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    [image: ]Avery


    One thing Carrie Underwood forgot to mention: after you take a Louisville slugger to his headlights, and after you slash all four tires of your cheating ex-boyfriend’s truck, you get arrested and charged with willful destruction of property.


    “This plea bargain is acceptable to both parties?” The judge squinted at Grant, my asshat ex, and then at me through John Lennon–type glasses perched on his oversized nose. He kind of reminded me of Santa Claus. Well, maybe if Santa wore a black robe and handed out sentencing instead of toys.


    “Yes, Your Honor.” My father’s gravelly voice echoed in the judge’s chambers.


    “Yes, Your Honor,” Grant’s lawyer replied.


    I stared straight ahead and tried to look contrite. Really, the only thing I was sorry about was that someone had taken a video of me destroying Grant’s truck and posted it on YouTube. At least I was on my way to viral infamy. Three million hits and counting.


    My father, District Attorney Samuel Hartley, had tried to get the charges dropped until he found out about the video from Grant’s lawyer. If looks could kill, I would be six feet under for sure. See, my father needed his zero-tolerance-policy-on-crime platform to win the mayoral seat he was gunning for. It wasn’t like he could change the rules just because his daughter broke them. He did, however, have all the charges booked under my mother’s maiden name, Melrose, instead of Hartley, to try to distance himself from the mess.


    “Very well,” the judge said. He looked at me, and I met his steady gaze. “Avery Melrose, you are hereby sentenced to three hundred hours of community service and restitution in the amount of fifteen thousand dollars. You have six months to complete your community service and must pay the full amount of restitution within seventy-two hours. If you fail either condition of this plea bargain, you will be found in contempt and you will be arrested and will serve the remaining balance of your community service in a minimum-security facility. Is that clear?”


    “Yes, sir.” Shit. My father hadn’t told me that the three hundred hours of community service had to be done in six months. This was my senior year at UNC, and I had too many things I needed to do to serve some kind of stupid penance.


    “How the hell am I supposed to do community service and go to school?” I shouted at my dad as soon as we were out of the judge’s chambers.


    “You might have thought about that before you took a bat to Grant’s truck, Avery. Jesus, what the hell were you thinking?” Dad stuffed the signed paperwork into his briefcase and started toward the exit.


    Grant walked by, a smirk on his face. Asshole.


    “I was thinking that I had just seen my boyfriend with his dick in some bimbo in our bed.” My voice echoed down the hallway of the courthouse, and several heads whipped around to stare. My father strode back and grabbed my arm.


    “Will you keep your voice down? You’re acting like a piece of trailer trash.”


    He pulled me past Grant, who now looked a little red in the face. I flipped him off as my father dragged me through the doors.


    “You’re not ten years old, Avery. At least try and act like the well-bred lady you were raised to be.” He released me as soon as the door slammed closed. I stood on the steps of the courthouse, my chest rising and falling with anger.


    He acted like I was throwing a tantrum. I wanted to stomp my foot, but it would only prove his point. How did he expect me to react when I went to Grant’s apartment and found him balls deep in some trashy-looking whore?


    My boyfriend.


    Fucking someone who wasn’t me.


    And then he tried to tell me it wasn’t what it looked like.


    I think that’s what pissed me off most. Like I misunderstood what was happening right in front of me. That he thought I was that stupid.


    My normal cool-headed assessment skills went right out the window when I heard him moaning her name. I ran out and grabbed the bat he kept beside the front door and started hitting the first thing of his I saw: his truck. I’d broken all the windows and lights and dragged my keys up and down the sides of the shiny black paint by the time Grant put his pants on and got outside.


    It took Grant and his roommate, Bryan, to get the bat out of my hands, but not before I got Grant good in his pitching shoulder. Bastard.


    “I’m not sorry,” I said to my father, tilting my chin up. “Aren’t you always the one who says not to take shit from anyone?”


    He growled. “Not taking shit and doing fifteen thousand dollars’ worth of property damage are not the same and you know it.”


    “Can’t we just get someone to sign off that I did my time and we can move on? I have sorority obligations and studying, and you can’t honestly expect me to do three hundred hours of some kind of menial grunt work.” I looked up at him, giving him a huge pout. “Please, Daddy? Can’t you do something? I made a mistake.”


    Already, I was two steps ahead, planning the welcome back party our sorority held every year. This year was especially important because I’d been voted vice president.


    “. . . alongside a group of people that are currently on parole.”


    Parole? I shook my head. “What?”


    “This is exactly what I was talking about, Avery. You have no comprehension of what you’ve done. You’ll take a semester off from college to get this taken care of. The paperwork is already filed. Your three hundred hours will be working with the public works crew, alongside a group of recent parolees.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” My voice was way too high-pitched and loud, but he couldn’t mean what I was hearing. “I can’t take a semester off! What about Rush week? I have obligations! And you actually expect me to work alongside common criminals?”


    A snarl turned his lips up. “What the hell do you think you are now, Avery? This goes on your permanent record! You’re twenty-one. You’re not a child anymore. And I’ve already looked at all the files of every single person you’ll be serving with. I wouldn’t allow you to be in danger, you know that.”


    Shit. Shit. Shit. Real tears burned my eyes. Every employer worth working for did criminal background checks. God, I wanted to kill Grant for fucking with my future because he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.


    “I’m sorry, Daddy. I just... I loved Grant and I reacted without thinking.” My father was a reasonable person, but just in case he didn’t see my reasons clearly, I appealed to his emotional side. “He broke my heart, Daddy.”


    I saw his face soften, and hope leapt to life in my chest. Surely he didn’t want his daughter working around the same dirty lowlifes he fought to put away every day.


    “I know, and I’m sorry that you had to find him like that. But it doesn’t change what you did. I’m in a precarious position, Avery. My entire campaign rests on my one-strike platform. Hell, I’ve spent the last four years cleaning up the streets so that I’d be the best candidate for mayor. My hands are tied right now. You do the crime, you do the time.”


    “Don’t use one of your campaign slogans on me,” I growled, then stomped down the steps.


    “Avery, make sure you report to the public works department at six A.M. Monday. If you don’t show, they will arrest you and there won’t be anything I can do for you.” Before I could say anything else, a reporter rushed up the steps and thrust a microphone in my father’s face.


    “Mr. Hartley, can you tell us how the arrest of your daughter has affected your campaign plans?” The blond woman smiled up at him, but I could see the gleeful malice gleaming in her eyes. Goddamned vultures.


    “I can assure you, Ms. Chambers, that it hasn’t changed a thing. My daughter is going to pay for her lapse in judgment just like anyone else would. I’m serious when I say that I am willing to do whatever it takes to make our city a safer place.”


    I glanced over my shoulder and saw my father look directly into the camera, his politician’s smile in place. If he wasn’t running for mayor, he would have pulled out all the stops to get me out of my punishment. That’s how it always worked with us.


    But apparently not anymore.


    I stormed to the parking lot and yanked open the door to my BMW convertible, a gift from Dad when I graduated from high school with a perfect 4.0. I flicked the AC on full blast, even though the top was down, and stomped down on the accelerator, speeding away from the courthouse as fast as I could go.


    Wind whipped the tips of my ponytail against my face, but I ignored it.


    No school. No sorority.


    My life might as well be over right now.


    Damn Grant and the wasted four years we spent together.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO[image: ]


    [image: ]Seth


    “Three months of community service and you’ll have served your entire sentence,” my parole officer said from across the desk. “Keep your nose clean, Seth, and you’ve got your entire future ahead of you.”


    I sat back and crossed my arms, tried to listen to what Arnold was telling me. His office was a mess and it smelled musty, like there was old food sitting in some forgotten corner. But it was better than the cell that had been my home for the past twelve months.


    “You got your GED and even started some college-level courses. That’s very good.” Arnold kept looking at me from over my file. Why the hell did he think he needed to tell me things that I already knew?


    “There is a program that will pay for ex-convicts to earn a college degree. With your background and financial status, you’d get it all for free.”


    In other words, I was a fucking low-life loser and the state would give me money to spend on a degree that might or might not keep me out of prison. Great use of the working public’s taxes. I’m sure they really appreciated it too.


    “I’ll think about it¸” I said. I really wouldn’t. No way could I see myself on a fucking college campus.


    He stared at me now. “It’s part of the rehabilitation program you agreed to, Seth. Either a job or further education in exchange for subsidized housing and food assistance. You’ll have to check in with me every week for the first six weeks, and then every month once you get a full-time job or enroll in college or a trade school.”


    Christ, if this program hadn’t shaved an entire year off my sentence, I wouldn’t have agreed to it. Still, there was a tiny glimmer of hope that ignited inside my chest at his words. If I really could get some steady income, I could save Sara and get the hell out.


    “Here is everything you need when you leave here.” Arnold handed me a manila envelope. “There’s some cash, a key to your apartment, your food benefits card that has two hundred and fifty dollars that can be used at any grocery around here, your state medical card, a transit card, and a current course catalog for UNC. That about covers it.”


    I looked inside the envelope but didn’t take anything out yet.


    “The address of your new place is in there as well. Now, Seth,” he said, sitting back and crossing his arms across his chest, “I need to remind you that you aren’t to get within five hundred feet of Sara or Davis. If you ignore the restraining order in effect, you will be arrested and you will serve out the rest of your sentence back in jail. No more chances. Do you understand that?”


    I clenched my fists. Being out and not being able to see Sara ate at me. How the hell was I supposed to stay away from her when I knew what he was doing to her?


    As if my parole officer could see my intentions, he leaned forward with narrowed eyes. “Seth. You’re twenty-two and you have the chance to start over here. You have one of two options: screw it all up and go right back behind bars, or try and use this chance to make something more of yourself. You’re a smart kid, so use your brains and not your fists, okay?”


    I shrugged. The walls of his office felt like they were closing in around me. I needed space. Air. “Are we finished here?”


    After a few seconds, he nodded. “Make sure you report to the Public Works building at six A.M. Monday. Once your community service is done, you’ll be able to enroll in classes full-time.”


    I stood up and started out of his office.


    “Seth.”


    I stopped with my hand on the doorknob.


    “If you need anything, my number is in the envelope too. Otherwise, I’ll see you back here for check-in at five thirty next Friday.”


    It wasn’t until I stepped outside and inhaled a huge lungful of fresh air that I forced my shoulders to relax. For the first time in twelve months, I was standing outside without barbed-wire fences or guards watching me from a tower.


    I was free.


    And it fucking terrified me.


    The bright sun made me squint, and I pulled out my sunglasses and shoved them onto my face. Cars zipped up and down Turner Street, and I watched them go by. Life went on. I’d been locked behind bars for twelve months, and everything on the outside had stayed the same.


    Sara stayed the same. Even after I fucked Davis up and went to prison for trying to keep her away from that bastard’s druggie friends, she stayed with him. He was her guardian, our stepfather, and should be the one keeping her safe.


    Not the one who got her hooked on heroin and pimped her out.


    My hands curled into involuntary fists at my sides.


    I stood, glaring at an invisible opponent, when a beat-up Ford pulled up next to the curb. A very familiar one I wasn’t sure I’d see again. Something else Ryan had done for me while I was inside.


    “You look like you could use a lift.” Ryan leaned across the seat and looked at me over his dark glasses. “I got candy,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.


    “Well, in that case.” I walked over and yanked open the door, happier to see my best friend than I had ever been in my life. The same guy who came to see me every weekend and who gave me updates on Sara. Something about seeing him without a huge gray table between us felt surreal.


    “How the fuck does it feel to be out of the joint?” Ryan asked, clasping me on the shoulder.


    “Shit, man. It hasn’t sunk in yet.”


    “So, that’s your life right there? You in a fucking envelope, huh?” Ryan nodded toward the manila envelope in my lap.


    “Looks that way. Place to stay, money for food. What else could a man ask for, right?” My voice hitched and I glanced out the window. I didn’t need to spell anything out for Ryan. We’d grown up together. He had my back no matter what.


    “How the hell did everything get so fucked-up, Seth?” His fingers curled around the steering wheel. Neither one of us said her name. Ryan took a deep breath in. “So, you wanna grab a drink? The old man quit early today.”


    Ryan worked with his father in construction. More like odd jobs when the old guy could get his shit together enough to focus. Why anyone hired him, knowing what a half-assed job he did, was beyond me.


    I knew why, though. Because despite everything, Ryan was a hell of a worker and had a knack for knowing how to put crap together. I kept telling him to cut the dead weight and go out on his own, but he wouldn’t do it. Said someone had to make sure his dad was taken care of.


    “So, Billy’s?” he asked.


    I cringed. Our old hangout. A dive bar would be calling it something nice. “Maybe someplace else?” I couldn’t risk running into Sara, and she’d always loved hanging around that bar, even though she was only seventeen. Said it had atmosphere, whatever the fuck that meant.


    “Shit. Yeah, you’re right.” Ryan pulled his truck back out onto the street. “There’s a place just outside the limits. Pretty decent food. Good beer. Won’t run into anyone there.”


    “Sounds perfect, man.” Already I was feeling antsy. There is something to be said for routine and a finite amount of space. Your thoughts couldn’t go much farther than the cement walls.


    Right now, looking out across the city, there was too much fucking space.


    Too much room to think.


    And I didn’t like where my mind was heading.
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    “So tonight we’re headed to someplace called O’Malley’s,” my best friend Shari announced, triumphantly waving the small scrap of paper in the air.


    This was our dirty little secret. Freshman year, we had gone online and found every dive bar to five-star club in the city, then wrote them down on pieces of paper and put them into fishbowl number one.


    Whenever we needed to get away from our lives or just needed to unwind after a hellish week, we’d hit the bowl. Neither one of us needed Ben & Jerry’s when things went south. We had the bowls. If one of us had a bad breakup (Shari) or a shitty family day (me), we pulled a destination and identities from the bowls and lost ourselves in whatever the universe had in store that night.


    Tonight was all about me forgetting about Grant and all the shit that happened as a result. I just wanted to get drunk and feel something besides anger. Honestly, I wanted to feel wanted, just for a night.


    “And who are we this time?” I asked.


    Fishbowl number two had occupations.


    Shari dipped her manicured fingertips into the bowl and pulled out a piece of paper. She made a huge production of opening it, then grinned at me. “Tonight, dahling, we are Fancy and Bambi, two new-to-town strippers.”


    I breathed out a sigh of relief. Thank God we hadn’t pulled Christoff’s as our destination. My father would kill me if he knew we went to a five-star celebrity haunt dressed as hookers.


    “What exactly do new-in-town strippers dress like?” I asked over my shoulder.


    “Think sequins and spandex, baby!” Shari shouted from her room.


    Oh, God. I hated spandex.


    I yanked open my closet door and strode right to the back, where I kept my slumming clothes. Ripped jeans and barely there tops. All found at a rather aromatic thrift shop on Main Street. “So which one are you tonight?” I hollered.


    We didn’t just go out to drink. We invented entire identities to go along with our bargain-priced clothes. It was all part of forgetting ourselves for a few hours.


    Shari poked her head through the doorway. “Hmmm. I’m feeling kinda like a Bambi tonight.” She grinned and stepped in so that I could see all of her.


    A laugh burst out from between my lips. “Oh, my God, that is so bad it’s good!”


    Shari had on a gold-sequined top that dipped down so low her boobs practically fell out, and her jeans had rhinestones on the pockets. Matching gold fuck-me stilettos completed the outfit.


    Her long blond hair fell straight down her back. She’d lined her eyes very heavily in black eyeliner and had on bright red lipstick. It was garish, but she totally pulled it off.


    “You actually look like a high-priced hooker!”


    Shari spun around. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”


    “Give me five minutes.” I grabbed a minuscule top and skinny acid-washed jeans off their hangers. “Tonight, I am Fancy. Fancy LaRue.”


    Shari’s sharp bark of laughter followed me into the bathroom. I stripped down to my matching bra and panties and eyed myself critically in the mirror. God, my cappuccino habit was starting to show.


    “Remind me to go nonfat instead of low-fat on the coffee,” I shouted, pinching the excess skin along my stomach. Mother was right. The last time I saw her she said I was looking a little chubby. Maybe I should reconsider the barely there top tonight.


    I held it in place with one hand and looked at my reflection from every possible angle. Finally I tied the straps around my neck and lower back.


    “No one will even notice me tonight,” Shari said with an exaggerated red pout when I walked out of the bathroom.


    “Please, do you not see the bloat? God, I can’t believe I’m going out like this.”


    Shari narrowed her eyes. “You sound like your mother. You look fabulous and you do not look bloated. Well, maybe your tits are looking a little larger than life in that top.”


    “Crude much.” I laughed. “And if mine are larger than life, yours are overshadowing the sun. It’s a booblar eclipse! Look away! Look away!”


    We dissolved into a fit of giggles. I could see my mother looking down her nose at our unladylike behavior. That only made me laugh harder. If she only knew how unrefined I could be. Sunday brunch at the country club in designer dresses and pearls this was not.


    Shari handed me my own pair of black FMs, and I carefully pulled the eyeliner pencil around my eyelids. I went with a more subtle frosted pink lip gloss. We stood side by side, looking into the mirror. Shari took my blond hair and wove it into a fishtail braid that hung over my shoulder.


    “I still can’t believe your father really expects you to take the semester off to do community service. Did you explain to him what that means? Rush week is a huge deal.”


    I sighed. “Yes, I tried talking to him again this morning. If he wasn’t running for mayor, none of this would even be a problem. His damned zero-tolerance platform apparently applies to me too.”


    “Well, I guess it’s a good thing you’re an overachiever and only need one actual semester of course work to graduate. Have you told Sophia yet?”


    Sophia was the president of our sorority. Image was everything to her and her matching sweater sets. “Yeah, I told her I needed to take the semester off to get some things taken care of. Do you know what that bitch said to me?”


    Shari’s reflection quirked an eyebrow at me.


    “She patted my arm and leaned in close and said, ‘I’m so glad you’re finally getting your nose taken care of. You should consider a little preventative Botox too.’ ”


    My best friend’s mouth fell open before she rolled her eyes. “Like you need any work done! At least you are a pure canvas, all natural, baby. I’m not sure Sophia has a real body part left on her.”


    I linked my arm with hers. “And that is why you are my best friend. Bambi.”


    “After you, Fancy girl.”


    I grinned at her and she grinned back.


    O’Malley’s, here we come.


    “This place isn’t half bad,” I shouted in Shari’s ear.


    The music was decent, sort of alternative rock mixed with some country. A live band was setting up on a small stage toward the back of the dance floor.


    A couple of the places we’d visited were literal holes-in-the-wall. Skanky women and men desperately in need of a shower who hid in the shadows nursing their drinks. Last time, I had to use the mace in my purse to get some drunk guy to stop grabbing my boobs under my business suit.


    Corporate CEOs and skeevy dive bar wasn’t the best fishbowl combo ever.


    O’Malley’s was a nice change.


    The people around me were clean. Working class, but we weren’t the best or worst dressed either.


    “Haven’t seen you girls here before,” the bartender said, leaning across the gleaming wood bar. “What can I get you lovely ladies?” For once the bartender was pretty good-looking. His black T-shirt hugged a decent-looking chest, and when he smiled, I saw he had all his teeth.


    “She’ll have Sex on the Beach. I’ll have”—Shari’s glance slid down over his chest before rising back up to meet his eyes—“a Screaming Orgasm.”


    His eyes darkened and I swear he licked his lips. “Coming right up.” He left us with a wink.


    “Okay, dibs on the bartender,” Shari said.


    I laughed. He was back in under a minute. He slid my drink to me with a smile but turned his attention immediately back to Shari. It was like that everywhere with her. She ate up the attention, and guys loved to give it to her.


    “I have to warn you, I’m very good at what I do. Are you sure you can handle it?” He nodded to the drink in her hand, but I saw the double meaning in his stare. Smooth, buddy, I thought.


    “You have no idea how much I can handle.” Shari tilted the glass back and drank the entire thing in one breath. When she set the glass down, she ran her tongue over her top lip.


    Bartender man practically melted right there. “Damn. You might be right.”


    “I’m Bambi, this is Fancy. We’re new in town,” Shari said with a huge smile. “We’re exotic dancers.”


    His eyes got round, and he looked back and forth between us. “Shit. Let me know where you work and I’ll be sure to check it out.”


    Bambi ran her finger down his forearm. “Play your cards right, and you’ll get a private show later.”


    I turned my head before he could see my face heat up. Businesswoman I could play good at, but exotic dancer? Me spinning down a pole? I’d fall right on my ass. Still, Shari had worked us free drinks for the night. And judging by the way Bambi was eye-fucking him, she just might end up giving him a private lap dance later too.


    Which meant I was in the clear.


    My gaze swept the room as I leaned back against the bar, pulling my drink through a tiny straw. Lots of potential tonight, though I never left any of our crazy-night places with anyone. I had Grant. Had. I didn’t have him anymore, though. Tonight was the first time in years I’d been at a place like this completely free to do whatever I wanted.


    And I wanted to forget about Grant.


    Maybe that meant finding a distraction for a few hours.


    Except I’d never hooked up with a stranger before. Hell, I never really had a boyfriend before Grant and I got together. It’d been him and me for the past four years. Sure, guys flirted with me when we went out, and I flirted back sometimes, but I knew I’d never go home with any of them. It made it all feel easier.


    Already tension filled my neck as I glanced around the crowded bar again.


    What if I picked the one serial killer? Given my luck lately, it wasn’t out of the question.


    Shari said hooking up was the perfect arrangement because you could get an itch scratched and not worry about anything more. I still didn’t understand how she could have sex with someone she didn’t even know.


    I eyed up a good-looking guy in a polo shirt and khakis until I realized what I’d done. No way, he looked too much like Grant. How about... whoa. Too many facial piercings. As I found each potential guy, I marked him off in my head.


    Shari would say I was bullshitting myself. Like I’d really go home with some random stranger I met an hour before at a bar? The wildest thing I’d ever done in my life was take my finals a week early so Grant and I could go skiing in Colorado sophomore year. And it was wild because I told my instructors I had a family wedding to attend out of state.


    I tugged at my shirt, trying to cover a little more of my stomach. Playing sexy was a lot harder than it sounded. Shari was still eye-fucking the bartender, so I kept glancing around the bar.


    I looked past a couple of guys who just walked in, and it took my brain a second to register what I thought I saw. When I swung back to look, there were too many bodies between me and the door to be sure. My mind said that there had just been a majorly hot guy standing there, but reality said otherwise.


    Heavy disappointment sank into my gut.


    Bodies shifted and I leaned toward Bambi, who was still flirting with the bartender. Someone pressed against my side, and I tried to take a small step away. It wasn’t happening. The place was filling up fast. Too many bodies crowded around for a drink.


    “Two beers, whatever you have on tap.”


    The deep voice vibrated against my bare skin. Goose bumps sprang up along my arms. I shifted my body, pretending to look around while I glanced out of the corner of my eye.


    It was the guy. The one my brain told me was there.


    He was tall, even with an extra four inches on my five-foot-five height tonight. His body turned, and I found myself looking at a wide, but not too wide chest. The dark gray T-shirt stretched across it, highlighting the muscular frame underneath.


    Along both arms were swirls of black ink, starting at his wrists and winding higher around his forearms, his biceps, until they disappeared under the edges of his sleeves.


    A deep, clean woodsy scent filled my lungs. I could tell the guy had his face turned toward the room, so I used the opportunity to take a good look at him.


    Strong jaw, sensual-looking lips, dark hair cut short, military style, and even darker eyes. A shadow of stubble graced his jawline. A brief, uncharacteristic urge to reach out and touch it made me curl my fingers into fists at my sides.


    Guys like that hit something deep in my gut. Maybe it was the whole good-girl, bad-boy cliché. Maybe it was a character flaw. Whatever it was, this guy did it for me.


    Hard edges and strong features made him seem almost dangerous. I took another sip of my drink and hoped no one noticed the way my hand shook. Was I really considering this? Maybe it was the freedom of possibility swirling around inside me that gave me this uncontrolled feeling.


    Maybe it was the fact that Grant screwed me over without so much as an I’m sorry. If he could throw away four years like it was nothing, then I could hook up with some guy I just met. A huge middle finger to Grant and his skanky whore.


    If he didn’t want me, then I’d damned well find someone who did.


    So lost in myself, I didn’t realize that the guy was staring right back at me.


    Shit.


    The problem was, I couldn’t look away.


    His eyes got darker, and a slow smile curled one side of his lips up. His gaze lowered, running down over my body, and I swear I could feel it. He took a small step closer, and his hand rested on my hip. His thumb stroked a lazy circle along the bare flesh just above my jeans.


    Nothing a dozen other guys hadn’t done, thinking they had a chance.


    This time, though, instead of moving his hand away, I took a small step closer. Because I could. My heart pounded against my ribs.


    “Hi.” The low timbre of his voice sank down and fed the ache between my legs. God, this instant attraction thing was new. I’d always laughed at those insta-lust scenes in movies where the girl saw stars when she looked at some guy she didn’t even know.


    Yeah, not so funny anymore.


    “Hi.” My voice did this whispery thing I had no idea about.


    “Hey, you ready, man?” a new voice asked. A face peeked over hot guy’s shoulder, and his eyes widened when he saw me. A grin turned his lips up. “Well, hello.”


    “Hi,” I answered with a smile.


    “Seth, man, aren’t you gonna introduce me?”


    Seth. It fit him perfectly.


    Seth raised his eyebrow at me. It took him a second to realize that he didn’t know my name.


    Reluctance swelled in my chest. I didn’t want to give him my fake name. Something about his eyes, the interest that almost but not quite masked a sadness I saw deeply hidden away, made me want to tell him my real name.


    “She’s Fancy, and I’m Bambi,” Shari said from behind me. Seth looked at me like he was going to laugh. I looked away before he could. I suddenly felt ridiculous. Like the phony I was. “And we know that is Seth, so you are . . . ?”


    “Ryan.” His eyes widened with interest when he took all of Shari in. “You ladies want to join us?”


    I glanced over my shoulder and caught sight of the frowning bartender. Shari pushed me along behind Ryan and Seth. So much for our free drinks. Ryan found a booth in a quieter corner and slid into one of the seats. Before Seth could move next to him, Shari darted around him and slid in next.


    “I guess we’re sitting here,” I said with a shake of my head.


    “Do you mind?” Seth asked.


    I looked up at him. There was hesitation in his eyes. Like he was worried it might bother me. Weird.


    “Not at all.” I slid into the seat, then took his hand and tugged him down next to me.


    His gaze rested on where I touched him, then slid slowly up my arm, over my shoulder, and clashed with mine. For a second, I couldn’t even breathe. The hesitation was gone. Now all I saw was raw desire.


    I sucked in a breath and dug my fingernails into his wrist. His eyes grew stormier, and for a second I thought he was going to do me right there on the bench. I think I would have let him.


    What the hell?


    Single for a few days and this happens. It wasn’t like me, and I knew it had to be Grant’s betrayal that had me thinking that way. Revenge burned in my gut.


    “So, Fancy, Bambi just told me you both are dancers?”


    Ryan’s voice tugged at me from somewhere inside the fantasy building in my head. I blinked. Seth moved his hand, the one I was still holding on to, and rested his fingers around the top of my thigh.


    I felt claimed. Wanted. Grant never touched me with this kind of possessiveness. Every feminist bone in my body screamed that it should feel wrong, but the woman inside loved it too much to make him stop.


    My breath hitched, and I fought the insane urge to cover his hand and slide it higher.


    After weeks of feeling like the biggest fool on the planet, something else took its place.


    I glanced at Shari, who had a strange look on her face. She tilted her head. Everything okay? We might just be playing a game, but if I gave the signal, she’d get up and leave with me in a heartbeat.


    I took my drink in my free hand and swallowed a mouthful. I needed to get back into my role. “Yes, we just moved here.”


    Seth’s thumb stroked my leg, and electric shocks danced from the spot. My skin felt too tight. I swallowed another mouthful of fruit juice and vodka. He’s doing it because he thinks you’re easy. Strippers always are.


    Knowing that didn’t change the way his touch felt on my leg, though.


    “So what do you do, Ryan? Something with your hands I’m sure.” Shari ran her fingers up and down Ryan’s arm, and she looked at him from under her eyelashes. It was her go-to move, and it worked every time. Guys ate it up.


    “Construction,” he said. He leaned in closer to Shari. “I’m very good with my hands. Would be glad to show you anytime.”


    I knew that look in her eyes. “How about right now?”


    So much for getting drunk. My horny best friend was skipping out on me already.


    Shari batted her eyelashes at Seth. “Would you be a doll and take Fancy here home? We can take my car,” she said to Ryan. Her hand moved under the table and his eyes got very big. “How far is your place?”


    His mouth fell open a little. “Seriously?” When Shari nodded, he tossed the keys onto the table and pushed out of the booth. “You don’t mind, do you?” Even I could see the pleading in his eyes as he looked down at Seth.


    Seth turned to look at me. “You okay with this?”


    “Not a problem at all,” I said. I lifted my glass toward the happy couple and took a large swallow. At least she left me with company tonight.


    “See you in the morning,” Shari said, finger waving me over her shoulder.


    After they disappeared, the silence between me and Seth stretched.


    “Whoa.” He kind of shook his head like he was coming out of a daze.


    “That is some kind of record, even for her.” Laughter spilled from me, and I saw Seth smile. God, he had a nice smile. I tried not to stare too much.


    “I’d apologize for my friend, but... well...” He looked so bewildered staring at where Ryan and Shari disappeared.


    I leaned a little closer, so he could hear me over the music, or so I told myself. “I think they are a lot alike.”


    He chuckled and lifted the glass to his lips.


    I watched him swallow and had a crazy urge to press my lips against the spot on his neck. God, I’d never been like this. Shari sometimes talked about being so horny she’d hump a light pole, but I always thought she was kidding.


    I eyed Seth’s muscular thigh. Maybe for just a few minutes...


    “I think you’re right. So, do you come here a lot?” he asked, interrupting my lascivious thoughts.


    My mouth dropped open, terrified he’d known what I’d been thinking of doing only a second before, but then his eyes widened and his forehead fell onto his arm. When he peeked up again, his face looked a shade darker.


    “That honestly wasn’t a line.” A grin twisted his lips up. “I’m a little rusty with all this.”


    Yeah, right. A guy who looked like that probably didn’t have to make any effort at all. I’d already noticed more than one interested glance sliding over him since we sat down. I had to give him credit for his effort. It was boyishly cute. He even had the self-conscious grin down perfect.


    There were worse people I could be spending the evening with.


    My mind shifted back to my earlier internal debate. I watched Seth again from the corner of my eye. I hadn’t planned on leaving with anyone tonight, but would it be so very bad if I did?


    The music shifted into a slow, sultry beat. I had to clear my head before I did something crazy. “Want to dance?” I asked.


    “Love to.” He stood, and when I stepped in front of him to lead the way, his hand came to rest on my lower back again. It stayed there until we were close to the middle of the dance floor.


    This wasn’t middle school, and I didn’t even pretend I didn’t want to know what he felt like under the shirt. I slid my hands up his chest and around his neck. Who this bold girl was inhabiting my body was a mystery, but I let her have control.


    Seth felt too good not to touch.


    He wrapped his arms around my waist, holding me loose enough that I could feel air moving between us. We moved slowly side to side. I glanced up at him through my eyelashes and saw he was watching me.


    “So, do you? Come here often?” For all I knew, this was his thing. Pretending to be all innocent while picking up a new girl every week.


    He shook his head. “First time.” Then he leaned down until his mouth brushed across my ear. “Looks like I’ve got some incredible beginner’s luck going on.”


    Goose bumps exploded over my bare arms when his teeth nipped at the sensitive flesh right under my ear. Before I could react, he straightened as if the floor hadn’t just tilted under us. Sweat beaded on my forehead. I took a tiny step closer, brushing my chest against him.


    I felt his shoulders stiffen under my fingers.


    Good. I wanted to rock him a little too.


    If this was a game, I was going to give him a run for his money. Or try. I had no idea how to seduce a man, but judging by the way Seth’s breath hitched out, I must be doing something right.


    And feeling him react to my touch soothed the ache of Grant’s betrayal a little. If that bastard didn’t appreciate what I had to give, then Seth would. Tonight.


    His arms tightened and his thigh moved between my legs, so now we were pressed together from shoulder to ankle. There was no way I could miss the stab of excitement that shot through me when I swayed my hips and felt his thigh rub between my legs.


    I pushed back a little and wound my fingers behind his neck, then leaned away and let my head fall back. I pressed against his thigh harder and swung my upper body to the left, then back to the right. I was grinding on his leg now, but damn, it felt good.


    Buzzed on vodka and excitement and the sweet taste of screw you, Grant, I didn’t want to stop.


    When I finally straightened, he tightened his arm around my waist and dropped his mouth to my neck. He growled into the curve of my shoulder and closed his hot mouth over my bare skin. I whimpered and twisted my fingers into his hair, holding him there.


    Holy hell. I wanted to climb him right there on the dance floor, the hell with who was watching. The bulge in his jeans grew harder, and it pressed into my stomach.


    I drew his head up, enough so that he could kiss along my jaw. The music continued to thump, sensual bass beats that made my insides throb with need. Unable to take it anymore, I tugged his head and turned my face so that our lips finally touched.


    I wanted him to kiss me, but he held back, running teasing touches over my lips until I was ready to scream. I yanked at his hair, ground myself against him, but he still didn’t kiss me like I wanted. He did the exact opposite and pulled back enough so that he could look into my eyes.


    I saw desire and hesitation. Hunger and sadness.


    I wanted to give in and take it all away at the same time. I wanted to ask him why he was so sad, but I had a feeling he would deny it. It was buried very deep. I only saw it because I had a tendency to gravitate toward people who were hurt. To those who needed help.


    Seth shifted and drew my body closer to his.


    “If you’re drunk, just tell me where you live and I’ll make sure you get home safe.” Seth’s lips were very close to my ear, and when he exhaled, his hot breath washed over the sensitive flesh there and made me shiver in a delicious way.


    “I had one drink. I’m only slightly buzzed,” I said, pressing my lips against his neck. I was so close I saw him swallow. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”


    Okay, maybe I really didn’t have a clue, but he made me feel reckless and turned on and desired. For once in my life, I wanted to give in and let go and just feel.


    “Your chivalry is appreciated, but will you please kiss me now?” I asked against his skin.


    A low groan vibrated his chest. His arm pulled me closer, held me tighter against his body, if that was possible. Every nerve in my body ignited with need. His hand slid up my back, tangling in the hair at the base of my neck. He tilted my head back with a nudge. His hungry gaze moved over my face, like he was searching for something.


    I had no idea what it was, but I wanted to give it to him.


    My lips parted and I moved my body against his.


    He closed his eyes for a second, as if he was savoring the feel of us together. His hand slid around to cup my jaw. He brushed his thumb over my lips. He had me pulled tighter than violin strings at that moment.


    “Fucking kiss me already,” I growled. The foreign sound grated out of my throat.


    I darted my tongue out and ran it over his thumb, then nipped it between my teeth. His eyes flew open, and the hunger in them turned my bones to jelly. I heard him curse, and then his lips crashed down over mine and I forgot my own name.


    I expected roughness, maybe even overzealous teeth bumping, but that didn’t happen at all. His touch was demanding and in control, but not forceful. His hand at the back of my neck guided my head to the right angle, and his tongue slid between my lips.


    It was molten and sensual, and I moaned into his mouth.


    Holy hell, he could kiss.


    I stopped moving in the middle of the dance floor. All that mattered was Seth and the way his hot tongue worked me over. I rocked against his thigh, oblivious of anyone around us.


    “Do you want to get out of here?” he asked against my lips.


    “Yes.”


    I didn’t know where this girl came from. I’d never had a one-night stand in my life. I’d never had this uncontrollable urge to go home with anyone. Well, before right this second. If I didn’t find out what Seth looked like under his shirt, I might die. Actually die right there.


    I heard his rough inhale, and he dragged his fingers up my arm, entwined around his neck, and tugged on it.


    As we walked out of the bar, the fire in my veins grew hotter with each step.


    I was leaving.


    With a guy.


    A few envious stares followed our path, and I wanted to grin like an idiot. This felt... amazing.


    Shari went home with guys a lot. She told me freshman year that she wanted to experience everything before she had to settle down and become the trophy wife of some rich businessman.


    And she had done just that.


    I, on the other hand, had known Grant all my life, and we’d gotten together officially the summer before college. That had been it. It felt like I had already settled down and lost the opportunity to do something crazy stupid.


    I shoved Grant and his cheating ass out of my mind.


    This was my night.


    If I wanted to doing something crazy now, I damned well could.


    And oh, my God, I wanted to.


    Seth led me to an old truck parked on the street. It was dented and rusted out in places and had a different-colored door. I expected Seth to open the door for me, but instead he leaned back against the metal and tugged on my hand. I took a few wobbly steps closer, standing between his slightly spread legs.


    His free hand snaked around my waist and he pulled me closer, until my body pressed up against his. I had to tilt my head back a little to look at him.


    I ran my tongue over my kiss-swollen lips.


    That seemed to ignite something in him because he slid both hands down my sides and wrapped them around the back of my thighs. In one swift movement, he lifted me, and my legs wrapped around his waist.


    He spun, and now I was pressed up against the cold metal door.


    I grabbed at the hair on his neck and moved my hips, rocked back and forth against the hardness in his jeans. Need burned in my veins. With every pulse it drove deeper into my body, twisted and writhed under my skin.


    I had never felt this desperate for release.


    Every noise we made just fed the flames of desire raging between us.


    Screw going back to the apartment. I pulled my head back enough so that I could see his eyes. “I want you. Now.”


    He fumbled behind me and stepped back, opening the door to the truck. His lips were back on mine as he lifted me up onto the seat. He slid his hands under the excuse for a shirt I had on and skimmed up over my ribs.


    Seth easily slid his thumbs under the gap in my shirt and grazed them over my nipples. I arched back, a loud moan ripping from my chest. Cool air washed over my heated skin as he lifted my shirt.


    He moved off my lips, dragging his mouth over my chin, down my neck. I tangled my hands in his hair, urging him on. He teased one tip, then the other, with tiny flicks of his tongue.


    I growled, arching my back and pulling at his head.


    He nipped and kissed all around my breasts, avoiding the spot where I ached to be touched. The need grew so strong it buzzed in my ears. I whimpered, begged, but he kept teasing me.


    Tears burned the back of my eyes.


    “Please,” I choked out.


    He lifted his head, kissed along my jaw, the corner of my lips, then sank his tongue into my mouth. He stroked slower this time, fanning the flames just enough to keep me teetering on the edge.


    I cried out when he pulled away again and rested his forehead against mine.


    His eyes were almost black with desire.


    I couldn’t look away.


    “You’re so fucking beautiful.” His lips brushed over mine, and a new wash of goose bumps rippled over my skin.


    A deep moan echoed in my chest and filled his truck. Seth swore and dug his fingers into my hair, holding my head still while I rocked my hips against him. Pure pleasure made every inch of my body tight with awareness.


    Seth dipped his head and flicked his tongue over first one nipple, then the other. I arched off the seat, a strangled cry falling from my lips. I would say or do anything right that second to make him never stop what he was doing.


    “Baby,” he whispered, dropping kisses from my chest to my ear and along my jaw, “do one thing for me and then I promise I’ll make you scream my name until you beg me to stop.”


    Air lodged in my chest and his words ratcheted the need in my blood to inferno level. No one had ever said anything so dirty to me before. If he touched me again, I was going to implode into myself.


