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      Come on, where are you?

      My eyes dart around the crowded stadium. The game is over, and people are filing out. A football game against the richest school in the state is too fucking good to be true.

      The number of spoiled, rich girls making their way out of the stadium is endless. Not one of them cares their home team was destroyed by a team in tattered uniforms and shoes from Goodwill.

      None of them count on a sports scholarship for a chance at opportunity. They were all born into a world of privilege.

      But, as I search through the crowd of cloned robots, I’m looking for the cream of the crop, the ultimate epitome of a spoiled, little rich girl.

      This last week was shit, so I definitely need someone to help me forget.

      With time to change out of my uniform, instead of hopping on the shitty team bus I’m uncertain will even make it back to our side of the tracks, I decided to skip it. It’s not like I can’t make it back home on my own.

      Rhys, the closest thing I have to a brother, tried like hell to convince me to go back with him to the usual party at the old, abandoned drive-in. But I need something different tonight. And once he saw I was determined, he didn’t fight me for long.

      My eyes land on a bleached blond with french-braided pigtails hanging down over her ample chest. She’s dressed in a god-awful, purple and gold cheerleading uniform that shows off long, tanned legs. She has the widest smile I’ve ever seen on such a flawlessly beautiful face.

      She looks almost too fucking sweet—a porcelain doll type with manicured nails, perfect hair and makeup with huge eyes full of hope and wonder. I guarantee she’s never experienced an ounce of hardship in a life that’s consisted of swiping daddy’s credit card and pouting until she gets her way.

      My hands clench at my sides thinking about this fucking week.

      Fuck it. If she’s stupid enough to fall for my bullshit, that’s on her, right?

      I make my way to where she’s hanging with her pack of cheerleaders. Although they’re all dressed identically, there’s something different about this one. The other girls appear sure of themselves with bitchy, entitled confidence. But this chick seems almost genuine.

      Her blue eyes sparkle when she flashes a bright, white smile at me.

      Hey, that’s my move.

      I may not have been blessed with parents, money, morals, or much of anything, but damn if I don’t have a great smile. That and deceitful, playful green eyes promising much more than I ever intend to deliver. I return the smile, and she nibbles her plump, bottom lip, one of her white tennis shoes covering the other.

      Is she nervous?

      “Hi, green eyes. What can I help you with?”

      The other girls eye me with suspicion. They know I’m not one of them, and they have the same look I usually get from girls like this—a combination of wanting to squish me like a cockroach under their designer shoes and wanting me to fuck them dirty. But not the pretty blond who caught my eye, there’s only curiosity on her pretty face.

      “You can come and talk to me.” My eyes bore into hers. “Alone.”

      The brunette next to her steps in front of her, blocking my view. “Does she know you?”

      I don’t have to answer because the blond moves in front of the haughty brunette. “I’m about to.” She grabs my hand and pulls me away from the gathering of bitches, looking up at me with wide eyes, still nibbling on that bottom lip. “Sorry about them.”

      They’re still glaring at us, and I nod with an arrogant smile in their direction before looking back at my conquest. “It’s not a problem.”

      She fidgets with one of her braids, using her fingers to stroke what I imagine is silky smooth hair. “Why did you want to talk to me?”

      Here we go. “Do you believe in fate?”

      Her eyes widen, flickering with uncertainty and confusion but also with intrigue. “I’m not sure. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I saw you in the crowd and had to talk to you.” I don’t release her eyes, keeping her bound to me with an intense look. “We’ve never met. And yet, I had to meet you.”

      Her lips part. “Really?”

      Christ. Why do they always believe this shit? “Of course. You’re beautiful, that much is undeniable.” My finger brushes over her cheek. “But it was much more than that.”

      Her pretty blues search mine, and her voice is just a whisper as she repeats. “Really?”

      I blame romcoms, fairytales, and possibly being raised by actual parents in her hoity-toity world. I mean, that’s the only explanation, right? My friend Quinn grew up like Rhys and me, and there’s no fucking way she’d ever believe this line of bullshit. Never.

      I take her hand, bringing it to my chest and resting it over my heart. “Really.” Her smile is beautiful. “What’s your name, princess?”

      She’s not insulted by the “princess” nickname. They never are. “Melody.”

      Don’t do it. Don’t. It’s low, even for you. I lean in closer, my eyes like laser beams, zoning in on hers. “See? Fate.”

      “What do you mean?” Her voice is quiet as she’s stuck in a trance.

      “I’m Lyric.” You’re definitely going to hell.

      Her eyes light up. “Lyric?”

      I nod. “It was meant to be. Lyric and Melody. A match made in musical heaven.”

      Her smile gets even brighter. “You want to go to the afterparty?”

      I look back to the pack of angry prisses staring in our direction. “I have a better idea.” My eyes lock with hers yet again. “If you trust me.”

      There’s no uncertainty. I usually get at least a flash of skepticism, but not with this girl. She waves to her friends, who look so fucking perturbed it’s comical. I take her hand and take the lead, walking a few blocks down to the bus stop.

      She looks up at the city bus, and I see concern on her pretty face. “What are we doing?”

      “You’ve never been on a bus before?”

      Her eyes roam over the digital schedule on the side of the bus as her head shakes with the answer I already knew. “No.” Her gaze lands on me. “But I trust you.”

      I could be a serial killer, some deranged psycho who would land her headshot on the national news. But she doesn’t seem to care.

      I take her hand again, and we board the bus that takes us to my favorite part of the city. I haven’t taken anyone there before, but my current residence is a group home with twelve other kids my age. Doesn’t exactly scream sexy. And I can’t take her to the drive-in, that would scare the hell out her.

      The bus stop is about three blocks from our destination. It’s dark, and Melody clings to me as we walk down the suburban sidewalk. We’re in Johnson County, which is far from scary. But still, her fingers grip my tattered hoodie.

      “You want to go back?”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      We make it to the edge of the park in the middle of suburbia, lit up only at the front entrance by streetlights.

      “This is where we’re going? A park?” She looks at the cautionary metal sign posted at the front. “I think it’s closed.”

      “How can they close a public park?” I take her hand and lead her through the entrance.

      Her laugh is light and beautiful as she follows me, holding onto my arm. Our path is lit only by the fall moon. But it’s enough, I know this place well.

      We make our way to a bridge over a stream of water flowing through the park, and Melody lights up. “This is beautiful.”

      We stand in the middle of the bridge surrounded by trees and look up at the city sky, which somehow isn’t impaired by the city lights. “You should see it during the day. It’s my favorite place to photograph.”

      “You take photos?”

      Shit. That wasn’t a lie.

      I’m not stupid, I know my chances of doing anything with my life other than cleaning toilets or fixing shit are slim, but sometimes when I’m here alone with my camera—which I “borrowed” from some dumbass prick who was careless enough to leave it on the bus—I let myself dream.

      I nod, not wanting to let her see the real Sean.

      She doesn’t want that anyway. She wants the fantasy.

      “Of nature?”

      She’s not going to let it go. “Sometimes, yes. Sometimes, people of the city. Really, anything that catches my attention.”

      Her hands rest on the wooden rail of the bridge as she looks up at the sky. “I suppose there’s beauty in anything.”

      I seriously doubt she believes that. “I’ll have to show you sometime.”

      That will never happen.

      “I would love that. Is that what you’re going to school for?”

      I fight the laugh. I’m not going to college. I barely make it to high school. Football won’t lead to furthering my education, but it’s a nice distraction for now. “Maybe.” I shrug my shoulders, that cocky smile back. “I like to keep my options open.” I lean down, my elbows resting next to her hands on the ledge. “What about you?”

      Why did I ask her that? I’m working entirely too hard for this.

      “I have no idea what I want to do with my life.” Her eyes slide down from the sky and meet mine as I look up at her. “My father is in finance, but I don’t think that’s the path I want. He’s never home.”

      I study her. “You want him to be?”

      “Of course, I do.” Now she’s studying me. Careful, Sean. Don’t give away your cards.

      I clear my throat. “What about your mom? What does she do?”

      Her back straightens as she stands up straight. “I don’t want to talk about her.”

      What the hell? She turns away from me, and I see her wiping her face. I shouldn’t give a damn, but God help me, I move to stand behind her. I don’t touch her, but the need to comfort her is greater than I’d like to admit. “I’m sorry.”

      I see her head shake, her soft, sweet voice whispering, “I don’t talk about her.”

      “Okay.”

      She turns to face me, her eyes wet with unshed tears. I’m again fixated by her beauty. “Do you really believe in fate?”

      I didn’t. Not until this moment. “I feel like I was meant to meet you, Melody.”

      And that scares the hell out of me because it’s not a lie. I’ve run this game dozens of times, and never have I wanted the next part as much as I do right now. My hand rests on her cheek as I take a deep breath and lean in, meeting her lips with my own, an electric shock hitting my core as our mouths connect.

      This girl makes me feel things I didn’t think were possible, and I’ve only known her an hour.

      She’s dangerous.

      Her kiss is soft and passionate as her hand grips the back of my neck, still holding onto me as we part. She looks into my eyes. “Will you be here tomorrow if we spend this night together?”

      “Yes.”

      This lie tastes bitter in my mouth for the first time. I’m a natural-born liar, another tool given to me for survival, but that did not feel good.

      Her smile tells me she trusts me as her lips meet mine again, and her hands rest against my thundering chest.

      I won’t be here when she wakes tomorrow. But somehow, I know I’ll be leaving a piece of myself with her tonight.
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      I open my tired eyes, my head pounding. I look to my left, seeing nothing but blond hair covering the pillow next to me. Whoever it is stirs, and then my bedmate looks over at me, an amused smile on her pretty face. “Mornin’, mate.”

      Shit. She stayed the night?

      “Morning.”

      “Suddenly shy?”

      I scrub my face with my hands, looking up at the ceiling of my bedroom. How much did I drink last night? “I’m definitely not shy, Princess.”

      My eyes meet hers as I flash a smile in her direction. She cringes, which is not the response I’m used to. “Never call me that again, especially when we’re naked.”

      I roll to my side, propping my head on my hand. “Why’s that?”

      She sits up, tugging her dress on over her head and covering her fine body before looking me dead in the eyes. “That’s what my brother calls his wife. I just can’t hear that.”

      I chuckle and sit up, leaning back against my headboard. “I suppose I get that.”

      She doesn’t leave. Instead, she leans back next to me. “So, aren’t you going to offer me breakfast?”

      I stare at her, buying time. This is why I never bring anyone back to my place. I must have been completely shitfaced last night. “I have an early meeting.”

      Her pretty eyes roll, and it’s clear she’s not buying it. “You’re a photographer.”

      Shit. I told her my real job? “Photographers have meetings with potential clients.”

      “But you don’t.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      She shrugs and climbs off the bed, tugging her red dress down to cover her perfectly rounded ass, an ass I only partially remember, considering last night is exceedingly foggy in my mind. “I’m a champ at getting out of the morning after, but I’m here and I’m starving.” I fight my smile as she crosses her arms. “So, feed me.”

      I stand up, hating that I like this chick. “I suppose we could go for a quick bagel. Maybe some coffee.”

      “You charmer, you.” I have to say, I like her accent, the “er” disappearing and replaced with an “a” sound. CHAR-MA.

      “I’m sure I asked last night, but you’re not from around here are you?”

      She shakes her head, laughing carelessly. Some girls would be pissed I don’t remember much about last night, but she doesn’t seem all that bothered. “You’re a quick one.” She steps into heels. “I’m from California, but my accent is Australian.”

      Now I remember. She’s traveling across the country and made a stop in Kansas. For what reason, I have no fucking clue.

      “Right. And your name?”

      She stands by my bed, leaning forward, her hands resting on the dark blue comforter. “Does it matter?”

      Normally no, but I have to admit, she’s slightly intriguing. “Yeah.” I stand up and tug on a pair of jeans, feeling her gaze on my ass as I cover it. “I’d like to know.”

      She tucks her hair behind her ear. “I’m Adele.”

      “Like the singer?”

      She laughs, but nods her head. “Yes.”

      “And what did I tell you my name was?” I feel an odd kinship with this stranger, a playfulness usually only reserved for my friends.

      “You might have messed up and told me your real name there, tiger.” Her face is mischievous. “And I took a quick peek at your credit card when you paid the tab at the bar to double check, Sean.”

      “Well, you’re leaving town soon anyway, right?”

      “I don’t know.” Her small shoulders lift. “I might have to stick around.” I can hear the comedy in her tone. “I might be in love after last night.” Her flighty giggle pulls a laugh from me, knowing she is indeed fucking with me.

      She’s definitely not my typical conquest, but I didn’t even run my usual game on her last night. All I wanted was a quick, drunken escape.

      There was no effort. No lines.

      And it worked.

      I’ve been off my game since Christmas. I cringe, thinking about Christmas Eve and the large family event I stupidly attended.

      “I wasn’t kidding about starving. Let’s go.”

      I snap back to reality and pull a shirt over my head, leading Adele down the stairs and to the front door of my house.

      I’ve come a long way from the street kid I once was, living only a few blocks from my favorite park in the heart of the Johnson County suburbs. I am the definition of a sellout.

      I pull open the door after grabbing my car keys and almost have a fucking heart attack when I nearly crash right into Rhys. Big motherfucker that he is, he takes up the entire doorway.

      “Rhys?”

      “Hey.”

      Not a lot of words come from the guy. “What are you doing here?”

      He used to live with me, but recently moved into the apartment above the tattoo shop where he works. “My cellphone here?”

      I chuckle. Rhys is a freak of nature. He’s not big on technology. “You haven’t been here for three days. If it is, how the hell did you just now realize it was gone?”

      “Guess I don’t rely on a machine like you do, fucker. Is it here or not?”

      Adele chuckles from behind me, and only then does Rhys realize I’m not alone. His eyes meet mine with a question. It is really fucking weird for me to have a girl at my house in the morning. I move out of the way, letting Rhys walk in and gesture toward the living room. “Your guess is as good as mine.” I nod my head toward the Aussie stranger. “This is Adele.”

      He nods. “I know.”

      “What?”

      I turn to Adele, who’s smiling as if she knows a secret I don’t. “The quiet stranger.”

      Again with the “a” sound at the end of the word. “How the hell do you know, Rhys?”

      “Is that his name?” She looks satisfied with herself, and I’m beyond fucking confused. She looks over at Rhys, who has started to rummage around my living room, going through the couch cushions. “I’m not sure I can say.”

      “She was at a meeting last night.”

      A meeting? “AA?”

      She nods her head, no shame on her pretty face. “That’s right. Addict here, at your service.”

      Rhys has struggled with addiction since we were twelve. He’s been through a lot of bad shit in his life. He frequents meetings, but this stranger? She doesn’t seem nearly as dark as my buddy Rhys. “I met you in a bar.”

      Rhys looks up, but there’s no judgment on his face. He’s not one to give a damn about what others do. She takes a deep breath, her eyes on Rhys. “I had a moment of weakness, but I didn’t slip.”

      Rhys finds his phone and tucks it in his pocket, walking back to us. “I wouldn’t care if you did. I’m not your keeper.”

      “Isn’t that part of the meetings. I’m supposed to be able to rely on you?”

      “I’m not your sponsor.”

      He’s an asshole. But so am I. Adele just laughs. “Fair enough, mate.”

      “You were in a bar last night?” Rhys, however, is my keeper. And I’m his.

      Although, I’m not an addict. “Yeah, I went by the shop to see if you wanted to hang and you weren’t there. Figured you were at a meeting so I went by your usual, and again, you weren’t there.”

      “Must have just missed me.”

      Something is going on with my best friend, but I’m pretty sure he’s not using again. “I guess so, so I went to the bar which, by the way, it’s pretty fucked up your meeting is two blocks from a bar.”

      “Keeps things interesting.”

      I chuckle at that and give his shoulder a pat, which is the only sort of hug he allows. Rhys hates to be touched.

      “I guess so. You want to grab breakfast?”

      “Nah, I gotta get to work.” He nods to Adele. “Take care.”

      “You too, handsome.”

      Rhys leaves, and Adele turns to me. “Not a man of many words, that one.”

      “No. He’s not.”

      “Breakfast?”

      We walk out to my car, and I drive us to the coffee house not far from my place. We go in, order, I pay, and then we do something I rarely do with women.

      We talk.

      “So, you’re an addict?”

      She takes a drink. “We all have our vices.”

      “Agreed.”

      “What’s yours?” I smile, with an animalistic grin she understands immediately. “Ah, yes. Pussy.”

      “There’s no better vice.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “And you?”

      For the first time this morning, I see a crack in her demeanor. “Anything to numb the pain.”

      I swallow, my eyes darting to hers. “I get that.”

      She smiles. “Do you believe in soulmates?” Fuck. My eyes must give away my first thought and the panic I feel because she laughs at my response. “Not lovers. I mean friends, just people in general who were meant to be in each others’ lives.”

      “Yes.” I don’t have to think about my answer. Quinn, Rhys, Logan. They were all supposed to be in my life.

      “Me too. For whatever reason, Sean Bennett, I think we were both supposed to be in that bar last night.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I’m not sure about that part, but I’m rarely wrong about these things.”

      I fight the smile. For whatever reason, I think she’s right.
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      “So, what now that you aren’t starving?”

      Adele smiles as we walk out of the café onto the crowded sidewalk. I breathe in the fresh air, the coffee and food fighting my slight hangover as I listen to her reply. “Well, I think I might stick around for a day or two.”

      Surprisingly, that doesn’t make me panic like I’d expect. “Yeah? Not on a tight deadline?”

      “Not really.”

      “Where are you headed anyway?”

      “Iowa.”

      I turn to her, trying to see if she’s fucking with me. “Iowa? And I thought traveling from California to Kansas was weird.”

      “Bite your tongue. I can’t wait to get there.” She shrugs. “Although, the adventurous part of me apparently can because I really am considering staying here for a couple of days.” She shrugs playfully. “Maybe learn a little more about you and Mr. Silent Type.”

      “You gonna try to fuck Rhys too?”

      She laughs at that. “Nah, I’ve done the bad-boy, addict type. I’m over that phase.” She looks at my car. “Where are you headed now?”

      This is completely insane. I should be itching to ditch her, but the charming stranger is a nice distraction. “I’m not sure. Maybe head to my studio for a bit.”

      “Now that sounds fun!”

      I study her and hit unlock on my car. “Okay, Aussie. You have my interest piqued.”

      She laughs as I open the passenger side door and motion for her to climb in. The drive to my downtown studio isn’t long, considering it’s later in the morning and most of the rush hour traffic has died down. I open the metal door to my studio, and Adele walks inside, looking around in wonder, which sends a shot of pride to my chest.

      “These are all yours?”

      I beam happily as I look around at the photos displayed in the large studio loft. To pay the bills, I take bullshit family photos, but this is my real passion. Photos shot in real life, day-to-day moments of the city and the quietness of nature. I’ve been gaining attention, even been mentioned in a couple of local art magazines as an up-and-comer in the photography game. “Yes.”

