. I’d been ticked when Maddie was allowed
to sit in on that trial. In return, I had to do her job as well as
my own for three weeks. And everything possible went wrong.
Cases all over the office went south because of evidence I had
overlooked. The night of the trial, though, I spiraled. 1 was
intent on fixing my mistakes and couldn’t make myself go
home. It was late, Bri and I were the only ones in the office.
I’m not sure why she was even there, to flirt or be a pain in my
side most likely. She knew 1 was ticked and asked why

Maddie got the case instead of me?



I’ve never been the best at controlling my tongue when it
comes to Maddie, and I said, “Of course, the boss would give

the beautiful girl a case over me.”

She leaned forward in her seat, her intense blue eyes

gleaming. “Do you think they are sleeping together?”
“They have to be.”

Not that Maddie couldn’t get that case on her own merit. In
fact, she’s the most determined person in the office. I knew
she’d earned it. My stupidity evolved from something much
more pathetic. Because Maddie got that case, I didn’t. Which
meant [ hadn’t impressed the bosses like she had. Once again,
I didn’t measure up, and I let my insecurities about losing in

our imagined competition take over instead of being happy for
her.

Bri brought it up again the next day at work, but I shut the

conversation down, thinking that was the end of it.

But apparently, Bri took the liberty of sharing my idiotic

ramblings with the entire office. Always the giver, that one.

Truth be told, I haven’t thought about that night since it
happened. Until five minutes ago when Maddie came raging in

here like a one-woman army, on the attack.

So, yeah. I deserved Maddie’s anger. I also deserve the brick

of guilt settling in my stomach.

I scrape my fingers over my head, pulling at the ends of my

hair until my scalp screams.

What have I done?



I drop my hand to my side. I need to apologize. She won’t

believe it, but I have to try.

I exit the conference room in time to see the boss striding out
of his office, his gaze trained on Maddie. Bri pokes her head
out behind him.

Uh oh.

“Mr. Lawrence?” I jump in front of him, blocking his way to
Maddie. “I was wondering if I might talk to you for a

moment.”

“Not now, Quinn,” he barks, and I fall out of his path like a
bowling pin that’s barely been tapped.

“Miss Cardozo.” He comes to a halt beside her desk, and
Maddie’s head shoots up.

She takes in the scene, including me and Bri, and her face

pales.

Mr. Lawrence folds his arms across his round belly. “Gather

your things. You’re fired.”
“W-what?” she sputters, jumping to her feet.

“I saw the footage. You attacked a colleague. Gather your

things now or I’ll be forced to call security.”

Maddie blinks rapidly, shifting between me and the boss

before aiming a finger at me. “But he started a rumor—"
“Save it.” Mr. Lawrence barks.

I may be only two steps above dirt right now, but I can’t let

her take the fall for this. I do have some integrity.



I stride toward the two of them. “She’s right. [—”

My comment dies when the boss throws a hand in the air, an
inch in front of my nose. “Unless you want to be the next one
fired, shut up. A good lawyer can take criticism without

wringing someone’s neck.”

Maddie shrinks, her shoulders curving in as she wraps her

arms around her middle.

If T could go back and erase the last ten minutes, [ would. I’d
grab her and pull her into my chest sooner. Lock us in a closet

so she could throttle me like she deserves. Anything but this.

“What if you had lost your cool like that in court? There are
more infuriating lawyers than Connor out there.” Mr.
Lawrence scrubs a hand down his face. “I’m sorry, Maddison,

but you’re a liability, and I have to let you go.”

For a moment, I think Maddie is going to cry. I would if our

roles were reversed.
But then she sees me, and her jaw sets.
“I understand.” She nods once then starts packing her things.

Mr. Lawrence leans in closer to her, to say something that
the rest of the eavesdropping office can’t hear, and she nods
again. This time her chin quivers, and I can see her fighting
with everything she’s got to remain collected. For her sake, |

hope she does.

Maddie and I have our differences, but I respect her. Though

I can’t help but wonder what it would take to make her truly



show her feelings—feelings that don’t include wanting to

murder me.

I have to admit, for a second there, after I’d removed her

arms and pinned her against me, I’d been tempted to kiss her.

Clearly, it had been a lapse in sanity. The woman is getting

fired, and it’s my fault.

She finishes gathering her things and carries only a stuffed

purse and two plants.

Mr. Lawrence and Bri have disappeared, and I race after

Maddie, catching her at the elevator.
“Maddie, wait.”

She stops and spins on her heel, turning on me with a look

I’d imagine coming from Lord Voldemort.
I’m not brave like Harry. I’'m a trembling Ron.

She pinches her red lips. For the better part of the last four
years, | looked forward to every color she would wear on
those lips, every shade from dark red to almost purple. Today,
the angry red is fitting. “You already got me fired. What more

could you possibly want?”
“I never meant for you to get fired.”

She tosses her jet-black hair over her shoulder, pinning me to
the spot with her coal-dark eyes. “You meant to ruin my life

then.”

“No, I...” I shove a hand through my hair. “You know that

wasn’t my intent.”



“The only thing I know for certain when it comes to you is
that you don’t care about anyone but yourself. People are

stepping stools for you to get to the top.”

Her words slice into my skin like a million little shards of

glass.

“Well, no one ever accused you of being an angel.” I didn’t
mean for that to slip out, but it’s a natural reaction around her.
I push, she shoves, and the game continues. It’s addicting and
foolish, considering I’m the only one who understands why it

began.

Maddie grants me a glare, one I’ve grown familiar with in
the last four years then shakes her head. “Congratulations,
Connor, you win.” She turns to the elevator then glances at me

over her shoulder. “Now who’s the cheater?”

Her comment hits like a punch to the gut. My mouth falls
open, but I have no defense. No time for one last appeal. I’ve

lost this case.

The elevator opens, and she steps inside. I don’t follow her.

Nothing good will come of it.

I turn as the door closes and walk numbly back to my desk. I
can practically feel the weight of the world closing in on me,

crushing my lungs until I can no longer breathe.
I have to fix this.
My phone rings and I glance at the caller’s [.D.. My sister.

“Hey Millie, I can’t talk right now,” I say. Correction: I don’t

want to talk. I can’t even think straight right now.



“Hey, didn’t you pay the property taxes?”

I rub my jaw, my brain trying to focus on something besides
the pain in Maddie’s brown eyes. It doesn’t work. The image
has been branded into my brain forever. “Yes.” But even as I

say it, I’m not sure that’s correct. “Why?”

“We got a new bill in the mail. For three thousand. Is that

what you paid?”’

“Three thousand?” 1 clench my eyes shut and bring a fist to
my forehead. We can’t afford that. We can’t even afford the

mortgage for our parents’ home.
What on earth am I going to do?

“It’s not a big deal. We have time, right? We’ll figure it out,”

Millie says. I wish her optimism came with a cash advance.

We need every penny we can get to fill the giant hole left by
our parents. Which means...I can’t lose this job. Not for
Maddie’s sake, or mine and my sister’s. The pit in my stomach

turns into a gaping crater.
“Hey, you okay?”

I swallow the thick lump that has taken up residence in my
throat. “Yup.”

“You know, for a lawyer, you’re not very convincing.”
“I just have a headache.” And this conversation isn 't helping.

“My friend Laura was telling me about this magic stuff that’s
supposed to help relieve stress and can take away a headache

in minutes, | could get you some. She said the guy who sells it



works in the back of a laundromat around the corner from the

salon, I think.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Millie, please don’t become

a drug dealer.”

”There’s something I haven’t tried yet.” She muses. "It

would be way more lucrative than doing hair.”
I do not have the energy for this right now. "Millie.”

”Fine.” She mutters something I can’t understand. “Well, do

you want to talk about it?”

My jaw tenses. That is the last thing I want to do right now.

“I’m fine.”

“Geez, you sound about as mad as you were when you left

your white shirts in the washer with my red bra.”

I press a fist to my head as it begins to pound. “Again, that

was your fault.”
"I’ve heard it both ways.”
“Millie, that doesn’t even make sen—"
Click.
And she’s gone.

I drop my head to my hands with a groan. No matter what I
do, I'll let someone down. Better to be Maddie when she

already hates me.



Chapter 3

Maddie

Four months later

[ drop my athletic bag onto the counter and log my hours
into the computer. It’s time for a nice long bath and a good

night’s sleep.

Gunnar slides up next to me, his childish cologne mixed with
the ever-present BO making me instantly nauseous. “Hey
Maddie, hope you weren’t heading home. Someone requested

you for personal training at four.”
That’s in twenty minutes.

“Nooo.” 1T whine like any self-respecting twenty-six-year-
old. “Why can’t Rachel take it?”

Gunnar shrugs and leans against the counter “I gave him a

list of everyone, but he insisted it had to be you.”

“Did you make sure he’s not a creeper?” I groan, giving in to
the inevitable. I can’t afford to be picky. Beggars can’t be

choosers, and until I get back into law, I’'m the definition of a



beggar. This is what I get for being fired from my first real job
as a lawyer. A smelly gym, and questionable clientele. Can’t
forget the disappointment I am to my mother. I can never
forget that.

“If you want me to protect you, all you have to do is ask.”

Gunnar slings an arm around my shoulder, but I shove him off.

“No thanks. But feel free to review the sexual harassment

clause in your contract at your earliest convenience.”
His unflappable laughter booms through the front entry.

I push past him, making my way to the employee locker

room.
“You know you want me.”
“Keep dreaming.”
“How’d you know I dream about you?”

I roll my eyes so far back I can almost make out my brain.

The very one that is not being used the way it was supposed to
be.

The locker room is blessedly empty, and I dump my bag
onto a bench then sink down beside it. My head drops back
against the wall of lockers and I close my eyes. I’m exhausted.
I spent my morning appealing to three different law firms to
no avail, and the rest of the afternoon taking my frustrations
out with a high-intensity interval training class, followed by
two personal training clients. The never-ending job search is
defeating. For some reason, people don’t take too kindly to a

first-year lawyer attacking other employees.



Okay. I can be strong enough to admit I have a teeny anger
issue. Which, in my defense, only helps in the courtroom. Not
that I ever got the chance to plead my case in an actual
courtroom. Bri and Connor ran straight to the boss with their
testimonies, and I was sentenced to life without law. No

chance for a rebuttal, though what was the point?

I put my hands around Connor’s neck, and I’m still not sure
why. I lost control, and I deserved to get kicked to the curb.
That doesn’t mean I don’t blame Connor for the role he

played. He’s enemy number one and always will be.

After that dreadful day, I sought refuge at the gym. There
was so much anger and frustration pulsating through me that I
spent hour after hour, day after day, torturing my body as
punishment for my mistakes. The noise in my head was
neverending, so the workouts became neverending. I couldn’t
get my job back, but I could push my body until I became
numb to the pain. Two weeks later, a coaching position
became available at the gym and since I used to work here
during my undergrad, I jumped right back in, needing
something until I could find a firm willing to take me. Four
months later I’m still here, hopelessly waiting for a call I know

isn’t coming.

I pull my canister of pre-workout from my bag and drop a
full scoop into my water bottle, needing all the energy I can to
make it through another workout with what’s bound to be a

pervy man.



I know not all men are perverts. But those ones don’t request

me.

I chug the drink, ignoring the tingling feeling in my lips, and
put on a fresh coat of deodorant. After I stuff my bag in my
locker, I return to the front. The client who requested me

hasn’t arrived yet.

