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      He’s the last person I should want—the man who killed my dad. So why is it I always find him in my dreams, never in my nightmares where he belongs?

      

      He’s out of prison now.

      I don’t expect him to show up on my doorstep, even though I asked to see him. And I defiantly don’t expect what he does next.

      I never expect him to kiss me. I never expect him to claim me.  I’ve been fantasizing about him for way too long, and now here he is.

      This is so wrong, but I can’t fight it as things get steamier and he gets more obsessed. Even if he didn’t go to prison for killing my dad, he’s over twice my age.

      He’s an ex-convict. He can be brutal and savage, but I still want him. I can’t stop myself, especially when he gets jealous and possessive.

      I wonder if I can give him what he wants. I’m a virgin, after all.

      Then something happens that shatters my entire world. I can’t trust Jamie. I can’t trust anybody.

      

      But it’s too late to run. Jamie’s demons are chasing him, and I’m going to get caught in the crossfire. As things spin out of control, I learn something that will change my world.

      

      * Falling for My Dad’s Killer is an insta-everything standalone romance with a HEA, no cheating, and no cliffhanger.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      It’s one hell of a feeling pulling up outside this house. I sit in my car for a while, looking across the sunny street, the outside still feeling intimidating in a way I don’t like at all. It makes me feel weak. I never felt weak inside.

      I was never one of those bullying idiots, extorting other prisoners, trying to make a name for himself by causing the most harm possible. I held my own when it came down to it. More than once, I had to hurt some men who thought they were big, bad wolves, but really, they were yapping pups who needed to be put in their place.

      The lawn has been freshly mown, and the curtains are open. It’s a small box-shaped house, probably only one or two bedrooms, but it looks like it’s been cared for. Lucy Hutchinson lives here.

      A few days ago, I finished my sentence for killing her father. The warden told me she’d written, asking if I’d like to meet. It’s a risk being here, but I couldn’t refuse. She deserves respect after everything she’s lost.

      I should think about my sister, Kylie, and my nephew—confusingly named Kyle—living on the West Coast. It’s an unseasonably bright day on the East Coast today. However, they live in the land of always sunny, a world of soccer practice, TV, and ice cream. They never have to worry about being shanked with a carved bar of soap.

      It’s been so long since I’ve had a run-in with the so-called bogeyman. It should be safe. I wish it were only me who was in danger. That way, I could face it all without ever having to worry.

      I’m forty-two now. I went to prison when I was twenty-nine. That’s a big chunk of my life in prison. Sometimes, this feeling of hopelessness touches me. This feeling that my best days were lost, rotting in a cell. Enough, goddamn. I’m getting macabre.

      I walk across the street, taking slow breaths. We arranged this meeting through the system. They advised Lucy to meet somewhere public, but she said she was fine meeting at her home.

      The street is fairly busy. A few kids cycle up and down. A woman is sunbathing in her front yard, lying in a chair, wearing a bikini. I remember how the other inmates talked about their plans with women when they reached the outside and the sexual adventures they’d go on. However, I find I’m not interested. Maybe I’m just numb.

      I knock on the door.

      “One second,” a woman calls.

      It’s definitely a woman’s voice. That shouldn’t be a surprise. Lucy Hutchinson became a woman while I’ve been inside. She was nine when I went in. She’s twenty now. She’s lived most of her life without her dad. I’d say she was better off, but it’s not my place to make judgments like that.

      Rage boils in me for a second. It rises from a deep, ignored place, a section of myself I attempt to keep closed-off. If I let it out, this fire will burn everything up. The anger infuses and floods me whenever I think about those years inside. The fights. The boredom. Nothing to do except read and write and lift weights.

      When Lucy opens the door, I stare. I stare like a real creep. I can’t help it. There must be some mistake. This can’t be the same little girl who I once saw sitting in the back of her father’s car, the tiny terrified-looking thing with wide eyes, fidgeting endlessly.

      I’m looking at a woman who pierces the numbness. I’m looking at a woman who belongs to me. How the hell can I think that? I went to prison for killing her dad, but it’s not a thought. It’s an instant tsunami of certainty.

      She’s on the shorter side, with an open, friendly face. She’s got the sort of face I can imagine glowing with motherhood, which is an insane thought to let into my head, but there it is. She looks maternal and sexy at the same time.

      Her hair is long, dark brown, and wavy. She has bright green and vibrant eyes. She’s wearing a plain T-shirt and jeans that don’t distract from her figure, curvy all the way, with wide hips made for grabbing, for childbearing, for me.

      I’m almost panting, beast-like. I need to calm down. Of all the reactions I expected to have when first seeing this woman, it wasn’t this. She wanted to meet, so I thought I’d do my duty, but I never guessed she’d provoke this in me—an explosion of pure want.

      “J-Jamie?” she says, with a gorgeous stutter, narrowing her eyes. “Jamie Williams.”

      She says my full name almost like it’s a curse.

      “Yes,” I reply, finally finding my voice. “It’s, uh, nice to meet you.”

      Christ. Real smooth.

      “Yeah,” she murmurs, then laughs awkwardly. “Well, not nice.”

      “I get it.”

      “I thought we’d have some soda on the porch. Is that okay?”

      “It’s your house.”

      She steps onto the porch, coming extremely close to me. She’s so near I can smell her perfume, or maybe it’s just her. It’s a pheromone that has me almost growling with how badly I want to tear her clothes off and glide my hands over her curves.

      Or hold her close, savoring her scent, her heat, her.

      I killed your dad. Now you belong to me. You’re my woman. You better not have a boyfriend, or maybe I’ll kill him too.

      These are the insane things that jolt through my head, possible things I could say. I push them all down.

      I see she’s already prepared the soda. She takes the lid off the bottle, upturns the glasses, wipes them down, and pours.

      “Thanks for meeting me,” she says.

      “You don’t have to thank me. It’s the least I could do.”

      We sit opposite each other. I’m pathetically grateful for the table between us. It’s the only thing stopping me from grabbing onto her shapely legs. Or leaning over and pushing my lips against hers, subtly pouting as if her concern shapes her mouth. I could spend hours studying her, every inch.

      Silence falls over us, and I take a sip of soda.

      “I bet you wondered why I wanted to meet,” Lucy says.

      “I was a little surprised when they told me,” I reply.

      “I guess I’ve been holding onto a lot of pain. You know, losing my mom before I even knew her. I don’t remember her, and then my dad. Growing up on my own. My aunt passed last year, so now I’m really on my own.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her.

      She shrugs, not showing any sadness, bravely facing the blunt truth of her reality. It makes me think of her as a mother again and meeting that challenge just as courageously.

      “It’s not your fault. My aunt, I mean.”

      Her dad is my fault.

      “I’ve been thinking about what to say to you,” she continues. “I saw that documentary you were in. I saw that you’ve been writing novels. I’m studying to be an editor at a community college. I work at a restaurant too. Sorry, I’m rambling.”

      “You never have to apologize to me, Lucy,” I say seriously. “Not for anything.”

      She smiles fleetingly.

      “I hope that documentary didn’t make it seem like we were having fun there,” I go on.

      Two years ago, a crew visited the prison to interview some inmates. They became interested in me because I pled guilty the moment they arrested me, gave no explanation for the killing, and wrote twenty novels up to that point.

      “Was it bad?” she asks.

      “It was hell at times,” I tell her. “I can take care of myself, so I wasn’t beaten up often, but it did happen. When ten men gang up on one, things can get bad, but once you show you won’t take any crap, mostly, they’ll leave you alone. But the isolation, the cage, the loneliness…”

      I expect her to say good and give me some evil eyes. I’d deserve it, but she just looks down at her soda for a long time.

      Her captivating green eyes get a faraway quality, as though she’s lost in a thousand thoughts. I want to draw out each one, study them, and get to know her better than I know myself. I’m already sure she’s mine. How can that be? She could have a boyfriend or a girlfriend, for all I know.

      “Are you going to try to find a publisher for your books?” she asks.

      I shrug, feeling off balance. This conversation feels far more natural than I thought it would.

      “I’m copying them to the computer at the moment.”

      “I bet you realize all the places you messed up as you’re doing it, right? I do that with my essays.”

      I smirk. “You hit the nail on the head there, Lucy.”

      Quickly, I wipe the smirk off my face. Her expression has turned to ash.

      She stands. “Excuse me. I need to use the bathroom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      I shut the door, then lean against it, sucking in frantic breaths. This is so wrong. These feelings, swirling, imprisoning…

      I shouldn’t want to kiss this man or crave for him to wrap those strong arms around me, hold me close, kiss the top of my head, and treat me like his girlfriend.

      Fine, he’s hot and handsome. There’s no denying that. He’s over six feet with silver hair, his eyes a bright and intelligent blue. Looking through the window, I see his muscles straining in his T-shirt, a sports logo over his chest. His hair is cut short, prison-style. He has no tattoos. No scars. He’s got a chiseled jawline, and I keep thinking about tracing it with my finger before I kiss him. He’s like a classic Hollywood actor with his handsomeness.

      But he killed my dad. I repeat it in my mind. It’s absurd that I need a reminder, but when he smirked at me just now, it felt like being on a date or what I imagine being on an actual date would feel like.

      Last year, when the prison documentary aired, I watched it expecting to be filled with hatred all over again. Ever since I was a kid, I hated the man who took my father from me. Sure, Dad had his problems. He wasn’t always the best person, but in my childish naivety, I thought he’d get better. I thought the bad things would stop and the good moments would become the norm.

      All the heartache I felt, I aimed at Jamie Williams, the man who murdered my father in the backroom of a bar, leaving the body such a sickening mess. Aunt Lila was a wreck when she came home after identifying him.

      Then I watched the documentary, and something strange happened. This odd feeling overcame me as I watched Jamie staring at the interviewer as he explained his latest novel, a thriller set within the prison system.

      I started imagining having similar conversations with him about books, literature, and story structure. I imagined him looking at me with that same steady, reassuring gaze.

      Then the other fantasies started. I haven’t told anybody about them, not even my closest friend. I can’t tell anybody that my thoughts keep returning to him. My palms tingle when I fantasize about brushing my hands through his hair, grabbing his thick shoulder muscles, pushing my lips against his, tasting him, losing myself in the pleasure we could share.

      Sometimes, I have dreams where he’s protecting me from muggers, wild animals, or natural disasters. I picture Jamie standing between me and anyone trying to hurt me.

      This is the man who killed my dad. There I go, repeating it, as if that will make the point any more persuasive. I shouldn’t need to be persuaded that I hate this man, yet here I am.

      Okay, no more nonsense. No more freaking out if he aims a charming smirk my way. This meeting was a mistake. Did I arrange it at home because I wanted some steaminess to happen? For my fantasies to come true? I shouldn’t think like that.

      Pandora’s box, it’s time to close. It’s time I behaved like the mature person I want to be.

      When I return outside, I offer what I hope is a civilized, distant smile. It’s the only way I will get through this—distance myself from all the hunger, the heat, the misplaced desire.

      “Would you like more soda?” I ask when he finishes his glass.

      He tilts his head, his bright eyes glinting with confusion… and something else. It’s like he’s intensely curious about me, as though he wants to get to know me as intimately and deeply as I want to know him. Or maybe that’s me playing more mind games on myself.

      “What?” I say, unable to sit here and take that expression, that heat.

      “It’s just…” He sighs, his finger moving around the rim of the glass, and I have to tell myself I’m not jealous of that glass. “This isn’t what I expected. I thought you’d shout at me, hate me, and rightfully so.”

      “Who said I don’t hate you?”

      I intend for it to come out harsh and cutting. I intend to sound exactly what I should be: a wronged and righteous daughter trying to show her father’s killer a shred of civility. Honestly, it comes out flirty. I didn’t even know I could sound flirtatious until just now. With Jamie. My man. Stop.

      He grins, looking almost boyish despite his silver hair. Then he quickly pushes the smile away, as though he thinks it’s disrespectful, which it is. He shouldn’t be smiling, should he? Neither should I, but I am. I push mine away too.

      “I understand,” he says.

      “I’m not saying I do,” I reply way too eagerly.

      He nods. “Whatever you need, whatever you want to say, I’m here. If you need anything from me, I’ll do it, Lucy. Anything.”

      Oh, Jamie, don’t say anything.

      A few nights ago, I was in the shower thinking about my no-Jamie rule. I’d been touching myself while thinking about him way too often. I sometimes wake at night with my hand pressed between my legs as though some inner instinct was guiding me.

      As the water dripped down my body, I closed my eyes and imagined him walking up behind me. He’d push his naked, muscled torso against my back, reaching around to massage my breasts possessively. Then he’d slip down to my sex, rub, obsess… The showerhead is no substitute for the real thing.

      I glance at his hand, still messing with the glass. I imagine him wrapping it tenderly around my wrist before pulling me closer for a kiss.

      “Anything,” he says again, making me tingle all over. “Errands, chores. I’m decent with my hands.”

      Oh, don’t say that. I bet he is.

      “Well, the downstairs toilet’s busted if you want to look at that?”

      There, let’s make this grosser. Easier to ignore the steam.

      He stands before I’m done talking, relieved to have something practical to focus on. He keeps looking at me with an intensity that has my mind skipping into overdrive. It’s like he’s angry. Maybe he doesn’t want to be here. Maybe he doesn’t want to help fix the toilet, and he’s just being nice, but it’s too late anyway. I’m already leading him into the house.

      The prison strictly advised me not to do this. They said Jamie was a model prisoner, but I should still be cautious. Closing the door behind him and trapping us together in the foyer is the opposite of that.

      “It’s this way,” I murmur, leading him through the house.

      “This is a nice place,” he comments, walking right behind me, close to me, his musky, manly scent tempting.

      Remember Aunt Lila’s face and the devastation. Think about the barbaric things he did to Dad.

      I must be really screwed in the head.

      Turning, I gesture to the end of the hallway. He nods and moves to walk past me, but it’s a narrow passage. I could do more to get out of his way, but I’m frozen in place as he brushes past me, his body touching mine. Instant heat ignites, my heart thundering.

      He stops and stares down at me. His jaw clenches. His temples are pulsing. I’ve often read that in books, but I’ve rarely seen it. His temples are shimmering, like a volcano inside him, getting ready to erupt. He steps forward, almost pressing me against the wall.

      “Lucy,” he whispers.

      There’s something so soul-tingling about the way he says my name. It’s so much better than I imagined it would be, this feeling, this sensation of belonging. It goes beyond lust. I must be truly nuts.

      Behind him, there’s a photo of me and Dad, one of the good memories. We’re at the fair, and Dad’s got me on his shoulders, both of us grinning widely at the cameras.

      Jamie starts leaning down. Is he going to kiss me? He stops at the last second, staring directly into my eyes, so close I can feel his warm breath shivering over me. His lips are trembling, his hands shaking as he raises them. I almost whimper in pleasure when his fingertips brush my hips, but then it’s like I float out of my body, see myself, see what’s happening. This was not part of the plan.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper, trying to sound outraged but failing.

      He steps back and shakes his head.

      “I should go.”

      “You should.”

      Should. That’s a very important word. It doesn’t mean I want him to, but he turns away and walks quickly. He pushes the door open and almost runs into the sunlight. I stay where I am, feeling paralyzed by how close we came.

      He was going to kiss me, wasn’t he? I didn’t misread that. Did I? I go to the door and close it. I can’t let anything like that happen again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      “Thanks, bro,” I say, pulling out the foldout bed from the couch.

      Tommy stands at the doorway to the annex. He’s my oldest friend. We used to do mixed martial arts together in high school, and after, another reason the prison fights weren’t as difficult as they could’ve been.

      Tommy is tall and lean, his features sharp. They seem even sharper as he frowns and runs a hand over his bald head. He used to have long, yellow hair, but then his hairline started to recede, so he shaved the whole thing off. That’s Tommy—no half-measures.

      “Don’t mention it,” he says stiffly. “But buddy, Crissy has asked that you not come into the house. Stay out here and find your own place when you can, okay? I’m sorry to have to say this.”

      “You’re letting a convicted killer stay in your guest room, Tommy. I’m the one who should apologize.”

      Tommy steps into the room and lowers his voice, looking at me with the same seriousness he used to aim at me in training. “I know you won’t talk about it, but you can’t bullshit me. You had a good reason if you did what they say you did. A man like you doesn’t just brutally murder someone for the goddamn fun of it.”

      His tone is bitter. It’s not the first time he’s hinted at more information about the murder charge.

      “Where do I dial for room service?” I say with a smirk.

      He laughs gruffly. “How was the meeting earlier with Lucy?”

      My stomach swirls. I return to the moment, mentally, when we almost kissed. I leaned over her, my lips so close to hers that she breathed on me. She tasted perfect, even then, before we made contact. She tasted like she belonged to me. I’ll add that to the list of stuff that makes absolutely no sense.

      “It must’ve been hard,” Tommy says, looking at me closely as though he’s searching for a gap in my armor. “Talking to the woman whose father you killed. It must’ve been real, real tough, Jamie.”

      “It was difficult,” I tell him.

      “Wow, that’s specific.” He laughs darkly. “They say you lacerated his face. Say you did it with a rusty knife, at least fifty different lacerations. That’s what I read.”

      I grunt, focusing on the bed, extending the legs, and then grabbing the sheets. As silly as it would seem to some people, this small annex, with a tiny kitchen, a tiny bathroom, and a small living area, is a luxury to me.

      “Can’t imagine you doing a thing like that. Or, if you did, you must’ve ha—”

      “Maybe I’m not the man you think I am,” I snarl, throwing the sheets onto the bed. “Maybe I did it because he looked at me funny. Maybe I’ve been tricking you ever since the day we met. Maybe I’m a sick fuck who used to fantasize about killing someone long before I did it.”

      I turn and stand to my full height. I glare at Tommy, my best friend, while my mind replays the moment I almost kissed Lucy over and over. I don’t know what makes me angrier. The fact we almost kissed or that I didn’t finish it. I could’ve kissed her, grabbed those thick beautiful hips, pulled her body close to mine, and…

      Tommy lets out a shuddering breath, slowly shaking his head. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “You know I hate talking about this crap.”

      “This crap. The day you hacked a man to death.”

      “Yeah. That.”

      Tommy looks at me for a few more moments, then shrugs and walks across the yard, leaving me alone. That mistake is another example of letting out the darkness I should keep inside.

      I make the bed, unpack my notebooks, and carefully stow them in a clear plastic storage box. I put them in the corner of the room, out of the sunlight. I’ve transferred one of them to a Word document so far.

      Lucy’s comment was shrewd about noticing imperfections as I typed it out. There’s a lot of work to be done. I could really benefit from an editor. I wish I’d asked Lucy more about her editing course. I wish I’d taken more interest and had more time to explore her personality, but it’s done now. It’s over, and it’s for the best.

      A little while later, my cell phone rings. It’s Kylie, my baby sister, safe on the West Coast. Nothing bad happened because I met with Lucy. I ignore the pessimistic voice that whispers yet inside of me.

      “Hey, sis,” I say, answering.

      “Hey, Jamie,” she murmurs, sounding like always.

      She loves me. She’ll always love me. I can sense it in her voice, but she also doesn’t understand what I did. She doesn’t understand how the person she values so much, the man always there for her, could brutally take somebody’s life.

      “How’s freedom treating you?”

      “I’m fine. We don’t have to talk. I know you find it difficult.”

      “You’re my big brother. Of course, we’re going to speak. God, Jamie, not everything has to be a problem.”

      I say nothing, letting her vent her exasperation.

      “Are you going to look for a job?” she asks.

      “Yep, first thing tomorrow.”

      “Just turn on that classic Jamie charm, and you’ll have a flood of offers.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, sis.”

      I’m not sure, honestly. When employers see the murder charge, I highly doubt they will be interested in me. It’s not like I can hope to publish the great American novel anytime soon.

      “How’s the little man doing?” I ask.

      “Kyle’s doing great.”

      I laugh softly. “I still can’t believe you named him Kyle, Kylie. It’s like you’re trying to confuse people.”

      She laughs with me but with a reserved quality. I imagine her husband lurking in the background, shooting her looks. He’s silently asking what she’s thinking, having a friendly conversation with a killer, even if I am her brother.

      I get it. I don’t blame them. They live a normal life. She’s doing me a courtesy by even calling.

      “We named him after Sebastian’s dad. You know that,” she says. “Plus, I like it. Kyle and Kylie. It has a nice ring to it.”

      “It does.”

      There’s an awkward pause.

      “Maybe I could meet him one of these days,” I go on.

      “Uh, yeah, maybe,” she sighs. “Well, probably not, honestly. I don’t think Sebastian would like that.”

      “That’s his right,” I say, then grit my teeth, thinking I haven’t even spoken to my five-year-old nephew. I’m not even sure he knows I exist.

      “Did you meet Lucy?” Kylie asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      “We almost kissed.”

      Kylie gasps.

      For a second, it’s like we’re kids again, talking in her bedroom as Mom and her latest boyfriend cause mayhem downstairs. I’m waiting for the moment the prick comes upstairs and tries to bother my baby sister, another reason I learned how to fight.

      “Did I hear that right?” she says.

      “Yeah.”

      “But… how? Why? What the hell?”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “What do you mean, almost?”

      “We stopped at the last second. I’m not sure I read the signals right. It’s been a long time.”

      This is a mischaracterization. It’s been a long time since I was intimate with a lady, but I’ve never felt this way about anybody. Never felt this certain. I think she wanted it too—my woman.

      “I think there was a connection. Chemistry. Whatever.”

      “That’s so messed up, Jamie. Goddamn twisted.”

      I’m unsure what I expected her to say, but I need to hear this—a reminder of how wrong it is.

      “I know.”

      “Don’t almost kiss her again. How old is she, anyway?”

      “Twenty.”

      “She’s twenty. You killed her dad, and you almost kissed.”

      When she phrases it like that, it sounds so messed up.

      “I love you, Jamie. You saved me more times than I can count when we were kids. From Mom. From her boyfriends. From the jerks in school. But somewhere along the way, I don’t know. It’s like I stopped knowing who you are. What you did…”

      Her voice breaks.

      “How could you do that?”

      I did it for you.

      “I love you, Kylie,” I say, then hang up the phone.

      I launch straight into a workout, calisthenics, the sort of stuff a man can do in a cell.

      Tomorrow, I will hit the streets and walk into every business I see. Restaurants, warehouses, whatever, it doesn’t matter. I need cash. I need to work to have self-respect. Most of all, I need to forget about Lucy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      I’m carrying a tower of trays, plates, and glasses across the restaurant, somehow balancing them and ignoring the sweat sliding down my back. I have to focus harder than usual since my thoughts keep straying to yesterday, the hallway, the near kiss.

      I wonder what the lunchtime customers would say if I told them I almost kissed the man who killed my dad.

      My boss, Dirk, scowls at me when I walk into the kitchen. He’s only a few years older than me, twenty-five, but he’s the owner’s son and was promoted to general manager a few weeks ago. Since then, Dirk the Jerk has more than earned his nickname.

      He taps a pen against his clipboard, making the innocent gesture aggressive. He’s tall and wide and has a preppy football douche look. I’m surprised he’s not wearing his letterman jacket. He’s nothing compared to Jamie, but then, really, I need to stop comparing people to Jamie.

      “Does that seem safe, Lucy?” he says condescendingly.

      I grit my teeth. The kitchen staff stays busy, and the atmosphere is oppressive. Everybody knows Dirk the Jerk enjoys picking at people for the sheer fun of it.

      “Hello?” he snaps, less than a second later, before I’ve had a chance to respond.

      “I was just trying to be efficient,” I tell him. “There are two tables that need my attention.”

      It’s the lunchtime rush, but he blocks the path between me and the door, tapping the pen against the clipboard. Tap, tap, tap. It’s one of his favorite things to do.

      “You need to be more careful, okay, kiddo? You could’ve dropped something.”

      I say nothing, glaring at him. I think this is one reason he keeps coming at me. The kiddo is new, an attempt to get a reaction out of me. That’s it. I never give him the response he wants, so he’ll keep chipping away, over and over, until I’ve exploded. Classic bully, but I need this job. Aunt Lila paid off much of the house before she passed, so the mortgage payments aren’t impossible to meet, but it’s still tough. It’s still a struggle. He huffs when I walk past him.

      For a while, I lose myself in the work. It’s not a fun job, but I make the best of it by being friendly to the customers, making small talk if they’re receptive. Soon, the lunchtime rush is over. I wipe down tables, knowing better than to stand around with Dirk on the lookout for any excuse to jerk out fully.

      When the bell above the door rings, I look up, meaning to smile at the customer like I always do, but I can’t smile. I’m frozen, just like yesterday in the hallway, like when we almost kissed. It’s Jamie, holding a few printed sheets of paper.