    “Anything,” I moaned. “Anything you want.” And at that moment, I would give it to him. Anything. As long as he kept doing whatever this was he did to make my body so wild. So needy and desperate for release.


    None of this was me, and I loved it. Wanted to shout to the world that I was getting my world rocked in a pickup truck in a bar parking lot. Me. Avery Hartley.


    Seth kissed over to my lips and took them in another deep kiss, rendering me mindless. When he pulled back, he was breathing hard and his eyes were so black with hunger, he looked inhuman in the shadowed light.


    “I just want one thing, sweetheart.”


    His gaze kept me prisoner. I couldn’t look away. Couldn’t speak. So I nodded.


    “Tell me what your name really is.”
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    I had officially lost my fucking mind.


    I had the legs of a hot chick wrapped around my waist while she begged me to fuck her right there in the parking lot, and I stopped.


    To get her real name.


    What. The. Fuck.


    I don’t remember most of the names of the girls I’ve had sex with, so it really shouldn’t matter about one more. If she said her name was Fancy, then Fancy she was. Or so I thought. It had been over twelve months since I’d been inside a woman, and I’m pretty sure I could crack walnuts with the hard-on in my jeans.


    I watched her eyes widen and her hands fell from around my neck.


    It was like watching a switch flick from on to off.


    Shit.


    She pushed back onto her elbows. I left my hands there on either side of her hips, trying to catch my breath. Apparently I had a latent sadistic streak inside me. Why else would I have done something so fucking stupid?


    I started to apologize, to tell her it didn’t really matter because she smelled so good and her body fit mine too perfectly, but she was already readjusting her clothing.


    “Look, this was a mistake.” Fancy nudged my arm, and when I moved it, she slid out of the truck. Her breathing still sounded ragged, and passion made her face red, but her eyes were wide. “I’m sorry. This isn’t really me. I’ve never done this kind of thing before.”


    She slipped into a good-girl routine too quickly for it to be real. God, of course I had to end up with one of those chicks who couldn’t take responsibility for their own desires.


    “Bullshit.” I called her out and waited for the coy look. It had been a shit long time since I’d played games, but if that’s what turned her on, I could do it. She looked like she might be worth a little extra effort.


    She whirled around, blond braid swinging behind her back. “Excuse me? I am not some kind of bar slut!”


    “Yeah, neither you nor your friend are, right? I get it, you’re really a nice girl and you don’t pick up random guys at a bar to screw in the parking lot.” I let my gaze roam over her body. “Except you’re a stripper and, dressed like that, we both know what you wanted tonight.”


    Now her eyes were narrowed dangerously. Jesus, she was at least six inches shorter than me and it still felt like she was looking down her nose.


    She put her hands on her hips and glared at me. Christ, she looked hot as hell all flushed and wound up like that. My dick jumped back to life, and I tried to backtrack and start over. “Let’s just cut to the chase. You want me and I want you. Forget I asked what your name is. Momentary lapse in judgment. I really don’t care if you name is Winnie the fucking Pooh.”


    Emotion flashed in her eyes. My gut tightened. Now I’d hurt her? Fuck. I started to apologize for being an asshole, but then I saw the anger burning there now. It was like watching a steel rod suddenly slide into place the way she stood up straight and threw her shoulders back.


    “I think we’re done here,” she said coolly. “I’d say we both had a momentary lapse in judgment tonight, and thank God we stopped before something else happened.” She waved her hand toward the truck and exaggerated a shudder.


    I fought the urge to step closer and shake her. This chick had just pulled the ultimate cock tease, but my conscience still wanted to do the right thing.


    “Look, I told your friend I’d get you home, so I’ll drive you.”


    She snorted, and her gaze swung from me to my truck. I swear she wrinkled her nose. “That’s okay. I have Uber.” She pulled a sleek iPhone from her pocket and hit a button. She took several steps away, and her fingers flew over the keyboard. “Three minutes,” she said, shoving her phone back into her pocket. “You don’t need to wait,” she said over her shoulder. “Go ahead back in and have another Bud, or whatever swill it was you were drinking.”


    Was that a dig at my choice of beer?


    “What’s your problem anyway? Five minutes ago you were humping my leg with a room full of people watching.”


    Her mouth opened and closed like the fat guppy my sister had when she was five.


    “Guess I was drunker than I thought. So sue me.” Her dismissive shrug dug under my skin. “And I’m pretty sure you were ready to go right there too. Unless that was your wallet in your pocket, which”—her gaze roamed over me—“is highly unlikely.”


    I clenched my hands into fists. I’d been working on my temper in group therapy, another condition of my early release, but I wasn’t to the point where I could just rein it in. Especially when it felt like someone thought she was better than me.


    Not after the bullshit with Melissa, an ex from high school who showed me what a bitch really was.


    I took a step closer to her and narrowed my eyes. My gaze dropped down over her, and I pretended that her body had no effect on me. I shrugged. “I’m a guy. Any port in a storm works for me, sweetheart.”


    “You’re an asshole,” she snapped. Her heels clicked on the pavement as she stormed away from me. The lights of a cab bobbed down the street. When it reached her, she yanked the door open and disappeared inside.


    The window of the cab rolled down as it drove past me. A blond head leaned out. “The thing is, sweetheart, this”—she waved her hand at me, at the bar—“is just a distracting game to me. I have a feeling, though, that this is right where you belong.”


    Then she was gone.


    I swallowed the rage and slammed my fist into the side of the truck as soon as it was within reach. Pain exploded up my arm, but I didn’t care. It would be so easy to go back inside, pick a fight with some bruiser who would make me work for it.


    I grabbed a fistful of hair and slid down to the cold ground. And if I did that, it would be an automatic ticket back to prison. I might not be able to get near Sara out here, but I could damned well keep an eye on her.


    If I went back to prison, I couldn’t do that.


    And I’d be damned if some fake-named chick was the one who pushed me over the edge. Not after everything I’d done. I inhaled and exhaled, counting to ten each time like the prison shrink taught me.


    When I felt calm enough to stand, I climbed into the truck. The envelope Arnold gave me was still on the seat. A little wrinkled now where Fancy’s hot ass had been sitting on it. It all seemed a little too ironic.


    The engine jumped to life when I turned the key. Inside the envelope was the address to where I should go. Should. Arnold told me I had to stay five hundred feet from Sara, but he didn’t say anything about driving by her house. My old home.


    I pulled out into nonexistent traffic.


    It was a stupid-ass idea, but I still made the turn onto Miller, and then again onto Maple, slowing down when the sign for Garden Grove Estates came into view. The gold paint was faded and peeling, and weeds grew up all around the ridiculous name. Like a fucking trailer park was some kind of classy country club.


    I rolled to a stop and stared at the dirt road that would lead me right to Sara. Tenth trailer on the left. I could find my way there drunk, in the middle of a moonless night. I didn’t make the turn, even though every fiber in my body screamed at me to do it.


    Davis knew what my truck looked like. If he saw me behind the wheel, he’d call the cops. I had no doubt about that. The warden told me that he and Sara had been notified that I’d been let out early, so I knew he’d be watching for me.


    I stared up the dark road for a few more seconds, the anger inside building. When the tension reached a breaking point, I shoved down on the gas and fishtailed away in a spray of gravel.


    I needed to get this shit out of my head.


    I needed to forget.


    I swung the truck back toward the bar. There were plenty of willing women there. I didn’t need some stick-up-her-ass bitch ruining my first night on the outside. I’d go back, get drunk, find a willing piece of ass, and celebrate that fact that bars no longer defined who I was.
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    “What time did you get in?” Shari asked me when she stumbled into the kitchen the next morning. She looked like a raccoon as she made her way to the coffeepot.


    “I was home before you, you slut.”


    She flipped me off, then sat across from me at the table.


    It had taken an hour, a bottle of wine, and a long hot shower before I’d calmed down from the exchange with Seth. I almost asked the cabdriver to turn around so I could apologize, but then the anger would come racing back and I’d be pissed off all over again.


    What the hell right did he have to ask me my name right in the middle of that? It was supposed to be a one-night thing. Even though I’d never done that before, I was pretty sure the details weren’t all that important.


    I’d wanted to forget Grant last night, and Seth had been doing a fine job of helping me too, right up until he changed directions on me. Shari never mentioned the possibility of rejection midhookup.


    Instead of a hot breakfast of screw-you-Grant, I was floating in a bowl of cold, lumpy oatmeal.


    “What are you so grumpy about this morning, anyways? Mr. Tall, Dark, and Brooding didn’t live up to your expectations? Seth looked like he’d be good for more than a couple of minutes,” Shari said, interrupting my train of thought. “Guess I picked the right boy to go home with, then.” Her grin widened and she winked at me. “How was Ryan, you ask?”


    I cringed because Shari had no filter when it came to talking about her one-night stands. She really had no filter when talking about anything at all. Ironically, my father loved Shari, said she was a perfect example of poise and composure. If he knew what a filthy-talking enabler she really was, he’d probably keel over from a heart attack.


    I jammed my hands over my ears like a five-year-old. She reached over and pulled them away.


    “His tongue was like a fucking machine. I didn’t know I could come that many times.”


    “Oh, my God, stop! There is a line.” I drew an imaginary line on the table. “You. Crossed. It! I don’t need to know how many orgasms you had!”


    “Oh, man.” She pulled my hand into hers and stroked along the back of it. “Poor Avery. He finished and didn’t take care of you? What a selfish prick.”


    “What? No. We never even made it to his place.”


    Her eyes got round and a grin pulled her lips up in the corners. “You nasty girl. Did you do him in his truck?”


    Heat blazed up my neck. Technically no, because nothing happened. But I would have. If he hadn’t acted like a complete asshat.


    “You did!” Shari screamed. “You rode that ride right in the parking lot, you bitch.”


    I stood up and pushed my chair in. “I can’t handle unfiltered Shari this early in the morning. I need to take a shower.” I looked over my shoulder right before I left the kitchen. “And for the record, nothing happened. He was a jerk and I called a cab.”


    Her face fell. “Oh, honey. I’m sorry.”


    It was real pain I saw in her eyes.


    “No biggie. Not like I’ll ever see his face again.”


    She closed her eyes. “It was a pretty nice face, you have to admit.”


    I grumbled and headed to my bathroom. It had been a damned fine face. Then he went and ruined it all by opening his mouth. How pathetic was I that I couldn’t even go out and have a one-nighter with some stranger?


    I stripped down and stepped into the hot spray of water, hoping to wash away some of the failure clinging to my skin.


    I wonder what my father would do if I became a lesbian.


    I pulled into the parking lot of the Public Works building at exactly 5:55 A.M. Monday morning. There weren’t designated parking spots, and half the lot was taken up by big green garbage trucks, so I slid my Beemer into a spot marked VISITORS.


    Last night I’d made Shari help me figure out what the heck I was supposed to wear for community service. We were both stumped. I even Googled it, but there wasn’t anything helpful there either.


    I’d finally settled on black Diesel jeans and a soft black T-shirt cut low in the front but still tasteful. I wasn’t sure what I’d be doing exactly, so I’d decided to wear my low black Chucks instead of heels. My hair was braided, and I’d replaced the teardrop diamonds in my ears with smaller studs. All in all I felt pretty confident in my choice of outfit. I even left the house early enough to swing through Starbucks to get a grande fat-free cappuccino.


    I carried my to-go cup up a set of concrete steps that led to glass-fronted double doors. A couple of guys leaned against the building, cigarettes in their hands. I ignored them behind my sunglasses.


    The lobby was small but clean, and a woman sat behind a desk a little farther in. She smiled when she saw me.


    “Can I help you?” she asked in a pleasant voice.


    “I’m supposed to ask for a Rick Parker?”


    Her demeanor changed in an instant. I swear she looked down her nose at me. “There.” She waved her hand to the left and promptly ignored me.


    I looked over to find a dozen people lounging in plastic chairs, one with his back to me staring out the huge window. Most were dressed like they’d just rolled out of bed, and I only counted one other female among the group, a tiny girl who looked about twelve, with bright pink hair and about a dozen hoops running alongside her ears.


    A couple of the guys stared at me with interest, and a middle-aged man openly leered at me. My skin crawled and I turned away from his gaze.


    On the table in front of the group was a pile of bright orange somethings in plastic bags. What the hell were those?


    “Okay, it looks like we’re all here now,” a deep voice boomed. An older man strode into the room with a clipboard in his hand. “I’ll tell you all this once, and only once. I call roll at six on the dot. You’re a minute late walking through my doors, you get marked as absent. I’m sure you all know what that means.” His gaze swept over the group, and I heard a lot of grumbling. “I want everyone to take a jumpsuit from the pile, don’t bother looking for a size, they’re one size fits all.”


    I held back when everyone except the guy at the window reluctantly took one. Orange jumpsuits were what those people I saw beside the roads stabbing trash wore. I walked up to who I assumed must be Rick Parker.


    “Do I need one too? I assume I’ll be working here in the office, correct?”


    His amused gaze swung over to me. “And you are?”


    “Avery Melrose. I’m supposed to do three hundred hours of community service. Answering the phones serves the community, if I’m not mistaken.” Several curious glances shot to me, even though I had tried to keep my voice down.


    “Ah, yes, Melrose.” Rick chuckled and pretended to be checking something on his sheet. “It seems we already filled all our community service reps slots, so I’m afraid you’ll have to take one of those jumpsuits and join the rest of us today.”


    A couple of snickers echoed around the lobby.


    I leaned closer. “I don’t think you understand, Mr. Parker. There is no way I can work with... them. I’m sure you take personal safety very seriously around here.”


    He took my arm and steered me away from the group. Finally, he saw the sense in my words.


    “Miss Melrose, I can assure you that your personal safety is the utmost important thing to me today. In fact, when I got out of bed this morning, knowing I had to come to work and supervise a bunch of delinquents, I thought to myself, ‘Rick, you make sure that everyone feels comfortable today.’ ”


    My mouth fell open.


    “Little girl, I see a dozen just like you through here every year. I know who you are. I get files on every single one of you. In here, between six A.M. and two P.M., you are just like them. You aren’t any better or worse. You’re all the same to me. Now go get a jumpsuit and throw it on, because the bus is leaving just as soon as I take roll.”


    Heat burned my face. My feet were rooted to the floor. Everyone else had pulled the horrific-looking jumpsuits on over their street clothes by now. It looked like a pumpkin had thrown up everywhere.


    Bright orange did not look good on anyone.


    Rick called out names, and less-than-enthusiastic voices answered. I grabbed a plastic bag and ripped it open. The stupid thing was polyester, for crying out loud.


    “Seth Hunter.”


    “Here,” a voice called out.


    I froze. That voice. Shit. The universe could not possibly hate me that much. I held the jumpsuit in my hand and glanced over to where the voice came from. The guy from the window had his orange suit pulled up and secured at the waist, the top hanging down around his hips.


    A dark gray T-shirt hugged his muscled back, and I saw the tattoos crawling over his arms.


    Shit, shit, shit.


    “And Avery Melrose, we already know you’re here, Princess.”


    This time, I heard actual laughter.


    “All right, everyone, load up.” Rick walked toward the doors, and through them I could see an orange bus waiting. What the hell was with all the orange, anyway? “Miss Melrose, if you would be so kind as to put the goddamned jumpsuit on, we can all start our day. Unless you’d like your personal assistant to get you a fresh coffee before we go, Princess?”


    Rick stood with his hands on his hips staring at me. Rage burned inside me, and the heat crept up into my cheeks. I tossed my unfinished coffee into the trash and stepped gingerly into the hideous outfit, yanking it up over my arms.


    The rough material scratched along my skin, but I pulled the zipper up until I was encased in orange like everyone else. I lifted my chin and stormed past Rick, who held the door open.


    The bus smelled like old gym socks, and I slid into an empty seat near the back. Immediately, I turned so that my back was to the aisle. My father was insane if he thought I was going to spend three hundred hours in an orange polyester jumpsuit, doing who knows what.


    The seat next to me shifted, and I felt someone sit down. There were thirteen of us. There had to be at least two dozen seats on the bus. What the hell?


    The bus hissed and jerked forward, and we pulled out of the parking lot.


    A familiar scent drifted toward me, and I turned even farther away. Because it brought back unwanted memories of what he tasted like, felt like under my hands.


    He leaned over, and I felt his shoulder brush against my back. An involuntary shudder raced through me. Go away.


    He stayed quiet until I couldn’t take it anymore. I rounded on him, eyes narrowed in a glare.


    “What?”


    He looked at me from the corner of his eye and crossed his arms over his chest, a wicked gleam in his eye.


    “Nothing. Just... Fancy meeting you here.”
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    What the fuck was I doing?


    There was an entire bus of empty seats to choose from, and I sat down next to her. Next to the stuck-up bitch who blew me off—unfortunately, not literally—Saturday night.


    I’d tried to write her off after she stormed away, even went back into the bar, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the way she melted against me when we danced. And how she tasted when we kissed. A pretty brunette made it clear she’d be more than happy to go home with me that same night, but I declined.


    Obviously being behind bars had fucked with my head more than I knew.


    I’d gotten to the Works building about a half hour early because my truck, the piece-of-shit beast Ryan had been taking care of for me, didn’t want to start this morning, and when she finally did, I didn’t want to take the chance that she’d crap out on me again. Not showing up for day one of community service would be about the worst thing that could happen right now.


    I had enough shit going on to deal with.


    Waiting for a call back from the dozen lawyers I’d left messages with on Sunday was at the top of the list. It was a long fucking shot, finding someone who could take on my case, but I had to do something.


    I’d been on edge all afternoon, staring at the prepaid cell phone I’d picked up at the corner grocery store.


    And then... fucking Fancy walked into the lobby of the Public Works building. When she took off her sunglasses, I thought I was seeing things. She even brought a goddamned Starbucks coffee with her. Her perfectly manicured fingernails wrapped around the cup when she scanned the room, barely glancing at the rest of us. Like we didn’t even matter.


    Tiny diamonds sparkled in her ears, and I would bet the measly amount of cash I had they were real. Even her jeans were designer. Stripper, my ass. Maybe a high-paid escort, but not someone who twirled topless around a pole.


    Then, when she opened her mouth, all kinds of crazy came out. She actually expected to answer phones like some kind of secretary as her CS instead of picking up trash like the rest of us.


    I almost laughed out loud listening to her.


    She acted like she was better than everyone there. Except she wouldn’t be here, riding this godforsaken bus with the rest of us, if she was.


    “So they must pay dancers a lot if you drive a Beemer and wear diamonds in your ears. You must be one of those that do private dances, huh? Rich old guys with hard-ons for pretty young things like you? Or maybe a sugar daddy?”


    “Fuck you,” she snarled.


    “Almost did, sweetheart, remember? Against my piece-of-shit truck too.”


    “You’re an asshole.” She tilted up her chin and turned away from me to look out the window. I knew her type. Christ, I should have seen it Saturday night, but my dick had been doing all the thinking for me.


    “Sugar Daddy couldn’t buy your way out of this, huh? Too bad for you, Princess.” I was being an ass, but I couldn’t stop myself. Everything in my life was shit right now, and some bored spoiled brat had tried to use me for her own amusement Saturday night. Fuck that. Been there, got the T-shirt, and was never going back there.


    “What the hell is your problem?” She jerked her head around and glared at me. “I didn’t ask you to sit here. In fact, there is almost an entire bus full of empty seats. Why don’t you slither along and find another one?”


    I made the mistake of meeting her pissed-off gaze.


    Fuck me. Her eyes were stunning.


    Bright blue that faded into baby blue around the edges. The black in the middle grew bigger, and she looked away. The longest fucking eyelashes I ever saw shadowed her cheeks. She had on minimal makeup, not like the other night, and it suited her so much better. There was even a light sprinkling of freckles dotting her nose.


    Why the fuck was I noticing her freckles?


    Or the way her pulse flickered in her neck. Erratic and quick.


    I wanted to run my tongue over it again.


    No, I didn’t. I didn’t want to touch her at all. God, she smelled good. Flowers and vanilla. What the hell was wrong with me? Why didn’t I get up and move right the fuck now?


    “I obviously thought I would never see you again,” she said, waving her hand as if she were dismissing me. “So let’s just pretend that we don’t know each other and get the next three hundred hours over with without speaking to each other again, okay?”


    Her condescending tone ignited the anger that always simmered just below the surface. It had been there since that night with Sara and Davis. No way in hell was this chick getting off that easy.


    I leaned over, and her eyes widened slightly. Her lips opened just enough to allow a quick release of air. “I would, Avery, but how can I just pretend we don’t know each other when I’ve had your tongue in my mouth and your nipples between my fingers?”


    It took a second for my words to sink in, but when they did, she growled, a low sound that sent all the blood rushing to my dick. I shifted to ease the sudden ache. Thank God for the loose orange overalls.


    I should have fucked that brunette.


    “If I had any leftover doubt you were an asshole, this would definitely take care of it.” Anger radiated from her, but I saw the way her pupils dilated when I dropped my gaze to her lips. God, she was a hellcat. I bet she was fucking amazing in bed. That was something I wanted to find out.


    No. Fuck that. I didn’t want to find out.


    This little back-and-forth was clearly pissing her off, but I could tell it excited her too. That much was obvious. Now I had to figure out what the fuck I wanted to do about it. She was already under my skin, and damn me if we weren’t going to be around each other for eight fucking weeks.


    “I’m not going to talk to you anymore, and you can bet your ass I’m not going to sleep with you, so don’t even bother trying. Do I need to involve the supervisor? Because I will.”


    I held up my hands in surrender. More for show than anything. If she thought she won this round, she’d let her guard down. I had three hundred hours to fuck with her. Yep, I already decided by the time we were done with CS, she would be begging me to fuck her against the bus, and then I could tell her not in a million years and walk away from her.


    See how she liked it.


    “I’ll be right over there, if you need me. Just say the word.” I winked at her and almost laughed when she growled again.


    I moved to the middle of the bus and sank down into an empty seat.


    “I won’t tell you no,” a female voice said softly.


    A head peeked over the top of the seat in front of me and I saw the only other girl in our group. Her bright pink hair was spiked up in the front, and when she smiled, I saw a stud in her tongue. At first glance earlier, I’d thought she was about thirteen, but up close, I could see the years on her face.


    The gauntness that only drugs could cause.


    Another face popped into my head, and my insides twisted with fear and pain, a cold dose of reality that immediately extinguished any desire in my body.


    “What’s your name?” I asked before I even realized it.


    “Sasha.”


    For one second I froze. I thought she said Sara and panic started to take over. Shit, I needed to get it together. I scrubbed my hand over my face. My new apartment was too quiet to sleep much. I was used to noise all night long. “Could you let me know when we get there, Sasha? I’m kinda beat.”


    “Sure thing. What’s your name anyway?”


    “Seth.”


    “Well, Seth, here’s to three hundred hours of picking up shit with a dozen of our closest friends.”


    I laughed. “No kidding.”


    Sasha ducked back down into her seat, and I closed my eyes, letting the rocking movement of the bus and the voices around me lull me to sleep.


    “Hey, sleeping beauty, time to pay your debt to society.”


    A foot kicked my boot and my eyes flew open. I was up and had my fingers wrapped around the guy’s shirt before I was fully awake.


    “Whoa, back off right now unless you want to go back to the slammer.”


    Shit. I released Rick’s shirt immediately, took a step back, and held my hands up. “Sorry, man. Won’t happen again.”


    Rick glared at me for a few more seconds before he started toward the doors. I grasped the seat back in front of me and exhaled roughly. I was still jumpy from prison.


    Outside, I could see everyone lined up waiting for their assignments.


    I squeezed my eyes open and shut, then without looking back, I pushed off the seat and walked off the bus. After a few seconds, Avery stumbled out behind me, and her gaze skirted right past me as she went to the opposite end of the line. Shit. She’d seen me and Rick. Now she probably thought I was some psychopath one wrong move away from the loony bin.


    It felt like I swallowed a bowling ball.


    I didn’t mean to grab Rick like that. It was pure fucking instinct. A year of instant reaction that might save your ass. I laced my fingers behind my neck and exhaled slowly.


    “Okay, this”—Rick held up a stick with a wicked-looking point on it—“is what you use to pick up trash along this three-mile stretch of road. And these”—he held up a box of blue disposable gloves—“are what you use when you can’t stab it. Split up into pairs. Grab a bag, a stick, and enough gloves to get this done.”


    Everyone shuffled forward to get the supplies.


    “Ladies, since there are two of you, you’re a team,” Rick shouted.


    I glanced over to see Sasha glaring at Avery. Avery didn’t look too happy about the match either. In fact, she looked a little green about all of this. Yeah, she probably never even took her own garbage out to the curb, if her soft as hell hands were any indication.


    “What about roadkill?” a guy asked. “That’s some nasty shit, especially in this heat.”


    “Can we stab it and watch it explode?” another douche asked.


    “Oh, God,” I heard Avery mutter. Now she definitely looked green.


    “Leave the dead things,” Rick said. “We got a truck that picks them up along with the bags. Enough talking. No one goes home until three miles are clean. Fill a bag, tie it up, move on to the next one.”


    We spent the next five hours stabbing and bagging everything under the sun. People threw out the weirdest shit. Halfway through, a kid named Max decided to make a game of it. The person with the most whacked-out find won.


    Sure, it was only for bragging rights, but among this group that was a pretty big motivator. Everyone called out when they found something interesting. Everyone except Avery. She stumbled along, sweat running down her face as she concentrated on jabbing the sharp end of the stick through all the garbage people threw out their windows.


    After a particularly vicious stab, she glanced up and caught my eye. Something made me think she envisioned the metal was stabbing into me instead.


    Right before we left for the day, Sasha won the first day’s bragging rights.


    The girl found the gnarliest pair of dentures any of us had ever seen.
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    “I can’t do it again,” I said. “I can’t go back there.”


    Shari sat across from me, and between us sat a half-empty bottle of wine. When I got home after the first day of hell was finally over, I immediately climbed into the hottest shower I could stand. My skin was raw and red, but I still didn’t feel clean.


    Who would, after finding no less than a dozen used condoms dried up alongside the three miles we cleaned today? I shuddered, feeling disgusting all over again.


    And that was on top of the anxiety over having been watched all day. Every time I glanced up, Seth was looking at me. It didn’t take long for a familiar awareness to make my skin prickle.


    I glared at him. Flipped him off. Ignored him. Nothing worked.


    By the time the day finally ended, I was exhausted, covered in sweat, and ready to throw my stick with javelinlike precision straight at his head. Thank God he sat at the opposite end of the bus on the way back, or I might have strangled him with my bare hands.


    “I still can’t believe hottie guy from the bar was there. What are the odds?”


    “Well, I’m not a stats whiz, but I’d say pretty slim.” I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the cool leather of the sofa.


    “There’s more.” Shari waited until I lifted my head.


    “No, there isn’t. There is nothing else. I just... I don’t know if I can do this, Shar. I hurt everywhere, I’m sunburned, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to eat again in this lifetime.” I shuddered, thinking about all that disgusting garbage. When Sasha found someone’s dentures, I thought I was going to be sick.


    “So what do you want to do, babe?”


    I set my glass down and dropped my head to my crossed arms. “Beg my father for leniency?”


    “Maybe he’ll understand? There’s got to be some other service you can do. Like bathe old men or something fun like that?” Shari waggled her eyebrows.


    I burst out laughing. That was why Shari was my best friend. The sad fact was that bathing lecherous old men would actually be a step up from what I had done today.


    “Look, you want my opinion? You’re tough as shit, Ave. I think... and don’t kill me for saying this, but I think you can do this and show your father you’re not a little girl anymore. You know the fastest way to gain that man’s respect is to step up and take responsibility.”


    The biggest problem with Shari being my best friend was that she knew how much I wanted my father to treat me like an equal and not just his daughter. I was top of my class, belonged to one of the best sororities on campus, volunteered, had done what my parents expected my entire life, and it still wasn’t enough.


    This thing with Grant only proved my father’s point that I wasn’t responsible. I’d seen the disappointment in his eyes when he came to bail me out of jail.


    Shari was right. If I ran to him and begged him to help me, it would only reinforce how he saw me. Incapable and in need of his guidance. A little girl.


    “I hate it when you’re right.” I groaned and refilled my glass. “So tell me, o wise one, how the hell am I supposed to work around Seth after everything that happened?”


    “Well, I think you should just ignore him. You don’t really know anything about him, and he’s there for a reason, right?” She reached out and took my hand, her face screwed into a serious expression. “Just be careful, Ave, okay? Repressed rich girl, broody hot bad boy, it’s like a fucking made-for-TV movie.”


    I laughed again. It was pretty cliché.


    Good thing Seth did nothing for me.


    Not. A. Thing.


    My subconscious snorted.


    “Now, what are we ordering in for dinner? All this talking has made me hungry.”


    After everything I saw today, I may never eat again. “You pick.”


    Shari picked Chinese, but all I could stomach was a veggie egg roll.


    Taking Shari’s advice was easier than I expected. Mainly because Seth didn’t try to talk to me again. I caught him looking at me a few times while we worked our way along whatever stretch of highway was on the schedule for the day, but otherwise, it was as if we were strangers.


    Which, I guess technically, we were.


    I waited for a repeat of Monday, but it was almost as if he’d forgotten I was even there. I just tried to do my job and avoid any kind of conversation with anyone. I didn’t want to get to know any of them. After this exercise in humility was over, I would be back at college. These people would all be right back here, since it was a statistical fact that most criminals were repeat offenders.


    Conveniently, I left myself out of the equation.


    On Friday, we were on the last quarter of a mile when Sasha found her tenth lone sneaker. Every time she found one, she made up a story about why it was there. At first I drowned out her ramblings. Then the stories got more and more outrageous.


    “So, this girl was driving down the highway in this hot little convertible, when she saw a man hitchhiking. As she got closer, she saw that he only had one leg, and he was sort of hopping along the side of the road, like a rabbit.” Sasha stood on one foot and hopped. “So this girl felt really bad for him, so she pulled over and offered him a ride. He hopped in, and she noticed that his shoe was falling apart. After only a couple miles, he pulled out a knife and stabbed her to death. What no one knew was that he was a one-legged transvestite and had been looking for the perfect red stiletto forever! Then he threw his old shoe out the window.”


    She held up the dirty sneaker she found with blue fingers.


    “This sneaker!”


    “That was the worst one yet,” I said, shaking with laughter. I stabbed a piece of cardboard and thrust it into the bag. When I stood up, I saw Seth a few feet in front of us, watching me with a strange expression on his face. When he saw me looking, he frowned and turned away.


    On day two, he’d started unzipping the overalls so they folded and hung over his hips, leaving his chest covered by T-shirts that left his arms bare. Arms strong enough to lift my legs around his waist and hold me against his truck. Damn, of course he would be the only one who could make these hideous jumpsuits look sexy.


    I swallowed against the memories and tried to push them away, but instead I found myself wondering what exactly Seth could have done to have wound up in jail. Most petty crimes earned a slap on the wrist and something like we were doing now. Unless he was a repeat offender? Or it was something like drugs. I glanced over at Seth, trying to find any sign that he was a recovering addict. Maybe it was something else. Dealing?


    That would make it worse, because dealers were the scum of the earth. An addict at least had an excuse. The recovery facility that I did a four-week internship at sophomore year made a huge impact on me, but no matter how hard I argued, my father would not listen to me. Those people needed a voice, and I wanted to be the one to give it to them.


    My father would not let me change my major to family law. Corporate law. That’s where the good money was. That’s what he wanted from me. That’s what he expected from me.


    So I caved in like I always did and stuck with what he wanted.


    Still, if Seth had been in prison for drug distribution, it wouldn’t matter how my body reacted to him. I could never be with someone who had such blatant disregard for another human being’s life.


    I shook my head and wiped the sweat off my forehead with my arm. Day one had taught me that the midday sun was relentless, so I’d started wearing a ball cap to keep my face shaded. I didn’t tan, I burned. And I didn’t need any more freckles.


    I kept a bottle of water in one of the huge pockets in my hideous jumpsuit but tried to only drink when I had to so that I wouldn’t need to pee every five minutes. It was a chore because I had to change out my gloves every time I wanted to take a sip.


    Right before we reached the mile marker that let us know we could stop, I saw something pink sticking out from a patch of grass. It wasn’t paper or cardboard, so I set my stick down and gingerly pulled it out with my glove-covered hands.


    “Holy shit!” I threw it to the ground and hopped away from it, shaking my hand like I could get the feel of that thing from my fingers. “Ew, ew, ew!”


    Sasha ran over when I screamed and started laughing so hard she bent over at the waist. “Avery wins!” she shouted over and over, but no one understood what she was saying.


    Everyone came running.


    “Is she having some kind of attack?” Rick asked me.


    All I could do was shake my head. I needed bleach, lots and lots of bleach. Seth looked at me, and I saw concern in his eyes. I was still trying to wrap my head around what I had just picked up.


    Sasha finally stood back up, wiping tears from her face.


    “Avery wins,” she said again. Then she pointed to the ground.


    A huge pink dildo lay in the dirt at her feet.


    “Holy shit,” one of the guys whistled. “That’s like porn star size.”


    Heat climbed up my neck when I saw Seth’s concern change to amusement. His lips quirked up in a grin. I wanted him to act like an asshole again because his smile made me forget. It was easier to remind myself why I hated him when he was a jerk.


    “You have to bag it, Princess,” Sasha said, breaking down into another fit of giggles.


    I backed away and held up my hands. “No way. I am not touching that thing again.”


    “How about the real thing, baby?” an older guy, Theo, I think, said. He grabbed his crotch and wiggled his eyebrows.


    “Knock it off, Theo,” Rick warned. “I won’t have any harassment suits on my watch.”


    “Got it!” Sasha shouted, interrupting the tension within the group.


    She had the sharp point of her stick driven right through the middle of the fake dick, and she held it up like a pink toasted marshmallow.


    Every guy there cringed and shielded his crotch.


    “And on that note, everyone back to the bus,” Rick shouted. “Sticks in the barrel, gloves in the trash, on the bus. It’s Friday, and I for one would like to get home and kick back with a cold beer.”


    A chorus of agreement echoed around me.


    By the time we all climbed back onto the bus, the mood was pretty relaxed. We had made it through the first week. Rick had pulled Seth aside, and they sat close to the front. Something Rick said made Seth nod slowly. When they were done talking, Seth slid across the seat and leaned his head against the window.


    I ignored the tiny fissure of disappointment winding through my chest that it would be two whole days until I saw him again. It was just heat, or maybe exhaustion, that made me feel that way. That’s all. A long hot shower and a bottle of wine would make everything better.


    I rested my forehead against the cool glass window until the bus pulled into the Public Works parking lot. Everyone disappeared inside the locker rooms to get rid of the gross jumpsuits. It didn’t take long for everyone to split. Today had taken us until three thirty to finish up and it was now after four.


    I was the last one out of the changing room, and after I threw my jumpsuit into a huge laundry basket, I headed to the lobby. Rick was behind the desk, and he waved me over before I could leave.


    “Good work this week, Princess. Here’s your form. You need to send it to the clerk of courts. Keep a copy, they aren’t the best at keeping track of things.” I stuffed the paper into my pocket and headed outside. The thick humid air smashed into me as soon as the door opened.


    “Ryan, man, my fucking truck won’t start and if I don’t get to Arnold’s office, I’m screwed. Called you three times already. Call me as soon as you get this. I’ve only got about an hour before I’m royally fucked.” Seth stood next to his truck and he stuffed his phone into his pocket and kicked a tire. He dragged his fingers through his hair, leaving it sticking up in errant spikes.


    “What happens in an hour?” I asked. “Turn into a pumpkin?”


    Seth swung around and narrowed his eyes at me. Animosity radiated off him. “If I don’t report to my parole officer by five thirty, there’ll be a warrant for my arrest about five minutes after that.”


    My mouth fell open. “Seriously?”


    “It’s how real life works, Princess.”


    Princess. There was no doubt by his tone that he meant it as the worst kind of insult. I glared at him. I knew how real life worked. I’d studied basic law my sophomore year. I was just surprised because I had never seen it play out right in front of me like this.


    I didn’t realize that there was no leniency to account for emergencies.


    But I should know these things, shouldn’t I?


    Seth’s shoulders were tense, and I could practically feel the anger radiating from him. I heard his frustrated exhale and he dragged his fingers through his hair again. I glanced at my phone and saw that it was four thirty-five.


    If Ryan didn’t get there soon, Seth would never make it.


    “Where is this Arnold person’s office?” I asked, coming to stand next to him.


    Seth swung around, still glaring, but it didn’t really feel directed at me. “Off Main, near Second and Luce.”


    Questionable part of the city, but not downright unsafe. At that moment Rick exited the building and stopped when he saw us clustered together. “Everything okay?” he asked.


    “Everything’s fine. I was just offering Seth a ride.” I slipped on my sunglasses and started toward the parking lot. I realized Seth wasn’t behind me. I turned back toward him. “Are you coming or what?”


    “I don’t need your fucking charity.” He stood where I left him, arms crossed over his chest. His eyes were narrowed on me again.


    I blew out an agitated breath. I was trying to do something nice to make up for the other night. I could be halfway to a hot shower by now, but instead I was outside in the god-awful heat arguing with an infuriating guy. I stomped back to him until we were almost toe to toe, then poked his chest with my finger. “No, you just need my fucking car.”


    Rick’s bark of laughter filled the air.


    Seth squeezed his eyes shut. “Shit.”


    “If this is some kind of macho pride thing, let it go. You need a ride, I have a car.” I jangled my keys near his face and raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m not going to kidnap you and chop you into little pieces. No matter how much I’d like to,” I added under my breath.


    “My mother always warned me about strangers offering me a ride.” His attempt at humor finally made me smile.


    “Stranger danger,” I said flippantly. “Don’t worry, I don’t have any candy. It goes straight to my ass.”


    His eyes widened in surprise. He stared at me for a few seconds, then shook his head. A half smile quirked up the corner of his lips. “Fuck me. Okay. Though you might be the strangest person I’ve ever gotten into a car with.”


    I nodded and turned before he could see me smile. No one had ever called me strange before. Logical. Boring. Straitlaced. Complacent. Reliable. Organized. Steady. Ambitious.


    But strange?


    And why did it give me the insane urge to giggle?


    Obviously I had gotten way too much sun this week.


    We were walking toward my car when a pickup came squealing into the parking lot. There were ladders rattling from a cage in the bed of it. It came to an abrupt stop right next to us. Ryan leaned out of the driver’s side window.


    “Sorry, man. Jesus, all hell broke loose right before I got your message. You ready?” Ryan had one arm draped casually over the steering wheel. When he caught my eye, he grinned. “Well, hello there, Fancy.”


    I rolled my eyes at Ryan.


    Seth walked over and hit him upside the head. “We need to go, asshole. Now.” He yanked open the passenger door and swung himself inside the truck.


    Ryan looked from me to where Seth drummed his fingers on the door. “Okay, then. Well thank you, Fancy, for offering my boy here a ride even though he doesn’t have manners enough to say it himself.”


    Seth glanced over and caught my stare. “Sorry. Thanks.”


    “Wow, a little more conviction next time and I might even believe you,” I said. I don’t know why it bothered me so much when he acted like this. I liked it a lot when he actually let all the bullshit fall away and was just... himself. When he acted like this, he brought out my inner bitch, something a lot of people never saw.


    Something I didn’t like because it meant I wasn’t in control.


    That made me mad because part of being a good lawyer was the ability to suppress your emotions. And around Seth, I couldn’t when he acted like an ass.