I turn and pace the front hall, shaking out my hands to gain
control of my jitters. I’ve never taken two scoops in a day
before, and my heart is beating at an unnatural pace. Or maybe

it’s in my stomach because I’'m not feeling so well.

I bounce on my toes, my nerves creeping up there with my
heart rate. If he’s going to go through the effort to request me,

he should have the decency to show up on time.
My stomach clenches again, and I walk faster.

I make three laps around the front display table, piled high
with bottles of protein powder. I stop to straighten the singular

jar on the top of the impressive pyramid. There, perfect.
“Maddie.”

I jump, dropping my hand too quickly and ramming my hip
into the table at the same time. The pyramid collapses and

with it, my pride.

“Come on, I just finished making that.” Gunnar groans

behind me.

“Well, then, you know how to fix it.” I press my lips together

and flip around.



Gunnar isn’t alone. The man standing next to him is the last

person on Earth I expected to see.

He’s my client? That smug, self-righteous, son of a—. My
stomach sinks faster than the protein tower I demolished. And

then it rises right back up... and doesn’t stop.



Chapter 4

Connor

I’ve imagined my reunion with Maddie many times. In my
head it goes one of two ways: she picks up where she left off
four months ago, wraps her hands around my neck, and tries to

kill me, or she throws out a few choice words and stomps off.
But not once did I imagine her puking on me.
I’m so stunned I can’t move.

“Ew!” Gunnar jumps back from the slosh. “You got vomit
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on my new shoes

I don’t need to inspect my shoes to know she got me too. It
seeps in through the holes above my toes, and it’s extremely

unpleasant.

Maddie’s eyes are wide. So wide I can see every emotion
she’s fighting through. Embarrassment, pain, betrayal... She’s
as beautiful as she’s always been, but | immediately notice the
lack of lipstick. Of course, she wouldn’t wear it to the gym.

It’s not like I’ve been picturing those lips for the last four



months, wondering if I’d ever see them turn down at me again.
Then as luck would have it, my sister got an advertisement for
this gym last week with a picture of Maddie front and center,
squatting an impressive weight and looking gorgeous doing it.
The advertisement offered a free four-week gym membership
with fifty percent off a personal training session, which I am
currently taking advantage of. I’'m here to fix things with

Maddie. Making her sick was not part of the plan.

I clear my throat. “Hey, Mads.” The nickname I was never

approved to use is all it takes to turn her face to stone.
And then she disappears.
There’s the reaction I expected.

“I’m going to be sick.” Gunnar runs off somewhere in the
same direction as Maddie, but I’'m rooted to the floor. One,
because I’'m too scared to move and make the situation on the

floor worse, and two, because I don’t know what happens now.

But then I remember where I am, in the main hall, puke at
my feet and protein bottles littering the floor while people skirt

around me like I’'m carrying the plague.
Maddie would be happy with that outcome.

I duck into the closest bathroom and rip off my shoes. I'm
not leaving. If she thinks she can scare me off with a little

puke, she’s going to have to try harder than that.

But I really hope she doesn’t.

Fokok



By the time I return to the main desk, Maddie is there with a
woman. Gunnar is nowhere to be found. And the front entry is,
thankfully, puke-free.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” the woman asks Maddie.

She rubs her hands up and down her arms. “Yeah, I just took

too much pre-workout.”

The woman nods like this kind of thing happens often. I'm
not a gym regular, mainly because I can’t afford it, but I don’t

think trainers should make a habit of throwing up on clients.
“I can take over your session if you need,” the woman offers.

Maddie opens her mouth to respond when she sees me. Her
face morphs into a grin—an evil one. If I wasn’t immune to
that expression by now, I'd be quivering in my soggy

sneakers. But instead, it feels like coming home.

Maddie turns to the woman. “Actually, 1 feel great now.

Thank you, though. I can’t wait to train my new client.”

She’s going to go through with it? The better question is, am

[? She already vomited on me. How can it get worse?

“Okay,” the woman says before busying herself at the

computer.
Maddie rounds the desk and approaches me.

“I can come back next week if you aren’t feeling well,” I say.
Step one of the make-it-up-to-Maddie plan is showing her I’'m

not a despicable human being.



“Oh, I wouldn’t want to make you come back. I’m sure

they’re missing you in hell.” She smirks.

My lips twitch. I’ve missed her little digs, her challenges.
My retaliation comes as an automatic response. “I believe
they’re missing you more. There were posters on pitchforks

and everything.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t bring one to shove into my back.”

My grin slips. There’s that brick in my stomach—the one
that’s been festering for the last four months. I open my mouth
to retort again, but that is exactly what I came here to rectify.
I’'m not that jerk anymore. At least, that’s what I’ve tried to

convince myself.

I close my mouth. The look in her eyes is lethal and ice skids
through my veins. I knew the potential dangers of this plan
going in, which is why I have been working out at home to
prepare. Push-ups, man-jacks—modified jumping jacks so |
don’t punch the ceiling—and nice little jogs around the
neighborhood. I’'m not a bodybuilder like that guy over there
with muscles bigger than my head, but I’d like to think I do a
good job of staying fit.

I’m not scared.
“Why are you here?” she asks.
“I came to talk to you.”

Her eyes narrow. She already knows where I’'m going with
this.



“All T want 1s a chance to explain what happened four

months a—"

“Motion denied,” she cuts me off. “Either get out of here or

let’s get started.”

I don’t have time to hesitate even for a moment, because
she’s gone. It takes me almost ten seconds to find her again.
Which shouldn’t be so hard to do, given the fact that since I
first met her nearly five years ago, I’ve barely been able to
take my eyes off her. Her long black hair swishes in a high
ponytail over her sculpted shoulders that her lavender tank top

leaves on display. Her legs are miles of lean, toned muscle.

The only imperfect part of Maddie is that she never
understood. She never figured out the reason I tested her, tried
her at every turn, wasn’t because I wanted to be the best—
okay that was part of it—but what I wanted, all that I ever

really wanted, was for her to notice me.
I guess she did. But not in the way | wanted her to.

Maddie stops in front of the treadmill so quickly I almost
slam into her back. “Jog for ten minutes at your warm-up

pace.” She hops on the nearest one and puts her earphones in.
There will be time to talk later, I guess.

I step onto the treadmill next to her and hit six. That’s a good
warm-up pace. I peek at the screen on Maddie’s treadmill. Six

point five.
Hmm. Six feels a little slow. I punch the button for seven.

Maddie ups hers to seven point five.



My breath comes harder, but that’s what the warm-up is for,

right? Increase my heart rate?

Eight sounds about right for that. My soggy shoes squelch
and squeak but I keep my pace.

Maddie doesn’t change her speed for a full minute.
I raise my chin, my steps coming easier. [ win.

I focus on my breathing and not the traitorous air bubble

stuck to my side. I/t’s not there. It doesn t exis—
Beep.
She’s at eight point five.
Oh, come on!
She’s not even breathing hard. In fact, is she... smiling?
I hit nine. I needed to amp it up, anyway.
Maddie goes right past nine point five and straight to ten.

I hate her. How is she running so fast? She’s tall but not as

tall as me. I should be able to beat her at this.

I knock my treadmill up, ten, ten point five, eleven. There.
My feet pound so hard and fast below me they become a blur.
A very loud blur, causing several people to glance in my
direction, questioning my sanity with the thinly veiled

judgment in their eyes.

I try to make it appear natural like I’'m not dying. My body
has other plans. My foot slips on the wet belt, and I have the

undeniable feeling of death creeping in.



Once I had a dream where I slipped off a treadmill and right
onto the one behind me. I went on for miles, being hurled off

one treadmill only to fling onto another. Over and over again.

I grip the rails, using every muscle in my body to prevent my
dream from becoming a reality. My other foot makes solid

contact with the outer edge, and I cling for dear life.

Maddie yanks out the emergency clip in front of me, and my
treadmill stops. I take a moment to drag a healthy dose of air

into my lungs.

“You should probably wear this next time.” She says,

dangling the clip in front of my face with a haughty grin.

I straighten and pull out a flirtatious smolder, one that has
been known to make a girl or two swoon. “Is that what that’s

for?”

Maddie glowers. “Yes. It’s for idiots. Like you.” She drops
the clip and steps off her treadmill. “Let’s go. I hope you’re

warm.”

I’m warm. Also embarrassed and more than a little terrified
on account of almost dying, but I shake it off and follow her. It
was my own stupidity that nearly got me thrown off the

treadmill, like my own stupidity got her fired.

I don’t need to win everything. I can sit back and let her—oh

great, pull-ups. I did not practice these.

“Today I want to get a baseline to see where you’re at. Start

with ten.” She points to the bar above my head.

I don’t remember the last time I did one.



“Okay.” I rub my hands together then drag them along my
shorts for no other reason than to avoid the inevitable. Ten

pull-ups. I can do this. At least I could in college.

[ jump up onto the bar. The first two come faster than
expected. Around five, I slow down. At seven, I have to dig

into it. Eight has my arms shaking.

“Can you do two more?” Maddie asks, a competitive edge to

her tone.
[ huff out a breath. Of course, I can.

I use everything that wasn’t thrown out of me when 1 was

nearly catapulted off the treadmill and pour it into my upper
body.

Nine. Ten.

Whoo. I’ve still got it. I grin and drop from the bar. “Is that

1t?”

She lifts a single brow, a look that’s always been attractive
on her. It’s both tempting and adorable, drawing me in and

pushing me away simultaneously. “Oh, we’ve just begun.”
Perhaps I’d been a tad overconfident.

“Bench press, man makers, and burpees are up next,” she

says, a wicked glint in her eyes.
I only know one of those words. What did I get myself into?

After what I put her through, that calculation on her face can
only mean one thing. She plans to torture me. But she doesn’t

know she’s been torturing me since the first day I met her.



Mentally, emotionally.
Surely nothing she can do will hurt me more physically.

Then, after she’s had her fun, we’ll talk.

By the time my hour is up—I should have opted for the
thirty-minute training session—I haven’t gotten so much as
two words out. Mostly because she pushed so fast through the
circuit, I needed every breath I could wheeze into my lungs to
remain in a vertical position. But also because she shut me

down quicker than I could get a word out.

I should have tried to right my wrongs over something I’'m

good at. Like sitting. Or eating.

I could definitely beat her at eating. I wonder if she’s still on
that weird diet. The no gluten, dairy, and sugar-free. I’'m not

even sure what she eats. Is there anything left?

“That’s it,” Maddie says, stopping her treadmill. T was
supposed to be doing a cooldown. But when Maddie hit eight

on her screen, the only logical thing to do was follow her lead.

I yank the clip out, and my treadmill immediately stops. But
my legs don’t. Both of them turn to pool noodles, trying to
hold up my giant-sized body, and I grip the handrails again.

I'm getting sick of this machine.

“So...” I follow Maddie to the front, practically running to
keep up with her, which is hard to do with the cramping
muscles in my legs. “About that talk.”

She stops short, and this time, I do ram into her.



I drag myself back, but my knees buckle, and I reach for the
nearest machine to keep me stable. My sweaty palms slip, and

I narrowly miss smacking my face into the metal bar.

Her eyes flit over me like I’'m nothing more than a fleck of

dust swirling through the air.

“I don’t get paid to talk; I get paid to train. And your time is
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up.

She spins, flipping me with her two-foot-long ponytail as she
retreats. The citrus, beachy scent momentarily disables me.

That’s always been her favorite move. Mine too.

I shake my head free of the haze I’'m under and hobble after
her. “So, I’ll pay you to talk.”