      He’s dressed more stylishly than yesterday, with a pale blue shirt that hugs onto his muscles and does the impossible. It makes me jealous of a shirt. His pants are sharp, and his shoes are shiny. His eyes glint with something fierce when he sees me standing here.

      “I’m not paying you to gawk at the customers,” Dirk snaps, walking right by me. “Get your act together.”

      Jamie moves his gaze from me to Dirk. Something terrible comes over his face, making me wonder if he looked like this the day he killed Dad. It’s like all the rage a person feels is rising in him.

      “Oh,” Dirk says, stopping and noticing Jamie. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t see you there. Can I help?”

      I shake my head at Jamie urgently. It’s strange how we can communicate like this. Wordlessly, as though we’ve got some intimacy when we definitely should not, he looks like he’s about to chew Dirk out for how he just spoke to me. I can’t let him put my job at risk. Anyway, why would he want to defend me?

      Duh, he regrets what he did to Dad. The massacre. The slaughter. What the heck is wrong with me?

      “I’m…” Jamie pauses, licks his lips, and I think about the other things his tongue could do. “Looking for work.”

      “Sorry,” Dirk says. “We haven’t got any openings right now.”

      “Can I give you my resume?”

      Dirk grins, glancing at me, then at Jamie. His bully’s mind is working overtime to figure out why I’m looking at Jamie with such intensity. He’s already guessed that we know each other, and his eyes widen. His mouth falls open. I realize I’ve never seen Dirk truly shocked.

      He’s pretended to be shocked before by making a big O of his mouth when inspecting some aspect of my work. The coffee machine after I’ve cleaned it, his forced shock designed to guilt-trip me.

      “You call this clean?”

      But this is real shock.

      “Wait a sec,” Dirk says. “You’re Jamie Williams, aren’t you?”

      Jamie clenches his jaw. He does the temple pulsing again. The room is tense, so quiet I can hear the paper of his resume crinkling as his hand curls into a fist. Dirk turns to me and stares.

      “Lucy, you know who this is, right?”

      “How do you know who he is?” I reply, struggling to stay calm.

      My heart is attacking me, thudding, pounding hard. Sweat slides down my neck and the back of my shirt.

      “There’s something called Google. Maybe you’ve heard of it?” Dirk laughs harshly. “Jesus, this is some turn of events. Jamie, you need to leave. Now. I don’t want you disturbing my employees.”

      Coming from anybody else, I would say his heart’s in the right place. It’s not like he knows about the feelings inside of me, the crazed desire I should let go of as soon as I can. He doesn’t know how badly I ache for Jamie, even now, every second. He doesn’t know about the shower, the dreams of a family, and the deranged belief no other man will ever compare, but with Dirk, I can tell he’s doing it as a power play. This is his chance to act like the big tough guy.

      “Hello?” Dirk says when Jamie stares coldly at him. “Did you hear me? We don’t hire killers here, and you’re making my employee uncomfortable.”

      “Stop speaking for me,” I snap, which is bad.

      I should shut up. Keep my job. I shouldn’t be defending Dad’s killer. Dirk doesn’t even look at me. He keeps staring at Jamie with a douchebag grin on his face.

      “Lucy finds it difficult enough as it is to stay focused. The last thing she needs is her dad’s kille—”

      “Stop speaking for me,” I say again, another mistake.

      Dirk turns and glares. “Will you just shut up for one second?”

      Suddenly, Jamie surges forward. The rage is pouring from every inch of his muscled body. His teeth are gritted, his eyes flare, and his chest expands as he walks right up to Dirk, making my boss seem so tiny despite his size.

      “Say that again,” Jamie snarls. “Disrespect her again. Do it. Do it.”

      Dirk tries to laugh, but then Jamie takes another step forward.

      It’s wrong, but I like it. I more than like it. I see my man stand up for me against this asshole who’s been bullying me since I started working here, but I need this job.

      “Get out,” Dirk whispers, “before I call the police.”

      “If I hear about you disrespecting Lucy.” Jamie’s voice has become cold, not mean or wannabe tough. Deadly. “You won’t see me coming. Suddenly, there will be a hand over your mouth. Then I’ll squeeze your nose and stifle your airways until you’re unconscious. After that, quiet…”

      Dirk is about to speak but stops with a shudder when Jamie snaps. Jamie let out his killer’s side, which he must’ve unleashed when he attacked Dad. This is so twisted. I shouldn’t like this.

      “After that, it’s hell for you. I mean it. You treat her with the respect she deserves, or there are going to be serious goddamn problems for you.”

      Dirk nods slowly.

      “Tell me you understand.”

      “I-I understand,” Dirk whispers.

      Jamie turns, strides for the door, throws it open, and leaves me… for the second time. It’s what I should want, but I wish he would come back so badly it hurts.

      Dirk smooths his hands over his shirt, shaking his head and laughing. Then the laughter dies when he glances at me. I can tell he was about to snap some order, as usual, but Jamie’s threat is too fresh in his mind.

      “Is there anything you need, Dirk?” I ask innocently.

      “Uh, not right now.”

      Thanks, Jamie, I mutter silently, but I’d much rather thank him in person.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      “I like to give people second chances,” the owner of Burgers ’n’ Shakes Diner says.

      Kenny’s a friendly-looking man, the opposite of that asshole who spoke to Lucy like she was a disobedient dog and he was a bad owner. It took everything I had not to punch that prick in the face, but that would be living by prison rules.

      Violence isn’t the answer on the outside. I only used it inside when I had to, but I’d do anything for Lucy.

      Kenny lays his forearms on his knees, leaning over the small desk in his cramped office. He’s wearing a white T-shirt with old food stains, almost like a badge of honor, as if to prove that he’s in the trenches with his employees.

      “But you’ve got to tell me why you did it. Why did you kill the man?”

      “I don’t discuss that,” I tell him.

      “I can’t hire a murderer without knowing why he did it. I’ve hired an ex-con before, one of the best fry cooks ever. He shot a man who’d been diddling his baby sister. The cops did nothing, so he took it into his own hands. Was it something like that? Revenge?”

      I sigh. “I don’t discuss it. I’m sorry.”

      “Then you better leave.”

      “Fair enough.”

      After exiting the diner, I walk down the street. I’m out of resumes now.

      It’s been the same at most places I’ve enquired at. They don’t hire ex-cons, especially not killers, or they want to discuss it, which is something I never do. I can’t do it. Is that the old paranoia clinging to me?

      As I walk down the street, my thoughts return to the restaurant. My mind is doing silly things, like trying to tell me fate led me there. Fate wants me and Lucy to be together, but I inquired at more than half the businesses in this neighborhood. There was always a chance I’d run into her if she happened to be working.

      She looked so beautiful in her waitress outfit. There was something about how she’d tied her hair up, all business, contrasted with her flushed cheeks and her body in the skirt, squeezing her hips. I get savage thinking about other men admiring those hips as they make their orders.

      “Jamie.”

      I turn at the sound of the voice. A kid is standing in an alleyway. He must be around ten, though I’ve never been great at guessing ages. When Lucy and I have children, I won’t have to guess.

      Pushing that thought away, I reply, “Yeah?”

      The kid steps forward. He’s wearing a black T-shirt with a skateboarding logo, a company that was around before I went inside. He has a board tucked under his arm. His hair is long and blond and looks greasy.

      “What is it, kid?” I ask when he just looks at me.

      He seems scared, like he’s working himself up to something.

      “Just…” He licks his lips. “Don’t think this is over. Don’t think prison was the end of it. Don’t think it ended when the man died, okay? That’s what I’m here to tell you.”

      “Those aren’t your words. Who put you up to this?”

      He looks up and down the street as if searching for an exit. He seems to fear grownups, and it saddens me to think why that would be.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I tell him.

      “Don’t be late,” the kid says, dropping his skateboard onto the ground.

      “Late for what?”

      “Don’t be late,” he repeats, reaching into his pocket.

      He drops a piece of paper on the ground and then kicks away on his skateboard. I step aside since I’m not going to trap the kid physically.

      Once he’s gone, I study the paper. An address. A bar. The time is tomorrow at seven p.m. I grit my teeth and force myself to breathe slowly and calmly. This is bad.

      I want to throw the paper down the drain and pretend I never saw the kid, but that isn’t an option. It’s happening again, dammit.
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        * * *

      

      After returning to the annex and steering clear of the main part of the house, like Tommy asked, I collect my notebooks and head to the library. I try to lose myself in the monotonous task of transferring the hard copy to the Word document, noticing pitfalls in the story.

      Prison gave me lots of time to write and read. Some inmates get crap from others for spending so much time in books, but they never bothered me much. After a few fights, after showing you’re not going to take it, people generally know better than to keep trying their luck.

      It’s difficult to focus, my thoughts returning to the restaurant and then, after, the kid and the message. Who is it? A contact or the devil himself?

      After working for two hours, I return to the annex, stopping on the way home to buy the cheapest pasta and several tins of tuna. I’ve got a little money from before I was locked up, and Kylie sent me some, but I won’t properly spend until I’m making my own money. How? When?

      It makes me feel like so much less of a man not having my own cash. All these thoughts of Lucy are completely pointless when I’m broke. I can’t start a family or date her if I don’t have money. Oh, and there’s the problem that I savagely hacked her father to death. Maybe that’s more important.

      As I replace my notebooks, I mentally return to her house to the moment I was inching past her. All I had to do was lean forward, push my lips against hers, taste her, guide my hands to those curvy hips, and hold on tightly so she never had to guess who she belonged to.

      Suddenly, I’m on the bed, panting, struggling to maintain control. I’m breathing heavily, beast-like, as I imagine tearing off her pants and turning her around, revealing her large, creamy ass.

      “I may have killed your dad,” I imagine saying as I stroke my hand up her inner thigh with one hand and massage her voluptuous ass with the other, “but you still belong to me. You’re still mine.”

      In the fantasy, she whimpers, shivering against me as I reach her naked pussy. I start palming her sweet slit, sliding my finger deep inside her and pumping it back and forth. She looks over her shoulder with her vivacious, flushed cheeks, her eyes wide as she nods at me to keep going. She’s biting her lip in the fantasy, her receptive hole making gushing wet noises of pleasure as I finger her faster.

      The fantasy shifts, and suddenly she’s on her back, wearing her waitress uniform, her skirt hiked up around her hips. Her hands caress her breasts over her shirt as I grind inside her.

      My hand is on my dick. Not in the fantasy. In real life. I’m sliding precome from my tip to my base and back again, pumping fast, groaning as I imagine it’s her tight hole instead.

      The daughter of the man I went to prison for killing, on her back, rubbing those big juicy tits—tits made for feeding our children. I’m gasping, totally lost in the fantasy. I can feel her tight hole wrapped around me, coaxing seed out of me, her lips trembling and her eyes shocked as I drive even deeper. I own her young pussy. I pound her hard until her slit starts pulsing around my dick, telling me she’s close, telling me she’s—

      “Argh,” I grunt as hot seed rushes up my shaft and explodes all over my tensed abs.

      I let my head fall back with a sigh. What a waste. Every drop belongs in her body, where it can give us a future together. Then one day, our children can learn that Daddy went to prison for killing the grandfather they never met.

      I promise I won’t do that again as I clean myself up. I’ll stay strong and tame that part of myself, deal with finding work and meeting the mystery person who left the note, but I can’t make that promise. That would mean accepting that, one day, she’ll find somebody else.

      Or maybe she already has a boyfriend. Perhaps she’s in a relationship now with the luckiest man alive, somebody who can’t know how blessed he is. Fuck, I’m panting. My fists are clenched. She can’t be with anybody else. Ever. She belongs to me—every inch of her body, every smile, every breath, every intimate moment. She. Is. Mine.

      Back in the bedroom, I have to laugh. It’s a dark laugh filled with disbelief. I’m getting hard again, as if my body knows I wasted the seed. My body demands that I find her, claim her fertile young body for real, and live happily ever after—another laugh. Yeah, right, like that’s how this ends.

      Sleep won’t come, so I do something I shouldn’t. I get dressed, pull my shoes on, and leave the house. I climb into the beat-up car I purchased before being released and drive into the night toward my woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” my friend Sabrina asks over the phone.

      It’s late. I’m curled up in bed, my body sore from the extra hours I did at the restaurant. Dirk asked with far, far more respect than he usually would. Since I need the cash—I always need the cash—I said yes.

      “I’m fine,” I reply. “It was crazy seeing him.”

      “I can imagine.”

      But she can’t. Sabrina is my closest friend, but I haven’t told her about the feelings capturing me since I watched the documentary and first saw Jamie. I know she’s sitting there with a pensive look, twirling her blond hair around and around her manicured fingernail.

      Sabrina was on the cheerleading squad in school and a skilled swimmer too. We never would’ve met if she didn’t also have an interest in writing. She saw me reading a book about it one day in the library, and we started talking. It felt surreal initially, like I was inferior, but Sabrina has never made me feel that way.

      “If you need anything, let me know, okay?” she says firmly.

      “I will. Thank you.”

      “Always.”

      After hanging up the phone, I try to sleep, but my thoughts return to Jamie. They’re so much more vivid than when we met in real life. Before, I only had his image from the documentary. A muscular inmate with captivating eyes and a somehow soft smile, or a smile that could be soft if he found the right woman.

      Now, I can remember his heat as he closed in on me in the hallway and the unrestrained energy that clothed him when he stood up for me in the restaurant.

      My hands slip between my legs. I know I shouldn’t. I know I never should’ve done this, even once, but it’s so tempting as I think about tearing his shirt off and revealing his muscled body.

      In my waking dream, it’s easier to be confident and trail my fingernails down his chest and over his belly. In the fantasy, I can step up on my tiptoes and guide my lips to his.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he growls, his hand claiming my hips, holding me firmly as he pulls me against him, so close I can feel the solid length of his cock. “I murdered your dad. Killed him in cold blood.”

      My fingers stroke over my clit, pleasure and guilt joining in a sharp pulse. I push away that stuff, the murder stuff, and think about the physical act instead. Suddenly, he’s on top of me. I can almost feel the solid strength in his back, as if his muscles are right up against my hand.

      He leans down, his husky breath moving over me, finding my lips as his cock glides up. There’s no pain. No hesitation. I moan as my fingers move quicker over my clit.

      “Fuck me,” I imagine saying, so confident it’s unreal. “Fuck me hard.”

      I hear a noise outside in the backyard. It sounds like somebody knocked something over. Maybe the bird feeder. I quickly jump to my feet, struggling not to panic, struggling not to think about Dad’s old life. I was a kid, so I didn’t get it, but in hindsight, I saw my dad was a drug dealer or a criminal. People were always coming and going, his sporadic “work hours,” and stuff like that. I think he was using his own supply, hence his mood swings.

      I go to the back window, staring out at the garden. It’s lit with security lights, a bright blanket of yellow bathing everything. The yard isn’t as tidy as I would like, but it’s difficult with so much else to focus on.

      I was right. The bird feeder is on its side, but I can’t see who knocked it over. Then, from out front, the impossible. I’m sure I must be hearing things.

      “Stay where you are,” a man roars.

      It sounds like Jamie. I rush to the front window and look onto the street to find Jamie’s car there. It’s the same oldish one I remember from last time. I’m not great with cars, but it’s seen better days. A minute later, Jamie walks down the street, shaking his head.

      What the heck? He looks up and sees me. His whole posture tightens. I can’t make out his facial expression, but I bet it’s not good. I react before I let nerves catch up to me and remind me I’m supposed to be afraid. Of the noise in the yard. Of my dad’s killer. Of these feelings that won’t ever quit.

      As I rush down the stairs, the fabric of my PJ shorts rubs against my sex. It makes my body tingle and my clit ache as though trying to force me to go back upstairs to finish what I started.

      “What are you doing?” I say, opening the front door.

      Jamie stands at the end of the path leading to the door, his hands at his sides, his chest rising and falling exaggeratedly like his body is about to erupt. Lights in the adjacent houses start to flick on.

      “Jamie,” I hiss. “Get over here.”

      Some of my neighbors know who he is. They would’ve seen us together on my porch, but that’s fine. That was planned, and a few of my neighbors knew about the meeting, but showing up in the middle of the night gives different ideas.

      Jamie walks up the path into the front security light. He’s wearing a faded blue T-shirt, highlighting his pecs from how the fabric clings, his arms bulging, and his fists clenched.

      He stares at me like he’s angry. His blue eyes flit to my legs, his jaw tightening as though my naked thighs piss him off somehow. Or does it turn him on? And is he angry at being turned on by me?

      “What are you doing here?” I whisper, gesturing into the house.

      He stops at the threshold, glaring down at me. “You’re inviting your father’s killer into your home in the middle of the night. Does that seem like a very clever thing to do?”

      “Are you saying you’re going to hurt me?”

      “No,” he snarls, “but you don’t know that.”

      “You were yelling at somebody. I think they were in my garden.”

      “They were,” he says. “They climbed the fence. I chased them, but they got away.”

      Across the street, the lights of my nosy neighbor switch on—first, the downstairs bedroom, and then the hallway.

      I shouldn’t do this, but I don’t let myself think about it. I dart my hand out, grab his forearm—so hard, so firm, swelling with protective and possessive strength—and guide him into the house. When I shut the door behind him, he takes a large step away as if wanting to get as far from me as the tight confines allow.

      “Did you get a good look at them?” I ask.

      He shakes his head slowly, but it’s eerie. His eyes never leave me. He’s looking at my chest now, my PJ top. I’m not wearing a bra, and it’s cold. I can feel my nipples poking through the material, just a little. He’s staring like it’s the sexiest thing he’s ever seen.

      “Should I call the cops?”

      “You could,” he replies, “but unless you have security cameras, I’m not sure what they could do.”

      I shiver. “It’s scary, some random stranger showing up. What if he turns up again tonight? I’ve got an alarm, but he could still do something before the cops show up, couldn’t he? And if I called them, they couldn’t leave a car here. I read a news article last week about how underfunded they are.”

      I’m talking fast, the fear catching up to me, and the fact Jamie is so close makes it all so much more intense.

      “Why was he even here?” I murmur. “Wait, why are you here?”

      It says a lot about my attitude toward this man that I only think to ask that now when he’s already in my home. I should see this man who did so much to my father—who went far over the line—as the devil.

      Jamie flinches, looks away, and sighs.

      “It’s not normal,” I tell him. “Showing up like this. You’re not supposed to do it. You know that, right?”

      “Of course, I know that,” he replies gruffly, “but…”

      He steps forward, just like before, only he’s closer this time. Leaning down, he stares right into my eyes. It’s like looking into a blue storm or the eyes of a wolf.

      It’s primal, somehow, like our bodies are speaking to each other. He’s going to say it. He’s going to tell me he wants me just as badly as I want him.

      “But what, Jamie?”

      I raise my hand. For a second, I think I’m in the fantasy. I’ll squeeze onto his muscled chest and feel his heart beating against my hand. Then he’ll kiss me, and we’ll forget how wrong this is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      She looks so beautiful as she raises her hand. I’m not sure what she’s doing. Maybe she’s trying to summon the courage to push me away from her. Her hair is messy in the most beautiful way, her cheeks flushed, her lips pursed as she stares at me.

      What the hell am I supposed to tell her? I’m here because I wanted to stalk her. I’m here because being close to her is so much better than not being close. I’m here because she’s the only woman I can imagine being with. No, I have to be strong. Taking a step back is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. It means getting farther away from her perfume, shampoo, toothpaste, and her. Just her scent makes my balls swell and ache, and my seed surge up my rock-hard dick.

      “Earlier today, a kid approached me,” I tell her. “He had a cryptic message. I’m supposed to meet somebody tomorrow. I don’t know who they are, but I’m guessing they’re a criminal from the context. I came here to ensure they wouldn’t target you as well.”

      Is this a lie or a half-truth? It’s not the specific reason I’m here, but I can’t imagine anybody hurting my woman.

      “Who wants to meet you?” she asks.

      I’ve already told her too much, but thankfully, I don’t have to lie here. “I don’t know.”

      But I’m not telling the whole truth.

      “Why would they target me?”

      Her voice shudders. She drops her hand and interlaces her fingers. When she does this—I am a goddamn savage—she inadvertently pushes her full breasts together. She’s wearing a T-shirt without a bra, her nipples poking temptingly through the fabric. The shape of her tits almost makes me reach over and start playing with them.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she says, sighing. “If they come back tonight…”

      “I could stay.”

      This is so wrong, but I keep going.

      “I’d take the couch or sleep on the porch or in the garden. I wouldn’t forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      She blinks. “Why?”

      “Because…”

      You belong to me. I need you. You’re going to give me a family one day when I get my act together and start making money.

      “I’ve hurt you enough.”

      Even if she doesn’t know the whole story, this is true. My actions have caused her pain.

      “Most people would call me completely crazy for even thinking about saying yes to this,” she murmurs, “but I saw the person in the yard, their silhouette anyway. It wasn’t you.”

      “No.”

      “You’re not staging this as some weird scheme to get closer to me.”

      “No,” I say darkly. “I’d never do anything like that to you, Lucy. You’re an innocent young woman.”

      “I’m not that young,” she says, turning away, averting her gaze.

      “Huh?”

      “I’m just saying twenty isn’t young. Not when you’ve lived the sort of life I have, anyway. I don’t feel young.”

      She glances at me with something like desperation in her eyes. She needs me to understand that she doesn’t view herself as young, almost like she wants to ensure our age gap isn’t a problem.

      “When you’re forty-two, twenty seems pretty young,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head with that cute-as-hell pout on her lips. “Well, I don’t think it’s that young. That’s all I’m saying. Are you sure you don’t mind staying? I’ve got school in the morning. I’ll be safe there, but I won’t lie. I’m pretty freaked tonight.”

      “If you don’t mind me being here,” I tell her.

      When she bites her lip, I almost do it. Step forward, wrap my arms around her, and kiss her passionately. Kiss her with so much desire that she never has to wonder if she’ll be alone ever again.

      “It’s not exactly regular, is it?” she says softly. “But honestly, I’d feel safer with you here tonight. Tell me who this mystery person is when you meet them tomorrow.”

      I swallow. I’m not sure that’s going to be possible.

      “What?” she says, looking at me perceptively.

      “I can’t promise that.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t explain. It would involve breaking promises that involve my sister and my nephew. If I can tell you, I will.”

      She tilts her head, looking like she might argue, then her shoulders slump. My savage mind guides my gaze to her breasts again, over her belly, to her hips. When her shoulders slump, her whole body shakes seductively for only me.

      “I’ll get you some blankets,” she says, walking away.

      How will I survive a night in the same house as her without caving to temptation?
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        * * *

      

      I lie on the couch, staring at the ceiling, thinking about how completely insane this is. I’m sleeping—or trying to—in the living room of the daughter of the man… I can’t even finish the thought. It’s too deranged.

      Yet there’s something that’s niggling at me even more. It’s the fact I’m down here instead of in bed with my woman. I should be with her right now, my arms wrapped around her curvy body, feeling her lust, her desire for safety and steaminess, her everything.

      I sit up, rubbing my hand over my face. I can see the clock from the moon shining and streetlight filtering through the curtains. It’s two a.m., and sleep feels a long, long way off. The downstairs toilet is busted, so I head upstairs, but that’s just an excuse.

      Honestly, I don’t even need to use the toilet. It’s more like this hunger inside me, directing my movements, guiding me just outside her bedroom door. I pause there, breathing slowly, placing my ear against the door, and then almost fall over when she pulls the door open. I stumble into her bedroom. Guilt cuts into me when she reflexively yells, shock capturing her young curvy body. When I catch my balance, I see her staring at me. Her hair’s even more messy-sexy than it was earlier.

      “What are you doing?” she whispers.

      There’s something in her tone. It’s as if she knows what I’m doing and doesn’t completely disapprove.

      “Jamie?” she murmurs.

      Stop. There’s a voice in my head. Maybe my sister’s, maybe his. Maybe fate. I don’t know, but it’s telling me to stop, and I should listen, but I keep walking right up to her.

      “You don’t have any idea how beautiful you are, do you?”

      She bites down and gets all wide-eyed again.

      “I can tell by looking at you. You don’t know how perfect you are when you pout or run a hand through your messy hair. You don’t know how difficult it’s been for me to stop myself from kissing you.”

      “Jamie,” she whispers, and I can’t tell if she’s going to ask me to kiss her or stop.

      It’s too late. I lean in and press my lips against hers. There’s a brief moment of hesitation, as if she knows she shouldn’t let her dad’s killer do this, but then I feel her responding. Her body shifts against mine, breasts rubbing against me.