      She stops in front of a picture I took on the city bus of a young mother in tattered shoes, her hair in a haphazard bun, a baby asleep on her chest with a toddler resting in the crook of her arm, and her head laid back against the seat. It captures what I imagine is a real mother, exhausted to her core but clinging to her children.

      I won an award for that photo a couple of months ago.

      “This is breathtaking, Sean.”

      Normally, I would spin this into her clothes falling off. But somehow, even though we’ve had sex and she’s absolutely gorgeous, I don’t feel a strong sexual attraction to her.

      “Thanks.”

      “The beauty that can be captured with a camera is unfathomable.”

      “What is it that you do?”

      She laughs at that, but it’s sad as she moves to the next photo. “I was working for an accounting firm.”

      Yawn. Just the thought of that puts me to sleep, and it seems to have the same impact on her. “Was?”

      “I quit last week.”

      “Hence the spontaneous road trip?”

      She stands in front of a nature still I took last summer on a trip with Rhys to see our friends Logan and Quinn in Nashville. “Yes, I suppose.”

      “Something tells me there’s more to this story.”

      She laughs. “Interested in my backstory, huh? So different from the man I met last night? Could this be the real you?” Her eyes narrow and focus on me. “Or was he?”

      “I’m not really sure who you met last night.”

      “Well, the man last night was quite charming—the tall, dark, and handsome Casanova type.”

      I stand up straight. “Sounds like me.”

      Her pretty eyes roll as she shakes her head and moves down the line of photos, taking time to study each of them. “You were arrogant, certain you could get me into bed.”

      I grab my camera and start to sift through photos. “Seems I was right.”

      “True, but I was fairly easy prey last night.”

      That gets my attention, and I look up. “You told Rhys you didn’t slip.”

      “I wasn’t drunk. I went there to do just that though, bored with sobriety.”

      I almost feel guilty. She was clearly in a vulnerable place last night. “What made you stop?”

      Her heels click on the ground as she moves to stand before me. “You. You asked me if I believed in fate.”

      I need new lines. “And you do?”

      “I didn’t until that moment. But the line was so damn corny, it made me laugh and took me to a different level.”

      “Ouch.”

      She laughs again. “I decided sex with a stranger would be better than messing up my sobriety. And to be fair, you didn’t seem on your game last night, bored with your own pick-up line. You were most definitely in your own vulnerable state.”

      Christ, I don’t want to talk about feelings. “The vulnerable thing works for you?”

      “That, mixed with the cocky asshole, yes.” She smiles, looking down at the picture of a couple with their new baby. It’s posed. Fake.

      “So, what’s in Iowa?”

      She swallows, her slender throat moving with the motion. “My grandmother’s house where my mum grew up.”

      “Your mother didn’t come with you?”

      Her eyes gloss over with a watery sadness. “She died.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She takes a deep breath, one that seems to give her strength because she looks more sure of herself now. “I need to go there. I want to feel close to her. My grandmother left the house to her, and then it went to my older brother, Chance, when she passed.”

      “And he’s okay with your trip?”

      “He wasn’t thrilled about me going alone.”

      “Can’t blame him.”

      “I needed to do this for myself. I need to go there.”

      I nod, searching through the pictures, trying to find the decent ones. “Sort of a ‘back to your roots’ thing?”

      She nods her head. “Exactly.”

      “Where’s your car, by the way? I remember you driving my car back to my house last night.”

      “I’m taking my trip by bus.”

      “Damn. Old school.”

      She laughs at that. “I don’t mind the bus.”

      I left the door to the studio open, and Rhys blazes in, knowing he doesn’t need an invite but totally interrupting our conversation. “Sean, we have to talk.” His eyes dart to Adele. “You’re still here?”

      “I just can’t seem to part with your friend.”

      She’s smiling. Rhys, of course isn’t. He doesn’t smile often, but when he does, it’s always slight. His eyes meet mine, speaking in a code, asking if I’m okay or if this chick has moved to stalker-status. I swear he’s looking for some sort of weapon she’s holding on me. I laugh it off. “I had to hear her story.” I shrug. “Call it boredom.”

      He looks irritated, but that’s also just his face, and then he shakes it off. “Okay. We have a problem.”

      I groan. I’m not interested in more problems.

      My entire life has been one problem after another, full of drama and stress. I’m looking for a little easy for once.

      “Can it wait? Adele here was just telling me about her cross-country trip on a bus.”

      Rhys barely registers her, and I know whatever he has to tell me is really going to fuck up my good mood.

      “No. Logan needs a favor.”

      Well, fuck. If it’s for Logan, I know, without a doubt, we’re going to do it.
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      “Okay, Rhys. Let’s hear it. What’s up?” I ask as Adele moves to peruse my studio, giving us some space.

      “Logan called me today. Apparently, Quinn has a show in Chicago this weekend.”

      What the hell, Rhys? “That sounds like good news, not a problem.”

      “Nah, it’s a big-ass problem.” I stare at him, waiting for more of an explanation. Quinn is the most talented singer and guitarist I’ve ever heard. She and Logan moved to Nashville where she’s attending college, but she’s had nonstop gigs in that town since. Rhys runs his tattooed left hand through his hair, seriously stressed the fuck out. “She wants us there.”

      I shrug and start looking through the pictures on my camera again. “Okay. So, we’ll go. Chicago isn’t that far.”

      “He offered to pay for the flight, but I told him to fuck off.”

      I smile. That’s not surprising at all. Rhys has had a rough road and only just started a steady job at Chris’s tattoo shop. He hasn’t saved enough for a flight, and Rhys doesn’t do charity. “So, we’re driving?”

      He gives a curt nod.

      “I’m still not seeing the problem.” My eyes lift to look at his. “What the hell am I missing?”

      “Apparently, Quinn made some friends.”

      My eyes narrow, Rhys isn’t one to beat around the bush. “Who?”

      “Melody and Blair.”

      I’m pretty sure my jaw just dropped as Adele reaches my side, looking at Rhys. “Melody, did you say?”

      I turn to look at her. Why the hell does she seem so damn amused? I haven’t said a word about Melody. Rhys meets my eyes to answer. “Yes, and Blair.”

      “What the hell, Rhys? Of all people, why would Quinn befriend those two? They don’t live in Nashville.”

      His large, stocky shoulders shrug upward. “I have no fucking clue. I know Logan and Blair kept in touch. I guess, when you’re friends with one, you’re automatically friends with the other.”

      That is messed-up. Logan used to fuck Blair. He went to the fancy, rich-kid school she and Melody attended when he moved in with his father. Now his girl, Quinn, is friends with them?

      I swallow what feels like thick bile, but I think it’s absolute terror. “How is Quinn being friends with Melody and Blair our problem?”

      His jaw ticks, and I know this isn’t good. “Quinn wants them there too.”

      Fuck. I haven’t seen Melody since Christmas, several months ago. And I really don’t want to again. It’s clear she’s not the same hopeful, naive teenager she was when we met. She hates my guts and rightfully so. “So? Is the show a small, intimate one? Or will there be plenty of people to block us from their wrath?”

      Blair isn’t a fan of mine either.

      “It’s supposed to be a large show. That’s not the problem.” Yeah, I had a feeling. “They’re insisting on a road trip of their own.”

      He has to be messing with me. “Those two? No fucking way.” I didn’t see that coming, not at all.

      “Yes, for the experience or some shit.”

      These girls are used to first-class and room service. “Okay, so they aren’t even going to make it to Chicago. No worries.”

      His head shakes from side to side. And I know I’m fucked, I just don’t know how fucked until he opens his mouth. “I told Logan they could go with us.”

      Adele looks entirely too pleased as she leans against the wooden table I use as a desk. “Oh, the plot thickens.”

      I turn to her, horrified, but don’t have the energy to ask why she is so invested. I focus on Rhys. “What the fuck? Why would you do that?”

      “Logan’s worried about them. He should be worried about Quinn. This is huge for her and her career.”

      Of course. It always goes back to Quinn for Rhys. They dated for a long time after Logan took off when we were kids. We found out later that Logan’s real father was granted custody of him, and he moved to the good life, leaving us all bitter and angry. But now Quinn and Logan are together, and Rhys was left to watch the one who got away from afar.

      “Rhys—”

      “He’s not wrong to worry. They’ll fucking die on their own.”

      “So, they can fucking fly. This isn’t our problem.”

      “I’m making it our problem.” His back straightens, and his chest puffs out, telling me he isn’t backing down.

      “Then you three have fun. I’m not doing this.”

      “Pussy,” he sneers, and my eyes narrow. He knows I hate that word when it’s used in a dare.

      Neither of us can back down from a challenge.

      I walk to him, our inflated chests nearly touching. I have few inches on the fucker height-wise, but he’s broader. It would be a fair match.

      “I have an idea.” We both turn to look at Adele who’s now standing beside us.

      “What?” I ask but stay focused on Rhys, still pissed off. I can’t believe Rhys would agree to this.

      “I could go too.” I turn to look at her now.

      “What?”

      She shrugs. “Iowa is on the way. I’m already going there. I could serve as a buffer.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” Rhys glares, not liking the idea. He doesn’t trust strangers.

      “Just a traveler, mate.” She flashes a bright smile his way and then turns to me, placing her hand on my shoulder. “It makes sense, right?”

      “What about the bus?”

      She waves that off. “It was fate. I’m fairly tired of the bus anyway.”

      I turn to Rhys. “How could you agree to this shit?”

      “I owe Logan.” It’s a simple as that with Rhys. Code. If your family needs you, you’re there.

      “Fine. Then Adele is coming.”

      He grabs my arm and pulls me to the corner of the room, keeping his voice low. “We don’t know her.”

      I shrug. “And we know Melody and Blair?”

      Something flashes in his eyes that I don’t recognize. Usually I can read his mind, but I have no idea what’s going on in there these days. “What if she’s a serial killer?”

      “Then hopefully she gets to Blair first.”

      He growls, and I know he’s not amused, but too fucking bad. I’m not happy about this situation either. Plus I think Adele is right, she can be a buffer.

      Because there’s no way in hell I want to be alone with Melody.
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      Rhys leaves, and I sit down at the desk, my body and mind on full alert, knowing this trip is going to be hell.

      I turn to look at Adele, who’s still pleased with herself.

      “Why are you smiling right now?” I shake my head and search through photos on my camera for a distraction. “You have no idea what you’re in for.”

      “I guarantee I’ve been through much worse.” Her smile has faded slightly, and I believe her words. “So, who’s Melody?”

      Damn it. “No one.”

      Her pretty eyes roll as she takes a seat in one of the wooden chairs at the table. “Sure, no one. I totally believe you.” The sarcasm is thick, and I try to ignore her as I sift through the plastic, fake smiles on my camera. “Except for the fact that you called out her name last night in bed.”

      Fuck. Me. She has my attention now as my eyes lift, looking at her in horror. “I did?”

      She nods but doesn’t look upset. “You did. I didn’t think too much of it until I heard her name today.”

      “Were we—”

      She laughs, interrupting my incomplete question. “No, you were fast asleep.” She’s still laughing when she says, “If we were in the middle of fucking, I would have throat-punched you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “So, who is she?”

      This chick does not let things go. “You know, we just met. You show up and start prying into my life. Inviting yourself along to things . . .”

      She props her right elbow up on the table, placing her chin in her hand, leaning in. “And?” Her smile is infectious.

      “And I should hate it.”

      “But you don’t, do you?”

      I laugh at that. “I have no idea why I don’t.”

      “I told you . . . soulmates. I have no idea why, but I feel like I’ve known you for forever. Fast friends and all that. Now tell me about this girl. I’m dying to know.”

      “She hates me, and it’s justified. That’s really all you need to know.”

      “Oh, please. There is so much more to it.”

      I place my camera on the table and stand up, walking to the blown-up picture in the middle of the studio.

      The bridge.

      I took it before my night with Melody. It’s just the bridge at sunset, almost a prelude of what was to come.

      And I couldn’t fucking delete it.

      Instead, I blew it up and feature it in the middle of my studio.

      “I slept with her when we were young. Too young. Teenagers in high school.”

      She nods, sitting up straight in the chair, tugging her dress down over her thighs. “And you ditched her?”

      I nod. “It was just supposed to be one night, nothing else.”

      “But it wasn’t?”

      I stare at the wooden bridge in the photo with unruly grass growing up around the entrance and the yellow sun rising in the purplish pink and blue sky above it. “I left her and didn’t think I’d see her again.”

      “So, what happened?”

      I turn to face Adele. “She came crashing back into my life when my friend Logan did. And I was cruel.”

      “Why?”

      I shrug, cringing at the memory of Blair and her showing up at the drive-in with Logan. She looked so bright and hopeful when she approached me, as if she had been searching for me since that day. And I was cold, distant, and so fucking mean.

      I shattered her all over again.

      I told her I didn’t remember her, but how could I forget her? I’d been thinking about her since the day I left her lying in the park pavilion, fast asleep. Thinking she’d met the love of her life, dreaming of a prince she didn’t really need to rescue her, only to wake up and realize he was actually a villain who imprisoned her.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Liar.”

      She calls me out but doesn’t push me. “What about you? Your trip can’t just be about going to your grandma’s. I suspect there’s a hell of a lot more to it than that.”

      For the first time since we met, Adele shuts down. She becomes quiet and loses the smile.

      “You aren’t going to tell me?”

      Her voice is hoarse, and I recognize the misery in her eyes. “I can’t.”

      I walk back to where she’s sitting and stand before her. “Normally, I’m not one to listen to other people’s problems.”

      “And now?” Her grin shows how quickly she bounces back.

      “I feel like you’re going to tell me eventually.”

      She stands up, looking over at my picture of the bridge. “Not today.”

      “Okay.” I pull my cellphone out to look at the time, seeing it’s approaching evening. “Where are you staying tonight?”

      “I have my hotel until tomorrow.”

      “Well, since you’re leaving with us tomorrow all bright and early.” My eyes meet hers. “Rhys does not fuck around with time.” She laughs, clearly having picked up that Rhys doesn’t mess around with anything. The dude is always serious. “Maybe you should just stay at my place.”

      Her eyes are full of questions as her left foot covers her right in adorable apprehension. “Um . . . I know we slept together last night and all.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “No, I mean in my spare room. It probably still smells like Rhys, but I did put brand-new sheets on the comfortable bed when he moved out.”

      She chuckles at that. “Thank goodness. I can stay with you, then.”

      “What, you didn’t have a good time last night?”

      She laughs again, maybe a little too hard for my ego. “I did.” She’s still laughing and covers her mouth with her hand when my eyes darken. She pulls herself together and places a hand on my shoulder. “Last night was great.”

      “You really don’t have to humor me.” I stand as tall as a guy can when being called out about his sexual performance. “I can take criticism.”

      She shakes her head as if I’m a cute stuffed animal or some shit. “No criticism here, mate. You were good. It’s just . . .”

      “What?” She’s laughing again. What the fuck?

      “I’m sorry.” She places a hand over her stomach and takes a breath. “It’s just a fucked-up thought.”

      “Okay, just tell me.”

      “After spending all day with you, now I see you as another brother. Which is messed-up, considering . . .”

      “I’ve fucked you.”

      She points at me, smiling entirely too big. “Exactly.”

      “That is fucked.”

      She laughs again and nods her head. “Yeah, it is. But it’s true, right?”

      I can’t fight the laugh that comes out. “Yeah.” I cringe. “Shit, it really is. I like you, but there’s not really a sexual attraction there anymore.”

      She releases a big breath and giggles again. “None.”

      “Alright.”

      “But you were really good.”

      I hold up my right hand to silence her. “Please don’t humor me. I am really fucking good.”

      She nods once in an exaggerated manner. “Right. I believe you.”

      “Christ, is it too late to put your ass on a bus?”

      She laughs confidently. “Yes.”

      “So, you’re staying with me tonight?”

      “I am.”

      “Good.”

      I’m dreading this trip.

      There’s no way in hell it’s going to go well. But for whatever reason, I’m grateful Adele will be there.
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      I stand in my driveway with my best friend, Blair, my luggage at my feet, staring at the sunrise, trying to figure out how I got here.

      All I wanted was a road trip to see my friend Quinn play her first headlining show. That’s all. I thought a road trip with my best friend would be fun. It’s warm, now that spring is finally here. Just us, our music, snacks. Fun. I’ve seen it in the movies. It looks like a great time. Blair and I are both on spring break from our senior year of college. It would have been perfect.

      But no. All of a sudden, I’m told by that brute Rhys that not only is he joining us but so is Sean.

      The man I knew as Lyric.

      The asshole who ripped my heart out. The liar. The vengeful bastard himself.

      I was only part of some twisted game. Why he wants to hurt people the way he does, I have no idea. He promised me the world, told me he’d never felt that way before. And I believed him. After knowing him for a few hours, I believed him. Every word. I was a fool.

      But I’m no longer that little girl. It took me a while to figure out that was his game, that to have a skill like that took practice. I wasn’t the first, and I certainly wasn’t the last.

      “Will you please relax?”

      I turn to look at Blair in all her perfect, goddess glory. She’s tall with blond hair down to her shoulders. She’s dressed in a simple, white, sleeveless shirt in a wrap-style that shows her midriff with a pair of her black, Gucci skinny jeans, a black purse slung over her chest, with a pair of gold Prada sunglasses tucked into the front of her shirt. The outfit is expensive, yet it looks simple and elegant.

      Her makeup is flawless as she stands tall and confident. Her face screams “don’t mess with me.” And God help anyone who does.

      “I’m relaxed.”

      She’s not buying it. She stands beside me, arms crossed. “Your foot is tapping, and I mean tapping nonstop. You need to chill.”

      I breathe deep and turn to face Blair. Confrontation is not my thing, it’s more Blair’s, but I’m not happy with this situation. “How could you just fold like that? How could you do exactly what Rhys told you? That’s so unlike you.”

      Her right shoulder lifts in indifference. “He wasn’t wrong.”

      “We would have been fine on our own.”

      “Please, Mel. The last trip we took was to Paris. We flew first-class. We stayed in a fucking suite with room service and had a car with a guide and a bodyguard who took us everywhere.”

      Although she’s not wrong, I’m not still not happy. “It’s Chicago, not a foreign country.”

      “It may as well be. We’ve never been there.”

      “So, are we paying them to be our bodyguards?”

      A smile tugs at her lips, and she looks almost proud. “Look at you, all snippy.”

      I roll my eyes and take another deep breath. “I guess he brings it out in me. And last time you saw him, it sure seemed like you wanted to rip his throat out.”

      “I believe my aim was a bit lower.”

      I fight the smile. She did mention tearing his balls from his body. “Exactly. So, what the hell changed? Why are we going on a trip with him?”

      “It won’t be that bad, Mel. And I’ll keep him away from you.”

      I stare at her, trying to figure out how she thinks that’s possible. “We’ll be in a car with him for eight and a half hours.”