She sends me a narrow glare over her shoulder. “That’s
highly inappropriate and could be misconstrued. You, of all

people, should know that.”
“I’ll be back next week then.”
If I can walk.

“Fine.” She stops at the front desk and types into the
computer, ignoring me like...well, like she always has. Like

I’1ll never be worthy of her attention.
“Come more prepared next time,” she says flippantly.

Prepared? She’s the one who threw up on me and made our

session start late.
I bite back the retort. This feud with her 1s childish.

“Will do, master.” And I have not matured.



She scowls before retreating into the employee locker room.

I scratch my head, grimacing when all the muscles in my

arms strain with the simple movement. This was a stupid plan.



Chapter 5

Maddie

I push out of the gym and stride through the parking lot,
shoulders tense, head on a swivel to ensure Connor is long
gone. That’s the problem with the devil. I think I’ve cast him
out, but he butts right back into my life when I’'m least

expecting it. Darn demon.

My phone buzzes, and I pull it out to see my dad’s face pop

up on my phone screen.
The tension in my body dissipates. “Hey, Dad.”
“Hey Mads, How are you?”
“I’m good. How are you?”

“I could be better. Your mom’s making me go to Bingo

tonight instead of letting me stay home and watch the game.”

I chuckle at his displeasure. “You know you can record the

game. [’ve shown you how to do 1t.” A hundred times.

“But it’s not the same.” He huffs, “You know I have to be in

my chair or they’ll lose. And after Sunday’s game, they need



all the help they can get. Did you see it? I don’t know what

that coach is doing running a defense like that.”

There’s a flier trapped under my windshield wiper, and I
yank it out while my dad launches into his usual spiel. I scan
the paper, Temporary Volleyball Coach wanted at East Heights
High School.

Weird. Why would a school advertise a coaching position

with flyers on cars? That’s incredibly unsafe.

Visions of easier times flit through my head—playing
volleyball through high school and receiving a scholarship to
play collegiate. That was one of the happiest days of my life.
My mom was less than thrilled, and I was lucky I even got to
play with how against the sport she was. But at the end of the
day, the scholarship was what sold her. She wanted me to be
more successful than she was and made me promise to achieve

greatness.

My gaze catches on the mediocre gym I just left. I achieved

it all right.

I want to laugh at how badly I’ve screwed everything up.
But then I’d probably end up crying, and I made myself stop

doing that two months ago.

I fold the paper and stuff it in the side of my duffel before
hopping in the car. I miss playing. I could join a league. But
those people are always too friendly and will want to know
what I do, and then I’ll remember how far I’ve fallen and...
I’m not ready for that yet. I put the car in drive and pull out of
the lot.



“Is that Maddie?”” My mother’s heavily accented voice enters

the conversation | forgot I was part of. “I need to talk to her.”

I exhale, bracing myself for the inevitable. I don’t know who
was more upset when I lost my job as a lawyer: me or my
mom. And for the last four months, she has been trying to
“help* me get back into the profession. But being from Brazil,
English 1s her third language, right behind Portuguese and

telling me what to do with my life.
“Filha, I found you a job.” She dives right in. “It’s in Vegas!”

I grimace. What kind of job did she find me? “Mom, I don’t
think—”’

“You’ll be the strip!”

“Mom!” I jerk the steering wheel and nearly cut someone

off. This woman is going to kill me.

“I mean on the strip. In those big buildings. Or the other

side, I don’t remember. But you be in law again!”

I can see it now. My face on a billboard with the tagline:
“Ruined your life in one night? Let me help.” My mom would

even pay for it.

I rub my forehead and the headache blossoming there then
take a long gulp of my water before responding. “I don’t want

to work in Vegas.”

“You have a point,” she concedes. “It will be hard to come

home for holiday and for me to see the grandbabies.”



Oh yes, I almost forgot about the spouse and children I don’t
possess along with a career I also don’t have. I'm a

disappointment all around.

“But you might enjoy such fancy life. They even do your

makeup for free. And they have cute outfits for you to wear.”

I’m ninety-nine percent sure she did not find me a job as a

real lawyer.
I'll have to get a new billboard.
“Thanks, Mom, but I’ll figure it out, I promise.”
“I know you will. You are the smartest girl in the world.”
If that were true, I wouldn’t be in this position right now.
“I’1l see you next week.”

“Bring a boyfriend this time,” she says, and then the line

goes dead.

Sure. I’ll find a job and a boyfriend in a week and a half. As
if I haven’t been searching for the last four months. For the

job. I couldn’t care less about the boyfriend thing.

I’ve exhausted every law firm in the Phoenix area. And
myself. The only place willing to take me was the shady
public defenders working out of the back of a Chinese

barbecue. The restaurant and the job were equally suspicious.
I call my best friend.
I need to vent, and she’ll understand.

“You’ll never guess who my new client is,” I say the second

Lyndi answers the phone.



“Oh, okay, um...Shawn Mendes? Tom Holland? That girl
from TikTok, Charli something?”

“No.” Seriously, where does that woman’s mind go
sometimes? “The devil.” I pull into my apartment complex

and get out of my car.
“Like the one and only?”

“No!” Haven’t I complained enough about Connor in the last
four years that she should never forget? Just because she’s off

living her fairytale doesn’t mean the rest of us are. “Connor.”
“Oh! The ogre,” she says, understanding in her voice.

She does still love me. “It was a hunchback, but yes.” I drop

my bag in my room and kick off my tennis shoes.

“Okay. Start over now that I know we aren’t talking about a

red guy with horns and a tail.”
Technically, I have yet to confirm the tail.

“He requested me.” I’'m still dumbfounded by it myself.
How stupid could he be to put himself in that position? “He

claimed he wanted to talk. But of course, I didn’t let him.”
“Seriously, what did he—? Why are you naked?”
I frown at my fully clothed self in my bedroom mirror.

“Please tell me you’re talking to Crew and not your

husband.” I grimace.

She and Ward got married two months ago and are still in

that honeymoon stage. After what she’s been through raising



her son by herself, she deserves the world, and he’s given her
that.

[ may be a tiny bit jealous.

But there is nothing wrong with being single. Unless I’'m

talking to my mother.
“No, I don’t see any more moles.”

Lyndi sighs before returning to me. “Crew, of course. He
was hoping he had more moles than Jaxon, but he only has

three and Jaxon has seven.”
I snort. “And what does the winner get?”

“Hopefully the dead snake currently decaying on my back
porch. Crew dug it up this morning when I made the horrible

mistake of going to the bathroom alone.”

“How dare you relieve yourself in peace!” I joke. I can just
picture Lyndi discovering a dead snake in her child’s hands.

I’d pay good money to see that show.

“So what happened with Connor?” she says. “Did you make

him do all those awful things in the gym that I hate?”

I pull a salad from the fridge. She hates every exercise at the

gym, so the odds are on her side.

“I might have given him a few week-twelve exercises,” I
admit, smiling even now. It was one of the best moments of
my life, seeing that six-three man crumpled in half and

wheezing.



“And was he as stubborn as you and made the whole thing a

competition?”

I scoff. “I didn’t make it a competition.” I did win on the

treadmill, though.

“You make everything a competition,” Lyndi says.

“Remember the cupcake contest with Ward’s family?”

I purse my lips. “Vaguely.” I also vaguely remember making
Ward’s niece cry when my masterpiece was chosen over hers.

So? “What’s wrong with a little competition?”

“Besides making kids cry? Hmm, what else? Oh yeah, it

makes everyone else feel insecure, insignificant, inadequate, in
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“All right, I get it.” I cut her off. “But Connor has done that

enough to me. He deserved it.”

“Maybe he deserved it,” she says, “but how long are you

going to make him pay?”

“That’s a good question.” I drizzle some vinaigrette over my

salad. “Is forever too soon?”

“You said he wanted to talk, right? Wouldn’t it be so much
easier on you if you listened to what he had to say and sent

him on his merry way?”

I’ve thought of that. But it would be far too easy to let him
win in that scenario. I don’t want to hear his excuses. I want

my job back. Case closed.



“Someday you’re going to have to let a man catch up to
you,” Lyndi says, and I freeze with a bite of spinach halfway

to my mouth.

“I go out all the time.” Well, I haven’t in a couple of months,

but... “It’s not like I’'m out of reach.”

“No, you don’t have a problem attracting men, but you scare

them all away. You’re too good at everything, too perfect.”
“I do not scare men away.”
“Then what happened with Matt?”

I knew she was going to bring him up. “We weren’t right for

each other.”

“Agreed, but he was still a good guy. A sweet man who was
so intimidated by you that when you broke up with him, he
practically rolled over like a puppy so you could rub his

tummy.”
I cringe. “You made that sound worse than it was.”

“He fixed your faucet. And put a new lock on your door.

After you broke up with him.”

Yeah, that was awkward. “I didn’t want him to. I told him I"d

hire someone.”

“But he was so lovestruck, you could probably call him up

right now and he’d drop everything to help you.”

“That seems like a personal problem.” She’s right, Matt was
very sweet. But this had been during the almost kidnapping

situation. Had I pushed him away too easily?



“Well, yeah, he was a little clingy. But he was a decent guy.
I’m just saying, someday you’ll have to let a man see the

imperfect side of you too. And that’s what you’re afraid of.”
That doesn’t even make sense.
So why is my skin crawling?

“Why are we talking about my dating history? 1 was

complaining about my nemesis.”

“Oh, right.” Lyndi chuckles. “Go ahead and get back to
that.”

I scrunch up my nose as I poke through my salad. “Eh. I’ve

lost my fire. What are you up to?”
“Reorganizing the kitchen.”

“I thought you weren’t allowed in the kitchen after the mini

fire?”

“I’m not, but Ward’s working overtime tonight, and I
thought 1’d rearrange everything. Just for fun.” There’s so

much mischief in her voice I can feel it through the phone.

Ward will not appreciate the kitchen being reorganized. But

a bit of organization is exactly what I need right now.

“I’ll be right over.” I can’t control my life, might as well

focus on someone else’s.



Chapter 6

Connor

I slide away from my computer and rub my forehead. My
vision is blurry, and the evidence in front of me needs fresh

eyes. I need a break. And caffeine.
I stand and stretch then trudge to the break room.

Bri is there. Not surprising at all. If I didn’t know better, I’d

think her office was the breakroom, and she got paid to gossip.

Her eyes light up when she sees me. “I was just talking about
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you.
I’m sure she was.

Bri twirls one of her short blonde curls around her finger and

bites her bottom lip.

She’s a perpetual flirt though I’ve never encouraged her. The
night of the trial, she’d tried to kiss me, but I turned her down.
She doesn’t seem hung up on it. But it’s hard to tell since she
flirts with every male in the office. “Who will you be bringing
to the company party?”



“No one.” I reach around her for the pot she’s blocking.

She giggles and touches my arm. “Don’t be silly. You have

to bring someone. It’s practically law.”

I’m sure she’s making this up, like she does everything else,

but she has been with the company longer than I have.

“I guess I’ll bring my sister.” I shrug and finally manage to

free the kettle and locate my cup.

Her eyes run up and down my body like I’'m a piece of meat,
and she taps a manicured finger against my chest. “Well, if
you change your mind”—she leans closer to me—*“I can make

myself available.”
And then she leaves the breakroom.

Hmm. Must be her break.

I yawn and drop onto the comfiest chair. I lean back and take
a deep breath, hoping it will take some of the weight off my

shoulders.
It doesn’t.

My debts right now are taller than this office building, and

it’s suffocating.