      I groan as our mouths open, tasting her, experiencing her warmth, want, hunger, need, everything. My hands glide down her hips, and that’s when I know I will wake up on the couch, but no. This is real. I squeeze onto her hips, claiming her curviness.

      “Don’t do that,” she whispers, leaning back and staring at me.

      “Why?” I growl, claiming her hips harder.

      “Do you… like it?” she whispers. “Touching me there?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “I do, but…”

      Suddenly, I get what she’s aiming at. She thinks her juicy, perfectly thick hips are something to be ashamed of. With a groan, I hold them even tighter, pulling her right up against me so she can feel the solid outline of my dick.

      “You can feel how badly I want you,” I groan. “You can feel how hot this makes me. You make me. You’re curvy in the best way, Lucy. You’re not allowed to doubt that when I’m around.”

      She blinks, a rush of emotion claiming her features. She looks like she wants to celebrate, then she leans forward. She initiates the kiss. I snarl as we sink back into the kiss. Her tongue darts around my mouth excitedly, like my woman doesn’t have much experience. That’s what I hope, what I need. She’s just mine: every inch, every breath, every experience.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” she gasps, her hands clawing against my back. “You know that, right? After what you did?”

      “I know.” I lean down and brush my lips against her cheek. “It’s wrong. Maybe there’s something wrong with us, but I can’t stop.”

      I smooth my hands around to her ass, then push against her, guiding her toward the bed. Stop, the voice says again, but I can’t. No, that’s not fair. That’s pushing away responsibility. The truth is, I won’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      I feel intoxicated as he massages my ass, guiding me back to the bed. His body is even more solid than I knew it would be, every inch swelling with muscle, his manhood pushing against my belly as though eager to start a life together right away. We laugh together when I fall backward onto the bed—another impossibility to be laughing with my father’s killer. He’s a vast silhouette in the darkness, his blue eyes gleaming.

      “You’re so damn perfect,” he says huskily, the words I’ve always dreamed of hearing from him in my darkest, most hidden fantasies. “I need you, Lucy.”

      This is not the time for me to get ahead of myself. He’s saying I need you in this situation, not forever, not for a family or a future. I can’t let myself get carried away.

      He climbs onto the bed on top of me, returning his lips to mine. As we kiss, he slides his hand up my thigh, his touch hot against my bare skin. The closer he gets to my sex, the more nerves try to throttle me and convince me I’m not good enough. I will make a fool of myself if we keep going, but the hunger within won’t let me stop.

      “Ah, ah,” I gasp when he pushes his hand against my shorts, grinding against my pussy through the material. “J-Jamie.” I’m not even sure why I’m saying his name. Do I want him to stop or keep going? Do I want us to keep going?

      He lets out a shuddering breath, rubbing firmer, making my clit ache as we try to keep kissing. The sudden rush of pleasure makes it difficult, our teeth clicking as I draw lust-laden breaths.

      “I can feel how wet you are,” he groans, grabbing my shorts. “Your young pussy is fucking soaked for me.”

      I hold on to his tone and the word young. He uses it as though he likes my age, as though the twenty-two-year gap doesn’t have to cause any problems.

      He pulls my shorts down just enough, then pushes his hand between my legs, rubbing my naked pussy. Nerves can’t affect this moment, even if I know what’s coming next. All I can focus on is the pleasure bursting through me as his hot, killer hand grinds against my clit and up and down my folds.

      “I need your hole,” he snarls, pulling my shorts down even more.

      He shifts down the bed, kissing my thighs as he pulls my shorts over my ankles, all the way off, along with my underwear. Each kiss leaves a searing mark of lust on my skin. Then he returns to me, gently pushing my legs open, leaning up so he can stare down at me.

      “I need to watch you as you come,” he says fiercely, “you horny, perfect girl. You’re drenched.”

      “Hmm,” I say, nodding, unsure how else to respond. It’s not like I’ve got lots of dirty-talk experience.

      He circles my entrance with his finger, teasing tingles tantalizing my pussy, shivering up and down my folds. Something deep within aches, as if my body is preparing for his seed and the future.

      “Wait.” He wipes his finger on the blanket. I’m not sure why until he brings it to my mouth. “Suck it, Lucy. Get it good and wet for your horny slit. Suck it like you would my cock.”

      This triggers waves of nerves in me, but they fall to the wayside when I see his hunger. He’s staring at me as though he’s never seen anything hotter. Okay, I can do this. I hold his hand gently, then suck on his finger, keeping my eyes on him to see his reaction. The longer I hold eye contact, sucking his finger, the more he seems to like it. Finally, he groans, taking his hand away.

      When he pushes it into me, I almost scream. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt, the walls of my entrance wrapped tightly around him, my walls burning with pleasure as he pushes deeper. He’s staring like he can’t look away, as if nothing could compare with what we’re doing. No actress, no model, nobody. That’s how he’s looking at me.

      He moves his finger faster, pumping it in and out, the pleasure tickling deep within as I begin to move my hips, but it’s more like they move on their own. It’s like the pleasure knows what it wants and controls my body. I wonder if this is a normal thing to think about in situations like this.

      “That’s it,” he says huskily. “Show me how badly you want it.”

      “Hmm, hmm,” I moan, bucking my hips as he fingers me deeper, hotter, harder, faster. There’s something so hot about how he groans when I move my hips. It’s like he’s enjoying it and experiencing the same rush I am.

      Time doesn’t matter as he moves faster, and I shift my hips. We’re racing toward the same end. I don’t let myself think about what comes after, what he might expect, the conversation we’ll need to have about how truly inexperienced I am.

      None of that matters right now. It doesn’t feel like it even exists. It’s just us, me and him, just the connection, just the explosion of d-d-de…

      I can’t even think. It’s happening. My whole body gathers every blazing nerve, every point of release, and lets it all go simultaneously. I think I’m letting out the lust in long screams, but I can’t be sure. I can’t hear myself or anything else.

      All I can do is float in the orgasm, wave after wave pulsing through me, his finger making slick noises as he keeps going, his eyes locked on me intently.

      Far too soon, it’s over. My hole is soaked, my entrance fluttering with the aftershocks of what we just did. He stands, reaching for his belt, looking almost like he’s not even here anymore. His eyes are glazed over like he’s possessed as if nothing could stop him.

      No, not now, but I can’t help it. The thought invades, cruel, and so unwelcome.

      Is this what he looked like when he killed Dad? The thought grows as I stare up into his possessed expression. Distantly, I wonder if this is an excuse, a way for me to get around telling him the truth.

      “Stop,” I say, sitting up and shaking my head.

      For a second, I’m not sure he’s going to. My mind gallops ahead, creating an entire scenario. This is what he did with Dad. An argument, maybe, and then Jamie got that glazed-over look and went completely feral. He didn’t just stop thinking about what he was doing. He couldn’t think about what he was doing anymore. He was as lost as he is now.

      “Jamie.”

      Finally, his eyes clear. He steps away, dropping his hands from his belt.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, though I know, technically, I don’t have to apologize. Technically, I can stop this anytime, but I wish I could give myself to him without guilt, confusion, or anxiety. I wish it were simple.

      “I don’t think I can,” I go on. “I shouldn’t have let things get this far.”

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      But I do want to. I almost wish he’d argue more, lie atop me, bring his rock-hard manhood to my entrance so I can feel him pushing, urging, coaxing. Then there would be no space for thought or doubt or anything else.

      “I need a second to… uh, clean up,” I murmur.

      He flinches. Again, I want him to growl like the animal he became just now, to tell me he won’t give me any time. To tell me I’m going to do what he wants when he wants, but he’s not that sort of person. Not when his eyes are clear, anyway. Without another word, he turns and walks out of the room. I sigh as I pull my shorts and underwear up, tie my hair in a bun, and try to understand what just happened and what could’ve happened.

      A phone makes an alert noise. It’s not mine. I don’t recognize the sound. It’s on the floor. It’s Jamie’s phone—an event notification for tomorrow.

      Mystery Meeting, 7 a.m. Underneath it, there’s a location, a diner on the other side of the city. He said he wouldn’t tell me who this person was because it could have something to do with his sister, but what if I went there anyway? What if I found out what was going on by myself?

      I hear a knock at the door.

      “Did I leave my cell phone in there?”

      “Um, I’m not sure.” I hate lying to him. “Wait, here it is.”

      He pushes the door open, looking disappointed to see me fully dressed again. He takes the phone when I offer it to him, and then he grabs my hips and pulls me close to him.

      “This isn’t over,” he says passionately.

      When we kiss, I forget the diner’s name and address. I forget everything except how good he feels, how wanted I feel. It feels as if nothing could ever separate us, and we’re building something real here. The kiss ends, and the address returns to my mind. I’m not sure if it would be wise to go there to spy on him, but I’m going to do it anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      “I made coffee,” Lucy says, standing at the door.

      I sit up, head groggy, sleep still clinging to me. It took me a long time to drift off last night. Once it happened, I didn’t feel like I got any rest. My dreams were filled with Lucy and her dad, a strange clashing of the two, the lust and the connection combining with hell in ugly configurations.

      Now, Lucy is dressed in what I presume is her college gear. She looks fierce,  mature, and beautiful with her hair tied up, a white shirt buttoned up, and a stylish yet casual blazer over the top. Her legs are clad in thin, black tights, letting me glimpse her creamy skin through them.

      I focus on keeping calm. Last night, after what we did, this strange mood took hold of her. Strange? No, what we did was strange. Her response, the sudden coldness and withdrawal, was the normal part.

      A wave hits me powerfully when I walk into the kitchen and find her at the counter. It’s a wave of the future, of all the things we will share. Seeing her in a domestic setting makes me think of children and our future kitchen, all the joy we’ll share.

      Walking around the counter, I pull her into my arms and kiss her. She responds with a shiver against me, her mouth opening, our tongues clashing in eruptions of heat. I can feel her responding like she did when she started bucking her hips, as if she couldn’t help herself. Her hands tighten on my shoulders, but then she pushes herself away.

      “We’re going nuts, aren’t we?” she says with a shaky laugh.

      Her laughter triggers a smirk from me. Despite everything, laughing with my lady is so damn sweet.

      “I think we might be,” I reply, “but I’m okay with that if you are.”

      “I’m just glad you were here last night. I wonder who that person was.”

      I swallow, wishing I could share my thoughts. I can’t assume it’s a coincidence that this mystery person showed up the day after I visited or while I was outside watching her.

      “It must be connected to your meeting later,” she says, her hands resting on my arms. “Don’t you think so?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, hating myself for not being able to share everything with her.

      “You’ll let me know what happens, right?”

      “I’d need your cell number for that.”

      “My cell number?”

      Her expression turns to ash. She looks at me like I’ve just made the world’s sickest joke. Then I get it—cell, as in prison. That’s where her mind has gone straightaway, but then she laughs awkwardly, realizing her mistake. “Oh, my phone number. Yeah. Sure. Okay.”

      She reads out her phone number as I type it into my phone.

      “I can swing by later,” I tell her, “to check on you.”

      She smiles fleetingly but can’t hide the concern in her eyes. “Yeah, okay. What are your plans for the day?”

      Insanely, a blush presses against my cheeks. I can feel it like I’m some goddamn schoolboy.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks a moment later. “What did I say?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Jamie.”

      She tilts her head, staring at me just like a wife would. She looks at me as if to say, You know you can’t play those games with me. You know you can’t hide anything from me.

      “I’ll be looking for work. I need a job. I need to earn money. Not being able to earn a wage eats away at a man.”

      “You’ll find something,” she says. “What do you want to do?”

      “Publish my novels,” I tell her, “but in the meantime, I’ve got to live in reality. I’ll keep pushing today.”

      “I could always le—”

      Lend.

      “Don’t say that,” I snap. “You need your money. I’d never borrow from you.”

      I don’t mean for this to come out so aggressively, but the idea of borrowing from my woman, the woman I’m going to support one day…

      “I was just trying to help,” she says softly.

      “If I’m going to be a man worthy of you, Lucy, I need to make my own way.”

      She flinches. I’ve gone too far. I’ve said too much.

      “Anyway,” I drain the coffee and rise to my feet, “I should let you get going.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      She glances at me, then places her mug down and walks toward the door.
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        * * *

      

      The diner is on the waterfront. It’s a rundown place that never sees much business. It sits alone at the end of a row of foreclosed houses, boards over the windows and doors. The lights flicker as I enter. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t the kid again, the one who was on the skateboard yesterday.

      He’s tied his greasy blond hair up into a top knot. He’s chewing gum aggressively as I walk across the diner and sit opposite him. I can’t see any staff members. It’s empty, apart from us, but the lights are on, and the machines are humming behind the counter.

      “I thought it would be better to have the joint to ourselves,” the kid says.

      He speaks awkwardly, and then I realize why. He’s wearing an earpiece. I thought it was his hair curled around his ear awkwardly, but no, it’s a small flesh-colored headset.

      “It’s nice to see you again, Jamie. It’s been far too long.”

      “Pretty sure we saw each other yesterday, kid.”

      The kid’s eyes flicker. He looks terrified. I wish whatever bastard was controlling him was here right now. I’d teach them a few lessons about what happens if you use children to further your own fucked-up goals.

      “We both know you’re not talking to this stupid child.”

      I clench my fist under the table. “Listen, kid. You tear that earpiece off right now, and I’ll take you someplace safe.”

      The kid blinks, eyes glistening. “If you did that, I’d make a phone call. Several armed, masked men would appear at your baby sister’s door following this phone call. Then they would proceed to torture and eventually exe…” The kid pauses, almost stumbling on the word. “Execute your nephew in front of her. Do you want that to happen?”

      My hands tremble. Perversely, I wish I was back in prison. If somebody tried to pull some shit like this in there, I’d find a way to get to them. I’d beat them bloody, so the rest of the inmates knew to stay away from me, but the rules are more complicated out here.

      “Was that you last night?”

      “Maybe. I could ask why you were at Lucy Hutchinson’s house. Considering what you did to her father, it’s a very odd place for you to be.”

      “I was there to make sure she was safe. Somebody has to.”

      Beneath the table, the kid moves his skateboard back and forth with his foot, the wheels squeaking like they need to be cleaned or replaced.

      “Why were you there?” I ask.

      The kid pauses, head tilted. “I’ve been following you,” he finally says. “I was hoping she’d think you were the one sneaking around, call the cops, get you into some trouble. It was nothing but a bit of harmless fun.”

      “Were you there yourself, or did you send this child?”

      “Don’t refer to Zack as a child. He’s a man.”

      Disgustingly, Zack seems proud as he parrots these words.

      “Yeah? And how old is this man?”

      “Nine,” Zack says, and I know that’s him answering, the first words of his own he’s spoken since I got here. It’s something in his voice sounding more childish than before.

      “You’re not a man, Zack,” I tell him. “Whoever’s putting you up to this is using you.”

      “Now, now,” Zack says, back to parroting. “You don’t want K and K to run into any trouble, do you?”

      K and K. Kylie and Kyle.

      “Stupid names, by the way,” Zack goes on. “What mother called Kylie names her son Kyle?”

      “If you ever touched them, I’d hurt and kill you. I hope you know that.”

      The kid flinches as if he thinks I’m talking to him.

      God, this is a sick mess.

      “Zack, I’m so sorry you had to hear that,” I huff.

      Zack doesn’t respond. He just tilts his head again, listening. Finally, he goes on, “Here’s the deal, Jamie. I’m going to give you an address. Tomorrow, you’ll go there, pick up a package, and take it to another address. Nice and easy, and, if you’re lucky, I might even pay you.”

      I laugh humorlessly. “I’m not a drug mule. No.”

      “If you don’t…”

      “I know. You’ll hurt Kyle and Kylie, but we had our deal. I kept up my end. I refuse to move drugs around the city for you.”

      Zack flinches. With a sigh, I slowly reach over.

      “Don’t move, Zack,” I tell him softly.

      He lets me take the earpiece from him, his face draining of color. I put the earpiece in, hearing the ranting voice, the guttural tones.

      “Tell him I’ll fucking end his fucking—”

      “Stop.”

      He trails off with a shaky laugh. “I was enjoying our game.”

      “We had a deal. If you keep messing with me, it’s off. Everybody will know the truth.”

      The man grunts. I know his voice. I wish I didn’t.

      “This isn’t over.”

      The call ends.

      Zack holds his hand out, shaking slightly. “Can I have that back, sir?”

      I take out the earpiece, study it, and flick the off switch. Hopefully, that means he isn’t listening anymore.

      “You must’ve had a tough life to end up here and be involved in this,” I say. “I know it can’t have been easy, but I meant what I said. There’s a way out of this.”

      “Please, sir,” Zack says.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “He’s my dad!” Zack yells. “I’m not on your side, okay? I’m on his. So give it to me.”

      He grabs my hand and tries to snatch it away. If I hold on, we’ll end up breaking it. Then what will happen to him? I’m so sick of feeling powerless. I need a plan. I need to end this. He takes the earpiece and stands up, holding his skateboard almost defensively.

      “You should do what he says,” Zack mutters. “It’ll be easier.”

      He talks like he’s so much older than nine, but too much experience will do that to a kid.

      “Wait a sec.” I grab a napkin, take a pen from my pocket, and scribble down my number. “Call this number if you ever need me, day or night.”

      “Why?” Zack asks.

      His tone threatens to break my heart. He genuinely can’t imagine why anybody would ever do something for him without expecting something in return.

      “Because you deserve better than this,” I tell him.

      He takes the napkin, then skates away, not caring we’re indoors.

      I watch him go, a pit in my stomach, and then take out my cell phone. I call Kylie. She isn’t going to like this, but she needs to take a trip. Now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      I don’t understand any of this. Why would Jamie meet a little kid in a diner in the middle of nowhere? And why were things getting so tense?

      I sit across the street, knowing Jamie would do nothing bad. Well, except for murder. Yet the man I kissed this morning, the man I was intimate with last night, I know he’s a good person.

      I didn’t recognize the boy, and I didn’t know who Jamie was talking to on the phone, waving his hand as if angry. I watch as Jamie walks out of the diner and approaches his car. He steps back, hands on his hips, studying the car and looking up and down the street. He walks around and looks at the other side.

      That’s when I spot it—the deflated tire. I guess the kid did it when he left, but I was too focused on Jamie to notice. Jamie grunts and kicks the tire, shaking his head. Then he sits on the hood, running a hand through his hair.

      My maternal instinct flares awake. He deserves so much better than this—a grimy meeting on the outskirts of the city and a beat-up old car. I know he’s capable of so much more if only he could find the right woman to support him, but he owes me answers, or he gets nothing.

      This is probably not a bright idea, but screw it. Climbing from my car, I walk across the street, stopping in front of Jamie. He looks up slowly, his blue eyes refocusing. His initial response is to smile. That makes me so freaking happy I could scream, even if it shouldn’t.

      “You followed me,” he says a moment later, his smile fading as he stands up from the hood.

      “I saw the notification on your phone last night,” I say. “I wanted to know what was going on. After what I saw, I’ve got questions.”

      He groans and runs a hand through his hair again. His body seems even more tense than it did last night. It’s like he’s on the verge of erupting every single moment.

      “I wish I could give you answers.”

      I march right up to him. “You can give me answers. Jamie, after what you did all those years ago and what we did last night, I’d say you owe me answers.”

      “I can’t, not until Kylie and Kyle are safe.”

      “Your sister and your nephew?”

      He nods.

      “When will that be?” I ask.

      “Soon, hopefully. They’re packing now. They’re going to stay at her brother-in-law’s lake house. Nobody knows where that is, I hope. Nobody will make the connection.”

      “Who’s after her? Who’s after you?”

      “I can’t discuss that,” he says, wincing as if angry at himself for telling me no.

      “It concerns me,” I reply. “Whoever this is, they showed up at my house.”

      “That was the kid, Zack.” Jamie lets out a long breath through gritted teeth. “Takes a real small man to use a goddamn kid as part of this sick game. What’s wrong with this freak? What’s wrong with this world?”

      He sounds like he’s talking to himself as much as to me, not genuinely asking for an answer. When he looks at me with that emotion in his eyes, I remember what he said before about being a man worthy of me. It’s like he’s pissed at himself for not being strong enough and unable to fix this situation easily.

      “Wrong with who?” I ask. “I don’t even know what we’re talking about.”

      Jamie turns away, walking over to the wall of an abandoned house and leaning against it. I follow, standing near but not getting too close. If I do, I know I won’t be able to resist falling into his arms, forgetting all of this. The connection from last night pulses through me, tempting me to forget, to let everything else slide. I don’t have to think about the mystery if we can be together, but I can’t do that. Something strange is happening here. I mean, stranger than falling for my dad’s killer.

      “When I was a kid,” Jamie says after a long pause. “I basically raised Kylie. Our mom died giving birth to her.”

      When I shudder, he glances at me. Then his features soften as if we’re communicating wordlessly. I’ve never felt a connection like that, an instant understanding.

      “Yours too?” he asks huskily, with a surprising gentleness in his voice.

      I nod. “Then it was just me and my dad.” I don’t let my mind dance to the dark things, the ugly aspects of my father, the things he did that make mourning him difficult sometimes.

      Jamie moves away from the wall and touches my hand. We hold each other firmly, as if pushing all the darkness away, all the doubt and the pain.

      “What happened after your mom passed?” I asked.

      “My dad was a drunk,” he goes on. “He wasn’t good for much, so I essentially raised Kylie. I took care of her like she was my daughter, though I was only a child myself. I promised I’d let nothing happen to her.”

      “What does this have to do with telling me what’s happening?” I whisper.

      It’s a cruel question to ask now, maybe, when he’s sharing so much deep emotion, but it’s also one I have to ask.

      “If I tell you the truth before she’s safe, I’m not sure what will happen.”

      Jamie’s voice gets low. His eyes get dark, like he’s holding onto so much pain. He’s locked it away, but I can see it trying to bubble up, affecting every aspect of him.

      “You’re not making any sense. Can you at least tell me why the kid was at my house last night?”

      “He wanted to scare you. Not the kid, the person in charge. They’ve been following me. They followed me to your place. They wanted you to assume I was the one sneaking around.”

      “But why?”

      “Maybe they don’t like us spending time together.” Jamie squeezes my hand. “Maybe they think they can separate us.”

      “We shouldn’t even be together. Maybe we should let them separate us.”

      Suddenly, he pulls me right up against him. Wrapping his arms around me, he kisses me passionately. The second our lips make contact, the heat erupts, fire burning between us, so much intimacy I ache for him.

      “That’s never going to happen,” he growls.

      “N-never?” I whisper, hating the hesitation in my voice.

      He stares at me, lips red from kissing, his blue eyes even more unhinged and savage than usual. Does he mean it, or was it just a figure or speech? Does he really mean forever?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      I’d step away from Lucy now if I were a sane man, but she’s robbed me of my sanity. The second I saw her, I lost my mind, and I don’t want to get it back, not if it means doubting what we’re doing, her closeness, her warmth, just her. Her everything drives me wild, making my heart shatter in my chest a million times per minute, but I have to slow down. If I told her the truth, she might see it as her own prison sentence. So, instead of unleashing all the possessiveness inside of me, I smirk. I play it off as a joke.

      “I’m addicted to your perfect body already. You think I’ll let anyone get in the way of that?”

      She places her hands on my chest, pushing softly, pouting in that adorable, captivating way. Yet it doesn’t seem so adorable or captivating when she does it now. She looks like she’s ready to yell at me.

      “How are you going to get home?” she asks.

      I look at my car and grit my teeth. It’s just another example of how I’m not the man Lucy deserves. She deserves a man who can provide for her, who never has to worry about how he’s going to afford to fix a beat-up junker of a vehicle.

      “I’ll have to get some replacement tires,” I say. “The car was only a couple hundred bucks. Honestly, it might just be better to scrap it. Maybe I’ll get a goddamned bike.”

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, squeezing my hand.

      There’s something so intimate about how she does it, as if we’ve skipped ahead years, and she’s my wife already. Maybe she’s comforting me about a book launch or something like that, something important that I can take pride in.

      “I can’t even afford to buy a decent vehicle.” I laugh humorlessly. “You deserve better than that.”

      “You’re talking like we’re in a relationship or something,” she says, her hand getting tighter on mine. “You don’t owe me anything.”

      There it is, another sign I’ve gone too far, and I need to think about what I say before speaking.

      “Let me give you a ride for now,” she says. “You can arrange this tomorrow or something?”

      I groan, running a hand through my hair. One day, I will have enough money so that things like this will never be a problem. I just hope my woman doesn’t find somebody else in the meantime. I wouldn’t be able to control myself if that happened. I might end up killing someone.

      “That sounds good, and thank you.”