    “Have a good weekend.” I turned and waved over my shoulder, fighting the urge to give Seth a one-fingered salute just because. This was so not me, but something about that infuriating guy made me want to strangle him.


    “Thank you so much, Princess,” I heard Seth shout. “Is that enough fucking conviction for you?”


    Ryan’s laughter rang out and the truck’s tires squealed as it fishtailed out of the parking lot.


    This time I gave them both the finger.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT[image: ]


    [image: ]Seth


    “Christ, she’s a lot hotter than I remembered.” Ryan grinned over at me but I tried to ignore him. “You gonna try and tap that, man?”


    I snorted. “You see that fucking Beemer in the lot? That’s hers. Been down that road, not going back.”


    “You are seriously not still hung up over that Melissa shit, are you? God, that was like five years ago.”


    I gritted my teeth and looked out the window. That Melissa shit almost broke me beyond repair. The one and only time I actually thought someone else gave a shit about me. Except it had all been a fucking joke. On me.


    I should have known someone like Melissa Westhaven would have no interest in a seventeen-year-old boy with nothing to offer. Yet somehow I convinced myself we were different. That even though she lived behind huge iron gates and went to Hillcrest Academy, we would make it work.


    God, I was a fucking idiot. Months of being together but never going anywhere we could be seen should have been my first warning, but she was so beautiful and she smelled like flowers, and when we had sex, I knew she was the one.


    I never met any of her friends or her family, and she never wanted to meet mine. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she was mine. I asked her to be my girlfriend one night after we had sex in my truck. She was the first girl I ever loved. The only one I ever said it to.


    I gave her a necklace with a silver heart pendant on it. It took me a month to save up enough to buy it at the Walmart jewelry counter. I was so fucking proud of that thing. I thought she’d love it. I told her I loved her and that I wanted to make her happy for the rest of her life.


    Pain twisted my guts into knots when I remembered the way she laughed. The disbelief and amusement in her eyes had cut straight through my heart. She put her clothes back on and climbed out of my truck. She stood there in the middle of the vacant parking lot next to her car. The necklace lay tangled in a heap on the floorboard of the truck.


    “Seth, you’re hot as hell, but there is no way I’d ever actually be with you. I thought you knew that. We were just having fun. But you and me? A couple?” She laughed and shook her head. Her long black hair swayed around her shoulders. “This isn’t some Disney movie, this is real life. I have a boyfriend and we make sense together. We’re the golden couple. But I wanted you. You were an itch I had to scratch, and now I have.”


    I remembered trying to breathe when she told me that. Even now, five years later, my pulse thumped in my ears. She drove away and I never saw her again. She never even said goodbye. The hurt turned to anger, and I started drinking. A lot. Three months later my mother OD’d and my life went completely to shit.


    “So what if Avery has money?” Ryan said, pulling me from the memories I’d rather forget. “That doesn’t matter when you’re just looking for a quick fuck, right? The way she was looking at you, yeah, I think she’s a pretty sure bet.”


    Oh, I knew what Ryan was talking about. Hell, all week I’d catch Avery peeking up from under those eyelashes when she thought I wasn’t looking. She might think she hated me, but I knew that look. That repressed little-rich-girl-wanting-to-be-bad look.


    I fell for that once. Never going to happen again.


    She could go slumming somewhere else.


    Except I’d been watching her all week and I saw it when she finally let her guard down. When she relaxed and laughed and joked with Sasha. The uptight bitch was gone.


    This girl-next-door Avery made it hard to look away.


    Which was exactly why I should.


    “Okay, what you need is a drink. Let’s hit Jimmy’s. Like old times?” Ryan practically bounced in his seat. “Look, you need some T&A therapy. You’ve been on the inside too long with all those hairy asses. Time to get your groove back on. Hot chicks and alcohol. All you need to forget your troubles, my friend.”


    After a week of picking up other people’s shit, I was fucking exhausted. But the idea of going back to my apartment to spend the night alone, yeah, that pretty much made up my mind.


    “I have check-in and then a six o’clock appointment with the only lawyer who bothered to call me back. If you can wait until after that, I’m game. Not like I’ve got a packed social calendar or anything.”


    “That’s the fuckin’ spirit!” Ryan slammed his palm into the steering wheel and hit the gas harder.


    I was in and out of Arnold’s office in no time. He basically took my CS form, logged it into his computer, asked how I was doing, then I left. Fifteen minutes. Hell, it didn’t seem right that fifteen minutes dictated my life right now.


    The lawyer’s office was about six blocks from Arnold’s office and was still in a questionable part of town, but I couldn’t be choosy. Arnold told me it was a long shot to find a lawyer to even look at my case. I just wanted someone to tell me that there was a chance I could help Sara.


    Ryan and I walked into the lawyer’s front office together. Two bright green chairs with cracked vinyl sat against a gray wall. The place smelled like Arnold’s office, stale and like old food. Ryan sat and grabbed a magazine while I paced.


    After only a few minutes, the door opposite us opened and a round man with tiny glasses waddled out. His stomach stuck out between red suspenders and his white shirt had something that looked like mustard on it.


    “Mr. Hunter? I’m Matt Brand, attorney.”


    I shook his hand and fought the urge to roll my eyes. I already knew he was an attorney, for Christ’s sake. Why else would I be there?


    “Come into my office and we’ll talk.” He stood back and gestured for me to enter.


    The place made Arnold look like a professional organizer. Holy God, was it a mess. Piles of folders and papers and books littered every surface, including the floor. Brand moved behind his desk and sat in a creaky chair. I perched on the edge of another chair, trying not to dislodge the mountain of papers at my back.


    Attorney Brand sat back and steepled his fingers under his chin. “I have to tell you right off the bat, getting custody of your sister is a long shot. I’ve read your file. Given that you were incarcerated for attacking your stepfather and that your sister corroborated his story, not to mention he had you removed for violent behavior before this took place, I’d put your odds very low.”


    I drove my fingers through my hair and sighed. I knew that already. “So you brought me here to tell me you won’t help me?” What a fucking waste of time. I started to stand when Brand waved his hand at me.


    “Sit, sit. I said it was a long shot, not impossible. What I’ll have to do is start with witnesses. People who have seen firsthand that your stepfather is in fact a dealer. That will be the hardest part. Once we establish an unsafe environment for your sister, we can petition the court to grant you temporary custody as her only remaining family member. Once that is in place, you will have the right to check her into a treatment facility, whether or not she’s willing.”


    For the first time in over a year, a little bit of tension left my shoulders.


    “How do we get started?”


    Brand smiled. “Excellent. First I’ll need a thousand-dollar retainer, bank check or money order, and after that, I bill hourly at a hundred an hour. I can work up an estimate on that time, but it’s hit-or-miss depending on how long it takes to find people who want to talk.”


    My stomach sank and a sick feeling washed over me. A thousand dollars to even get started? I had about a buck seventy to my name. Where the fuck was I supposed to get that kind of cash?


    A job, obviously, but what the hell could I do that paid enough to hire a lawyer?


    “Thank you for your time. I’ll be in touch when I have that retainer together.” I had to get out of Brand’s office before I exploded. The small bit of hope that he had given me evaporated into a smoldering ball of rage.


    Davis still had me by the balls and this time because I didn’t have a fucking cent to my name. Because of him. Despair threaded through my veins, darkening everything.


    The feeling was all too familiar.


    It was what had landed me in prison in the first place.


    I blazed through the waiting room, barely giving Ryan a chance to stand up. “Let’s go get cleaned up. I need that drink about now.”


    Ryan didn’t ask how it went. I knew if I told him I needed a grand he’d try and help, and he’d done enough for me already. I had a hell of a lot to prove to myself, and looking for a handout wasn’t where I wanted to start.


    I had to do this on my own.


    But the last year, I don’t know what I’d have done without Ryan. He’d been the only one to stick around after the sentencing. The only one who kept in touch while I was away. All my other so-called friends up and disappeared.


    At least I knew who had my back.


    “You look like someone kicked your dog,” he said.


    “I feel like I’m the fucking dog.” We climbed into his truck and started back to my place.


    Despite how shitty I felt, I wasn’t about to start a Seth pity party of two, so I changed the subject. “I need to find a job. Something that pays cash. Got any ideas?”


    “Gonna be hard with the community service taking up your days. I’ll ask around and let you know.” He scrunched his eyebrows down, thinking, then looked at me. “You’re talking something legit, right? You could always come work with me and Dad.”


    As much as I’d like to work with my best friend, I didn’t know shit about construction. With Ryan doing most of the work, I’d only get in the way and then he’d have two people to clean up after.


    “I appreciate the offer, man, but I can’t. I’m useless putting shit together, you know that. Pretty much fucking destroy everything I touch.”


    We didn’t say anything else, and I was okay with that. Ryan knew me well enough to know when I didn’t want to talk. And where to go when I wanted uncomplicated drinking. After a quick shower at my place, we were off again.


    There were already a few beat-up cars in front of Jimmy’s place, the Time Out Bar & Grill. It was a dive and the food sucked, but it had decent beer and pool tables and a jukebox. And a couple of pretty cute waitresses.


    We had just walked up to the bar when I heard someone shout my name. Jimmy stood there, wiping out a glass, but he set it down as I made my way over to him.


    “Seth, my man, didn’t know you were finally out.” His beefy hand clasped mine. There was a smile somewhere in that scruffy-assed beard of his. “What can I get ya? On the house.”


    “Whatever’s decent on tap, Jim. Thanks.” I slid onto a barstool and Ryan sat down next to me. “How’s business?” I asked because it was the kind of obligatory question someone who’s been away should ask.


    “Same ole,” he said, setting the foaming mug in front of me and another in front of Ryan. Jimmy leaned down, his elbows resting on the pitted bartop. “You got a bum rap, kid, we all think so. Someone shoulda put Davis down a long time ago.”


    I swallowed against the burn of anger. I had come out tonight to forget, and my good-for-nothing stepfather was the last thing I wanted to talk about. “Yeah, but that son of a bitch would just take Sara down with him, so there isn’t any use wishing it now.”


    “Well, you ever need anything, Seth, you know all you have to do is ask.” Jimmy nodded and moved down to where a couple of drunk guys were laughing their asses off.


    Ryan took a long swallow and set his glass down. “What’s going on, Seth? I’m talking really? In that thick head of yours.”


    There was no use bullshitting Ryan. “I don’t know what the fuck I’m supposed to do. Arnold is talking college when I get done with trash duty.” I snorted. “Can you see me walking around some fucking college campus? Shit.” I downed half my beer in two mouthfuls.


    Ryan studied me, his expression thoughtful. “Honestly, man? Yeah, I can. If any of us can pick themselves up out of this gutter we live in, it’s you.”


    He had to be kidding me. “Hell, Ryan, you’re better than me already. You haven’t been to prison, you have a job. A future.”


    “Yeah, a future fixing everything my old man screws up. And the only reason I didn’t end up in prison is because you took all the fucking blame yourself, asshole.” Ryan glared at me, he fisted his hands in his lap. “You copped a plea before I even had a chance to tell them I was part of it.”


    I tipped back the mug and drained the glass. “I did what I had to. It wasn’t your fight.”


    “Bullshit,” Ryan yelled. He slammed his fist on the bar, and several people looked over at us, hoping for a bar fight more than anything. “You and Sara are more my family than my own fucking family is. You think it didn’t destroy me watching what he did to her? Knowing we couldn’t do a goddamned thing to help her?”


    “So why didn’t you let me kill that bastard when I had the chance?” Images from that night filled my head. The screaming. The blood. My fist slamming into Davis’s fucking face over and over.


    “Because Sara already called the cops, and assault is a hell of a lot different than murder, Seth. Davis has his claws into her, man. Do you think she would have told the cops what Davis was really doing to her? She took his fucking side without batting an eyelash. Sat right there next to him in court when you were sentenced.”


    I remembered looking at them. Looking at her. Hoping she’d find the strength to stand up and point her finger at that dirtbag and tell everyone in the courtroom that he pimped her out to everyone and anyone for drugs. That he got her hooked on heroin just like he did my mother. That he deserved to have the shit beaten out of him.


    But Sara just sat there, pale and too thin, her blank, shadowed eyes never meeting mine.


    She even signed the paperwork requesting a goddamned restraining order against me.


    “Seth, maybe it’s time to consider that you can’t save her.”


    Ryan’s voice was so low, I was surprised I even heard it over the volume of voices in the bar. But it cut through me like a razor blade. My hand shook when I reached for my glass, only realizing it was empty when I lifted it to my mouth.


    “What the fuck do you think I should do, Ryan? She’s my sister, the only family I have left. I can’t just walk away and let him kill her too. I’m going to do whatever it fucking takes to get her away from him. Whatever, man.”


    Ryan signaled Jimmy for two more beers and rested his hand on my shoulder. “I know. It was a stupid thing to say. We’ll figure it all out, man. Just like we always have.”

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE[image: ]


    [image: ]Avery


    “I don’t want to go out tonight,” I told Shari for the thousandth time on Saturday. “I’m exhausted.”


    “You laid by the pool all day, how hard can that be? Besides, I have to move back to the sorority house tomorrow night, and I need some time with my girl before I won’t see you every day. Dad got me tickets to see Rustic Tower, he wants my opinion of their sound because he’s thinking of wooing them. Please, please, please say you’ll come with.” Shari pouted and I caved immediately.


    “You’re moving tomorrow night? I thought it was a week from today?” It was a day I was dreading. We were supposed to be moving back together, celebrating our senior year with our sisters. Now Shari would go back and I would be stuck at the apartment. Alone.


    “Becky wanted the seniors back a week early to get everything ready. There’s a huge welcome back party happening next Saturday. I wish you were going to be there.” Shari looked genuinely upset, and I hugged her.


    “One semester. That’s all. It’ll be over before you know it,” I promised.


    “But you lost your vice presidency, Ave. You worked so hard for the past three years, and now it’s all gone. And for what? All because Grant is an asshole. I’m going to rip his balls off when I see him at the party, I promise.”


    As much as I liked that idea, I shook my head. “I was the one who made the stupid decision, Shar. It’s on my head. I’m just hoping that once this is over, Dad can somehow get my records sealed. If Grant agrees, that is.”


    “The asshat owes you that much,” Shari growled. “He should never have pressed charges either. It was his fault!”


    I agreed with her on that part. But there was nothing to do about it now.


    “Okay. I’ll go. But I won’t have fun.”


    “I’d never expect you to, babe. But in case there is a hunk of a man there who wants to take you home, give him a chance. That’s all I’m asking.”


    My mind immediately went to Seth. God, I needed to get over this. Working next to him made it worse because I got to ogle his ass all day long. Then go home alone. Again and again. Completely frustrated, no less, because I could not stop thinking about the way my body reacted to him.


    I’d find myself looking at his hands. Even in blue gloves, they were hot. So strong and firm, and they knew exactly how and where to touch. I regretted stopping him that night at the bar every day.


    I wanted to know what would have happened next.


    I closed my eyes and let out a frustrated breath. For the first time ever, I was sexually frustrated. Shari would be so proud.


    “You’re right. I think I need to get laid,” I shouted to Shari, who had disappeared into her room to find something to wear.


    Shari screamed and came running out in just her bra and panties. “Yes, yes, yes. Hold that thought until we get to the waterfront. Go find your sexiest outfit, babe. Tonight, we find you a man. Oh, maybe we can get backstage and you can live out one of those groupie fantasies we all have.”


    “Seriously? No, we don’t all have fantasies about banging guys in a band. I think that’s all you, babe.”


    Shari laughed and disappeared back into her room. I dropped my face to my hands. Oh, God. I should never have said that out loud. The idea of going home with some strange guy made me very nervous. The more I thought about it, the more slasher movie scenes flickered through my head. Dumb girl going off alone with strange guy.


    My pulse hammered in my ears.


    The one time I almost did it ended in a humiliation that played out every weekday between six and two. Then there was the whole other part.


    Doing it.


    The real problem was that I wasn’t that good in bed. Grant had never been shy about telling me what I did wrong, and it seemed that quite a lot of my natural instincts weren’t right. Whenever I tried anything he didn’t tell me to do, he told me I was doing it wrong.


    After three and a half years, I’d come to acknowledge that I was one of those women who just never orgasmed from sex. After a few nights of research, I found out it wasn’t that uncommon.


    So the fact that it never happened with Grant made sense.


    And the fact that Shari shared her exploits, vividly, made it obvious that she was not one of those women. I envied her, that gleam in her eye when she talked about a night with some random guy. Of orgasm after orgasm. I’d never had one during sex. Ever.


    I hated that I was so obviously broken.


    Sharing that intimate detail with a stranger was terrifying. Seth’s face popped into my head. Immediately my pulse leapt. Too bad he hated me, because even just his kisses had made me wild with desire. Imagine what might have been if I had let things go farther.


    God, this was too much.


    I poked my head into Shari’s room. “I don’t think I can do this after all.”


    She spun around and glared at me. “You can and you will. Look, you don’t have to actually go home with anyone tonight, but pretend it’s an option. You’re gorgeous and have a rockin’ bod, and you need someone to show you that Grant was a douche who didn’t appreciate anything you gave him. Flirt, have fun, get outside yourself for one night, Avery. You need it.”


    Maybe she was right. I’d been half of a couple for so long I no longer had my own identity. Not that I ever really did before that. I went from daughter to girlfriend without the chance just to be me.


    I groaned and went to my room and immediately buried my head under a pillow.


    “Nope. Get your ass up and get in the shower. I’ll even lay out clothes for you.” When I didn’t move, Shari leaned down and started to shake the bed. “Nonnegotiable, counselor. Now move.”


    “Careful or I’ll find you in contempt,” I grumbled, pushing myself off the bed.


    “Oh, baby, I love it when you talk all lawyery at me. It’s sooo dirty.” She dropped to a deep squat and pretended to hump my leg.


    I couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled up from deep inside me. God, I was going to miss her. The place was going to be so quiet. Seven weeks. The longest I’d ever gone without living with someone. Holy crap. I was twenty-one and I’d never been alone.


    Shari and I shared a dorm room the first semester, then we got into Kappa Delta sorority, and that had been our school year home. During the summer we lived here, at the apartment that Dad said he bought as an investment, though I knew he did it so that Shari and I had someplace to live that he deemed safe enough.


    I didn’t have to work at all because we had no expenses. Everything was included in the apartment, right down to the once-a-week housekeeping service. A grocery delivery service had our weekly order on file, and it was billed to my parents. Even our take-out nights went on the credit card that was paid off every month.


    My parents had always been adamant that I concentrate only on college. Any kind of part-time job would only take away from study time, they reasoned. The one exception was internships, mostly at firms where my dad had contacts. Not that it bothered me. As much as I loved coffee, I couldn’t imagine having to make hundreds of cups for people every day for eight dollars an hour.


    Shari was in the same position. Her parents paid for everything from her Range Rover to her weekly manicure. Her dad was a pretty high-profile music agent, part of the reason she got tickets to the concert tonight. She was in school for design, but we both knew that she’d end up with some ultrarich protégé of a family friend. That’s just how it worked with old money.


    After law school, I’d be taking care of myself, and I couldn’t wait. I already had it planned. My own salary, my own place. Maybe I’d buy a house in a quiet neighborhood where I could have a dog. Grant was allergic to animals. I’d never had a dog.


    I stepped out of the shower and wrapped myself up in a soft, oversize towel.


    Shari’d left me a mixed drink on the vanity, and I grabbed it on the way out of the bathroom. Liquid courage. I was going to need more than one to get through tonight.


    Thank God she hadn’t gone overboard on my outfit. Sometimes her taste ran into slutty territory, but she obviously knew how close I was to locking myself in my room and refusing to go.


    My favorite jeans because they made my ass look amazing and a black corsetlike top out of her closet lay on the bed. No way could I get away with a bra with so much showing, but the top was tight enough to keep the girls under some semblance of control.


    A lacy black thong went on under my jeans. Not like anyone was going to see it tonight, but I knew it was there and I felt a little more sexy in it. I smoothed my favorite berry-scented lotion over my arms and neck.


    Since tonight was about letting loose, I used the diffuser on my hairdryer and left the natural curl in my hair. Normally I straightened it or threw it into a side braid. I hated my curly hair, probably from years of my mother telling me I looked like a homeless gypsy, but tonight it hung over my shoulders and didn’t look half bad. All the hours in the sun had given my dirty blond hair some highlights that reflected the light and looked really good.


    And holy shit. Had my arms always had that dip near my shoulders? I turned in the mirror to check them out. The gym had fallen to the back burner with the exhausting days of CS, but I swear my arms looked more lean and toned.


    Huh.


    I had just finished brushing a little bronzer over my face and was on my second swipe of mascara when Shari barged in.


    “God, I hate you,” she said dramatically. “You look like the fucking girl next door. All hot and innocent looking. No guy in the place is going to notice me.”


    I snorted. The way the neck of her barely there silk shirt hung low enough to show half her boobs to anyone who looked, I highly doubted she was right. Her black leather shorts were almost up to her ass, but she pulled it off and managed to still look classy.


    After I slipped on a pair of strappy black heels, we were ready to go. It was seven and the show started at eight.


    “I might need another drink, or three, before we go,” I said.


    I was dying.


    No, someone was killing me. They were inserting a chisel behind my eyelids and trying to split my skull in half while a mariachi band played. Loudly.


    “Avery, you need to take these or you’re going to feel a lot worse, babe.” Shari shoved some Tylenol and a glass of water into my hands. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you get that drunk before.”


    “I’m never going out with you again,” I groaned.


    I opened my mouth and tossed the pills in, then took a sip of water. The concert was okay, and there had been some pretty cute guys, especially when Shari dragged me backstage to talk to the lead singer, Kade, about her father.


    That’s when we got pulled into shots with the entire band to celebrate.


    They were nice guys and were excited by the meeting with Shari’s dad, but by God could they drink. And it was pretty obvious that the drummer was interested in a little more than just drinking. I could have, if I’d wanted to.


    He was pretty hot, but I couldn’t get Seth out of my head all night.


    Shari took the water glass from me, and when I lay down, she curled up behind me. Her cool fingers stroked my forehead, pushing my hair out of my face.


    I wanted to groan and curl into a ball. Damn him. No, damn me for not being able to push him out of my head.


    I really thought that we’d managed to find a little bit of common ground when we didn’t go for each other’s jugular Friday in the Works parking lot. He’d actually smiled at my lame-assed joke about candy.


    Seth was entirely too good-looking when he smiled. Which explained why I had the momentary brain lapse and wondered if he kissed as expertly as I remembered. All week I’d been watching him, covertly, of course, and I couldn’t deny that something about him made me want to bite down on my knuckles, hard. I could pretend and deny all I wanted to, but it was right there in front of me for eight hours a day.


    He looked like pure sex on a stick in that tight dark gray T-shirt and faded jeans that hung low on his hips. The black ink swirls on his arms drew my gaze like a moth to a flame. He radiated sexy maleness, and I wasn’t immune to it any more than any other girl.


    There was something insanely chemical going on between us. I knew it was nothing more. I saw the way he sometimes looked at me, like I was harboring the plague. Like he couldn’t stay far enough away from me.


    Or get close enough.


    But then the asshole reared his head.


    Thank you so much, Princess.


    He had to say or do something every day to remind me that he was really just some jerk in an orange jumpsuit.


    I groaned again and pulled the comforter over my head. Clearly I was too hungover to deal with all this.


    “So, Kade said that Zeke was way into you last night. You’re single now, why didn’t you ride that ride? I thought you wanted to live a little now that Grant was out of the picture?”


    “I’m not going to start sleeping around with strangers just because I can,” I grumbled.


    Shari peeled back the covers and grinned at me. “You know, I find this all very interesting.”


    My only response was to grunt. She was entirely too chipper for as much as we drank last night.


    “If it had been Seth there last night, would you have done it?” she asked with a knowing grin.


    I threw my pillow at her and she just laughed.


    “Ave, babe. I’ve known you since we were in diapers. You’ve always been the calm, collected one. It’s why you and I work so well together. You’re the voice of reason. You follow the rules. You keep your cool no matter the situation. I’m the crazy one who flips her shit everywhere. But... this side of you. I’ve never seen you get worked up so fast around a guy. Hell, if anyone deserved to be yelled at, it was Grant, and yet you were always so reasonable with him. So fucking calm I thought maybe you drank the Stepford water.”


    “That’s how it should be. Fighting all the time means that something is obviously wrong.” Right?


    So Grant and I never fought. I’d never seen my parents go at each other’s throats either. Civilized people handled things privately, swept their issues and their dirty laundry under the rug. What Seth and I did that first night at O’Malley’s was completely uncivilized. Throwing down in a bar parking lot like one of those couples on a trashy sitcom.


    Shari laughed, and the sound echoed in my throbbing head, causing me to cringe.


    “That is definitely not how it should be. Why do you think I love fucking around so much? It’s all about the chemistry. About these crazy intense feelings that keep piling on top of each other until you know that if you don’t let him throw you down and do illegal things to your body, you’ll die.” Shari paused to fan herself. “Gotta say, Ryan certainly knew how to throw down. Multiple times. Maybe I should call him.”


    “Oh, my God, as if I weren’t nauseous enough.” I tried to shove Shari away, but she wrapped her arms around me and wouldn’t let go.


    “All I’m saying is that for the first time since I’ve known you, you aren’t in control of yourself. You look alive, Ave. For the first time in forever, there’s a spark inside you. Like you’re waking up or some psychobabble shit like that.”


    “I don’t like feeling out of control,” I grumbled.


    “Oh, honey, you definitely do. It’s all over your face every time you mention Seth.”


    “You’re delusional. He hates me. I hate him.” I told her about Friday afternoon in the Works parking lot.


    Shari’s eyes got round, then she threw herself back onto the bed and laughed so hard I thought I was going to throw up from all the motion. When she finally got control of herself, she peeked over at me.


    “You are like this totally hot package with no clue, Ave.”


    I’d had enough. My head was still pounding and my tongue was so thick I could hardly swallow and I felt sticky from dancing last night. I needed a shower and a pot of coffee.


    I’d almost made it to the bathroom when I heard Shari get out of bed.


    “Avery, sweetie. That hot boy wants you bad. It’s obvious that you want him too, so what you need to do is figure out what you’re going to do about it.”
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    Ryan and I spent Saturday morning at the Works parking lot, replacing the alternator on my truck. Damn thing was a piece of shit, but it was all I had so I had to make it work. No truck, no job. No job, no helping Sara.


    “What do you say after this we grab burgers and chill at your place?”


    “What the hell is there to do at my place, moron? I don’t even have a TV.”


    “Well, I was thinking... you’re in a funk, man. Honestly, I think you need to get laid. How long has it been? Have you been with a woman since you got out?”


    Avery flashed through my head. God, even my subconscious was a masochist. I didn’t want her and I did all in the same breath. “No. Not that it’s any of your fucking business.”


    “That’s your problem right there. You need to break up with your hand and get back to the real thing.”


    “God, you’re an asshole.”


    “But I’m a right asshole.” Ryan threw his tools into the box and pushed it shut.


    “I have something I need to do. Rain check?”


    Ryan immediately swung around. “A chick?”


    “Oh, my God. No, I’m not off to do some chick. There’s something wrong with you, you know that, right?” I swung open the rusted door of my truck and climbed in.


    Ry puffed out his chest. “Dude, I am so wrong that I’m right.”


    “I’ll call you later. Maybe.” The engine turned over and sounded better than it had in ages. Ryan must have tweaked something under the hood. “Thanks again, man. For everything.”


    “I got your back, Seth. You know that. Now go, do this mysterious woman, and then tell me all about it.”


    I could hear his laughter over the rumble of my exhaust as I drove away.


    What a shit head. But he was the best friend I could ever have asked for, and that outweighed all the other shit.


    You find out who your real friends are when shit goes down.


    I drove into town. The therapist I’d been seeing in prison recommended I take a look at a couple of books now that I was out to help me on my “path to redemption.”


    Arnold strongly suggested I go to the library this weekend, so that he could assure the therapist that I was working on myself. Whatever. I’d go, get the damned book, and then take it to my appointment next Friday. That oughta make everyone happy.


    Get yourself together and then we can take a real look at college.


    Arnold’s words echoed in my head. College. I could go to college. But what the fuck would I even study? I was shit at everything. My parents never finished high school, and unless Davis went to the University of Fucking Drug Dealers, he wasn’t any better.


    Sara was always supposed to be the one who made something of herself. Four years younger than me, she was smart and driven and had more potential than anyone else in our trailer park. Christ, the way she played the violin got her middle school music teacher all worked up. Said she was going places if she kept at it. That was before Davis. God, would she ever get that back? Would I ever get my sister back?


    I pulled into the parking lot for the library and fought back a wave of panic. The last time I’d been here had been a few months before my mom met Davis. She loved this place and tried to get me and Sara into reading.


    I preferred sports magazines to books, but Sara had devoured every single horse novel she could get her hands on. She had a stuffed horse she called Black Beauty. That damned thing went everywhere with her.


    I killed the engine and sat staring up at the Gothic-style building.


    Sara said it looked like a castle, where a great king and queen lived. I told her that was stupid. Kings and queens don’t live in North Carolina.


    I swallowed against the emotion lodged in my throat. This was one of only a few places that I had memories of us all being together and happy.


    The lump moved to my gut, and I got out of the truck. In; book; out.


    I pushed through the heavy door and then through what looked like a metal detector. Yeah, things had changed since the last time, for sure. The circulation desk was right in the center of the lobby, and that’s where I went.


    “Can I help you?” The white-haired woman was old as dirt and so tiny she could barely see above the counter.


    “I’m looking for The Art of War, it’s by...”


    “Sun Tzu, yes, I know. You’ll enjoy that one.” She winked at me and gave me a piece of paper with a number on it. “Second floor, back by the reading room.”


    “Thanks.” I headed toward the stairs. The children’s section was on the second floor. I felt ten again, climbing the stairs with my mother and Sara right behind me. I could almost hear her telling me not to run.


    I drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. It did nothing to relieve the pain that had been building since I pulled into the parking lot. I knew it was going to be hard walking into this place, but it felt like my insides were being ripped out.


    Damn Davis for everything he took from me.


    I needed the book and then I needed to get the fuck out of here before I exploded.


    The numbers went up, so I followed the stacks until I found the right one. Halfway down on the left was the one I was looking for. The Art of War. Sounded like the perfect read for someone with anger issues. God, what the hell was my therapist thinking?


    I grabbed the book and kept going down the aisle.


    No one said I had to actually read it. This was to keep Arnold and the therapist happy.


    The row ended in front of a huge open room. The sign over my head said READING ROOM. NO TALKING PLEASE.


    There were chairs and tables and couches and the place was almost all windows. Trees and shrubs in containers filled in the gaps. It had a café feel to it, but without the coffee.


    This was not here when I was younger. I stepped inside before I realized it. The place was pretty full for a Saturday, and everyone had their noses buried in books. Some were obviously doing work, others were just reading.


    There was a free chair by the window that overlooked the small park behind the library. Kids ran around and played all over the place, their shrieks muted by the glass. I sank down into the chair. The park used to be smaller, just two swings and a metal merry-go-round that burned your hands in the summer. Now it had the kind of structures you’d see at some fancy private school.


    The contrast between what I remembered and how it was now burned in my gut. The changes, all for the better, should have happened to Sara too. She should have grown up around all this, she should be sitting here cramming for finals.


    The room suddenly felt too small. I pushed out of the chair and started back toward the doors. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of a blond braid to my right. She was bent over a book and was writing something down in a notebook. When I did a double take, I knew in a second who it was.


    What were the chances?


    Her head was still down, so I started to walk past her table. Of course she looked up. Her eyes went wide and I heard her pen clink on the table.


    “Are you following me?” she demanded in a hissed-out whisper.


    “Yeah, I parked outside your house, then followed you to the library. You got me.”


    Her cheeks turned pink, and she caught her bottom lip between her teeth. I tried not to notice the way her tongue dipped out and rubbed where she’d just bitten. That worked about as well as ignoring a pink elephant in a tutu.


    “Yeah, that was a pretty dumb question,” she said. “I had a rough night, not thinking clearly, obviously.” I moved closer to avoid the glares being sent our way by several nearby people. I kept getting whiffs of her perfume, and that wasn’t distracting at all.


    I could do this. Get through one conversation without being an ass. I shifted the book under my arm, and her gaze shot to it.


    “The Art of War? You read?” The surprise in her voice pretty much killed any desire to be nice. She could not have been any more condescending if she accused me of being illiterate.


    “Usually I only like them there picture books, but decided to try one with actual words,” I said with a sneer. “Jesus, you’re a piece of work.” Before she could say a thing, I turned on my heel and stormed out of the room.


    What a bitch.


    Screw her. If I wanted to damn well read every book in the place, I would. The library in prison was pretty sparse, but I’d read a bunch of classics to pass the time. I might not be able to have some great literary discussion, but I knew who the hell Dickens and Shakespeare were.


    It took me fifteen minutes to sign up for a library card and finally get out of the place, and not once did I see a hint of a blond braid anywhere near the circulation desk.


    Yeah, I got it. Loud and clear.


    If she looked at me one more time, I was going to fucking explode.


    You read?


    Seriously?


    First thing Monday morning, I started in. If she was going to be a bitch, then I was going to give it right back. It was easy to make comments under my breath when I walked by, or shoot a glare her way every few minutes. By Tuesday, she was throwing pissed-off glances back at me. By Thursday, I was doing it more to see her eyes flash and her breathing get faster. Fuck me if she wasn’t the sexiest thing alive when she was mad.


    This new level of antagonism was backfiring on my ass.


    I stabbed a McDonald’s bag extra hard.


    “You two got a thing going on?” Ian asked me. He looked over to where Avery stood, glaring at me again. “She hasn’t stopped shooting lasers at your back all day, man.”


    “Nah, I barely know the chick. I think she might be a little crazy. You know why she’s here?” I asked him.


    Ian shook his head. “Nope. You?”


    “Not a clue. Maybe she stole her daddy’s credit card and bought out Gucci or something.”


    Ian snickered. Everyone knew Avery drove here in a fucking Beemer every day. I saw her eyes get narrower, and I stared right back so that she’d know we were talking about her. I swore I could see steam coming out of her ears, and it only made me grin harder.


    “Uh-oh,” Ian said a second before I realized Avery was stomping her sexy little orange-covered ass straight toward me. “I’m outta here. She kinda scares me, man.”


    Avery stormed up and stopped only when we were toe to toe. She squinted against the sun and glared up at me. “What the hell is your problem?”


    “No problem, Princess.” I stared down at her, refusing to look away. She reminded me of a pissed-off kitten, which made me grin, which only made her madder.


    If Ryan were next to me, he’d be asking what the fuck I was doing. I honestly had no idea. At first I had genuinely not liked her, especially after I found out who, or what, she really was.


    But damn me if my pulse didn’t jump every time I looked at her. Especially when she was all flushed and wound up like this. Another image, one of her naked on her back, with that same look on her face, reared up unbidden, and I felt my muscles jerk tight.


    Shit.


    Avery planted her fists on her hips and stamped her foot. “Why can’t we just ignore each other? Civilized disregard? Mutual inattention?”


    What the hell was civilized disregard? It sounded like some kind of legal term. I lifted one eyebrow and kept quiet, waiting to see what was next. God, I loved watching her like this. And goading her was the surest way to send her over the top.


    She huffed out a breath and rolled her eyes. “Yes, okay, I was a total bitch at the library. You took me by surprise and I was hungover and I acted without thinking. I’m sorry and I hope you’re enjoying Sun Tzu because it’s a really good read, but it’s more than that. It’s the condescending tone in your voice whenever you actually talk to me, or that stupid way you lift one eyebrow and smirk whenever I say anything. You make me feel like an idiot, you know.”


    I crossed my arms over my chest. Mainly to keep from reaching out and grabbing her. All that shit was to keep her away from me, and now she was calling me out on it. What the hell was I supposed to do? I wasn’t normally an asshole. I hated acting like one.


    But for whatever fucked-up reason, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. If we actually stopped fighting, I might do something really screwed up, like kiss her.


    We stood staring at each other for what felt like hours. I don’t know what she was looking for, but something in her face shifted. She tilted her head to the side and looked right into my eyes.


    “So which Seth is the real one?” she asked. “The guy who hurls insults at me like I’m a dartboard, or the one who carries Sasha’s bags because they’re too heavy? The guy who glares at me for hours on end, or the one who gave Ian a ride home yesterday because his mom needed his help? I can’t figure you out.”


    Shit. I could feel myself giving in. I knew she saw the asshole moves I made toward her, but I never thought she’d see the other stuff. I didn’t know she was even looking.


    “Maybe you just bring out the worst in me, Princess.” I lifted an eyebrow and smirked, because she had called that out specifically.


    That should set her off.


    “I know you bring out the worst in me. I’ve never acted like this before in my life.”


    “So we agree that we should just keep away from each other, then.” Why the hell was my heart hammering so damned hard against my ribs?


    Avery took a step closer. She looked up at me from under her long eyelashes and pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. One of these times I was going to lean down and do that for her.


    “We probably should,” she said. Except her voice was a little breathy and the sound shot straight south. She took another step closer until her sneakers were almost touching the toes of my boots. “Or we could start over?”


    Wait, what the fuck? Was she serious? This was a joke, right?


    But then she stuck out her blue-gloved hand. “Hi, I’m Avery.”


    I stared at her hand, not able to move.


    This close I could smell her perfume, and it was killing me. Images from the night at O’Malley’s flooded my brain. I remembered how she felt under my hands, how she tasted on my lips. I was cracking, I could feel it.


    She was too damned close for me to push her away.


    Avery leaned in close and in a stage whisper said, “This is where you tell me your name.”


    I glanced around, but everyone else was busy and too far away to notice us. A small smile played over her lips, drawing my gaze down to them.


    Panic shot through my veins with fiery intensity. No. Oh, hell no. But arguing with myself didn’t change a thing. I wanted her. So bad.


    I struggled for the anger, the familiar burn that would make me turn away, but it wasn’t there. So far, she was nothing like Melissa. But somehow I’d already figured that out. It was the only thing keeping a rein on the urge to drag her into my arms. Now that it was gone, I couldn’t stop myself.


    I needed to focus. Ryan hadn’t had any luck finding me a job. I needed to pay the lawyer. Needed to save my sister. Needed a million other things that weren’t Avery.


    But I’ve never really been good at staying away from what I want.


    And fuck me if I didn’t want her more than almost anything I ever had.


    I reached out and took her extended hand and tugged her closer.


    Her hand came up and rested against my chest. I’m sure she could feel the way my heart was pounding. The smile on her lips fell away and her tongue darted out to nervously run along her bottom lip. I tried to think of something to say that would make her turn away, but there was nothing there.


    Before I could stop myself, I leaned down and did the same thing she’d done, only with my tongue. Her gasp turned into a groan when I did it again to her top lip. She bunched my T-shirt in her fist and pushed her body closer.


    The blue in her eyes darkened.


    When she pressed her lips against mine, I lost it. I wrapped one arm around her waist and held her as tight against me as possible. Looking down, I knew that the desire I saw mirrored mine. I wanted her so fucking bad it hurt to think.


    “It’s nice to meet you, Avery,” I whispered against her lips.


    She made this sexy noise in the back of her throat, and I got harder than I thought possible. I had to taste her again. Her lips parted, and I brushed over them a couple of times.


    “What the hell are you two doing?” a voice barked.