      “Look, you’re the one that wanted this little road-trip experience.” Her hand is resting on her hip, probably tired of my whining. “I would have preferred the hour and half flight in first-class, sipping mimosas as opposed to being stuck in a fucking cramped car, sipping whatever the hell you get at a gas station.”

      Damn. I guess she’s right. This whole road-trip thing was 100 percent my idea. Quinn is an amazing person. She was in foster care most of her life. She worked her ass off and was able to attend music school. She’s an inspiration.

      I guess I got caught up in it all after hearing some of her stories.

      She worked at several bars. She and Logan love to travel when they can find the time. They don’t do room service and first-class. They just hop in the car and see where their spirits take them.

      My entire life has been sheltered. Hearing Quinn’s stories made me realize how little of the real world I’ve experienced, and I’m almost finished with college.

      So, when she told me she had a show booked in Chicago during spring break, I jumped at the opportunity. But maybe I didn’t think it through all the way.

      I sigh. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” She nods as if she already knew that, although I have to add, “But I do think we could have survived.”

      She wraps her arm around my shoulder and hugs me to her. “Maybe. Or maybe we wouldn’t have even made it an hour away before calling our fathers to rescue us. And God knows, I didn’t want to do that.”

      Blair hates her father. I’m surprised she’d even say that was an option. “You didn’t even fight him, Blair.”

      She knows I’m talking about Rhys. He barged in and told us this is what was happening, and she barely blinked. A black SUV I don’t recognize approaches. It parks directly in front of the house, and I know who it is.

      Blair turns to me. “It’ll be okay.”

      Rhys climbs out of the passenger side. Then my breathing increases rapidly when the driver’s door opens and Sean appears.

      Why? Why does he have to be so good-looking?

      It’s not fair. He’s not smiling and, in fact, looks grim, matching Rhys’s personality.

      Maybe this is the real him, not the bright, charming boy I first met.

      His high cheekbones and model good looks are irritating, along with his long, muscular body. He approaches, wearing jeans and a long-sleeved Henley that clings to the muscles of his biceps, stretched tight to perfection. His mocha skin is flawless, and those damn bright green eyes . . .

      Those eyes haunt my fantasies and nightmares.

      He is absolute perfection on the outside.

      “Boys,” Blair address the men as they stand before us, but our attention is drawn back to the car when the back passenger door opens to reveal a beautiful woman I’ve never seen before.

      Rhys, who doesn’t look at the stranger, looks directly at Blair. “This is Adele. I have no fucking clue what she’s doing here, but she’s joining us until Iowa.”

      The woman stands next to Sean with a bright, beaming smile aimed right at Rhys. She seems completely unaffected by his annoyance. “That’s right. Don’t pretend you aren’t excited about that, mister.”

      Only it sounds more like “mis-ta.” She has a very distinct Australian accent.

      Rhys rolls his eyes, and I notice Blair staring her down questioningly. But again, this Adele person doesn’t seem concerned.

      No one moves. We all stand in complete silence until Adele steps in between us. “Okay, so I’m Adele. Which one of you is Blair and which is the famous, Melody?”

      My name sounds like a song coming from her lips, and my eyes dart to Sean, who looks uncomfortable. Did he tell this person about me?

      “I’m Blair.” I hear the hostility in my best friend’s voice, but no one seems bothered.

      “It’s nice to meet you. You’re a beauty, now, aren’t you?” She looks over at Rhys, whose face does not change, and then Adele’s face lights up when her eyes meet mine. “So, that makes you Melody?”

      I give a quick nod. Who is this girl? Is she with Sean? Or with Rhys?

      Both?

      Rhys seems to be irritated by her, so I’m assuming she’s with Sean which makes my blood inexplicably boil.

      She smiles and turns back to Sean. “I definitely get it, mate.” She winks at him, and instead of getting irritated like Rhys, that bastard actually smiles.

      This is going to be a long trip.
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      Great start.

      Blair looks like she might try to kill Adele, and honestly, she probably can. That bitch is ruthless.

      Adele is completely unbothered as she sits between the girls in the back seat. We borrowed a roomy SUV from Phillip, Logan’s father, for the trip, but there are only five seats in the vehicle with all of our luggage in the far back.

      Rhys and I have one bag each. But good lord, these fucking women.

      I’m not sure where they think they’re going, but the back looks like we’re on a cross-country move, not a three-day trip.

      “So, what the fuck is in Iowa?”

      Rhys doesn’t blink at Blair’s invasive question, just continues to drive on the crowded interstate. Adele has no problem answering her. “My mum’s childhood home.”

      “Does she still live there?”

      “No. Unfortunately she passed.”

      I can see Blair in the rearview mirror, and she actually softens for a quick minute. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I still have my brother, sister-in-law, their adorable little children, and their goat.”

      “Did you just say ‘goat’?”

      Did she?

      Adele laughs. “It’s a long story, but yes, a goat. They love that thing.”

      “Your brother and sister-in-law have an actual goat as a pet?” Blair is about to spit fire, and I’m getting annoyed with her tone even if I also find it weird. “And they live in Iowa too? I suppose there isn’t a lot to do there. So sure, own a fucking goat.”

      “Blair . . .” I hear the warning in Melody’s sweet voice, but I force myself not to look at her.

      “What?” Blair is on edge today, but that’s not unusual. Blair lives teetering on the edge between human and fire-breathing demon.

      Still, Adele either doesn’t notice or she just doesn’t respond to Blair’s rudeness, which is something I really like about her. “Actually, we all live in California. But yes, they love that goat.”

      “How did they end up with a goat as a pet in California?” Melody asks with a lot more tact than Blair.

      I see Adele smiling as she answers. “Well, they actually met on a trip like this one. Cross-country to California, and they almost hit the poor thing. My sister-in-law, Aubrey, thought they had because the goat collapsed on the side of road.” We’re all listening, even if some are pretending not to be interested (i.e., Blair and Rhys). But how can you not listen to a story like this? “Anyway, Aubrey insisted on taking the goat to the vet where they found out he was actually a fainting goat. He was just frightened.”

      “So, they kept him?”

      Adele nods her head at Mel’s question with an odd sense of pride. “Of course. He’s a part of the family. The beginning of their love story.”

      “A fucking goat.” Jesus, Blair.

      “Yes, a goat named Pixy.”

      I laugh and turn to look at Adele. “Are you fucking with us?”

      “Not at all.” She pulls her cellphone out and shows me a picture of a goat with a collar on, sitting between a man who shares a resemblance to Adele and a pretty woman who must be her sister-in-law.

      “Well, alright then.”

      Melody looks at the picture, and I glimpse a smile on her face before turning back around to look at the open road.

      “That’s quite a story.” I hear Melody’s sweet voice, and I swear it makes me physically ache, the guilt of what I did to her years ago still eating me alive.

      “That it is, but it worked for them.”

      “So, is that what you’re doing on this trip . . .” I notice Blair’s eyes on Rhys as she asks her bitchy question, “Looking for your own love story?”

      Adele laughs at that. “God, no. I’ve had plenty of that. They all end up being tragedies.”

      I didn’t pry last night when Adele stayed over. I have no idea what spawned this whole cross-country trip, but I recognize the sadness in her eyes now.

      “I know the feeling.”

      My eyes lock with Melody’s in the rearview mirror, her statement a message for me and one I feel to my core.

      I am her biggest regret.
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      “Jesus. Where the hell are we?” Blair stretches her long legs in front of her in the crowded SUV.

      Rhys opens the driver’s door, not looking back to answer. “Middle-of-fucking-nowhere, Missouri.”

      “Christ, how long have we been in this fucking car?”

      “Are you going to complain the whole fucking time? Or just the first half of the trip?”

      “Fuck off.”

      Rhys and Blair are lost in their own argumentative world, but I don’t miss the slight, and I mean very slight, smirk that passes over Rhys’s lips. “Quit being a pain in the ass. It’s only been about two hours, but I’m fucking hungry.”

      Sean opens his door. “I’m fucking starving.”

      I look at the large convenience store we’re parked in front of. We took an exit marked “rest stop” and this is literally the only thing on the entire exit.

      Several gas pumps are out front, and the letters on the front of the building spell out “GAS and FOOD” in large capital letters. There are several semi-trailers parked along with numerous travel-trailers.

      I’ve never seen anything like it.

      “Ah, nothing like truck stop food.” I turn to Adele, who seems quite enamored with the idea of eating here.

      We left Kansas City around nine this morning. But the rush hour traffic was brutal, and it doesn’t feel like we’ve come very far. I think Rhys is off by an hour on his estimate because it’s nearing noon.

      We all pile out of the vehicle, and as Sean, Rhys, and Adele start toward the busy truck stop, Blair and I hang back.

      The building is vibrant, painted yellow and orange, and there are people buzzing around everywhere. A small child is having an epic meltdown by the entrance, I guess not wanting to go inside, and I feel a small connection with him.

      The building shouldn’t be scary, and to most it’s probably not, but we’re both frozen. I mean, we’ve gotten our own gas before, we aren’t that freaking spoiled. But neither of us has been to a place like this in our lives. Out in the middle of nowhere.

      Rhys pulls open the door and huffs when he sees us still by the car. “Come. On.”

      I look over at Blair. Is she going to just do what he says again? I mean, that seems to be her thing now. But she stands firm. “Maybe we’ll stay out here.”

      The men stare at us like we’re completely insane, but Adele bounces over to us. “You cannot go wrong with a truck stop, ladies. I mean, during the daylight anyway.” She slips one arm around mine and then another around Blair’s, gently guiding us toward the door. “I will be your happy guide.”

      Blair looks over at me. “Are we really going to do this?”

      “It’s a fucking truck stop. Quit being such a fucking princess.”

      That comes from Rhys, and it’s directed right at Blair, who places one hand on her hip. I can tell she isn’t going to take his shit. “We aren’t as used to lowbrow places as you are, Rhys.”

      “As if you have a hard time coming down to my level, Blair.”

      Her eyes narrow, and I swear she’s going to kill him. What the hell does that mean? “Fine. We’ll eat at your little truck stop like heathens.”

      He rolls his eyes and walks inside, leaving us all confused as Blair untangles her arm from Adele’s and follows right after him.

      “Huh, I have a feeling there’s a lot more to that story.” Adele shrugs and leads me through the door Sean is still holding open.

      I try to ignore the intoxicating scent coming from him as I pass. He smells the same as he did our first night together. All man, mystery, and fantasy bottled up in a softly scented cologne.

      My heart beats a little faster in my chest just smelling him, and I fight my body’s reaction.

      I look around the surprisingly clean building. There’s a convenience shop that looks like a typical gas station, but then there’s an open room full of t-shirts and collectibles, a large sign with an arrow pointing to the restrooms, and a fast-food restaurant all inside the massive building.

      “Wow.”

      Adele’s laugh is sweet as she releases me and gestures widely in front of her. “You can get anything you need here. All-in-one shop.” She points toward the fast-food counter. “Greasy, totally unhealthy goodness.” She points toward the gift shop. “Trucker’s hats, shirts telling people where you’ve been, keychains, and I believe they even have bobbleheads.” I smile. Adele is growing on me, which is frustrating, considering I have no idea if she’s currently sleeping with Sean. She points to the gas station section. “And lots and lots of road snacks.”

      I smile, thinking about the original trip I had planned with Blair. “I think I’ll start there.”

      She nods. “That’s a good choice. I have to use the facilities, but I’ll meet you there.”

      I smile and nod, looking to see Sean browsing through a rack of t-shirts, but his eyes are on us. Is he watching her? Or me?

      He quickly looks away, and I glance around, looking for Blair. I find her next to Rhys, standing by a shelf full of trinkets. They seem to be talking, but I can’t hear them.

      His lips actually turn up in a quick smile, something I’ve never seen from Rhys. Before he walks away, his hand runs down her bare arm, slowly and definitely intentionally. And she doesn’t kill him.

      She smirks, and her eyes follow his ass as he walks away.

      I stare at her, dumbstruck. She looks away, seemingly forcing herself to do so. I walk over to join her. “What the hell was that?”

      Her eyes meet mine, a silent threat in them, but I’m not afraid of Blair. “What was what?”

      “Don’t play with me Blair. I saw him touch you, and he still has his hand attached to his body.”

      She rolls her eyes and glances at the novelty bobbleheads of notable people on the shelf in front of her. “It was nothing. Why the hell are you spying on me anyway?”

      “Spying on you? Seriously, Blair.”

      She takes a deep breath and turns to face me. “It’s nothing.”

      It’s definitely something. “Did something happen between you and Rhys?”

      Holy lord, please don’t let that be true. Rhys is . . . well, Rhys. He’s angry and quiet. I swear, he could be a hit man or something. I mean, he has no emotions. “Grow up, Mel. It was really nothing.”

      “What is it, exactly?”

      Her shoulders shrug as she turns back to the bobbleheads, picking one up and examining it. “This is really fucking stupid. People actually spend their money on things like this?”

      I take the toy from her and place it on the shelf. “Don’t change the subject.”

      Her head lifts, and her eyes meet mine. “It is sex. Just sex. Nothing else.”

      I stare at her, my mouth agape. She’s had sex with Rhys? “Sex?”

      She expels a frustrated breath. “Yes, Mel. Sex. I know it’s been awhile, but I think you remember.”

      Ouch. “Bitch.”

      She smiles at that. “Sorry.”

      It has been a long time since I’ve had sex or even kissed anyone. After everything with Sean, I decided absolutely no more one-night stands. From then on, I had to be dating a guy in a real, committed relationship before I’d have sex with him. And that’s been challenging. “When did this start?”

      “It hasn’t started, Mel. It’s sex. When we feel like it, when I come back from college and he’s around.”

      “But when was the first time?” She’s my best friend. We tell each other everything. I want to know how long she’s been keeping this secret from me.

      “Christmas Eve.”

      I stare at her in shock. “That’s why you left the party early?”

      She’d sent me a text that she wasn’t feeling well and would see me the next day at my parent’s house. “Yes. We had sex, and I dropped him off at Phillip and Gillian’s. It was no big deal.”

      That was months ago. “If it wasn’t that big of a deal, then why didn’t you tell me?”

      Her focus slides to Sean and Rhys, who are standing by the t-shirts. “Because you’d had quite a night, and I didn’t want you to make a big deal about it.” She places a hand on my shoulder. “I know sex means a lot to you. To me, it’s just a good time, keeps me from committing homicide.”

      I fight a smile. “I mean, I get it, he’s hot as hell.”

      She bites her bottom lip and is almost breathless when she says, “You have no idea.”

      I can’t imagine Rhys being intimate at all but shrug it off as Adele approaches us.

      “I want more details later.”

      “Fine, but not around the weirdo.”

      “Blair, be nice.”

      “No promises.”

      Adele approaches, and the boys signal us over to the food counter. And, for whatever reason, we follow directions.

      I guess we’re just leaning into this whole experience.
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      “You gonna tell me what’s going on with you and Blair?”

      Rhys takes the cap off the gas tank and pumps gas into the black SUV as the girls sit inside the car. We ate, they bought some shit from the gift shop and some snacks before we came back out to fuel up and get our asses back on the road.

      Two hours later.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I smirk. “I saw your little arm stroke in there. I was prepared to defend you from the fire-breathing demon, and then I saw her fucking face. She smiled. You touched her, and she fucking smiled, man. What’s up with that?”

      I didn’t address it then because I knew I had no shot at an actual explanation with others around.

      “Nothing. Drop it.”

      “Bullshit, man.” I smile and smack him on the shoulder. “Did you finally get laid?”

      “Why are you so concerned with my sex life?”

      “Because you don’t have one.”

      It’s true. I’m pretty sure he hasn’t had sex since he and Quinn broke up, and that was a really fucking long time ago. I’ve been trying to get him to get laid since, but so far, he hasn’t wanted anything to do with it.

      Rhys has a complicated relationship with sex.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      I turn back toward the SUV, its windows are tinted, but I can make out the shadows of the girls in the back seat. “Blair? Really?”

      “Sean . . . I’m warning you.”

      “Did you fuck her and then your dick fell off? Is that why you don’t want to talk about it?”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      I don’t bother to fight the laugh. Fucking with Rhys and his seriousness is one of my favorite pastimes. “You can tell me, buddy.”

      “Please don’t make me kill you.”

      I laugh again. “Okay. I guess we’re more alike than you thought.”

      “No, we aren’t. I didn’t fuck her because she’s rich. I fucked her because she may be as twisted as me.”

      That’s quite an explanation, coming from Rhys. “Is this an ongoing thing?”

      I watch him swallow and his throat bobs as the pump clicks and he puts it back, screwing the gas cap back on. “It’s not a thing. It’s fucking, when we want to, and it’s not a big deal.”

      I shrug. “If you’re happy, I’m happy, man.”

      “I’m never happy. Don’t get it twisted.”

      I roll my eyes and take the keys from him as I climb behind the steering wheel and he climbs in the passenger seat. “According to the GPS, we have three hours until we get to Iowa City.”

      “Piece of cake.” Adele says from her seat in the back between Melody and Blair.

      Melody seems fond of Adele already, and even Blair seems to be warming up to her. Melting the ice queen, that’s a fucking feat.

      “Jesus Christ, how long is it after that to Chicago?” Blair whines from her spot behind Rhys.

      “Four more hours.”

      “Fuck!” She looks over at Melody, who shakes her head and shrugs.

      “It’s an adventure, Blair.”

      I want to ask her so many things. I want to find out what she’s been up to in the nearly six years since our first meeting, but I know she doesn’t want to talk to me.

      She made that very clear at the Christmas Eve party.

      You mean nothing.

      Her cold words still haunt me.

      “This is a long, uncomfortable adventure, Mel.” I start the car and start driving toward the highway.

      “Well, if you all are completely exhausted when we reach Iowa, you can stay with me tonight.”

      “No.” The response comes from Rhys and Blair at the same time.

      “Why don’t we just play it by ear,” Melody offers, and in the rearview mirror, I see Adele smiling.

      Quinn’s show isn’t until tomorrow night. Staying one night in Iowa is doable, and it might be needed.

      I’m not sure how many hours we can all survive in this car without stopping, trapped together.
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      It was almost six when we drove into Iowa City about thirty minutes ago. Adele’s grandma’s house is actually in a much more secluded town, and when we finally stop driving, my ass is completely numb. We’ve been in the car far too long, only stopping a couple of times to use the restroom.

      I’m starving and so sick of being in the car.

      Sean follows the GPS and parks in front of a two story, simple house. It looks slightly rundown but quaint with a white picket fence around it. There are only three other houses on this block in the quiet, country town.

      I’m now sitting between Blair and Adele, and I watch the Aussie’s face as she looks up at the home, a look of pain and nostalgia on her pretty face.

      “Have you been here before?”

      She turns to me. “Once, but I was quite young and don’t really remember it.”

      “It’s nice.”

      She smiles and opens the door, bouncing out with a hop back in her step. Nothing seems to keep her down for long. “You all want the tour?”