When my parents passed four years ago, my sister and I
inherited their home as well as the resulting mortgage and debt
associated with it. My parents weren’t planners—the one and
only negative thing I could ever say about them. I knew they
weren’t wealthy, but their lifestyle was. 1 never stopped to

wonder where the money came from.



After they passed, we found out they had taken out a second
mortgage on their home to pay for their trip to Europe. That
trip had been their last. As they’d crashed on one of Italy’s

most dangerous roads.

If I could have talked them out of their last lavish trip, they’d
still be here. Millie and I wouldn’t be stuck with a house we
will be paying off for the next thirty years. And I wouldn’t

have used Maddie as a distraction from my stress.
Everything would be better.

When the credit card bills started coming, I nearly had a
heart attack, and the gloom of missing my parents was
overshadowed by the hurt I felt toward them. How could they

leave us in such a mess?

I wish they would have told me. I could have helped them
diversify their assets and invest. But they also weren’t the kind
of people to sit around working for fifty years, waiting to take
that vacation when they retired. They lived for the now. And in

a way, I admire them for doing so.

I used to be more like them, but then the accident happened.
After that, I sobered up real quick. It was right around the
same time my occasional teasing of Maddie turned into an

everyday necessity. An addiction.

Millie says it’s common for children to act out after they’ve
been through trauma. But it’s hard to take her outlandish
opinions on my mental health seriously when she once spent a
whole month sleeping upside-down in her bed with her feet in

the air. She claimed it helped her mental clarity.



I tried it once. It didn’t do anything except give me two lead
legs thirty minutes after I fell asleep and made me dream I got

swallowed up by quicksand.
My body shudders remembering the sensation.

Trying to relax is having the opposite effect. Restless energy
pulses through me. I need something else. Only a few people
are still left in the office, and though Bri will spread rumors
that I’'m not taking my job seriously, I simply can’t be here

anymore.

I wrench off my tie on the way to my truck and let my

subconscious autopilot take me where it always does.

The cemetery is empty tonight, and I welcome the quiet. |
don’t have to watch where I’'m going to find my way to my
parent’s graves. My feet know the way down this path after

having traveled it for the last four years.
I was in my first weeks of law school when they died.

Overnight I went from a man with a family to a man with a
sister. I’'m grateful to have her, I know many don’t have such a
luxury, but at times I just feel lonely. Like I can’t get back
what I’ve been missing no matter how hard I try. The house is
too big, too empty, too daunting. I can’t find the peace that

used to exist within its walls.
I stop at my parent’s shared headstone.

“I’'m stressed, Mom.” My mom always understood me. She
said I was like one of those little wind-up cars, always in

motion, too afraid to stop until I crashed into something.



I think that’s what I’ve been doing since they’ve been gone

—just moving with no real purpose.

“And I don’t think my plan with Maddie is working. I told
myself I’d make it right, but I can’t seem to fix it. I can’t fix

anything. Not the debt, not my own life.”

I know what my mom would say if she were here, what she

always used to say.

“Stop worrying about what you cant control. Things are
going to work out the way they were always meant to. Live

your life, darling.”

My mom was a big believer in fate. That everything

happened for a reason.
I think I’ve been giving fate a run for its money lately.
“Do you think they can hear you?”

I jump at the small voice to my left. A boy, about ten, has
joined me. Well, not me. He’s standing in front of a freshly
placed temporary plaque. I can’t make out much except the
word mother. The air is knocked from my lungs like someone

socked me in the gut. My chest aches for him.

“I’d like to think so,” I say thoughtfully. “It makes me happy
imagining them stuck there listening to me talk about whatever

I want.”

He thinks about it, then a hint of a smile makes its way to his

lips before it disappears. “My mom used to talk a lot.”

I nod. “Mine too0.”



“It’s so quiet now,” he says. He plops on the ground and
pushes the unruly blond curls out of his eyes, but they jump
right back. I study the child, his dirty face and bruised knees.
Does he have someone at home to clean him up and give him a

hug at the end of a long day?

He’s much younger than I was when I lost my parents and no
doubt he’s felt it in ways I didn’t experience. But no one can

fill the void left by a loss that great.

“My dad doesn’t talk much anymore.” He drags his knees
into his chest and hugs them. “I think he forgot about me.”

I don’t know his situation or his father, but I can imagine his
father is as overcome with grief as he is. He could have
forgotten about his son for a moment, but hopefully not for

long. They need each other.

I sit down by the tree in between the two plots and lean

against the trunk. “Tell me about your mom.”

The little boy’s mother gave the gift of talking to her son. He
talks until the sun sets, and I listen to every word. He doesn’t
need someone to tell him it’s going to be okay. He wouldn’t
believe it, anyway. He needs to be heard, to know he isn’t
alone, and if I can help him feel better for only a minute, that’s

all that matters.

While he talks, he delicately trims the grass around his
mother’s placard with more care than I knew a child could

POSSCESS.



“She made the best pancakes. Every Friday,” the boy says
then yawns. One yawn turns into two. He probably has school
in the morning and should be getting home. “I miss her

pancakes.”

He stands and yawns again. I stand as well, dusting off my

pants.

“Can I drive you home?” I ask the boy, eyeing his beaten-
down bike. “It’s dark now, and I bet your dad will be worried

about you.”

“No, he won’t.” The boy frowns, picking up his bike. “But
you can drive me. My mom always told me not to go with

strangers, but you don’t seem very strange.”

I chuckle. While that logic works in this situation, it won’t
always hold true, and I’d feel better knowing he was home

safe.

I help him load his bike into the truck bed, and then he
directs me through town. He traveled pretty far on that bike.

After ten minutes, we pull up to a tiny home. The yard is
overrun with cacti and weeds, and the siding is falling off in

more places than it’s holding.
“Thanks,” the boy says as I retrieve his bike from the truck.

The front door of the house flies open, and a harried-looking

man comes running out with a toddler bouncing on his hip.

“Max! Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick!”



“I was talking to Mom,” the boy grumbles and pushes his
bike around his dad. He drops it in the middle of the walkway

and slams the front door of the house behind him.

The man watches him go. Hurt, fear, and pain all etched into
his features. “Thank you for bringing him home. I’m so sorry.”
The man runs a hand through his graying hair and presses the

tips of his fingers against his forehead.
I can feel his fatigue in my bones. Or maybe that’s my own.

“I was on the phone with the life insurance agency, and I
didn’t realize he’d left.”

“Not a problem.” I hesitate momentarily. If I knew what kind

of help they needed, I’d offer it, but I don’t want to overstep.

As I leave, I can’t help worrying about them. Having money
doesn’t take away the grief, but not having it can add to the

pain.

After my parents passed, I’d considered going into family
law, or wills. I didn’t want anyone to be left in the same
situation ’m in. But then I found I loved the courtroom. And I

loved fighting with Maddie in our school court.

I miss fighting with her.



Chapter 7

Maddie

“Spin,” Lyndi directs me.

I glance at the skin suit she’s zipped me into. It’s purple and

hideous and...
I love my best friend.

I wiggle my feet, but my thighs are so plastered together I’'m

barely able to pivot on the podium. “I can’t.”
Lyndi purses her lips. “It’s a little tight.”

“A little?” It’s all I can do to hold my tongue on this one.
This is the first completed dress Lyndi has made, and I have to
support her. This is her dream.

However nightmarish the result is.

“I don’t know what I did wrong.” She sinks on her heels
with a sigh.

I tilt my head toward the full-length mirror and study the
dress that’s now permanently glued to my body. It’s not bad.



The purple is not ideal, but if it had been black and less

sheeny, it would be more sophisticated and even sexy.
“It makes my butt look good,” I offer.

Lyndi checks out my backside. “Your butt always looks
good.”

“It’s a perfect first dress.” I face my best friend. “You’ll be
making masterpieces like that one in no time.” I point to the

beautiful gown in front of me.

“I wish. I think I’ll be sticking to pillowcases.*“ Lyndi picks
up a pin cushion that’s nearly empty. That s concerning. 1 hope

she didn’t leave some pins in this dress.

“You know, all I need is a suit coat, and I’ll be ready for that

job in Vegas.” I try to comfort her.
Lyndi snorts. “I think I might be a one-hit wonder.”

I consider the flamboyant, reflective material again and can’t
help it. I laugh. But because this dress wasn’t made for living,
breathing people, the second my chest expands, so does the
dress. A loud rip allows my lungs to fully inflate, and then I’'m

exposed.

I shriek, but the dress keeps tearing. I grip the material
around my chest, covering my most important bits, and fall to
the floor in a fit of giggles, which conveniently causes the

dress to rip along my left hip.

Lyndi isn’t any help. She crosses her legs as she hunches

over, her breath escaping in short bursts.



“Oh my gosh. I really could work in Vegas.” Lyndi half-

laughs, half-cries.
“You have nowhere to go but up.”

Truly. Every breath I take causes the dress to tear more, and
now I’m basically holding a much too small towel over my
lady parts. It’s only as I’m rolling to a seated position that |
remember I’m in a very fancy, dignified dress boutique in the
middle of a popular mall. And other people exist. Thankfully,
only a handful of women are currently in the store, and I’'m

mostly out of view of the main hallway.

I shoot the few onlookers a wave and grapple with the pieces

of the dress, but it comes apart as easily as tin foil.

How is this even happening? This dress is essentially a tube.

A pillowcase actually has more stitching.

Lyndi wraps me in the blanket they keep on the back of the
couch. I thought it was there for aesthetics, or to keep
somebody’s grandmother warm while they try on dresses, but

clearly its purpose i1s much more significant.
“I’m so sorry,” Lyndi says with a hiccup.

“You better be.” I tease, pinning her with a glare that says
she’s going to get it, but she never will, because we are best

friends. I’d do anything for her.

Her expression sobers. “I’m so sorry Maddie. I didn’t mean

to use you as a Kim Kardashian to get people into the store.”

Poor, sweet, naive Lyndi. “Kim did a bit more.”



Lyndi pulls Crew out of the back playroom so I can change. I
finally allow myself a full breath when the door shuts behind
me, letting the blanket and two pieces of pointless material fall
in a heap at my feet. Lyndi and my mother might be working

on the same team to get me back into the workforce.

I retrieve my clothes and am happy to be covered once more.
When I return to the front desk, Crew gives me a bear hug. I
don’t think he will ever understand how much I need these. 1
lean my cheek against his curls and hold him while he lets me.
He’s my little boost of serotonin when I need it, and lately, 1
really need it. He doesn’t judge me for my failures or question

my life choices.

Am I ever going to get back into law? The longer I’'m out of
it, the more I worry I might never make it back. And then what
will my mom say when I come home for dinners? How smart I

was? How 1 used to be a daughter she was proud of?
“Uh oh.” Crew pushes away from me.

I know that voice, and it does not bode well. “What did you

do now, little monkey?”
“I got a boogie on you.”

“Ugh!” T jump back, practically shoving him to his mom
while searching my outfit. There it is. A giant green blob of

nastiness. “What in the devil just came out of that child?”

[ gag, my protein shake from earlier churning in my
stomach. I need to find a new man to hug. Preferably one who

keeps all his boogies inside.



With the expertness of a mother, Lyndi grabs a wipe from
under the counter and cleans me off. It’s a nice gesture, but |

may have to burn this shirt when I get home.
“Hey, could you watch Crew on the sixteenth?” Lyndi asks.

“Let me check.” I pull out my phone, though I hardly need
to. ’'m pretty much free until the end of time. I locate my

calendar and, as suspected, “Yeah, I can, when?”