      We walk toward her car.

      “I’m not working until two p.m. tomorrow,” she continues, glancing at me over her shoulder.

      I wish I could quickly take a photo, capturing her like this, with so much acceptance in her eyes.

      “I could drop you off?” she asks.

      “I’d be grateful for that.”

      At her car door, she laughs gently.

      “What’s funny?” I ask.

      She lowers her voice, mimicking me. “I’d be grateful for that. You sound like you’ve just agreed to juggle knives without training. You know, so it’d be really bad.”

      “I am grateful.”

      “But?” She raises her eyebrow, sassy as can be. “And don’t tell me, Who said there’s a but? There definitely is one.”

      “You’re so beautiful when you get sassy like this.”

      I claim her hips, push her against the car, and kiss her again. She melts into the kiss but then breaks it off. Our lips are still close, breath caressing, joining.

      “You don’t have to be ashamed,” she says gently, reading me with her not-so-naïve eyes. “I want to help you.”

      “It’s the last thing you should want.”

      “I know. The past and all the stuff you’re not telling me. Maybe I’m an idiot.”

      “You’re not. You’re smart, independent, impressive, and beautiful. You’re everything a man could ever want in a woman.”

      “You know, some women might say all these compliments are a convenient way for you not to give me any answers.”

      I try a smirk, but it feels forced. “Flattery will get me everywhere. Is that it?”

      She frowns. “There’s this voice in my head, Jamie. It’s been there ever since we had our first conversation. It’s telling me to stop. It’s telling me I’m making a mistake. Nobody will ever understand this, whatever this is.”

      Whatever this is.

      I almost tell her it’s everything, what we’re building here, a relationship people usually only dream about. Then I’d start talking about marriage, kids, a life.

      “Maybe not,” I say, voice weak.

      “Maybe not,” she repeats, shaking her head. “If I asked a hundred people on the street, Is hooking up with my father’s killer a good idea? What do you think they’d say?”

      I grit my teeth and laugh darkly. “You’ve got me beat there.”

      She sighs. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      “Okay, but I’m driving.”

      She smiles and tosses me the keys. It’s impressive how we can flit between moods like this, pushing away the ugliness and the unanswered questions. When I climb into the driver’s seat and start the engine, I can almost trick myself into believing I’m just a boyfriend giving his girlfriend a ride: no guilt, no darkness, no pain lurking in the background. I’m just a man spending time with his lady.

      “Do you think this mystery person will send somebody to the house again?” she murmurs after a few minutes of driving.

      “I’m not sure,” I reply, glancing at her.

      She’s got her hands clasped in her lap, biting her lip softly. It’s like she doesn’t know how feral the lip-biting makes me. It’s the way she does it, as if it’s completely subconscious, a reflex just like her hips bucking when we were intimate last night. My balls ache thinking of that. My shaft is solid and filled with tension. She shivers, wrapping her arms around herself. There’s something so vulnerable about it. I want to hurt every bastard who’s ever caused her pain.

      “If you’re worried,” I say, “I should stay with you again. We can swing by Tommy’s place and pick up a few things.”

      “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      When I hear the concealed hope in her voice, I have to believe there’s a connection here. It’s how her voice peaks at the end as if she thinks I will tell her, Yes, I do mind. It’s like she thinks I will tell her everything we’ve shared so far has been fake, but it’s been the most real thing I’ve ever experienced. I didn’t feel free when I left prison, but I do with her. That’s saying something.

      “I should be the one asking you that,” I reply. “Are you sure you don’t mind me staying in your house?”

      “I feel safer with you there.” She stares down at her clasped hands as she admits this. “I know that probably means I’m more than a little crazy, but it’s the truth.”

      “I’d never hurt you. You know that, right?”

      She glances at me, then returns to staring at her hands. “That’s just it. I shouldn’t know that. I should question every single part of this. I should think you’re running a scam or something like that, but I don’t. So that either means I’m very naïve or you’re not the person your charge would imply.”

      Charge. She’s talking about the murder of her dad.

      Kylie will call me later to let me know they made it to the lake house and that she’s safe. Can I tell Lucy the truth, then? Will she hate me for it? At a red light, I reach over and place my hand on hers, clasping them together.

      “You’re so tense,” I say softly while touching. Any contact threatens to ignite the hunger in me.

      “Well, a lot’s going on,” she murmurs, “and I’m pretty much completely in the dark.”

      I can’t say anything worthwhile in response to that, so I keep driving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      “It’s nothing special,” I say, placing the plate down.

      I’ve made cheese paninis with a side salad. Jamie leans forward and hunches over his food, his powerful shoulders bulging in his T-shirt. He’s dressed casually in shorts and a T-shirt, showing his rippled arms with veins pressing against his forearms. Every inch of him screams power.

      We’re sitting at the back garden window in the rear of the kitchen. It’s wrong, how, well, not wrong this feels. He’s told me nothing, yet here I am, making him food like we live in domestic bliss.

      “It’s delicious,” he says, hunching over even more.

      I’m not sure I should say anything, but since we’ve been talking like we’re a couple—and acting like it—I risk it. “You don’t have to protect it, Jamie. Nobody’s going to steal it from you.”

      Jamie laughs suddenly. It’s a release of acknowledgment, a grin spreading across his face. Despite the silver dust coating his powerful jaw, despite his silver hair, he sounds boyishly excited.

      “You’re too good at reading me,” he says, leaning back.

      “Was it bad in there? For that?”

      He shakes his head. “Very few people tried to steal my food. It happened a few times in the beginning, but…”

      He winces, looking out into the garden as the sun sets.

      “You… dealt with them?” I offer.

      “Exactly. I dealt with them. That’s a good way to put it. I don’t like speaking about those encounters. Most of them are in my novels, though.”

      “I’d very much like to read them.”

      Again, a charming boyishness touches him. He never stops being a forty-two-year-old rugged, handsome man. However, there’s a light in his eyes like he’s waited his entire incarceration to let it out. Some excitable part of him froze the day he went inside and thawed upon his release.

      “I’ve got two right here.” He pats his pocket. “On a memory stick, I mean.”

      “Whoa, really?” I lean forward. “Let me start the first one tonight. I remember that documentary, when you were talking about your work, how it was your escape when you were inside. I remember the passion in your voice and the spark in your eyes. I remember how…”

      How much it made me want you.

      I trail off, then stuff a big piece of panini in my mouth so I don’t risk more word vomit.

      “You can read it,” he says, his perceptive blue eyes narrowed as if he’s just seen into my thoughts.

      “Most writers would get defensive,” I say.

      He shrugs. “The work isn’t finished, but this is something I can give you.”

      Ah, I get it. He won’t—or can’t—give me answers, but he can let me peer into his soul in the form of his work.

      “Anyway,” he says, “I’d be a fool to turn down an editor who wants to read my book.”

      I beam, cheeks flushed. It’s so shocking how just a few morsels from him can have me glowing like this. It makes me feel a little silly, but it’s also just so freaking exhilarating for another person to have this effect on me. It’s almost like we were made for each other, and that’s why I experience such a sudden rush of joy.

      “I’m not an editor yet,” I say.

      He smirks. “Don’t play coy with me. I saw you light up just now. You can’t fake passion like that.”

      “Passion doesn’t necessarily mean I’ll be any good.”

      I take a bite of panini. Jamie looks at me, his eyes playful, then takes an even bigger bite of his. He chews with exaggerated slowness, his eyes on me all the while.

      “That’s one hell of a defense mechanism,” he says after swallowing. “Chew, chew, chew.”

      “I’m that transparent, am I?”

      He chuckles. “No comment.”

      “But it’s true,” I go on. “Passion doesn’t equal skill.”

      “Maybe I should hire you to edit my book, then. We can put your skills to the test.”

      A moment later, he frowns, looking down at his food. I know what’s running through his head. He’s thinking about the fact he can’t hire me because he doesn’t have the cash. I wish he’d stop putting himself down, even mentally to himself.

      “We could work out a deal,” I reply. “A percentage of your sales. When you’re a worldwide bestseller, I can leech off you.”

      “Do people do that?” he asks.

      “Not usually, but I think we can agree that these are very, very, very unusual circumstances.”

      He laughs gruffly. “You can say that again. Okay, let’s do it. A fifty-fifty split.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fifty-fifty is a little much for editing, and you don’t even know if I’m any good.”

      Jamie offers me his hand, seeming completely serious. He has an intense look in his eyes, not quite as intense as when he stared with glazed-over eyes last night, but pretty close. It’s as if he’s working himself up to a murder or a scam. I need to get these thoughts out of my head. Or maybe, someday, I’ll wish I had listened to them all along.

      “I trust you.”

      I take his hand and shake it, not sure if this is for real.

      “What if they become bestsellers? You’ll sacrifice half your income.”

      “If that happens, you’ll have earned your fee.”

      “I better get started soon, then.”

      He grins. “Does that mean more face stuffing?”

      It’s surreal but heartwarming as we stuff panini into our mouths, maintaining eye contact almost the whole time. It’s as if we’re both teenagers, acting like fools, silliness prevailing. We’re having a great time without worrying about the rest of the world, the rest of our lives, and the things he did I should hate him for. It all fades away as we eat together.
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        * * *

      

      “Do they really speak like this?” I murmur, leaning over the laptop.

      I’m sitting on the couch. Jamie sits on the armchair, resting his forearms on his knees, his arms so tempting I have to focus so I don’t toss the laptop aside and leap across the room. If his writing wasn’t so enthralling, I might.

      I’m ten pages in without realizing it, captivated by the opening scene in which a new prisoner attempts to eat his lunch without another inmate stealing it. Now, I move on to a section where two inmates talk in a cell. They’re discussing virginity and their past sexual escapades.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Jamie says. “I heard a lot in there. The walls are thin. Some prisoners talk extremely loudly. It all makes for excellent material.”

      The characters are talking about how inexperienced virgins are. It’s not the central part of the story, just some dialogue to give the scene color, but I fixate on it, staring at the words.

      “Are these quotes?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says. “Direct quotes I overheard while in my cell. I don’t necessarily agree with them.”

      His blue eyes are looking into me, not at me, exactly.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” I say, a challenge in my voice.

      “Like what?” he counters with faux innocence.

      I half close the laptop. “Like you’ve guessed something. Like you know why I’m lingering on this section.”

      He moves from his chair, sitting beside me, placing his hand on my leg. Shivers instantly dance up my thigh.

      “If that’s true, you need to know I’d never judge you. In fact, maybe I’d like it.”

      I push the laptop onto the couch cushion, turn, and stare at him. His jaw is tight, his temples pulsing, everything looking as though he’s barely holding back a storm of emotion and desire.

      “L-like it?” I murmur.

      “If you’re hinting at what I think you are, I can share the new experience with you. It means I get to be the one to claim your perfect, young, curvy body. Your release. Your lust. Your everything.”

      He leans down, bringing his lips to mine, but he doesn’t kiss me. Instead, he stays close, letting me feel his breath shivering over my cheeks.

      “Say it,” he urges huskily.

      “There isn’t even necessarily something to tell,” I murmur, turning my face away.

      I know I’m being coy. I know I’m maybe even being flirtatious, something I’ve always found difficult because I was the loner—the orphan whose dad was killed so brutally.

      No, not killed. This man—the one I want to kiss so badly it hurts—slaughtered him. Yet I’m aching, quivering inside, and I don’t care if that sounds cheesy even to me. It’s real. He squeezes my thigh, sending pleasure shimmering up my leg. My hole tingles as I remember what it felt like last time.

      “Tell me.”

      He stares at me with barely restrained hunger flaring in his eyes. His hand gets tighter on my leg, owning me, and it feels so good. I want to be owned by him forever, but what if he gets that glazed-over look again? What if he snaps and kills me too? What is wrong with me?

      “You say it,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head, a smirk shaping his lips as though the idea appeals to him.

      “It’s not my place.”

      I reach forward and dig my fingernails into his solid chest. There’s so much mass there, rock-solid strength that thrums hotly at my touch. It makes me think of how his naked body would feel against mine, touching the scorching perfection of skin-on-skin contact as much as possible.

      “Say it, Jamie. You owe me.”

      He flinches. His smirk vanishes. I realize why. He thinks I’m talking about Dad.

      “I gave you a ride, remember?” I say, trying to make it playful, but we both see what happened. We both know what’s always going to lurk between us.

      He leans in and stares. He owns.

      “You’re a virgin,” he snarls.

      I let out a gasp of relief. It’s so much easier when he says it in his deep voice. His tone tells me he likes it, and his hand slides up my leg.

      “Yes,” I moan as he gets closer. “Is that okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      She asks me if it’s okay, tempting me to tell her the truth. Her mouth is slightly open, sweet moans escaping her. She shivers as I get closer to her crotch. Her eyes have that tempting wide, shocked look as if she can’t believe how good it feels, how right we are for each other.

      It’s like she’s thinking about all the crazy stuff I am. God, if she was… I don’t care about her dad. The rift between us. The lies.

      I’d fuck her right here, tear off her clothes and drive my hot, wet dick deep into her virgin slit. I’d hammer her tight pussy over and over and fucking over. My tip is burning with precome when she moans again.

      “Jamie?”

      “It’s perfect,” I growl. “You’re perfect.”

      I kiss her hard, opening my mouth, loving how she darts forward with her tongue. My young virgin is so damn enthusiastic, so eager to please, but only me.

      I grab her pants and pull them down roughly. She moans through the kiss when I yank them around her knees, and then I lose it. I stop the kiss, grab her pants, and pull them the rest of the way, staring at her thick, creamy thighs. Her hole is soaked for me, pink and glistening, her folds beautifully swollen as if responding to her lust. Her clit looks engorged, made for sucking, licking, tasting, and owning.

      “Oh, fuck…”

      I collapse onto the floor, sliding my hands up her legs, kissing her goose-pimpled skin as she shivers. Looking up, I find her propped on her elbows, staring down at me with flushed and excited cheeks.

      “You really don’t mind?”

      “Has anybody tasted this sweet pussy before?” I ask, hardly able to contain my voice.

      “N-no,” she whispers, shaking her head. “I’ve never done anything.”

      That means I own her soul and her slit. I won every single part of her. She. Is. Mine.

      “Do you want me to lick your virgin hole?” I groan, circling her soaked entrance with my finger.

      “Do you want to?” she moans.

      “I fucking need to. I need to taste your creamy pussy. I need to feel these thick, beautiful legs shaking for me when you come. When you do it, close your legs around me. Trap me against your perfect pussy. I’m going to devour you.”

      “J-Jamie.” She gasps. “Oh, oh…”

      Then she can’t say anything else. I can’t do anything else except focus on her taste, her wetness. I push my face against her pussy, licking her hole, then making my tongue hard and pushing inside, tonguing her, gorging on her juices. She moans so gorgeously, her hips bucking in that reflexive way. I move my tongue to her clit, and greedily suck it, obsessed with how her moans change.

      It’s like she’s never felt… No, not like it. This is her first time, and her innocent pussy can’t get enough of it. I move my tongue quicker on her clit, then move up and down her folds. I swear, each part of her tastes different, tangy, and so intimate. I guide my finger to her entrance.

      “Can your tight virgin pussy take it?” I say, surprising myself with how passionate my voice is.

      I’m asking but also demanding and telling her. It’s my right.

      “I think so.” Her thighs brush against my cheeks as she gently closes her legs. “Y-yes, Jamie.”

      “Good girl.”

      I slide my middle finger into her. I swear, when I feel her tightening around me, I almost blow it in my pants. I almost erupt thinking about her gripping my cock when I own her, fucking her hard, losing control so that every inch of her voluptuous body bounces and jiggles. Only for me.

      Focusing—she’s so hot I could explode—I slip my finger in and out quicker. At the same time, I attack her excited clit with my tongue, listening to her moans, each one sweeter than the last. She’s vibrating the quicker I get. I can feel the orgasm deep inside her as I circle my finger, massaging the place my seed will soon go deep into her body. She gasps when I try to slip another finger inside.

      “Jamie.”

      I stop. “Is it too much?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She moans each time I speak. I bet my breath is hot against her enthusiastic pussy.

      “Try,” I tell her. “I bet your innocent slit will love it. I bet you’ll get used to it. Anyway, I’m going to fuck this inexperienced hole soon, Lucy. I’m going to fuck you hard. I’ll claim your body with my dick, and I’m bigger than two fingers.”

      “Do it. Do it,” she moans passionately.

      “Say it. Tell me specifically.”

      I can barely speak, my words coming out all shaky. My dick is so hard the base feels stiffer than it ever has. My tip is bulging, my pants sticky with precome.

      “F-finger me,” she whispers.

      I almost roar as I slip two fingers inside of her. Her hole grabs onto me desperately, but her moans get higher in pitch. They’re more filled with pleasure as I stretch her virgin slit and reward her by flickering my tongue against her clit. I lick her clit hard, fast, obsessively.

      Her thighs close around me. They’re so thick and curvy. I savor their shape against my face as I finger-fuck her, tonguing her eager nub at the same time.

      She melts for me, my beautiful virgin, her entrance leaking with pleasure and seeping around my fingers. I stand up when her thighs relax.

      “You taste so. Goddamn. Good.”

      She laughs, seeming high from the orgasm, her eyes hazed. Sitting up, her hands rest against her legs, soaking wet from my kissing and her juices.

      “I taste good?” she murmurs.

      “You heard me.”

      “Do I, really, though?”

      I smirk, glancing at the window. The curtains are closed. Thank God. I didn’t even think to check. I can’t even think about what I’d do if somebody else saw her.

      Staring down at her, I bring my fingers to my mouth and suck on her juices. I suck until there’s nothing left, savoring every last drop.

      “But now it’s your turn.”

      My tone gets savage, and I know maybe I should hold myself back. I know I should remember all this is new to her, but she’s awoken a hunger in me.

      “I can’t do that, not yet,” she whispers. “Not s-sex.”

      “No, Lucy. It’s your turn to taste me.”

      “A blowjob?” she whispers.

      “Have you ever done it before?”

      “All of this is new to me. So no, obviously not.”

      I reach down and touch her cheek. “Don’t get sassy with me. That’s good. My dick’s the only one you’ll ever taste in your mouth or have inside you.”

      “The only one?” she says.

      I should stop. This has gone too far, but this isn’t just hunger in me. It’s starvation for her body, her smile, her. It’s for the future and the life we could share if all this somehow works out.

      “The only one. You’re mine, Lucy. You belong to me. I don’t care how that makes me sound. You. Are. Mine.”

      I’m almost roaring, completely unhinged, but I can’t help it. I don’t even know if I want to help it. It feels good to state the truth with this much aggression and passion.

      “Are you serious?” she whispers.

      Reading my woman, I see she’s not as shocked by the idea as she probably should be… or afraid.

      “I’m deadly serious.” Maybe a poor choice of words. “Your body is mine. Forever.”

      “But what does that mean?”

      “It means you’re going to take my dick in your mouth because I own your mouth.”

      She gasps and leans back. Her hands claw against the couch cushion like she can’t contain herself.

      “But what does it mean?”

      “If you want me to answer your questions,” I smirk, “you better give me an incentive.”

      She raises her eyebrows in a challenge, grinning at me. Her enthusiasm makes me feel younger and like I never went to prison. She should run and tell me I’m nuts, but she takes a breath as if summoning her courage. Then she sits up and tentatively reaches out toward me.

      “Do I just… get it out?” she murmurs.

      I nod, unable to speak. Something registers in her eyes again. It’s like I’m watching her realize in real time the power she has over me by being so sexy. She suddenly darts her hand forward as if she wants to try something out. She begins stroking me up and down on the outside of my pants. I almost roar.

      I get even harder when I feel her warm palm through my pants and underwear. My dick swells, and seed rushes up my shaft right to the end but stops before erupting. I don’t know how I manage that, but I’m going to savor this.

      “Like this?” she says, her hands busy at my button.

      She pulls my pants and underwear down, then leans back, her eyes springing open widely at the same time as my dick springs free.

      “It’s massive.” She’s almost breathless. “I can’t fit that in my…”

      “I’ll fit in your mouth. In your pussy. How else are you going to give me a family?”

      She gasps. “Is that what you want from me?”

      “Nah-uh. I’m not answering.”

      I trail off with a savage groan when she wraps her hand around my dick. She strokes me from the base to the tip, then around my tip, getting her hand all wet with my precome.

      “Like this, Jamie?” she asks, stroking even quicker with her slick hand.

      “Y-yes,” I snarl, staring down, captivated by the sight of her hand moving up and down, up and down.

      “Do you want a family with me? Did I hear you right?”

      She wanks me even quicker, staring up, smiling with a rush of power, coloring her features. She’s so confident, even when I can see the nerves still clinging to her. She pushes past them, staring up.

      “Jamie?”

      I know what game she’s playing when she slows her hand down. She’s got me right where she wants me.

      “Yes,” I tell her.

      “But how?”

      I smirk and shake my head. She smiles and then swallows like she’s getting her courage back. Then she leans forward and brings her mouth to the end of my dick.

      She starts kissing it, almost nervously, making my tip ache each time. Her warmth has seed pushing up my shaft again, even more furiously, like it’s desperate to escape into her body to make a home there, fill her up, and own her.

      Finally, she opens her mouth and sucks my end. She opens her mouth wider and moves down an inch, then swirls her tongue around my tip.

      “Don’t… forget… your… hand…”

      “Hmm?” she moans, unable to speak, but grabs my base and keeps stroking. “Hmm?”

      “Oh… fuck… y-y-yes…”

      “How, Jamie?” she moans, taking my cock out of her mouth but keeping her hand on my base. “How can you know that?”

      “I knew it the second I saw you on that porch.” I’m talking fast, feeling the blood rushing toward my dick in time with my heart, feeling it swell over and over in her hand. “I knew you belonged to me. I knew it didn’t make sense. I knew I was probably crazy, but I didn’t care. It’s the truth. You’re mine. The world won’t understand. Maybe you can’t understand. It’s what I know. You belong to me.”

      I stop, gasping, panting.

      She nods, her eyes glistening. “Do you mean it?”

      “Yes,” I snarl.

      “What if I said I wanted it too? What if I said I liked the idea of having kids together? Would that make me crazy?”

      I could lie to her, but I don’t. “Maybe.”

      “Then I’m as crazy as you,” she says, taking my dick in her mouth again.

      She has so much power over me, especially when she starts bobbing her head up and down on the end of my cock, stroking my shaft faster. I smooth her hair from her face, shifting my hips slightly.

      “Do you like that?” she asks, taking a break. “When you move your hips?”

      “It feels like I’m owning your mouth.”

      “You can do it faster.” She stares up at me bravely. “I can take it. I want to please you like you pleased me. Just don’t be too rough, okay?”

      She pauses, head tilted. “Is everything okay?”

      “I feel like I’m in a fantasy. My virgin, all excited and ready just for me. Just. For. Me. Do you understand what I mean? Nobody else. Ever. Only me. That’s what own means.”

      “I told you I’m as crazy as you.”

      She opens her mouth. This time, I slip my dick between her lips, then thrust a bit forward. She pushes against my legs, telling me where she’s comfortable, and we rock together. I thrust into her mouth as she pushes down on me, her hand never stopping on my shaft, my length burning as we move. She makes sweet, breathy noises each time I pull out.

      “This is how I’ll work your hole,” I tell her. “Get you used to it.”

      “I’m used to it,” she says, moving forward and sucking my tip, then past it.

      She starts moving her hand so fast. I can’t take it anymore.

      It’s the heat, the fire, and knowing she wants it too.

      “I’m going to—”

      “Where?” she moans, leaning back. “I don’t want it in my mouth.”

      “That’s because it belongs in your body,” I snarl. “Bend over. Now. Show me that ass. Now, Lucy.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      She gasps, getting into position, as the seed bulges against my tip. I grab her round ass cheeks, almost slipping my dick down to her hole and driving inside. She’d be surprised at first, but once her horny youthful body felt her release, her hunger, her hole would open for me, but no. I can’t. I would never do that. Instead, I slip my dick between her ass cheeks, squeezing the fleshy, creamy orbs together as I thrust between them.

      “Do it,” she moans, looking at me over her shoulder.

      There are still those nerves clinging to her, but they seem different. She seems different.

      “Do it, Jamie.”

      I roar as the seed explodes out of me, landing on her back, then her ass, sliding down her ass toward her hole. I groan, massaging my seed into her slit, making her shiver as I finger my seed into her virgin hole. She gasps, shifting with me.

      “Fuck. Can you come again?”

      “I… don’t… know…”

      That’s a yes. I finger her hole from behind, moving fast. Each movement causes her ass to shake for me. I become hypnotized, almost rock-solid again by the time she bites down, the orgasm crashing into her. After, we both collapse onto the couch, half-naked, contented, and grinning.