    I jerked back, and Rick was standing there scowling at us. “This isn’t a goddamned dating service. This happens again, you both get written up.” He narrowed his eyes on me. “Violating your parole would not be a good thing, kid.”


    Fuck. I took another step away from Avery.


    I saw several curious glances shooting our way and a couple of smirks that made me want to punch something.


    “Sorry,” Avery said sheepishly, looking a little humiliated.


    Before I did something stupid and called Rick out for being a major cockblock, I grabbed the stick and swung around, walking away from him and Avery.


    “It’d be best if you avoided that one,” I heard Rick say.


    “Thanks for the advice, but I’m a big girl. I can handle myself.”


    I smiled at the bitchiness in her tone. The urge to take one more look before I was too far away had me glancing back over my shoulder. Avery had picked up her stick and bag and was heading back toward Sasha.


    Rick pulled out his cell and started typing. His glance kept sliding to Avery, and a frown marred his face. Finally he put the phone back and turned around toward the bus.


    I watched for a few more seconds, trying to figure out what the hell that just was.


    “Dude, I thought you said there wasn’t anything going on with you two. That was almost as good as watching porn.” Ian stepped up beside me and clasped his hand on my shoulder. “You’re gonna be in trouble, man.”


    He laughed and pointed to where Avery was being animatedly grilled by Sasha. When her eyes swung to me, a sexy smile curled her lips up and sent all the blood racing back to my dick. And did weird things to other parts of me too.


    “Christ, I already am,” I told Ian.
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    “See you tomorrow,” I said to Seth as we were walking to the exit doors side by side. After our... whatever the hell that was earlier, I hadn’t been able to concentrate for anything.


    Maybe Shari was right. Those looks he shot me were definitely not screaming go away. I’d been on edge the rest of the afternoon after our almost kiss. What if I gave in just one time? I’d never felt this kind of sexual urgency with Grant. I never craved Grant’s touch or held my breath hoping he’d kiss me.


    Seth had gotten under my skin big time.


    “Have a good night, Avery,” Seth said over his shoulder. His gaze lingered a few seconds longer than necessary, and I felt my skin start to heat. I needed to look away, but I couldn’t. Something flickered in Seth’s eyes, and it sent a stab of longing straight between my legs.


    If I had the nerve, I’d walk up to him and ask him to take me home.


    “Avery,” Rick called out behind me.


    I stopped and watched Seth slip out the doors. Damn it. Rick jogged across the lobby, and when he stopped, he looked at the door where Seth exited. “I just wanted to say it again, I think it’s best if you stay away from Seth.”


    What the hell? Anger prickled against my neck. “And again, I appreciate your concern, but it’s really none of your business who I’m friends with.”


    “You just have no idea what he is capable of. I’d rather not see you get hurt, that’s all.”


    I lifted my chin and looked down my nose at Rick. He obviously took his role as supervisor much too seriously. Luckily I only had to listen to him between six and two. “He wouldn’t hurt me, Rick.”


    Rick crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you so sure? You barely know him. Do you even know why he was sent to prison?”


    I didn’t know. My gaze dropped to the ground.


    “Just think about what I said, okay? You’re a good kid. Once this is done, you can walk away and forget all this. Guys like him? He’ll end up right back behind bars, you mark my words.”


    I knew that statistically he might be right, but I didn’t believe him. Not that I knew anything about Seth, other than that he made my blood overheat, but there was something there behind his eyes that made me think he wanted more.


    Before I could argue with Rick anymore, my phone rang. When I looked at the screen, I saw my father’s face pop up.


    “Hi, Daddy.”


    “Hi, kiddo. This isn’t a bad time, is it?”


    “Just got done for the day. Is anything wrong? You never call during the week.” I dismissed Rick by turning my back on him and walking out toward my car. I didn’t plan on listening to anything else he had to say, anyway.


    “Can’t a father call his daughter when he feels like it?” Okay, that was weird. Dad never called me during the day. Ever. “I wanted to see if you could meet me for dinner tonight? That Middle Eastern bistro you like so much on Cabot Street? Say six?”


    Now I knew something was wrong. We usually did dinner one Sunday a month at the club, at my mother’s insistence, and that was the extent of it. I couldn’t even remember the last time Dad and I went out to eat alone, just the two of us.


    “Is everything okay?” I asked. “Are you and mom getting a divorce?”


    Dad snorted. “Of course not. Jesus, do you think I’d do something like that right before the election? Look, I have to go, my four o’clock just showed up. I’ll see you at six, Avery.” The phone went silent.


    I played every possible scenario in my head as I drove home. Maybe Grant had dropped the charges and I was off the hook? Or maybe my mom was going to Sweden to the “spa” to rejuvenate again?


    The knot in my stomach grew heavier, even after I got home and showered and changed into a sundress and sandals. I pulled my hair to the side and braided it loosely. Dad liked it when I at least made an effort to look like a future politician’s daughter.


    By the time I walked into the bistro, I thought I might throw up. Dad was already there and waved to me from a corner booth.


    “Hi, Daddy.” I kissed his cheek and slid in across from him. “I have to say again that this is unexpected.”


    “I can’t have dinner with my daughter without a reason?” he asked. But the thing was, I knew my dad and I knew how to read him. There was a reason he asked me here, I could see it in his eyes.


    “Cut the crap,” I said. “You taught me to figure out the unspoken things people aren’t saying. It works on you too.”


    Dad grinned. “You’re going to make a hell of a lawyer, Avery. Yes, there is a reason I asked you to meet me.”


    Before he could say anything more, the waitress came over and took our order. The knots in my stomach had loosened a little after Dad confessed, so I ordered a falafel and hummus platter.


    “I wanted to see how things are going with your community service. I realized today that I hadn’t spoken with you since you started.”


    “It’s going fine. The first week was tough, but I made it. This week was a little better.”


    “And the people? No one is bothering you, are they? I read all the files and didn’t see anything that stood out, but with drug and violence issues, you can never be sure. Your safety is my utmost concern here, no matter what the judge said.”


    He was looking at me not as a dad, but as a lawyer now. The wrinkles around his mouth spoke of his seriousness, and I had no doubt that if I even whispered that I felt threatened, he would have me off that crew before morning.


    But for some reason, I wasn’t so desperate to get out of community service anymore.


    “I’m fine,” I said again. “I’ve never felt unsafe picking up trash. It’s monotonous and boring and the heat is killer, but the crew is pretty decent. There’s one other girl. We’re partners.”


    “Sasha Delaney. Nineteen. Possession and distribution charges. Turned evidence against her boyfriend and served eight months. Gave birth in prison and gave the child up for adoption.” Dad recited the facts about Sasha as if he were reading a case study. Which I guess he had.


    “She’s more than just all that.” I picked at my straw wrapper. “She has a crazy sense of humor and makes up these stories about the shoes we find alongside the highway. It’s hilarious.”


    Dad’s eyebrows dipped down. “Stories? They’re shoes that someone threw away.”


    He didn’t get it.


    “Never mind.”


    “How about Seth Hunter? In prison for—”


    “Dad!” I interrupted. “I don’t need a dossier on every single person, okay? They are people. Human beings. Do you think I should be defined by one stupid mistake? Because I’m just like them. You realize that, don’t you? If you insist on having a file of facts for everyone else, then you need one for me too. Avery Melrose. Twenty-one. Destruction of property. Three hundred hours of community service and fifteen... ”


    “You’ve made your point, Avery.”


    “Have I? Because I can go on if you need me to.”


    Dad shook his head, then he chuckled. “Your opposing counsel will never stand a chance.”


    His compliment made me smile. “I was taught by the very best.”


    “So, your mother wanted me to remind you that Sunday is lunch at the club.”


    “As if I could forget.”


    “She said to wear the gray suit with the pearls Grandma gave you?”


    I groaned. I fucking hated that suit. I looked like a forty-year-old unmarried aunt in it.


    Our food arrived and we made small talk as we ate, mostly about Dad’s campaign. I waited while Dad paid the bill, and then he walked me to my car. I gave him a quick hug.


    “Thanks for the unexpected dinner. Shari went back to campus already, and it’s been me and the microwave.”


    “I’ll send Theresa over to cook for you if you want.”


    He was serious. He would send their cook over to my apartment to wait on me. “No, thanks. I got it.”


    He nodded, clearly distracted by something. “Listen, Avery, I know you have a soft spot for the underdog, but just be careful whom you decide to trust. Most of those people you’re working side by side with will likely end up right back behind bars. You have a promising future in corporate law to think about. Guilt by association is very real.”


    Okay, so Dad was the second person today to tell me the probable future of my co-servicers. “I appreciate the advice, but I’m not going to do anything stupid. I just want this done so I can concentrate on graduating and then law school. I’m not going to turn into a career criminal by osmosis.”


    “Glad to hear it.” A smile lifted the corner of his mouth. “Oh, I forgot to mention that a reporter would like to talk to you about the campaign and your community service. He was hoping to come by the Works building and talk to you.”


    “I really don’t want to talk to anyone about this, Dad.”


    “After that interview on the court steps right after your sentencing, interest in you has grown. This will show the voters that I’m serious about my one-strike policy. I need you to do this.” He handed me a business card. “I already told him yes, so please contact him and set up a time.”


    I pocketed the card and climbed into my car. Of course it was all about the election, and nothing got in the way of making nice with everyone right now. Not even my reluctance at splashing my moment of insanity over the front page and baring my personal baggage to the world.


    Talking to some reporter about how I learned my lesson that my father was the best candidate for mayor? Not going to happen.


    “See you Sunday,” he called out as I pulled away.


    As soon as I was out of his sight, I threw the card out the window.


    Ian, Seth, Sasha, and I had unofficially teamed up by Friday.


    Which basically meant that Ian and Sasha walked ahead, laughing and talking, while Seth and I trailed behind, stabbing anything they’d missed. There was a companionable silence between us that felt weird at first.


    I kept waiting for him to acknowledge the almost kiss, but he didn’t. We kept walking and stabbing until the air between us felt thick enough to cut through. Every once in a while I’d glance over and find him watching me. The look in his eyes... it made my skin feel too tight.


    “Another week down,” he finally said. “Only six more to go.”


    “When you put it like that... just ugh.” I stabbed a to-go cup from some gas station and shoved it into the bag. “I had no idea that people were this blasé about the environment. I mean, I knew there were a few assholes who threw stuff out their windows, but we’re on the way to filling an entire landfill here.”


    “They throw it away and keep driving. Everything is disposable. Once its purpose is served, there isn’t any use for it anymore.” The tone of his voice told me he wasn’t necessarily talking about to-go cups and condom wrappers.


    “That is completely depressing.” I glanced over at Seth, and he was staring ahead, his mouth pulled tight. “But I think there are a lot of people who still care, who treasure what they have. Who believe that there is purpose to what we want, what we do.” Were we still talking about trash or something else? His eyes grew darker and he glared down at the ground.


    “Not many people I know give a shit about anyone else.”


    “What about Ryan? He seems like a good friend.”


    Finally, he relaxed a little. “The best. Without him, I never would have survived.”


    “Survived what?”


    He waved his hand around. “This. Life. Prison. Dumb shit we did when we thought we were invincible.”


    I smiled. Yesterday, when Rick had warned me to stay away from Seth, I realized how little I knew about him. We had six more weeks to get to know each other better. The idea of being around him didn’t seem so bad now. I actually looked forward to it every day. When he wasn’t acting like an ass, he was really quite charming. And when he smiled...it made my stomach tighten every single time. “You did that a lot? Dumb shit?”


    He looked over and raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t?”


    “No. Never.”


    Seth stopped and turned to face me. “You’re fucking with me, aren’t you? Seriously, never? How is that possible? Sneaking out? Stealing your parents’ booze? Skipping school?”


    “No, no, and no,” I ticked off. God, he probably thought I was some kind of shut-in or something. “I had the opportunity; I just never thought it was all that important.”


    “Every teenager thinks that shit is important.”


    I shrugged and looked away from his stare. I had goals in high school or, more accurately, my parents had goals for me that I agreed with, and bad behavior would have just gotten in the way. Not to mention my father probably would have had me homeschooled if I had ever pulled anything crazy.


    Seth didn’t ask any more questions, and we went back to working side by side. Every once in a while I caught him looking at me, like he was trying to figure something out. I sort of liked being an enigma.


    Grant and I had known each other for years before we became a couple, since our parents were close friends. We’d played in the kiddie pool together, although at Grant’s house it was more like an infinity pool complete with a gigantic waterslide, and we had taken family vacations together almost every year.


    There was no thrill of discovery with him. No getting-to-know-you period. We already knew everything about each other. That had been our entire childhood, and it was naturally expected we would transition into more when we were old enough.


    Everything with Seth was new, and I was enjoying it.


    The sun grew hotter and sweat rolled down my face. I wasn’t the only one feeling the heat. Mike, an overweight bald guy with a million tattoos everywhere, was beet red and panting just behind us. I looked over my shoulder a few times, and he kept getting redder and redder.


    “Is he okay?” I asked Seth, pointing back to Mike.


    Seth turned to look, and his eyebrows drew down. “Hey, Mike, man, you doing okay?”


    Mike started to stand up, but his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed.


    “Shit, someone get Rick,” Seth yelled before sprinting to Mike’s side.


    I went with Seth and stood over Mike, trying to shadow his face as best I could.


    “Do you have water?” Seth asked me, ripping off his blue gloves. I grabbed my bottle and handed it to him.


    “What’s wrong with him?” I asked. Mike’s breath was coming out shallow and quick. “Should I call nine one one?”


    “Yeah, you better. Looks like he might have heatstroke or something.” Seth poured some of the water over Mike’s bald head and patted his cheek. “Mike, can you hear me?”


    I pulled off my gloves and got out my phone. While I gave the 911 dispatcher directions, Rick started yelling for everyone to get back. “What the hell happened?”


    “He just collapsed,” Seth said.


    “Shit. We need to call for help.” Rick glanced around, and when he met my gaze, I motioned I was already on it. It took only ten minutes before we heard the wail of sirens, and though Mike had opened his eyes, he was mumbling incoherently.


    “Everyone back on the bus,” Rick yelled as the paramedics came rushing over with a stretcher. “We’ll head back to the Works building and call it a day. I have to get in touch with Mike’s emergency contacts and let them know what’s going on.”


    We all tied off our bags and left them for pickup before climbing onto the bus. I watched out the window as the EMTs loaded Mike into the ambulance. His eyes were open, but there was a clear mask on his face.


    The air was thick inside the bus, making it hard to take a full breath. Sweat dripped into my eyes, so I unzipped the coveralls and pushed them off my arms. I blew out hot breaths trying to cool off my forehead.


    God, no wonder Mike passed out.


    This should fall under cruel and unusual and unnecessary punishment.


    “So, boys and girls, once you get back to the Works building, remember to pick up your time forms before you go. Because of the circumstances, I’ll give you all credit for a full day today.”


    Seth had slid into the seat across from me when we boarded, and his head was tilted back, resting against the seat. His coveralls were peeled down to reveal a dark gray T-shirt that hugged his chest.


    I tried not to stare too much. I was already hot enough as it was.


    “So, you got big plans for all this free time?” I asked him.


    “Nah. Probably just head across town since I have to end up there by five thirty anyway.”


    Right. Friday. Seth had to check in with his parole officer.


    I had nothing to do for the rest of the afternoon, and the thought of grabbing my things and hitting the pool at the apartment complex sounded like heaven right about now. I must have been smiling because the next thing I knew, Seth poked me on the arm.


    “Whatever you’re thinking about must be damned good.”


    “Definitely,” I said with a grin.


    I glanced at Seth out of the corner of my eye and pulled my bottom lip between my teeth. The urge to ask him to come with me clogged in my throat and made my heart beat faster. It was the perfect opportunity.


    Shari said I needed to let go a little, to have some fun.


    And I really didn’t want to say goodbye to Seth just yet. Especially when I wouldn’t see him for an entire weekend. There was no denying that things had shifted between us. He didn’t glare at me now. There was something else in his eyes, something that made me want to rip off all my clothes and lie down at his feet for the taking.


    My palms grew sweatier. What if I asked him and he said no? What if he laughed at me? Sure, he almost kissed me, and sure, we spent the morning talking like actual friends, but maybe it meant nothing more to him than passing the time.


    By the time the bus pulled into the parking lot, I was a hot mess. Literally. With my hair plastered against my face, I went into the locker room to take off the hideous jumpsuit. Air hit my bare legs, and I sighed in relief.


    I usually never wore cutoffs away from the pool, but after that first week encased in polyester, wearing minimal clothing underneath the jumpsuit was essential for survival. The tank top I had on stuck to me like a second skin, but there was nothing I could do about it. A quick stop at the sink to splash some cold water on my face and retie my ponytail and I was good to go.


    I pushed out of the locker room slowly, hoping to catch a glimpse of Seth, but the lobby was empty except for Rick. I had dragged my feet on purpose, but now that I could see Seth wasn’t there, all I felt was disappointment.


    I walked slowly over to Rick’s desk, my flip-flops slapping against the linoleum.


    “Here’s your time slip for this week.” Rick handed me my paper. “I need to head to the hospital. Avery, do you need me to walk you to your car?”


    Rick glanced at the doors and I saw Seth already halfway across the parking lot. Clearly he had forgotten all about me already. Probably had a date or something tonight.


    “I’m going in that direction. I really don’t mind,” Rick said.


    He must have mistaken my silence for agreement.


    He pushed out of his chair, walked over to the glass door, and held it open for me. I followed him out, and the blast of hot air took my breath away. The blacktop sucked up the sun and radiated it back up, making it feel a hundred degrees hotter. Even in my shorts and tank top, a layer of sweat covered my face in no time.


    “See you Monday.” Rick left me at my car and walked over to a bright red Mini Cooper.


    “I’ll be here,” I answered with a half wave. Not like it was a choice. I slid into my car and blasted the AC until the interior was cold enough to freeze water to ice. I wanted nothing more than to put the top down, but I couldn’t take any more of this heat today. Home. Pool. Drink.


    That was my afternoon plan.


    But as I backed out of the parking spot, I saw Seth leaning against the driver’s-side door of his truck. I pulled up alongside and hit the window’s Down button.


    “Hey there.” Way to be casual, Avery.


    Seth leaned down and ducked his head in the window. “Hey.”


    We stayed like that, just looking at each other, until Seth quirked his eyebrow. I felt my cheeks grow hot despite the AC.


    “So, is that thing broken again?” I squeezed the steering wheel nervously, not able to keep eye contact for more than a few seconds.


    “Why?”


    Okay, I wasn’t expecting that.


    “I thought maybe we could grab a coffee, or something?” I blurted out. Now my cheeks burned from fiery embarrassment. I’d given him a chance to tell me no. Shit. “If you’re busy, that’s okay, though it is Friday, after all, and most people usually make plans on Friday night and impromptu coffee dates aren’t normally something people do... impromptly. And you have your truck and...”


    Oh, God, I needed a seriously large pothole to swallow me up right now. I was stuck. If I drove away in a squeal of tires, I’d look like a complete idiot, but I already looked like one because I was babbling something about improptu Friday nights.


    Seth chuckled. “How can I say no to an elaborate invitation like that?”


    “It was rather eloquent, wasn’t it?” I asked with a relieved grin. “You want to ride together? I have AC.” I waggled my eyebrows in invitation. “I can bring you back to grab your truck in time to get to your meeting. We have a couple hours.”


    “Sounds good to me.” He crossed in front of the car and opened the door, but then stopped halfway in. “Wait, what about the candy?”


    I giggled. “How about a cute puppy instead?”


    “You would have been very popular in my old neighborhood.” Seth climbed in and closed his door. The air moved inside the car and I could smell the faint aroma of soap. You’d think he’d smell like gross sweat after being in the sun all day, but he really didn’t.


    I clicked a few buttons on the GPS, and several places to eat popped up.


    “Oh, there’s an ice cream place a few miles from here. You in? I could go for a coffee milk shake right about now.” Already my mouth was watering thinking about that cold sweetness.


    “Works for me,” Seth said.


    I pressed another button, and a map popped up on the screen. I pulled out of the Works parking lot.


    He looked really good in the seat next to me. One arm draped casually over his knees, his body turned toward me. Two weeks of orange jumpsuits was not a good look for anyone. Seth looked delicious in jeans and a dark T-shirt.


    I tried to concentrate on driving and not staring at him from the corner of my eye.


    “So I’m thinking that you aren’t really a dancer,” Seth said.


    “Dancer?” I asked.


    “That night at O’Malley’s. You and your friend said you were dancers?”


    Heat climbed into my cheeks that had nothing to do with the temperature. I laughed so quickly it came out more like a snort. “Nope. In fact, I can’t dance at all. Two left feet.”


    “You move very well. From what I remember.” His voice got low and, God, it was so sexy when he did that. It reminded me of that night, when he was whispering in my ear as we danced.


    Shit. I tried to keep my hands from jerking the steering wheel.


    “You always say exactly what comes to mind?” I asked, turning the AC to high. Was it getting hotter in the car, or was it just me? It was easier to ignore his attractiveness when he was acting like a jerk. Now, confined in my car, with him smelling so good and the reminder of our semikiss earlier this week?


    I didn’t stand a chance.


    “Why not.” He shrugged. “Why bother hoping that someone else hears what you’re beating around the bush to say? Just say it. Simple.”


    “Yeah, but how many people actually do that? In real life people hide motivations behind words. It’s easier than telling the truth a lot of the time. Why is that?” God, I sounded like I was cross-examining him. “Sorry, bad habit.”


    “Asking questions is a bad habit?”


    “Well, I tend to ask a lot of questions. A lot. So yeah, it’s sort of a bad habit, I guess.”


    “Huh.” He kept looking at me, and I could see him in my peripheral vision.


    “What huh?”


    “Well, if you are a habitual question asker, and we’ve been alone for... fifteen minutes now, I’m just surprised you haven’t asked the biggest question yet.”


    I knew what he wanted me to ask him. I’d heard some of the others talking about what they did to get CS, but no one ever asked Seth. And he didn’t volunteer.


    Was he daring me to ask him why he went to prison?


    I swallowed nervously. Once I knew, I couldn’t unknow. That’s why I stopped my father from telling me. I was afraid it would be a deal breaker, and I was starting to like Seth. Really like him.


    “Do you want me to?” I finally asked.


    He shrugged. “It’s usually the first one anyone asks when they find out where I’ve been.”


    “Okay, I’ll go for something different, then. Mix things up a little. What’s your sign?” I waggled my eyebrows exaggeratedly, and he laughed.


    “Aquarius. You?”


    “Scorpio. Hotheaded and unpredictable.”


    Seth laughed even harder. “Those things are most definitely not you. Wound a little tight, maybe, but you strike me as superorganized, like clothes and shoes by color, and I bet there isn’t a scrap of clutter in your house, judging by how clean your car is.”


    Words died on my lips because he was dead-on. “Fine. Maybe you’re sort of right.”


    “If by sort of you mean absolutely, then yes, yes I am.”


    “Cocky much?” I asked.


    “Confident,” he answered with a grin.


    God, this was fun. I’d never had this kind of banter with anyone before. Grant was always so serious. He rarely laughed. Every time I made Seth laugh, my stomach danced like it was full of butterflies. I gripped the steering wheel tighter because I wanted to reach out and lay my hand on his.


    After a few moments of silence, I cleared my throat. I still wasn’t sure I wanted to know what he’d done to wind up in prison. Yet. “So how long have you been on the outside?”


    He dragged his fingers through his hair, a move I already knew meant he was uncomfortable. Part of being a good attorney was reading people. That was his tell.


    “The night at O’Malley’s was my first night out in a year. I got out earlier that afternoon.”


    Memories from that night flooded my mind.


    Oh.


    Oh.


    “So, when we... you hadn’t... in a year?” My voice sounded squeaky, like Minnie Mouse. Holy God, I’m glad I didn’t know that. The performance anxiety would have been way too much. “Don’t they allow conjugal visits in prison anymore?”


    Where the hell had that come from? Heat burned my cheeks.


    Seth laughed. “I’m sure they do, but there was no one on the outside to come be conjugal with me. And the guys on the inside, all that facial hair was a real turnoff.”


    It took a second for me to realize he was joking. I laughed and shook my head. “Good to know.” And then there was something else I wanted to know. Desperately. Something I had no business asking. It made my breath hitch in my chest, and a surge of desire so fierce stabbed my guts I almost drove off the road.


    This was it. My chance. Shari said he wanted me. I definitely knew I wanted him. I gnawed on my bottom lip. If he said no, it would make the next six weeks very awkward.


    “You’re going to make your lip bleed if you’re not careful.” Seth reached over and used his thumb to pop my lip from between my teeth. Then he ran it along the sore spot and I completely lost control.


    “So, uh, have you scratched that conjugal itch yet?” I kept my eyes glued to the road in order not to look at him. If he said yes, I’d have to play it off like I was kidding, no matter how disappointed it made me.


    I heard him inhale, and I tensed.


    Shit. It really was none of my business. He was hot as hell, and if he had an itch that needed scratching, I’m sure girls were lining up to take care of it. Hell, I’d be in the line with them if I knew where it was.


    He brushed his thumb over my jaw, and I fought the urge to close my eyes. He was good. And I suddenly did not want to know if he’d been with another girl.


    “Never mind. That was a really invasive question. It’s none of my business.” So why the hell were my eyes stinging? The AC must be on too high. I blinked rapidly before he could notice my completely irrational reaction.


    “Avery?”


    I plastered a fake smile on and glanced over at him. “Yeah?” My voice was all weird high-pitched again. Shit.


    Seth sighed and shifted so that he was sort of half turned and looking at me. “To answer your question...”


    I panicked. That is the only explanation for what I did. Because reaching over and covering someone’s mouth so you can’t hear him talk was something a five-year-old would do. If my other hand were free, I’d probably put it over my ear and start singing la-la-la as loud as I could.


    Under my hand, I felt Seth smile. Then...


    “Oh, my God, did you just lick me?” I squealed, jerking my hand away from his mouth.


    He laughed and reached over, taking my freshly licked and strangely tingly hand in his. He rubbed his thumb over the spot his tongue had just touched. “No. The answer is no.”


    I swallowed. Really loud. Oh. And then I couldn’t help it. I smiled. Maybe it was more of a grin, but hell, this beautiful man next to me had not had sex in over a year and... “I can help with that.”


    It came out before I could stop it and his thumb froze. Oh, God. My cheeks were on fire. What the hell was I doing? My filter totally disappeared around him. “Oh, God, that came out wrong,” I said, practically choking on my own spit. “Forget I said anything.”


    Silence stretched between us.


    I inhaled a ragged breath, pulled into the Shake Shack’s parking lot, and killed the engine. I couldn’t look at Seth, but I heard the ding as his door opened and then shut. So he was gone, then. I couldn’t say I blamed him, after that performance. Grant had been right: I wasn’t sexy, and I certainly wasn’t seductive. Case in point.


    The pity party in my head was really starting to take off when suddenly my door opened and a hand came out of nowhere. “Come on.”


    “What?” I wasn’t sure I said it out loud until his hand tightened around mine.


    He pulled me out until I was standing in front of him. His eyes, holy hell, what was that look? The awareness was back. My skin tightened with anticipation. The desire I saw took my breath away.


    Maybe I was wrong?


    Please let me be wrong.


    “I... fuck it...” A low growl came from his throat, and then his lips were on mine. I opened under them without thinking. His tongue plunged into my mouth, taking control without needing to ask.


    My hands drifted up his arms until I could slide them around the back of his head. Wispy hair tickled my fingers and I tightened my grip, tugging his head closer. I whimpered in the back of my throat.


    He groaned his approval into my mouth and pushed me back against my car. He was hard everywhere and held me in place with just the slight pressure of his body.


    A few seconds later, he pulled back. I gasped for air. Seth moved his hand from behind my neck and over my jaw to stroke his thumb over my lips. I darted my tongue out, running it along the rough pad.


    His sharp inhale told me all I needed to know.


    He did want me too.


    “God, you’re beautiful.”


    I didn’t know what to say. Guys had told me that before, but not with that look in their eyes. Never quite with that level of intensity. A fresh wave of desire pooled in my gut.


    “So is that a yes?” I whispered.


    “For the record, I think it’s a very bad idea.” He leaned forward until our foreheads were touching.


    “Why?” My voice was raw and it scratched against my throat. “We’re both adults. We both... want it? Right?”


    I know I did, and I was pretty sure that the bulge pressing into my stomach meant he did too.


    I forced myself to look into his eyes. His hand tightened on the back on my neck. “Fuck, we should have just done it the first night, and then maybe I could have gotten you out of my head.”


    I wanted to jump up into the air and pump my fist like some Neanderthal guy. His admission made all the suffering worth it. He wanted me. He really wanted me.


    “Seth?” I needed to hear him say it.


    He groaned instead and closed his eyes. “You’re making this really hard, Avery.”


    “Isn’t that the point?” I asked, nudging him with my hip.


    He pulled his head back and then laughed. “God, you never say or do what I anticipate. You’re not what I expected at all. Come on,” he said, taking my hand, “you need a coffee milk shake to cool down. Then we’ll talk before either one of us does something insane.”


    “Talk? That is so not what I meant, you know.” I gave him an exaggerated pout, and he swatted my ass.


    I ordered my coffee shake and Seth had a double scoop of dark chocolate in a waffle cone. When I pulled out money to pay, Seth moved my hand aside. He pulled a crumpled twenty from his pocket and handed it to the girl behind the counter.


    “I invited you. It’s supposed to be my treat,” I argued.


    “I’m not letting you pay the very first time we go out together.” He took his change and turned toward the tables, completely missing the appraising look that the ice cream girl sent him.


    I smiled at her, then joined Seth at a small table in the shade.


    “She totally wanted you,” I said.


    He barely glanced over at the take-out window. “Not my type,” he said around a mouthful of ice cream. It had started to melt a little already and he kept swiping his tongue around the edge to catch the drips.


    I could not look away. My mind went there without any invitation from me.


    “Stop looking at me like that,” he said without even looking up. I’d never heard a guy growl his words before I met Seth. It should have sounded stupid, but damn if it wasn’t the sexiest sound ever. I’ll never laugh when I read that in a book again.


    “Like what?” I took a long drink from my shake, trying desperately to rein in my thoughts.


    “Like you want to be this fucking ice cream cone.”


    Yes, please.


    My gaze dropped back down to his lips. They had chocolate on them. God, I wanted to lean forward and lick it off.


    “Avery.” The warning was heavy in his voice.


    I forced myself to look up, into his eyes. They were heavy lidded and filled with hunger. Without breaking his stare, I leaned forward and swiped my tongue across the side of his ice cream.


    “Mmmmmmm.” I loved chocolate on a good day, but something about tasting it while a hot guy like Seth watched made it so much better.


    He couldn’t take his eyes away from my lips, and a surge of purely feminine power raced through me. I’d never teased Grant like this. He probably would have rolled his eyes and told me to grow up. He definitely would not have reacted the way Seth did.


    “Damn it, Avery, we need to talk first.” But he still reached out and wiped his thumb along the corner of my mouth, then pulled it away and sucked it between his teeth.


    Holy God. I was about to spontaneously combust at the Shake Shack.


    Seth made short work of his waffle cone and balled up the napkin in his fist. “Okay, first things first. Do you have a boyfriend?”


    My eyes went wide. “If I did, do you think I would have come on to you at O’Malley’s?”


    Seth shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter to a lot of girls.”


    “Well, I’m not that kind of person. I take commitment seriously.” I cringed at the sudden memory of Grant’s bare ass moving on top of that girl. Obviously I took commitment a lot more seriously than Grant had.


    I looked up to find Seth watching me with a curious expression. “So you’re single?”


    “Yep.”


    “What happened?”


    “What happened with what?”


    “With the guy. It’s all over your face. You look like you ate some bad food or something.”


    I guess I needed to work on my poker face if I wanted to be a kick-ass attorney. I sighed. “Typical story. Girl meets boy. Gives boy four years of her life. Boy sticks his dick into another woman. Girl trashes boy’s truck. Girl gets community service.”


    He whistled. “That’s pretty bad-assed. Wouldn’t figure you for the destruction of property type. So the dickhead actually pressed charges? That’s a douchy move considering what he did.”


    “Right?” No one but Shari understood why that had pissed me off more than finding Grant naked with another woman. Him cheating should have been like my get-out-of-jail-free card. He cheats. I screw up his truck. We call it even.


    “And that’s why you’re with us every weekday between six and two?”


    “That and fifteen thousand restitution.”


    “Holy fuck. Remind me not to piss you off. Although to be honest, if you trashed my truck, you might get a hundred-dollar fine.” He grinned at me. “So when you’re not destroying property, what do you do?”


    “I’m in senior year at UNC. Well, technically I’m taking a semester off right now for CS, but I’ll still graduate this year.”


    “What are you majoring in? Wait, don’t tell me, let me guess.” He closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to his temples. When he scrunched up his face in mock concentration, I laughed. His eyes popped open and he snapped his fingers. “Okay, I got it. Auto body repair.”


    I snorted out a sharp laugh. “I don’t even know how to check my oil, much less repair something on a car. Good guess, though. It could be a lucrative career choice given my past.”


    “Well, I know you’re not a dancer, so given that you are such a bad ass, I’m going with lion tamer. Final answer.”


    “God, you suck. I’m going to sound completely boring now when I tell you what I’m actually studying. Maybe it’s not too late to switch my major. Lion tamer has a nice ring to it. And people always threaten to run away and join the circus, so it must be fun.”


    “But then you’d get hit on by the two-headed man, and that would just be awkward. What if you liked one head but not the other? How would you be alone for some quiet time?”


    “Earmuffs and a blindfold, of course,” I said without missing a beat.


    “For which one?” he asked with a huge smile.


    This verbal foreplay that had nothing to do with sex was turning me on. This side of Seth, the goofy laid-back one with the panty-dropping grin was very dangerous. Much more than broody bad boy Seth.


    I needed to catch my breath. “I’m prelaw. I’ll be starting law school in the fall. I haven’t decided which one yet, though.” My father expected me to pack up and go to Harvard, had already pulled those strings my freshman year, but I was undecided. I liked UNC, and they had a really good program there as well. Which I’d applied and been accepted into, but my father didn’t know that yet.


    Seth pushed to his feet and held his hands out in front of him. “Whoa, hold on. You’re telling me that you’re going into law and you broke the law? Didn’t they cover property destruction in like, Law 101? Were you asleep in that class?”


    “Oh, it gets better. My father is one of the best attorneys in the city. He tried to get the charges dismissed, but there was a small problem. Someone uploaded a video to YouTube.”


    “Please tell me it was a sex tape?” Seth said.


    The half-hopeful, half-pleading look on his face undid me. I could not stop laughing. “It was not a sex tape,” I said between gasps for air. “But it was me, beating the shit out of Grant’s truck. Couldn’t really deny it at that point. My father was so pissed.”


    “And the rest is history,” he said.


    “Pretty much.” I stood up and sucked the last dregs of my milk shake through the straw, then Seth took it and his garbage and threw it away. My eyes were glued to his ass as he walked away from me, and I didn’t realize he had turned around until he cleared his throat loudly.


    Busted.


    “Not like I don’t see it every day,” I said with a casual shrug.


    Seth raised his eyebrows and stalked toward me. “Are you telling me that you have been checking out my ass every single day for two weeks?”


    I walked right into that one. “Maybe.”


    He stopped only a step away, but didn’t make any other move. His gaze kept dropping to my lips, and I licked them unconsciously. The flare of heat in his eyes before the black seemed to eat away most of the color made my knees weak.


    I didn’t want today to end, but I’d already put it out there that I wanted to have sex with him. Wasn’t going to happen again. If he wanted me, he had to make the first move.


    Yet he stood perfectly still, just watching me.


    “I’m probably going to lose my man card for saying this, but I’m glad we didn’t have sex that first night,” he said finally.


    “Wow, way to make a girl feel special,” I said.


    “Because,” he said, taking that last step and closing the distance between us, “it would have happened and we would have gone our separate ways and we wouldn’t be here right now. I didn’t want to like you, Avery. Hell, I didn’t like you after that night at O’Malley’s, but you’re not what I expected.”


    “Is that a bad thing?” I asked a little breathlessly.


    “Yes. No. I don’t fucking know.” He drove his fingers through his hair and looked past me. “I’ve got so much shit sitting on my shoulders right now that I can barely stand up, but you’re like this light I can’t stay away from. My life is a mess and I don’t have a lot to offer anyone, much less someone like you.”


    “Someone like me? In case you haven’t noticed, Seth, I’m right there beside you every day stabbing garbage...”


    “Wearing your designer clothes and driving a Beemer. Come on, Avery, we both know that as soon as this is over, you go back to your real life. This will just be a blip on your radar. An inconvenience.” He finally looked me in the eyes, and I saw the pain he was trying to hide. “You’re looking for a distraction, and I get it. Hell, I’d be up for it if I wasn’t holding on by a thread here. If we got involved, even for a few weeks, it would not end well.”


    His rejection hurt. A lot. Especially after the last half hour. I pulled every ounce of self-preservation I could find inside myself and nodded.


    “So we should probably get back so you’re not late for your check-in with your parole officer.” I pushed open the door and walked into the suffocating outdoors without waiting for him to follow.


    Halfway to the car, Seth stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Avery.”


    God, he was the king of mixed signals. The longing in his voice pierced through my thin layer of control like it was nothing. To survive the next six weeks, I’d have to keep away from him. Far away. Starting right now.


    “I get it. It’s okay. But really, we need to go. I don’t want you to miss your appointment.” My voice sounded neutral, and I gave myself a mental high five. I made it to the car by taking steady, even breaths with each step. One car ride and then I could go home and wallow in self-pity and rejection. And wine. Lots and lots of wine.


    “Damn it,” Seth exhaled. His hands were on my shoulders and he spun me around, leaning his hips against me, pressing me against the car again. “You don’t get it at all.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath in. When he opened them, the want in them nearly sent me to my knees. He leaned in so close I thought he was going to kiss me. “A few weeks would never be enough,” he said against my lips. “If anything more happens between us, I won’t be able to walk away and forget. We haven’t done anything except kiss, and I can’t get you out of my fucking head. If we have sex...” Seth shook his head.


    “What if I don’t want you to walk away?” The whispered question slipped from my lips before I even knew what I was saying. Was that what I wanted? Wasn’t it way too early to think about getting involved with someone else? I’d just gotten out of a four-year relationship.


    But I hadn’t expected to meet Seth. Or to like him this much after I did.


    He groaned. “You don’t even know me. Christ, I just got out of prison, you should be running the other way.”


    There was only one thing I really needed to know. One thing that would be a deal breaker. “Were you selling drugs? Is that why you were there?”


    He reared back and anger flashed across his face. “Fuck, no.”


    Before he had a chance to get any farther from me, I curled my fingers in the loops of his jeans and brought him back against me. “That’s all I needed to know. The rest, well, I think you should take a chance. On me. On us.”


    “I don’t have a fucking thing to offer you. I can’t give you fancy dinners or expensive jewelry. I’ve got a rusted-out truck and about two hundred dollars to my name. That’s it. That is me.” He tried to move away, but I kept a tight grip on him.


    “And that’s who I like. I’ve had the country club and cocktail parties, and you know how that ended. I’m tired of doing what everyone else wants me to. This, between us, is the first thing in my life that I’ve wanted just for me. I don’t even know what I’m doing here...”