She rattles off the time, and I put it in my phone while she
gushes about how excited she is to attend her first wedding
expo as a vendor. I click the lock button as it buzzes with a
notification. I tap on the screen to find a new email. At first
glance, I assume it’s spam and am about to turn it off again,

but... it’s not?
I frown at the screen. “That’s weird.”
“What?” Lyndi asks.

“I got an email for a job opening as a temporary volleyball
coach for a high school downtown. The same job I found a
flier for the other day.” Why would this job offer be sent to my
email? I never listed volleyball on any job sites as a hobby or
potential profession, and the email address is questionable.

Workplacecorrections? What is that?

“Hmm. They must be desperate,” Lyndi says absently, then
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her eyes widen. “Wait, you should totally do it

“What?” My forehead scrunches. “How many lawyers do

you know who moonlight as a high school volleyball coach?”



“Well, considering you’re the only lawyer I know, none. But
I do know of one lawyer who loves volleyball and is currently

seeking additional forms of employment.”

She’s got me there. “I don’t know. That’s not really where |
see my life going.” At all. Coaching high school kids was not
laid out in my ten-year plan. The plan was to kick butt in the

courtroom and make partner by year seven.
Oh how the tides turn.

“It’s only temporary, right?” Lyndi says. “You could try it
out until you get your job back.”

I guess it wouldn’t hurt. “I’ll think about it,” I say, scanning
the rest of the job description. All they need right now 1s for

someone to run a few off-season practices each week. What

else am I doing with my life?
Nothing. The answer is a loud and depressing nothing.

Working with youth could counteract the anger issues that
got me fired from my last job in the eyes of prospective

employers.

How hard could it be to coach teenagers?



Chapter 8

Connor

I’m ready to collapse by the time I make it home from work
the next day. But I have another session with Maddie tonight,

so | drag my butt to my room to change.

I can hear Millie downstairs. She didn’t get home until two
last night. And then I heard her trip over everything in her
room for a solid minute before I imagined her falling face-first

onto her bed and zonking out instantly.

I slip on my shoes and meet her in the kitchen. “Hey, how

was work?”

“So great. | saved a woman from looking like a skunk,” she
says sarcastically. Millie originally went to school to become a
therapist, but quickly changed her mind—and her major six
times before she ended up dropping out altogether. She spent
the next two years bouncing between the oddest assortment of
jobs, from a flight attendant to an actual gravedigger. That one

only lasted a few days. She finally settled down with



cosmetology school two years ago and has been a hairstylist

ever since, but [ know it’s not her passion.
“That sounds like an interesting story.”

She shakes her head. “It’s not. It’s really not. But if you have

three hours, I can surely bore you with it.”

I check the watch I don’t own. “Shoot, I’ve got another

training session soon.”

Her eyes light up. “Oh, right. I forgot. How is that going?

Are you sure you don’t need your big sister to take over?”

She may be older, but she’s barely bigger than an average
twelve-year-old. I got all the height in the family. But she is
exactly sixteen months older than me, which she never fails to
claim. Our parents decided having kids that close together was

like having twins and never wanted to do it again.

“No.” I can afford the sessions for exactly three more weeks,
which is hopefully how long it takes me to apologize and

make it up to Maddie.

“Really?” Millie pulls down a cereal bowl and fills it with
Froot Loops.

Cereal for dinner is a normal occurrence around here.

I ignore her question and bypass the Froot Loops, grabbing a
banana for myself instead. I'm going to need whatever

nutrients this thing can give me to survive the night.

She raises her brows. “So I'll pretend I didn’t hear you cry

while walking down the stairs after your first session last



week.”

I didn’t cry. Whimper and groan, maybe. “It’s always worse

until the lactic acids get flowing,” I mutter.
She purses her lips, and the expression is so mom.
An ache fills my chest.

“Didn’t you say Maddie tried to kill you last Friday?” she

asks again.

I grunt. Maddie has tried to kill me multiple times now, but

I’m still standing.
“I’d be happy to intervene where I’'m needed.”

“No, thank you.” I know she’s trying to be helpful, but I
don’t need my big sister fixing my problems. At least not

anymore.

“Will you be at the school tomorrow?” she asks, fishing
another bite of Froot Loops out of her bowl. I hungrily eye the

multicolored circles.

Screw it. I finish off the banana and grab a bowl. I’ve heard
sugar 1s basically pre-workout. And it’s probably less likely to

make me throw up.

“Yup. You?” I ask, pouring a generous helping of cereal.

This should help with the lactic crap, I’'m sure.

“Yeah. I’'m giving a discussion about babies. Want to come?

I could teach you a few things.”

“Funny.” I pick up a wet dishrag and toss it at her, but she

ducks just in time.



“You should send your whole class over. I’ve got a five-
minute video of a baby screaming.” She gets a wicked gleam

in her eyes. “Killer birth control.”

“Now we know why everyone prefers my class.” 1 tease.
Millie and I have been volunteering at an underfunded high
school downtown ever since our parents died. My dad used to
do it; every week he wasn’t off traveling with Mom, he could
be found at the high school, teaching everything from tap
dance to space travel. The kids loved him. Everyone loved
him. Millie and I are lesser instructors, teaching only what we
know. Me, law, mock trials, and debate. And Millie, a general

collection of life studies.

I never understood my dad’s obsession with the school
before, but now, every time a student walks through the door
after school, I’'m grateful. It means a little less time spent at
risk of getting in trouble, or in extreme cases, being in danger.

So I do my best to keep them coming back each week.
“Yeah yeah, you’re the favorite. I won’t fight you for it.”
How disappointing. Maddie would have fought me.

Millie drops her bowl in the sink without bothering to rinse it
and put it in the dishwasher. I thought brothers were supposed

to be the messy ones, but it’s been like this all my life.

Not that Millie makes a habit of getting into messes, but she

sure doesn’t know what to do with them once she’s there.

I polish off the last Froot Loops and load both mine and

Millie’s bowls into the dishwasher.



Millie pulls her hand out of the cupboard, three Oreos in her

palm.

She can’t keep doing this to me. I steal one and race for the

door.

Extra energy.

skkok

My hands shake as I wait for Maddie. I never get nervous in
the courtroom. Granted, I’m still only a first-year and have
only successfully run one case by myself—a ridiculous

neighbor dispute—but [ wasn’t nervous at all.
Maddie, on the other hand, makes me nervous.

She has since the first day I saw her in class. She was so
unbelievably smart, confident, beautiful, and downright

stubborn.
And I was...me.

Maybe that’s why I resorted to teasing her. I didn’t know
how else to reach her level. But slowly, the teasing turned into
hatred...on her end, anyway. But I couldn’t stop, because her

hating me at least meant she acknowledged me.

Maddie comes around the corner, engaged in a conversation
with a man who has way too many shoulder muscles. He must
be in the habit of skipping eye day though, because he can’t
seem to keep them off of her.

He touches her back and leans closer to whisper something in

her ear.



I grab the nearest thing at my disposal, a can of protein, and

squeeze.

Maddie says something while simultaneously pulling away
from him. I can tell she’s rejecting him from ten feet away, but

Mr. Neckmuscles doesn’t seem to have a clue.

“You sure you don’t want to come over later?” I catch the

man’s next words.
That’s it. It’s my turn to strangle someone.

“I’ll see you next week.” Maddie’s tone is clipped. End of
discussion. She spins on her heel and heads in my direction.

Her frown turns even frostier when it finds me.

“Great, you came back.” Her tone is as flat and dry as the

Arizona desert. About as prickly, too.
“Never could get enough of you.”

The faintest blush kisses her cheeks and it matches the pink

top she’s wearing. “The feeling isn’t mutual.”
Didn t think it was.

Her eyes dart to my hands. “Were you going to pay for
that?”

What? Oh, I rotate the bottle in my hands to see what kind of
damage I’ve done. Eighty dollars?

I put it back on the shelf, angling the dent in the canister

away from me. “If you’re good at your job, I won’t need it.”

“Health 1s a personal choice.” She spits at me. If looks could

kill, I’d be seriously wounded right now. “Let’s go.”



“Yes, ma’am,” I respond, running to catch up with her. I
have to give the woman credit; she never does anything

halfway. Not even walking.

“What torture devices do you have planned for today?” I ask
when she doesn’t say anything before stepping on a treadmill.
My goal today is to get her to talk to me about something
besides training. Even if all she offers me is one word, and a

mean one.
She’s good at those.

“Same warmup.” She puts in her earphones and starts the

treadmill at seven-five.

I can’t play that game today. I slowly work up my pace,
sticking below her speed for the entire warmup. If I butter her
up and let her take the win, will she be more inclined to talk to

me?

“So, what’s your main area of focus?” she asks, the second
2

she hits stop on the treadmill.
How is she not breathing hard?
I blink and draw in a slow, deep breath. “What?”

“What’s your goal for personal training?” She heads for an

open bench.

Well, besides apologizing to her, there isn’t a goal. “Um...”

What do most people come to the gym for? “Weight loss?”

Her eyes narrow, and she scans my body. Not like the

hundred other times, she’s tried to kill me with her eyes



before. This time, she’s looking at me, seeing me. Whether or

not she likes what she sees is another story.
“Do you mean increasing muscle?”
I scratch my jaw. “Yeah. That.”
Her brows narrow like she doesn’t believe me.
I have no clue why not. I was so persuasive.

“Fine. That’s simple enough. If you want to bulk up, just let

me be in charge.”
My lips part.

“Of your workouts.” She clarifies quickly. There’s the
slightest tinge of pink on her cheeks, and I love it.

“Tell me what to do, boss,” I smirk, which is the wrong thing

to do.

She picks up a dumbbell and shoves it at my chest. “We will

start with arms today.”

And that’s the last time I’m able to take a full breath for the

next forty-five minutes.

My arms are nothing but Jell-O clinging to my sides as
Maddie lifts the forty-five pound weights off the barbell and
back onto the racks like they weigh nothing. I don’t even have
the energy to pry my eyes off of her. She’s impressive. And

beautiful. And...glaring at me again.

I sit up on the bench and chug half my water bottle. Sweat
drips into my eyes, and I pull up the bottom of my shirt to

wipe it away.



Maddie has gone silent for the first time in the last forty-five
minutes, and I glance up to catch her eyes trained on my
abdomen. The corner of my lips curl up. I clear my throat and

drop my shirt.

She blinks and looks anywhere but my face. “I uh, forgot to
get your BMI before we started training,” she says before
abruptly walking away. I’'m too tired to follow. With my body,
anyway. My eyes are glued to her, tracking her in the mirror as
she winds through the gym and disappears at the front desk.
She comes back a moment later and motions for me to follow

her. I don’t have the energy to question it.

Halfway down the main hall, she unlocks a door to a room,
and we step inside. A light flicks on, illuminating a blinding
white room and a single machine that has all the makings of a

1900s electrocution device.
I fold my arms. “Is this where you kill me?”

She turns from the machine and stands up straighter. “If I
wanted to kill you, I could.” She narrows her eyes until they
turn into adorable dark slits. She looks as friendly as a
Siamese cat. A wild and rabid Siamese cat. “And I’d get away

with it, t00.”

That was the opposite of seductive, but my heart rate shoots
through the roof anyway. I lift a brow. “Seems you’ve thought
this through. Do you want to run it by me first, so we can work
out the kinks in the plan? I’d hate for you to drop my body in

the desert only to run out of gas on the way back.”