      “Did you mean all that?” she says.

      I wrap my arm around her and kiss the top of her head. “Every word.”

      “You saw me… and you just knew?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s funny. The same sort of thing happened to me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She curls up next to me, seeming comfortable with her naked lower half on display. I have to focus on her voice, her face, not her legs, or I’ll snap again.

      “That documentary you did. I saw you on it. It was just after I turned eighteen. I watched because I wanted to see what he was like—what you were like—the man who killed my dad. I expected to hate you, but I didn’t. I wanted you, Jamie. I’ve wanted you ever since.”

      I kiss the top of her head and hold her tightly. “You’ve got me, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Really?”

      “Really,” I say firmly. “I never thought you’d feel the same. It’s madness. Hell, it’s borderline impossible, but it’s us. It’s what’s happening. I can’t fight it. I need you, Lucy.”

      “Say it again,” she whispers, snuggling closer to me.

      “I need you.”

      “Again.”

      “I. Need. You.”

      “I need you too.”

      She buries her face in my chest as if this is all so insane that she has to hide from it, at least partly. We stay like that for a long time, pretending none of our problems exist, holding each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      I wake next to Jamie, reminding myself this is real. Things really did get steamy when I was reading his book. He did tell me he wants a family, a future, everything I want and need but shouldn’t.

      We did spend the evening together, ate dinner, and now we’re lying in my bed. Together. I’m listening to him sleep, feeling his heart pound in his chest. If Aunt Lila were here, she’d kick him out of the house. She might kick me out, too, for acting like this, but it feels so right.

      I look up at him. His head is sideways on the pillow, a smirk playing on his lips. Silver dust spreads across his jaw, and I wonder what he’d look like with a beard.

      It’s easy to believe I turned delusional earlier, lost in the lust. All that pleasure, the feeling of belonging brought on by the orgasm, made me dream up ridiculous things. It made me wish this into being—that he would feel the same as me, want the same as me.

      It made me far too gullible to things I should know don’t make any sense. So I replay it over and over in my mind. How he tasted in my mouth, my thighs aching, my core burning in the best way, and his husky words claiming me. Then what I said about being as crazy as him…

      I kiss his chest, then quietly get out of bed and walk toward the hallway to use the bathroom. The window at the end of the hallway is lit up. I move closer. It’s the security light in the yard. Somebody’s standing there, arms at their sides, holding a pistol in one hand and what looks like a pair of handcuffs in the other.

      Time slows as they notice me, but I have the space to study them.

      The black clothes hug their lean frame. The shape of the mouth, the way the eyes widen… Jesus, I’m losing it. I really am seeing things. Stumbling closer to the window, I throw it open.

      I stick my head into the cool night air and stare down at the figure, convincing myself it’s real, convincing myself I’m not completely imagining it. I can see it. I can see him.

      “Dad?”

      He smiles sadly, turning away.

      “Dad? Is that you?”

      At the end of the garden, he pauses and looks at me over his shoulder. He smiles just like he used to when I was a kid, during the good times, before he got nasty. Then he climbs the fence slowly, his age showing as he hauls himself over.

      “Lucy?”

      I turn to find Jamie running down the hallway in his underwear. He’s got a ready-for-a-fight look on his face as if my screaming awoke a violent part of him. The same part that apparently killed Dad.

      I can’t even notice how the veins bulge in his arms and chest. All I can do is rush forward and glare up at him.

      “Dad was just in the garden with a gun and handcuffs.”

      I’m panting, I realize, but I note the voice as if it’s distant and belongs to somebody else. I can form the words even as they come out strangled and terrified.

      “I saw him. I didn’t imagine it. It was him, right down to his smile. He used to smile at me like that before the drugs… before he started… I can’t say it. He always apologized after.”

      Jamie rushes to the window, his broad back rising and falling quickly with his fists clenched at his sides.

      “What were you going to do, Patrick?” Jamie says gruffly.

      Hearing my dad’s name in Jamie’s husky voice sends a shiver down my spine, and something else slams into me. Jamie doesn’t sound surprised. It’s like he believes me. The man he killed rose from the dead.

      “Aren’t you surprised?” I snap. “Aren’t you going to tell me I’m completely nuts?”

      Jamie turns, takes my hand, and strides to the bedroom.

      “What are you doing?” I say, but my feet make me follow him.

      Despite all this, some part of me still trusts him, but I shouldn’t. I should stamp on that so-called trust until there’s nothing left. I’m unsure why he gently guides me to the bed until I drop onto it. My legs turn to Jell-O, and I start gasping and panicking. The gun, Dad’s face, the smile… It all catches up to me.

      I’m not sure what happens. Maybe I blackout, or it’s the stress, but I hear Jamie on the phone a few moments later.

      “And you’re okay?” he says. “Yes, yes, that’s good. Do that. That’s the best place you could be.”

      Jamie hangs up, glancing at the door.

      “You have to explain,” I say, feeling like I’m finally able to speak. It’s difficult to push the words out, though. “Who was that?”

      “My sister. They’re going camping with a few hunters, friends of my brother-in-law. They’ll be off the radar for a week, at least. Nobody will find them.”

      “Is it…” I make myself say, “Dad threatening them? I don’t understand.”

      “Just relax.”

      He approaches me with his hands raised like he thinks I’m some wild animal who will lose it. I jump to my feet and wave my hand at him. Okay, fine, I lost it. Sue me. It’s not like I don’t have a reason.

      “Don’t tell me to relax. That was Dad.”

      “What did he do to you?” Jamie says.

      “What?”

      “Before I made the phone call, you said he hurt you.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You implied it.”

      He raises his hands, gently taking my shoulders. When he pulls me into a hug, I know I should rage against him, but I let myself savor it for a few precious more moments because we’ll have to end it after this. This is too much.

      “He used to hit me sometimes,” I croak. “Don’t say anything about it. I don’t want to hear anything. It’s just a fact. It’s what used to happen when he was high. Never hard, but no, there’s no excuse. It never seemed like him, though. Always just this ugly monster who lived inside of him.”

      “He…” Jamie holds me tighter. “Christ, I should’ve killed him for real.”

      That snaps something in me. I grab Jamie’s chest and push him away.

      “Explain, now! You said you’d tell me when your sister is safe. Well, she’s safe. Wait…”

      How has it taken me this long to think of this?

      “We need to call the police. There was a man in my garden with a gun. My dad, my dead dad.”

      Damn it. The panic slams into me again. I sit on the bed heavily, holding my hands together, as wave upon wave surges through me. I can only sit here and tolerate it until it’s over. Jamie sits next to me, wrapping his arm around me. It’s twisted how easy it is to seek comfort in him, even if he’s the source of the pain.

      “Explain,” I say once I’ve caught my breath.

      “Your father was a drug dealer,” Jamie says.

      “I know that.”

      “A few months before they sentenced me to prison…” He pauses, sighing darkly. “I’m not proud of this.”

      “Tell me,” I say, turning and looking up at him.

      He stares down with the same expression he had when he told me he wished he could provide for me and ranted about his beat-up car. Shame touches him, breaking my heart and making me want to support him, but he’s been lying to me from the start.

      “I injured my back while training.”

      “Training?”

      “MMA,” he says. “I’ve been doing it, on and off, my entire life. A bad injury had me laid up for days in the hospital. They gave me meds, and the pain went away, but it also filled this hole in me. I don’t know.”

      “Hole?” I whisper.

      He tries to laugh it off, but it’s husky and sounds distant.

      “Ever since I was a—”

      He stops at a noise outside. It could be a cat jumping over a fence, or it could be Dad again. Jamie springs to his feet.

      “What the hell am I doing? We’re sitting here, talking, and I don’t even know if you’re safe. If anything ever happened to you… Wait here. Don’t come out until I say it’s okay.”

      “Jamie, he ran, and if he’s around, he had a gun. We should call the cops.”

      “Just give me a second.”

      He charges into the hallway as if bullets can’t hurt him, as if facing a potential attacker is a better prospect than talking about his feelings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      As I search the garden—not giving a damn that I’m in my underwear—I think about my delayed reaction. I wonder if it has anything to do with my time inside. In prison, when stuff goes down, it’s a waiting game. Wait for the guards to sort it out. Wait for the offending prisoners to be under control, but I’m outside now. I let it slip and put my woman in danger. I should’ve reacted quicker.

      Luckily, Patrick seems to have run away once Lucy spotted him. Standing in the security light, I stare into the darkness, wondering if he’s out there. I don’t want to return to Lucy to talk about how weak I was, how I let myself slide. I’m supposed to be better than that—a perfect man for my perfect woman, but I failed.

      “Is everything okay?” Lucy asks when I walk back into the house.

      She’s in the downstairs hallway, her arms wrapped around herself. She looks so heartbreakingly fragile.

      “He’s gone,” I tell her.

      “Then I need answers. I can’t wait anymore.”

      “I got hooked on pills,” I snap. “I was weak.”

      “No,” she hisses, marching right up to me. “Don’t frame it like that. It’s not that simple. You got addicted because they’re designed to be addictive. Like millions of other people. And… you were filling a hole.”

      I sigh and nod. I can’t keep lying to her. Kylie’s safe, off in the wilderness with several armed men. Kylie tells me Kyle loves being in nature, but I’ve never seen it first hand. Killers don’t deserve that privilege.

      “Ever since I was a kid, I’ve felt hollow,” I say, keeping my voice steady, maybe as a defense mechanism.

      We stay in the hallway, in the near total darkness, only the outline of each other visible, but my eyes adjust. I see the kindness on her face and the glistening in her eyes.

      “Something was missing,” I go on. “Maybe it was raising Kylie. Maybe it’s just how I was born. When I took those pills, though, for a little while, it went away.”

      She wraps her arms around me and pushes her cheek against my chest as I talk. It’s like she knows it’s easier for me to say this in the dark without looking at her.

      “Once they stopped prescribing them for me, I found a dealer through a contact at the gym. It was your dad. He was… I’m sorry, Lucy.”

      “Whatever it is, say it,” she whispers.

      “There was—is—something wrong with him. After going to him for a few weeks, I heard rumors he had taken out his anger on some of the other customers. He’d belittle them, bully them, even assault them. Once, I arrived to find a woman with her nose bloodied.”

      “Oh, God.”

      Lucy squeezes onto me tightly. I never wanted to tell her any of this, but now that I’ve started, I owe her the truth. She deserves to know the full extent of what happened.

      “I was already in a bad mood. The last batch hadn’t been as strong, and my response was a wake-up call. I was so angry at how weak it was, and then I was furious at myself for ever touching that shit. I flushed it all. I quit cold turkey. I’d run up a debt with your dad, so I was there to pay him back. Sorry. I’m messing this up.”

      “You’re not messing anything up,” she says, kissing my chest, somehow still loving, still intimate, despite everything. “You were there to pay a debt. While withdrawing off drugs, you saw an injured woman.”

      “Yeah, and I lost it. I was angry at myself, angry at the world, angry at him. I went upstairs. Your dad used to run out of this attic office. When I got there, he wasn’t alone. Some deal was going down. Your dad tried to act tough. He talked to me like I was his servant, and I just lost it. I rushed him and beat him up. All his high-and-mighty criminal friends saw. In that world, Lucy, that kind of disrespect…”

      “What did he do?” she asks.

      “In the moment? Nothing. He just cowered with his hands over his face. A few men tried to help him, but I fought them off too, but after that, he couldn’t handle the disrespect. He put a hit out on me. When that didn’t work—”

      “What do you mean, didn’t work?”

      “I beat up the man they sent for me.”

      She shivers, completely different from her other kind of shivering, clutching me tightly. “Then he… sent people after your sister?”

      “Yes,” I snarl. “He took a photo outside her house at night. My sister never chose to take any pills.”

      “You quit. You went cold turkey. Did you ever go back?”

      “Never. Once I decided I was done, I was done. I’ve never done drugs since. I hate it. I hate myself for how weak I was.”

      “How addicted,” she counters. “Not weak. I don’t get it, Jamie. How does any of this relate to Dad?”

      “He got into hot water right around the time he came after me. He needed to disappear, so they took the body of some poor bastard who missed his debt, cut him up bad, and forced me to take the fall. They forced me to explain to the police that this was Patrick Hutchinson, and we had an argument, but that was it. No more information. I think they threatened your aunt to identify the body.”

      She gasps. “She never wanted to talk about Dad. She hated talking about it. I thought it was just the grief, but it was guilt too.”

      “There was nothing I could do. It was take the fall or let them kill my sister, so I took it. I told myself I was doing what I always did. Taking care of my baby sister. If this was the price I had to pay, fine.”

      “And you let everybody believe you’re a monster.”

      I swallow. “Yes.”

      “You let the whole world believe you ruthlessly killed a man. You sacrificed any chance at a normal life.”

      “That’s how much family means to me,” I say fiercely, then lean down and kiss her.

      She’s caught off guard, but she returns the kiss.

      “That’s how much our family will mean to me,” I continue breathily between kisses. “I’d do anything to protect you and our children, just like I did with my sister.”

      “You let the whole world believe…”

      She starts sobbing, clutching desperately to me. It’s all too much for her. I hold her close to me, squeezing as she vents her pain, as her body trembles all over like she’s going to sink to the floor.

      “Why was he here?” she says after a few minutes. “Why now? With the gun? The handcuffs?”

      “He could never let the disrespect go. Even in prison, from time to time, an inmate would approach with a message from him. He’s been working on the outside under fake names, changing locations, recruiting people, and running his game. He’s good at that.”

      “What would the inmates say?”

      “Comments about Kylie’s new house or a recent car purchase. Supposedly innocent comments that let me know to keep my mouth shut.”

      “I hate him,” Lucy whispers. “All these years, I’ve tried to make myself say that. I’ve tried to let myself feel it. He did so many evil things to me and took out his anger on me like I was nothing, but I could never cross that line. I never knew how deep it went.”

      “He’s still your father.”

      “I hate him.” She slams me on the chest, not in anger at me, but because she needs to vent this pain. I can sense all of that from the way she moves. “I can’t believe he’d do that. Threaten an innocent woman and child.”

      “He hit a child,” I point out softly. “He hit you.”

      She grabs my chest, pulls herself closer, and pushes herself away. She doesn’t know what to do. She doesn’t know how to deal with any of this.

      “We can’t stay here,” I tell her, “but we can’t stay at my friend’s, either. I can’t inflict this on Tommy. Even if we did move, he could find us.”

      “And come back with his gun and his handcuffs. Do you think he was here for you, then?”

      “Of course. He must’ve followed me here. He waited until he thought we’d be asleep. He probably assumed I was staying on the couch. He could threaten me with the gun and take me away. He tried to make me run drugs for him. That was what the kid, Zack, was saying in the diner. I said no. Patrick will take that as another sigh of disrespect.”

      “There’s another possibility.” Lucy lowers her voice. “He was here for me.”

      “He could’ve done that any time,” I point out.

      There’s a long pause, then Lucy sniffles. Maybe she’s thinking about how messed up this is, talking about her dad kidnapping her.

      “So, what can we do?”

      “I wish I had the money to fly you somewhe—”

      She digs her fingernails into my chest. “No, Jamie. Here, now. Me and you. As a partnership. What are we going to do?”

      “We’ll have to stay together. I’ll have to be at your side at all times. I can’t let anything happen to you. I can’t even think about it. I’d die. I’d kill. I’d do anything to stop that from happening.”

      I love you.

      It feels like the perfect moment to say it. Instead, we kiss.

      “So you’ll stay here?” she asks. “And then what?”

      “And then we’ll have to find a way to make him stop.”

      “He must be sadistic to go after you all these years later. Listen to me. It’s like I’m talking about somebody else’s dad.”

      “He is,” I tell her. “He blames me for his downfall. It all stems from that one moment of disrespect, apparently.”

      “Then we have to stop him. I think I have an idea, but you won’t like it. It will mean potentially putting me in danger.”

      “No,” I growl. “We can’t do that.”

      “Don’t forget you lied to me, Jamie. I understand your reasons, but you still lied. You could’ve told me my dad was alive the second you saw me. You could’ve explained without him knowing, but you lied. Now that I know the truth, I think I have a say in how we deal with it. Don’t I? Since he’s my fucking dad?”

      She explodes at the end, full of righteousness and the need to do something actively.

      “You’re going to make an amazing mother,” I tell her.

      Despite her anger, she smiles.

      “Tell me your plan, but I mean it. I’ll never let anything happen to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      The next morning, I leave an envelope taped to the rear garden fence. It’s the place I saw Dad climb last night. If he returns, it will most likely be the same place he climbs again. He’ll see the envelope. He’ll read what’s inside.

      Dad, help me. Jamie is keeping me against my will. He threatens me to act normally when we’re in public. He’s a horrible person. Please call me. I’m hiding a secret phone.

      I’ve given him the number to one of my spare SIMs that came with my cell phone, which I’ve put into an old cell phone I haven’t gotten rid of yet. Jamie frowns as we walk together back into the house. He wouldn’t let me walk alone. He places his hand on the small of my back. It’s all part of the theater if Dad’s watching, but even if he’s not, I’m glad for the company.

      “When do you have work next?” he asks.

      “Tomorrow. I’m supposed to be at school today.”

      He smirks down at me as we walk into the kitchen.

      “What does supposed to mean?” he says.

      I’m about to tell him he’s giving me dream vibes again. I settled on that phrase last night when we held each other in bed. He was sitting up as if ready to spring into action at any moment, and I was lying, half awake, sleep slowly taking me.

      “You’re giving me dream vibes. All of this. Like I’m going to wake up any second.” When he asked me if I wanted to wake up, I replied, “Not if it means losing you.”

      Am I a sucker for accepting him so easily? His lies? What if there are more lies?

      But the sting of guilt isn’t as sharp as before I saw Dad when I thought Jamie had hacked my father to death. Now I know he’d never do that. He would kill, but only to protect our family.

      “I’m not sure I should go in,” I murmur. “What if Dad comes back and we’re not here? We need to get our hands on him. Call the cops. Explain.”

      Without discussing it, we walk into the living room. We’ve got the curtains drawn, meaning he can pull me into his arms. We discussed not being overly intimate in places Dad might be able to spy on us. He’ll be able to see how badly I want Jamie and that I’m not his prisoner. Or, if I am, I want to be.

      “The cops may not believe us,” Jamie says. “Or maybe, back then, they were in on it. It was strange how easily they accepted all of this.”

      “But that was years ago. I bet those cops wouldn’t risk their necks for Dad.”

      “They’d risk it for their own, though. To protect what their predecessors did.”

      I clutch onto him tighter, squeezing his sides through his shirt. “There has to be something we can do.”

      “No, you’re right. We have to call the cops.” He sounds reluctant. “It’s the only move we can make, really…”

      He trails off, his voice taking on a dreamy quality. It’s like he sounded in the documentary when he was talking about his novels.

      “Why do I feel you’ve just had a spark of creative genius?”

      “We could lure your dad here, as you suggested. It won’t be difficult for me to get him under control. Then yes, the logical next step is to call the cops, but if the cops were involved in the past, they’ve got every incentive to bury it.”

      “So, how do we stop them?”

      “I write about what happened. I try to make it compelling. I try to write it so that people will care. It will have to be short, to the point.” He sighs darkly. “Maybe nobody will even notice, but maybe we can kick up enough of a fuss to make people care.”

      “That will take a long time, won’t it?”

      “No,” he says firmly. “We can get it done fast. We can publish it online. Hell, what am I thinking? I haven’t had access to the proper internet for years. I don’t know how any of this works.”

      “Wait a second,” I say, an idea occurring to me.

      I go upstairs and grab my phone, Jamie following me. Opening the internet browser, I navigate to a webpage.

      “This is a true crime site. My friend Sabrina goes on it sometimes. They accept articles from their viewers. They have a podcast too. We can send something to them, but they like it to be catchy. They need a twist.”

      Jamie’s eyes get brighter and brighter the more I speak, and then he grins like a wolf. “What about Falling for my Dad’s Killer?”

      “It certainly has a ring to it.”

      “I’ll need your help, my perfect editor,” he says. “I’ll write the story about the pills, my addiction, the threats, and you. I served my time. I did my part, and he’s still coming after me. It’s time we fought back.”

      “Together,” I say, taking his shoulders and squeezing hard. “I mean that, Jamie. I think I’m being mature, forgiving you so soon. I understand your reasons. That’s why. Family. No more lies, okay?”

      “No mo—”

      I step forward, looking him right in the eye. “If you feel you’ll have to lie to me again to keep me safe, just know right now I don’t want that. I don’t want to live in the dark anymore. I’ve done enough of that.”

      “No more lies,” he says fiercely, leaning down for a kiss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For two days, we become a team. I risk my mortgage by calling in sick to work and ignoring college, but there’s magic in working with my man. He locks himself in my bedroom, typing on my laptop in a frenzy. Then we print his work, and I go over it with him. We discuss how to make things more impactful and add the proper emphasis.

      He writes. I make him rewrite. We keep going. I wonder if this is what falling in love feels like, but though we kiss and hold each other, I stop him from going further. I can’t focus on anything else while knowing Dad’s still out there, gun in one hand, cuffs in the other. Jamie thinks he was here for him, but I’m not convinced. What if he wanted to kidnap me?

      Dad doesn’t visit. The envelope stays in its place. I’m not sure my ruse is going to work.

      At the end of the second day, I lie in Jamie’s arms, wondering if he’s tiring of the no-sex thing. It’s not something I’ve come outright and said. It’s more like I’m on alert, too ready for something terrible or surreal, or terribly surreal, to happen.

      “You’re an incredible writer,” I murmur. “I love watching you work.”

      “You watch me work?” He kisses the top of my head and pulls me closer. “When?”

      “I opened the door just a crack. It’s like you’re hypnotized.”

      “We make a good team. You’ve made the writing ten times better.”

      “What about your sister? What about your nephew?”

      “Patrick’s already threatening them. He’s unhinged. He won’t stop. We have to make him.”

      I roll over, lean up, and kiss my man on the cheek. “We will. Together.”
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      Jamie

      

      I hold the printed article in my hands, scanning the lines, feeling that unique smile tug at the corner of my lips as I read. It’s the feeling of having something done, a spark of creativity that burned and became an inferno.

      “This is half yours,” I say, looking across the bedroom at Lucy.

      It’s the morning of the third day since we learned the truth, and I promised her no more lies. We’ve locked ourselves away from the world, pretending it doesn’t exist, living off the food in her cupboards. She’s even called in sick to work.

      We’ve focused on the article, the story, and Lucy learning more as she reads. Sometimes, when she gets to the sections when I take the pills, I wonder if there’s judgment in her eyes. Then I saw the moment I described the cold-turkey withdrawal, and so much pride emanated from her.

      “Do you know how difficult that is to do?” she said.

      “I never should’ve gotten myself into that mess to begin with.”

      “Still, it proves you’ll always try to do the right thing.”

      Apart from the work, Lucy has seemed a little distant. We hold each other. We kiss, but it’s as if she’s closed off other parts of herself. I can’t blame her after everything she learned and everything I did.

      “I mean it,” I say when she stares at me with those gorgeous eyes.

      She’s wearing jeans and a simple T-shirt but might as well be in the world’s sexiest lingerie. That’s the response she triggers in me, wild hunger every time. Out of respect, I’ve somehow managed to restrain myself.

      “You made this so much better. Without you, the website wouldn’t take it. With you, they’ll have to.”

      “What will Kylie think?” she asks quietly.

      I swallow, repressing a shudder. “I’ve lied to her for years. To everybody. I’m not sure what anybody’s going to think.”

      Lucy stands up from the bed and comes and sits on my knee. It’s the most outwardly affectionate she’s been since we started working on this article. She throws her arms around me, leans down, and kisses me on the cheek.

      “That you’re not a killer. You’re a good man. You did the right thing, even if it’s scary. That’s what people will think. Come on. Let’s click send together.”

      “You’re an amazing person,” I tell her, and it’s the most honest thing I’ve ever said. “You could hate me for what I did. For the lies I told. You could hate me for coming into your life and bringing your dad back. You could hate me so much. I’ll never forget that. You chose…”

      Love, I almost say, and it feels so right. It feels like what I should say and the only thing that makes sense. There’s so much love between us that goes beyond words and experiences. It’s bone-deep. It’s unquestioning and only has one condition. She touches nobody else. Or maybe two conditions… She accepts that if somebody else touches her, I end them.

      “Am I a sucker?” she whispers a moment later. “Some people are going to think that, aren’t they?”