    Seth’s arms were around me, and his lips took mine in a hungry kiss. I opened under the assault as he devoured me, stroking the inside of my mouth in frantic slashes of his tongue.


    I groaned and wrapped my arms around his waist.


    The out-of-control feelings returned a hundred times more powerful. I ran my hands under his T-shirt, up over the hot skin of his back. His growl vibrated my mouth and the kiss deepened.


    He pressed his hips against me.


    I rocked against the hardness in his jeans.


    After several more minutes of forgetting my own name, Seth pulled back and rested his forehead against mine. His eyes were practically glowing, and under the desire, there were hints of vulnerability. “I don’t know what the hell this is, but you’ve got me, Avery. For however long you want me.”


    My heart lurched in my chest.


    “Will you come over tonight?” I held my breath, waiting for his answer. “I’d like to make you dinner.”


    He kissed me again, only this time it was teasing and gentle. His hand curled around my jaw and he stroked his thumb over my kiss-swollen lips.


    “The fucking zombie apocalypse couldn’t keep me away.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE[image: ]
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    Avery’s place was crazy nice.


    I gave her the flowers I picked up at the corner market, because I didn’t have a fucking clue what I was supposed to do. It had been a long time since I’d been on a date, and high school Seth had never thought to buy flowers.


    “They’re beautiful,” she gushed. The bouquet of white daisies and pink carnations was probably the lamest gift she’d ever gotten, hell, it was the last bunch at the Stop ’n’ Go. Heat climbed up my neck. Shit, I should have just brought a six-pack.


    That was me.


    “Come in.” She made her way to the other room, then came back a few minutes later with the flowers in a vase that probably cost more than my mother’s trailer.


    What the fuck am I doing here?


    I looked around her place. The high ceilings, crown molding, and hardwood floors were right out of a showroom. She told me she shared the place with Shari¸ aka Bambi, who was back living on campus now. They had a huge white leather sofa parked in front of a flat-screen TV. There was a big window at the end of the room that looked out over some kind of brick courtyard with benches and gardens and shit.


    It was filled with bright natural light, and everything fucking gleamed.


    “Christ,” I muttered. I thought it was a decent place to live from the outside, but seeing this was almost too much. I swallowed back the discomfort that started when I had to be buzzed through the security gate after the guard checked to be sure my name was on the list.


    Earlier I told her that she had me, and she did. I could not get her out of my head, but this was so beyond anything I was ready for.


    Seeing her place drove home the fact that we were fucking worlds apart.


    I could never bring her to my place now.


    “Make yourself at home,” she said. “I’m just going to clean up. I didn’t have time earlier because I have a surprise for you.”


    “Is it one of those lacy kinds of surprises?” I asked with a grin.


    “Not telling.” She smiled over her shoulder. “I’ll be back out in a few minutes.”


    “Said no girl ever,” I yelled at her down the hall.


    Her laughter floated back at me. I settled on the couch and grabbed the remote. Her TV was bigger than my entire apartment. Well, not really, but it felt like it. I flipped through a few talk shows where people screamed at each other about baby daddies and shit, then turned it off.


    It wasn’t the first time I’d heard those kinds of accusations. Not directed at me, but in the surrounding trailers where I grew up. There was always some kind of drama going on.


    A row of pictures lined a narrow table pushed against the wall under the TV, and I walked over to check them out. Avery and the girl I remembered from O’Malley’s were in most of them. In front of a mountain holding up skis. On a beach with the bluest water I’d ever seen behind them. They both had on tiny bikinis. Each picture looked like it was taken in a different country. God, she’d been all over the fucking place.


    I’d never even been out of the state.


    The last picture was of Avery in a cap and gown with two adults at her side. Avery and the woman looked a lot alike.


    “My parents,” Avery said from the doorway. “That was high school graduation.”


    I never graduated from high school. My GED came while inside cement-block walls.


    I turned away from the pictures. Avery had changed into denim cutoff shorts and a tight blue T-shirt. Her feet were bare and her hair was hanging in wet curls around her face. She looked beautiful.


    And fuck if I could figure out why, but that girl wanted me.


    I let my gaze run down, then back up as slowly as possible, savoring every inch of her body. By the time I met her stare, her cheeks were pink and her breath came out faster than before.


    I grinned. We were alone and there was no more bullshit between us. “Dessert first?”


    Her face turned even redder. “If we start with dessert, we’ll never get to dinner. Be good and come help me.”


    “Baby, I’d love to help you come.” Already my dick was pressing against my jeans. Who needed food? This foreplay between us had been going on for two weeks, and I was finally ready to do something about the ache I’d been living with.


    I took a step toward her, and she held out her hand, though desire filled her eyes.


    “Food,” she croaked. “I want to do something nice for you first.”


    I grinned. “How about I do something nice for you first? Like dessert,” I said, grabbing her hand and tugging her back down the hall. She followed with little resistance. There were two bedrooms, one to the left and one on the right.


    “Which one?” I asked, my voice harsher than I intended. I couldn’t help it. Fuck, I wanted her so bad.


    “Left,” she said on a breathy exhale.


    I pulled her into the room and spun her around so that her back pressed against the wall. Her arms wound around my neck. I pressed into her, rocking my hips to ease some of the ache.


    She smelled like flowers and exotic fruit, and I wanted to lick her everywhere to see if she tasted the same way. I ran my tongue up her neck, and she groaned and her head tipped back. I dragged my teeth across her exposed skin, then licked where I’d bitten. Avery rolled her hips, then lifted one leg to wrap around my waist.


    I grabbed her other leg under the thigh and lifted, so that she was wrapped completely around me and wedged between me and the wall. Her arms tightened as she helped hold herself up.


    I bounced her slowly, letting my denim-covered dick rub between her legs.


    Her low moan sent sharp stabs of desire through me.


    “Fuck, baby,” I whispered in her ear. “I want you so bad right now.”


    “Seth,” she groaned.


    I used my hips to hold her against the wall and used one hand to push her T-shirt up over her breasts.


    “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples pebbled when I ran my fingers across them. I shifted her up so that I could get my lips around one of them. The other I rolled between my thumb and finger.


    Soft little moans and sighs filled the room.


    Every single one went straight to my dick.


    I bit down and heard her cry out, then I soothed the tip with my tongue.


    “Bed,” she pleaded. “Please.”


    That worked for me. I had other things in mind before I sank into her. I meant it when I said I wanted dessert first, and Avery was the sweetest kind.


    She held on when I turned and walked the few feet to her bed. It was almost waist high and I set her on the edge. A little set of steps sat next to the nightstand. Images of Avery bent over the mattress while I drove into her from behind filled my head. Oh, yeah. Definitely would try that too.


    I unbuttoned her shorts and she lifted her hips to let me slip them off. Fuck. Me. She didn’t have on panties either.


    “I take it back. You’re not trying to kill me. You already did and this is heaven.”


    “Worst line ever,” she said with a throaty laugh.


    I slid my hands up the insides of her thighs until my thumbs met in the middle. Holding her legs open, I ran them up the outsides of her lips. She shuddered and lifted her hips, offering herself to me.


    It was an invitation I wasn’t going to ignore. “I’ve wanted to see if you taste as sweet as you look since that first night,” I said, pressing my lips to the inside of her thigh. I heard her breath hitch and tried not to groan out loud. I wanted to take my time, to savor every single moan, but I had to know with desperate urgency. “Now here you are, spread out like this just for me, I can’t wait a second longer.”


    I held her open with my thumbs and leaned in closer, flicking my tongue over her clit. She jolted under me, and I dug my fingers into her thighs to keep her still.


    I alternated between light little flicks and whole tongue laps, dragging it up and over while she thrashed and moaned, begging with incoherent words. Her fingers dug into my hair, pulling my head closer to her center.


    I could feel her trying to move her hips, but I kept my grip tight, not letting her move. I kept up a steady rhythm, not speeding up like I knew she wanted. Every stroke of my tongue made her body tighten just a little more. Her legs trembled.


    Desperate pleas fell from her lips. Her voice hitched, and she whimpered, a deep raw sound that almost undid me. I knew she was close, but I wanted her to come undone harder than she ever had before.


    One, two, three more full-tongue licks and she shook so hard that I knew she was right on the edge. I let her hover there for a few seconds, then sucked her clit into my mouth and dragged my teeth over the sensitive little knot.


    Her whole body stretched tight and she strained against my hold. Then a ragged scream flew past her clenched teeth as she bucked against my mouth.


    I kept running my tongue over her until her body collapsed, no longer fighting against me. I kissed the inside of each thigh, then up her body until I could lie beside her. Her eyes were closed and her face was red and her chest rose and fell with fast breaths.


    A slow smile curled her lips upward and she opened her eyes. They were soft and dazed, and I wanted to sink into them and never come back out.


    She reached down and tugged on the button of my jeans. I took her hand and pulled it to my lips and kissed it. “Dinner first.”


    Her eyebrows dipped down. “But you said dessert first.”


    I pressed my lips to hers and took her mouth in a slow, deep kiss. “Baby, I had the sweetest dessert ever. Now I want dinner.”


    “Is that code for sex?” she asked, and I chuckled at the hopeful note in her voice.


    “Come on, you have culinary talents to amaze me with.”


    “But what about you?” She sat up and ran her fingers over the hardness in my jeans. I sucked in a breath. I felt her touch in my toes.


    “Oh, don’t worry. Later, after dinner, there’s more dessert. A lot more.” I dropped a quick kiss on her lips and hopped off the bed. If I didn’t get a few feet between us, I would have my dick out and inside her in about two minutes.


    Which she wouldn’t mind at all, but I wanted to make sure she knew that what was going on between us was more than just sex. Holding off while we did something normal like cook dinner just felt right.


    No matter how uncomfortable my jeans currently were.


    It’s not like I’ve ever been one to deny urges. Hell, before prison there wasn’t a day that I couldn’t find a willing female. I didn’t even have to think about it.


    Fucking was just that. Fucking.


    But with Avery, it was more than that. I couldn’t explain it. I had no idea why, but I did know that I wanted more than one night. More than a couple of nights. She made all the shit in my life fade.


    I didn’t want her to feel like some kind of booty call.


    If I hadn’t met her the night I got out, there’d be a good chance I’d have already been arrested again for violating the restraining order against me. When you have nothing to lose, it’s easy to fuck up again.


    I had something to lose now.


    And I was going to do everything in my damned control not to screw up again.


    “Since you’re the one insisting we eat, you’re going to help,” Avery said.


    Her face glowed and a lazy smile curled her lips up. She looked well and truly satisfied, with her hair drying in crazy waves. The caveman in me wanted to beat his chest and throw her over my shoulder to run out and show the world this girl was all mine.


    I slid my arm around her and pulled her against my chest. She had on her shirt and shorts again, but I would bet my ass she still didn’t have on anything underneath. “You are the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” I kissed her nose, then turned her around. “So what the hell are we making?” I asked as we walked into the kitchen together.


    Avery moved to the refrigerator and I leaned against the island. The kitchen was open and bright, a soft yellow paint blended with the white cabinets and made the whole place feel like the outdoors.


    “Eggplant parmesan.” She held up a weird purple globe.


    “Is that actually edible?” I asked.


    “This is an eggplant. And I’ve got bread crumbs, eggs, spices, marinara, and two kinds of cheese. Trust me, you’ll love it.”


    She must have noticed the incredulous look on my face, because she chuckled.


    Avery handed me a knife and the eggplant. “Cut it into about half-inch slices.”


    Five minutes later, I had a pile of unevenly sliced eggplant in front of me. “Yeah, so now might be a good time to tell you I flunked out of cooking school. My knife skills weren’t quite up to par.”


    Avery choked back a laugh. “I can’t imagine why. They are perfectly asymmetrical. Evenly sliced eggplant is so overrated and boring.”


    “Right.” I played along. “I tried to tell my instructor I was going for a signature flair. Boldness. No one wants boring eggplant, I told him.”


    “Well, I think you were on to something.” She took my pile of slices and laid them on a layer of paper towels. Then she sprinkled salt all over them and put another layer of towels on top. Then she set the cutting board on top of it all.


    I watched, waiting for her to drench herself in goat’s blood and dance around in a circle.


    “What the hell is that for?”


    “It draws the water out so that it’s not all soggy when you bread and fry it.”


    “I’m going to pretend what you just said makes perfect sense.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her closer. She looked up at me, so relaxed and happy it took my breath away. “No one has ever cooked for me before. Tell me something else. Something cookery. It’s fucking sexy as hell.”


    “You are insane.” She laughed and hit my arm.


    “No, really, tell me something else.” I nuzzled my mouth under her ear, on that sweet spot that made her knees weak. “Something hot.”


    “Mmm, okay. Next we’re going to dredge those perfectly sliced eggplant pieces in flour, then in an eggwash, and then in bread crumbs. Then, we get the oil hot...”


    I slid my tongue along the outside of her ear, and her whole body shuddered. “How hot, baby?”


    She groaned. A low rumble that vibrated against my lips.


    “Hot enough so that the eggplant cooks until it’s crispy and brown, then we put it in a baking dish and cover it with marinara and cheese. Then bake it in a three-hundred-and-fifty-degree oven for a half... oh, God... Seth, you’re driving me insane.”


    She pressed back against me, her pulse racing frantically in her neck.


    With one last kiss on her sweet spot, I gently set her away from me. “So let’s get on with this dredging shit.”


    “You’re evil, do you know that?” Avery leaned against the island and used a pot holder to fan her face. “Of course you do. Because. You. Are. Evil.” She threw the pot holder at me and grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge.


    After half of it was gone, she took the jar of sauce and handed it to me. “Make use of all those manly muscles and open this.”


    I flexed my biceps as I reached for it. “These muscles? Right here? You like to look at ’em, baby? Oh, yeah?” The lid popped open when I twisted it, and I gave it back to her, flexing some more in triumph.


    Avery hadn’t stopped giggling.


    I grinned. Shit. This was fun.


    Who knew fixing dinner could be this entertaining? Or such a turn-on. We worked side by side, dredging, frying, and assembling until a delicious smell filled the kitchen. Avery had a glass of white wine and I was half through the beer she’d given me when the timer rang.


    “Okay, this needs to sit for about fifteen minutes, and then it’ll be ready.”


    I helped her set the table, a little bistro number next to the window. “Are these your best company dishes?” I joked. We were eating off Betty Boop plates.


    “Shari has a thing for her. We saw these at a flea market and she had to have them.”


    “Well, yeah. Even for a cartoon, she’s fucking hot. Admit it, you’d do her. Oh, man, there’s a visual.” I closed my eyes and moaned.


    Avery laughed again.


    Then her face turned pensive. “I haven’t laughed so much in... well, ages. Thank you.”


    “For what?” My eyes were open now.


    “I’m having a really good time tonight. For the first time in my life, I don’t have any pressure to be the person everyone expects me to be. I can do what I want, when I want”—she looked at me from under her eyelashes—“and with who I want. So thank you for being here and for making me laugh.”


    God, she was really killing me.


    Her eyes were glassy when I pulled her into my arms again. Crazy. Unrealistic. Too soon. I knew it, but it didn’t change the feelings bubbling inside me. I didn’t want to leave her side, and I looked forward to seeing her again when we were apart.


    I cradled her jaw, ran my thumb over her lips, and leaned close, close enough to feel her hot breath against my lips.


    “Dessert now?” she asked breathlessly.


    There was nothing I wanted to do more than take her back into the bedroom, but I had to come clean with her first, lay it all out on the table so she knew exactly what she was getting into. Because if she let me inside her and then ran away, I’m not sure I could take it. “First we need to talk.” Her eyes went wary, so I leaned in and kissed her softly. “If we’re going to do this right, there are a few things you need to know about me. Things I want to tell you.”
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    I followed Seth to the couch, and when he sat, I slid down next to him.


    Before I could ask what we needed to talk about, he reached back and pulled his shirt over his head.


    “If this is your idea of talking, I think you should know I want to talk your brains out right now.”


    I stared at his shoulders, where thick black lines twined together and cascaded over onto his collarbone. Smaller lines spiraled down over his left pec, and when I traced them with my finger, I could make out an S in the middle of the design. I ran my fingertip over the letter. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy to get his own initial tattooed on his body.


    It must be for a girl.


    And it was right over his heart.


    Shit. Is this what he needed to tell me about?


    My finger stopped moving, and I swallowed the tangle of emotions making it hard to take a breath. Pain thudded dully in my chest. I didn’t have any right to be jealous, but it was there.


    Seth shifted next to me and leaned back into the corner of the couch. He pulled me with him so that I lay against his chest, settled between his legs. When he brushed his fingers through my hair, I closed my eyes and relaxed into him.


    “I probably should have told you before anything happened between us, but I won’t apologize for earlier.” His voice rumbled under my ear. He nudged my head until I looked up at him.


    My pulse thundered in my ears. His gaze was so serious. Was this where he told me he had a girlfriend? Or that S was the love of his life? I steeled myself and whispered yes. Despite how it felt, I wanted to know.


    Seth closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then opened them again. I saw the pain immediately. It was raw and bright.


    “My dad took off when I was eight. He was a drunk and, honestly, we didn’t miss him at all. He wasn’t what you’d call involved much anyway. My mom met Davis when I was ten. He seemed decent enough. Clean. Didn’t look like some scumbag off the street. Looks don’t mean a lot, though. Took about six months for her to change. She was paler. Thin. Her eyes were always either too bright or dull. I knew what drugs looked like, I just didn’t know she was getting them from Davis. That son of a bitch got her hooked, then used her to distribute and sell it. When I was thirteen, she overdosed and died.”


    I gasped and buried my face in his neck. I had no words of comfort to offer. I could only be there.


    His fingers slid into my hair and held me against his body. I felt him trembling under me.


    “I have a sister. Sara is four years younger than me. After my mom died, I sort of checked out. I dropped out of school. Raised a lot of hell. Would have gotten into a lot more trouble if Ryan hadn’t had my back. By the time I pulled my head out of my ass, I noticed that Sara was looking a lot like our mother had. I started paying attention to what was going on, and finally she admitted that she was using. I wanted to kill Davis. He was her fucking guardian and he was using her just like he did our mother. I was determined to get her out of that house. Instead, he made up some bullshit story about me being violent, and DFCS had me removed. A few months after that, I went to see Sara, and Davis was there, making a deal with some sleazeball. My sister in exchange for heroin. The worst part was that Sara was right there, high as hell and begging the guy to fuck her.”


    Seth’s heart thundered under my ear. His body tightened with barely restrained fury.


    “I lost it. I grabbed Davis and started pounding the shit out of him. By the time Ryan pulled me off, the cops were there and Sara was hysterical and they cuffed me and dragged me to jail. The bastard pressed charges. My sister sided with him. I got two years but served one. Now I can’t get within five hundred feet of either of them. My sister is across town, still being used by that waste of humanity, and I can’t do shit about it. I should have just killed him. Then he couldn’t hurt her anymore.”


    His other arm came around me, and he held me so tight I could barely breathe. I didn’t care. I wanted to take away the pain inside him, but there was nothing I could do. I had no way of making him hurt less. What happened was beyond comprehension. How could someone like Seth’s stepfather get away with all that for so long?


    How could the state fail a girl in that kind of situation? Wasn’t that why child protection agencies existed? To protect innocent kids?


    I was going to talk to my father.


    He might be a hard-ass, but he was also the best attorney on the East Coast. He’d know what to do. To make sense of all this. I wasn’t going to tell Seth that, though. He didn’t need me butting in.


    And nothing I said would make him feel better anyway. He was hurting. So hard and so deep that it was amazing he didn’t drown in it. But I needed him to know that it didn’t make me care any less. If anything, my feelings for him were stronger now.


    “You’re the strongest person I know,” I said. I talked against his neck because he still held me in a viselike grip. “After all that, you still keep your eyes open. You move forward. I can’t even begin to know what you went through, or what you’re still going through, but for someone with so much pain in his life, you are an incredibly giving and honest man. I admire that.”


    He groaned and dropped his head so that his lips were against my ear. “I don’t know how you see all that. I’m a fucked-up mess.”


    I scrambled from his arms so that I could raise up and look into his eyes. “I know I don’t know you very well, that’s true, but I know one thing, Seth, you are not a bad person.” I cradled his face between my hands and kissed him softly. “We’re all messed up in our own ways. What matters is how you choose to fix things.”


    Darkness flashed across his face. “That’s just it, Avery, I don’t know how to fix this. Everyone keeps telling me I have to do it the right way, but what happens if that doesn’t work? My mother died because of what Davis did to her. If I lose Sara...” His entire body shook under mine. He looked so lost, so vulnerable. “I can’t lose her too. I would gladly spend the rest of my life in prison than see her get hurt again.”


    The conviction in his voice scared me. I kissed him again. Then once more. “Please promise me you won’t do anything that will jeopardize your own future. I will do whatever I can to help you figure this all out, I promise you that. Just... know that you are worth someone fighting for you too. You fight for Sara and I’ll fight for you. Okay?”


    I don’t know where the words came from, but they were true. This beautiful, broken man deserved someone in his corner. I wanted to be that someone.


    His gaze snapped up, and he searched my eyes for something. His pulse quickened where my fingers touched his neck. He took a ragged breath in, then kissed me, slow and deep and tender.


    “You make me feel fucking invincible, do you know that? No one has ever done that before.” He held me close, taking long, slow breaths.


    “You make me feel real. Alive. No one has ever done that for me.” I closed my eyes and relaxed against him. The logical part of my brain tried to sort through everything he said, and what I’d said, to find a reason for this insane connection I felt.


    I was practical, and whenever I saw or read about love at first sight it just made me laugh. It wasn’t possible. No one could fall in love instantly. And I wasn’t in love with Seth yet. I knew that.


    But I also knew that it would be very easy to go there.


    He was such a good person. Just because I hadn’t known him for long didn’t mean I couldn’t see that. If there was any way I could ease the pain in his eyes, that I could help him figure everything out, I would do it.


    And after tonight?


    I didn’t know if I could walk away, even if I had to.
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    I expected Avery to kick me out after I told her about Sara.


    Not only did she let me stay, she wrapped her arms around me and everything didn’t feel quite so hopeless.


    I brushed my hands over her hair and kissed the top of her head.


    She’d been lying in my arms for the last half hour, her breath fanning across my neck. It was torture, but I didn’t want to wake her. Hell, I’d lie like this for days if it meant I could keep her from leaving my arms.


    She shifted, and a soft moan brushed across my skin. My dick’s reaction was immediate. Her T-shirt rode up and half her ass was bared. I couldn’t stop myself.


    I ran my fingers over the soft curve, easing the edge of the shirt up a little higher. Goose bumps broke out over her skin.


    “Take me to bed,” she murmured against my chest. Then her lips were there, burning-hot kisses branding every place she touched.


    I groaned and wrapped my arms around her.


    Already my muscles were tight with tension. This time would be better. Slower. I made the promise to myself as I lifted her off me and stood. She lay on her back on the couch, her sleepy eyes watching me.


    Her hair stuck out from her braid and her cheeks were flushed.


    “You look so fucking sexy right now,” I said.


    A smile curled her lips up. There were no games behind her eyes. Only desire. I reached out and took her hand.


    “I want you back in bed, Ave.”


    Her smile turned almost shy as she stood and let me lead her into the bedroom. Hell, the edges of nervousness made my hands shake just a little. There was a deeper connection now that I’d told her about Sara. She knew my dark secret. The reason I’d been behind bars. And she was still here, her hand in mine.


    The trust Avery had in me, whether she knew she’d given it to me or not, made me feel fucking invincible. And scared as hell. I knew better than anyone how fast things could all go to shit.


    Avery let go of my hand and stepped next to the bed. With a quick look at me from under her eyelashes, she reached down and grabbed the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it up. Slowly. Inch by agonizing inch, she exposed her bare skin.


    My mouth went dry. Soft curves caught the strips of light coming in between the window blinds. It looked like some kind of fantastical corset, hugging her middle. My fingers itched to run over the lines on her body.


    The shirt went higher and she pulled it over her head, then dropped it at her feet. She didn’t try to cover up, just stood there while I got drunk off looking at her.


    “Nothing I imagined even comes close to how fucking hot you look right now.” I heard my voice, heard the harshness in it, and realized I sounded mad. I started to apologize, but Avery looked over at me.


    I saw glittering desire in her eyes.


    She lifted her hand toward me, and I was drawn to her. When I slid my fingers between hers, an uncontrollable fierceness flooded my entire body. Then she ran her nails down over my chest, and my ability to breathe left me entirely.


    “Fuck, baby,” I murmured, “you’re killing me.” Her lips twisted in a wicked grin, and I leaned in close. “And I can’t think of a better way to go.”


    She laughed, and I felt like beating on my chest.


    “Oh, that’s funny, is it?” I grabbed her around the waist and threw her onto the middle of the bed. Before she could scramble back up, I was on her, nudging her thighs open with my leg so that I could nestle between them. I slid my hands up her sides, then around to cup her breasts.


    She arched up and moaned when I ran my thumbs over both hard tips.


    This Grant guy must have been fifty shades of idiot to screw Avery over. I pinched and rolled her nipples until she closed her eyes and thrust her hips against my dick.


    I could feel the heat, the wetness, seeping through the fabric of her shorts. Her breathing grew harsher, and she gripped the blanket in her fists at her sides.


    “Lift your hips.” When she did, I pulled her shorts completely off. I was right. She didn’t have on anything underneath. Before anything else happened, I wanted to see her come apart again. I ran my hand back down between her legs. She was so wet. So ready. My finger slipped easily inside her.


    “Open your eyes, baby,” I whispered. “I want to watch you.”


    Her eyelids fluttered, and finally her gaze rested on me. When I was sure I had her attention, I drew back, then slid back in slow. I loved the way her breath caught in her throat. How her body arched into my touch.


    Soft whimpers fell from her lips, and her eyes drifted shut. I stopped moving.


    “Eyes open. On me, Avery.”


    She groaned in protest, but once again she looked at me.


    I don’t know where the control came from. Sure, giving pleasure was fun, I wasn’t a selfish prick with women, but this was more of a need. I needed Avery to feel everything. I needed her to know who was making her come.


    I wanted to claim that part of her. Give her something no one else had. I wanted to make her mine, but I pushed that desire deep inside. I had no right to feel that way. I could give her nothing but this.


    My fingers dipped into her willing body, and her soft whimpers filled the room. Slick walls gripped my fingers when I dragged across the nerves centered on the upstroke.


    “Oh, God,” she whimpered, her eyes wide but unfocused.


    Her body tensed and sweat glistened on her face. She twisted the blanket in her fists. It took everything I had to keep driving my fingers into her. I wanted to pull off my jeans and sink between her legs. Drive something else into her until she sobbed my name.


    I gritted my teeth. No. Not until she shattered on my fingers.


    I flicked my thumb over her clit on the outstroke. Her body tensed. I did it again. Her eyes got wider, wilder. She panted in and out, trying to stay focused on my face.


    “Seth. Oh, God, please.” Her hips started rocking. “Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Please. Don’t. Stop.”


    I couldn’t if I wanted to. I had to see her come apart more than I needed to breathe.


    “Let go, sweetheart. I got you.”


    “Seth,” she whimpered. Her whole body shook.


    “I got you, Avery. I won’t let you go. I promise, baby.”


    Her gaze met mine, and she arched off the bed, a loud cry coming from someplace deep inside her. I saw it all. Like fireworks were going off behind her eyes. Blood surged to my dick, making it ache. Her slick insides gripped and squeezed my fingers, growing even wetter with her release.


    When the tremors slowed, I slid my fingers gently out of her and slowly climbed up her body. I pressed my lips against her glistening skin until I reached her breasts. The hard peaks rolled on the tip of my tongue, and Avery gasped.


    I felt her hands tangle in my hair, pulling me closer, holding me against her chest.


    “I want you so bad,” she said.


    “I want you too, baby.” I moved from her breasts to her neck, then to her lips. They were so soft, giving, under mine. I ran my tongue between them, and she opened immediately. She tasted so fucking sweet.


    Her fingers were at my waist, fumbling with the zipper on my jeans. I leaned up on my elbows, giving her the room she needed to push them down my hips. I had to roll over and kick them off myself, but she came with me, lying across my chest.


    She pressed kisses over my shoulders, then down the middle of my chest. Her fingers ran down the ridges of each muscle, making them jump under her touch. When she slid lower, her mouth trailing hot kisses to my stomach, it was my turn to twist the blanket in my fists.


    “Look at me.” Her voice was husky, and it scraped across my skin.


    I lifted my head and watched her. A wicked glint played in her eyes. I groaned when her breasts dragged across my dick, but it was nothing compared to when her hot mouth closed over the tip.


    “Fuck.” The word hissed out from between my clenched teeth. My eyes drifted shut at the surge of pure pleasure.


    “Keep your eyes open, baby.”


    Goddamn, she was fiery. Turned my own game against me. A low groan rumbled through my chest, but I opened my eyes.


    “That’s better.” She smiled with a mouthful of my cock and it was the fucking sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I’d let her play this out a little longer. Then I was going to flip her over and show her just how much I wanted her.


    Except she opened wider and slowly slid her mouth over on the entire length of me.


    Air stuttered in my lungs.


    Lights danced in my vision.


    What the fuck was my name?


    “Enough,” I growled.


    “I’m not...” Avery didn’t get a chance to argue.


    I sat up, grabbed her under the arms, and flipped her over. I moved my hands to the insides of her thighs and pushed them wide open. Wedging my thighs between hers, I reached across to the nightstand and grabbed a condom.


    The package tore easily and I rolled it on.


    “Seth.”


    Her whispered moan sank down to my bones. How could I deny her anything?


    I ran the tip of myself up her folds, making sure to drag slower over her clit. She groaned, her breath coming out faster now. My muscles tightened. This was torturing me as well, and I was too selfish to wait any longer.


    With my hands on the insides of her thighs, I sank myself into her.
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    “I’ve got to go meet someone,” I whispered in Avery’s ear.


    Sun shone brightly through the windows, and I knew it had to be at least ten in the morning. I can’t remember the last time I slept so well. No wonder, though. I couldn’t seem to get enough of Avery last night, and judging by how many times she fell apart around me, she’d felt the same way.


    “Stay,” she protested sleepily, tracing her fingers down my bare chest.


    I groaned and told myself to get the hell out of bed. I leaned over and pressed my lips to her shoulder. “You sleep, baby. I’ll come back later, promise. If you want me to, that is.”


    Awake now, Avery pushed to sitting. Her hair was a halo of tangled curls around her head and there was a crease along her cheek from the pillow. Even first thing in the morning she looked sexy as fuck.


    Last night she had looked like an angel when she fell asleep. I lay next to her and stared for a good hour, knowing that I was sinking into creeper territory, but I couldn’t stop. She was so fucking beautiful.


    Everything about last night was perfect.


    Like I was dreaming or something, because guys like me definitely don’t get chances like that. I didn’t want to fall asleep because I was afraid when I woke up, I’d be in my crappy apartment, alone.


    I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so relaxed around someone besides Ryan. I’ve never told anyone that when I was five, I had a stuffed dog I named Cat. Avery almost fell on the floor she laughed so hard. I kept telling her silly secrets just to watch her laugh again.


    “I’m awake now,” she said with a naughty smile. She ran her fingers up over my thigh and stopped right before the noticeable bulge in my boxers.


    I grabbed her hand before she could touch me, because if she did, there was no way in hell I’d be on time to meet Jim.


    “Nope,” I said, pulling her fingers to my mouth, where I kissed the tip of each one. “I have to get dressed.”


    “Me too.”


    I watched her walk away from me, in just a tiny pair of pale pink panties and a tank top. Now, that was a view I could get used to seeing every morning. Avery tossed a flirty smile over her shoulder and disappeared through the doorway.


    I exhaled and fell back onto the bed, lacing my fingers behind my head. What the fuck was I doing? She and I, we wouldn’t have the happily-ever-after fairy tale ending. In reality, it never worked that way. But I was one hundred percent with Avery using me to get whatever itch needed to be scratched out of her system. Girls like her fooled around with guys like me, but they ended up with the ones who could give them big houses and fancy cars.


    I heard the shower start and could picture her under the water, rubbing soap all over her body. Shit. I reached down and adjusted my dick, which hadn’t calmed down since waking up next to her.


    Tonight I planned on laying her out on this bed and making her scream all night long. Again. Just the anticipation of sinking into her made me harder than I thought possible. I sat up and grabbed my jeans from the floor. It was going to be a tight fit.


    By the time Avery stepped out of the bathroom, I was dressed and had my raging hard-on partially under control. Until I saw her. She’d twisted her hair up into some kind of knot on the top of her head and had on a short but not too short denim skirt. The top she had on only had one shoulder, and the other side tucked under her arm and framed her breasts.


    She had on the same sandals that laced up her calves.


    Stupid-assed me couldn’t find my tongue to tell her how amazing she looked.


    “You look amazing,” I finally managed to croak out.


    A blush crawled up her cheeks, and her gaze dropped to somewhere around my nose. She got the same look whenever I told her that. As if she didn’t know it. Girls like her always did. And yet... her embarrassment seemed genuine.


    “I’m not just saying that, you know. You really are beautiful. Inside and out.” Jesus, I sounded like some corner store discount card, but I meant it. I’d never met anyone like Avery before. She was good, and not just on the surface. It wasn’t an act either. I know because I’d been watching her for weeks while we were working, and no one can pull off acting nice all the time.


    Eventually they slip up.


    Davis was one of those assholes. He’d pretended to be a good guy at first. Hell, I even liked him, and he made my mom happy. It wasn’t long before his true colors came out, though. Then the drugs started, but Mom was too far gone on his lies. She trusted him and it killed her.


    Davis was going to fucking pay for what he did to my family.


    Soft fingers wrapped around my hand and brought me back to the present.


    “Everything okay?” Avery asked.


    I looked down and saw both my hands had clenched into tight fists. Tension sat on my shoulders, and I knew I was probably glaring. With a deep inhale, I shrugged it off as best I could.


    I relaxed my fingers and threaded them with hers.


    “Everything is perfect. Now I really have to go before I’m late.” I tugged her out of the bedroom and down the hall. She stood on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around my neck. I could get used to that.


    All of it.


    “You want to come over for dinner?” she asked. “There is still the eggplant that we didn’t get to eat last night.”


    “Dessert first?” I bent down and pressed my lips against the pulse beating in her neck.


    “Maybe.” Her grin turned coy, and she pushed me backward toward the door.


    “I might be back in time for lunch, you know.”


    Avery threw back her head and laughed. I fucking loved that sound. After one last kiss, I made myself leave her place and headed down the steps. My truck stuck out like a sore thumb among all the fancy imports.


    I glanced up as the engine turned over slowly, and Avery smiled and gave me a small wave from her balcony. She looked gorgeous standing there. And she was looking at me.


    Christ. I’d stepped out of a prison cell and into a freakin’ alternate reality. No other explanation. It took fifteen minutes to get to Jimmy’s, and I pulled into the half-empty parking lot. Even on a Saturday morning at eleven there were people drinking already.


    I killed the engine and sat with my hands on the steering wheel. Everything was riding on this. Sara’s future was inside that bar. My hands shook as I pulled the keys out of the ignition. This had to work.


    I headed inside. The clink of glasses and pool balls greeted me. Jim was behind the bar, and several guys sat in front of him, their hands wrapped around half-full glasses.


    “Right on time,” Jim said when he saw me. “You’re already doing better than half my staff.” He chucked the towel under the bar and nodded his head to the guy at the other end of the bar. “Can I get you a drink before we talk?”


    “Nah, I’m good.”


    I followed Jim over to a quiet table in the corner of the room. “So, I think I got an offer for you. The missus has been on my ass to cut back here and spend some time with her. I need a manager, someone I can trust to keep everyone in line. I can’t imagine any of the locos having enough sense to do it right, but I know you and you’re a good kid and I think it’s about time someone gives you a break.”


    The charity part of this didn’t sit well with me, but I really didn’t have a choice. I needed a job to earn enough money for that damned lawyer’s fee. If it meant getting Sara away from Davis, I’d shovel shit if I had to.


    “What are you looking at? I still have a few weeks of CS left so I can’t do days.”


    “I’m talking about nights. Six to one Wednesday through Saturday. One fifty a night.”


    Numbers flew through my head, and my jaw almost hit the table. Six hundred dollars a week? Was he fucking for real?


    “You’re shittin’ me, aren’t you?” This had to be a joke.


    “Nope. It’s not gonna be easy money, though. Inventory and ordering and making sure no assholes leave the place so drunk our license is on the line. I got three night waitresses, and sometimes the customers get a little too friendly with them, but they’ll let you know if they need your help. They’re pretty good at handling themselves,” he said with a chuckle. “You might be filling in behind the bar if it gets busy, or delivering food, or whatever else needs to be done. Cleaning up after close is a team effort, so it don’t usually take too long. Walk the girls to their cars after shift. That’s just something I do and I expect you to do the same.”


    I nodded in agreement.


    Jim grinned broadly and smacked me between the shoulder blades. “Well, if you’re crazy enough to take it, let me get the paperwork. You can start Friday night, trial by fire and see what you think.”


    Jim laughed and walked into the back, and I sat in the chair, trying to wrap my head around this. Not only did I have a job, but a fucking great-paying one that would get me the money I needed in two weeks. Two weeks and then I could start thinking about saving Sara from that asshole Davis.


    My phone buzzed as I waited for Jim, and a glance told me I had a text from Avery.


    I have a surprise for you. Meet me back at my place at two if you’re feeling adventurous. ;P


    I couldn’t keep the grin off my face.


    Nothing in my life had ever gone this good.


    Between Avery and this job, I actually felt like I might have a fucking chance at a future.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN[image: ]


    [image: ]Avery


    I sent the text to Seth, then threw on a pair of denim shorts and a T-shirt, grabbed my purse, and ran out the door. I already knew exactly what I needed and where we were going.


    I missed him as soon as he left, a feeling I never had with Grant, and had been racking my brain for an excuse to spend the day with him when it hit me.


    There was someplace I wanted him to see. A place I’d never taken anyone to before.


    The corner grocery a few blocks from my place was small, but it had an excellent selection of food and wine.


    I grabbed a basket and started looking for everything I’d need for the impromptu picnic I had planned. I grabbed some apples and a bunch of grapes, then went to the back of the store where I knew I could find a gorgeous selection of cheeses and fresh loaves of crusty bread.


    I knew I was grinning like an idiot, but I couldn’t help it. I felt... amazing. Not just from all the orgasms, although that had been better than I could have ever imagined.


    I liked Seth. A lot. Liked spending time with him, liked cooking with him, and I loved falling asleep in his arms. I shook my head and picked through the cheese. Brie was my favorite, but that needed to be warm and melted. With the apples and bread, an aged sharp cheddar would be perfect.


    A couple of bars of dark chocolate and, on a whim, some fresh strawberries, and I was done. It was going to be perfect.


    Was this all happening too fast? Four years with Grant was a long time. Single for only a few months and I was getting hooked on another guy?


    If any of my sorority little sisters came to me with this scenario, I’d tell her to slow down. But damned if I wanted to. Seth wasn’t like anyone else I’d known. He didn’t have an agenda. He wasn’t with me for what I could give him careerwise. I was just... Avery to him. And I liked it.


    Because honestly, I wasn’t really sure who I was anymore.


    Finally I had started taking control and making my own choices, and I liked the feeling. For the first time in my life, I didn’t have classes or schedules or obligations. Aside from CS, my planner was open and I had mentally written Seth in on every day.