      “Yes, of course.” I answer quickly before Rhys or Blair can shut her down. Sean is already opening his door to join her, my unlikely ally.

      Sean is quite fond of Adele. I feel a pain slice through my chest, wondering just how close they are. I still have no details about their relationship. I haven’t seen them kiss or even touch yet. But let’s face it, being in the car all day doesn’t leave a lot of room for PDA, especially with her in the back and him up front.

      I follow her out and turn to Blair, expecting her to argue, but surprisingly, she’s opening her door and climbing out.

      Rhys is the last to join us at the curb, and thankfully, he does.

      Adele rummages through her bag and grabs a set of keys. “Okay then, let’s go.”

      She seems hesitant, and Sean wraps an arm around her shoulder, leaning in a whispering something into her ear. Suddenly, I’m not so fond of the Aussie stranger.

      Shit.

      Grow up, Melody. You have no claim to Sean, and it’s not her fault.

      I straighten my shoulders and force myself not to be that girl, one who blames another woman for liking a single man, because Sean is not mine.

      He never was.

      Blair stands by my side, and I can feel her offer silent comfort. We all walk up to the front porch. Some boards on the porch are starting to decay, and it’s clear the home needs some work. She unlocks the front door and pushes it open.

      When we walk in, the home is decorated in an early nineties motif and is still fully furnished. The small living room has a brown sofa, one chair, and the television, which seems to be the only thing from the last decade.

      She flips a light switch, and the light comes on.

      Sean looks around the room. “The electricity is still on?”

      Adele nods her head, moving to the kitchen and looking around at the white appliances, all fairly clean. “When my grandmother and mum passed, Chance rented it out to a nice family. They just moved out last week, so Chance took over the utilities until he figures out what he wants to do with it.”

      “So, there’s running water?” Blair crosses her arms as she stays put by the door.

      “Well, let’s see.” Adele walks over to the kitchen sink and turns the knob. Instantly, clear water pours from the faucet, and she looks over at Blair with a wide smile. “I would say so.”

      Blair still isn’t a huge fan, but I know my friend and Adele is starting to grow on her. “So, maybe I could take a shower and wash this fucking day off me?”

      Adele’s smile is infectious as she bounces over to Blair. “Absolutely! And I meant what I said, you guys are more than welcome to stay the night here. Maybe get some food, recoup.”

      Sean and Rhys share a look, and I can tell they are having a silent conversation. Afterward, Sean looks over at Adele. “It sounds good to me.” He turns to look at me and Blair as I join her side. “What do you two think?”

      “Ah, actually caring about her feelings for once, Sean?”

      I could kill Blair. Rhys shakes his head. “I thought I told you to stop being a pain in the ass.”

      “And I told you to fuck off.”

      I hold up a hand, telling them both to shut up. I don’t think I can handle their sexually tense, angry banter. “It sounds like a plan to me.” I turn to Adele. “If you really don’t mind us invading your home, that is.”

      “Not at all, my friend. Let’s go find that shower, shall we?” She hooks one arm in mine and signals to Blair to follow us as we climb the stairs.

      We walk into the bedroom off the stairs. There’s a king-sized bed and a small bathroom off the side. “You girls can take this room.”

      “Thank you.” I look around as Adele rummages through the bathroom closet, pulling out two towels before taking a seat on the edge of the bed. She’s looking around the room, almost in a daze. “Are you okay?”

      She sits next to me, her hands on the mattress on each side of her. “I am. Just being here, I feel close to my mum.”

      Blair looks sadly over at me before taking a seat next to her. “You actually liked your mother?”

      Adele nods her head as she looks down at her sandals. “I did.” She turns to look at Blair. “You didn’t?”

      “Don’t. Unfortunately, mine’s still alive.”

      I shake my head. I know the complicated backstory of Blair and her mother. Adele doesn’t, but still she laughs and leans into it. “Isn’t that always the way?”

      Blair smiles, and it’s her genuine one, not the one she gives before she’s about to attack or the fake one she offers when forced to be nice. “It is. Life is shit.”

      “No, my new friend. Life is a gift.”

      Blair doesn’t seem to agree, but she doesn’t argue. “I’m going to hop in the shower. This place better have decent water pressure or my hair will be fucked for the whole trip.”

      Adele just lays back on the bed. “That, I can’t tell ya, mate.”

      Blair takes her towel and goes into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. I look out the window at the setting sun. “Don’t mind Blair. She’s really harmless.”

      “No doubt. She’s clearly been hurt before.”

      I think Adele thinks Blair’s been hurt by love, but the truth is, I don’t think Blair has ever been in love. “I suppose, but that’s also just Blair.”

      She chuckles, turns to her side with her head propped up on her hand. “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Sean. What’s the story there?”

      Suddenly, I’m uncomfortable, and I stand up to examine the view out the window more closely. “There’s no story.”

      Does she already know the story? Have they talked about me?

      “Right.”

      I turn to face her. “What’s your story with Sean?”

      My defensive tone doesn’t bother her as she sits up and shrugs. “It’s the age-old story really. Girl breaks up with her longtime boyfriend and decides on a cross-country trip on a whim, stopping in Kansas at a bar and meets a boy.”

      I fight the shudder that threatens to flow through my body, thinking about what happened when said girl met boy. “And then?’

      She smiles. “Oh, you know, drunken sex. Him. Not her.” Her eyes meet mine. “Boy cries out for another woman, a beautiful name meaning ‘song’.”

      I stare at her, my jaw dropped. “He said my name in bed?”

      Her eyes are playful, but before she can answer me and either deny or confirm, the boys show up in the doorway, our luggage in tow.

      “Holy fuck. Are you sure you all aren’t moving into this house?” Sean drops one of my pink bags on the ground in front of him.

      I blush, thinking about what Adele just told me.

      Does he still think about me? Even in other women’s company?
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      Seeing Adele and Melody talking alone is a little unnerving, I have to admit. Were they talking about me?

      Melody’s gaze is strange as she studies me.

      They definitely were.

      “Where do you want this shit?” I can always count on Rhys to cut the bullshit.

      Blair walks out of the small bathroom that’s tucked into the corner of the bedroom, wrapped only in a plum-colored towel. My eyes catch Rhys’s briefly, then his glue to her.

      How the hell did these two hook up? I don’t get it.

      Blair walks to Rhys and take a black bag out of his hands.

      “You’re welcome.”

      She tosses an unamused look at him as she walks back into the bathroom without saying a word, and I see Rhys’s jaw tick as he stands silently by the door.

      Whatever is going on with these two, I have no doubt, it will explode.

      And I need to stay close to make sure I’m there to pick up the pieces.

      “So where shall we eat tonight?” I look over at Adele, as sunshiny as ever. I know she has a dark past, that’s really the only type of people I attract. But the girl seems untouchable by sour moods.

      I place the absurd amount of luggage I’m carrying by the door and take a seat next to her. “Does this town even have places to eat?”

      It was pretty desolate as we drove through the small town, and I don’t recall seeing one restaurant. Hell, not even a McDonald’s.

      She pulls her phone out of her back pocket, and I try to avoid Melody’s eyes as Adele searches through her phone. “Well, it looks like there’s a diner that closed an hour ago and then a local tavern that’s open until eleven.”

      I look over at Rhys. “Shit.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “In a bar?”

      He rolls his eyes, folding his arms over his chest. “It’s a fucking hick-town tavern. I’ll be fine.”

      Adele agrees by nodding her head and placing her phone back in her pocket. “In my experience, addicts seem to have the hardest time when they’re alone, not surrounded by loved ones.”

      I wrap an arm around her shoulder as we sit on the edge of the bed, feeling protective of her like a younger sister. What has this woman been through?

      “You know from experience?” I look up and see Melody’s sweet face as she asks the question. She seems slightly annoyed, but her curiosity seems to have gotten the best of her.

      Adele nods her head. “I had quite an addiction, one that led me to some dark characters and even landed my brother in jail.”

      I turn to look at her, my arm still holding her close. “What? How did he end up in jail for your addiction?”

      “It’s a long story.” I can feel her tense. “One I don’t particularly like to talk about. He was trying to protect me.”

      Intrigued, Blair walks out of the bathroom, her hair still wet, but dressed in jeans with a designer tag on the ass and a spaghetti-strapped tank top I’m almost positive will kill Rhys. “Damn, girl, that actually sounds like one hell of a story.”

      Adele straightens up and shoots a white smile over to Blair. “I’ve finally interested you?” Her eyes flit over Rhys and then back to Blair. “Although, I suppose that’s not too surprising. You lean to the dark side, don’t ya, gorgeous?”

      Rhys looks homicidal, but oddly enough, Blair doesn’t. Her right eyebrow lifts as her shoulder shrugs. “Keeps life interesting.”

      “My brother is an incredible human, and I owe him my life. He almost lost Aubrey because of me, and you can bet, I won’t let him down.”

      Then why was she in the bar?

      I don’t ask that. It would be a dick thing to do, even for me, but the thought is there. She must have had something happen that led her swaying back to the blackness, but now is not the time to ask.

      “So, why the almost relapse the other day?”

      Fuck. I forgot Rhys knows about the bar. And he has no problem being a dick no matter what the circumstance is. “Asshole.” It’s a warning from my lips and one that only makes Rhys stand taller.

      “It’s okay.” Adele smiles as she looks around the room. “We’re all friends.”

      “You don’t have to go into detail.” Melody seems almost at war with herself. Her words are kind, but her face seems conflicted.

      “Thank you, sweet Mel.” Adele moves from the comfort of my arms and stands up in the middle of the room, around mere strangers who somehow have gained her trust in a short amount of time.

      I think about what she said about soulmates. Does she feel that way about me only? Or all of them too somehow? Or is Adele some sort of superhuman that feels a connection with everyone she meets?

      “I was in the happiest time of my life. I had family, a job I didn’t love but it paid the bills, an amazing man who loved me and who I loved back, but then something overtook me.” Her eyes are on Rhys. “I’m not sure if it was boredom or what, but I panicked, full-on panicked. And all of a sudden, my boyfriend was talking about marriage and babies and a mundane life I never thought I could have.”

      “You ran?” Rhys’s voice cracks, and they are locked in a secret conversation.

      “It was if I couldn’t breathe, and I needed something. What? I’m not entirely sure. I told my brother and Aubrey I needed to get out of town. He was furious with me. I’m sure it was out of fear.”

      “Can’t blame him.” Blair adds as she brushes her hair using the mirror on the wall to watch herself and seem distant, but I can tell she wants more of the story.

      “I didn’t. He finally calmed down and gave me the keys, making me promise him I would call at least once a day. I owe him that much, so I’ve kept up with that. I withdrew all of my cash, packed my bags and made one final stop before leaving California.”

      “Your boyfriend’s,” I state the obvious.

      She nods. “I broke his heart. His only crime was loving me too much and perhaps being on the boring side, but I’m sure most normal women would love that about him. He’s stable, kind, real.”

      The words she’s says describe my idea of boring, but her face tells me something different. She loves this man but doesn’t feel worthy of him.

      My eyes move to Melody, a painful feeling swirling through my entire body. I know Adele’s pain.

      “Maybe you two can still work it out.” Melody stands by the window, looking whimsical.

      Adele shakes her head. “He would be a fool to take me back.”

      Blair stops brushing her blond locks and turns to look over at Adele, an annoyed look on her face. “You want him back?”

      Adele shrugs and wipes a loose tear. “I don’t know what I want.” And then, in what I’ve come to know as true Adele fashion, she laughs. “Except food. My stomach very clearly wants some greasy tavern food.”

      Rhys and I share a look, we both know she’s hurting, but we also respect the defense mechanism.

      I stand up. “Let’s do this.”

      Melody and Blair argue immediately. “We have to get ready.” Melody’s voice might seem whiney to some, but it’s as sweet it comes to my ears.

      “Give us an hour,” Blair adds.

      Jesus Christ. Women.
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      “You want to talk about it?’”

      I hate how well my best friend knows me. I braid my blond hair, letting the finished product hang over my left shoulder and look in the mirror. We’re almost ready to go out, and it’s only Blair and me in the room we’re sharing tonight.

      “What?”

      “Sean and the Australian beauty we’re trying to hate, but the bitch is making it hard.”

      “I don’t hate Adele.”

      Blair squeezes mousse into her hand, tossing her head forward and massaging the product into her hair. Guess she’s going for the wavy, casual look tonight. “Bullshit. Part of you wants to go all feral and tear her apart.”

      “Blair, I don’t want to talk about this.”

      She flips her hair back, standing up straight and massaging the mousse into her hair thoroughly as she also looks in the mirror. “You can play ‘sweet Mel’ with everyone else. I’ve known you forever, and I saw the way you looked at Adele when he put his arm around her.”

      I groan and walk over to one of my many suitcases, undoing the zipper and pulling out a pink, long sleeve wrap dress that lands about mid-thigh. It’s nothing fancy and completely appropriate for dinner with friends.

      I change into it, and Blair and I choose strappy heels, perfect for spring, After final touches, we make our way downstairs where Sean, Adele, and Rhys are waiting at the door, all wearing what they wore earlier.

      We are so fucking extra.

      “Sorry we took so long.” I apologize as Blair flips her hair over her shoulder with a confident stride toward the rest of the group.

      “Not a problem, love. Tavern is still open.” I look to Adele, unable to not return her kind smile.

      Sean is standing right next to her, and I’m not sure what they were talking about before we came downstairs, but they look cozy, familiar with one another.

      The fact that she slept with Sean is killing me even if I won’t admit it out loud. Watching how close they are is gutting me. Clearly, he cares for her. He didn’t leave her lying alone in a park after they slept together, wondering what the hell she did wrong.

      Instead, he went on a road trip with her and seems to already know a lot about her.

      Am I witnessing the beginning of an epic love story?

      Will she end up staying in Kansas? Or will he move to California? Or will they both relocate to Iowa?

      The thoughts are too much to bear. I sling my purse over my shoulder and reach for the door. “Well, we better get going before they close.”

      Everyone follows, and Sean drives us to the small, quiet, and completely dead downtown. We park in front of the small tavern, which can only be described as a hole-in-the-wall.

      Blair stares at the glass front door from the back seat of the SVU. “Seriously? People eat here?”

      “You’re being a pain again,” Rhys says as he climbs out of the vehicle.

      I turn to Blair as Sean and Adele also climb out. “We can do this. Adventure.”

      “We could be in a cushy hotel room ordering room service right fucking now.”

      I laugh and open my door. “Let’s go. This could be fun.”

      I notice there are three cars parked outside as we walk into the small bar. There are four booths, one table, and several wooden barstools lined up at the bar that has a friendly woman behind it. She waves and tells us to sit where we like.

      Blair looks around the tavern like she’s afraid she might catch something, her purse clung to her chest. I take a deep breath, feeling out of my element.

      Adele settles into the booth with Sean, and Rhys grabs a chair from the one table and sits at the end, waiting for us to slide into the booth across from Sean and Adele. Are they a couple?

      They look like a beautiful match.

      I’m the first one to take a seat, and after we order, our food is brought out not long after. I have to admit the crinkle-cut fries and hamburgers we’re served are exactly what I needed at the moment. The comfort food softening the blow of the familiarity Sean and Adele seem to have as everyone jokes around and chats like old friends.

      I watch a couple of guys around our age walk through the door, not half bad-looking in a country boy sort of way. One wearing a green baseball hat, t-shirt, and jeans approaches the bar with an easy grin on his handsome face, ordering a round of beer for his friends and himself.

      Maybe I need more than just comfort food.

      “Well, that hit the spot, yeah?” Adele asks the table, and my attention is brought back to Sean and her, sitting right in front of me.

      Rhys and Sean nod their heads in agreement, and Blair nibbles on a fry, but doesn’t seem as repulsed as I expected.

      “See? It’s not a bad little town.” Adele is talking to Sean, and it’s like no one else is around when he answers.

      “You gonna move here?”

      She shrugs her shoulders, her playful smile intact. “You never know. You gonna move here with me?” She laughs. “You know since we’re in love, and all.”

      I nearly gasp, but I think I play it off pretty well as a cough when Sean and Adele’s eyes fall on me. I pat my chest a couple of times and throw in a couple of over-the-top coughs as I grab my water and take a drink.

      “Are you okay, sweet Mel?”

      I nod my head, the glass still at my lips as I look over at Adele. Maybe her tone was sarcastic and possibly joking, but I can’t tell with these two.

      I’m all out of sorts and can’t think so I turn to Blair. “Can I get out for a minute?”

      Her eyes are locked on mine with uncertainty, and I know she wants to ask me what the hell I’m doing. But she stands up and lets me slide out of the cramped booth.

      I smooth the skirt of my dress as I stand up. “Thanks.” I turn to Adele. “I know you can’t drink, but I could use one after this day.”

      For a moment, I think I see a hint of concern in her pretty eyes, but she seems to shake it off almost instantly.

      No wonder Sean is in love with her. She’s perfect. Nothing gets to her for long. She’s beautiful and seems to be at peace with who she is. “Don’t let me stop you.”

      Adele and Blair share a look, and Blair looks up at me, taking my hand. “You okay?’

      Oh great, now she’s having mental conversations with my best friend?

      “I’m fine. I just need a drink.” I pull away from her grasp and walk to the bar, flagging down the female bartender.

      “What can I get you, sweetie?”

      I look at the bottles lined up behind the bar. I don’t drink, not really. I only turned twenty-one a few months ago and at parties before that, I would have a sip here and there, but I didn’t go crazy.

      I look back over at the booth, Blair has her eyes on me, but the other three are engaged in a happy conversation from what I can tell.

      I turn back to the nice woman, briefly looking over at the group of local boys and then shrug. “I’ll take a beer.”

      She smiles, eyeing me. “ID?”

      I walk back to the booth and grab my license quickly before returning to show it to her. “Okay, do you have a preference?”

      I look over my shoulder at the townies. “Whatever they are having.”

      She gives a quick nod of approval, before grabbing a glass mug and filling it with the golden liquid and setting it before me. “There you go, sweetie. That will be four dollars.”

      I’m about to stand up to grab money from my purse when a five-dollar bill is placed on the bar in front of me “Keep the change, Darla.”

      I look at the man next to me, wearing a charming smile and baseball cap and then over at Sean, who, for whatever reason, is watching intently.

      I focus on the friendly stranger. “Thank you for that. You going to keep me company?”

      He flashes a sexy grin as he takes a seat next to me, and I hear his rambunctious friends whistling in the background, but we both ignore them.

      If Sean can find love after a hookup, maybe I can too. Perhaps I should be done following the rules I set after he broke my heart.
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      “Are you really going to let her do this?”

      Blair’s eyes roll so far in her head, I’m not sure they’ll ever come back as she folds her arms over her stomach. “Do what, exactly?”