      “Let them think what they want.” As I talk, I squeeze onto her hips, like I always will. “We know the truth. We know what we felt. A unique, instant certainty, Lucy. How many people have ever felt something like that? How many could?”

      She trails her fingernails through my hair. I love when she does it, the physical sensation, the intimacy. It awakens savage parts of me, and I can’t help but slide my hands from her hips to her ass.

      She whimpers like she always does when I try to initiate something. There’s so much lust in her, trying to burst out. I watch as she visibly goes to war with it. It’s a battlefield on her face, her desire trying to coax her into letting go, but something’s holding her back. I haven’t addressed it with words. I’ll know when my woman’s ready.

      Suddenly, she asks, “Do you promise never to lie to me again?”

      I sit up, bringing my hips to hers, cradling her back. She squeals, giggling gorgeously, when I lift her up so she can shift her position. She splits her legs over my middle. She lets out another whimper when my manhood grinds against her groin. Her body responds like a reflex, as always, even as she tightens her grip on my shoulders and sighs as if frustrated, like she wants to fight her pleasure.

      “Is that what this is about?” I finally say, pushing past the intense hunger, my balls aching when my tip rubs through our clothes against her body fertile, ready, and soaked for me. “You still don’t trust me?”

      “It’s like something’s holding me back.” She shivers, causing her pussy to kiss the end of my hard dick. “But there’s no turning back now. Once that article’s out there, everybody will know about us. The entire world will know our strange story.”

      “Strange isn’t always bad,” I say gruffly.

      “What I mean is, I can’t keep holding back, not because of that. It’s just an excuse. The truth, I think…”

      She gets all nervous, biting her lip and turning her face away. I lightly touch her chin and guide her gaze back to me.

      “I’m nervous about the sex. I’ve never done it before, and I don’t know if I can.”

      “Can?”

      “Remember what we did?” She touches her mouth, drawing my mind back to the blowjob, her wide eyes, and her confidence. “There was something you said. About how you feel bigger than, well, two fingers.”

      “I remember.”

      “It’s true, right?”

      I nod.

      She swallows, shivering against me, almost driving me so wild I snap, unhinged. She almost makes me grab her hips, lay her on her back, tear off her clothes and bring my dick to her slit, soaked with precome, smoothing it up and down to mix our wetness. Then, when she’s hot and ready, I’ll slip inside.

      “J-J-Jamie,” she moans, pushing against my chest.

      I grab her hips and grind even faster. Her breath is hot on my neck.

      “Can we just do this?” she says frantically in my ear. “Just for now? I’m sorry. Please.”

      I grab her hips harder, indulging myself by sinking my fingers into her voluptuous body. She rocks back and forth, moaning in my ear.

      “Don’t say sorry,” I growl, my cock aching. “You’re so damn sexy right now. Come for me, Lucy.”

      She keeps riding me, making me think of slipping my dick up inside her, pushing those tight lips apart, and claiming her. I shift my hips faster and press against her as if thrusting into her naked hole. Her moans drive me on. The feeling of them against my face, their sweet sound.

      She finally starts gasping, like she can’t find the air to moan. Her whole body stiffens against me, her thighs closing just like they did around my face. I imagine her squeezing around my dick, her hole fluttering, coaxing my seed out of me.

      “Oh, God,” she whispers, leaning back, staring down at me with her red face showing the flush of her release. “Am I the world’s biggest tease?”

      “You’d only be a tease if you don’t do what I tell you now.”

      She grabs my arms, letting out a trembling breath. “Is it bad that I love it when you talk like that?”

      “Like what?” I growl.

      “I don’t know. Sort of animalistic.”

      She moans in surprise when I lift her up, stand, then reach down and tear her shirt off. She lifts her arms just before I pull it over her head.

      “You want an animal,” I say huskily. “You’ve got one. Show me those big, beautiful tits.”

      She busies her hands with her bra, moving quickly, following my commands. I lean down and take her naked tits in my hands, pushing them together. Her nipples are so damn responsive. I suck them and feel them respond to the pleasure, getting firmer in my mouth. At the same time, I massage them, feeling her size, her thickness, her perfection. She runs her hands through my hair.

      “I’m going to fuck your tits,” I snarl as I stand up. “Do you know what I mean?”

      “Hmm, I think so.”

      I smirk. “Show me.”

      She leans forward, pushing her breasts together. Her hands tighten on her tits, highlighting their size, making me almost beastlike when I spot a fertile vein moving through one of them. There’s so much of her to obsess over. Fuck. I’m panting.

      “Like this?” she asks.

      “Y-yeah.”

      She tilts her head, sassy, assured. “You know how crazy it makes me, seeing you like that?”

      “I’ll only ever look at you like this. You’re the only one who can have this effect on me. Say it, Lucy. Tell me what you want.”

      Her eyes get hazy, but then she gets it, my enthusiastic virgin. “Fuck my tits, Jamie.”

      I tear my pants down, my cock springing up, then guide the tip to her mouth. “Get it wet first.”

      She moans and leans forward, stroking my shaft and licking my tip. Then I guide my dick down to her thick breasts, groaning as I drive back and forth. I’m so goddamn keyed-up, so ready to start a life with her. I lose control in minutes, almost roaring as the seed bursts up my shaft. It erupts onto her chest, my balls emptying, my tip aching.

      “Rub it over your tits,” I growl, leaning back and taking my cock in my hand.

      I stroke myself, staring as she makes those big breasts gleam for me. Perfect drops of come cling to her nipples. She springs to her feet, her tits bouncing, shiny.

      “Let’s do it. Let’s send the article. Let’s make this official.”
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        * * *

      

      After clicking send, I spend the rest of the day typing my novels on Lucy’s laptop. She works nearby, going over my first novel. She’s printed it, and she’s making notes.

      “Finding lots of mistakes?” I tease.

      She looks up and smiles, still flushed and vibrant from the earlier steaminess. “Places to make the story even better, you mean. To draw out your voice.”

      “Anything worth salvaging?”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s almost like you don’t like me being in charge for a change.”

      I grin. This feels so perfectly domestic, like we’ve already begun our lives.

      “You’re in charge, Lucy,” I tell her. “Earlier, you were in charge then. You’re the only woman who can do that to me.”

      She bites her hip, glances at the laptop, and glances away.

      “No woman has ever…”

      “Say it. Whatever it is. Excited you like that?” she finishes.

      She’s sitting on the recliner, paper in her lap, occasionally chewing the end of her pen with this faraway, captivating look on her face. Her thick legs are outlined in the black yoga pants as if she’s trying to drive me feral.

      “Never,” I say.

      “Have there been many? Women?”

      “No,” I reply. “I was never a playboy. Obviously, I’ve been with women, but it was never like this.”

      She chews the end of her pen, looking more anxious than artistic this time. “What was it like?”

      “Are you sure you want to talk about this?”

      She stops chewing the pen. “Why? Do you have something to hide?”

      I shake my head and lean forward. “It was cold and distant, honestly. I had this hole in me. Nothing, nobody could touch it. Nobody could ever touch it before I saw you. When I tried to get into relationships back then, they failed within months. So I stopped trying for a couple of years. Then I went to prison.”

      “At least there’s not a bunch of women to compare me to, I guess.”

      “Nobody compares to you.” I put the laptop aside, stride across the room, and pull her to her feet. “You’re so much better than anybody else, but it’s not even that. You’re just… you. Incomparable. You’re my virgin. My Lucy Hutchinson. The future mother to my children. You’re everything I ever wanted without knowing I wanted it because I couldn’t have known before seeing you.”

      Her eyes glisten. She stares at me as if urging me to say it. To tell her I love her. Then the laptop makes a notification sound.

      “That’s an email,” she says, turning away.

      Maybe she sensed it too, how close we were.

      “It’s the website, Jamie. Holy… They’ve accepted it. The headline took it right to the front of the pile. They’re going to publish it tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      “Is all this true?” Sabrina asks on the phone.

      I’m sitting in my bedroom listening to Jamie and the police officers coming and going. The article blew up last night. The major news outlets started covering it.

      News cameras are out front of the house, with a dedicated police vehicle across the street. Honestly, the cops don’t seem too keen on protecting us, but Jamie was right. Now they have to take this seriously. They can’t brush it away, pretend it didn’t happen, or anything like that.

      “Yes,” I tell her.

      “Lucy told me, ‘I fell for him the first moment I saw him in the documentary ‘Artists Inside. I never dreamed he’d feel the same. When I discovered my father was still alive, I knew my heart was telling me the truth. He was the man for me. He isn’t a killer.’”

      “Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      Sabrina lets out a long, trembling breath. I bet she’s wrapping her blond hair around her finger with her face scrunched up. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I thought he killed my dad. What was I supposed to say? I’ve got a major crush on a brutal, sadistic killer—the man who took my only remaining parent?”

      “You’ve had so much sadness in your life, Lucy. Your dad, your aunt… It’s just not fair. One person shouldn’t have to lose so much. I want you to be happy, but it all seems so…”

      “It’s okay. You can say it.”

      “Crazy,” she sighs. “Doesn’t it? Love at first sight?”

      I glance at the door and bite down. Standing, I walk to the window, peel the curtain back an inch, and see the news crews standing on the street in the overcast gray. I didn’t even want my neighbors to know back when this started, but that was before I knew he wanted me too.

      “You only met with him a few days ago. Not even a week, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So how can you know you love him?”

      “We haven’t actually used that word.”

      “Why are you whispering all of a sudden?”

      I can’t help but smile. “Am I?”

      “Are you scared of saying ‘love’ in case he hears?”

      “No.”

      “Say it, then,” she teases.

      I laugh. “I love it when you tease me. How’s that? Okay, we haven’t said it, but I feel it and know he does too.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I think so.

      “Anyway,” I go on, ignoring her question, knowing she’ll be able to sense I want to move the conversation along. “We’ll be able to handle all that after they’ve caught Dad.”

      “They’re going to make a TV show out of this, seriously. My head’s spinning.”

      “Mine too.”

      There’s a knock at the door.

      “Hold on a sec,” I say, covering the phone and walking toward it.

      Jamie opens the door, wearing a simple, clean shirt and sharp pants. Last night, after the article, he swung by Tommy’s and picked up his clothes. He said he might need something presentable if the cops showed up. He shaved, too, highlighting his strong jaw. There’s something scary in his expression. He stares at me bleakly.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “You need to come downstairs.”

      “I don’t like that sound of that.”

      He places his hand on my arm. “I don’t want to scare you, but it’s not good.”

      “Sabrina, I have to go,” I say into the phone.

      “Yes, go. Deal with that. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      Jamie takes my hand as we walk down the stairs. There’s something almost terrifying about the way he does it, combined with how he looks at me. His eyes are hard, as if ready for violence, getting that glazed-over quality that makes him look prepared for anything. He leads me into the living room.

      “Where are the cops?” I ask.

      “In the kitchen drinking coffee,” he replies. “I asked them if I could be the one to tell you this. Look.”

      He gestures to the table. There’s a photo of a kid on it, a boy with greasy hair tucked behind his ears.

      “It’s the boy from the diner. Zack.”

      “Oh.” I remember when I followed Jamie to the diner. “What about him? Oh, God, is he okay? Dad hasn’t… has he?”

      “As far as we know, he’s alive. I thought your dad was using him like other drug kingpins use kids. Mules. Lackeys. Servants. Lying to them, saying they’ll make them rich. Saying they’ll make it so they never have to be afraid again, but I was wrong. It’s worse than that.”

      Jamie looks at me steadily now. It’s just how he looked when I revealed what Dad used to do to me. There’s so much support in him.

      “Don’t say it,” I whisper, sitting down heavily.

      I think I’ve guessed. Jamie sits beside me, gently wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

      “He’s my brother,” I say. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, he is,” he says gently.

      “Oh, no. Oh, poor kid. No, that’s not right. It’s not fair. Dad started to get bad before he di… before he faked his death. That means he’s been bad for this kid’s whole life.”

      “Zack, his name is Zack.”

      Jamie’s body swells as if he’s going to lose it completely. He tightens his hold on me, staring down at the photo.

      “I had a chance to save him,” he snarls. “Your brother. We’ll be family too, one day, when I marry you.”

      I cuddle closer to him, knowing he needs to vent. Anyway, I can’t think of anything to say. Too much shock surges through me, like steam looking for a place to vent, finding nowhere to go. His words light me up, but distantly. I want it so much, but right now, it’s hard to think of anything except the hollow, vacant eyes of the kid in the photo.

      “I could’ve grabbed him,” Jamie goes on. “Ran out of there. Maybe Patrick was waiting nearby. Maybe he’d try to stop me, but I didn’t. I sat there. I let the kid leave.”

      “Your sister and your nephew were in danger.”

      “I thought he was just another kid falling through the cracks. Right then, Lucy, I became like the guards who don’t see the prisoners as people: just the numbers, the cogs, the bullshit. Just the mess of life most people want to pretend doesn’t exist. That was me, letting him walk away. It won’t happen again.”

      “I can’t believe I have a brother.”

      He turns, leans down, and kisses my cheeks over and over.

      At first, I’m not sure why he’s doing it so many times, but then I realize it’s because I’m crying. The tears won’t stop falling. I keep thinking about what Zack must’ve endured, living all his young life with the cruel version of Dad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      Lucy sleeps softly next to me, flinching now and then as if nightmares are attacking her.

      Outside, I can hear the chatter of a couple of news crew members who’ve decided to camp out overnight. Most have gone home, but three or four people are out there talking. I know there’s a police vehicle parked nearby, too, though that won’t last long.

      The police have been tracking a scam artist and his son across the States. It just so happens that this scam artist matches Patrick’s description exactly. The cops didn’t say it, but I could see they were aware of the department’s corruption back then. It would’ve been simple for Patrick to switch the bodies. Even so, without an outright threat, the police will leave soon. They can’t waste resources on us.

      I can’t stop thinking about the kid, Zack, sitting in the diner with him, letting his sadistic father talk through him, and doing nothing. I’m supposed to be a hero worthy of my woman. I’m supposed to be the goddamn knight in shining armor, flawless and capable, the type of man she deserves, but I chose my sister over him, an innocent child.

      How hard was it to get Kylie and Kyle to safety, anyway? I could’ve done that before the meeting, allowing me to save Zack. Sure, I didn’t know he’d be there, but I could have…

      The night’s so quiet that I can hear the chatter of the news crew members. One of them says, “Is that kid skateboarding?”

      “Nah, you’re seeing things.”

      “I’m not. Look.”

      Soon, I hear the sound of the wheels on the concrete. I climb out of bed quietly, not wanting to wake my woman, but I have to see this. I’m wearing shorts and a T-shirt. I sneak downstairs, pull my sneakers on, slip out the back door, and walk up the side of the house. It’s probably just some random person—a stranger skating through the night, but I know it’s him right away. He does a trick off the curb a few houses over, his silhouette showing his greasy hair bobbing around his head.

      “Zack?” I call.

      Suddenly, the news crews are on me. Zack stops, kicks his board up, and holds it as he stares across at me. Cameras are in my face. Bright lights are shining. Questions are coming at me from four different angles, and I swear to God, I almost go back to prison. These people have no shame.

      “Zack?” I push past them, shoving a couple out of the way.

      Zack walks into the streetlight. He’s got a black eye, and the poor kid is crying. His skateboard trembles as he holds onto it.

      “Come here, kid,” I say, taking another step forward.

      He looks like he might, biting his lip. His eye looks terrible. I can’t imagine inflicting something so evil on an innocent child. When I take another step forward, he drops his skateboard.

      “I can’t,” he says, sounding on the verge of tears.

      “I should’ve helped you before. I’m sorry. I’m here now, kid.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You must’ve come here for a reason.”

      “I’m so sorry, sir.”

      He turns, jumps on his skateboard, and starts rushing down the street far quicker than I would’ve guessed he could. I duck my head and run, pumping my arms fast, closing the distance. Looking over his shoulder, he yells and turns into a hill.

      “No, don’t,” I roar. Images of what could happen if he bombs down that rush through my mind. “Zack! I can help you! Your sister and I can help you!”

      But he starts zooming down the hill. I sprint after him, yelling at him to slow down. Soon, the distance between us widens. His hands are at his sides as he somehow balances on the skateboard, even when it jostles from side to side as if the wheels might fall off.

      “Za—”

      A car pulls out violently in front of me. Far too late, I realize this was the point. I slam into the car. My stomach tightens. Stars burst in my vision, and I stumble back, winded, my mind going to prison, to the time I saw giant men doubled-up from a liver shot. I’ve just taken a liver shot from a car because of the speed of my running downhill. A man stands over me, hazy in the darkness.

      “You did well, Zack,” he says. “Now do the final bit.”

      “Y-yes, sir,” Zack replies, sounding terrified.

      Zack leans down and brings something to my neck.

      I roll away, trying to leap to my feet, but my rib feels bruised. It tears through my chest. I try again, climb to a knee this time, and push myself the rest of the way. I need to get space, turn, and fight.

      Electricity jolts through my body, wave after wave of it. My muscles stiffen. I don’t collapse, but the stun gun paralyzes me briefly. It’s enough time for Patrick to slip a needle into my neck.

      “C-c-c…”

      Coward, I was going to call him, but now I’m collapsing against the concrete.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake, I’m tied to a metal chair in a windowless room. No, that’s not right. There’s a small slit of a window at the back of the room, but it’s covered in cardboard. A sliver of light peeks through. Otherwise, it’s empty, and the concrete walls are chipped. The paint looks like it used to be green.

      A door whines open. When I turn, I feel my body throbbing, but nothing feels broken. It’s nowhere near as bad as those first moments. If I’d just had a few more seconds… but there’s no use thinking like that now.

      Zack walks in, holding a tray with a needle on it.

      “What is that stuff?” I say. My head is groggy, and my mouth is dry.

      I can feel old parts of my brain tickling awake—the parts that led me down the wrong road to begin with. It was all my fault, and I’ve learned. I close those parts off. They don’t need feeding when I’ve got Lucy in my life. She’s already filled the hole inside of me—the emptiness.

      “You don’t want to do this, Zack. I get why you’re confused. He’s been poisoning your head your entire life. He probably seems like the most important person in your life, but what he does to you and how he treats you isn’t right.”

      Zack shudders, a tear appearing in his bruised eye and sliding down his cheek, but he says nothing.

      “He’s listening, isn’t he?”

      He says nothing, but his flinch tells me I’m right.

      “You’re sick, Patrick,” I growl, straining in the chair.

      He tied my hands tight, but not as tight as he should have.

      “Using a child…”

      Patrick finally walks into the room, looking far older than the last time I saw him. He’s smaller too, or maybe he just seems that way without all his criminal assholes fawning over him, making him seem like some petty king.

      “He’s my child,” Patrick says, his eyes bright and unhinged, stoned on something. He licks his lips in a junkie way. “I can do whatever I want with him. Isn’t that right, Zack?”

      Zack stares at me dully. Empty of life, but he wasn’t like that a second ago. The poor kid, it’s a defense mechanism to deal with his sadistic father.

      “Yes.”

      Patrick beams. “See? Give me the needle.”

      When Zack hands it to him, Patrick makes a show of taking off the cap, flicking it, and squirting some, acting like he’s a doctor.

      “Tell him the sad story, Zack,” Patrick says, leaning over me, slipping the needle into my neck.

      As the shit infuses my veins, clouding my mind and my vision, Zack talks in a detached voice.

      “My dad was a really big deal once. He ran whole parts of the city. He employed dozens of people, but that life is ruthless. When some junkie decided to attack and humiliate him, it all went bad. My dad’s going to show you who you really are. He’s going to turn you into an addict again.”

      My head falls back. The drugs hit me,  but I ignore the feelings and retreat from them. I find a warm room with Lucy inside, lock the door, and hold her. I won’t break. I won’t fail.

      I have to survive. For Zack. For Lucy. For us. For the future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      “You shouldn’t keep watching that,” Sabrina says, touching my shoulder lightly.

      We’re in the living room, cops everywhere, talking over each other as they coordinate the active kidnapping case. When they only had my eyewitness report that I’d seen Dad at night, they weren’t taking it as seriously. Now, news cameras have captured Jamie chasing Zack. A dash cam caught the mad rush down the hill and the kidnapping. The comments are flooded with people wondering how Jamie even got up after sprinting full tilt into the car.

      I turn to my friend and smile tightly. “I know.”

      Sabrina squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll hear something soon.”

      I swallow, shaking my head, not sure what to say. It’s almost been two entire days, and we haven’t heard anything. Kyle, Kylie, and Sebastian are on their way here. Kylie wrote to me on Facebook, asking if we could speak. Once I told her it was all true, she broke down, sobbing about her big brother, the so-called killer she never let meet her nephew.

      “And he did it all for me…”

      Sabrina sits next to me, twirling her hair around her finger.

      “Thanks for being here,” I tell her.

      “I wish there was something to do. Your poor brother. Your poor boyfriend.”

      Despite everything, a smile touches my lips. “Yeah, that’s what he is, right? My boyfriend?”

      She squeezes my hand. “Definitely.”

      I jump to my feet when the phone rings. A police officer gestures at me, telling me to wait until they’ve arranged their equipment. Since the news media has swarmed all over this—there are about a hundred cameras out front now—they’re taking it very seriously.

      I answer the phone, hoping to hear Jamie’s voice or Zack’s, my little brother’s.

      If he makes it out of this—when he makes it out—I will do everything I can for him. Support him like Jamie supported Kylie.

      “Your cell phone’s off.” It’s Tommy, Jamie’s friend. He’s been searching the streets tirelessly since the kidnapping. He can’t forgive himself for believing his best friend could be a killer. “Is he back?”

      “My cell phone’s not off,” I reply. “Tommy, I’m sorry, but you can’t use this number. We need it clear in case—”

      “I clicked the wrong goddamn contact. Fuck. Jamie’s out there. He’s out there, and he needs our help.”

      A police officer takes the phone gently from me. “Sir, we don’t need you to search or interfere with our—”

      Ramirez winces when Tommy hangs up on her. Her hand strays to her jet-black ponytail, tugging on it for a single brief moment. Then her hand drops like it’s an old habit, and she’s trying to lose it.

      She glances at me. “I wish he’d just let us do our job. He knows I can’t waste resources sending officers to stop his wild goose chase.”

      “He wants to help. Anyway, he said he’d call if he found anything.”

      “Or he’ll rush in. Panic. Get everybody killed. I guess we’ll see.”

      Sabrina steps forward. “Can you show some sensitivity, please? This situation is very tense, and talking like that isn’t helping, okay?”

      Ramirez raises her hands. “I hope I’m wrong.”

      “Nobody’s dying,” Sabrina says, looking at Ramirez and me. “Got that?”

      Suddenly, my cell phone starts ringing. Every officer in the room tenses up. When I tell them it’s Kylie, their shoulders sag. There’s this weird desperation in the officers as if everything relies upon them finding Jamie quickly. Maybe that’s because there was corruption back then. Perhaps they helped Dad fake his death, and now they want this whole thing over with.

      “Lucy,” Kylie says passionately, her voice cracking.

      “I’m here.”

      “Our flight had to be grounded because of technical difficulties. We’re coming, but we’re going to be delayed. Any news?”

      “Still nothing. I’m sorry.” I let out a breath, almost sobbing, walking to a private corner of the room. “I just keep waiting for him to walk through the door with that smirk on his face.”

      I can hear her smile when she responds. “It’s so funny. I keep thinking you must be strangers to each other, but when you say things like that, I know exactly what you mean—Jamie’s special smirk. He always protected us, me. He took punishment from Dad and stood up for me so I didn’t have to. Then I believed it. I really believed he was a killer.”

      She breaks down, sobbing, as I try to say comforting things, but it’s difficult to say anything that will heal the pain of Jamie not being here.

      “He did it all for me,” she whispers. “For me and his nephew, but we wouldn’t let him see him, would we, Sebastian?”

      In the background, I hear a man’s voice, torn. “We didn’t know.”

      “You said you’d let no son of yours meet a killer. You said I should disown him. You said he was a monster.”

      “We all thought he was,” I say, voice cracking. “Oh, Kylie. I thought he was a killer.”

      “But you said you fell for him when you saw him in the documentary.”

      “I did.”

      “But how? If you thought he did that? You remember the details of the body. They said my big brother hacked your dad to death, refused to explain why, and you still wanted him?”

      “Yes,” I yell, causing several police officers to turn and look at me.

      I walk into the kitchen, shaking my head when Sabrina raises her eyebrow as if to say, Need backup?

      “Yes, I did,” I continue, lowering my voice, “because your brother’s that special. He’s that unique. He’s the best man I’ve ever met. It goes beyond words. It goes beyond shared experiences. I don’t care if I sound like I’m fixing to write the world’s cheesiest ballad right now.”