    I grabbed a six-pack of local beer and a couple of bottles of water and headed to the checkout, eager to see him again.


    The hours before Seth showed up felt like years. I rearranged the picnic basket three times trying to get it just right.


    By the time he knocked on my door, I’d even changed my clothes a half dozen times. The light blue sundress I’d settled on whispered against my thighs as I tried not to run to open the door.


    “Hi,” I said with a smile.


    He’d changed his clothes—jeans and a charcoal T-shirt that made his eyes look amazing. His hair was still damp, and I could smell the fresh scent of soap.


    “Hey.” The way his gaze ran down over me and then back up made me glad I’d chosen this dress. His eyes were dark and full of want when he finally met my stare. “You look beautiful.”


    I swallowed and pointed at the basket when he took a determined step toward me. “There. Please. Grab that?” Words tumbled from my lips, but I needed him to take the basket before I pushed the door shut and we had our picnic on my bed.


    Seth grabbed the basket in one hand and wrapped the other around my waist, pulling me against his body. He buried his mouth in my neck and my knees went weak. “God, you always smell so good.”


    Maybe lunch in bed wasn’t such a bad idea?


    “So I’m guessing we’re having a picnic?” he asked when he pulled away.


    He left his arm around my waist and I leaned into him to grab my purse.


    We took my car for the AC, and after a short twenty-minute drive, I pulled onto the gravel road that led to the parking lot in front of Lake Johnson.


    “This is it,” I said. A sudden case of nerves got me. What if Seth thought it was stupid that a small bit of secluded lakefront was the place I went when I needed to think? To dream a little?


    “Cool. Never been here before.”


    We got out and Seth grabbed the picnic basket. We walked hand in hand down the mulch-covered pathway, but instead of going straight to the public beach, I veered him off onto a barely discernible trail.


    “Is this where you dispose of the bodies, counselor?” Seth asked.


    “Of course,” I said over my shoulder. The path was so narrow that we had to walk single file now. Finally, I could see the water sparkling between the thick bushes and led Seth down a short embankment.


    The lake opened up in front of us, brilliant blue water that was so clear you could see the pebbles underneath. Boats whizzed by, pulling laughing water-skiers, and a few sailing boats floated farther out.


    Even though a hundred feet farther up there was a beach full of people, this spot was quiet.


    “Wow.” Seth set the basket down and stepped to the edge of the water.


    It should have been weird, being there with someone, because I never had the urge to share this with Grant. I never once wanted to bring him here. This place was all mine.


    But I wanted Seth to see it.


    Wanted it to be our place now.


    God, this was happening too fast. The logical part of my brain wanted me to take a step back and analyze what was going on. Was I lonely? Was this a natural reaction to being cheated on and dumped? Would this excitement fade when my normal life started back up again?


    That I had no answers should have made me turn and run, but it made my stomach flip and my skin tingle. This unknown. This taking-a-chance thing was seriously addictive already.


    “Look for rocks, Avery. I want to show you how to skip them.”


    Seth stood in the water with his pant legs rolled up. Sun glinted off the bits of blond in his hair, and every time he caught me staring, he would grin at me.


    Something had shifted since I’d met him at O’Malley’s. He seemed lighter. Freer.


    And he was entirely too good-looking for his own good.


    Where Grant was tall and thin, built more like a long-distance runner, Seth looked like he could step into a fighter’s cage and come out the winner. Lean muscles and broad shoulders, and indents in all the right places on his stomach.


    Dips and valleys that I traced with my fingers for almost an hour after the third go-around last night. My fingers tingled from the memory. Absently I bent down and grabbed the first rock I touched.


    “Like this one?” I held up a sort of round one the size of a grape.


    Seth splashed over and examined my find. “Nope, try again. Look in the water.” He was determined I’d get it. It took another five minutes of looking before I found one he deemed acceptable.


    “Perfect. Now turn your hips.” He put his hands on my hips to guide me into the correct position. Cool water splashed over my calves. “Pull your arm back and hold the rock loose, palm up. Then pull back and flick your wrist.”


    I waited for him to step back, but he didn’t. Heat radiated from him, and an ache started in the spots where he touched. When he brushed his lips over my neck, I dropped the rock.


    He chuckled in my ear, a confident, satisfied sound. When I bent over to pick it up, his grip tightened, keeping my hips pressed against his. “Now just drop it again about ten more times.”


    I stood up and laughed, then swayed my ass back and forth across the front of his jeans. He wanted to play that game? His groan was the best revenge.


    “Best teacher ever.” I sighed.


    He laughed and kissed my shoulder. “It’s all in the wrist technique.” He slid his hand slowly down my arm until his fingers wrapped around my wrist. Then he tilted it at an angle and moved it as if I were throwing it. “Try again.”


    This time when I let it loose, it actually skipped twice before plunking into the lake.


    “I did it!” I laughed and spun around to face him. “You are officially the best teacher.” I stood on my toes and ran my lips over his neck. His hands tightened at my waist.


    “You’re killing me,” he growled. “There are people everywhere, and all I want to do is get you naked and spread out on that blanket.”


    Heat coursed through my body. I almost said to hell with the people.


    Seth took my hand and led me to the blanket, and for one exciting second, I thought he was going to just do what he said he wanted to.


    He must have seen the direction of my thoughts because he laughed. “Sit down, you exhibitionist. We are not fucking in public.”


    I pouted, and he drew me down to sit beside him. His breath was hot as it washed over my bare shoulder. “When we get home, on the other hand...”


    “When can we leave?” I asked, lost in the sensations spiraling from where he touched me.


    “Not yet.” He fished through the picnic basket and pulled out some grapes, the crusty baguette, and the cheese. When he lifted out the chocolate, he raised his eyebrow at me. I swatted his arm.


    “What? This is perfectly acceptable picnic fare.”


    “Uh, no, it’s not. No fried chicken. No baked beans. No chips even. And where the hell is the pie?” He tipped the basket upside down and shook it. As if a pie would mysteriously fall out.


    “Have you ever had a slice of baguette with cheese?” I asked, pulling the bread from the packet and ripping off a hunk.


    Seth lifted an eyebrow with amusement. “Uh, nope. Unless you count grilled cheese. Then yes, yes I have.”


    “This is not grilled cheese.” I chuckled and cut off a thick slice of the aged cheddar, then arranged it on a paper plate with sliced apples and grapes. Instead of handing the plate to him, though, I reached out and took the bread and cheese and lifted it to his mouth.


    He opened and I fed him, never breaking my stare from him. Every nerve in my body was strung tight. I’d never fed anyone before. When his warm lips closed around one finger and he ran his tongue over it, I almost dropped the plate.


    I think I was panting. Or maybe it was just in my head that I couldn’t catch my breath.


    Seth nudged my hand with his chin. “More.”


    After I fed him half the loaf of bread, the apple, and a handful of grapes, he lay back with his hands behind his head. It would have looked like the whole thing hadn’t affected him at all, except the bulge in his jeans said otherwise. I leaned over and ran my nails over the outside, and he grabbed my wrist.


    “Nope.”


    “Seriously? No one can even see us,” I groaned, flopping onto my back at his side. If this was his idea of foreplay, he was exceptionally good at it. Too good. I was pretty sure I was on the verge of imploding from suppressed need.


    “This is the get-to-know-you portion of our date.”


    I rolled onto my side and leaned my head against my hand. “I thought we did that already? Multiple times in fact.” When I wiggled my eyebrows at him, he laughed.


    I could listen to that sound all day.


    He rolled to face me. “I want to know what makes Avery Melrose tick.”


    I wrinkled my nose. “Honestly, I’m just a boring, ordinary person.”


    Seth leaned in and brushed his lips over mine. “You are anything but ordinary.” He lay back and pulled me with him so that I was tucked under his arm. “Why law? Tell me why you chose it.”


    Why I chose it? I thought back to when I was younger, to when I used to sit in my dad’s office in our home and watch him shifting through papers, hundreds of sheets, while he worked a case. Back then he was a partner in a private practice, and I thought he was the most amazing man on earth for helping innocent people.


    It was many more years before I realized that wasn’t always the case.


    But by then, my father had already started to guide me along a similar path.


    So no, I don’t think I ever chose to be a lawyer, it was just what was expected of me.


    “I guess I never really chose it so much as let it happen,” I admitted. “I mean, I do love law and I love solving problems, but it was my father who wanted me to pursue it. I went along because... I guess because it was something I was good at?”


    Seth laid his hand on my chest. “What about in here? Did you want it in your heart?”


    I tried to shift away from him, uncomfortable with this turn in conversation, but he held me tight.


    “I didn’t have aspirations of being a dancer or an artist or anything like that, so it didn’t matter.” My voice grew higher, and I knew I probably sounded defensive. “I grew up around the law. It makes sense.”


    “Settle down,” he said against my hair. “I’m not trying to piss you off, Avery, I promise. So law. Cool. What kind?”


    I inhaled a ragged breath through my nose. Grant never asked me about my choices because he’d been there the whole time. I’d never had to actually explain myself to anyone. “Corporate law.”


    “What does that mean?”


    The soothing feel of his hand stroking my back helped to settle the churning in my stomach.


    “When I graduate and pass the bar, I can be hired by a big corporation. There I can help defend against litigation or lawsuits, or if the company gets into trouble, I’ll be part of the team to get them out.”


    Seth stayed quiet until I couldn’t stand it anymore.


    “What?”


    He still said nothing.


    I pushed up onto my hands and glared down at him. “Okay, what about you? What are your big life dreams?”


    This turn in our perfect day made my head hurt. I didn’t want to fight with him, didn’t even really know why I was so mad. But then his expression changed from guarded to open, where I saw a glimmer of hope.


    “On the few days I let myself think past all the shit going on right now... sometimes I think I’d like to be a coach maybe. There was this guy when I was around seven or eight, coached my baseball team. I was only on the team for a year, and even then, I almost had to quit. We didn’t have any money for gear, and when I told Coach that, he said he had some extra stuff lying around. A glove. A uniform. I was too young to realize that that shit was way too new to have been lying around, but now I see what he did.


    “So I played and got better and Coach said I might have a shot at a scholarship if I kept at it. He was the only person in my life who said I could do something better. Freshman year is when everything started to turn to shit at home. I ran into him a couple of years after that, and he asked if I was still playing. I felt like I disappointed him when I said no, but he only shook my hand and told me not to give up. Obviously I did at some point, but it’s still there sometimes, in the back of my head. That I could help some kid do better, ya know.”


    All the anger I had vanished. He sounded like he didn’t believe he should want something better. Like he didn’t deserve it.


    “I think you’d be great at it.” I lay back and twined my fingers with his.


    After a few minutes I felt him squeeze my hand. “Thank you.”


    “For what?” I leaned in and put my cheek against his chest.


    “For not telling me it’s a stupid idea. For believing in me, I guess. Not used to hearing that.” He stroked his thumb over the back of my hand. “I kinda like it.”


    “I think you could do anything you want.”


    “I think you could do anything you want too.”


    His quiet comment sent my pulse racing. Was I brave enough to change the path I was on? Seth shifted and lay back on his side, facing me and tracing his finger along my jaw.


    “I don’t deserve all this,” he whispered in my ear. “But you’re this light that gives me hope and being with you makes everything feel a lot less like shit. I don’t want to let that go.”


    I had no words. Only feelings, and they were so unexpected that I couldn’t even begin to process them yet. I wanted to try, and I opened my mouth to do it when the theme to Psycho split the air, cutting me off.


    I groaned. “Her timing really sucks.”


    “Who?”


    “My mother.” I rolled over and pulled my phone from my purse. After a deep breath, I pushed Accept. Ignoring her was not an option. She’d only keep calling until I answered.


    “Hello, Mother.”


    “Avery. I was about to hang up. What are you doing? No, never mind. Your father and I are having a few guests over tonight for drinks and hors d’oeuvres, a campaign thing, and we want you to be there. I’ll expect to see you at six o’clock.”


    “It’s a Saturday night,” I burst out. And I’d rather be with Seth, I added silently.


    “And this is your father’s campaign. After your little tantrum, we need to show a united front. Let them see your father won’t waver on his platform, even when it’s his daughter breaking the rules.”


    “I can’t, I have plans.”


    “Avery Eleanor Hartley, this is not a negotiation,” my mother’s cold voice snapped. “You will be here at six o’clock in appropriate evening wear. Am I being clear?”


    I wanted to throw my phone in the lake and scream. But I didn’t have fifteen thousand dollars for restitution, and I certainly could never pay for law school by myself. She had me by the metaphorical balls and she knew it.


    “Avery?”


    “Yes, Mother. I am very aware of my obligations. I’ll be there,” I ground out.


    She didn’t even say goodbye, just disconnected the call.


    “That didn’t sound good,” Seth said. “Everything okay?”


    “It’s a stupid party I have to attend tonight.” I turned away before Seth could see the tears of frustration burning in my eyes. I didn’t want today to end. I wanted to spend the night with him, wrapped in this cocoon we’d created, not with a bunch of opinionated rich people. “Will you come over after?”


    It was a lot to ask. The party would probably run late. We could just meet up in the morning. That made more sense.


    “Is that what you want?” he asked.


    I really did. “Yes.”


    “Then I’ll be there.”


    I rubbed my hands along my bare arms. The chill from my mother’s call had not washed away yet. “Will you promise me something, Seth?”


    “Anything,” he whispered right next to my ear.


    “Promise me that if you change your mind about this, about us, and you’re not interested anymore, you’ll tell me. Just tell me, okay? I can deal with honesty. I don’t think I could deal with being tossed aside again, like someone’s garbage. Especially not by you.”


    Seth was quiet for too long, and I sucked in a ragged breath. I couldn’t bear to look at him. He owed me nothing, no explanation if he wanted to bail. He didn’t ask for any of this. I knew he wanted me physically, that wasn’t the problem.


    The problem was that I wanted more than just a few nights of sex.


    And that confused and scared the crap out of me.


    These feelings swirling around inside me, making me feel ill, were nothing at all like I had felt for Grant. My skin never exploded with goose bumps when he touched me; I never felt weak in the knees when we kissed.


    I sort of enjoyed sex with Grant, but it wasn’t mind shattering, not like those trashy romance novels make you think it should be. I never thought it could be this good until last night, with Seth.


    Already I craved his kisses. His touch. What would happen if he pulled away from me? My chest ached at the thought.


    That night at O’Malley’s had been about letting go and doing something crazy with a stranger. I had accepted that maybe the timing was all wrong. Then Seth was there. On Monday morning, in the Public Works lobby, I found him again.


    What were the chances? I was a realist, I liked facts. Honestly, the odds of seeing Seth again, in a city this size, were small at best. And yet there he was.


    How could I, even as logical as I was, ignore that?


    Seth kissed along my shoulder, my jawline, then to my lips.


    “I already told you I don’t do games, Avery. You know I want you, but I can’t promise you anything more than what this is right now.” He turned me around slowly so that I could see his eyes. A half smile quirked up his lips. “I’ve never met anyone like you, and I’m not sure what I’m doing. I will promise you that if I change my mind, if something changes, I will tell you. I won’t just walk away.”


    I nodded. His promise was more than I expected. I trusted what he said. Didn’t doubt for a minute that he was telling me the truth.


    “Thank you.” I tilted my head and looked up at him. It could have been any random guy, probably one who would have left in the morning and that would be that. “I’m glad it was you at the bar, Seth.”


    I closed the space between us and laid my cheek against his chest. His arms wrapped around me.


    “Me too, Avery. Me too.”


    That night, I teetered on the ridiculous high, strappy black sandals my mother had insisted on, wishing I was anywhere else. Specifically wishing I was anywhere else with Seth. There I was in a long black dress (which my mother had sent over for me to wear), with my hair up and subtle touches of makeup on my face, avoiding censorious stares shooting in my direction.


    We were at the country club and these were all my father’s campaign donors and it was clear that none of them were happy to see me. They knew what I’d done to my father’s image, and they’d all paid good money to see him win this election.


    I wasn’t real happy to be there either. I felt uncomfortable and judged. Even my mother looked me up and down when I arrived, and I could tell that I didn’t pass her inspection. No matter how hard I tried, I was never good enough. She didn’t bother to say hello, which was her way of showing her disapproval.


    At least fifty of my parents’ “closest” friends filled the front gathering room. They mingled and laughed and drank expensive champagne while my father strutted around shaking hands and clapping people on the back.


    And Grant. Shit. He was dressed impeccably as always in a dark blue suit, ever the good little political monkey. My mother forgot to mention that he would be here tonight.


    I managed to avoid speaking to him for a good part of the evening, but I saw him glance at me more than once. I glared in his direction, hoping he would get the hint. I didn’t want to make a scene, but if he got within five feet of me, I might just kick him.


    As the night wore on, the fake laughter started to make me twitch. I ached to hear Seth’s voice, to hear his low chuckle in my ear. There wasn’t enough sincerity in the room to fill a thimble. I’d forgotten how fake this part of my life was.


    “I know you’re avoiding me, but can we talk for a minute?”


    Shit. I was so busy thinking about Seth I hadn’t noticed Grant creeping into my personal space. Over his shoulder I saw my mother looking at us. She lifted one perfectly shaped eyebrow and nodded her head at me. Be a good little doggie. Play nice.


    I gritted my teeth and forced a smile. “What do you want, Grant?”


    He glanced around, then put his hand on my arm.


    “Don’t touch me, asshole,” I hissed, yanking away from him.


    Red tinged his cheeks, and for just a second I saw real anger in his eyes before he tempered it back down. “I just want to talk, Avery. Can we go into the hall?”


    “Are you sure you can talk to me without your lawyer present?”


    “Damn it.” Grant tipped back the glass he’d been holding, then set it down on one of the club’s prized Chippendale stepbacks. “Five minutes. Then I can tell your parents I tried and you can go.”


    Wait, what? “Tried what?”


    “Do you really want to talk about it right here?” He looked around pointedly, and I saw several more than curious stares directed toward us. I lifted my eyebrow at Senator McInnis until he shook his head and looked away. What a pompous ass.


    “Fine. Five minutes.” Before he could touch me again, I spun around and started toward the hallway. The walls were lined with portraits of all the club presidents since the beginning of time. They were all men and all had the same smug look on their faces.


    Grant shut the door behind us, then took several steps away until we stood in a small alcove to the side. “I think we should get back together.”


    I was speechless. Then anger welled up inside me so fast that I grabbed the first thing I touched, a crystal vase filled with fresh flowers, and threw it at Grant’s head.


    He ducked and I heard it smash into the wall behind him. “What the hell, Ave?”


    “In what universe do you think I’d ever take you back? This conversation is over.” I shoved my way past him and grabbed the door handle to the banquet room. It was time to tell my parents good night.


    “We belong together,” Grant said. “Come on, I screwed up. I know that, but look at us. We’ve been a given since we were born. One mistake, Avery. That’s all it was. We can get past this.”


    I gritted my teeth. I should just open the door and slam it in his face. But I had him here, alone, and there was something I wanted to know. Something I had to say.


    I spun around and glared at him. “Why?”


    His eyebrows dipped down. “Why do I want you back?”


    “No, Grant, why did you fuck that girl? I want an honest answer from you. I deserve that much.”


    A panicked expression came over his face and he looked around. Afraid one of the staff would hear us. Grant turned and walked a few feet down the hall. So he didn’t have to look at me.


    “Turn around, Grant,” I said. “Look me in the eye and tell me the truth.”


    “Jesus, Avery,” Grant growled, still not turning around, “maybe there wasn’t any other reason than she was there and you weren’t.”


    Oh, no, he did not just say that. “Four years together and that’s what I get? You screwed her because I wasn’t there?” I wanted to laugh at how ridiculous that sounded. “Spoken like a true politician.”


    Grant turned around then, and threw his hands into the air. “What else do you want me to say? It was a one-time thing. A mistake. We can get past it.”


    “No we can’t. I can’t.”


    “You have to.” Grant’s eyes got wider, and his tone turned pleading. “We had a good future planned out and can still have it. Just give me another chance. One chance, Avery, that’s all I’m asking for.”


    I’d heard enough. He wasn’t going to change my mind. I wanted to leave, to go home and call Seth and feel his arms around me. “Good night, Grant.”


    “So that’s it? I lose everything because of one mistake?”


    I snorted. “I’m pretty sure I’ve never been your anything.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” he muttered before turning away and walking to the far end of the hall. He stopped, put his hand on the wall, and hung his head. I’d never seen Grant look so defeated before.


    Something wasn’t right. It had been months since I’d found him with that woman, since we’d even talked. He had plenty of time to plead his case. Why tonight? Why had he decided that we should get back together now?


    “What’s really going on here?”


    After a few moments of silence, he looked over his shoulder. His eyes were hooded and would not quite meet mine.


    “Your father,” he admitted. “He knows about that guy you’re seeing. He told me that if I couldn’t make things right with you that he’d pull all his support. You know how important it is to have connections, especially political ones. So yeah, right now I’m screwed. That job at the state house he promised me?” Grant gave a hollow laugh. “Gone.”


    “My father bribed you to get us back together?” He’d done some shady things in his career, but this was lower than I ever thought he’d go. Treating me like some campaign bonus.


    “He said once we worked things out, he’d petition the judge for time served and then things can go back to the way they were. You want that, right?”


    Grant looked hopeful again, like the thought of no more orange jumpsuits made all the difference.


    “Things will never go back to how they were. You can all just fuck off.” I slammed my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming. My father put Grant up to that, threatened his future? He actually wanted me to be with someone who had cheated on me?


    I remembered the look my mother gave me earlier. She knew what Grant was going to do tonight too.


    Damn them both.


    The door opened but I ignored it. I had to get out of there. I pushed away from Grant and headed toward the exit.


    “Where are you going? I still have a speech to give,” my father said behind me.


    I had my hand on the door handle and thought about just throwing it open and running away. But I hurt. What Grant told me tonight was beyond even what I thought my father capable of.


    “Do you even care about me?” I asked without turning around. “Am I just another constituent? A vote?”


    “You’re talking nonsense,” he muttered.


    I swung around and realized that my cheeks were wet. I didn’t remember starting to cry.


    “You’re trying to bribe my ex-boyfriend to get me back. Threatening to cut off your support if he can’t pull it off? What kind of father does that? If you cared at all, you’d ask me what I want, but it’s never been about what I want, has it? It’s all about you. About how it benefits you. I’ve always done what you asked, have never argued or pushed for what I wanted, and it’s not enough.”


    “Nonsense. Everything that you’ve accomplished is what you’ve wanted.”


    I shook my head. “And that right there tells me you don’t have the first clue who I am. You know the crazy part? I didn’t know who I was either until very recently. So I should thank you for being a politician instead of a father. Good night, Dad.”


    He didn’t try and stop me this time as I pushed my way out into the thick night air.
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    “So Jimmy gave you a break, huh?” Ryan asked. “Not a bad gig.”


    I shrugged. “Pays well. Hours work. Start this Friday. Best part is that I can get the money for the lawyer in a couple of weeks, I think.”


    “You know I can give it to you,” Ryan said. “I know you’d be good for it.”


    God, it was tempting, but I didn’t want to owe anyone anything, not even Ryan. Davis loved to rub it in my face that I had a roof and food and heat because he chose to give them to us. What the fucker always left out was that he pretty much killed my mother, making him responsible for me and Sara.


    I didn’t owe that scumbag a thing. I clenched my fingers. All I needed was five minutes. I could make sure that asshole never touched anyone again.


    Ryan must have seen the direction of my thoughts because he nudged my shoulder. “You do everything the right way and Sara will be safe. I got your back, man.” Ryan waved to get the bartender’s attention and raised two fingers for another round. “So I stopped by last night with a six-pack and no one was home.”


    “I was out. Well, in, actually.” I grabbed my beer and took a huge swallow. Ryan was my best friend, had been all my life, but for the first time I didn’t want to share the details. It wasn’t because I didn’t want him to know Avery and I hooked up—he’d probably high five me and tell me good job. Yet somehow this felt private, like something I wanted to keep all to myself. But he was Ryan: either I’d tell him or he would force it out of me.


    “I was with Avery.”


    Ryan choked when he tried to swallow. “Seriously? Holy shit, I didn’t see that coming. I thought you wrote her off. What happened?”


    “I stopped pissing her off and found out she’s a really nice person.” With a shrug, I finished my beer and thumped the bottle on the table. The waitress came by and dropped off our burgers and fries. The food on the inside wasn’t great by any stretch, so I could eat a burger every day for the rest of my life and never get sick of it.


    “Whoa. So you were with her last night? All night?” Ryan let out a long, low whistle. “You have got to tell me how this went down, since you swore up and down she was trouble.”


    “Turns out she’s not exactly what I thought she was. She makes me forget when we’re together, you know.”


    I caught the waitress’s eye, who asked if we needed anything else, emphasis on the anything. She was a cute brunette in a tight black T-shirt, and I could see the blatant invitation in her eyes.


    I picked up a fry. “All good, thanks.”


    Her smile dimmed just a bit. “No problem. Let me know if you need anything else.” With a wink, she moved back toward the kitchen.


    “Holy shit, you’ve got it bad,” Ryan said with another low whistle. “The Seth I know would have been all over that. Hell, the old you would have had her in the bathroom backed up against the wall by now.”


    He was right. I glanced at the girl, who pushed through the swinging doors. She definitely would have been my type, but looking at her now did nothing for me.


    The only person I wanted was Avery.


    We finished our food, and when I reached for the check, Ryan grabbed it. “Working boy can get it next time,” he said with a grin.


    Christ, I didn’t deserve a friend like him.


    “Next time is on me. And thanks for everything else, Ry. You’re the only one who stuck around, and I really appreciate it.” I slid off the seat and pulled my keys out of my pocket. I purposefully had only one beer and left the second round on the table untouched, since Avery had said she’d call me when the party was over to come by.


    “Hey, Seth,” Ryan said just before I walked off. “Be careful, okay? I know how screwed up Melissa made you, and I can tell that Avery is already a lot deeper under your skin.”


    I clasped him on the shoulder. “If it helps at all, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing anyway. Not like I need any more complications in my life right now. But I didn’t go looking for anything and neither did Avery, so we both figure we’ll ride this ride as long as it goes.”


    “Long as you both know it, then have fun, my friend. Let me know if you need anything.”


    “Will do.”


    I tapped my thumbs on the steering wheel the entire drive home, hoping to be waylaid by a call from Avery. But by the time I pulled onto my street, my phone was still silent. Maybe swanky dinner parties did go until all hours of the morning.


    What the hell did I know about shit like that?


    Just like that, my phone rang, the screen lighting up with AVERY.


    “Hey,” I said.


    “Hey.” Her voice sounded strange, distracted and lower than normal.


    Shit, something happened. A thousand different things flew through my head as I U-turned my truck around.


    “What’s up? You sound off.”


    She hesitated for a few seconds, then I heard a deep inhale. “Can you come over?”


    “I’m on my way.” My heart started to thump against my ribs. “Is everything okay, Avery?”


    “Not really.”


    My stomach twisted into a tight knot. My knuckles turned white from gripping the damned steering wheel so hard.


    “I’ll be there in ten minutes, baby. Did something happen? Do you need me to stay on the phone?”


    “That’s okay. I need to change and wash up. I’ll see you when you get here.”


    I jammed my foot down on the accelerator, and the truck jumped forward. Panic. Fear. Dread. It all twisted together inside me until I had convinced myself of the worst possible outcome.


    When she answered the door ten minutes later, I couldn’t get a read on her mood. She seemed... distracted. She didn’t wrap her arms around me or kiss me or even take my hand. Instead she moved deeper into her apartment until she stood at the opposite side of the room, staring out the window with her arms wrapped around her waist. I stood frozen just inside the door.


    “My dad knows about us.” Though her voice was soft, I heard it loud and clear. “He tried to get Grant and me back together tonight.”


    “The ex? The douche with the truck?”


    “Yeah.” She sound so... resigned. Fuck. Did she do it? Did she get back together with that asshole? My heart pounded against my ribs. “Did you?”


    A lump started to harden in my stomach. Shit. Was she really thinking about listening to him? She admitted earlier today that she’d basically given her father the run of her future.


    “Avery?”


    Her silence was freaking me the fuck out. I wanted to turn around and walk out before she could say the words, but a masochistic part of me wanted to hear them. Wanted her to spell it out for me.


    “Well?” There was a hard edge to the word.


    “I’ve known Grant since I was two,” she said, not turning to face me. “Our families have done everything together for the past nineteen years. It was assumed since we were teenagers that we’d end up together. It was this... given that was always there. I never really had a choice, but the thing was, I didn’t care. I thought I loved Grant and our families approved and he was the kind of man I saw myself growing old with. I felt like I was looking at my parents when they were my age. His father is a politician, you know, and Grant’s all set to follow the family legacy. We made sense on a professional level too, which is really important when you want to eventually run for the presidency like he does.”


    The lump in my stomach had turned to lead. How could she forgive an asshole move like cheating? She deserved a hell of a lot better than that. Or maybe she didn’t if she was going back to that fuckup.


    “So you decided that a fat bank account matters more than you thought, huh? Wedding bells ringing and a happily-ever-after in the big fucking mansion on the hill?” The words tasted bitter on my tongue because she might deserve better than Grant, but she did actually deserve everything someone could give her.


    That sure as hell wasn’t me.


    “I get it,” I said. “I’m not so stupid that I can’t take a hint.” Shit, I let myself fall for the poor rich girl routine again. I just wanted out. Far away from her and her lies. I grabbed the doorknob and yanked the door open.


    “Are you kidding me right now?” she said from right behind me.


    When I looked over my shoulder, she stood a few feet away, her hands clenched at her sides and fire shooting from her eyes. “I was trying to explain how why, up until I met you, I thought the future my parents had laid out was fine. God, you are such an ass sometimes. I have more self-respect than to go back to Grant, and he knows it. But my father knows about you. He thought if I would take Grant back, they could petition to have my CS dropped and then my ‘life can get back on track.’ Those were my father’s exact words, by the way. But the thing is, I like my life just fine where it is right now.”


    She stood glaring at me and she had never looked so fucking sexy.


    The door slipped from my grasp and clicked shut when I faced her. Now my heart thundered for an entirely different reason.


    She stepped closer and glared up at me. “I thought maybe someone finally saw me for me, but I guess I was wrong. So what exactly do you want from me, Seth? Because everyone in my life wants me to be something I’m not. I thought things were real between us, but if you think I care about money, that I would go back to someone who destroyed any trust I have toward him, then you don’t know me. You don’t know me at all. Maybe you should just go.”


    “Maybe I should.” But there was no conviction in my voice.


    Neither of us moved.


    Her chest rose and fell, and she was still glaring at me, but the honesty shining through the fury made me ache to touch her. To soothe the hurt she went through tonight. To show her that there was someone who cared about her just the way she was.


    “I do see you, Avery.” I took two steps closer, and her breath hitched. That little sound went right through me. “I see the woman who stood up for herself instead of accepting what everyone else wanted.” I took another step. Her eyes widened as she stared at me. “I see a strong person who stood up and took responsibility for her life.”


    Another step.


    We were only a foot apart now. Close enough that I could reach out and touch her. So I did. I slid my hand around the back of her neck and tugged her closer. Her hands were like fire, branding me as hers when she laid them against my chest.


    “I see you. The amazingly passionate woman who responds to everything I do and drives me insane.”


    Her breath washed over my lips. So close. But not close enough.


    “You deserve a hell of a lot better than me, Avery. I can’t give you shit, and my life is a series of fuckups...”


    “Stop.” She slid her hands behind my head and pulled me the last inch of space until our lips touched. Her eyes were wide open, and she stared at me, so intense I swear she was looking at my soul. “I see you too, Seth. And the man I see is strong and capable and is doing his best to take care of the people he loves.”


    I took her lips at those words, demanding and hard. I needed to be close to her, as close as possible to this angel who came into my life at the worst possible time. She gave me hope that things could be better, and I needed that as much as I needed air to breathe.


    Avery was my air.


    And I might not deserve her, but I was going to do my damnedest to make her feel cherished and important.


    “Don’t ever fucking do that again,” I said against her lips. “You scared the hell out of me.”


    I slid my hands down her ass, down the backs of her thighs, and then gripped her there and lifted. She squealed and tightened her hold around my neck. All I had to do was turn and I had her pressed up against the door. She locked her ankles behind my back, and I buried my face in her neck.


    She smelled so good.


    Her pulse flickered under my tongue.


    “Don’t jump to stupid conclusions again,” she said, tangling her fingers in the hair at the back of my head. “I want to be with you, Seth. Only you.”


    “Did you tell that dick ex of yours to fuck off?”


    “In those exact words,” she groaned.


    I smiled against her neck. “That’s my girl.”


    Mine. A fierce wave of possessiveness made my muscles ache. I rocked my hips, and she groaned. The sound went straight to my dick. God, I wanted her.


    Too much.


    Not enough.


    She gasped when I bit into the sensitive flesh between her neck and shoulder, then ran my tongue over the spot to soothe it. “Seth, please.”


    Now I groaned. “Fuck. I like it when you beg.”


    She tightened her arms and legs around my body and leaned close to my ear.


    “Please take me to bed and fuck me until I scream.”


    Her words were like gasoline on a raging fire. I took her lips, plunging my tongue into her mouth and swallowing her moan. Every step down the hall rocked her against my dick, driving me even crazier.


    It didn’t matter that I wasn’t looking for complications in my life. This funny, innocent, unpredictable girl owned me now.


    And I knew without a doubt that I would give her anything she wanted.


    All she had to do was ask.
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    “Oh, God... that was... holy shit...”


    I lay back against the sheets, limbs spread out everywhere. Holy God, I had no idea that I could orgasm twice. In a row. Seth had magical fingers and one hell of a talented tongue. I grinned at the ceiling like a fool. I wasn’t a statistic. I’d never really been one. The problem had been in the delivery with Grant. User error.


    I worked just fine. Seth had proven it again and again.


    “And we’re just getting started,” he murmured, burying his face in my neck. The languid feeling in my limbs quickly turned back to fire.


    I trailed my fingers over his jaw.


    “You have too many clothes on,” I said.


    Laughter rumbled in his chest. “All you have to do is ask.”


    I pushed myself up so that I was half lying across him. His eyes grew darker when I leaned down and ran my tongue across his lips. “Seth, will you please take your clothes off so that I can touch you?”


    He groaned and pulled my head down so that he could kiss me again. His tongue stroked and thrust and reignited the fire that turned my blood molten. When he pulled away and rested his forehead against mine, he was panting. “You can have anything, baby, anything you want.”


    “Good,” I said, sliding my hands up under his shirt. “Because I want you.”


    He flopped back onto the bed and put his hands behind his neck. “I’m all yours.”


    I slowly pushed his shirt up, savoring the inches of skin that revealed themselves. I loved looking at him, touching him. I leaned forward and brushed my lips across his tight stomach. The muscles there jumped at my touch.


    A surge of power shot through me. His reaction to my touch never got old.


    He groaned.


    Heat pooled between my legs.


    “Take your shirt off,” I said, running my tongue up the groove in the middle of his stomach.


    His breath hissed out and he rose up enough to grab the back of his T-shirt and pull it over his head. I watched, fascinated, at the way his muscles rippled and moved. The black swirls of his tattoos seemed as if they were alive. I could spend hours just tracing them with my fingers.


    Deep ridges lined his six-pack, and a yummy V on his hips pointed down, as if guiding me to the good stuff.


    I smiled against his skin.


    He was warm and solid and mine.


    I sat up and threw my bare leg over his hips so that I was straddling him. Before, he’d been in control, but this time, I wanted to be the one to drive him crazy. I watched Seth’s face and saw his eyes narrow as he looked at me.


    His hips shifted under mine. The hard bulge in his jeans rubbed against the spot he played so good earlier. Goose bumps erupted all over my skin, tightening my nipples to stiff peaks. I rocked slowly, never looking away from his stare.


    “Christ, Avery, you’re gonna kill me.” Seth moved his hands from behind his head and rested them on my hips. His fingers dug in and he moved me back and forth, so slow that I bit my lip to keep from urging him to move faster.


    Seth’s eyes blazed as he moved his hands around my waist, sliding them higher until he cupped my breasts.


    “You wanna ride me, baby? I want to watch you move while I’m inside you.”


    Fire exploded through my veins. I moaned and threw back my head. His thumbs brushed over the tips of my breasts and it sent shots of need racing between my legs.


    “Seth,” I whimpered.


    My hips moved faster, each thrust feeding the building desire that had started to consume me again. I felt wild, out of control, and I liked it.


    “You look so fucking hot, Avery.”


    I felt him grow harder between my legs. I did that to him. Me. He wanted me, and I wanted him. Inside me. It still took all my control to slide off to the side. My body was strung so tight I could barely see straight.


    I fumbled with the button on his jeans, leaned down and kissed the line of skin just above his waistband, then pulled down the zipper. I don’t think I’d ever felt this level of want before.


    Like if I didn’t have Seth inside me right that second, I’d die.


    His hands stroked down my back, caressing my ass. When his fingers slid between my legs and teased the bundle of nerves where all the longing was centered, I moaned his name.


    “I can’t... think... when you do that,” I gasped. I rocked back against his hand as the tension built again. Just when I was about to explode, Seth stopped and pulled his hand free, trailing a line of wetness over my thigh.


    “Baby, I want you. Now.” He lifted his hips and pushed his jeans off.


    He slid his hand up my arm and cradled my neck, then tugged me down so that our lips were only an inch apart. His eyes burned with desire.


    “I need to be inside you, Avery,” he said against my lips.


    I reached into his jeans, pulled out a condom, and handed it to him. Foil crinkled and he tore the condom packet open with his teeth. Then he handed it to me.


    I stared at him wide-eyed.


    I’d never done that before.


    “I’m not sure...”


    After I took it, Seth reached down and wrapped his fingers around his cock, stroking up and down slowly. God, it was mesmerizing to watch.


    My fingers shook as I placed the latex over the head and started to unroll. It fit over his length like a glove, and the low moan in his throat told me I was doing something right. When it was completely on, I smiled at him, suddenly feeling shy.


    It was such an intimate gesture.


    His fingers wrapped around my wrist and he pulled me on top of him. I straddled his hips and leaned down to kiss him again. Tension filled his body, his muscles strained and moved under my fingers, but he lay there and let me control the pace.


    His hands were firm but gentle as they settled around my waist.


    I lifted enough so that I could hold him in place, then met his gaze and sank down onto him. I don’t know who groaned louder. Our voices mixed together in harmony.


    “Shit.” Seth gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. “Don’t move, baby. Just... give me a second.” His nostrils flared and he inhaled ragged breaths.


    I clenched around him.


    “Fuck, don’t do that!” His hands held me down, impaled on his entire length. Now his entire body shook.


    Something wanton unleashed inside me.


    I was making him beg. Power surged through me and I threw back my head.


    I wanted to move. The sensation of being completely filled made me feel too good. I wanted to come again, with him inside me. I squeezed again. His breath whooshed from his lungs and he slowly rocked my hips.


    It wasn’t going to take much.


    I was already so close.


    A whimper escaped from between my lips.


    Seth opened his eyes and looked up at me. The emotion in them took my breath away. His hands rose to cup my breasts, squeezing the nipples between his thumb and finger. Molten heat shot straight to my clit.


    I moved, letting him slide almost all the way out before I plunged back down.


    Seth growled low in his throat. He dropped one hand and slid it between our bodies. His thumb pressed against my clit, and every time I rocked forward, the tension inside me grew tighter.


    “I’m too fucking close, baby. Ride me. I want to feel you explode on my cock.”