      My eyes dart to where Melody is standing with a group of assholes, one douchebag has his arm around her waist as she sways to the country shit the jukebox is playing. They’re all playing pool at the back of the tavern, but the fucker in the baseball cap isn’t thinking about the game.

      His hand is hovering way too close to Melody’s perfect ass, and I’m two seconds from completely losing it.

      “She looks like she’s going to leave with that asshole.”

      Blair drops her arms to her side, shrugging her right shoulder. “And what if she does?”

      I stare at her, my mouth agape. “Seriously? You’re cool with some country boy douchebag using your best friend?” I look over at Melody, her second beer clutched in her hand. “She’s clearly drunk.”

      Again, Blair rolls her eyes at me. “She’s had a beer and just started a second one. She’s not fucking drunk.”

      “And if he spiked that shit?”

      Blair’s eyes flicker with the hint of evil I’m accustomed to from her, not even entertaining that idea. “You know he didn’t. And you know what? Maybe she needs to get laid. Maybe he’s her happily ever after. What’s the matter, Sean?” Her cold eyes narrow. “You can use her, but no one else can?”

      I really fucking hate Blair.

      “That was years ago. I thought she’d learned her lesson.”

      “Ah, is that what you did?” She leans across the booth, her eyes like lasers ready to burn a hole straight through my skull. “Teach her a lesson?”

      I swallow the bile in my throat, thinking about the Christmas party when Melody told me I was nothing, that I didn’t matter, that she only falls for men who know what they want.

      I look back at Baseball Cap, his smile seeming predatory to me. “I thought she only dated real men. That fucker back there is a boy at best.”

      “Big words from a boy still playing games.”

      “Fuck you, Blair.”

      Adele holds her hands up in the air, trying to break up the argument from her seat next to me. “Okay, okay. You guys calm down. We’re all friends here.”

      I look directly at Blair. “We’re not friends.”

      Adele brushes me off quickly, looking back at Melody and the douchebag with his hands all over her. “He seems harmless.”

      “So did Jeffrey fucking Dahmer.” Rhys always has my back.

      I nod in agreement with him. “Exactly.”

      “Oh please.” Blair rolls her eyes at both of us this time, and then her hateful gaze lands directly on me. “If you’re that fucking worried about it, why don’t you go check on her.”

      I stiffen in my seat. I know that’s the last thing Melody wants. I’ve tried like hell to keep my distance from her this trip, staring at her like a fucking creeper every time I get the chance and trying like hell to look away.

      “I don’t think that will go over well.”

      Rhys is clearly tired of the conversation as he stands up quickly. “Fuck this.” He looks back at Melody, his loud voice overpowering the jukebox. “Melody, get your shit, we’re leaving.”

      See? Always has my fucking back.

      Melody looks over at us, leaning her head against the stranger’s chest. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “The hell you’re not. Get your fucking purse. We’re heading out.”

      Baseball Cap keeps her tucked to his side and stands tall, tipping his chin in Rhys’s direction, but not showing any signs of aggression. “I can bring her home. It’s no problem.”

      “Right. I’m sure you don’t have a problem with that at all, but she’s with us, and we’re going home.”

      Adele looks slightly nervous now as she climbs out of the booth, and her eyes focus on Melody. “I still have so much to learn from you, and you’re leaving in the morning. Let’s get out of here so you can tell me all the things.”

      Melody’s eyes look cold, almost Blairlike as she focuses on Adele. “You know all you need to know about me. And I don’t want to know more about you.”

      Adele doesn’t seem hurt. In fact, she brushes it off. “Oh, come on, there’s so much more to you, sweet Mel.”

      “I’m not sweet. And I’m not leaving.” She gazes up at the stranger. “I’m learning so much about Josh.” Her eyes meet mine. “And that’s all I’m interested in.”

      I stand up now. “Please, you don’t give a fuck about Baseball Cap here.”

      She’s angry. I see that same flicker of fury in her eyes from the Christmas party. “I wonder if he believes in fate.” Fuck. “I must find out.”

      I swallow hard, the fate thing getting to me, and I feel Adele’s hand squeeze my shoulder. “Fine, enjoy. Don’t say I didn’t fucking warn you.”

      I walk out of the tavern, shoving the door open and walking out to the street, a street that literally no one is driving on at the moment. This town is fucking dead.

      I can’t believe such a small thing can work me up.

      I’m normally completely unbothered by anything in this fucked-up world. Things don’t set me off. I learned to stay calm long ago.

      Moments later Adele walks outside, standing on the curb. “You okay, tiger?” TIG-AH

      “No. Fuck this shit.”

      She chuckles and then takes a seat on the curb. “She won’t leave with him.”

      My eyes meet hers. “Why do you say that?”

      She shrugs. “Because she’s not the type. She’s not looking for one night.”

      “Yeah, well she wasn’t with me either. And she fell for my bullshit.”

      Adele just shakes her head from side to side sadly. “Was it really bullshit, Sean?”

      I stand there, thinking over her question for a moment before walking to where she is and taking a seat next to her. “No. It was supposed to be. Same game, leave in the morning and be done.”

      “But it wasn’t. You’ve thought about her every day after, haven’t you?”

      I look into Adele’s soulful eyes. “Are you a fucking guardian angel or some shit? Sent here to guide me? Because you’re wasting your time.”

      She grabs my arm and leans her head on my shoulder. “Right place, right time. And don’t sell yourself short, you have more charm than Mr. Baseball Cap could ever dream of having. She doesn’t want him.”

      “I can’t have her.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      There’s that aching feeling in my chest. The same feeling I always get when I think about going to Melody, apologizing and begging her to give me another chance, one I know I don’t deserve. “Any promise I could make her, I would break.”

      “Says who?’

      “History. My DNA.” I look at her. “My heart.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Don’t go to her until you’re certain you can keep your promise, but don’t you dare let where you came from hold you back. You’re a good man. I see it. Rhys sees it. And Melody . . .” Adele looks back at the tavern. “She saw it from the beginning. You made her feel like a fool. Show her she was right from the start about you.”

      “People don’t change.”

      “Exactly, mate.”

      My brow furrows lost in her riddle. “What?”

      “With her, you were a good man. That didn’t change. Your actions the following morning were out of fear. But you, you wanted to stay with her forever.”

      I remember staring at her curled up in my jacket, lying in the pavilion. I wanted so badly to stay there with her forever.

      But Adele is wrong, I’m not a good man, and I left her there because that’s who I was then and am now.
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      “Get in the car.”

      I roll my eyes at Blair as I take my purse from her and climb into the backseat after Rhys and she practically dragged me from the bar.

      I huff as I buckle my seatbelt, and Adele and Blair join me in the back while Rhys and Sean slide into the front. I’m pissed and maybe a little embarrassed.

      A drunken one-night stand is not my thing, it just isn’t. After Sean, I decided to have more respect for myself and stop messing around with childish boys who have no intention of considering a commitment. I don’t sleep with anyone until we’re serious, which in the last six years has only been with two men.

      But even then, there was never anything truly serious, nothing that touched my soul. It was fine, but that’s all it was, and eventually both relationships fizzled out.

      Rhys drives us back to the house, and when we go inside, he’s the first one to head for the stairs. “I’m going to bed, we have to get up and be on the road by eight. Don’t fuck with the timeline, I don’t care if you have to get up at four in the morning to do whatever the fuck you two do in the bathroom.”

      That is, of course, aimed at Blair and me, and neither of us give it any thought.

      `He trudges up the stairs like the angry hulk he is, and Sean looks over at us girls. “I’m going to bed too.”

      His walk up the stairs is lighter, but I can see there’s a heavy burden on him.

      I turn to Adele. “You aren’t joining them? I’m sure Rhys would be down for some freaky shit.”

      Adele just laughs. “Now, that would be hot. But I think you and I should talk.”

      Blair’s hand grazes my arm, giving it a quick squeeze. “I’m going to bed too. Rhys seems serious about his timeline bullshit, and I don’t want to let Quinn down by being late.”

      I give her a quick nod, still irritated she let that brute bully me into leaving.

      Adele walks into the kitchen and fills a glass with water as I take a seat on the couch. She hands me the glass as she sits next to me. “Are you okay?’

      I take a drink. “I’m fine. We’re all adults. There’s nothing wrong with a little one-night stand here and there.”

      “I totally agree, but that’s not really you.”

      I glare at her and put the glass on the small table next to the couch. “You don’t know me.”

      “Oh, but I do.”

      “How? Are you a witch or something? You can read my mind?”

      “No, just kindred spirits. We’ve both lost the loves of our lives, and we’re both lost in general.”

      I scoff at that. “You seem like the least lost person I’ve ever met.”

      “Looks can be deceiving, Melody.”

      “They aren’t that deceiving. You’re so happy and put together, no wonder Sean is in love with you.”

      She laughs. “Sean is not in love with me, sweet, sweet Melody.”

      Her nickname for me should irk me more than it does. “Please don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Patronize me. I’m a big girl. I know you’re a kind person and you’re probably trying to spare my feelings, but I can handle it.”

      She places a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We’re not in love with one another. We slept together. It was sex and only sex. He was drunk and hurting. I was just plain hurting and maybe even slightly intoxicated by the pain. When we woke up the next morning, he wanted so badly to get rid of me.”

      That stings. Because he didn’t. “And now you two are on a trip together.”

      “Because I didn’t leave. There was something binding me to him.” I think I might be sick. “I don’t trust people easily.”

      “But you trust Sean?” She has to be wrong to trust him so quickly. I know it was my biggest mistake.

      “Yes. And you. And hell, even Blair and Rhys.”

      I fight a laugh at that, knowing my friend is rough around the edges. “Well, Blair is definitely trustworthy. Rhys, on the other hand, I have no idea what kind of man he is, but I don’t think it’s good.”

      She smiles as if she knows something I don’t. “You know, I’ve learned a lot over the years, and I have a few on you so let me share something I’ve learned.” I listen intently because I can see the anguish in her eyes, and somehow, I feel her pain. “Those that seem to be so dark on the outside, sometimes those poor people are the ones who have seen the blackest of nights. They need the light more than anyone.”

      I have no clue what Rhys has been through in his life, but if her theory is correct, then it was bad.

      “You still don’t have to lie to me. If you and Sean are together, I can handle it.”

      “No doubt, Mel. We aren’t though.” Her eyes land on the stairs as she smiles and looks back at me. “Our hearts belong to others.”

      “If that’s true, and you weren’t looking for someone else, then why did you leave your boyfriend?”

      She smiles and lays her head on my shoulder. “Oh, sweet Mel, I wasn’t looking for anyone else.” She lifts her head and meets my eyes. “I was looking for me.”

      “And where does that leave him?”

      She smiles sadly, looking at her pink toenails resting on beige carpet. “Hopefully finding himself.” She looks up. “Isn’t that what you and Sean have been doing all these years apart?”

      I think about what she’s saying. I’ve certainly grown a lot since he left me in that park. “I don’t know what we’re doing.”

      “Well, now is the perfect time to figure it out.”

      I smile as she pulls me into a tight hug, and I revel in our new, albeit odd, friendship. “Thank you.”

      “Not a problem, sweet Mel.” She pulls back and looks into my eyes. “Perhaps you should get some rest. I don’t think Rhys was playing around.”

      “I don’t think Rhys ever plays around.”

      She laughs at that, and I hug her again before going upstairs.

      It’s crazy how a complete stranger can know more about you than you know yourself.
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      “You sure you don’t want to come with us? Quinn is a badass on the guitar, and her voice is the best I’ve ever heard.” I may be a little biased since she used to literally sing Rhys, Logan, and me to sleep. But still, she’s really good.

      Adele hugs me, but she’s shaking her head in the answer I already knew as she pulls away. “Maybe next time. The rest of the trip is best being a foursome, trust me.” She looks back at the house as we stand out next to the SUV. “Besides, I have some unfinished business to attend to.”

      “It’s strange how much I’m going to miss you.”

      She laughs at that. “I know. I’ll miss you too.” Her hand smooths over my jaw. “Sweet prince.”

      “I’m far from a prince.”

      “You aren’t even close to the villain you think you are.”

      I swallow hard as the front door opens and Rhys walks out, carrying a shitload of luggage, followed by both girls.

      Holy shit, how is there still luggage in that house? I just carried what I thought was the bulk of it out to the vehicle.

      Blair isn’t as dolled up as she was yesterday, opting for a cropped hoodie and black leggings, but she’s still in full makeup. Her hair is pulled up into a ponytail, and it looks like she’s starting to get the concept of a road trip.

      Melody on the other hand, is apparently determined to kill me with temptation. She’s dressed in a bright, pink sundress that shows off those long, tanned legs and tan, strappy heels. Her long, blond hair is down and fucking perfect, along with makeup that makes her already huge eyes look bigger and her plump lips fuller.

      Adele gives me another big hug, and before she pulls away, she whispers into my ear, “Do me a favor, will you?”

      “Anything.”

      Her eyes meet mine, and she keeps her voice quiet. “Get the girl.”

      My eyes reflexively travel to Melody as she walks down the stairs and toward the SUV before I meet Adele’s gaze. “That, I can’t do.”

      “Bullshit, my friend. It’s always been you and her.”

      She kisses my cheek and then turns toward Rhys, Blair, and Mel as they join us, pulling Melody into a tight hug.

      “Ah, sweet Melody. I’m going to miss you most of all, Scarecrow.”

      Melody smiles and squeezes her tightly, while laughing at the Wizard of Oz reference. “Is that a Kansas joke?”

      “I have loads of them.”

      Melody pulls back, tears in her eyes, and I can see Adele had the same impact on her as she did on me. “I can’t wait to hear them all.” She lowers her voice now and looks directly at Adele. “I’m sorry I was so awful to you.”

      Adele just laughs it off easily. “Oh please. You weren’t anywhere near awful.”

      Rhys loads the car and opens the driver’s door, looking back at us all. “We need to get on the road.” He focuses on Adele. “See ya around.”

      And that’s the end of that good-bye. He climbs behind the wheel, and I laugh, looking over at Adele. “He must really like you. That was an actual good-bye.”

      Adele laughs at that as Blair walks to stand before her. “Thanks for making my first road-trip halfway bearable.”

      Adele hugs her, which makes me laugh because I watch Blair cringe at the affection. Eventually she sighs, giving in and patting her on the back.

      “Any time, gorgeous.”

      “Well, I mean, we’ll be back this way in a day or two. So this definitely isn’t good-bye.” I add, not ready to leave Adele behind.

      Melody brightens up at that. “That’s true. You might have to deal with us in a couple of days.”

      “So, then why the hell are we doing this long good-bye.” Blair takes a step back, but she has a smile on her face.

      A sad look passes over Adele’s pretty face. It’s quick, but I catch it before her smile shines brightly and she straightens her back. “You’re right. I’ll see you all soon.”

      “I’m gonna hold you to it.” I hug her again, and we all pile into the SUV.

      We wave good-bye to Adele and start toward Chicago.

      Quinn’s show is in roughly twelve hours.

      Here’s hoping we can make it there without killing each other now that we don’t have our beautiful buffer between us.
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      The next six hours are completely uneventful. And I mean nothing happens.

      We stopped to eat lunch around noon. There was no conversation. There hasn’t been all day. We’ve all been lost in our own worlds as Rhys drives us to Chicago.

      Adele was a beautiful gift for the first part of the trip. And it’s apparent, now that she’s gone, there’s something missing. There’s so much tension in this SUV that when we arrive at the hotel, I swear it pours out when the doors open.

      It follows us like a black cloud as I roll my largest piece of luggage up to the front desk to check in. Sean checks in for him and Rhys, and the nice woman at the front desk informs us that our rooms are adjoining.

      Why?

      A door separating us is not enough.

      But apparently, there’s a lot going on in Chicago this week. And it’s too late to change the rooms, so I’ll just have to deal.

      This is for Quinn.

      I really admire the hell out of her.

      I haven’t spent a lot of time with her. And to be honest, when Blair told me she’d formed a friendship with her when Quinn reached out, I was shocked. Blair and Logan had a thing back in high school. Nothing serious, Blair doesn’t do serious. But there’s no way I would have enough confidence to contact the woman who once had constant sex with the man I loved.

      But Quinn did. She wanted to hang out when she and Logan came back to visit, and Blair carted me along. Then I couldn’t get enough of Quinn and Logan’s stories. Their childhoods were rough, but they both came out of it well.

      They aren’t angry at the world even if they should be.

      I look over at Sean as he passes his license and credit card to the woman at the front desk. Quinn and Logan tell stories about the past, which, of course, include Rhys and Sean, but they don’t offer many details of what landed them in foster care.

      All four are abandoned children, looked over and uncared for. I know their life was hard. I know they had to hustle, and sometimes even steal, to survive. But none of this I learned from Sean.

      The truth is, I don’t know the man I’ve yearned for all these years. I have no clue who he is. All I know is when I close my eyes at night to dream, it’s his face I see.

      It’s also all his lies I hear.

      The elevator dings, and my smile brightens when I see Logan and Quinn appear.

      Sean finishes checking in just in time for us to greet them. Rhys hugs Quinn, and Logan playfully shoves him back, which surprisingly Rhys handles well. “Hands off, Moore.”

      Rhys Moore.

      “Fuck off, Davis. I can’t help it if your woman wants to touch me.

      Logan Davis.

      “Aw, you three are so fucking cute in your love triangle bullshit. I can’t even handle it.” Sean Bennett.

      “You are completely ridiculous.” Quinn Foster.

      Four lost souls—some may say broken, but I see how strong they are—all joined by a bond that’s unbreakable.

      Quinn hugs Sean, and he holds her tight, lifting her tiny frame off the ground.

      “What the hell took you all so fucking long?” Logan nods a hello to Blair and me as we join their little group.

      “Sean picked up a drifter,” Rhys answers. Even though he doesn’t seem outwardly happy, he does seem to be at peace now that all four of them are together.

      “Oh shit, I need to hear about this.” Logan checks his phone. “But first, food. I’m fucking starving.”

      “It’s like, three in the afternoon, Grandpa.” Sean raises an eyebrow and laughs, totally in his element with his oldest friends.

      “I haven’t had anything to eat today. Let’s go grab a pizza.”

      Sean shrugs but agrees. Blair shakes her head. “You guys go ahead.” She turns to me. “I need another shower.”

      I laugh, grateful to my friend for doing something so completely unfamiliar just for me. “Sounds good.” I look at Quinn. “We’ll catch up with you guys later.”

      Quinn, dressed casually in jeans, an oversized t-shirt, and a backwards, white, baseball cap but still stunning, gives a thumbs up. “Sounds good. Text us later, and do not miss the show or I’ll have to kill you both.”

      Blair waves her off, but I see her small smile as I agree and follow Blair to the elevator.

      The four of them leave the hotel, and we go up to the room reserved for us by Quinn. It’s quaint, not really what we’re used to but also not bad.

      Blair tosses her bag on the bed and flops down. “Can’t we just fly back?”

      “Why are you in such a bad mood? Is four hours in a car with Rhys really that bad? I mean, you are sleeping with him.”