      Kylie miraculously laughs.

      “But it goes beyond time, seriously. I must’ve known deep down he didn’t do it. I never could’ve imagined this, so I accepted their version.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kylie says.

      At first, I think she’s talking to me. Then I hear Sebastian respond. I think they hug.

      “I have to go,” she says a moment later. “I need to check in with Vanessa.”

      Vanessa is Sebastian’s mom. She’s taking care of Kyle while they travel. They didn’t want to put him through the stress.

      “Okay. I’ll speak to you later.”

      “Lucy,” she says. “I don’t know how this happened. I didn’t know love like this existed, but I have to say this. I don’t care if I sound like I’m writing a cheesy love song. I’m glad you’re in his life. I’m glad you could forgive him. I just hope he can forgive me.”

      “He already has,” I say. “There was nothing to forgive, anyway.”

      I wonder if she’ll notice I’ve contradicted myself, but then she’s gone. I put my phone in my pocket and stare out the window, seeing Dad with the gun and the handcuffs. He was staring like he wanted to take me, as if he regretted all the times he didn’t get to hurt me.

      Sabrina hugs me from behind. “It’s going to be okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      “You should give into it more,” Patrick says, prancing up and down in front of me.

      He’s keyed-up, his eyes red, his hair almost black with sweat. Sweat drips down the lines on his face, too. His shirt is soaked. He tosses the needle into the corner of the room. Zack’s not in here, thank God. He’s waiting nearby, though. Patrick will snap his fingers, and the kid will come running with a drink or a snack.

      “Aren’t you feeling it?” Patrick says, waving his hands like a preacher. “It floods a man. It remakes him. There’s nothing better in all the world. The rush. The certainty. Isn’t that what you talked about in your little article?”

      “I fell in love with your daughter the first time I saw her,” I say, aware I wouldn’t be talking this way if it wasn’t for that strange feeling, not at all pleasant anymore.

      I’m inside a cotton ball, feeling fluffy and disconnected, but now I’ve found my woman. I want to be connected. I need it and hunger for it. Don’t ever, ever trap a hungry wolf. I’m howling inside for my woman and how wrong this is.

      “Why?” Patrick says with a high-pitched, ugly laugh. “She’s not a very loveable person. She was always so boring, her head stuffed in books. I tried to do the right thing, be a good man, and raise her after her idiot mother died. You know I wouldn’t phrase it like this to her.”

      “You wouldn’t want to hurt her feelings,” I say sarcastically.

      The light is low. He steps into it as if to light his face more thoroughly. He has bulging, stoned-as-hell eyes and chapped lips.

      “I don’t care about her, honestly. It’s a sad thing to admit. I’ve had a very sad life. I never cared about anything.”

      “I’m crying for you, Patrick. I’m weeping inside, but you’re wrong. Your daughter is the most loveable person I’ve ever met. Everything about her is—”

      He fires the pellet gun at me, and I’m not talking about plastic or spongy things. These are metal and fast. My chest tenses as it bounces off, leaving a stinging imprint, joining the others.

      “My daughter’s extremely deranged. I read the article. She fell for you apparently when she saw you in a documentary. Does that seem like a normal thing for a person to do? And your age gap. Jesus, man, it’s embarrassing.”

      I shake my head, laughing, knowing he hates when I laugh at him and show him his tough-guy act doesn’t work with me.

      “Our love goes deep. Just because you don’t understand, it doesn’t make it wrong.”

      “So you think there’s nothing wrong with a forty-two-year-old man making love to a twenty-year-old child?”

      “Child,” I repeat through gritted teeth. “She’s a grown woman. A confident, capable, beautiful person. She had to grow up fast because of you.”

      And because of me. The lies I told and the choice I made.

      “The gall of you, Patrick, talking about children. Lucy told me what you did. I saw Zack’s black eye.”

      “There’s a difference between discipline and, let’s say, well… You’d fix a buzz saw, wouldn’t you, if it wasn’t cutting correctly?”

      “Your kids aren’t tools. They’re people.”

      “There’s a difference.” He knocks the lightbulb, causing it to swing and whine as the light shifts across the bare room. “Between discipline and sexual excitement.”

      “Our age doesn’t mean a goddamn thing.”

      Patrick titters. “It will when you’re old, decrepit, and can’t walk.”

      “I’ll keep my body tough. I won’t flood it with drugs. I’ll work out. I’ll keep myself healthy.” There’s a slur in my voice I don’t like, the stuff kicking in again, poisoning my veins. “I’ll do whatever it takes to stay with my woman, even if it means becoming a goddamned vampire.”

      Patrick laughs, clapping his hands. “Your woman. You’re lucky she’s as stupid and insane as you are.”

      “That’s your daughter you’re talking about.”

      “Zack,” Patrick calls.

      I strain in the chair. I’ve been sitting in the same chair and wearing the same clothes since this started. The humiliation this bastard has put me through, doing my business in a goddamn bucket, and now he’s going to involve a kid.

      “Leave him alone.”

      From where I’ve been pulling, one of my hands is bloody and slick with it. I’ve been doing it nonstop, and now I feel the ropes straining. He shouldn’t have injected me with that stuff. It’s numbing me, but I don’t care if I break my hand to escape.

      Zack marches into the room with his head bowed, his greasy hair over his eyes. He looks half feral.

      “I think it’s time you became a man, don’t you?”

      Patrick walks to the corner of the room, looks around, and picks up a needle.

      “Don’t you fucking touch him with that,” I roar, losing control of myself, unable to focus on anything except this evil, this sickness. “Don’t touch him. Zack, get away from him. Run, Zack.”

      Patrick rolls his eyes, taking his spoon from his pocket and unrolling some tin foil. The whole time, Zack stares into space, his eyes empty.

      “Zack’s mother was a prostitute,” Patrick says conversationally as he prepares the drug. “She died shortly after he was born. She got into a fight at a gas station. Some guy took his gun from the trunk of his car and just gunned her down. They said he was crazy, but I know her. Knew her. I bet she said some very offensive stuff. She was good at that. At triggering men.”

      My hand clamps as I drag just one hand loose. What am I going to do with that? Jesus. My head. So cloudy. My chair isn’t bolted to the floor or anything. I roll my shoulder, wincing, ignoring the pain. This is when prison comes in useful. I’m used to being in pain from the yard fights. I’m used to fighting in cramped, bad conditions.

      Again, the numbness of the needle helps me ignore the agony as I launch myself forward. I throw out my arm and grab the fabric of Patrick’s pant leg. He doesn’t react quickly enough. He’s laughing, rolling his eyes, as if he thinks he’s going to kick me away, and maybe he could if I’d kept popping pills, graduated to the needle, and let my body waste away. I didn’t do any of that in prison. I wrote more than ever, and I worked out like a demon.

      I pull on his leg so hard he thunders to the floor. His needle and spoon clatter as I drag myself on top of him, raging, wheezing, ready to obliterate him for what he did to me, his daughter, and his son.

      He stares up at me lifelessly. Jesus Christ. Just like that, his skull hit the floor when I tackled him. Now, blood pools everywhere. I’ve seen this before in prison. With one punch, the man falls the wrong way and hits his head.

      “Don’t look,” I say, turning to Zack and holding my hand out.

      He’s got a knife in his hand, staring at me wild-eyed. I can do nothing as I straddle his dad, the man they say I killed—the man I really have killed now.

      Zack’s hand trembles. “Dad said if anybody ever got the better of him…”

      “Your dad is dead. Your sister’s waiting for you, Zack—a better life. I’ve seen it in you. You’re not the person he’s trying to make you. That night, you didn’t want to lure me into that trap. You were crying.”

      He croaks and shakes his head. The veins in his neck bulge. “I wasn’t.”

      “Zack, you’re crying now. It’s okay.”

      He angrily rubs his cheek. “I’m not.”

      “I’m going to help you, but first, you have to help me.”

      He steps forward, raising the knife, tears streaming down his cheeks. He looks even younger than his age, which is saying a lot. He looks like a baby as his eyes shine red. When he raises the knife, I shake my head. “Zack—”

      Then he slowly brings it down to my other hand, sawing at the rope.

      “I don’t want to look,” he says. “Can you do your feet?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve seen dead bodies before,” he says, breaking my heart, “but I don’t want to look.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      After cutting my legs loose, I stand and almost fall, my center of balance completely off.

      “Here.” Zack offers me his arm. “I can help.”

      I can’t afford to be proud now, not with my body in so much agony.

      Taking his arm, I say, “Thank you, Zack.”

      “He shouldn’t have hit me, should he? That wasn’t normal for parents to do, right?”

      “No,” I growl, thinking of my own father and Kylie. “It’s not, and it will never happen to you again. I promise. You’re family now, kid.”

      He pauses, looking up. “I am?”

      I lean down and gently brush a tear from his cheek. “I’m going to marry your sister. You’re going to be my brother-in-law. I’ll always protect you. Always.”

      “You mean…” He narrows his eyes as if he can’t make this new idea fit into his head. “Nobody’s ever going to hit me again? Or make me lie to old ladies at gas stations for money? Or-or say mean things about me, my skateboarding, and everything else? And I get to go to school? No, wait, do I? That as well? Wait, Jamie, you’re crying now.”

      I am. I can’t help it. “I swear, kid, you’ll get all that and more. It’ll be tough, but I’ll be there every step of the way.”

      “We should get out of here, then.”

      I grab his arm, and we keep walking.

      “Jamie…”

      “Yeah?”

      Kids are amazing. I can’t wait to have some with Lucy. Looking down at him, I see the shadow of a smile on his face. Not a full smile, but it’s just a hint, a spark. I’m so relieved it wasn’t extinguished, just dampened.

      “Can I get a new skateboard?”

      I laugh so hard my body hurts, laugh so hard I fall against the wall. Then Zack’s laughing, too, and gripping his sides.

      He rushes over to me and takes my hand. “Careful.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Hold my hand, and everything will be okay.”

      “You’re a good kid.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Definitely.”

      He nods, ducks his head, and leads us through the dark to the light at the end of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      It’s been two days since we learned what happened. Dad drugged Jamie, then Jamie got free, tackled him, and killed him. He’s not the killer I thought he was, the brutal, sadistic murderer, but he is the man who killed my father.

      Jamie had a bad reaction to the drugs when they finally got help. It was like he was somehow keeping himself together just long enough to escape, to defend Zack, and then his body shut down. He’s currently in and out of sleep as they drain his system. They’ve got him on an IV. The few times they let me in to see him, he was barely conscious, eyes falling closed before we could speak. At least his blood isn’t infected.

      Now, they’re saying we should wait. Maybe they can see how devastating it is to us each time we walk in there and don’t see the usual Jamie with his classic smirk on his face.

      Sabrina sits across from me, her hands in her lap, with Tommy pacing back and forth near her chair. His pacing was taking him farther until a nurse asked him to stop. He’s got his hands on his hips. Occasionally, he runs a hand over his bald head.

      Kylie and Sebastian are in the corner. Sebastian is a tall, serious-looking man with dark brown hair. Kylie has a more hippy style, wearing a patterned purple dress and beads in her black hair. She’s got tears in her eyes, smiling shakily when she sees me looking. She’s trying to stay strong.

      When the door opens, we all turn. My heart shudders when I see Zack. He’s been with child protective services, but now he’s here, his hair looking cleaner, in simple, clean clothes. He rushes into the room, suddenly stops, and looks around awkwardly. An older lady stands at his side, her gray ponytail tied up, wearing a sweater blouse and skirt combo.

      “He wanted to wait for his big brother to get better,” the woman says. “Honestly, there’s no telling him no, and he wanted to meet you, Lucy. Sorry, where are my manners? I’m Juliet Simpson with Child…”

      But I don’t hear the rest. I hear nothing except my heartbeat as Zack approaches. I look nervously up at him. I can see parts of Dad in him, parts of myself. His black eye has mostly faded, but it’s still there. Suddenly, there are tears in my eyes and tears in his eyes. We’re both sobbing as I fall to my knees, and he collapses into my arms.

      “I heard them,” he croaks, clinging onto me tightly. “Dad and Jamie. He said Dad—that Dad—he… to you…”

      “He hit me too,” I whisper. “It’s okay. It’s all going to be okay.”

      “I don’t want to go into a home,” he sobs. “I want to be with Jamie. He promised.”

      “You’re not going into a home,” I say, standing and glaring at Juliet. “You’re going to stay with us.”

      “You shouldn’t say things like that, Lucy,” Juliet says.

      “I’ll make it happen,” I snap. “He’s my brother. I’m old enough to take care of him. When Jamie gets better, he’ll have the father figure he deserves. Not-not…”

      “I understand that, but at this stage, it’s unwise—”

      “Stop yelling at her,” Zack snaps at Juliet, throwing his arms around me.

      I return the hug. “She’s not yelling. We’re just talking.”

      Zack starts crying again. I offer Juliet a smile, and she offers one in return. There are too many emotions running wild for us to tame them. I lead Zack to a chair, and Juliet sits nearby, her hands in her lap.

      “It’s good to meet you, Zack,” I say through tears.

      He smiles at me as if summoning all his strength to speak, like he knows this moment is important.

      “It’s good to meet you too, sis.”
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        * * *

      

      “He’s stabilized,” the doctor says, a kind-looking man wearing thin-framed glasses. “All signs are looking positive. He has some injuries, bruising to the chest, and a fractured finger, but with time, he’ll heal. I don’t predict any lasting injuries.”

      “Can we see him?” Kylie says, beating me to it.

      The doctor winces and nods. “Yes, but maybe not all at once.”

      Kylie squeezes my hand firmly, and then I take Zack’s hand. We all turn to the doctor.

      “Just us three,” Kylie says. “Please, doctor.”

      Juliet, the social worker, stands and follows at a respectful distance. Earlier, Tommy whispered that Zack’s only allowed here because of the bad press they might get later about separating a sister and her brother when the brother demanded to be with her.

      Jamie’s plan paid off. The news cameras circling the hospital like bloodhounds prove it. I don’t like it, but it’s better than the alternative. We can build a life together. With this press, the city can’t afford to be callous.

      We walk into the hospital room to find Jamie sitting up with much more strength than last time. He’s even got a light smirk on his face, his eyes glimmering when he turns and spots me. Even in the hospital gown, I can see his muscles swell.

      “Lucy,” he says passionately. “Lucy. Lucy.”

      Each time he says my name, his voice gets huskier, breathier. I almost feel a little guilty as I rush to him. His gaze completely fixes on me, like he doesn’t even see the others.

      “I dreamed he got you too,” Jamie says, throwing his arms around me and hugging me tight. “I’m having crazy dreams coming off that filth. I dreamed he got you, but you’re here.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell him, struggling to fight off more sobbing. I’ve done enough crying lately for several lifetimes.

      Jamie strokes his hand through my hair. “I love you, Lucy. I don’t care if the world won’t understand. I don’t care if I even find it hard to understand. I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want…”

      I think he’s going to say, To marry you…

      But then he cuts himself off.

      “I love you too,” I say, clinging to him tightly. “So much.”

      Jamie leans back, and I sit on the bed beside him. Kylie approaches, the beads in her hair rattling as she shudders. She’s already breaking down, unable to speak, as she reaches out and holds onto her brother tightly.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, panting. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      “Hush,” Jamie says, holding her tenderly. “It’s okay.”

      “You did it for me and Kyle, and I won’t even let you meet him.”

      “It’s okay,” Jamie says. “Looking back, I wish I’d acted sooner. I wish I’d told somebody. I wish I’d done something. I’ll tell you the truth, which will make me sound broken somehow.”

      His voice gets wavy, eyes unfocused, and I know it’s like he said. It’s the stuff coming out of his system.

      “Before I met Lucy, I didn’t care much about my life. You were happy, Kylie. You’d found Sebastian. You were talking about starting a family. If going to prison was the price I paid to keep your life that way, I’d gladly pay it.”

      “Jamie…”

      She bursts into tears again.

      “But now,” he says, “I’ve got something of my own to live for—Lucy and the family we’re going to share.”

      He stares at me, eyes glimmering.

      “I love you so much,” I whisper.

      Jamie smiles, then turns to Zack. “Get over here, kid.”

      Zack walks over, head bowed. “I’m happy you’re okay, sir.”

      “Sir?” Jamie laughs gruffly. “We’ve been through too much for that. Come here.”

      “Really?” Zack says, heartbreakingly suspicious when Jamie opens his arms.

      Zack throws himself into the embrace. Jamie winces but doesn’t let Zack see it hurt.

      “Are you going to go to prison?” Zack says, his face buried in Jamie’s chest.

      He’s an interesting child, an eerie mixture of toddler-like emotion and grownup coldness. That’s what Dad did to him: stifled his childish parts, stunted them, and encouraged the rest. Now, he can fuse those pieces of himself and heal.

      “No,” Jamie says. “It’s open-and-shut. Self-defense. I’m never going to prison again.”

      “That’s good, and Jamie, did you, uh, did you mean what you said? Were you telling the truth?”

      Jamie hugs Zack. “I meant it, kid. I’m going to be there for you. I’ll never let anybody hurt you.”

      “We’re family, right?” Zack says.

      Jamie looks at me meaningfully. Suddenly, all the pain and the craziness and my dad dying twice fades away. All I see is Jamie’s smile and the significance in his eyes, the confident message that they’re family because we’re going to be family.

      I almost propose in a sudden, unhinged rush, but I don’t. I won’t. It’s for my man to do that when he’s ready.

      “That’s right,” Jamie says.

      “I can’t wait for you to meet Kyle,” Kylie says, holding her brother’s hand.

      I cling onto his other arm, all three of us needing a piece of him.

      “I wish you’d been there when he was born. I wish you’d held him.”

      “There’s plenty of time to catch up,” Jamie says. “Soon, he’ll be sick of me.”

      “I’m talking to Sebastian. We’re moving to the East Coast. You’ve missed enough. It’s not fair.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      Kylie glares at him, and Jamie laughs, shrugging.

      “Okay, sis, I guess you do.”

      “Nobody would say this is a normal family,” Kylie says. “We’ve all been through stuff. You, Zack, are way too young to have experienced all you have, but we’re here. We’re together. We’re determined to make the best of it. I think that means something.”

      “It does,” Zack says, turning to her, smiling.

      Jamie holds my hand, squeezing it supportively and giving me a secret look of love, desire, and belonging. Nothing will ever separate us now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      “Seriously?” Lucy says, sticking her head into the bathroom.

      I’m on my knees, tightening the last bolt. “Busted,” I reply, laughing.

      “It’s only been four days since you left the hospital.”

      “I feel fine,” I tell her. “Better to keep busy. Anyway, I did promise I’d fix this for you.”

      I stand, washing my hands and wiping myself down.

      Lucy stands in the doorway, wearing a summer dress that settles so perfectly over her body. It outlines the shape of her hips and belly, reminding me of how voluptuous and childbearing she is.

      “You do seem better,” Lucy murmurs, walking into the room.

      The house feels quiet without Zack. He was a fixture at the hospital, but we have to go through the standard processes. Luckily, I’ve got an agent for my books and several offers to sell my and Lucy’s story. We’re going to use this situation to our advantage. We’ll use it to get custody of Zack and earn enough to build the life my woman deserves. Together, we’ll build our family, one brick at a time.

      “I’d keep your distance,” I say, “and not because I’m sweaty from the work. If I touch you…”

      She pauses a few inches short of me, shivering. She knows how obsessed I get when she does that. She knows how wild it makes me.

      “Aren’t you too ill?” she whispers.

      I shake my head. “I’m better. For you. For us.”

      She bites her lip. “Don’t forget that we’re meeting Kylie and Kyle soon.”

      I sigh, nodding. I wouldn’t usually sigh at this. The first time I met Kyle was just perfect. I immediately bonded with him as he repeatedly asked me to hold my uninjured hand up to show me how hard he could punch.

      “But later…” She sucks in a shaky breath. “I know you want it, and I want it, but…”

      “No matter what happens, you’re always going to be mine,” I say. “You don’t need to be nervous.”
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        * * *

      

      After a long enjoyable day, I walk from the shower across the hallway. My body still has some aches and pains, and two of my fingers are taped together, but I’m doing way better than I thought I would.

      It’s like there’s this burning certainty in me that won’t quit, that will never get extinguished. It’s all for my woman and the life we’re going to build.

      I’ve been healing up, but I’m ready now. I know she’s nervous, but she’s ready too. I groan when I see her lying on her side in bed. She’s wearing her bra and her underwear, nothing else, with one leg folded over the other to highlight the shape of her thigh. The light from the lamp shimmers over her entire leg. Her breasts are pressed together in a push-up bra, making me salivate. I forget about any part of my injury. There’s nothing but my woman.

      “Do you like it?” she says, her voice shaking cutely. “Sabrina helped me pick it.”

      The lingerie has a bow on the bra’s center, making my heart hammer as I stumble across the room. Her eyes widen as if she thinks I will collapse, but it’s just the sight of her and my cock stiffening, making me feel drunk.

      “You’re perfect,” I growl, dropping my towel.

      She gasps when my cock springs up, the steam rising from my naked body. I’m rock-hard as she sits up, her tits jiggling gorgeously in the push-up bra.

      “You’re already so hard,” she whispers.

      “That’s what you do to me,” I snarl. “Rub your pussy at the same time.”

      “Same time as what?” she says, giving me a teasing look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She smiles, then reaches over and takes the base of my cock in her hand. When she starts stroking, I shudder, letting out trembling breaths, unable to focus as she rubs up and down. Then she opens her mouth and takes in my tip, moaning as she bobs her head. Her wet, hot mouth has my seed rushing up my shaft. There’s no pain anymore. There’s nothing but my woman, our closeness, our love. Her hot, perfect lips wrap around my dick. I’m gasping and can’t breathe.

      “Don’t forget to rub your horny virgin pussy,” I say, softly running my fingers through her hair.

      My woman does as I tell her, slipping her other hand between her thighs and rubbing at the red material of her panties. I stare, captivated, at her breasts shaking for me, her hand working away. She moans when I reach down, slip my hand beneath her bra, and massage her tits. Her responsive nipples get excited for me right away, her hand moving quicker against her pussy.

      “Are you getting yourself wet for me?” I growl.

      “Hmm, hmm,” she moans, nodding her head.

      “I can’t take it anymore. Show me your sweet virgin pussy. Now.”

      She wriggles up the bed, her hands moving to her panties. She does it quickly, as if she’s outrunning her nerves, looking down at me between her legs. I stroke my hand along my dick, drawing her gaze. She swallows.

      “We’re made for each other, Lucy,” I say, shuddering as she wriggles out of her panties, tosses them aside, opens her thick thighs, and shows me her wet, glistening core. I walk to the end of the bed, staring down, taking a moment to appreciate her flawlessness.

      “I love you so much,” I say.

      “I love you,” she whispers, staring with her mouth open at my dick. “Do you think I can…”

      “We were made for each other,” I repeat. “My dick belongs in your tight pussy. You’re going to take every inch.”

      I climb onto the bed, gently pushing her thighs aside.

      “What about your hand?”

      “I can close my fist,” I snarl, planting it beside her head. With my other hand, I reach down, grab my dick, and guide it to her hole. “Fuck, you’re so wet.”

      I rub my tip up and down her entrance, then to her clit, teasing her lips, almost slipping in. I can feel how tight she is each time, like her anxiety is clamping her up.

      “You’re mine, Lucy,” I growl in her ear. “Just mine. Only mine. Do what you were made to do and…”

      She whimpers, dragging her fingernails over my back when the tip of my dick spreads open her hole. Her slit clings onto me so tight, so wet, so hot.

      “Take.”

      I push in even more, her pussy kissing farther up my shaft. I’m lost in the feeling of my woman, her walls massaging my dick, my seed pushing right to my end.

      “My.”

      “Jamie, Jamie,” she moans, closing her legs around me and hugging me tightly. “Oh, hell.”

      “Dick,” I snarl, then push even more.

      She bites down on my shoulder as I hold myself halfway into her no-longer-a-virgin slit. I push my face against her neck, kissing and biting softly.

      “Take the rest of it,” I tell her gruffly. “Every inch.”

      “The r-rest?” she moans. “You’re opening me up so much.”

      “Does it feel good?”

      “It’s new,” she whispers, “and it’s starting to…”

      “Take all of me. I want no space between us. Just me and you. Just our future.”

      “Yes,” she moans, shifting her hips, massaging my dick with her walls. “I want that.”

      I lean back, letting myself look down at her. Her cheeks are red, the flush spreading down her neck and chest. I look even farther down, groaning, when I see my dick stretching her pussy, over half of me buried in her tight slit. We moan together as I grind in the rest of the way.