    I whimpered, put my hands on his chest, and thrust my hips back and forth. The dual sensations of his cock and thumb drove me higher and higher. Sounds came out of my mouth that I’d never heard before.


    Light danced behind my eyes.


    Oh, God.


    Did I say that out loud?


    Did it matter?


    I was so close.


    “Come for me, baby,” Seth growled. “For me.”


    He swiped his thumb one more time and I shattered. My cry of release tangled with emotions that clogged in my throat. Tears burned my eyes. Wave after wave of the most delicious pleasure I’ve ever felt washed through me.


    I felt Seth go rigid under me, and then he growled, low and deep.


    His arms wrapped around me and he pulled me down so that I was lying on top of him. I could hear his heart thundering under my ear. It matched what was going on in my own chest. Every few seconds, fissures of pleasure made me clench around him.


    Each time he groaned and lifted his hips a little.


    He kissed my neck, my jaw, and finally claimed my lips. His tongue stroked languidly over mine. When he stopped, he laid his forehead against mine. There was just enough light from the hallway that I could see how bright his eyes were.


    Something that I thought I saw in them took my breath away.


    He probably saw the same thing reflecting from mine.


    This was too fast and too intense, but I didn’t want it to stop. Every single day that I spent with him made me fall just a little bit more. The days, the nights, were running together, and the outside world was just a vague notion.


    I didn’t want to think about what would happen after. When CS was done. When I went back to school. All I knew was that every time I thought about tomorrow, Seth was a part of it.


    I couldn’t imagine my life without him.
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    “You cook now?” Avery asked the next morning. She stood in the doorway to the kitchen wearing nothing but my T-shirt. Eggs be damned. I wanted to spread her out over the table and have her for breakfast instead.


    “Food. I need sustenance after last night.” She met my stare, and her cheeks turned pink.


    God, she looked hot with her bed head and a smile. I think we finally fell asleep around five, but I woke up an hour later. Some habits were hard to break, I guess. Prison makes you a rule follower whether you like it or not.


    Avery sidled up next to me and peeked into the pan. “You smell delicious.”


    I ducked my head. It wasn’t some fancy eggplant dish for sure like she had whipped up the other night, but I could make scrambled eggs and bacon. Could even pour a mean glass of OJ too.


    I leaned down and buried my face in her neck, inhaling a lungful of Avery. “You smell delicious,” I murmured against her skin. I could stay there all day, just breathing her in. That smell, a combination of vanilla and flowers and just her, had me aching to be near her.


    “Cooking bacon shirtless is not a smart idea, but I can’t find it in myself to complain.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to my shoulder. I almost flipped the fucking food right out onto the floor. Her chuckle told me she knew it too.


    I’d only thrown on my jeans before I made it out to the kitchen. Avery had on my shirt and no way in hell was I going to take it back. Well, not yet anyway. I did have plans to take it off her again. Very soon.


    “Sit.” I waved the spatula at her.


    She walked over to the coffeepot instead and reached up high for a mug in the cupboard. The shirt rode up enough so that I could clearly see she had not put on panties before coming into the kitchen.


    Damn her. I was trying to do something nice and she was shooting my concentration to shit.


    “You are evil,” I muttered.


    She grinned at me over her shoulder. “I was thinking, since I showed you my special spot yesterday, maybe we could do something you want to today?”


    The laugh burst out before I could stop it. “If I remember correctly, I saw your special spot about half a dozen times. And licked it and kissed it and... ”


    “Okay!” Her cheeks turned bright pink, but she laughed too. “Let me rephrase, then. Since I took you to the lake, is there anyplace you want to show me?”


    She looked so damned hopeful that I sobered instantly. My life before prison wasn’t anything to write home about. I partied. Drank. Hung out with Ryan and did some stupid shit. Most of it revolved around Ryan’s place, three trailers down from ours.


    A knot tightened in my stomach. Christ, was I really contemplating taking Avery to a trailer park? As long as I stayed five hundred feet from my old home, I’d be within the conditions of my parole.


    Shit. I scrubbed my hand over my face.


    “It’s okay,” she backtracked quickly, sensing my hesitation. “We can hang out here or go down to the pool.”


    But Avery had shared something that meant a lot to her, and I’d be a selfish prick if I didn’t return the gesture. Pretty fucked-up when the best part of my past was a house with axles.


    “Let me make a call after breakfast.” I slid the eggs and bacon onto two Betty Boop plates and carried them to the table. I hadn’t noticed that Avery had gotten me a cup of coffee too. The normalcy of the whole situation hit me hard between the eyes.


    It would be so easy to fall into this safe place.


    Somehow with Avery, I forgot about the shit right outside my door. I watched her dive into her food, and her eyes closed as she moaned around a mouthful of eggs. Damn if it didn’t make me feel ten feet tall and bulletproof to see her so happy. The knot in my stomach tightened.


    It was going to kill me when she realized she deserved better. And she would. Once community service was over and she stepped back into her real life, her friends, her classes, she’d see it.


    Her fork paused halfway to her mouth.


    “Aren’t you eating?” She cocked her head to the side. “Is everything okay?”


    It wasn’t, but there was no way I would break this magical spell and tell her that.


    “I have somewhere to show you, but it’s not anything like that spot at the lake. If you want,” I added.


    Avery set her fork down and pushed the chair back. She was on my lap with her arms around my neck before I could blink.


    “I just want to know more about you. If it’s a part of you, if you have good memories there, then I’d be honored if you shared it with me.” Her lips moved down the side of my neck, and the hairs on my arms stood up.


    “Breakfast,” I mumbled.


    “No.” She moved her legs so that she straddled my lap, and I could feel the heat from between her legs through my jeans. When she shifted her hips, I was gone.


    “Don’t blame me when you pass out from hunger later.” I gripped under her thighs and stood up, keeping her wrapped around me. She tightened her arms and bit down on my shoulder. I missed a step.


    “Damn it.”


    I made my way to her bedroom with the grace of a stampeding water buffalo.


    Avery said nothing as I made the turn into Garden Grove Estates.


    We’d taken my truck instead of her Beemer on purpose. That car in this neighborhood would draw notice. Something I didn’t want or need. I hoped that if Davis did see my truck, he’d realize I wasn’t there trying to see Sara. That he wouldn’t call the cops even though I wasn’t technically doing anything wrong. There were about five hundred feet between Ryan’s place and my old home, give or take a few hundred.


    The dull thump in my chest sped up as familiar sites greeted me. The night I got out, I had driven back to the entrance to the park, but it was dark and I allowed myself only a few glances before I took off.


    Now I saw everything clearly.


    In a year, not much had changed. Old Mrs. Hopsin’s flowers still looked like they belonged on a home and garden show, not next to a thirty-year-old run-down blue trailer. My mom used to laugh and call them eloquently barbaric looking.


    Well, she did before she met Davis and stopped thinking anything at all except when her next fix would come. I tightened my fingers around the steering wheel. This might have been a bad idea, because if I saw that fucker, I’d be tempted to run him over.


    It was taking a chance, going there to see Ryan, but I wanted to give Avery something that was a part of me. This, the rows of trailers and barking dogs and kids running around, was me.


    As if she could sense my mixed feelings about being back, Avery reached over and put her hand over one of mine, softly stroking her thumb back and forth. I felt the tension ease a little.


    “So this is where you grew up?” she asked. Her gaze had been shifting back and forth since I pulled into the park. She probably wanted to run home and take a shower to wash the grunge off.


    “Yeah, this was home sweet home.” I tried to see it through Avery’s eyes—the poverty, the lack of caring about anything, which was obvious by the condition of the cars and yards. It was even worse than I remembered. What the fuck had I been thinking, bringing her here?


    “It must have been nice growing up around so many other kids.” The wistful note in her voice floored me.


    “Huh?”


    “There are kids everywhere. You probably ran around outside all day with your friends, right? That’s so great.”


    She just summarized my entire childhood. I glanced over and saw a sad smile on her lips.


    “Yeah, I guess.” Christ, no one ever called the way I grew up great. At least not in a serious way. “Didn’t you play outside with your friends?”


    She shrugged. “Tennis lessons and horseback riding, I guess. If I were with other kids, it was always for some kind of lesson. I can’t remember just... playing with anyone. Not like this.” She waved her hand toward a group of boys in the middle of a game of war. Half were on one side of a driveway, hiding behind a car up on cinder blocks, their stick guns pointed at the kids on the other side.


    “Or that?” I asked.


    A group of about six teens were hanging out in a front yard. The girls were sitting on the lowered tailgate of a rusted truck, and the guys were tossing a ball around a few feet away. Music from inside the trailer thumped away over the laughter.


    How many days had Ryan and I spent doing the exact same thing?


    “I always wanted to be part of that,” Avery said. “Just hanging out, talking about anything but school or extracurricular activities or SAT scores. Having fun with boys.”


    I really wasn’t sure what to say to her. From this side of the street, the lives of the rich kids looked golden. Never worry about heat or food or getting sick, hell, yeah.


    Except she looked lost right now, and I hated it.


    “What about your friend, the one from the bar?”


    “Shari? Yeah, we’ve been friends pretty much forever. Our parents set us up in preschool. Thankfully we clicked, but it wasn’t until college that she tried to get me to loosen up a little.” She looked at me from the corner of her eye. “I started dating Grant freshman year of college, even though we’d known each other our entire lives. So I never really did the whole party scene as a teenager. The fishbowls were Shari’s idea, after she had a messy breakup with a guy freshman year. I went along with it because she needed a friend. Then it became this tradition of sorts, when my parents pissed me off, or when Shari broke up with some other guy.”


    “Fishbowls? I don’t get it.”


    “We had these bowls, and one had occupations and the other had every bar and club within five miles. We’d pick a personality and a location, and that’s who we were for the night.”


    “The night we met?”


    “Yeah. I don’t normally dress like that, if you haven’t noticed.” Avery smiled at me, and I reached out and wound my fingers between hers.


    “I owe Shari a huge favor.” I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like if Avery wasn’t sitting next to me. Christ, I didn’t want to.


    I pulled into the driveway of a light gray trailer with green trim. Of all of them in the park, it was probably the nicest from the outside. Ryan put a lot of energy into keeping it up. In case his mom ever decided to come back, I was sure, but I’d never say that to his face.


    The door flew open, and Ryan bounded down the steps. I killed the engine and waited. If Avery wanted to leave, we would leave. The last thing I wanted to do was make her uncomfortable.


    “Man, I thought you were shittin’ me, bringing her here.” Ryan leaned in the driver’s-side window. “Hello again, Fancy.”


    I didn’t miss the way his gaze lowered to her bare legs, and I gave him a good smack upside the head.


    “Dude, eyes above the neck.”


    Ry winked at Avery. “Just appreciating what nature gave her.”


    I started to smack him again when Avery laughed. “I can see why you two are such good friends. Neither of you knows how to rein it in.”


    “Get that fine ass out here and grab a beer,” Ryan said. “You too, Avery.”


    Avery’s laughter followed me out of the truck. It was good to hear it, especially here. Ryan’s house was the one place that had any good memories for me, and I really wanted her to see it like I did.


    “The full effect.” Ryan swept his arm over the setup. Three lawn chairs, a red cooler filled with beer, and a fire in the old fire pit. Crazy how it looked exactly the same. But it felt different with Avery here now. Had we really sat around this fire for nights on end?


    Way back when, I tried to get Melissa to come here with me. She’d laughed in my face and asked why she’d want to sit around a trailer park and drink cheap beer.


    But Avery looked delighted as she strode over to the cooler like she’d been doing it her whole life.


    “So, Ryan,” Avery said, snatching up a beer and plopping down on a rickety lawn chair, “you have to tell me stories about Seth.”


    Ryan grinned.


    “Shit,” I muttered, grabbing a beer and sliding into the chair next to Avery. I hadn’t expected she’d want to stay and hang out. Hadn’t really thought through what would happen if she did. Everyone in the park knew me and my truck. There were more than a few who would try to cause problems.


    “When the hell did you get out and why didn’t you call me?” a low, feminine voice said right behind me, as if on cue.


    Ryan looked over my shoulder and sputtered. Beer dribbled down his chin. I thought I heard him mutter fuck, or maybe that was me. Long tan legs appeared, encased in barely there jean shorts. Tracy lifted one and straddled my chair before sinking down onto my lap. Her arms wove around my neck.


    “If I knew you were out, I would have personally welcomed you home, baby.” She leaned in to kiss me, but I jerked back. My hands were on her hips, but it was only to stop her from dry-humping me in front of Avery.


    “Err, hi, Tracy.”


    Out of the corner of my eye I saw Avery stand up. Shit. I tried to move Tracy, but she was like a fucking burr stuck to my jeans.


    “Tracy, is it?” I heard Avery ask. She stood on my left, and when I looked up, I couldn’t get a read on what she was thinking. “I’m Avery, and I’d appreciate it if you’d stop dry-humping my boyfriend now.”


    My mouth fell open, and Ryan sputtered around another mouthful of beer before bursting out with laughter.


    Tracy stopped moving and glared at Ryan over her shoulder, then slowly lifted off my lap. She eyeballed Avery from head to toe. “This? Really? You’ve got to be kidding me.”


    I stood up before Tracy decided to do something stupid, and moved beside Avery. I wrapped my arm around her waist, and she leaned into me immediately.


    “You’re just the flavor of the week, sweetie,” Tracy drawled. “We have history, me and him, and when he gets tired of your bony ass, he’ll be back in my bed.”


    I wanted to roll my eyes. Good God. I hadn’t slept with Tracy in over three years. Not after one drunk night that I regretted as soon as I sobered up. We were never together after that, despite how hard she tried to change that.


    “I think it’s time you went home, Trace,” Ryan said, taking the words out of my mouth. I shook my head, partly in disbelief that Tracy had actually just tried to pull what she did, and partly in disbelief at Avery’s too-cool-to-be-true reaction.


    Tracy stormed off in a huff.


    “You want some fries with that shake, girl?” Ryan hollered.


    Tracy’s pleased laughter floated back to us. Attention. That’s all she wanted.


    I set my beer down, ready to take Avery home, when she kissed me on the cheek and settled back into her chair. “So, you were going to tell me stories about all the trouble you two got into when you were younger.”


    Ryan met my gaze over her head and nodded in approval. He liked her.


    Hell, I was speechless.


    So when Ry started in about crazy shit we did as kids, it took me awhile to find my voice and dispute half the stuff he was telling her. Ryan told her about the time we snuck out and climbed onto the roof of my house to drink beer when we were twelve. Avery said she didn’t believe him until he pointed farther down the dirt road to where a run-down trailer sat behind a row of unkempt hedges.


    And I stared at it.


    Sara was so close. Was she in there right now? Was Davis? I clenched and unclenched my fists until I felt Avery’s hand settle over mine. Soon after, I told Ryan we had to go. Coming here was both good and bad. I was glad Avery saw this small piece of me and didn’t run the other way.


    But it also reminded me that I was a failure, because Sara was still here.


    That sobering thought kept me quiet on the ride back to Avery’s place. When we got inside, she put on a movie and pulled me over to the couch. When she curled herself around me without saying a word, I let her warmth sink through me.


    Neither of us paid any attention to what was happening on the screen.


    “It’s like I’m living two different lives right now,” I said. “I’ve got you, and you make me feel like everything is possible, and then I go back and it all comes slamming back into my head. The reality is that my sister is a drug addict and I can’t help her.”


    Avery pulled back enough to look me in the eye. “You will. You got a job and you’ll have a lawyer soon. You’re doing it the right way, I promise.”


    There was no doubt or hesitation in her words, but they didn’t make me feel better. The sick feeling in my gut still twisted and tumbled. “But what if it’s too late? It’s going to take weeks to get the retainer I need. If anything happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself.”


    She took my hand and twined her fingers with mine. I stared at them as if they were a lifeline in an endless sea.


    “Remember, you fight for her, and I’ll fight for you. Always.”
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    I couldn’t believe I was striding into CS on Monday morning with an actual bounce in my step, but there it was. So much had happened this weekend that it seemed impossible that it was only three days earlier that I had contemplated approaching Seth in the parking lot after work. Now I couldn’t wait to spend the day with him, even if it did mean spearing trash by the roadside in a hideous orange jumpsuit.


    But Rick had other ideas.


    “Hunter,” he bellowed as soon as Seth and I walked in together. “Get over here, you’re with Dave today since Mike’s got a doctor’s note this week. You two will be helping the pickup crew through Wednesday. You’ll ride in and back with them. The rest of you, get on the bus, we’re heading out.”


    I saw Rick glance over at Seth and me.


    The way he was watching us, I knew what was going on. My father had Rick keeping an eye on me. I knew that already, but I guess it went deeper than that.


    “My father’s doing,” I said to Seth. “I know it was him.” I wanted to call and yell at him, but Rick shouted a last warning and pushed out of the door. If I didn’t get on the bus, I’d get written up as a no-show.


    Seth pulled me in for a quick hug, then kissed my forehead. “I’ll see you after CS. We can grab a pizza and go back to your place for a really long dirty shower.” He turned me around and slapped my ass, and I jumped forward. A couple of the Works guys laughed.


    Outside, I could see Rick waiting for me by the bus doors.


    Damn my father. After we got done today I was going to call him. I was twenty-one, for crying out loud. I didn’t need him babysitting me. I took my frustration out on the door and pushed it open as hard as I could.


    Last night after the trailer park visit, Seth had been so down, and it broke me to see him so hopeless. I knew he was thinking about his sister, and I wanted to fix everything for him so bad, but I couldn’t.


    Not if I wanted to keep him.


    He needed to do it on his own and I respected that, even though I hated watching him suffer through it. I started toward the bus but paused next to Rick. “I know my father told you to do this,” I said to him under my breath, not wanting the others to get wind of what was going on.


    “I told you before, you should stay away from that one. He has a violent past, and your father is just looking out for you.”


    I snorted, actually snorted at him. “You don’t know the first thing about Seth or what he did. As for my father? He’s just mad that he isn’t getting his way for once. Guess what, you’re both wasting your time. Play your games from six to two. It doesn’t really matter in the big picture.”


    “You’ll see his true colors eventually,” Rick said.


    I lifted an eyebrow. “Seth’s or my father’s?”


    Before Rick could answer, I stepped onto the bus and took a seat in the middle. From the window I could see Seth and Dave climbing into the big trash truck that would pick up the bags we filled.


    Already I missed him.


    Just being around him made me feel like I could do anything I wanted. He made me not want to do what everyone else wanted me to. The girl I was around him? I was really starting to like her. I smiled and leaned my forehead against the glass. It didn’t matter what my father did, he couldn’t stop Seth and me from being together.


    True to his word, Rick kept us apart the entire week during the day, but we did get to see each other every single night, and I talked Seth into staying over to make it easier on both of us. Friday morning, the alarm went off and I rolled over and watched Seth’s eyes blink open.


    Having him there when I woke up was the best part of the day.


    With Grant, on the few occasions he would stay over, we operated on autopilot. I think maybe one time we had a morning quickie and it was because I asked. Looking back, it was clear what was missing.


    Passion.


    I never had this under-the-skin itch to be around Grant every minute of the day. To hear his voice or laugh, to lose myself in his eyes right before he kissed me. I never actually anticipated the next time we’d be together. Matching our schedules to fit in a date seemed logical at the time. Hell, my parents did it for as long as I can remember, and it made sense.


    Or it did.


    Now, with nothing but time, CS aside, I was starting to see the draw of a before-dinner quickie on the table, or even being surprised in the shower by a totally hot tattooed boy who stole my breath every time I saw him naked.


    He was happy with grilled cheese sandwiches and a beer.


    Didn’t need eighteen-year-old scotch and a four-course meal.


    “You look good enough to eat this morning,” Seth said in his sleep-rough voice that sent my pulse racing every time I heard it. “You’re too far away.” He reached out and slid an arm under my waist and dragged me closer.


    He didn’t need to pull me, because I’d go to him anytime he asked.


    Seth nestled my back against his front and buried his face in my neck. The light overnight stubble on his chin sent goose bumps rippling down my arms.


    “I wish we could play hooky and stay here all day.”


    “Saturday morning. It’s a date,” he said against my skin. “No clothes. No plans. You. Me. This bed and maybe the couch, or the table, or the...” He oomphed when I elbowed him. “I take back my own rule. The plan is now to have you in every single room of your place. That might take all day.”


    He punctuated his words with his lips against my shoulder.


    I shifted my hips and pressed back against the hard bulge in his shorts.


    “I think maybe we should get an early start on the weekend,” he growled.


    I was about to agree when my phone started humming. I’d set it to vibrate last night so nothing would interrupt us.


    Still, who the hell called at five in the morning on a Friday?


    A quick glance at the screen told me I should have known.


    “Good morning, Mother.”


    “Avery. I need you to be at the house tonight at seven. Your father is meeting a few of his more important campaign donors, and we need to show them that all this nonsense with you has not affected our family. The gray suit and black heels, the thin ones, not that clunky pair you like to wear. Please make sure your hair is presentable. I can call in a favor to my stylist; actually I’ll just do that right now. Be at Trinity’s by five.”


    She hung up before I even had a chance to mumble a reply.


    “Has she always been that overbearing?” Seth asked.


    “You heard that?” I leaned over and set the phone on the stand. My hand was shaking with anger. Not once had she ever asked me to do anything. Avery, you will take riding lessons. Avery, you will be in advanced calculus this year. Avery, you will wear the gray suit and black heels. The thin ones.


    “Kinda hard not to. She has one of those voices.”


    I settled back against Seth’s chest and closed my eyes. I wanted to call her back and tell her to go to hell, but I knew I wouldn’t. It was a tiring obsession, the quest to win my mother’s approval. I was an adult and it shouldn’t matter anymore, but every time she told me to jump, I simply asked how high.


    Seth brushed my hair back and traced his fingers over my temples. “I start my job tonight anyway, if you need to go.”


    I’d totally forgotten about that. “I won’t see you at all tonight? Or tomorrow?”


    His fingers stilled.


    As illogical as it was, tears burned the back of my eyes. I shifted so that I was on my back looking up at him.


    I hated this. I hated her intrusion on our perfect morning.


    “Will you come over when you get out?” I asked.


    He looked down at me, hesitation in his eyes. “It’ll be late and I’ll smell like bar sweat.”


    “I like waking up with you,” I said.


    “I said anything, so yes, I’ll come by after work.” He kissed my forehead, my nose, then moved to my lips.


    We were only three minutes late to CS.


    And I had all day to dread seeing my parents that evening. I thought about ignoring my mother’s recommendation that I see her stylist before dinner, but it would only add fuel to her fire. I just wanted to go, smile when prompted, and leave as soon as I could.


    I was still mad as hell at both of them for what they tried to do.


    I left to see Trinity at four thirty. At seven, I stepped into the foyer of my parents’ home, filled to the brim with attitude. If she wanted me there, it would be on my terms.


    “That’s not the gray suit.” Her gaze ran down over the fitted black cocktail dress I’d picked out instead. The neckline plunged below what she deemed decent and the slit in the side hit midthigh. I felt confident and sexy in it.


    “I was tired of looking like a fifty-year-old aunt.” I slid my jacket off my shoulders and handed it to her. She liked to pretend we were just a normal family when we had donors come over. For whatever reason, greeting them at the door and taking their coats, which she then handed off to David, fell among her “domestic duties.”


    Mother’s eyes narrowed. “What the hell have you done to your hair?”


    “Had some length taken off and did some fun highlights. I think the caramel and lighter blond streaks really make my eyes pop. At least that’s what Trinity said.” I smiled.


    The best part was that she’d paid for it.


    “Avery, is that you?” My dad’s voice boomed through the foyer, and with a shrug, I pushed past Mother and headed into the front parlor, where it looked like everyone was gathering for drinks.


    This time the gathering was more intimate, with only a dozen of my father’s best supporters. The ones who donated huge sums of money and whom my father would then grant favors to after he won the seat as mayor.


    “Dad,” I said coolly. I started past him to the bar, but his hand on my arm stopped me.


    “Not the time or place,” he said under his breath. “Tonight is about showing a united front. I’ve invited Grant and his father. I expect you to smile and be supportive.”


    I glared at his hand. “Of course. It’s not like I’d do something crazy, like bribe an ex-boyfriend or anything, right? That’s your MO.” With that I yanked free and he had to let me go, unless he wanted to make a scene.


    “Cranberry and vodka,” I told the bartender. If my mother expected me to sip white wine all evening, she was in for another surprise.


    “You look beautiful,” a familiar voice said.


    “Not in the mood, Grant.” I grabbed my glass and slid a five into the tip jar.


    “I’m actually being sincere. That dress looks great on you, but there’s something else.”


    “The hair?” I asked, waving my hand toward my head.


    “Nope, but I like it. It fits you in some weird way.” His gaze moved over my face, and more than once I thought he was going to say something. If my father sent him over to try to get back together again, I was going to scream.


    “I’m not getting back with you, Grant. And you can tell my father to stop trying unless he wants a scene.”


    “That’s not what I wanted to say. I know we’re over. Hell, we were never really on in the first place.” He must have seen something in my eyes, because he held up his hand. “Don’t deny it, Ave. You know it’s true. There wasn’t any chemistry between us. We’ve been friends since we were like five, and it was always there that we would end up together. I think we both went along with it because it was the easiest thing to do.”


    Hearing him say it, admit what I knew, was actually a relief. “I know.”


    “I am sorry about Krista. I was desperate for a connection and felt something with her, and I should have talked to you about all this instead of letting you find us like that. I never wanted to hurt you.”


    Finally, he was telling me the truth. I saw it all over his face. And instead of anger, I felt... free.


    “I should have said something too. I guess I never really thought there was anything else for me, you know. I never knew what it was that was missing until I met...” I glanced around the room. Was I really talking about my current boyfriend with my ex-boyfriend?


    “He makes you glow,” he said quietly. There was a sadness in his eyes. “I never did that for you.”


    “What?” My glass froze halfway to my mouth.


    “The new guy. That’s what’s changed about you. I’ve never seen you look so... happy. No, confident. Your mom must have shit a brick when you walked in tonight. Let me guess, gray suit, right?”


    I laughed. “Yes. And she’s the one who insisted I visit her hairdresser, so she paid for this, which makes it even better.”


    “You never would have found this part of yourself with me. We were too...”


    “Like our parents?” I asked.


    “Exactly.”


    I looked up at Grant. Somehow he seemed different to me too.


    “I hope one day you can forgive me,” he said. “I know I probably don’t deserve it, but before all this we were friends, and maybe we can get back there someday.”


    “I don’t hate you.” And I didn’t. He was human. He’d screwed up, but so had I by accepting good enough instead of great.


    “You surprised the hell out of me. When you trashed my truck. I was willing to accept what you did, hell, I deserved what you did to it.”


    “Why did you press charges then? The video?”


    He met my gaze, then it faltered.


    Shit. Grant didn’t do it after all.


    “My father made you do it?”


    Grant sighed. “He said that with the video, there was no way he could push it under the rug and that he couldn’t make an exception, not with his one-strike platform. I’m sorry about that too, Ave. I didn’t want to.”


    It helped knowing that Grant had not planned on pressing charges. He wasn’t the dick I thought he was.


    “Thank you for telling me. And it’s okay. Because if none of this had happened, I would never have met Seth.”


    “To finding your happiness.” Grant lifted his scotch on the rocks and I held up my glass. The soft click felt like the end of something and also the beginning. “And not taking your mother’s fashion advice anymore.”


    We both laughed.


    From across the room I saw my father nod in approval in our direction. He probably thought we were making up. Let him think he won.


    My mother came into the room and clapped her hands. Her hair was perfect. Her dress was perfect. She barely spared a glance for my father. “Dinner is served. Please follow me.”


    Grant held out his arm, and I tucked my hand into the groove of his elbow. At least I wouldn’t be alone for the rest of the night.
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    Friday night and the place was packed.


    Jimmy had me running into the storeroom for beer pretty much all night. It was midnight and there were no signs of anyone slowing down. Trial by fire was damned true.


    A shoving match broke out between two drunk-off-their-ass guys, and I put down the rag I’d been holding. “Time to earn my keep again,” I shouted over my shoulder.


    Sylvia gave me a thumbs-up. This was the third scuffle I’d broken up tonight.


    “Okay, guys, settle down or you’re outta here,” I yelled when I was next to the two idiots throwing punches so far off their target it would be funny if they weren’t serious.


    One guy turned and aimed his drunk fist at me. I grabbed it and spun him around, twisting it behind his back. “Okay, man, time to head home.”


    His slurred rant hailed down on me as I led him out the door.


    When the cool night air met us, he stopped struggling. I let him go and stepped back. “You need to keep your temper in check, or you won’t be welcome back here, you got it?”


    He mumbled something that sounded like screw you, then turned and tripped his way toward the street. I scrubbed my hand over my face. Another hour and we could kick all of ’em out and lock the door.


    I had to remember that every asshole drunk was one step closer to getting Sara away from Davis. That alone motivated me to go back into the sweltering air.


    I’d just got back behind the bar when my phone vibrated.


    Jim said he didn’t like personal calls at work, but I couldn’t think of anyone who’d call, so I pulled it out of my pocket. Ryan?


    “Hey, man, what’s up? Not supposed to get calls at work.”


    I couldn’t hear him over the noise around me. I held up a finger to Sylvia and ducked back into the hallway where it was quieter.


    “Sorry, man, place is a zoo. What’d you say?”


    “Sara’s in the hospital, Seth.” Ryan’s voice cracked and my heart stopped. “It’s bad and she’s in surgery and they won’t tell me anything because I’m not family.”


    The floor tilted, and I thought I was going to lose my burger from earlier. My blood froze and grew sluggish in my veins. Now the noise around me silenced for a different reason.


    “Where?” I croaked.


    “Eastside Memorial. You better get here quick. I don’t know... just get here, okay?”


    “I’m on my way,” I said, already pushing my way out of the bar.
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    “It takes a village to elect a new mayor, and I’m proud to be surrounded by the people who believe I’m the best candidate for that job.”


    My father stood at the head of the table among the murmurings of agreement. I resisted an eye roll as I pushed the rubbery chicken around on my plate. The night had been interminable, even with Grant and me back on good terms, and all I wanted was to get home and wait for Seth. Now I had to listen to my father’s posturing on top of everything.


    “My record speaks for itself, and I firmly stand behind my one-strike platform, which I think will see a dramatic reduction in crime in our fair city.”


    Several glances moved to me.


    That I was not an exception helped my father in his endeavor.


    “Despite recent unexpected circumstances, we’ve pulled together, and I’ve shown that I mean business.”


    More approving noises and more glances turned my way. It was obvious that I was that circumstance. I was there tonight to assure everyone I had fallen in line.


    “Monica, Avery, would you join me, please.” This is where I was supposed to stand on one side with my mother and smile like the happy family we were supposed to be.


    I stood reluctantly with a smile plastered on my face. Just as I was about to push my chair back, my phone vibrated in my purse. Next to me, Representative Jones’s wife narrowed her eyes. The noise stopped, and I slid the chair back so I could step free from the table.


    My mother already stood at my father’s side, and they both watched me with mixed expressions of impatience and annoyance.


    Two low hums came from my purse.


    Grant reached over and plucked it free, but his eyebrows dipped down when he looked at the screen. Unmindful of everyone around us waiting, he held it out to me.


    A text.


    Avery it’s Ryan. Pick up your damned phone.


    Almost immediately it started vibrating again.


    I answered without even having to think about it. Already my heart thumped against my ribs. Why would Ryan call me? Oh, God, what if something had happened to Seth?


    “Hello?” My voice came out shaky and too high.


    “Avery. You need to get to Eastside Memorial right now,” Ryan said breathlessly. In the background I heard the rumble of a truck’s engine.


    My knees started to shake and I reached out, searching for something solid to hold on to. Grant was there, his hand in mine. Keeping me from falling onto the floor.


    “Oh, God, did something happen to Seth?” Tears burned the backs of my eyes.


    “He’s okay. It’s Sara. She’s in surgery. I was just coming home when the ambulance came barreling through. Someone said Davis beat her up bad. I didn’t tell Seth it was Davis, but once he finds out...”


    “He’ll go after him,” I whispered.


    “And if he does, he’ll be back behind bars. You have to talk to him. He’ll listen to you. But you have to hurry.”


    “I’ll be right there.” I ended the call and looked up. Every gaze in the room was on me. My mother looked furious. “I have to go,” I said to the room. “Excuse me.”


    “I’ll drive you,” Grant said. “You’re in no condition to be behind the wheel.” He took my shaking hand in his and squeezed. He must have heard Ryan talking.


    I was at the front door when my father’s voice stopped me.


    “Where are you going?”


    “The hospital. A friend needs me.”


    His eyes narrowed, one side of his lips raised in a sneer. “It’s that boy, isn’t it? Did he get in a bar fight?”


    I pulled free from Grant’s hand and stormed over to where my father stood. He was six inches taller than me, but I didn’t care. I still got in his face.


    “Seth. His name is Seth. And his sister’s in the emergency room because their stepfather who keeps her drugged up beat the crap out of her tonight. No one knows what’s happening and I am going to be there in case he needs me. Because that’s what you do for the people you care about.”


    I didn’t wait for my father to reply. Didn’t even stop to see if he heard me. I’d never raised my voice to him before, but I was too scared for Seth to even care.


    There wasn’t time. If Seth went after Davis, if he found him, it wouldn’t only be a parole violation.


    I was terrified that Seth would kill him.
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    “Sara Hunter,” I croaked to the nurse behind the front desk. “She was brought in by ambulance. She’s in surgery now.”


    “Are you family?” the dark-haired woman asked as she typed on her keyboard. Each click of the keys jolted through my head. Tiny triggers that threatened to blow my brains out.


    “Brother. I’m her brother. Is she going to be okay?”


    The nurse looked up, and I saw a flicker of sympathy pass over her face.


    “You’ll have to take a seat in waiting room B2, it’s down the hall, first right. When the doctor is done, he’ll come out and talk to you. In the meantime, I need you to fill out some forms. Medical history, insurance information, that kind of thing.”


    She handed me a clipboard and a pen.


    I stared at the questions. I didn’t have the first fucking clue about any of it.


    “Give it to the nurse there when you’re done,” the nurse said.


    I made my way down the fluorescent-lit hallway. The sharp sting of antiseptic cleaner filled my lungs. Every step thundered in my head, and I focused on making my feet move, though it was as if I trudged through sludge.


    Images pounded into my brain.


    Overdose.


    Heart failure.


    Brain damage.


    The last time I’d been here was when our mom died. A sick feeling settled in my stomach. I didn’t get to see her until after, when she was lying on the hospital bed, her eyes closed, her chest still.


    Sara had clung to my hand, silent tears streaming down her face.


    This could not be happening again.


    I sat down in the empty waiting room and stared at the forms in front of me.


    I looked up and met the gaze of the nurse behind the desk. She glanced at the screen, then back at me. “Mr. Hunter?”


    “Yes.” I sat up straighter. “Is there news?”


    “No, I’m sorry. It looks like they might be finishing up, though, so it shouldn’t be too much longer. When you finish that”—she nodded to the clipboard in my numb hands—“you can give the papers to me, okay?”


    I couldn’t even do that for Sara because I didn’t have the first fucking clue if she had insurance. My guess was no. We’d never had it before, and I’m sure she didn’t now.


    Allergies?


    Medications she’s taking?


    I scrubbed my hand over my face. Christ, did I put down that she was addicted to heroin there or on another line? I closed my eyes and let the clipboard fall at my feet.


    What the fuck happened tonight?


    I needed answers, but there wasn’t a single person around who could help me.


    And I couldn’t do a single thing to help my sister.


    “Seth? Any word?” a breathless voice asked.


    I opened my eyes and saw Ryan striding across the waiting room. His shirt was untucked and only half buttoned. He sank down into the chair next to me and leaned his elbows onto his knees.


    “Nothing. The nurse couldn’t tell me anything. Said to wait for the doctor. What the fuck happened, Ry?”


    He sighed and dropped his head into his hands. “All I know is what old man Peters told me when I got there. And, Seth, man, you have to promise me you’ll focus on Sara, okay? All that matters is her getting better after this. She needs you.”


    “What the fuck happened?” My jaw hurt from clenching my teeth so hard.


    “Davis.”


    The waiting room turned red, and I jumped to my feet. Goddamn him. I was going to kill him. Should have the first time.


    “Sit the fuck down,” Ryan gritted out, grabbing my arm and yanking me back toward the chairs. “Sara needs you, so don’t go blowing off all half-cocked. You need to hear what the doctor has to say. You have to be here because she doesn’t have anyone else. You got that? You have to be here.”


    The pressure inside my chest grew until I wanted to reach in and rip my heart out. This was my fault. If I had focused harder on helping her when I got out, I could have had her away from that asshole by now.


    Or swallowed my fucking pride and borrowed money from Ryan.


    I backed up to the wall and then slid down it until I could pull my knees close to my chest. Pain lanced through my scalp when I drove my fingers into my hair and pulled, but it felt deserving.


    I deserved the pain.


    Sara didn’t.


    Ryan slid down to sit beside me. He didn’t say anything. Really, what was there to say? He’d been there every step of it with me. Hell, he’d been there when I couldn’t be.


    “I can’t lose her.” My voice cracked, and I tried to swallow, but the lump made it almost too hard to breathe. My eyes burned, and I shoved the heels of my hands against them, pressing so hard that white dots spun behind my lids.


    “You won’t,” Ryan promised.


    We sat there for what felt like hours but in reality was only a few minutes.


    When a doctor stepped into the room and went to the nurses’ desk, I pushed to my feet. My palms were sweating so badly I wiped them on my jeans. The nurse pointed to me, and the doctor straightened and moved toward us.


    All the sound sucked out of the room.


    It felt like I was standing in a vacuum.


    When he stopped right in front of me, the noise came rushing back, slamming into my head.


    “You’re Sara Hunter’s brother?” he asked.


    I nodded. Couldn’t get a sound past the dread stuck in my throat.


    “Would you like to sit?”


    “Do I need to sit?” I managed to say. “How is she? Did she make it... ?” I couldn’t finish the sentence. What if she didn’t?


    “She’s doing good. Resting now.” He lifted the clipboard and shuffled through the papers. “There were several fractures to three ribs, which isn’t usually too bad, but one nicked her lung and so we had to make sure there wasn’t a puncture. Lacerations to her face and arms, and her right wrist was broken. We set it and it should heal clean.”


    “When can I see her?” I demanded.


    The doctor met my gaze, then looked back at the papers. “She’s seventeen, is that correct?”


    “Yes.”


    “The biggest challenge right now is the withdrawal she’ll be going through. The track marks on her arms suggest that the drug use has been going on for some time, and tonight, there are very high levels of heroin in her system.”


    The doctor looked up, but I saw him glance at my arms. I crossed them and glared. “I don’t do drugs. My mother died of an overdose. This, all of this, is because of my asshole stepfather. He got them hooked years ago. He beat the crap out of Sara tonight.”


    The doctor’s eyes widened. “If that’s the case, then I have to report this. She’s a minor.”


    “She’s going to be okay, though?”


    “Yes, I believe she’ll recover from her injuries just fine. The other stuff will be harder, though, mentally and physically. There are treatment options, but let’s just take it one step at a time. You can see her now, but she’s still sedated so she won’t know you’re there. And you can only stay a few minutes.”


    “Okay.”


    “We’ll talk more later, when I can update you.” He held out his hand. His grip was firm and sure, and for a few seconds, it made me believe everything was going to be okay.