      “I’m not sleeping with him, Mel. It’s not a relationship.”

      I unzip my suitcase and find my hairbrush, running it through my tangled locks. “So, what? You’re pissed because you wanted to sleep with him but couldn’t find the time this trip?”

      She rolls her eyes. “We aren’t animals. We don’t jump each other every time we’re in the same area. Jesus, Mel.”

      “I don’t know what the hell you two are because you haven’t told me.”

      I was still pissed when I went up to our room last night, but Blair was already out cold, so we haven’t talked much.

      “There’s nothing to tell. I’ve told you everything.”

      “So, why do you want to fly back?”

      “Because this,” she gestures around the room, “is so not me.”

      I shrug and put my brush back in the bag. “It’s not that bad.”

      “I didn’t say it was, but this life isn’t me. I don’t like fast-food or greasy food. I like room service and first-class. That’s me, Blair Ashton, snob extraordinaire.”

      I hear her words as they come out cold and mechanical, and I look at her face. Something happened. I don’t know what. But something happened, and I’m assuming it was with Rhys. “You are not a snob.”

      She stands up and walks to the window, folding her arms and looking out at the street below. “I am. And I’m fine with who I am. I’m not changing for anyone.”

      “Does Rhys want you to change?”

      She sighs. “No. He definitely doesn’t.”

      “Wha—”

      Blair cuts me off quickly. “I’m going to shower.”

      “Blair, we can talk, you know.”

      She walks into the bathroom, her hand on the doorknob. “Don’t worry about it, Mel. You just worry about your own shit tonight.”

      I sit on the edge of the bed as she closes the bathroom door. Thinking about my conversation with Adele as I stare at the door connecting our room to Rhys and Sean’s.

      Were Sean and I just finding ourselves? Can we ever actually make it work? Do I even want to?

      He’s a liar, I know that much. And although what happened between us may seem totally insignificant to most others, to me it was turning point.

      Trust is something I don’t think I’ll ever be able to give him.
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      Quinn’s show is epic. It’s just her and her guitar on a stage. But it’s hands down, the best concert I’ve ever been to. And that’s all Quinn really needs.

      Hundreds of people are packed into the club, and they’re here to see Quinn Foster.

      And even though I’m here for Quinn, my treacherous eyes are only on one person.

      Melody.

      She is, without question, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known. I still see the girl I met six-years ago, but she’s grown into a fucking gorgeous goddess. There was a naïve innocence to her when we first met, and maybe it’s still there, but she’s also gained confidence.

      And maybe a little skepticism.

      Tonight, instead of braids, her long, blonde hair is up in a tight bun on the top of her head. She looks angelic and sinful at the same time, wearing a shimmering, silver dress with sheer sleeves and deep V that has me salivating. The short dress shows off her long, tan legs as she stands with the rest of the crowd.

      And like everyone but me, her eyes are fixed on Quinn.

      Her pouty mouth is slightly agape in awe of one of my best friends and her talent.

      Growing up, we were never free, always chained to our backgrounds, trying to figure out how to help Logan pay his mom’s rent, how to get all of us out of the shithole foster homes we were in, how to get Rhys off the shit that overtook him.

      We were shackled to that life.

      That is, until we found our art, something that freed us.

      For Quinn, it was music. It lights her face up and projects that brightness to the entire crowd because, up there on that stage, she’s no longer imprisoned.

      For me, it’s photography. For Rhys and Logan, it’s ink.

      I watch Melody lip sync the words along with Quinn. And, after all these years, suddenly something becomes very clear . . .

      She’s been trapped in her own cage, one I put her in.

      I move next to her and take her hand, startling her as she turns to look at me, confused and maybe a little angry. “What?”

      It’s loud, so I lean in to her ear. “Come outside with me for a minute.”

      She pulls back, away from me and looks into my eyes with more confusion. “What? No.”

      “Please.”

      I don’t beg, but I need to take care of this now before I lose my nerve.

      She looks back at the stage. I see Rhys, Logan, and Blair’s eyes are on us. Melody huffs and nods, gesturing for me to take the lead.

      Rhys shakes his head, but his eyes are back on Quinn before I even start walking. I know Logan isn’t happy with me right now, but he’ll forgive me.

      We walk out of the club and onto the sidewalk, where some people are taking a quick smoke break.

      “What, Sean? What couldn’t wait until after Quinn’s show?” She folds her arms over her chest, highlighting the deep V and the perfect cleavage I’m trying to ignore.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine, but I don’t want to miss any more of the show.”

      “No, I mean I’m sorry for what I did.”

      Her big eyes meet mine, and I see so many emotions I might drown in them all. “Don’t.”

      “Melody, just let me do this.”

      “Why?” She looks so vulnerable as she clutches her stomach. “Why should I?”

      “Because I wasn’t wrong at the Christmas party.” She glares at me. I don’t think that night is a pleasant memory for either of us. “You still dream about me.”

      She drops her arms to her sides and starts back toward the front door. “Screw you, Sean.”

      I move to block her from the door, begging her to look at me. “I only know that because I do too.”

      She stops and looks up at me. “You what?”

      I gently take the crook of her arm and silently urge her to walk with me, further away from the door. She does. “I don’t know how many times I’ve run that game.”

      “Game?”

      I swallow the shame I feel. I’ve never faced this before, and it’s not easy. I take a seat on a metal bench by the curb, while she remains standing before me. I decide to take a different approach, to go deeper. “I don’t know a lot about my father.”

      “Why are we talking about your father? What does that have to do with your ‘game’?”

      I take another deep breath. I don’t talk about him. Ever. I look up and meet her eyes. “I never knew him, but what I’ve been told was that he was a rich asshole going to college when he met my mom.” She takes a tentative seat next to me but as far away on the bench as she can get. “She came from nothing. She was working at a diner and had just barely graduated from high school. But she fell head over heels for his bullshit lines and flashy personality. Brand new car, designer clothes, big attitude.” I watch her as she hangs onto every word as I bare my soul and feel a sickening feeling just thinking about it. “Anyway, they had a few weeks together, him telling her everything a poor girl from the wrong side of the tracks could want to hear.”

      She starts to say something but stops herself, probably connecting the dots. “What happened?”

      “She got pregnant. She was terrified, but she went to him, full of hope and determination that they could get through it together.”

      I cringe, thinking about how she must have felt telling him.

      I look into Melody’s pretty eyes and see no trace of anger as she listens to me. “You know what he did?”

      She slowly shakes her head from side to side with apprehension because my voice is tight and dripping with anger.

      “He threw two hundred dollars at her and told her to deal with it.”

      “Sean . . .” Her hand smooths over my shoulder, but I stand up, unable to take her kindness.

      “She never saw him again. He disappeared. Transferred schools, left the state, who the fuck knows? But she searched for him, pregnant, alone, heartbroken.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “According to her sister, my mother was never the same, a broken shell.” I take another deep breath and sit back down. “I guess she tried. She had me, but she just couldn’t do it alone.”

      “Her parents couldn’t help her?”

      I laugh at that but not cruelly. Melody grew up in a different world than I did, one where you can go to your parents for help. “My mom’s dad left when she was young, and her mom had six kids of her own, three that were still in the house at the time. There was no help.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you deserve to know the truth. All of it.” I turn toward the busy Chicago street, unable to look her in the eyes. “She left me at a Safe Drop site when I was a baby and ran away.”

      “You don’t know where she went?”

      “No, no clue. She left a quick note, basically saying she wouldn’t be back and that she was sorry, and that was it.”

      “That’s awful.”

      I look back at her, trying to push down the rage and sadness. “She had no one. I try not to blame her.” Fury swirls in my chest as I grit my teeth. “But I do blame him.”

      “You went into foster care?”

      I nod. “My mom’s oldest sister came to visit me to make sure I was okay.”

      “She couldn’t take you?”

      I laugh again, thinking back to when I used to wonder the same thing. “She had two kids of her own and was barely twenty. She couldn’t.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, as I grew up, I started to despise the wealthy and privileged, hating the spoiled people with seemingly no problems who looked at me like a piece of trash.”

      “That’s not how I saw you.”

      “I know you didn’t.” I fight the guilt and won’t allow myself to chicken out. “That’s why I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes search mine. “Why?”

      “Because every other time, it was with a rich, entitled girl who didn’t give a fuck about me, who thought she was better than me. I wanted to prove something to myself, maybe even punish them. But Melody . . .” My eyes hold hers. “I knew you were different the second you spoke—hell, the second we locked eyes, and I still fucking did it.”

      She doesn’t waste any time. “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” My hand rests on her knee, lost in her. “Maybe because I needed you. And part of me wanted to stay, knowing you were different.”

      “And still you left.”

      “I was sixteen.”

      She pushes my hand away, folding her arms defensively. “So was I!”

      “I know.” I put my hand over my heart. “All of those other girls thought I wasn’t good enough for them. And they were wrong.” Her gaze is angry and sad all at the same time. “But you . . . You didn’t look at me like that. You saw something different, and it didn’t seem to matter that my clothes were second-hand or that I would never go to college or be able to support you. You acted like I was good enough for you.” My eyes narrow, looking deep into hers to prove my point. “You were wrong.”

      She shakes her head, tears forming in her eyes. “That was not for you to decide. And you’re right, you aren’t good enough for me, not now. But not because of your bank account.”

      Fight the pain. Do not run.

      “I know. And I’m sorry.”

      “I won’t feel bad for you.”

      “Good. I don’t need your pity.”

      She stands up from the bench and smooths her skirt. “I’m going back inside. I don’t want to miss the whole show.”

      I nod as I stare blankly out into the street. “Okay.”

      She starts toward the door, but I hear her heels stop clicking and then her sweet voice. “Thank you for telling me that.”

      I don’t say anything as she walks back into the crowded club and sit thinking about all my past mistakes.

      But leaving Melody the morning after is by far the biggest.
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      “You okay?” Blair is on me instantly as I walk back into the club, and I’m still in shock. He apologized?

      For something he did years ago, something I’m sure seems insignificant to most people, including him, or so I thought.

      It was a one-night stand. It was a reckless, crazy thing I did in my youth that I should be well over by now, but I’m not.

      He sees that?

      And his childhood . . . My god. I knew it was bad, but not like that.

      “I’m fine.” I nod back up to the stage where Quinn, in all her confident and strong glory, is belting out a song she wrote. “It’s Quinn’s night.”

      Blair looks uncertain, but she turns back toward the stage.

      I close my eyes and listen to Quinn’s voice. I hear the tortured heartbreak in her song.

      Just how bad was it when they were growing up? What did these four people go through?

      Sean is wrong. I’m not different from the entitled bitches he usually hooks up with. Growing up, I didn’t have to ask for anything. It was just handed to me. I had access to my father’s wealth from birth. And it opened so many doors for me along the way.

      He thought I was like his father, that we all were, that we would use him and then cast him aside, only he did it before we could.

      I feel sick, but manage to stay standing through the entire set, even when Sean walks back into the club, standing next to Rhys.

      Afterward, Logan leads us backstage. When I see Quinn, I can barely hold it together. When we embrace in a congratulatory hug, I lose it, and two tears fall.

      “Melody, what’s wrong?” Quinn pulls back, but she’s not looking at me. She’s looking behind me at Sean.

      “What the fuck did you do to my friend, asshole?” That, of course, comes from Blair.

      Quinn ignores everyone else and takes my hand, leading me into a small dressing room. She holds onto my shoulders and looks me directly in the eyes. “What happened?”

      “Sean.” It’s a breathy confession, one I can I barely manage.

      “What happened with Sean?”

      “He told me about his father, about his mother abandoning him. And he told me . . .” I fight the many tears that want to fall. Quinn is so strong, it’s humiliating to break down in her presence. “He told me he was sorry.”

      A small smile passes over her lips, maybe even a quick hint of pride. “Good.”

      “Good? Quinn, his life was so terrible, from day one.”

      She shrugs. “No. His circumstance may not have been great, but that didn’t make his life horrible. Sean has led a good life.”

      I shake my head, feeling all the pain I felt coming off Sean when he talked about his past. “You all have been through hell, walked through fire and come out unburnt.”

      “Oh, we got burned. Our scars run deep, but who the hell hasn’t been through something?”

      “Me.”

      “Bullshit.” She releases me and sits on the small sofa in the room. “Melody, you’re not the spoiled princess everyone thinks you are.” She shrugs easily. “I wouldn’t be friends with you if I thought you were.”

      “My father’s money paid for everything.”

      “Money or lack of money, neither make a person. That’s something we had to learn, because yeah, we grew up hating the privileged, envying what we thought was a much easier life than what we had.” I sit down on the sofa and face her as she continues. “But we all have scars. Humans tend to hurt each other. Wealthy, poor, gay, straight, different political views. We’re all assholes.”

      I laugh. “I guess that’s true. But I had an advantage. And I was just as guilty that night with Sean.”

      She shakes her head. “No, you were innocent. And the shit with his dad was fucked-up, but it didn’t give him the right to hurt others because he was hurting.” Her hand covers mine. “We all had to learn that lesson too.”

      “I chose to believe him. I wanted the fantasy, the prince who came out of nowhere to sweep me off my feet, to make all my friends jealous, to feel whole.”

      “And why were you feeling incomplete?”

      I raise an eyebrow at her inquisition. “What?”

      “Those scars. That hole inside of you, left by something missing from your life. Something you didn’t have the advantage of having.”

      I never thought of it that way.

      “I don’t want to forgive him.”

      She shrugs. “Forgiving him doesn’t mean you think it was okay or that you two will be together. It doesn’t mean you trust him. It just means you’re growing, healing, and smarter than you were before.”

      “Is that why you forgave Logan? To heal?”

      “Yeah. I needed to forgive him to move on and find who I am. And when I did that, I realized I wanted him.”

      “You are so strong.”

      She pulls me to her side into a hug. “So are you. Trust yourself. Sean taught you a tough lesson when you were young, but don’t let it make you bitter. There’s nothing wrong with sweet.”

      Adele and Quinn seem to be far more certain of my strength than I am, but maybe they see something I don’t.
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      “How the holy hell are you fucking that chick?” I ask Rhys when we’re back in our hotel room. Blair tore me a new one when Quinn and Melody went into the dressing room to talk. She didn’t even know what the hell happened, that much was certain the way she kept insisting I tell her what the fuck I did. There was no way in hell I was going to tell Blair anything about my fucked-up childhood. Holy shit, that chick is crazy.

      Rhys rolls his eyes at me, taking his shirt off and climbing into one of the beds. “I’m not.”

      “Oh yeah? You finally ended that shit?”

      “Fuck off.”

      That sounds about right. I have no idea what’s going on with Rhys and Blair, but hopefully it’s over.

      There was an afterparty, but I opted out, choosing Rhys’s sobriety over everything. Quinn and Logan were going to do the same, but he told them to go and celebrate.

      Quinn getting her first solo show in a big club is a huge accomplishment. I’m happy for her, but I’m ready to get out of here tomorrow.

      I wonder if Adele would be up for a pity fuck.

      I’m not in the mood for the usual game, especially after my talk with Melody. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to go back to my old crutch when I’m feeling shitty.

      Sex has been a release for me since I was fourteen. Maybe it’s sad, but it’s true.

      Although, maybe I need to force myself to stop looking at the labels on the outside and stop making false promises.

      Maybe the time for vengeance is over.

      None of those girls are my father. Even I can admit this shit is twisted, something Freud would have a fucking heyday with.

      I look in the bathroom mirror as I brush my teeth. It’s not like I really have to say much to get laid.

      It’s just been part of the game.

      Making them believe me, promising I’ll be there the next day, making them want me, then disappearing and letting them feel the worthlessness I’ve always felt.

      I try to go to sleep. Normally, I’m out before my head hits the pillow, but tonight is different. I can’t stop thinking about Melody.

      And Rhys, that fucker, won’t stop tossing and turning.

      Rhys does not sleep well. He never has.

      I give up and climb out of the bed, sneaking out into the hallway, wearing my black joggers and nothing else.

      And then, almost at the exact same moment, her door opens, and she walks out.

      Her hair is still up in a bun, and the silky nightgown and matching robe she’s wearing are, of course, bright pink. She’s all sunshine and brightness.

      Normally.

      But her face tells a very different story.

      “Melody.” It’s barely a word from my lips.

      “Sean.”

      I love hearing my name from her mouth. “No afterparty?”

      She shrugs. “Nah, I had an Uber pick me up. Blair wasn’t too happy.”

      “Is Blair ever happy?”

      “Watch it.”

      I fight the laugh. “You okay?”

      She slides down to the floor, pulling her knees up and her nightgown over them. “I want to hate you.”

      I sit down on the hopefully semi-clean carpet, leaning against the wall. “You should.”

      “I don’t.”

      I don’t feel relief. “Melody, I’m the same guy who left you all alone in the park after having sex with you and promising you the world.”

      A tear falls down her cheek, and I think I might die. Right here in a hotel hallway.

      “I understand why you would hate rich people. The entitlement. God, thinking back about some of the things I’ve done, the way I’ve treated people. Sean, I’m embarrassed.”

      “Stop.”

      “No. I’m a spoiled brat, but I . . .”

      Please look at me. “You what?”

      She turns to me. Her beauty is untouchable. No makeup. I’ve never seen her without makeup. Yet somehow, she seems even more angelic and beautiful this way. “I wouldn’t have hurt you. I would have loved you.”

      My chest aches, and I rub the spot over my heart. “I know.”

      “So, then why did you leave me?”

      “I didn’t want to.” God help me, that’s true. I think about that morning after and watching her sleep. “I really thought about staying, but I couldn’t. I knew you were good. I knew you weren’t a privileged brat who would only see my lack of money. But I still left.”

      “Why?” Her voice is strangled, and it’s killing me.

      “I was scared, Melody.”

      “Of what?” Her hand covers mine, and my heart beats faster in my chest, so hard and fast I can hear it in my ears.

      “You. The way you made me feel. The fact that nothing I said was just a line. That’s fucking scary.”

      She drops her hand to her side, and I miss the contact instantly. “I fell for it.” Her eyes are pools of sadness and disappointment. “I wanted to believe it. That a stranger could see me in a crowd and feel compelled to talk to me. That you felt a connection to me.”

      I did. “Melody, you deserved better.”

      “Why the fake name?”

      “I’m an asshole.”

      That makes her laugh a little as she wipes a tear from her eye. “I’m serious. Why tell me your name was Lyric? Just to make me feel like a fool?”

      “I was the fool. Maybe I wanted to be someone else. Lyric just popped into my head.”

      “A match made in musical history.”

      I know I shouldn’t. I lost the right long ago. But I use my finger to tip up her chin so her eyes meet mine as my face draws so near, I can feel her breath on my lips.

      “I wanted to be near you, and that scared me. I told you things I didn’t even talk about with Rhys, Logan, or Quinn. They didn’t even know I liked photography back then.”