      She opens her mouth, nodding up at me, her hands clawing at my arms as I get deeper and deeper. She pulls on my arms as if urging me to get farther inside her until I push in and let out a shuddering gasp. For a second, I’m sure I’m going to explode. Her hole is tight as fuck around the base of my dick, her inexperienced slit fluttering as I hold myself there.

      “Yes, yes,” she moans.

      “Yes?” I growl, meeting her eye.

      A glowing smile spreads across her face. I knew my woman was nervous, but I never realized how nervous. The relief is instant and consuming, lighting her up and letting her revel in what we’re doing. She nods, shifting her hips.

      “It’s good,” she whispers, her voice raspy with pleasure. “Oh, Jamie…”

      I slide back, pulling my dick slowly out of her, obsessed with how she twitches and sighs as I pull almost all the way out. I let her hole kiss my tip and then slide back in, watching her closely. Her walls loosen for me a bit, just enough to let me know she’s ready for more.

      I push in faster next time, causing a reverberation to move through her body, her thighs, belly, and tits jiggling so damn perfectly. She’s bringing me close to the edge with every movement, every noise, every part of her.

      “Jamie,” she whispers. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      I lean down, finding her lips as we sink into a rhythm, moving back and forth together, Lucy’s hips moving in time with my thrusts. It’s proof we were made for each other, how natural we rock together like this, how easy it is to sink into the lust, into the love.

      Her pussy starts to get really creamy for me when I pick up the pace. We kiss passionately, her body making wet noises. Her teeth click into mine. She’s wincing.

      “Is something wrong?” I growl.

      I thrust into her again, the walls of her pussy wrapping around me tightly, as if she’s drawing me into her body. Her body’s hungry for my seed, pulsing as she approaches an orgasm.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Her wet, innocent hole makes another noise of pleasure.

      “Sorry?”

      “For the nois—”

      “No.” I start fucking her faster so that her body talks to me even more, my body making wet noises against her young slit as I fuck her hard. “This is the sound of… fuck… your body.”

      “Feeling it,” she moans and yells, her voice rising. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      I groan and lean back again, letting myself hammer her and watch her body shake for me at the same time. She’s clawing at the sheets, her head thrown back, her eyes fluttering like her incoming orgasm is trying to close them. She wants to keep them open to stay in this moment.

      I thrust into her harder, feeling every inch of my cock go deep. She gasps and stares directly at me. I know it’s coming. Her pussy is getting ready to cream for me. Her hole flutters, and she’s got wide, enthusiastic eyes like she can’t believe she was ever nervous about this. She bounces up and down on my dick, making me bite down as seed rushes up my shaft toward her fertile womb.

      “Together,” she moans, moving faster. “J-Jamie.”

      My hips go into overdrive as I push my dick deep and then slide out, deep and slide out, her young body making those wet noises for me the faster I go. I own her pussy, just like I own every other part of her.

      She opens her mouth and lets out a shuddering scream just as her pussy really creams for me. Evidence of her release squirts down my dick. Her come spreads over her pussy when I push back inside and smear it over her lips. She’s screaming, veins pushing against her neck, bouncing repeatedly on my dick. I groan, collapsing against her. This is it. This is our purpose. My seed explodes. I feel it pumping out of me.

      She wraps her arms around me as we reach our shared finish, gasping and struggling to accept how perfect this feels. How connected we are. I fall against her and then roll to the side, pulling her into my embrace. She clutches onto me firmly, kissing me on the chest and hugging me close.

      “That was everything I wished it could be,” she whispers. “I can’t believe I was nervous. I’m—”

      “Don’t say sorry,” I tell her. “You never have to say that to me.”

      She shifts closer to me and kisses me again.

      “You’re right. We were made for each other. As soon as we started, I knew I never had to worry.”

      I kiss the top of her head, moving my hand over her shoulder and down her arm. Her skin goose-pimples for me, as if emotion is washing down her and through her. It’s the same emotion pumping through me. Already, my dick is getting hard again, lust tugging on me.

      “That could’ve been it, Lucy. Our first child together.”

      She props her hands on my chest, looking up at me with a smile. Her eyes are bright with the future, with all the adventures we will go on together and everything we will share.

      “I hope so,” she says, trailing her fingers up my chest, “but if not, well, it’s not like we can’t try again.”

      “I’ve got the perfect time.”

      I smirk, leaning down and kissing her hard on the lips. She moans and sits up, allowing me to glide my hand down her arm, over her hip, to her thigh. I squeeze her thigh, sliding my hand to her hole, knowing I’ll never need another woman. She’s the only person I ever want or need, my woman—only mine.

      I killed this woman’s father. I did it because I had to. He was evil and threatening a child, but I still killed him. I’m still a murderer. I’m still what some people would think of as a sinner. Yet she loves me as much as I love her.

      When I glide into her for the second time, I take it slowly, kissing her gently as we sink into a different kind of lovemaking. Eventually, she nervously asks me if she can go on top. We link hands as she rocks up and down over me, our eyes locked on each other. Her smile is the most beautiful sight. This moment alone makes everything worth it, and we still have an entire journey ahead.

      “I love you,” she whimpers, moving faster. “I love you. I… love… you.”

      We kiss, reaching another shared finish, but it’s just the start.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      “We’re fostering you for now,” I tell Zack.

      I’m trying to be careful not to get his hopes up. In hindsight, I think Juliet had a point there. I meant the promise I made to him in the hospital, but what if he can’t stay with us? What if they don’t think we have a stable environment?

      We’re sitting in the yard, Zack on the picnic blanket, his legs splayed. He’s had a haircut, buzzing off his long, blond locks. He said it was because he wanted to forget the sort of kid he was when he had long hair.

      He finds it difficult, I know. During these past three weeks, life has moved so fast—all the meetings, the emergency foster application. The police and the city are hurrying it through, mainly because Jamie has been writing up a storm, liaising with agents about his writing.

      “And I know the perfect editor,” he told me last night, cuddling close to me in bed.

      “You don’t have to say that.”

      “I mean it,” he replied. “Without you, that article wouldn’t have had half the impact it did.”

      He could leave me any time he wanted, disappear into a new life. Sure, there would be drama since much of his image is based on us, but he could do it. He could then write a book about it, forget me, and find some supermodel. I told him all this, and he just laughed. He told me nobody else compares. I melt every time he says that.

      “I know you don’t want to get my hopes up, sis,” Zack says, trailing his finger around and around his knee. “I get it, too. It’s like Jamie says. Sometimes, bad things happen. Sometimes, we can’t control it. That’s what he said, Lucy.”

      I smile. “I believe you.”

      From hints like these, I get the sense Dad never listened to Zack. He gaslit him and twisted his mind so that Zack always tries to convince people when talking to them. He’s desperate to be heard and seen as real like he matters.

      “But, sis, what do you feel?”

      My smile widens. We watched a romantic comedy last night, and Zack says it just like one of the characters. He’s been on his own for so long, with only Dad for company—okay, not alone, but worse than being alone. He has to learn any way he can. I admire my little brother.

      “I feel like what I said in the hospital was true. We’re going to be there for you, and I know Jamie. He’s determined to keep his promise.”

      Zack meets my eye with a dreamy smile. It’s difficult to think of how Jamie described the night they escaped, holding the knife, ready to do Dad’s bidding before he decided to cut Jamie loose. It’s hard to think of all the terrible things Dad did. To me. To him. To Jamie. To everyone.

      However, Jamie handled that problem. I’ll probably never say this aloud, but I’m happy he did it. Not just relieved that he made it out okay. Not just glad he’s alive.

      Happy he killed Dad. Does that make me sick? I don’t care.

      If Jamie’s taught me anything, it’s that I can’t judge someone based on what the world thinks. The entire world, including me, thought he was a killer. However, it didn’t stop him from writing his books, honing his craft, and getting ready to support us when the time came.

      “I think so, too,” Zack says.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going?” I ask as Jamie drives through the suburbs, moving from the mid-tier houses to the bigger ones. He drives past them, stopping in a small, well-kept park, far more upscale than my area in the city.

      “What do you think about this neighborhood?” Jamie says, reaching over and tucking hair behind my ear, causing tickles to shimmer over me. “Can you imagine raising a family here?”

      I look around at the clean streets. At the end, a few kids are playing hockey on skates. A little girl and her mom sit in a nearby garden, with another girl running around chasing bubbles.

      “Yeah, easily,” I tell him.

      He leans close, breathing huskily in that just-Jamie way. It reminds me of countless memories of the past few weeks, a thousand secret intimate moments.

      “One day, I’m going to buy us a house here. That’s why I wanted to do it here.”

      “Do… what?”

      Shivers dance over me. He leans back, smirking, looking stylish with his new haircut, clean on the sides and longer on top. He’s letting his beard grow a little, a layer of silver, giving him a sophisticated look in certain lights and a savage look in others.

      “Let’s go for a walk.”

      He climbs from the car, walking around my side. The car’s new, bought with the money from his first advance. He’s been negotiating, telling me he learned to take care of himself in prison. Taking my hand, he leads me into the park. He leads me to the corner. There’s a large concrete play area.

      “The kids are allowed to draw here,” Jamie says, nodding to a few doodles in chalk. “The rain washes it away. Where I grew up, they would vandalize this place instantly, but not here. People respect it.”

      He takes both my hands and stares down at me with that unflinching passion in his eyes.

      “I love you, Lucy,” he says, “and I can’t wait to work my ass off to get us a place here. A place to raise a family.”

      I throw my arms around him. “I’d go anywhere with you. You know that. As long as we’re together.”

      He squeezes me. “Zack wants to show you something.”

      “Zack?”

      We turn and see him walking up the lane with Juliet, the social worker. Zack’s got his skateboard under his arm.

      “Hey,” he says, smiling in his usual friendly, awkward way.

      “Hey, Zack. Nice to see you.”

      Juliet strides forward, placing her hand on my arm. “It’s not official, but we’re close, Lucy. We’re real close.”

      I beam at Zack, his head swimming with all the emotions.

      “I’ve been practicing a new trick, sis. Do you want to see it?”

      Zack looks at Jamie. Jamie gives him a thumbs-up, and Zack grins. He walks onto the concrete play area, then leans down and attaches a piece of chalk to his skateboard.

      “Just gotta… be careful about it.”

      He starts skating in tight circles. At first, I don’t know what he’s doing, but the chalk begins to spell something as he takes tight turns. The letters are jagged, but the meaning slowly becomes apparent.

      Will you marry me?

      I turn, heart fluttering, when I see Jamie on one knee with a ring box in his hand. He has it open, presenting a large, elegant diamond.

      “I wanted to wait until I got my first advance,” he says passionately. “You deserve a ring. You deserve the world. I love you so, so much, Lucy.”

      “I love you too. Well, aren’t you going to put the ring on me?”

      He smirks.

      Beside me, Juliet and Zack chuckle.

      “You haven’t actually said yes ye—”

      “Yes, yes, yes!” I yell, and he grins, leaping to his feet.

      He slips the ring onto my finger. The metal kisses my skin beautifully and coldly, and I know this is the happily ever after I never thought possible. He may be my dad’s killer, but most importantly, he’s my soulmate and the only man I ever want to be with.

      “I’m so happy,” I whisper, hugging him tightly, breathing in his scent.

      “It’s you and me forever.”
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SOME WEEKS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Lucy

      

      “I’ve been transparent about why we agreed to this interview,” Jamie says, looking the interviewer in the eye.

      His name is Marcus Price, and he’s known for asking hard-hitting questions.

      “To make money,” he says.

      Jamie wraps his arm around me and takes my hand. I look up at him, silently telling him I’ll handle this, then turn to the interviewer.

      “Well?” Markus says.

      “You said it like it’s a bad thing. Something terrible happened to Jamie. His life was stolen. He lost so many years. Can you blame him for wanting to use this experience for something good?”

      “Money is good now, is it?”

      Jamie laughs easily. I know people have fallen in love with his casual charm, but I also know he only has eyes for me. Even the rest of the studio seems to side with him, smiling. I don’t feel as nervous as I thought I would. Lately, with Jamie at my side, with all we’ve overcome, I feel like we can do anything.

      “We’re going to use that money to start a family together,” I say, sitting up, my heart pounding. I didn’t plan this. “It’s not like we want to waste it. We want to bring love into the world. We want to give our children the life we never had.”

      “It’s a noble, good thing,” Jamie says firmly. “Markus, it’s a privileged position to be able to turn your nose up at making money. I may be a writer, but I’m a working-class man. I’ve spent my life around working-class people. We have a chance to build generational wealth for our family. What sort of man would I be if I didn’t capitalize on that?”

      “And we’ll need to start building real soon.”

      I rest my hand on my belly, my heartbeat fluttering.

      “Wait…” Jamie turns and stares down at me, dashingly handsome in his suit. “Are you saying…”

      I nod. We stare at each other, into each other.

      The studio melts away. It’s just us.

      “Pregnant,” he whispers.

      “Yes!”

      Jamie leaps to his feet, cheering, punches the air, then pulls me into his arms. Even Marcus is laughing as he announces we’ll take a short break and be right back.
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ONE YEAR LATER

        

      

    

    
      Jamie

      

      “I’m always going to look out for her,” Zack says, sitting at Elizabeth’s bedside, “and all my nieces and nephews. You’ll see.”

      I exchange a look with Lucy. She stands just above the crib, her hand resting on her belly as if she misses the bump. It’s so easy to imagine her as she was walking down the aisle, angelic and beautiful and sexy all at once. Now, she’s wearing one of my T-shirts, her eyes tired, her hair messy around her shoulders, and she still looks perfect. She still gets my whole body and soul thrumming and aching each time I look at her. Her maternal love exudes from every single pore.

      We smile as only we can, husband and wife. It’s a strange, beautiful, unique connection we share, bonding us every moment.

      “I know you will, Zack,” I tell him.

      Zack’s been staying with us for eight months. He was the ring bearer at the wedding. Day by day, he puts his time with his dad behind him. He’s doing well at school, getting Bs in some stuff and Ds in others, but he’s there. He’s trying. He’s becoming a normal kid. He grins over at me, his hand reaching into the crib.

      “She’s holding my finger. I think she likes me.”

      Lucy beams. “Of course she does. You’re her big bro.”

      “I’m going to protect her like you protected Kylie.”

      He stares at me in that way of his, seeming far too mature. He’ll always have those marks from growing up so fast, just like I did. It’s impossible to get rid of them completely. I know what he means, so I don’t correct him. I don’t tell him he’ll never need to protect her quite like that. They’re never going to suffer how I did, how Lucy did.

      Lucy walks over, falling into my embrace. I wrap my arm around her and inhale the scent of her hair, all that hard mom work, all the passion and love bubbling out of her.

      “Look what we did,” she whispers, cuddling close. “Look at the love we made happen.”

      My whole heart fills up. We’re selling enough books to commit to a long-term home. Zack is safe. Elizabeth is the cutest baby ever. Kylie and Kyle are here on the East Coast. Nobody’s in danger.

      Life is perfect in the world of Mr. and Mrs. Williams.
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TEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Zack

      

      “Is college fun?” Lizzy asks, balancing on her skateboard at the top of the ramp.

      I grin from the other side of the ramp, popping a kickflip and then dropping in. “It’s pretty cool. Everybody’s nice. I like engineering. It’s like skateboarding. Do it right, and everything fits.”

      I stop on her side of the ramp, stepping off my board. We’re at the back of the yard. This is the second house. I remember the first one, back before Jamie made it big time as an author, and big sis went into full-beast mode with her editing.

      Across the yard, I can see Kelly, Samantha, and little Isaac playing in the pool. Past them, Lucy sits in the sun, gently rocking Michael’s mobile crib back and forth under the shade of an umbrella. Big bro—or big bro-in-law—is showing off his outdoor gym to Tommy and Sebastian.

      I turn at the sound of metal on plastic. It’s Kyle, grinding along the rail on his Rollerblades, grinning over at us before he drops in and then leaps out of the ramp backward.

      “What’s up?” he says. “Dropped in yet, Lizzy?”

      Lizzy shudders. She looks so much like Lucy, right down to how she smiles and rolls her eyes when she’s nervous.

      “Not yet,” she says.

      I reach over and gently tap her on the helmet. “You’ve got this, I promise. Here. Hold on to my arm first.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      “Weight forward. We’ll do a practice one. Let me lift you up after you’ve dropped in. Don’t let your legs run away.”

      “Okay, okay.”

      She takes a deep breath and then ducks her head, laughing as I scoop her off her feet.

      “See,” I say. “Now imagine that, but you keep going.”

      Lizzy clenches her fists and nods.

      “You got this, sis,” Kelly calls over, cupping her hands around her mouth.

      “Hell yeah,” Jamie grins, causing his full silver beard to shift in the light. He claps his hands. “Go, Lizzy!”

      “Lizzy, Lizzy!” Lucy cheers, and then everybody joins in.

      Lizzy looks at me and smiles shakily. “Do you really think I can do it?”

      “I’ve seen you skate since you were a little kid. You even skate this ramp. Dropping in is just an extension of that. You’ve got good instincts. Just don’t fight your body, and you’ll be okay.”

      She kicks her board down, drops in, rolls smoothly to the other side of the ramp, and then leaps off her board. Her hands are immediately in the air, cheering, jumping up and down on the spot.

      “Daddy, Mommy!” she cries. “Did you see?”

      Jamie grins, then smiles at me. It’s the same way he’s smiled countless times. The one that says he’s proud of me. He’s the dad I never had. It’s the smile that says, We made it out of that hell together, kid, and it always makes me smile back.
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CHAPTER ONE

        

      

    

    
      Emma

      

      I watch the East Coast buildings flit by the window, much grayer and bleaker than the West Coast. Maybe that’s just my mood, and I can’t brand the entire East Coast this way.

      I’m sitting in the back of a chauffeured car sent by my bestie, Rosa. She was the one who held me tight as I cried so hard I thought my chest was going to bust open eighteen months ago when Mom died. Then it was life on the West Coast with my stepdad.

      Now? He’s found another woman, and I don’t enjoy hanging around the house when I can tell they don’t want me there. It’s nothing they’ve said explicitly, more a general mood.  It’s a look my stepdad gets in his eyes sometimes as if he’s silently saying, When can I start my new life? Honestly, I get it. I’m a reminder of everything he’s lost, and it’s not like we were ever super close.

      We stop at a red light, the midday sun shining down on a construction site. I wonder if Rosa’s dad, Leo Esposito, is involved in the project. He’s been a top construction manager in the city ever since I was a kid, hence the car and the big townhouse it’s taking me to.

      I was seventeen when I left, but as the car carries me closer to the house, I feel like I’ve aged more than eighteen months. It’s like I left seeing the city through childish eyes, everything big and imposing, but now it’s shrunken down and nowhere near as impressive. Maybe that’s grief, still clinging, dulling everything. Whatever, at least the sun’s shining. I can’t let myself fall into self-pitying crap.

      Soon, we arrive at the townhouse. “Thank you, Francesco,” I say.

      He turns and smiles. His bushy gray mustache and the shocks of hair forming a crescent around his head bring me back to childhood. He’s been the Esposito driver for as long as I can remember.

      “Of course, miss. I can’t call you little lady anymore, can I?”

      This might seem suggestive coming from somebody else, but Francesco is a good man and happily married. Anyway, nobody ever suggests much to me, not that I’m looking.

      I walk up the long stairs to the townhouse, immaculately swept, the door twice my height. After pressing the doorbell, I remind myself I’m not here to ogle Rosa’s dad, Leo. I never had a crush on him, but I did look from time to time. It was impossible not to.

      Luckily, I didn’t see him much growing up. Sometimes, he’d say a quick hello, but that was it. It gave me the space I needed not to let this feeling grow, whatever it was, the small ball of potential light inside me. It’s a good thing, and I plan on keeping it that way. Just because Leo makes me ache in a way I don’t fully understand, it doesn’t mean I have to feed those feelings. Just like the feelings of grief, too. There’s no need to throw wood on those fires.

      I almost cry when Rosa throws the door open. It’s how she reacts, her face crumpling in emotion, her hands flying up to cover her mouth as if shocked at my presence. She’s tall and thin, wears an artsy top and torn jeans, and has her deep brown hair cut into a confident fringe.

      “I’m so happy to see you.” She hugs me tightly. “I feel like it’s been forever.”

      I hug her just as tight. “That’s because it has. I’m still angry at you for not visiting.”

      I mean it as a joke, but then her grip on me tightens.

      “Hey, I’m just kidding. I knew you had school.”

      She’s studying English literature and poetry, which suits her perfectly. I’m going to be an accountant one day, lost in the boring world of profits and sums and the clean sense of the numerical world.

      As she leads me into the house, I don’t mention that she refused to visit even during the holidays, and when I mentioned coming here, she became awkward. I’ve wondered why, but I can’t figure it out. Sometimes, I feel like I’m missing something obvious.

      “Look who’s back, Mom,” Rosa says, stopping in front of the shrine to pay her respects.

      This is another reason I can’t ever think about Leo Esposito. I can’t let my mind stray to his height. He must be at least six and a half feet, a giant compared to most men. I can’t think about his hair, mostly silver but with flecks of obsidian here and there, or his intense eyes, which seemed to consume me the few times I saw him as a kid. They fascinated me, too, one stark blue and the other brown. I can’t think about trailing my hand down his arm, feeling his muscles, strength, and how his confident smirk shapes his lips.

      I stop in front of the shrine. It sits beneath the double staircase, photos of Angelica, Rosa’s mother, filling it, flickering in the light of the lit candles. She died in a gas explosion when Rosa was fourteen, a few years before I lost my mom.

      So much tragedy. Oh, God, this is bad. For a second, a shameful one, I feel almost jealous of this woman. She got to kiss Leo, hold him, and be with him.

      “Emma?” Rosa says, jolting me out of the fantasy.

      No, not fantasy. Not that.

      “Yes?”

      “Hungry?”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, I’ll have you know poets can make fortunes, some in the tens of dollars.” Rosa grins as she gestures with her toast, much happier in the rooftop garden. “Oh, to wish I had a dish, maybe with some fish… Are you hearing this? I’m going to be talked about for generations.”

      I laugh at her sarcastic tone, then take a bite of my toast.

      “Anyway,” she says amidst the scent of the flowers and the warm sunshine. “How are you feeling?”

      I shrug. “It is what it is.”

      “That’s not much of a description.”

      “Feelings have always been more your thing,” I say, trying for a bantering tone, but it sounds wrong and way too real. “How are you?”

      “You’re changing the subject.”

      “You’ve seemed tense on Skype.”

      She flinches, and she’s right. I am changing the subject because I have to. Talking about one feeling could lead to all feelings.

      “I have?”

      “Yes,” I say, “and there’s the stuff about not being able to visit each other. I feel like something’s going on. I didn’t want to say anything until we met in person.”

      She drops her toast, tears off a piece, then picks up the original section. Then she puts it down again.

      “Everything’s fine.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What’s hmm? You’re not Sherlock Holmes.”

      “I don’t need to be. You don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to. I don’t mean to pry.”

      She glances at the doors, her features tight.

      “I read some stories about construction in the city. Apparently, there have been union strikes. I heard it’s getting ugly. Threats and stuff like that.”

      Since Mom died, Rosa has been reluctant to share her problems with me. I get why. She’d prefer if I unloaded on her, but that’s never been our dynamic since we were kids.

      I’m always the listener. I like that.

      “Oh, yeah,” Rosa says. “That.”

      “Does it have anything to do with—”

      We both jump to our feet when the doors burst open. I step back, knowing the fumes of this city have to be worse than the West Coast. I’m hallucinating. A half-naked man emerges into the garden, a streak of blood down his face. He’s panting, scrawny, with shell-shocked eyes and a large chunk torn from his hair.

      A second later, one of Rosa’s staff members appears. Like most Italians, he wears a slick suit, and his earpiece and sunglasses tell me he’s security.

      The half-naked man turns and spreads his arms. “You can’t do this.”

      “Get over here.”

      The man leaps, grabs a vase, and throws it. The guard tries to approach, but after the vase shatters—Rosa gasps, grabs my arm, and I stare dumbfounded—the man grabs a shard. He squeezes, not caring it causes him to bleed, and waves it at the guard.

      “I’ll cut you to pieces.” The man’s accent is heavy, maybe Russian. “I’ll slice you up good.”

      Soon, more guards join the first four. They fan out around the half-naked man and then close in. One takes a slice to the forearm, grunting in pain, but soon they’ve got him pressed against the floor with a knee in his back and a blade to his throat.

      Deep in the back of my mind, past the shock, a small voice whispers, So, this is what I’ve been missing.

      It seems so obvious now.
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