    After a quick stop at the desk, the doctor left the room.


    “Room two twenty-three. Take a right and it’s just down the hall,” the nurse said. “Did you finish the paperwork?”


    Ryan clasped my shoulder. “I got that part. You go. See your sister.”


    I swallowed the lump and nodded. “Thank you, Ry. I owe you... so much.”


    Outside Sara’s door, I hesitated. It had been over a year since I’d seen her in that courtroom, and I braced myself for what lay inside. A year was almost a lifetime in an addict’s world.


    My hand shook as I pushed the door open. The room was dark and filled with the steady beep of a machine. I could see the end of the bed from where I stopped.


    My breath hitched, and I pressed my knuckles against my mouth.


    I had to be strong.


    For her.


    With that single thought in mind, I walked into the room and didn’t stop until I stood right next to her. When I finally mustered the courage to look at the figure in the bed, the dam broke.


    If I’d passed her on the street, I don’t think I would have recognized her. Her dark hair had been cut very short and was dyed blond. Even with the bandages on her face, I could see the sharpness in her cheekbones. The darkness under her eyes.


    And her body under the blankets? There was barely anyone there.


    I fell into the chair next to the bed and blindly reached for her hand. It felt too fragile and small in mine. Tubes twisted from her IV to a bag behind her head, and she had a breathing tube in her nose.


    I laid my forehead against our hands, and tears splashed down over them.


    “I’m so sorry, Baby Bee. So fucking sorry.”
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    I hated the smell of hospitals.


    Something about the odors of the disinfectant and the sickness mixed together made my stomach turn. But it wasn’t anything compared to the fear I had that Seth might go after his stepfather and jeopardize his entire future.


    My heels clicked on the linoleum as I hurried down the long hallway. Grant was in step beside me, his hand at my elbow to keep me steady.


    “Thank you,” I said. “You didn’t have to come inside.”


    “This is what friends do, right? Help each other out?”


    “There it is.” I breathed a sigh of relief when the waiting room came into view. The air froze in my chest when I stepped into the room. “Did he leave?” I asked Ryan.


    “He’s in with Sara. She just got out of surgery, but she’s not awake yet.” Ryan looked next to me where Grant still had his hand on my arm. I’m sure we made a sight, me in my little black dress and Grant in a suit.


    “Is she going to be okay?” I asked, stepping away from Grant just enough so that his hand fell.


    “Doc says so. She’s got a broken wrist and lots of bruises, but he didn’t hit anything vital. He’s reporting it to the police. Child abuse, I guess.”


    “Will that work?”


    “They tried it before right after Seth went in. Sara refused to cooperate and said she fell. After one CPS visit, no one ever came back.”


    God, the system was so screwed up. How could people who had the chance to make a difference, to save these kids, just drop the ball? They needed a voice. A loud one.


    “How’s Seth doing?”


    Ryan closed his eyes and exhaled. When he opened them, I could see the worry in them. “Not good. He’s blaming himself for this.”


    “Do you think he’s going to go after Davis?” I wanted Ryan to tell me that Seth wouldn’t do something like that. That he would stay calm and let the authorities handle it.


    “Yes. That’s why I called you. Maybe you can talk some sense into him, because he won’t listen to me. He was seeing red before, but after he comes out of that room, he’s going to be on the warpath.”


    I walked back to the doorway and glanced up and down the hall. No Seth yet. I felt so helpless standing there not being able to help. Unless...


    “Excuse me for a sec.” I moved out into the hall, leaving Grant alone with Ryan.


    “Dad, I need your help,” I said as soon as he answered. “No questions right now. The girl, Seth’s sister, she’s under eighteen and the doctor is filing suspected child abuse paperwork, but last time it all fell through and I need to make sure that this time she has a chance. Even if she doesn’t want it.”


    “That sounds complicated,” he said, switching from father to lawyer voice.


    “Her stepfather got her hooked on drugs and he pimps her out and he beat her up very badly tonight. There has to be something you can do, strings to pull or people you know who can help. She’s seventeen, Dad.”


    “And this stepfather has custody?”


    “Yes. But Seth was hoping he could get some kind of temporary custody so that he can get her into a treatment center. He was trying to find a lawyer to help him do this all the right way, but this changes everything. She can’t go back there.”


    “Let me see what I can find out. What is the stepfather’s name?”


    “Davis. I’m not sure what his last name is, but he lives in Garden Grove Estates. Her name is Sara Hunter. She’s at Eastside Memorial. She just got out of surgery and hasn’t woken up yet.” My voice cracked, and I swallowed against the lump forming. I didn’t have a sister, but if I did, I couldn’t imagine seeing her lying in a hospital bed like that.


    “I’m not promising anything, Avery.”


    “I know, Dad, but we have the chance to help someone who really needs it. Isn’t that what a mayor does, he cares about the people...” I broke off at the sound of raised voices coming from down the hall.


    “Think it through, man. This is your future here.” Ryan’s voice.


    “Avery?” Dad said.


    “I’ll call you back, Dad.” Seth was heading my way, and he looked furious. So mad that he didn’t even notice me standing there to the side.


    I ended the call and, as Seth started past me, I reached out and grabbed his arm. He swung around, anger filling his face, but when he saw me, it faded.


    “Avery? What are you doing here?”


    “Ryan called me. He was worried about you.”


    Seth’s eyes narrowed, and he glared back down the hall. “This is not going to happen again,” he ground out. “It shouldn’t have happened this time.” He shook off my hand and crossed his arms over his chest.


    “If you go after him, you know what will happen. You’ll go back to prison. Who’s going to look after Sara then? This time, Davis won’t be around because he will get charged. I’ve talked to my dad...”


    “It doesn’t matter. I didn’t protect her, and this is what happened. I can do something to keep her safe from now on, and I don’t give a fuck what happens to me.”


    My heart dropped. “But what about us? What happens to us if you get sent back to prison? And what about you, Seth? What about the life you want for yourself?”


    His shoulders sank, and he lowered his gaze. “I like you a lot, Avery, but while I was off playing house instead of taking care of my sister, that happened. I should have been working my ass off trying to save her. I can do something now, and I’m going to.”


    “It’s not your fault, Seth.” I saw the guilt all over his face.


    “It is. Don’t you see that?” he croaked. “I let her down. I was supposed to protect her. She didn’t have anyone else. I failed her, and now she’s lying in a hospital bed, a frail, broken version of the girl she should be. I didn’t even recognize her. She doesn’t look like herself anymore.”


    His eyes were red rimmed, and my heart was breaking for him.


    “There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind. I have to do this.”


    I grabbed his arm. “Fine, but I’m going with you.”


    “No, Avery, you’re not.”


    I was losing him. The boy I was half in love with was going to walk away, and what happened after would change everything. A sob lodged in my throat. He had to stay.


    “Stay, please. For you. For me. For us. You fight for her and I fight for us, remember?”


    His eyes glittered, and he reached out and pulled me into his arms. They closed around my shoulders, holding me so tight. I buried my face in his chest and fought the tears that burned my eyes.


    I felt him trembling against me.


    His heart thundered in my ear.


    “Avery.” His voice was hoarse and raw, and it ripped my heart apart.


    I looked up. The regret in his eyes crushed the dam holding everything back. Tears streamed down over my cheeks.


    “No,” I choked out.


    “I’m so sorry.” He leaned down and kissed me, slow and deep and so filled with emotion that my knees buckled. I clung to him as tightly as I could until he stepped back and pulled my arms from around his waist. “But this is all I can do for her now.”


    “No.” The wet, hiccupy word fell from my lips.


    “Listen to her, man, please,” Ryan said from behind me. “There are people who need you. You can’t just fucking throw that all away. There are other ways to help her.”


    “The other ways don’t work,” Seth ground out. “I was trying to play by the rules. No one gives a shit about people like us, Ry. Nothing is going to change because this happened. My head isn’t buried in the sand anymore. I need to step up and do what needs to be done. No more arguing. I’m going.”


    And just like that, Seth turned and walked away.
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    The look in Avery’s eyes killed me.


    There was so much hope there, trust I didn’t deserve. I pounded my hands on the steering wheel and sped out of the hospital parking lot. Yes, I knew I was disappointing her, but nothing was going to stop me.


    Not after seeing my sister in that bed, covered in bruises and track marks.


    It would Never. Happen. Again.


    I promised Sara that right before I left her room. I had to make a choice between my sister and Avery, and this time there was only one I could make. I had to give up the girl I was crazy about to keep Sara safe.


    Rage gripped my insides as I slammed my foot down on the gas pedal. The truck groaned and then jumped forward. Lights flew past in the corners of my eyes. Our old house was only ten minutes from the hospital.


    I made it there in six.


    The run-down sign came into view. I swung the truck into the entrance of the trailer park. It was close to three in the morning, and most of the trailers were dark, save for the outside lights.


    I raced up the dirt road until my old home came into view.


    Dirt billowed around the truck as I slammed on the brakes. All the lights in the place were on, and I saw a shadow moving past the living room window. Every muscle in my body went tight.


    Davis had destroyed my family, and it was damned near time he paid for it.


    I jumped out of the truck and slammed the door. The lights were haloed in a dim red light as I stormed up the rickety steps and yanked the screen door open. How many times had I walked up these stairs, opened the door that hung on hinges so rusted it was a wonder that the damned thing never fell off?


    And what about the night, months after my mother died, that Davis opened this same door and told me to get out?


    I hated this house, and I hated the person inside.


    I grabbed the edge of the door, gave a yank, and felt the hinges let go. A small sliver of satisfaction went through me as I tossed the door into the dirt. The inner door swung open and Davis stood there, a self-satisfied smirk on his face.


    “You’re going to pay for that.”


    “You won’t be around to collect,” I growled, taking a step forward.


    A flash of metal stopped me cold. Was he seriously pointing a fucking gun at me?


    “I’m well within my rights here. You broke in. I have a restraining order against you because you’re violent. If I shoot you, it’s clearly in self-defense.” His words were slow and slurred, but the gleam in his eyes told me he was serious.


    “Sara is unconscious, in the hospital, because of you.” Anger radiated through me. No fucking way was it going to end like he wanted. “The thing is,” I ground out, “the hospital is reporting you for what you did. You are a piece of shit, and this time, you’ll lose.”


    Davis shook his head. His hair was longer and greasier than I remembered. His clothes were stained, and his eyes looked bloodshot to hell. He’d always put on a normal front, claiming it was important to look put together to instill confidence in his clients, but now he was a mess. He kept sniffing and rubbing his nose. He always swore he’d never touch any of the stuff he dealt.


    Looks like he’d lied about that too.


    “I already called the cops,” he said. That damned smirk was back. He thought he’d won.


    The sound of tires on gravel farther down the road filled the still air.


    “Looks like they’re already here. You’ll be going back to prison for this, and then Sara will get out of the hospital and she’ll come back, just like she always does. You’ll lose. Again.”


    Davis started to laugh, and I snapped.


    Lights swung across the front of the trailer, illuminating the triumph in Davis’s eyes.


    This was it, my only chance to end this fucker. He glanced over my shoulder, and that’s all I needed. I ducked my shoulder and slammed into him, sending us both flying through the door and onto the dirty living room carpet.


    I grabbed for his wrist and held it to the floor, then pried the gun from his fingers and flung it behind the couch. But Davis managed to free his other hand and connected with a left hook right on my jaw.


    My head snapped back, and he used the momentum to push me off him. Another blow landed on the other side of my face before I got a good rib hit in.


    We both pushed to our feet, and Davis’s gaze darted around the trailer.


    “Not so big now, are you, you fucker.” I dove and slammed him up against the wall. I had him pinned and got right in his face. “The thing is, if I’m going back, it’s going to be for something worth it.” And then I pulled back and drove my fist into his gut.


    And did it again.


    And again.


    Once I started, the haze in my head took over and I couldn’t stop. Davis’s breathing grew ragged and the moans got louder.


    “Seth, stop!”


    A frantic voice filtered in through the rage, as if coming through a long tunnel, and then there were fingers on my arm. A cloud of vanilla and flowers filled my lungs. The combination made me hesitate. It was all Davis needed. He lifted his legs and kneed me right between the legs. Fiery pain exploded through my entire body.


    My knees hit the carpet, and before I could say what the fuck? a fist connected with my jaw, sending me sprawling back onto the floor.


    I heard a scream. Swearing. Through the darkness swimming in my vision, I saw Avery trying to pull Davis away from me. He swung around and she stumbled, then he drew back and punched her on the side of her face.


    I heard her cry out.


    She went down.


    I jumped up.


    No way. No fucking way was he going to hurt Avery.


    Ignoring the pain radiating out from the middle of my body, I grabbed him from behind and lifted him off the ground, then used all my weight to swing him as hard as I could into the wall. He hit with a thud, but I didn’t wait for him to get up. I was on him in a second, straddling his body, ramming my fist into any part of his body I could get to.


    Everything around me tunneled until all I could see or hear was Davis. The sound of my fists hitting his face. Blood flying from cuts on his cheek. Satisfaction in every single hit.


    It felt like I’d just gotten started when arms grabbed me and hauled me off Davis. I swung my shoulders and jammed my elbows back at whoever pulled me off him. I kicked out, connecting with his ribs. He needed to die. That was the only way to keep him away from the people I loved.


    My gaze was still locked on Davis, curled into a ball and panting in the corner, when I heard new voices.


    “You have the right to remain silent...” a voice thundered next to me.


    Pain lanced in my shoulder as my arms were yanked behind my back and I felt the cold touch of metal around my wrists. Slowly the tunnel vision eased and sound started to return. I looked around me, at the cops in the living room, at Avery standing off to the side, in the arms of that fucker in a suit from the hospital.


    I started to struggle again, and she turned.


    My blood ran cold.


    The side of her face had already started to swell and bruise. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of her mouth. My stomach roiled and I thought I was going to be sick. I felt a flash of anger. No one had asked her to come here, to put herself in harm’s way.


    But she did, you asshole, an inner voice said. For you. And it was true. This was my fault. Avery had gotten hurt because of me. I couldn’t protect anyone.


    “Do you understand these rights as I’ve read them?” the cop asked. “Do you need me to repeat them?”


    I shook my head numbly. I’d heard them before. I didn’t need another run-through.


    As they led me outside, an EMT moved past us into the house.


    Davis would heal.


    Sara would go back.


    I’d be back behind bars.


    I failed.


    I hadn’t fixed anything at all.
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    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Grant asked for the tenth time.


    “I’m fine.” I held the cold compress against my cheek and tried to hide the wince of pain from moving my mouth. I’d never been hit before. Guys made it look so easy.


    We’d been at the police station for hours, waiting to hear what was happening with Seth. I gave my statement to the officer at the scene. Told him everything I knew about Davis, about what happened to Sara, and about how Seth was only trying to protect his sister.


    But I knew how hopeless it was.


    Seth violated a restraining order while on parole, and he attacked Davis. Again.


    “The system is so messed up,” I said. “How can they ignore everything that was going on like that?” I turned to Grant and lowered the compress. “That animal was pimping out his stepdaughter and was giving her drugs, and no one did a damned thing.”


    Tears burned my eyes. I hurt physically, but I hurt even more emotionally for Seth and his sister. Neither should have ever been in this situation to start with.


    “I feel so helpless,” I admitted.


    “Do something about it,” Grant said.


    “Like what? I gave them my statement...”


    “No. You’re the one who’s going to be a lawyer. Your father chose corporate law for you, but this is where you can decide for yourself. If this all really matters to you, then use it to motivate you to do something.”


    I stared at Grant. He’d never talked career with me before. I didn’t think he even cared.


    “What?” he said. “You know it wasn’t ever your choice, Avery. Your parents have been making all your decisions for as long as I’ve known you. You’re different now, stronger. If you want to change how things are done, you’ve got the chance to do it.”


    I felt like he pushed me out onto a tightrope and said, Now walk across it without a net.


    And at the same time, a spark of excitement started to burn in my gut.


    I’d never felt passionate about the thought of corporate law. It was safe and it would pay well, and it was what my parents wanted. But the idea that I could do something that would make a difference in real people’s lives? For people like Seth and Sara?


    It was like everything slid into place perfectly.


    I smiled despite the pain in my face.


    “I can,” I said in barely a whisper, like I was waiting to see if one of my parents would suddenly appear and tell me no.


    Grant took my hand. “Damn right you can.”


    His hand was warm and familiar, but there was nothing else there. No spark. No excitement. Not like when Seth touched me.


    “Thank you. For being there tonight.”


    He grinned. “We got this friendship thing.”


    It took me a minute, but then I nodded. “Yeah, I think we do.”
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    I stared at Avery’s father across the table.


    I figured I’d be put in a holding cell until one of the overworked public defenders could be assigned to my case. You could have knocked me over with a feather when the man in a dinner jacket came in and introduced himself as Samuel Hartley. I knew who he was before he introduced himself. His face was on billboards all over the city.


    The leading mayoral candidate was Avery’s father. That was just the icing on the cake.


    “Are you here to help or to make sure I get put away for a long time?” I finally asked.


    We’d been sitting across from each other, neither of us moving. If he expected some kind of confession, he’d be waiting a long time. I didn’t need to incriminate myself for them to bring charges.


    “Do you have counsel already?” he asked.


    “No. Just waiting for some poor shit to get assigned to me, I guess.”


    Mr. Hartley’s eyes narrowed. “I can help you, Mr. Hunter, but if you don’t care, then I’m just wasting my time.” He started to get up, and I held out my hand.


    He was there to help me?


    The current mayoral candidate was in this room to help me?


    I’d officially fallen down a fucking rabbit hole.


    “Wait.” When he finally sat back down, I looked him in the eyes. “You really think you can help me?” He nodded and shuffled through the papers in his briefcase. “Look,” I said, leaning forward a little, “I’ll be honest. I don’t really care what happens to me at this point. I screwed up and I know that. I just need to be sure that Davis never sets foot near my sister again. Can you do that?”


    “Yes.”


    No hesitation. No uncertainty like the last lawyer I’d talked to. His blunt reply took me off guard.


    “I can’t afford you.”


    “I’m not asking for any money.”


    Okay, now this made even less sense.


    “Mr. Hunter, I’ve already looked over your case file. Honestly, I requested it last week when I learned you and my daughter were... getting close. I made a few inquiries.”


    He pulled my fucking file because I was with Avery? “Hoping to find a loophole to send me back?” I said with a glare. “To get me away from Avery?”


    Mr. Hartley snorted. “You seemed to have done that all by yourself.”


    Shit. My shoulders sagged, and I fell back against the hard chair. He was right. I had made my choice. I brushed Avery aside at the hospital when she begged me not to go find Davis. And even after that, she followed me to my house, tried to stop me from screwing everything up worse.


    And got hurt because of me.


    “Is Avery okay?” I asked.


    “I was wondering when you’d ask.” Avery’s father set his pen down and leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. His stare pinned me to the chair. “The EMT took a look and said there was no damage. Some bruising that will heal, but nothing that required medical attention. She insisted on coming down here and waiting. Grant is with her. They’re in the lobby.”


    My fists clenched involuntarily. It had taken me awhile, but I figured it out. I knew what he wanted. I guess Avery didn’t tell him that I’d pretty much pushed her away already, though.


    “You’re helping me so that I’ll stay away from her? That’s what this is all about, right?”


    He shrugged. “My daughter has had a plan since she was ten. She’s always been focused toward that future. Lately she’s been too unfocused. I don’t want her to get distracted and ruin everything she’s worked so hard for.”


    “To make you happy,” I muttered.


    His sharp gaze cut back to me. “Excuse me?”


    “Avery. She’s not happy with your plans for her future, but you’d know that if you stopped telling her what to do and listened to her for once.”


    “You don’t know anything. We’ve all always had the same dream for Avery. Her mother and I are merely guiding her along.”


    “Really? When you were twenty, was your big dream to be a corporate attorney? You had visions of defending white-collar assholes who extorted money or didn’t pay their taxes?” His eyebrows dipped down. God, this guy was clueless. “Avery has a huge heart and she wants to help people. Christ, you should be able to relate at least a little bit. You’re running for mayor. It can’t be all about the money. You have to want to at least help someone, even if it’s your rich, privileged friends.”


    “She’s never said anything about this.”


    “Have you ever asked her what she wants?”


    He gazed over my shoulder and a muscle ticced in his jaw.


    If nothing else came of this conversation, maybe Avery’s father might finally pull his head out of his ass and look at her. Really see his daughter.


    “Look, I screwed up,” I said. Exhaustion seeped into my bones. I had no idea what time it was, but it had to be morning by now. “I know that. I knew what would happen when I went back to the trailer. Like I said, all I want is for my sister to be safe. Maybe even get some help somewhere. She’s a good kid, and the shit Davis has done to her, no one deserves that. She’s seventeen. She should have the chance for a good life.”


    Mr. Hartley’s gaze searched my face, as if he were looking for something.


    “Here’s the deal,” he said, once again all business. “We’ve got Davis on felony drug charges. There was enough heroin and cocaine in the home, along with paraphernalia, to send him away for a long time on that alone. I can try to get your sister to cooperate and testify against him regarding the other things he’s done, but my recommendation is to stick to the drug charge. It will be less traumatic for her, and it’s enough to have her placed in state care.”


    “No fucking foster homes,” I ground out.


    “If you’ll let me finish, I was going to tell you that there is an inpatient drug rehabilitation program that she would qualify for. I know the place and it has a good track record. If she is a ward of the state, then the cost will be covered by public funding. It’s an intensive three-month program, and I believe, if I have the correct information, she will turn eighteen soon after the program is done. Which means she will no longer be a ward of the state and can make her own decisions about where she lives after that.”


    As he talked, a weight lifted from my shoulders. This was the light at the end of the tunnel I’d been looking for for years. This was Sara’s chance. “What’s the catch?” Because there always was one.


    “There is no catch, Mr. Hunter. The right people have stepped in and are offering you and your sister a chance. It’s up to you whether you take it or not, but I can assure you, offers like this don’t come along twice.”


    “I agree. To all of it.” I didn’t need to think about it. If it got Sara help, if it gave her a chance at a better life, I’d do anything.


    “The first thing I’ll do is file a motion for termination of guardianship,” Mr. Hartley said. “With the pending charges, it shouldn’t be hard at all. I’ve already got a judge in mind. Once Sara is made a ward of the state, I can get things in motion.”


    I scrubbed the heels of my hands over my burning eyes. “Thank you.”


    Hartley nodded briskly and closed his briefcase. When he stood up, the door to the room opened. An officer stood just outside. I would willingly go back to prison now, knowing that Sara would be safe.


    “You’re free to go, Mr. Hunter,” Avery’s father said. He extended his hand and I stared at it.


    “What?”


    “The restraining order expired last week and was never reinstated. There won’t be any charges brought against you, as Davis has already been arrested. He was intoxicated and high tonight, and it would be a matter of your word against his. You might have been merely dropping by to get a few things for your sister and were attacked.”


    He said that with a raised eyebrow, and I swallowed loudly.


    I reached out and finally took his hand.


    “Here’s my card. I’ll let you know when we are ready to move Sara. You won’t be able to see her until her treatment program is finished, so I’ll be sure you have a chance to say goodbye first.”


    I stepped out into the hall with Mr. Hartley right behind me. I half expected one of the officers we passed to grab me and haul me to a cell. But none did.


    When I turned the final corner into the lobby, I saw Avery sitting with Grant. They were both still in their dinner clothes, and they were talking quietly, heads bent together. The surge of jealousy flared hot and fast, and it took everything I had to push it back down.


    “And this is where you tell me to stay away from her, right?” I turned back to her father.


    “No. I won’t forbid her from seeing you if it’s what she wants. I’ve got to accept that she’s a grown woman.”


    I stared at him in surprise.


    “But before you go running back to her, I want you to consider something. That”—he nodded his head to where Avery was now staring at the two of us—“was a direct result of her knowing you. Caring for you. You talked about the better life your sister deserves. Think about the kind of life my daughter deserves. Is it one where she’s in danger, or is it one where she is well taken care of, like she should be?”


    He was right. My life was lying at my feet in a pile of shit. I had nothing to give her. I was nothing. She might not deserve an asshole like her ex, but she did deserve someone who could give her anything she wanted. Safety at the top of the list.


    “Give me a minute with her,” Mr. Hartley said, then walked over to Avery. I was close enough to hear what he said to her. “You accused me of not caring, but that’s the farthest thing from the truth. I’m sorry that I haven’t been the father you needed...”


    She gave me a small smile over his shoulder.


    I cringed when I saw the flash of pain in her eyes.


    I cataloged every single bruise, every tiny cut, the way her cheek had swollen so much that her eye was half closed. Dressed in a fancy cocktail dress with dark bruises marring her beautiful face. The contrast to her life and my life was laid out right in front of me. I couldn’t deny that her father was right.


    When she turned her face to hug him, I booked it for the doors. Yep, I was a chickenshit coward. But I knew that if I got close enough to smell her perfume, or touch her skin, I’d never be able to walk away. And I had to.


    I was out the door and halfway down the steps when I heard the voice.


    “Hey, dickhead,” Grant yelled.


    I stopped and turned around. I had nothing to say to him. He was lucky my knuckles were swollen and bruised, or I’d be tempted to punch him for what he did to Avery.


    “You’re just going to leave her there? She waited for three hours to know what was happening to you.”


    “I didn’t ask her to.”


    “Wow. That’s it? You’re just going to walk away now?” he challenged.


    I scrubbed my fingers through my hair. “You saw her. That wouldn’t have happened if she didn’t follow me. She deserves better, man.”


    “Don’t you think she should decide that?”


    “Why the hell do you care?” I growled. “You fucked some other chick when you were with her. Not really sure you should be dishing out Avery advice.”


    Grant cringed. “I screwed up in a big way. I know that. We’ve already talked about it, and there was never anything real between us, not romantically. You, on the other hand, have brought out a side of her I’ve never seen before. She’s happy when she’s with you, she’s alive, and now you’re just going to walk away from her.”


    His words were like a knife driving into my chest.


    “I’ve got zero to offer her. Hell, after tonight, I’m not even sure I have a job anymore. I got nothing. She deserves everything,” I said slowly.


    “If you think she wants material things, then you don’t know her at all.”


    “I know she doesn’t, asshole. But she sure as hell shouldn’t be walking around with a bruised-up face either. That’s on me.”


    “She made the choice to follow you,” he said.


    “Exactly! And look what it got her! I couldn’t keep my sister safe for years, but I’ll be damned if anything happens to Avery. I can do something about that.”


    “Fine. Go. But take it from someone who’s been there, you’re going to regret it for the rest of your life. Someone like Avery won’t come along again.”


    Grant turned around and went back inside.


    Did he think I didn’t fucking know that?


    I wanted to drive my fist into something hard so that it would hurt.


    She was already a huge part of me, and walking away was killing me.


    I drove my hands into my pockets instead and stepped onto the sidewalk. I didn’t know where I was going, I just needed to think. Make sense of everything that had happened tonight.


    Sara was finally going to be okay.


    Davis was finally going to get what he deserved.


    Things fell into place better than I could have ever hoped for.


    Except for one piece.


    Once piece that I knew would be missing for the rest of my life.
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    “Hey, Avery, study group time changed,” Kayla shouted across the quad. “We’re meeting at seven in Tim’s room.”


    “Thanks!” I lifted my hand in a half wave and watched Kayla bound up the steps to Bradford Hall Law Building.


    I’d been back on campus for two months now.


    My father called in a favor and got the judge to sign off on time served after everything that had happened. His way of proving he was going to change, that he would put our relationship ahead of any campaign or electoral seat. He’d won the mayoral seat with a wide margin, so I didn’t know if the pressure was off or if he really was trying, but I had decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.


    He did seem different now.


    I wanted to go back and finish my community service, but only because I wanted to see Seth. After he left the police station without telling me, I tried to call him for weeks. He never called me back. I even went to Jimmy’s when I knew he’d be working, but the girl at the bar told me Seth wasn’t there anymore.


    I had no idea where he lived, and my father would not tell me anything, citing client confidentiality. Ryan wouldn’t tell me anything either when I tried him, citing best friend obligations: Seth had made his decision and he had to respect that, even if it was a bonehead move, he had said to me on the phone, a sad note in his voice. I had no choice but to keep going and hope that Seth would finally call.


    He never did.


    I spent every afternoon for that first week after at the lake, hoping that he’d come by.


    But then my father had pulled more strings and I was reenrolled in my classes, so the days flew by as I tried to catch up on the weeks I’d missed. Plus I had several meetings with my law adviser trying to figure out what I needed to take to change my area of focus from corporate law to family law. Most of my classes counted, but there were a few specialized ones that I had to have, which would push my graduation off by one semester.


    It was totally worth it.


    My father had been weirdly okay with the change. I’d expected a fight, or at least censure about my choice, but he only nodded and said, “As long as it’s what you want.” Even my mother had pursed her lips and said nothing.


    She’d never done that before.


    So everything had fallen into place, and I should have been happy, but there was still one thing missing. One thing I couldn’t get out of my head.


    Seth.


    I went from sadness to anger to worry and back again to sadness. I hoped he was okay. I had to believe that he was. All he had wanted was for his sister to be safe. I did find out from my father that Sara was successfully admitted to an in-treatment program, and I knew that Davis skipped a trial and a judge gave him twenty years.


    For those things, I was happy for Seth.


    But if things had been settled, I couldn’t understand why he didn’t call.


    A bleak voice in the back of my head said that I hadn’t really mattered to him. I was a distraction. He’d never cared about me. But I refused to believe that. The first month after that night, I looked at the picture I’d taken at the lake, tried to find something in his eyes that said it was all just for fun. I still had the picture, refusing to let that memory go.


    Everything had happened so fast, but it was real. I know it was.


    Even though we’d had only a couple of weeks together, it felt like so much more. Days and nights added up to more than just time. I missed him. Even now, after almost two months without him, I still ached to hear his voice. When I lay in bed, I thought about him, about how much I wanted to wake up next to him again.


    Mostly, I just wanted to know that he was okay.


    That he was happy.


    And some days, I’d be walking on campus and I’d hear a guy laugh and it would sound so much like him that my pulse would leap to life. Maybe I needed more closure than a fight in a hospital hallway.


    Something I was never going to get.


    I pulled my jacket tighter against the biting wind and hurried toward the campus coffee shop. It wasn’t my normal time to stop for coffee, I usually hit it first thing in the morning, but it made no sense to go back to my apartment, then drive all the way here to meet with my study group.


    I had plenty of work to do before group, and a low-fat cappuccino sounded amazing.


    The place was hopping for a Wednesday afternoon, and I got in line.


    My phone vibrated in my purse.


    Party Friday night at Kappa house. You in? Lotsa cute guys! ;P


    Every week Shari tried to get me to go to a frat party. Said I needed to get back on the horse. I chose to commute rather than move back into the sorority house. With the classes I had to make up, I needed to study hard if I wanted to stay on track.


    I didn’t want to go to a party, but maybe it was time.


    Sure. I’ll meet you at your room at nine.


    Holy shit! Did hell freeze over? I’ve got my wingwoman back, baybee! <3


    I smiled at my phone. Maybe not ready to play wingwoman quite yet, but I couldn’t hide away in my apartment every weekend, hoping for something that would never happen. Life goes on, and I needed to go with it.


    “What can I get for you?” the barista asked. I hadn’t even noticed the line moving.


    “Low-fat cappuccino with an extra shot, please.” I handed her the money and stood to the side to wait. A guy laughed somewhere behind me and I froze. Goose bumps sprung up under my long sleeves.


    I reached for my cup and saw that my hand was shaking.


    How often did I think I heard Seth’s laugh on campus that first month? I nearly went crazy looking for him around every corner. It was never him, though. Always some other guy.


    I took a shaky breath in and blew it out slowly. There was an empty table near the window, the perfect place to hunker down and study for a few hours. I made my way toward it, and my glance slid farther into the room.


    People crowded the couches near the cozy fireplace, and most tables were full.


    I started to slide my bag off my shoulder when my cup slid from my numb fingers and hit the floor with a dull thud. The lid popped off and coffee splattered on my jeans, but I barely noticed. My eyes were locked on the figure sitting at a corner table. The one leaning close to a girl with short dark hair who was laughing at something he said.


    A sick feeling grew in my stomach, and I took a small step back.


    Just like the laughter, this had to be my mind playing tricks on me.


    “I’ll get that,” the barista said, coming toward me with a mop. Several curious glances were thrown my way.


    “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.


    The couple in the corner had barely moved.


    “Joe, make another cappuccino, extra shot, will ya?” the barista yelled.


    I took another step back. “That’s okay.”


    “Don’t worry about it. This happens about once a week.” She smiled and I tried to smile back, but my mouth felt frozen. It was the similarity in features, that’s all. The guy had the same color hair as Seth.


    Until he turned around.


    Oh, God.


    Seth was there.


    In the campus coffee shop.


    With a girl.


    He met my gaze, and for one small instant there was nothing there, but I saw the second he knew it was me. Familiar eyes widened. His mouth, the one that had kissed me like I was all that mattered, opened and closed. He started to push out of the chair, but I don’t know what happened next because I turned on my heels and ran for the door.


    It was a thousand times worse than walking in on Grant and that girl.


    My eyes burned, and it felt like a vise squeezed around my chest, making it next to impossible to breathe. Forget study group, I just wanted to get into my car and drive.


    Away.


    God, why did he have to be there?


    Who was she?


    A sob flew past my lips as I hurried toward the student parking lot, my stupid heeled boots making it hard to run any faster.


    “Avery.” His voice carried across the space between us, but I sped up. My heart threatened to beat right out of my chest.


    “Damn it, will you stop for a second?” he shouted.


    “No,” I threw over my shoulder.


    Almost to the parking lot. I dug through my bag as I power-walked as best as I could in heels.


    My fingers hooked the keys and I yanked them out, victory fleeting as they flew from my grasp and landed in the grass. Before I could grab them, Seth was there, picking them up and handing them to me.


    “I wanted to tell you I was here,” he said. His wary gaze moved over my face, and it was almost as if he were touching me. I fought the urge to close my eyes.


    He hadn’t changed at all. Still the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. The one I cried over. The one who broke my heart. I grabbed my keys and steeled myself against the flood of emotions that being so close to him unleashed.


    “Why? It’s a free country last time I checked.” My stupid voice shook. I hated that I sounded so weak and I tried to move past him, but he stepped in my way.


    “I wanted to call you, almost did a hundred times.” He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and looked at the ground.


    “Then why didn’t you?” The question was out before I could stop it. I drew in a sharp breath. “Never mind. You didn’t. That’s all that matters.” Those damned tears burned my eyes again. I was not going to let him see me cry. “Just move, okay. I can’t...” Several tears broke free and rolled down my cheeks. I brushed them away angrily.


    “Avery, please.”


    The longing in his voice almost broke me. I could not stand there and listen to him tell me that he’d moved on, that he had someone else. Not in that voice.


    “I have to go. I have study group in a few minutes.” The lie slid past my lips even as I moved past him.


    “I miss you,” he said softly.


    I froze.


    “I saw you a couple of times when I first got on campus,” he continued. “You were with Grant and some other people. You looked happy. I... I wanted to talk to you, but I didn’t know if I’d just be screwing everything up for you again. But then today you were right there, and it wasn’t anything like I thought it would be. You were so close I could touch you, and then you were gone. I thought I imagined you, that I wanted to see you so badly that I made you up.”


    “You left me that night,” I said.


    “I know, I just...”


    How dare he miss me when he was the one who walked away?


    “No. You never even gave it a chance. After everything happened, I waited for you. I called. I tried to find you. I got nothing in return.” I swung around and stepped closer until we were toe to toe. I jabbed my finger into his chest. “You don’t get to say you missed me when you were the one who gave up.”


    “I fucked up. I know that,” he growled. “Shit, Avery, you were standing there with a busted-up face because of me. By some stroke of fucking luck, I didn’t end up back in prison, but I had nothing to give you. My life was one big fuckup.”


    “You had something, the only thing I wanted, you asshole.” I glared up at him, and the tears fell unchecked. “I told you that from the beginning, but you ignored it when things got hard. You chose to walk out of that hospital even after I asked you not to.”


    I saw his jaw tighten. “I wouldn’t change that part. Sara is almost ready to leave rehab and she is sober and recovering, and Davis got twenty years because I went there that night. All I wanted was to protect my sister, and I finally did. She has a chance at a better life now.”


    “And you? Do you have a life now too? Did everything work out perfect for Seth too?” I spat. The lump in my throat grew harder. Why did I even ask? I didn’t want to know.


    “Are you fucking kidding me right now? I gave up the only good thing in my life, and I’ve regretted it every second of every day, so no, Avery, everything definitely did not work out for me. I might be here, trying to make something of myself, but some days it feels like it doesn’t even fucking matter. Not without you.”


    He looked so serious, so lost, that it took everything I had not to reach out and touch him.


    I covered my mouth with my hand. My shoulders shook with the effort to hold everything in. “What do you want, Seth?” I hated how defeated I sounded, but maybe this was what I needed. My closure. My real goodbye.


    He dragged his fingers through his hair and exhaled slowly.


    “I want us to start over,” he said.


    My heart thumped against my ribs. They could probably hear it halfway across campus. I expected an apology, maybe, but this? What was I supposed to do with this?


    “What if things get hard again? What if you run away again?” God, was this really happening? I imagined it so many times in my head that I wasn’t sure if this was real or not. Was Seth standing there in front of me telling me that he still wanted to be with me?


    “Things will get hard, I’m sure. That’s life. But I promise I won’t run. I will stay and fight for us. I need you, Avery. Like I need air to breathe. You’re it for me. I’m here on campus because I want to be better, for you and for me. I’m sorry I didn’t call you back. I had to figure this shit out for myself before I could drag you back into it. I wanted to show you I was serious about a future. And you.”


    He said all the right words, the ones I’d thought about for weeks and weeks. The ones I never thought I’d hear. I wanted to believe him, more than anything I’d ever wanted in my life.


    “What about that girl?”


    His eyebrows dipped down. “Girl?”


    “The one I saw you laughing with in the coffee shop.” Before he knew I was there watching.


    “Beth? She’s my academic adviser. I came in midsemester as part of a special program for underprivileged kids and have a lot of catching up to do. She checks in with me every week to see how it’s going. Wait... you thought...”


    His gaze went soft and he reached for me. I reluctantly let him pull me against his chest. His arms went around my neck, holding me tight. I could hear his heart thumping steadily under my ear.


    It was so familiar, so right.


    “God, I’m so sorry you thought we were together. That would never happen. Even if you tell me I screwed up too badly that you can’t give me another chance, there won’t be anyone else. I was serious Avery, you are it for me.”


    I inhaled a lungful of his scent, a mix of cologne and Seth that I had missed so much. I didn’t want to say no. I had to believe that we got a second chance after everything.


    “Seth, I...”


    “Wait,” he said suddenly.


    He released his grip on me and took a step back, then he wiped his hands on his jeans. He cleared his throat, looked me in the eyes, and held out his hand.


    “Hi, I’m Seth Hunter. We’ve never met, but I’d really like to get to know you because I think it would be pretty damned easy to fall in love with you.”


    I stared at his hand, then looked up until I met his eyes. Everything I hoped for was shining out of them right in that moment. Fresh tears splashed down over my cheeks, but I didn’t wipe them away. Not this time.


    Seth took a step closer and leaned down until I could feel the warmth of his whispered words across my ear.


    “This is the part where you tell me your name.”
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