“Of course not.” She rolls her eyes. “That’s basic murder

101. Always have enough gas to get to Mexico.”
“Mexico, huh? Is that where they find my naked corpse?”
“Why on earth would you be naked?” She scowls.

“Because you killed me in the shower.” I snicker, the fun of

the game lighting a fire in my soul.

“I would not—" She cuts herself off then closes her eyes and

takes a deep breath. “I’m done with this.”
“Giving up so soon?” That’s not like her.

She ignores me and pushes a button on the machine. Nothing
happens, so she kicks the base a few times and the machine

sputters to life like an ancient space heater.
“How old is that thing?”
She shrugs. “It could be newer.”
“I feel like I should sign a waiver to get on this?”
Her lips twitch, and there goes my heart rate again.

I freeze, satisfaction creeping up my spine. “I'm sorry,” |

say. “What was that?”

“What was what?” She turns and studies the machine like

it’s going to self-destruct. It wouldn’t surprise me.
“Did you just smile?”

“Nope.” She shakes her head adamantly. “Take off your

socks and shoes.”

“Why? Do you have some sort of foot fetish?”



There’s that crease in her cheek again. Or she’s grimacing.

It’s hard to tell from the side.

“I don’t want to see your gross man toes any more than you

do,” she mutters.

“Gross man toes? I’'m offended.” I slip off my shoes and

socks, anyway. “How do you know / don’t have a foot fetish?”
“You probably do.”

I step onto the machine. “I’ll show you mine, you show me

yours.”

Her thick eyelashes fan over her cheeks, and I’'m brought
back to a memory of my mom holding an eyelash on her
fingertip and telling me to make a wish. I wonder what
Maddie would wish for.

“I’ll show you my foot right before I kick you out of my
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gym.
That. She’d wish for that.

“Your gym?“ I rub my beard. “I didn’t realize you’d been

promoted.”
She glares, her eyes like twin black lasers.

I’m doing it again. That thing where I become a jerk around
her.

“Sorry.” 1 step onto the machine, crucially aware of how

close that brings us while she pushes the correct buttons.
“Try to hold still,” she says.

I suck in a breath and hold it.



“You can breathe.”

“Now you tell me.” An abnormal gust of wind rushes from

my lungs.
“Not like that.”

It’s impossible to regulate my breathing with her inches
away from me and smelling like a tropical beach. And her
skin, it looks so smooth and warm, I want to run my fingers
down her arms, and then tangle them up in her silky black hair.
From this angle, I have a perfect view of the cupid’s bow in
her upper lip. I wonder what those lips taste like if they are

sweet and soft, or—

The machine beeps and I blink, tearing my eyes off her lips.
A piece of paper pops out and Maddie takes it, scanning it
over while she stands only inches to my right, unaware of

what her presence i1s doing to me.

“What does it say?” I ask, my voice coming out breathy and

crackly.

She frowns like she forgot I was here. “That you’re very

average.”

“Ouch.” 1T grasp my chest and step off the machine, right

next to her. “You have a real way with words, you know that?”

She bites her bottom lip, her cheeks turning that delicious
shade of pink yet again. That’s three times today I’ve made her
blush.

“Some people find the truth hard to swallow.”



My face splits into a grin, and she steps away, turning off the

machine.

“You know who would enjoy your sense of humor?” I muse,

slipping my socks and shoes back on.

She cocks her head and pulls open the door. “Everyone but

you?”

“Teenage girls.” I bolt upright. “I mean...” Why did I say

that? “The younger generation, since they speak your dialect.”
“Which is...7”
“Snark.”
“Ha.”

Maddie doesn’t say anything else. She simply hands me the

paper and walks out.

Way to screw that one up.



Chapter 9

Maddie

What am I doing here?

I don’t even recognize the school I pulled up to, and it’s
evident why. It’s got all the makings of a prison, without the

watch tower. No wait, there 1s one.
Am 1 in the right place?
This can’t possibly be a place children come to be inspired.

I guess maybe that’s why they aren’t. This feels like a place
where dreams come to die. My dreams are already dead, so |

should feel right at home.
You can do this.

The second my foot hits the pavement, a loud bang rattles

the earth, and I dive into my car for cover.

That’s it. No job opportunity is worth getting shot at. Lyndi’s
husband Ward, the ex-military hero, might disagree, but I have
things in life I kind of like. I can’t think of any right now, but

they are... important.



There’s a knock on my window, and I scream. The shooter
has come for me. And I’'m powerless to do anything but cower

behind my steering wheel and shake.
“Maddie?”
The killer knows my name.

“Maddie,” he says again, and the recognition dawns on me.

It’s not a killer, but I can’t tell if it’s worse.

I jerk upright and throw my door open, right into Connor’s

stomach.

In my head, I exude confidence, not a malicious intent to

harm.

In Connor’s defense, he did try to jump back. I was just

quicker. Like always.

“What the heck was that for?” Connor gasps, holding his

stomach.
So dramatic. 1 didn’t hurt him.

“You startled me.” I grab my purse and stand up straight in

my four-inch heels.

“Only because I thought you were having a heart attack,” he

fires back, still rubbing that imaginary spot on his stomach.
I get it. He bruises like a peach.

“Clearly, I’'m fine.” I glance around, attempting to place the
sound that startled me, but the lot is lifeless. It was probably a
car backfiring. Most likely.



“Thanks for so kindly telling me that now,” he grumbles.
“So what are you doing here if you’re not having a heart

attack?”
Better question, what is he doing here?

“I’m here for a job.” I slam my door harder than necessary—
the poor thing has been abused today—and stomp toward the
building. I have no idea where I’'m going, but I suspect it will

be obvious soon enough.
“Really? Me too.” He trails after me.
I halt. “You’re here to coach high school volleyball?”

He scoffs. “No, of course not. I’'m teaching the youth

something much more important.”

“How to be an insufferable jerk?” Each of my words are
punctuated with a sharp click of my heels. This cannot be
happening. How does he always show up where I don’t want

him?
He stops in front of me. “I run mock trials. We discuss law.”
“Liar.”
He shrugs. “I volunteer here every Tuesday.”

I fake a gasp. Or maybe it was real. Surely the man I spent
the better part of the last four years hating wouldn’t donate his

free time to an underprivileged school for nothing in return.

“There’s no way they would let you lead innocent children

astray.” Then again it’s a volunteer position. They didn’t have



a choice but to let the devil inside their gates. “I’'m a better

lawyer than you. I should take over your job.”

He taps his chin. “Ah yes, but the kids prefer humility to

brains.”
“No one has ever accused you of having either.”

My foot accidentally ends up in front of him, but he dodges
it. Dang it.

Two days ago, I’d all but dismissed this whole idea. I love
volleyball, but why should I waste any time on it if it’s not

going to get me back to where I need to be?

But at the end of the day—and after two more out-of-state
law firms turned me down—I agreed to check it out. It’s for
the kids, after all. So I replied to the email and was told to

come in tonight to meet with the principal.

A short blonde woman rushes up, and I stop before she rams

right into us.

“Hey, Connor!” She says before turning to me with a smile
the size of China. “Hi, I’'m Amelia, but you can call me Millie.

Everybody does.”
I blink. “Uh, hi. Maddie.”

Millie’s jaw drops open, and she glances back and forth

between Connor and me. “Like the Maddie?”
What does she mean by that?
“Millie...” Connor’s voice carries a warning.

Was that a confirmation or a denial?



I’d be alarmed that she seems to know who I am if she
wasn’t so unassuming. She’s five foot nothing and has a

blonde pixie cut with a streak of pink down the right side.

“I’m this idiot’s big sister.” Millie elbows Connor in the

stomach.

Sister? I try to spot any similarity between the two of them,
but come up blank. She’s like a tiny bundle of light and joy.
And he’s, well, tall, dark, and doom. Millie grabs my arm and
walks with me like she’s my escort. “Connor used to talk
about you all the time. Don’t worry, I didn’t believe a word.
You can’t possibly be as bad as he says. And he never once

mentioned how beautiful you are.”
Should I be offended?

“Millie.” Connor attempts to stop her, but she’s like a golden

retriever, bouncing and happy.

I’'m still hung up on the sibling thing. I didn’t know Connor

had a sister who could be so...human.
“What did you call her again? Cruella?”
“Millie!” Connor growls.

“But seriously, girl, how do you get your hair to shine like
that?” Millie continues, completely undeterred by her brother’s

attempts to shush her.

My hand unconsciously goes to my ponytail. “Good genes?”

She sighs. “I’d kill to have dark hair.” She’s quiet for all of

two seconds before she speaks again. “You’re here for the



volleyball position, right?”
My steps falter. How does she know that? “Yes?”

“Thank goodness. The girls need a good coach this time. I’
introduce you to the principal. You are going to love coaching;

the students are all so wonderful.”

Millie continues to fill the silence with her exuberance for
life as we walk through the school, and I purposely avoid
everything about Connor’s existence. Especially the delicious
scent I’'m one hundred percent sure cannot possibly belong to
him. He must have changed his cologne since we worked
together. He never used to smell that good or that...manly. Not

like I made a habit of smelling my nemesis or anything.

Halfway down the next hall, Connor ducks into a classroom
on the left, while Millie pulls me into the one on the right. She
tells me to take a seat while she gets her lesson set up. I still
have twenty minutes until I am supposed to meet with the
principal, so I do as I’'m told while I wait for the shock to wear
off. Why would Connor and his sister volunteer here? This has
to be a bad omen, right? Nothing good happens when the devil
shows up. Pressure builds at the base of my skull, and I focus

on rubbing small circles there. It’s fine. Everything is fine.

Kids start trickling into the classroom, one by one, until

there are eight students in all.

It seems like a small amount to me, but Millie is excited to
see each one, addressing them by name and asking about their
moms, dads, the cheer team, and even one’s pet scorpion—I

could have heard that one wrong.



I glance at the clock. Millie said she would introduce me to

the principal soon.
When is soon?

My knee bounces. This is ridiculous, it’s not like she’s my
teacher and I need her permission to leave. I'll just go find him
myself. I scoot out of my chair, and Millie must sense the
movement because she shoots me a look that says “stay right
there or else.” I slouch back into my seat and she returns her

focus to the kids with a winning smile. She’s kind of scary.
Are these kids here of their own free will?

Millie starts her lesson, and I stay silent in the back, listening
to her lecture on children. It’s good. Intriguing even. And the

picture of that tiny chubby baby, adorable. Now I want one.

Laughter echoes through the hall. I ignore it the first time,
but each time it happens, the kids in the class perk up like a
pack of puppies ready to go play.

That sound of joy and glee cannot be coming from Connor’s

room.
“Miss Millie, can we go to Connor’s now?”” one kid asks.

Millie doesn’t seem bothered by the request like I would be.
“Are you sure you don’t want to wait until after this video?”
She flicks to the next slide where an infant’s face is twisted

and contorted in a scream so intense the child’s face is nearly
purple.

I cringe, remembering Crew like that a time or two, and the
PTSD hits me full force.



“No way.” A kid in the front row bolts from his seat and
straight out the door. I slide to the edge of my chair. Perhaps
I’1l follow him—

“Fine.” Millie shuts down the presentation. “I guess little

things like kids can wait.”

The sarcasm is lost on them, and they trail after each other

out the door.

I can’t help my curiosity about the strange sounds coming

from Connor’s room.
What on earth is he doing in there?

I follow the kids but stop outside the door where Connor
won’t spot me. He has the class set up in a mock trial, with

more than enough kids on the jury to fill an actual courtroom.