      Her hand rests on my shoulder, and she doesn’t pull away.

      Why doesn’t she pull away? Slap me? Scream at me?

      Anything. I deserve them all.

      “How could you just leave me there? What if something would have happened?”

      “I watched you.”

      She raises her right eyebrow as she looks at my face, an amused smile on her lips. “Like a stalker?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I definitely felt like one, watching from behind a tree until I saw you climb into Blair’s car.”

      She smiles sweetly now. “Well, at least you made sure I wasn’t murdered.”

      “I’m sorry, Melody. I was a punk kid.”

      “We’ve all made mistakes.”

      Her lips are close to mine now, her eyes drifting closed. I know she wants me to kiss her. I want to kiss her.

      Her lips brush over mine, and I nearly relent, wanting to let myself have this.

      Could one night with her really hurt?

      My eyes close as my lips touch hers, but then they snap open with a sickening reality.

      “I can’t do this.” I’m an asshole who clearly has some serious issues, but I’m not going to hurt Melody like that again, no matter how badly I want her.

      Her eyes open and look at me in horror. “What?”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. She’s angry and rightfully so. “Melody, I can’t repeat the same mistake.”

      “Mistake?”

      She stands up, fury in her eyes as I join her. “Mel—”

      “No.” Wow. She really is pissed. “Mistake? I was the fucking mistake?”

      “No. You weren’t. What I did was.”

      “Right! You leaving me the next morning is the only thing you should feel shitty about.”

      “I do.”

      “So then why can’t you kiss me? How is that a mistake? You haven’t changed one bit.”

      “Exactly!” I point to my chest heatedly. “I haven’t changed, Melody. If we have sex tonight, do you really think I’ll be there in the morning?”

      I stare into her eyes and realize she did. She thought I’d changed. Apparently, she hasn’t either.

      “Melody, you have to stop trusting me. I’m not going to change. This is me.”

      She shakes her head. “No, it’s not. It’s the fake you.”

      Why does she still care? “You don’t know me. You know a fucking fantasy. That wasn’t real. I looked you in the eye and told I would be there the next morning, but I knew I wouldn’t be.”

      “You’re a scared, little boy.”

      “I’m a realist. You live in a fantasy world, and it’s going to get you hurt over and over again.”

      “Not all men are like you, Sean. Some mean it when they say they will be there next day. Don’t act like I’m the crazy one for thinking that maybe you grew up.”

      “Good luck finding that guy. Talk about growing up, Melody . . . You keep believing the same old shit and history will keep repeating itself.”

      “Thank you, Sean.”

      She uses the key card to unlock her door and opens it, and I’m baited because I have to ask, “For what?”

      “For stopping me from making a huge, fucking mistake again.”

      Don’t let her see that hurt. Don’t let it hurt.

      “Anytime.”

      She goes into the room, slamming the door behind her, and I slide back down to the floor.

      She’ll thank me for that someday.
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      “Come on, breakfast with Logan and Quinn, and then we’re out of here.” Rhys barks orders as he loads the car. I can’t wait for this trip to be over.

      Fuck Sean. He thinks he did me some sort of favor by apologizing, almost kissing me, and then stopping it?

      He’s the hero?’

      Okay, so maybe my leaning in for a kiss was a stupid move. I should know better by now, and I thought I did. But, as I’m starting to learn, he’s my weakness.

      As long as I can stay away from him, I’ll be fine.

      And I’ve been doing fine, dating real men who don’t spout cheesy lines and actually call the next day.

      Of course, none of them have worked out yet, but I’m young. I have plenty of time to find the right one, and Sean is all wrong.

      I was tempted by his luscious, full lips, sparkling green eyes and killer smile last night. But who wouldn’t be?

      I’m only human. This was just a minor setback.

      Sean walks out of the hotel, his luggage in tow, and a fucking smile on his face.

      He’s smiling?

      What kind of narcissistic asshole can be smiling the morning after a fight like that? He’s not at all broken up about this.

      I take a deep breath and try to shake it off. He is not my problem.

      I’m strong. I don’t need to know any more about Sean Bennett.

      Blair climbs into the back seat, her black sunglasses covering her eyes, but she looks like death. “Party a little too hard?”

      She just groans at me and lays her head back as Rhys opens the door.

      “Be louder,” Blair snaps as I buckle up. Rhys slams the door as hard as he can, making a loud, banging sound, and Blair grits her teeth, ready to pounce. Although, I think she’s feeling too sick because she just mumbles, “Fucker.”

      Sean slides into his seat and closes the door, and no one says another word on the way to the restaurant.

      When we arrive, I walk with Blair into the loud, crowded restaurant. I’m pretty sure this is the worst place for a hangover.

      Blair doesn’t remove her sunglasses as we sit at the table where Quinn and Logan are already seated.

      “Damn, Blair. How much did you drink last night?” Logan is the only one brave enough to talk to Blair at the moment.

      “A lot.” That’s the only answer Blair offers, and I shake my head as I scan the menu.

      “You were pretty wasted. I’m glad you got home safe.” Quinn smiles over at Blair, taking a drink of her orange juice and then nearly spitting it out as she gawks at Blair. “Is that a hickey?”

      What? I look over at my friend’s exposed neck. There is, in fact, a blotchy hickey. Doesn’t really seem like Rhys’s style. If he leaves a mark, my bet is it’s emotional. “Blair?”

      She shrugs, and I see Rhys’s right hand flex on the table as he tries to ignore us. “Yeah, the guy was kind of a slobbering dog, but it was hot at the time.”

      I keep my voice low. “What guy?”

      I vaguely remember Blair coming in last night, banging around the room and then collapsing on the bed, but she was definitely alone.

      Her voice is not quiet, and it’s aimed at Rhys. “A guy I met at the club last night, really fucking cute.”

      “Really fucking dumb,” Rhys adds with a growl.

      “I wasn’t interested in his brain.”

      “Clearly.”

      I roll my eyes, tired of the Rhys and Blair drama. As glad as I am that I was able to be here for Quinn, I need this trip to be over and so does Blair.

      These boys are toxic.

      “You had sex with a total stranger last night?” Maybe I shouldn’t have asked that out loud because now Blair is defensive, and I feel her tense next to me.

      “Just because it didn’t work out so well for you, doesn’t mean I can’t do it and be totally fucking fine.”

      “Low blow, Blair.” Logan again has no problem calling Blair out. I guess it’s because they dated for so long. If that’s even what you can call what they did. I’m pretty sure Logan was just passing the time while he was waiting for Quinn, and I think Blair was mostly trying to piss off her dad.

      Sean ignores her comment.

      Of course, he does.

      “You’re right, Blair. I doubt he had to give you some stupid line about fate to get into your panties. And if he did, I know you wouldn’t have believed it.”

      I’m not trying to be mean to her. It’s the truth. If Blair wants to sleep with someone, she does. She doesn’t need pickup lines or promises. If she’s not interested, she tells them to fuck off right away.

      I envy her.

      “Ha.” Rhys laughs at that, but it’s not a normal, happy laugh. It’s taunting, and it’s cold.

      Blair lifts her sunglasses and glares in his direction. “And what the fuck is that ‘ha.’ about?”

      He doesn’t back down. “It’s true. A simple grunt in your direction can get you into bed.”

      Logan and Quinn share a look, but apparently decide to stay out of it.

      “Well, at least I never make the same mistake twice, so you don’t need to worry about grunting or me in bed ever again.”

      Jesus Christ, Blair.

      My eyes unintentionally flick over to Sean when I hear the word “mistake.”

      This trip needs to end now.
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      “What did you assholes do?” Rhys and I look at Quinn, who looks pissed. Logan just laughs as he stands by her side.

      Blair and Mel already said their good-byes and are in the backseat of the SUV.

      “We didn’t do shit.” She doesn’t believe Rhys and shouldn’t. Although, I have no idea what happened between him and Blair last night at the club.

      “Bullshit.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on our side? You’ve known us longer,” I point out.

      Quinn shuts that right down. “Hell no. That just means I know this is your fault.” She shrugs. “And I like them better.”

      Logan laughs at that. He’s no help.

      “Pretty sure dicks just make you stupid.” She turns to Rhys. “You. If you like Blair, you need to fucking tell her and quit with the games.”

      Rhys folds his arms. No expression. He can bluff with the best poker players in the world, I’m sure of it. Unless Quinn, Logan, or I are at the table. “Like? What are we, fucking five?”

      “You might as well be, the way you’re acting. Why don’t you just pull her hair while you’re at it.”

      He leans in, with oh, so much confidence. “She’d like that too much.”

      We really are assholes.

      Quinn shakes her head, fighting a laugh as she cringes. “I don’t doubt that, and I didn’t need to know it.”

      “Fuck.” It’s another laugh from Logan.

      Quinn turns to me. “I don’t know what you did to Mel. I thought you apologized.”

      Melody told her that? “I did.”

      “Well, then you managed to fuck it all up again. What is your problem?”

      “I don’t have a problem, Quinn, other than my nosey fucking friends.”

      That makes her chuckle as she pulls me in for a hug and keeps her voice quiet in my ear. “I fucking love you. I want to see you happy.”

      I hug her close, missing my friend but so incredibly happy she got out of where we came from. Quinn is so much better than that place. “I am happy.”

      “You’re not, not really.” She looks back at the SUV. “She’s your happiness, you’re just scared.” She shoves me away playfully. “Quit being a pussy.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are.”

      “She deserves better.”

      She rolls her eyes and leans into Logan. “Why don’t you let her decide that. If there is one thing women hate more than anything else, it’s men telling us what’s best.”

      Logan wraps his arm around her. “Best to just lean into it and let them tell us.”

      I shake my head and punch him in the arm. “You are so fucking whipped.”

      “Have been since I was kid.”

      I laugh and pull him into a quick side hug while he holds onto Quinn. “There’s never been a truer statement. See ya soon.”

      He nods, and Quinn gives Rhys a quick hug—we all know to keep physical contact with Rhys minimal—and then we climb into the SUV for another really fucking long ride.

      Only this time, we’ve made them angrier before the trip.
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      It’s raining. Of course, it’s raining. It’s only fitting for this trip. And it’s not just raining, it’s pouring. The rain pelts the windshield so hard and fast, it’s nearly impossible to see.

      Rhys seems confident as he drives in this, but it’s Rhys. Who knows what he’s actually feeling?

      “Fuck, man. Maybe we should pull over.” I hear Sean’s voice. He doesn’t sound scared, maybe a little concerned.

      We’re in the middle of nowhere. There aren’t many cars on the road. “Maybe that’s a good idea.”

      I see Rhys roll his eyes, not acknowledging my comment.

      “Rhys, fuck this. Pull over.” Blair is looking out the window but also not really that concerned.

      My heart thunders in my chest just watching the rain pummel the windows and wash down the car onto the road.

      “It’s fine.”

      That’s all we get from Rhys. I look over at my best friend, her head laying against the window, still hungover. What the hell does she see in him?

      I look up toward Sean, seeing only the back of his head and his toned bicep peeking over the side of the seat.

      At least I fell for his false, charming persona. That I get. And he is charming when he wants to be.

      But Rhys?

      He’s a total asshole who barely grunts a few insults when he can be bothered to say anything at all.

      I let out a high-pitched, embarrassing scream as a car comes out of nowhere and swerves into our lane. Rhys darts out of the way, driving straight into a muddy ditch.

      “Fuck!” he yells as the vehicle stops. I look around, seeing we’re all okay, but I’m not sure the SUV is.

      We’re stuck. The SVU isn’t going anywhere, only sinking further in the mud.

      “Why the fuck can’t people learn how to drive or stay off the fucking road?” Yeah, Rhys is showing emotion now, the only one he knows . . . anger.

      “Great job, dipshit. We’re in the middle of fucking nowhere.” And Blair is pretty good at matching that attitude.

      “Blair.” It’s a warning from me, but she’s not wrong. We haven’t gone through a town in at least an hour, probably closer to an hour and a half.

      “What would you have liked me to do, Blair? Let the fucker hit us head-on? I know you don’t mind the surgical table, but I’m pretty sure that’s only elective surgery. Not the emergency type.”

      He did not just make a dig at her having plastic surgery. When we were fourteen, Blair went through a rough time with a douchebag I don’t even like to think about or acknowledge. But he got in her head, and she begged her father to “fix” her nose and augment her breasts. She was gorgeous before, and she didn’t need it. But her father just wanted to stop the whining and when she turned sixteen, he did what he always did, used his bank account to make her go away and leave him alone.

      “Well, maybe it would have taken you and Sean out for me.”

      Well damn. This is going too far. “Okay, so what are we going to do?” We need to focus on getting out of here.

      Sean pulls his cellphone out of his pocket and holds it up. “I don’t have service. Do any of you?”

      We all check and no, not one bar. How is that even possible?

      The rain is still pouring down, and Rhys turns the flashers on. “Maybe someone will drive by.”

      “That’s your plan?” Blair looks up at Rhys, venom dripping from her words. “Seriously? Someone might drive by?”

      “Blair, calm down. Please.” The last thing I want right now is to play peacemaker.

      “It’ll be fine. Someone has to drive by sooner or later.” Sean shrugs it off as the rain continues. We didn’t get an early start today, and it’s already nearing evening. I really don’t want to sleep here. With them.

      An hour later with not one car driving past us, I’m at the point of panic. We’re going to die here. This is my fate—dying in a car with Blair, an asshole who has done nothing but lie to me, and his brutish best friend who wouldn’t know a real feeling if it hit him in the face.

      Just. Great.

      “Headlights.”

      The rain has died down, but it’s still drizzling when Rhys’s voice alerts us to someone behind us. Moments later, an older man in a flannel shirt and suspenders holding his jeans over an impressively sized belly is tapping on the window. The cap on his head is weathered and worn but not covering his eyes, which seem kind.

      Rhys rolls it down, and the man looks in the SUV. “You kids need help?”

      “Yes,” I answer quickly before Rhys can, because who knows what smartass comment he’ll make. “Yes, please.”

      He nods his head, inspecting the wrecked SUV and then pointing back to his own vehicle. “No worries. I can help you out.”

      I look out the rear window and see his vehicle is a tow truck with the words “Dale’s Auto” painted in yellow letters on the old, beat-up, red truck.

      “Thank God.” I lean back into the seat, feeling relief for the first time all day.

      We climb out, and Rhys calls Phillip to let him know what’s up, using the man’s phone that miraculously has service out here. The man sorts everything out with Phillip over the phone. When the SUV is hooked up to the tow truck, Rhys asks the man, while gripping the back of his neck, “I don’t suppose there’s anywhere around here to stay . . .”

      Oh God. It’s nearly dark out, and we have no vehicle. This is as bad as it gets.

      The man takes his ball cap off and scratches his bald head. “Well . . . the nearest hotel is about two hours away.” This is not good. He shrugs his shoulders and looks us all over. “But the wife and I have a cabin about a mile down that road.” He points down a gravel road off the highway. “You guys can stay there tonight, and we should have you fixed up tomorrow.”

      “Oh fuck, we’re in a horror movie, aren’t we?”

      I nudge Blair quickly and hope the nice man didn’t hear her. “That is very nice of you. Thank you.”

      He eyes Blair suspiciously, who has zero shame, and he then nods his head tentatively. “Okay well, hop in. I’ll take you there.”

      All four of us look at the cab of the truck and then back at the man. I’m pretty sure it only fits three, and have to ask, “How?”

      He looks at us, shaking his head. “City folks.” He looks at Blair and me. “It’s a mile down a country road, and you two are little things. Surely these boys don’t mind ya sitting on their laps for a quick ride.”

      Did he really just say that? “Kill me now.” I see Blair is just as happy about this as I am.

      Rhys and Sean don’t look thrilled, but they follow the man to the truck. He opens the driver’s door and looks back at us. “Come on now, girls. The sun is going down, and you don’t want to be out here at night. Rain’s starting up again.”

      I look up at the darkening sky in time for a drop of water to hit the tip of my nose.

      Blair grabs my hand and pulls me toward the truck with her. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      The man gets in behind the steering wheel and closes the creaky, old door. Sean’s eyes meet mine briefly before he scoots into the middle seat. Blair and Rhys look at me as if I’m next.

      I suppose, in this situation, Sean is the lesser of two evils. He holds his hand out for me and I take it, trying to ignore the feeling of my hand in his much larger one as he pulls me onto his lap. I reluctantly sit on his right thigh, trying my best to touch him as little as possible.

      The cab is already crowded when Rhys climbs in, sitting next to us. Blair stands outside the truck and stares at him. He doesn’t offer his hand. It seems like he doesn’t want to touch her at all.

      And yet, he can have sex with her whenever he feels like it?

      “You coming or not?”

      “You are such a dickhead.” The older man seems uncomfortable with Blair’s colorful language, but it doesn’t bother Rhys. Blair hops up and sits down way too hard right in the middle of Rhys’s lap, making him groan in pain.

      “Jesus, Blair. Your ass is so fucking bony. He yanks their door shut. We’re all far too close to each other.

      I feel slightly lightheaded when the truck starts down the road and Sean’s large hands move to my hips, holding me in place as we go down the bumpy gravel road.

      I hold onto dash and try to ride it out without thinking about his hands on me. Then, we hit a large pothole, and I shift further into Sean’s lap.

      This is so wrong. Don’t think about it.

      Don’t think about his strong hands gripping my sides. Don’t think about how good he smells despite the smell of dirt and oil that fills the cab. Don’t think about our lips touching together last night only to be quickly separated by him.

      “How much further?”

      The man shrugs his shoulders and uses one hand to point over the hill in front of us. “Just over that hilltop. We’re almost there.”

      I turn and look at Blair, Rhys is not holding onto her, he’s looking out the window and his expression looks almost pained.

      Maybe she hurt his balls more than I realized when she landed on him in her fit.

      Finally, the truck stops in front of a small, wooden cabin in an even more secluded area than we were before. There are no other cabins around it, and several trees surround it.

      “Holy. Shit. We really are in a horror movie.” I nudge Blair again. She just stares at the small cabin in front of us, shaking her head.

      The man climbs out, and Rhys follows quickly, knocking Blair off his lap as she lands on the seat next to us, lifting her middle finger and flipping him off angrily.

      When we all climb out, we grab our bags and the man hands Rhys a key. “I’ll be back tomorrow with your vehicle. Your father is handling everything from there, he assured me.”

      Rhys doesn’t bother correcting him about Phillip not being his father and grunts a quick “thank you.”

      “Not a problem. You kids have fun.”

      Sean stops him before he climbs back in the truck. “I don’t suppose there’s any food around here?”

      Again, the man takes his hat off and scratches the top of his head. “No, not out here. But I was planning a fishing weekend, so the fridge is full. You’re welcome to it.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      He gives Sean a quick smile and nod before climbing into his truck and driving away.

      We all stare at the rundown cabin as Blair stands with folded arms. “This is a fucking nightmare.”