“And what’s your rebuttal, Ms. Tate?”” Connor asks from the

makeshift judge’s stand.

I thought he was going for realistic. No sane person would

ever let him take the judge s stand.

“It wasn’t French fries that killed the ship captain,” the girl
says, strutting around the room with as much confidence as a

seasoned lawyer. “It was...the duster.”
The room erupts.

I cross my arms. Connor is making a joke of the judicial
system. But the kids are loving it. Kids who don’t have to be
here after school. Kids who could no doubt be in worse places.

He’s keeping them here. Keeping them safe.



My heart lingers on that thought for far longer than it should.

“This is the woman here for the coaching position,” Millie
says to my left, and I whirl around, meeting the kind eyes of

an aging gentleman.
He thrusts out his hand. “Principal Thompson.”
“Maddison Cardozo.” I shake his hand.
“You were an athlete yourself?”

Does the interview start now? I roll my shoulders and
straighten my blazer. “Uh... yes, I played volleyball
throughout high school and college.” I certainly wasn’t the
best, though.

“Wonderful.” His grin grows. “I think you’d be perfect for
the job if you want it.”

My gaze flicks between him and Millie. It can’t be that
simple. “Just like that?” Doesn’t he want to run a background
check on me before he lets me work with children? Never
mind, he probably shouldn’t do that. My attempt to strangle

Connor was an isolated event that will never happen again.

“We don’t have many options,” he says, wasting no time.
“We are already understaffed. We have an open gym starting
next week but no one to coach. You don’t have to agree right

away, of course.”

I clear my throat and run a hand down my pantsuit. Why did
I break my lucky suit out of the closet for this?



“This will only be until a permanent coach is found, right?”
Or until I get back into law. Where I should be.

“Of course. We can keep the position available if that’s

better for you.”

“I...” What do I say? 1 was under the impression this was a

short-term thing.

“Great!” He takes my nonanswer as confirmation and is

already turning away. “See you next Tuesday.”
And...interview over?

The second he’s gone, I turn to Millie. “What just
happened?”

“He’s a little much.” She shrugs. “But he’s right; the school
doesn’t have many options. No options, actually. These girls
need a coach and a team, or they aren’t going to be able to
qualify for scholarships.” She frowns. “None of them will

make it to college without scholarships.”

My shoulders droop. I paid my way through my undergrad

with scholarships.
“Are you going to do 1t?”

I shouldn’t. My mom will be livid and it will waste time |
could be training or interviewing for prospective jobs. But I
won’t leave these kids in a bad position if I can help. I sigh,

giving in to the inevitable.“Of course, I will.”

She claps her hands. “Yay! I knew you would. I have a good

feeling about you.”



I hold up a hand, warding off her excitement before it can

get too out of control. “But only until I can get back into law.”

“Of course.” Millie nods eagerly. But there’s a hint of

something mischievous in her eyes.

I’m not sure how to feel about Millie. Her bubbly and
contagious perkiness is impossible to dislike. I can tell she
isn’t pretending to be genuine, but she truly is. She’s one of
those rare souls who makes me feel seen from the moment I

meet them, and I can’t help but want to be like her.

But then there’s the undeniable fact that she’s related to

Satan.

It ruins things a bit.



Chapter 10

Maddie

I take a deep breath before I step out of the car, preparing
myself for the evening with my parents. They require my
presence for dinner at least once a month to ensure proof of
life. I was supposed to train Connor tonight but rescheduled to
be here. If I didn’t attend, my mother would most likely send a
police officer to my apartment. And who knows if I’d get an

actual officer.

I grab my tray of fresh cut mango and walk up the front steps
of the house my parents moved into after I graduated. For
whatever reason, it has never felt like home, so instead of

letting myself in, I ring the doorbell.

I can hear my mom yelling for my dad to get the door then

saying something like, “Never mind I’ll get it.”

There’s rustling behind the door as I imagine my mom
standing on her tippy toes to look through the peephole. The

door flings open. “Maddie! You are early. What a surprise.”



I shrug and step into her outstretched arms. “I missed you.”

Never hurts to have a few brownie points in my back pocket.

“Ah, Filha.” My mother embraces me, wrapping me in the
scent of roses and whatever goodness she has cooking. It
smells like her famous barbecued pork and rice. I never allow
myself to indulge like I do here. But I never take home any

leftovers.

Mom lifts my arm off her shoulder and peeks around my

side. “No man?”
I drop my arm. “No, Mom.”

Surprisingly, she simply nods and steps into the house

instead of berating me.

I walk straight to the living room where my dad is watching
a Suns’ game. “Hey, Dad.” I pat his shoulder and sit on the
side of the couch closest to his recliner. He’s the one who got
me into sports. He signed me up for every sport my little heart
wanted to try, from golf to flag football. Until I decided
volleyball was my one true love. I know he was disappointed
when I didn’t continue with basketball, but he took me to
every volleyball practice and stayed late with me for hours,
hitting balls over the net for me to return. When he got tired,
he’d resort to kicking the volleyball over the net. His

consistent presence and support meant the world to me.
“Hi, sweetie. Did you see the game last week?”

“The three-pointer at the buzzer was insane.” I settle into the

couch, enjoying the familiarity of this moment—sitting here



with my dad, worrying about nothing except who is going to
win the game. An hour later, I'm completely sucked in and
swearing like a sailor—the way my dad taught me—at the refs

and their stupid calls.

“You two calm down!” my mother shouts, tapping my dad’s

shoulder with a spatula.
“They’re losing, and it’s all the ref’s fault,” Dad says.

The doorbell rings, and Mom shakes her head before

scurrying over to open it.

The Suns are in foul trouble, with three of their starters
warming the bench. And they are down seven with only fifty-

five seconds left.

The Suns hit a three-pointer, bringing them only four points

away.
“That’s the way, boys!” Dad yells at the TV.

I’'m on the edge of the couch as the Cavaliers take the ball
down the court. The point guard charges in, right through a
Suns’ player, and they both end up crashing to the court.

The ref calls a block.

“Are you kidding?” It’s my turn to yell at the refs. “He
practically tackled him. People go to jail for less than that!”

“Maddison!” My mother chides from somewhere over my

shoulder.

My dad slips his hand over the couch for a high-five. “Good

29

one.



The TV goes black.

“Hey!” My dad hollers, and I leap to my feet to check the
TV.

“We have a guest,” my mother says.
A guest? I don’t like the sound of that.

“Introductions can wait, dear. Put the game back on,” Dad

says without facing Mom and her guest.

I turn, looking at my mother and the person she let in. She
has a habit of taking in strays of the human and feline sort, but

she rarely realizes how dangerous either can be.

My breath catches at the sight of a man my age. He’s not
much taller than me, but he’s got rich dark skin and the smile
of someone very entertained. “I usually stick with ‘hey ref, get

your eyes checked,’ but I like yours better.”
Mom beams at me.

You’ve got to be kidding me. My mom got me a date. That’s
why she wasn’t upset when I didn’t bring a man. That sneaky

little woman.

“Maddie, this is Xavier,” Mom practically coos as she grabs
his arm and rubs his bicep. “He’s from Puerto Rico. He makes

good grandchildren.”
The color drains from Xavier’s face, and he gapes at me.
CCMom! 29

Dad snorts. “Glad we’ve got that out of the way. Can we get

the game back on now?”



Mom curses him in Portuguese then flicks on the TV again.
Dad waves to Xavier to join us. As much as I’d love to sit on
the couch with the future father of my children, I follow my

mother into the kitchen instead.

“What are you doing?”’ I hiss. The TV is back on, but for all
I know, Xavier might have super hearing along with his other

desirable genes.

“His mom lives next door, and I meet him a few times.
When you didn’t bring a boyfriend, I called to see if he was
there. I knew you’d love him. Do you love him?” Her
earnestness 1s so innocent I can’t bear to break her heart with

the truth of how insane this is.

“He seems fine, but Mom, I’'m not looking to date right

2

Now.
She frowns. “Why not?”

I sigh and toss my hair out of my way as I help her finish up.
“My primary focus is getting my job back.”

“You do both!” my mom says cheerfully. “Get your job and

romance life back. Xavier works at the courthouse!”

Knowing how little research my mother does on careers, I

hesitate to take her word for it. “Doing what?”

She waves a hand in front of my face. “Don’t ask me, ask

2

him.

I peek into the living room right as the final score is shown.
Dang it. They lost. If I had been sitting by Dad, our luck

would have been enough to carry them through.



“Dinner is ready,” Mom announces, somehow knowing the

game is over without ever paying attention.

Xavier trails behind my dad, his footsteps significantly more
hesitant entering the kitchen than when he first walked into the
house. I certainly can’t blame him. My mother’s remarks were
uncalled for. Yet somehow, I feel as though I should have

predicted them.

My best course of action is to play nice, assure him he will

not need to make any grandbabies then send him on his way.

Dad’s already in his usual chair, but Xavier hangs back in the

doorway.
“You can sit there,” I tell him.

He ducks his chin and shuffles his feet. “Thanks. Sorry, I
have to admit, I was taken a little off guard.” He swallows,
glancing behind me to ensure my mom is still out of hearing

range. “You know, earlier.”

You and me both, buddy. “I’m sorry about my mom, but she

really is harmless, I promise.”

He takes a breath and seems to relax into a half smile. “So
you_’5

“Say cheese.”

A camera light flashes in my peripheral and I whirl around to
search for the culprit. Mom. Who else would it be? She snaps

another picture then taps on her phone screen. “I show this at

the wedding.”



The audacity of this woman.

Xavier coughs and scoots away from me. My cheeks burn
and | scurry to the other side of the table and plop down,

praying this night ends soon.

Ten minutes later, I’ve run out of food to stuff into my mouth
—s0 has Xavier—and my mom has thankfully, run out of

embarrassing childhood stories to share with the table.

“Maddie,” Mom says, giving me a pointed look, “didn’t you

want to ask Xavier something?”

I take a drink of water then clear my throat. “So, Xavier,

what do you do?”

He glances back and forth between my mom and me before

answering. “I’m a court bailiff.” He gulps.

Bless my mother’s heart, she doesn’t know a thing about
law. Xavier can’t help me get back into the courtroom any

more than she can.

Mom leans across the table toward me. “He wears a
uniform.” She winks like it’s the best kept secret the
courtroom has to offer. He probably is quite dashing in a

uniform.

Xavier avoids my eyes and chugs the rest of his water. Poor

guy had no clue what he was in for tonight.

“I will get more water.” Mom takes the cup from his hand
and walks back into the kitchen. Only when she’s gone does

he seem to relax.



“Um, what do you do?” he asks.

Do I tell him the whole truth, or everything but the truth? It’s
not like I need the information to scare him away. He’s
practically shaking like a tortured kitty already. Why not let
the info fly and see what happens? Then I know what not to

share the next time I’m on a real date.
“I used to be a lawyer. But now—"

“She is still lawyer,” Mom interrupts, plopping a fresh glass
of water in front of Xavier. It’s a little too hard, and the liquid
sloshes over the edge. Xavier scoots from the table and starts

patting himself with a napkin, but mom doesn’t even notice.

“No, Mom. I’'m not.” I fold my arms tightly against my
chest. She would do well to move on. So would I. “I was fired,

remember?”’

“You didn’t strangle that man. He is fine.” My mom waves

her hand 1n the air like my actions were nothing. “Right?”’

I catch Xavier’s worried eyes from across the table. He

probably thinks we are a bunch of loons. I’'m inclined to agree.

“Yes of course he’s fine.” I mutter. “I’m actually coaching a
high school volleyball team right now,” I say to make myself
seem less like a sociopath. But the fact that I tried to strangle
someone, and now I’'m working with children, probably pleads

the opposite. [ want to smack myself.
His eyes widen slightly, but all he says is “Oh.”

“What?” Mom gasps. “But volleyball is so dangerous.”



Oops. I forgot I never told her about my new side gig. No

time like the present with a stranger on site as a witness.
“I’m only coaching, Mom.”

“With all due respect, I think a courtroom is more
dangerous,” Xavier interrupts. That was brave of him. “You

should see some of the people I’ve had to drag out—"
Mom shoots him a glare that shuts him right up.

“But what about your...other job?” She’s physically
incapable of saying the words personal trainer. 1 think to her it
means something more nefarious than it really is. Coming
from the woman who found me a job as a stripper in Vegas,

1t’s kind of a double standard.
“I’m still doing that, too.”

“But you should be in the courtroom, fighting for our rights

as country.”
Not really how it works.

I smack my lips together. “Yup. Working on it.” And loving

all the reminders of how I’m failing.

“Your dad asked around, and he may find you a job out

here.”

I wrinkle my nose. I love my parents, but I need at least

forty-five miles of desert between us to stay sane.
“I like Phoenix,” I say.

Mom shakes her head. “But how will T meet my

grandbabies?”’



“It’s almost like transportation was invented for that
purpose.” My pulse hammers in my head. Here comes the

headache, right on cue.

“It’s so far away. They never know me.” Tears glimmer in

her dark brown eyes.
Oh, for the love.
I drop my fork to my glass plate, and Xavier jumps.

“You’re right, Mom, that’s the most important conversation
of the night. And I think I’ll leave now to work on it. Come

on, Xavier.”
His jaw drops. So does my mom’s.

My dad chokes. “Treat my daughter right,” he wheezes,
offering up his two cents—Iliterally, that is all it’s worth—as a
father.

Xavier still hasn’t moved, so I round the table and grab his
hand. He’s too stunned to fight. My mother must be as well
because her lips clamp shut and stay that way until we are out
the front door. I’'m going to need to remember that one for

later.

The second the door closes behind us, Xavier rips his hand
out of my grasp and takes a giant step away from me. “I don’t
know what your family wants from me, but I am not about to

start a family with a murderer.”

I guess my “I promise I’'m not a sociopath smile* didn’t

really sell it.



“Whoa. Dude.” I hold up a hand before he calls the cops. “I
didn’t hurt anyone, and I’m sorry. I don’t want your babies. |

was just trying to get us both out of there in one piece.”

A mixture of emotions flit through his dark eyes. “Thanks.”
He scrubs a hand down his face. “Is it okay if I don’t call

you?”’
“Perfectly.”

He spins and walks toward what I’m assuming is his mom’s
home. The poor guy is pretty rattled. I hope he makes it home
okay. I’d offer to walk him, but I’ve already done enough.

Lyndi’s words unwillingly float into my mind. I scare men
away. My mom helps, but I do a pretty good job of it on my

own.

I’m too tired to process that information and drive home to
the melancholy tales of Taylor Swift. She can’t keep a man
either. I guess we’re kindred spirits. Though I probably won’t

be writing any songs about them.



Chapter 11

Maddie

When I pull up to the high school the next Tuesday, I don’t
freak out and hide under my steering wheel, even when the
loud bang comes again. And I certainly don’t wait in the

parking lot long enough for Connor to catch up to me.

I bypass the classrooms, which are all empty, and head for

the gym.

Well, in the direction I assume the gym should be. After five
wrong turns and two very “helpful” teen boys, I finally locate

the court.

There 1s already a group of girls gathered in the corner,
talking and stretching. Their mouths are getting a good stretch,

at least.

I’ve missed the buzz of the overhead lights, the squeak of
tennis shoes on the wood floors, the anticipation in the air. I
take a deep breath and immediately gag on the ripe BO. Nope.

Don’t miss the smell.



The door slams shut behind me with a startling thud and the

conversations stop. All eyes snap to me.

I gulp. Why am I nervous? Because teenagers are terrifying.
That’s why. If I face plant right now, I have no doubt I’ll end

up as an embarrassing gif by tomorrow.

The girl in the middle stands, her posture and attitude

pronouncing her the ringleader.

“You the new coach?” Her eyebrows arch as she inspects

me.

I discreetly peer over my shoulder to make sure someone

more authoritative didn’t enter without me knowing.
“Yes?”

No wonder I couldn’t make it as a lawyer. I can’t even stand

my ground with teen girls.

She studies me, and 1 do my best not to cower under her

intimidating glare. Geez, where did she learn that?

“I suppose you’ll do. For now,” she says. Then, like she’s in
charge, “‘Kay ladies, get those nets up. We don’t have much

time.”

The girls scatter like diligent little foot soldiers, and I let out
a breath.

I hope when I say something they will listen to me that well.

The gym door slams again, and the principal strides across

the court in his New Balance sneakers and overworked grin.



“Maddison, I’'m so glad you made it!” He seems to breathe a
sigh of relief as he says this. “Let me show you around, then

I’1l let you get to it.”
The man doesn’t waste any time.

He leads me to a room off the court. “Everything you will
need is in here, but be careful not to shut the door. It gets
jammed, and kids have been locked inside. It’s a real nuisance.

The custodian keeps forgetting to fix it.”

“Good to know.” I’ve noticed a few other things in need of
fixing. No doubt the custodian is as overwhelmed as everyone

else in this place is.

I gather the things I’ll need while the principal holds open
the door, and I scoot the wobbly ball cart onto the gym floor.

“The lights are on a thirty minute timer. Annoying I know,
but budget cuts. I can get the scoreboard working for you. But

it’s a pain, so try to do without it if you can.”

“We can’t do without ball pumps,” the self-proclaimed

leader of the girls says.

The principal’s expression grows taut. “I’m well aware. I’1l

be getting some shortly.”

The girl turns away, and the principal lowers his voice.
“That’s Diedre. A senior next year. She’s smart as a whip and

knows it. She’s got a gift for the sport.”

Is she one of the girls Millie claimed could use a

scholarship?



Anticipation buzzes through me. They need me, and I can

help them. “I’m excited to get started.”

The principal’s smile turns genuine again. “Someone with a

real zeal for life. You’re going to get on well here.”

He leaves, and then I'm alone with a bunch of girls all

refusing to acknowledge me.

I clear my throat, cough, then say excuse me, but not a single

girl glances my way until Diedre tells them to shut up.
I would have said it nicer if they would have listened.

Fourteen pairs of eyes settle on me, and immediately a bead

of sweat breaks out along my forehead.
Keep eye contact. Teenagers can smell fear.
I gulp. “Hi, I'm Maddie.”

One girl offers me a smile in response and I aim my attention

on her, holding her gaze like it’s an anchor in a storm.

“Why don’t we all introduce ourselves, and then we can get

started with some warmups?”’

Diedre speaks first, and the rest of the girls follow suit. By
the fifth girl, I’ve already forgotten two. What is wrong with

me?

Then we begin with warmup drills. I watched the girls run
the first few alone then decided to jump in with them. I believe
the most effective coaches are the ones who share the hard

stuff.



The girls seem surprised at first but quickly adapt to include

me.

Things shift as we move into practice. My coaching doesn’t
feel as forced, and I’m able to relax into it as I focus on my

love for the game. And it’s...fun.

“That was a great hit, Lacey!” I cheer them on as they
practice serving, and already I’m enjoying this more than I

thought I would.
Until Diedre speaks up again.
“It’s time for Mr. Connor’s class,” she announces.

Each girl unanimously drops what they’re doing and
retrieves their stuff before filing off the court. One girl, I think
her name is Megan, turns around at the door and for a split
second I think she’s going to come back. But then she must
change her mind because she spins and leaves with the rest of

them. The wind beneath my sails drops like a lead weight.
What just happened?

A few balls roll lazily around the abandoned court, and then
the lights click off. The darkness leaves me with one
overwhelming and irritating thought. They chose Connor over

me. And it feels painfully familiar.

I can’t get upset about this. I won’t. What do I have to do to

win them over? Bring them candy? That works on Crew.

No. There are probably rules against that nowadays.



I flip the lights back on and start cleaning up the court, a job

so much easier with help.

It takes me three times as long to get everything put away.
And when there’s nothing left, I gather my things and head in
the direction I came. The right way this time—the way that

takes me past the classrooms where the kidnapper is.

Okay, not really a kidnapper. They willingly went to him.

Which is even more terrifying.

Once again, the laughter can be heard from yards down the

darkened hallway.

I scoff at the merriment. The law is not fun. Volleyball is
fun. Why would they choose to sit at a hard desk when they

could be smacking balls at each other’s faces?

Despite my desire to ignore Connor altogether, I stop a foot
from his classroom door listening to him discuss the acquittal
process in a much more entertaining way than I learned it. The
kids eat it up, and it only makes me madder. How can he be

good at so many things?
“Do witnesses ever lie on the stand?” I hear a girl call.

“Ah, good question. If they are already under oath, you can’t
outright assume they are lying. But you can study their speech
patterns, their responses, and body language, and if something
doesn’t add up, then it’s time to get creative to figure out what

they are hiding.”

“Like what?”’ another student asks.



It’s quiet for a moment, and I decide to continue down the

hall. He might have a general clue what he’s talking about.
“Miss Cardozo.”
My lungs seize. I’ve been caught.
Nope. Do not listen to the devil.

My pulse kicks into high gear and I plant one foot in front of

the other, praying I make it to the door before he catc—
“Miss Cardozo.” The voice is much closer this time.

I freeze then slowly swivel on my heel, pretending to have

barely heard him.
“Huh? Oh, did you call me?”

His wry smile leads me to believe my act was not
persuasive. “Yes, I did and I’'m sure you heard me quite well

considering we are the only two people in the hall.”

I prop a hand on my hip. “I don’t make it a habit to converse
with the devil.”

“Maybe you should. I bet he’s got some things he’d like to
say to you.” Connor stops in front of me, blocking the light

from the classroom with his large body.

“Does he have some more lies to spread?” I scowl at his
chest, noticing that the top three buttons of his dress shirt are

undone.

Three! He’s in a high school with very impressionable
children showcasing that hideous triangle of tanned skin. He

should be suspended.



He saunters forward, bringing that triangle closer to my eyes.

“Are you enjoying the view, or should I undo another button?”
Warmth floods my cheeks and my eyes snap to his face.
“Go ahead. Then I can get you fired for indecent exposure.”

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” His eyes glow with
mischief. I’ve never found hazel eyes very trustworthy.
Especially his. They are brown, then they’re green. They

should have the decency to choose a color and stay that way.

I raise my chin and take a step closer. It’s my turn to get in

his face. “I’d love to see you fired.”
“I meant the indecent exposure.”

I roll my eyes and step away. I hate him. “Go back to where

you came from.”
He snatches my wrist. “Come with me, please?”
I shake his hand off. “Did you need something?”

He pulls back and straightens. “As a matter of fact, yes. |
couldn’t help but notice you eavesdropping on my lesson, and

I could use your assistance.”

I make a clicking sound. “Ah, do the kids need someone

with actual knowledge?”
“Something like that.”

“Well, in that case. I’'m all about higher education.” I

straighten my ponytail.

He turns and saunters into the class, and I try to appear half

a