      Yeah, I don’t think all of us are going to make it through the night.
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      Blair isn’t wrong. This is a fucking nightmare. And she could be right, this very well may be a horror movie. I mean all the ones I’ve seen start out a lot like this.

      “Okay, let’s go.” I doubt that ride was easy on Rhys. He’s more tense than usual as he picks up his bag and unlocks the door. Rhys can’t stand physical contact and is claustrophobic as all hell. Being stuck in the small cab of the truck with someone sitting on top of him while being scrunched up next to Melody and me had to be his fucking nightmare come alive.

      I follow with my bag and one of Melody’s. We allowed them to grab two each. It’s just one night, no need for the pile of luggage.

      I’m not sure what happened between Blair and Rhys, but he doesn’t help her with her luggage, so she grabs both of hers, clearly pissed about it.

      Rhys opens the door, and we walk in. It’s worse than we thought.

      “What. The. Fuck?” I turn to look at Blair, who’s horrified.

      The cabin is a one-room cabin. The only piece of furniture is a dusty, brown couch. There’s a small kitchen area with a dirty, white fridge and a microwave that looks like it’s from the seventies. It has only the bare essentials and is the opposite of what these girls are used to.

      “Fuuuck.” I turn to Rhys as he looks around. We’re fairly used to shitty surroundings, but I think Rhys realizes the amount of whining we’re going to have to endure tonight from Blair.

      I shrug. “We’ve stayed in worse.”

      “That’s true.” Shit, there were nights growing up when we chose to sleep outside, literally in an alley in the city streets, rather than go back to our foster homes. Logan, Quinn, Rhys, and me would huddle together with a blanket and couple of pillows while Quinn lulled us to sleep with her guitar.

      Blair’s nose crinkles. “I don’t doubt it.” She turns to what is apparently the bathroom, which is a sink, toilet, and a curtain for a door. “Oh my God.”

      Melody’s wide eyes scan the room. She’s just as horrified but, as always, way less bitchy than Blair. “Where are we going to sleep?”

      This is the worst situation I can imagine being in, especially after our fight last night. All I wanted was for this trip to be over, to be far away from Melody, and to hopefully drown out all thoughts of her.

      But nah, life has been fucking with me since birth. So, thanks a lot, universe, for continuing the streak. Because today, Melody’s perfect ass was sitting directly on my crotch and now, we’ll be sleeping in the same room. She makes me weak, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      Rhys walks to the couch and, picking up the middle cushion, points down, confirming what I know he already suspected. “Sofa bed.”

      “What the hell is a sofa bed?”

      I turn to Blair, who looks totally appalled. Jesus Christ, these girls have lived sheltered lives. “It’s literally what it’s named. A bed in the sofa.”

      Rhys removes the other two cushions, pulls the metal bar in the middle, and folds the mattress out of the couch.

      Blair is horrified, and I try not to laugh at her. I don’t need her wrath.

      “I am not fucking sleeping on that.”

      Rhys doesn’t give a shit and points at the wooden floor. “It’s that or the floor.”

      “Can we please wake up from this nightmare now?”

      Melody hugs her from the side as they look at the sofa bed like it’s a monster about to bite them. “It’s one night.”

      “I officially fucking hate you, Melody.” But she doesn’t mean it, Blair leans her head on Melody, looking slightly more human.

      Rhys ignores them, walking to the fridge and opening it. I stand next to him as we look inside. It’s full of beer cans and lunch meat. I look at the counter. Bread and chips.

      I nod to where the girls are standing, still staring at the bed. “They won’t be happy about this.”

      His shoulders shrug as he closes the fridge. “It’s one fucking night. They’ll be fine.”

      I’m not at all sure about that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      This is bad. Like, really bad. Horror movie bad.

      There’s one “bed,” which is also a couch. Our dinner was a sandwich and chips. Blair is probably going to actually kill me for dragging her on this trip. At this point, I wouldn’t blame her one bit.

      There’s no television, No wi-fi, no cell service, and it’s only seven o’clock.

      Blair, who’s sitting on the floor up against the wall, stands up and walks to the small kitchen area. “Fuck this, there has to be something to do.”

      “Blair, just sit your ass down.”

      She, of course, ignores Rhys and opens the cabinet next to the fridge, searching and then pulling out a half-full liquor bottle. “Jackpot.”

      “Put that shit away.” Sean’s voice fills the room with a warning, his eyes drifting to Rhys.

      Blair rolls her eyes, twisting off the cap. “He’s a big boy.” Her eyes slide maliciously to Rhys as she puts the bottle to her lips. “I’m sure he can handle being in the presence of temptation.”

      She tips the bottle back, taking a long, purposeful drink of the honey-colored liquor. She’s gone to a dark place.

      This is so not good.

      Sean jumps from his spot on the floor next to Rhys and grabs the bottle from her. “Knock it off, Blair. I fucking mean it.”

      I’ve never seen Sean this angry, but Blair has no fear. “You two are so fucked-up. Seriously. He’s a grown-ass man, and if he doesn’t want me to drink, he can tell me.” She yanks the bottle back and takes another drink.

      “He’s a fucking addict, and I’m his brother. I’ll make sure his ass stays sober for the rest of his fucking life, and that includes protecting him from bitter, angry, spoiled brats throwing a tantrum.”

      I stand up now and move to her side. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

      His furious eyes meet mine, bright green and lit-up by his fury. “She causes him to fucking use again, I swear to God, I’ll . . .”

      “You’ll fucking what?” Blair gets in his space, but she’s looking over Sean’s shoulder at Rhys who’d stayed in his spot on the floor.

      Sean’s jaw ticks, and I see something darker in him than I’ve ever seen before. “Don’t.”

      “What’s the matter, Rhys? Can’t fight your own battles anymore? Too fucking weak?”

      Sean doesn’t move, and I stare at him, feeling the anger coming off him in waves. I’m stuck in the most tense situation I’ve ever experienced. “Blair, maybe we should put it away.”

      She turns to me. “Or maybe, you should have my fucking back and take a drink.”

      “She wouldn’t fucking dare.”

      My eyes move to Sean. “Excuse me? Is that a threat?”

      “No.” His look hasn’t softened. He’s alert, and he’s angry.

      But now, so am I as I take the bottle from Blair. “Don’t you dare tell me what to do. You don’t own me, not one single part of me.”

      I take a quick swig of the whiskey, the liquid burning my throat as it goes down. I let out a hiss as I look Sean in the eyes.

      “How fucking childish are you?”

      “Her?” Oh no, Blair will always come to my defense. Her finger pokes his chest, and her eyes are like lasers, threatening to burn a hole through him. “What about you? Playing games with her heart.” She doesn’t know about last night. We haven’t had a chance to talk about it yet. “Spouting off so many weak-ass lines and promising her the world to get your way and then leave her all alone in a park the next morning.” Her chin tilts upward, strong and true. “That make you feel like a big fucking man?”

      “You don’t know shit about it, Blair.”

      Rhys stands now, moving beside Sean, massive arms folded over his chest, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “I know plenty. You think it gives you power, making women feel shitty. It makes you feel a little less shitty so you can put a smile on your face. But it doesn’t help for long, does it?”

      “Shut the fuck up, Blair.” It’s a simple growl from Rhys, but it sends a chill down my spine.

      “Make me, Rhys.”

      “Blair!” I’m begging her to shut up. We’re all alone out here. What if she pushes Rhys too far? I look at Sean. Hell, maybe him too. What do we really know about them?

      The vast amount of trauma they’ve suffered in their lives is buried but still simmering under the surface, just waiting for something to send them over the edge.

      Sean doesn’t move, but they’re locked in some sort of silent communication. Then Rhys turns to him. “Let’s go.”

      Blair places a hand on her hip, ever challenging. “Where the hell are you going to go? It’s raining again, it’s dark, and you don’t have a car.”

      Rhys’s lip curls, his head tipped in her direction. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Sean doesn’t argue. These two share an unbreakable bond. He follows Rhys out the door, shutting it behind them.

      “Fucking stubborn assholes.” Blair takes another drink and hands me the bottle.

      The rain attacks the roof above us. I have no idea what the hell they’re thinking by going outside in this. “What was that?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “With Rhys. I thought it was just sex, Blair.”

      “It was, but that’s over. So it really doesn’t matter.”

      She takes another drink, and I yank it back just to stop her from drinking the whole damn thing. “That didn’t look like nothing. That was scary.”

      She rolls her eyes, carefully sitting on the edge of the pullout mattress and crossing her arms over her lap. “It was nothing, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Blair . . .”

      “I love you, Melody. But I don’t want to talk about Rhys. I just don’t.”

      I take a small sip of the liquor and take a seat next to her. “He really got under your skin.”

      “He’s a prick.”

      I wrap an arm around her. She takes another drink, followed by me taking another one.

      If she doesn’t want to talk about it, I get that. Tonight, I really just want to forget.
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      Rhys zips his hoodie and pulls the hood over his head while we stand under what little cover the cabin’s roof offers.

      “This was a shitty plan.”

      He stares out at the black sky, not saying a word.

      Though, I don’t mind standing out in the rain and letting everyone cool down. That was ugly. Blair made me want to fucking drink, so I can’t imagine what that shit did to Rhys.

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb and say you don’t want to talk about it.”

      He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to.

      We both jolt when two high-pitched screams come from inside the cabin, followed by more hysterical screaming.

      “Shit!” I look at Rhys. “Do we have to?”

      He shrugs. “Whatever it is, it’s doing us a favor.”

      I share his opinion, but we both know we can’t not go check on them. I open the door, and we walk in. Blair and Melody are standing on the bed, clutching each other, the whiskey bottle still in Blair’s hand.

      “What the fuck is your problem?” Rhys asks as I look around the room. They’re the only ones here, and we just came in the only entrance.

      Melody points a shaky finger toward the bathroom. “M-m-mouse.”

      Are they fucking kidding? Rhys and I share the exact same look. “A fucking mouse?” Rhys’s head tips in Blair’s direction. “Snakes eat mice for breakfast. What the fuck are you worried about?”

      Her middle finger raises in his direction. “Just catch it and kill that fucker!”

      Melody nods her head emphatically, and we both roll our eyes, walking toward the bathroom. Neither of us is afraid. We grew up surviving mice, cockroaches, fucking every kind of infestation you can think of.

      I pull open the white curtain covering the bathroom doorway and instantly see a small hole in the corner. Rhys nods when he sees it too. “He’s gone.” He turns back toward the girls, still cowering on the bed. “You two can come down.”

      The both look at us and then each other. They finally decide to climb off the bed as Blair frantically brushes off her clothes as if she’s being attacked by a million mice. “This place is disgusting.”

      Melody takes the bottle from Blair and takes a long swig, looking slightly buzzed now. Blair looks out of it as she flops down on the bed.

      Jesus, we weren’t outside that long.

      “I just want to go to bed and get out of here.” Melody sits on the bed next to Blair. I share her sentiment.

      Blair looks over her shoulder at the bed and then back at us. “Where are we all going to sleep?”

      “I’ll take the floor.” Rhys is serious. I know there won’t be much sleeping tonight.

      Melody looks troubled and sighs, shaking her head. “It’s cold. There are no blankets and it’s a wooden floor.” She looks over at Blair, who’s pretending to look bored, and then back up at us. “You guys can sleep in the bed with us. It’s big enough for four.”

      “Mel! What the fuck?”

      Melody stands her ground with Blair. “They’re not sleeping on the floor. That’s ridiculous.”

      Blair glares at Melody, and then her eyes lock with Rhys’s. “Fine. You can sleep at the foot of the bed like the dog you are.”

      “Blair, good lord.” Melody seems appalled by her friend, but Rhys lets it slide.

      “I’d rather sleep on the floor than anywhere near you.”

      Melody’s eyes meet mine as Rhys grabs a cushion and lays down on the floor, using it to add padding under his head.

      Solidarity.

      I zip my hoodie up to my neck, grab a cushion, and lay down on the floor near him.

      “Fucking idiots.” I hear Blair’s voice as she stands up from the bed, grabbing her suitcase and unzipping it, pulling out a nightgown similar to the one Mel had on last night.

      There’s a sheet covering the mattress and one blanket, but that’s it. It’s early spring, and it’s not warm in this fucking cabin, not even close to warm. If she’s planning to wear only that, she’s gonna freeze to death, but that’s none of my business.

      And there’s no way in hell I’m going to point that out.

      Rhys is staring up at the ceiling. Whether I want to admit it or not, I’m afraid for my friend. Blair has no idea the amount of fire she’s playing with when she pushes Rhys like this. I need to get him to a fucking meeting and away from her.

      Blair’s fingers move to her leggings and push them down, causing me to look away instantly. What the fuck?

      This chick seriously has no boundaries.

      I hear Mel’s voice. “Don’t you think you should change in the bathroom?”

      “You mean behind the fucking curtain where a mouse lives? No, thank you.” Her black leggings land next to my arm on the floor. “If they want to look, let them."

      Rhys doesn’t move, his eyes still fixed on the ceiling. I hear Melody’s sweet voice as I close my eyes. “I’m sleeping in my clothes. You’re going to freeze in that.”

      At least one of them has some fucking sense. Come on, tomorrow morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Okay, we have you all taken care of. Should be ready for the road now.” The friendly man from yesterday places the car keys in Sean’s hand and nods back to the cabin. “You all sleep okay?”

      “Yes,” he lies for us. “Thank you.”

      I don’t think any of us slept much. It was cold, the guys stayed on the floor despite my offer to sleep in the bed. And we all tossed and turned all night.

      No one speaks to each other as we thank the man again and climb into the SUV, Rhys finding the highway and starting us toward Adele’s grandma’s home.

      Last night was bad. This whole trip was awful. I couldn’t stop thinking about how angry Sean was. Then, it finally clicked in my head that his anger stems from fear. He seems so strong and confident, it’s hard to imagine him being scared, but he is.

      He’s terrified Rhys will relapse. I didn’t know Rhys when he was using. I’m not sure what he was like. And honestly, I’ve never been around addicts, so I only have movies and television as a reference. It must have been ugly for Sean to fear it so badly.

      And Blair tempting Rhys on purpose is not the woman I know. She seems like a cold-hearted bitch on the outside, I get that more than anyone, but she’s not. Sometimes I think her heart was too big from birth. It’s been shattered and repaired, but it was put back together haphazardly with all the wrong tools, and it came out a little wonky.

      Rhys pulls up to the home and parks at the curb. I halfway expect Adele to run out instantly for a hug as if she’s been waiting for us the whole time.

      I miss that crazy Aussie.

      I think Sean does too because he doesn’t wait and climbs out of the vehicle, maybe thinking she’ll do the same thing.

      We all climb out of the SUV and walk up to the front door, but there’s no sign of Adele yet.

      Sean opens the screen door and a white piece of paper falls to the ground. He reaches down and picks it up.

      “Did she go out for a moment?” I have to ask because the suspense is killing me.

      He shakes his head from side to side, looking disappointed. But as he continues reading, a smile passes over his beautiful full lips. “She left.”

      “What the fuck do you mean ‘she left’?” I didn’t think Blair would take it so hard.

      His smile only grows. “She went back to California, says she’s sorry she couldn’t be here when we came through, but love can’t wait.”

      My eyes meet his, my smile matching his. I miss her already and was hoping to see her, but she went back for the man she loved.

      “Why are you two assholes smiling? She could have said good-bye.” Blair folds her arms, clearly pissy, probably because she liked Adele more than she let on.

      I wrap an arm around her shoulder. “She loved her boyfriend. She went to make it right. That’s good, Blair.”

      “You mean the guy she dumped like what, a week ago?”

      I smile and look up at the white house. “She was scared.” My eyes meet Sean’s. “Fear does crazy things, especially when it comes to love.”

      Rhys and Blair both roll their eyes and head for the car.

      I turn to Sean. “I’m happy for her.”

      He nods, giving me a slight smile. “Me too. I’m going to miss her, though.”

      There’s a hint of jealousy in my heart when he says that, but I get it. I’ll miss her too.

      We walk back to the SUV and make our way back to Kansas. Back to our normal lives.

      Back to reality and ignoring the other one even exists.
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      Sean and Rhys dropped us off at my father’s house a couple of hours ago. Blair and I leave tomorrow to go back to college.

      I can’t stop thinking about the trip.

      About Sean.

      His story about his father and the childhood that resulted from that. His apology, that I’m almost sure was genuine. His bond with Rhys, Logan, and Quinn. The fierce protectiveness they have over each other, because they’re literally all each other had growing up.

      I zip my jacket and sneak down the stairs, past the guest bedroom where Blair is staying. There’s something I need to do.

      I drive downtown to Sean’s studio, suspecting that’s where he’ll be. I knock on the metal door and hold my breath.

      Will he be cruel?

      Sean answers and stares at me in shock. The studio is dark as if he was leaving but is lit by the lights outside. He’s dressed in the same long-sleeved, heather gray tee and jeans he had on earlier today. “Melody. What are you doing here?”

      My eyes glance behind him into his studio filled with his beautiful art and then back into his gorgeous green eyes. “I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      “We said good-bye today.”

      Some good-bye. Rhys pulling up to the driveway and tossing bags out onto the pavement before flooring it the hell out of there.

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t that dramatic, but it was clear he wanted as far away from us as he could get.

      “We didn’t.”

      “Mel . . .” My hand brushes over his cheek, and he instantly stops speaking. His facial expression is shocked as if I burned him. He pulls back, and it stings as he walks away from me into the studio.

      I follow, closing the door behind me, showing him I’m not leaving. He turns to face me, looking horribly conflicted. “Why are you here?”

      I take a few cautious steps toward him, breathing him in, going back in time to the first night we met before anything ugly happened.

      “Closure.”

      “Why can’t you just fucking hate me?” He turns his back to me to look out the window of the studio, looking out over the street illuminated by the street lights and a few headlights from the cars below.

      I walk to stand behind him, laying my right hand cautiously on his right bicep, my chin resting on his shoulder. “I wasn’t made to hate you.” I mean that, I couldn’t hate him if I tried. I’m not entirely certain why that is.

      He looks at me over his shoulder. “I’m not who you think I am, and this won’t end well.”

      “It’s not beginning.”

      He turns to face me. “What?”

      “I’m not the same person I was when we met.” I lift my chin, holding it up high. “I’m stronger.”

      “I know that.”

      “I’ll never lie to you. I won’t be here in the morning. I’m leaving tomorrow. Nothing can stop me.”

      I watch his Adam’s apple slide along his throat as he listens to me, his hands holding my face as he holds me in place, looking in my eyes. “Then why come here?”

      My hand rests over his beating heart. “Because this is how that night should have gone. I want a do-over.”

      “You may not lie, but I am a liar.”

      I nod my head, my lips nearing his as our noses brush lightly. “I know. So, don’t make me any promises.” My lips touch his softly, but neither of us move, both of us hesitant. Both of us afraid.

      His eyes lock on mine as his fingers grip my hair. Then his mouth attacks mine, and neither of us hold back. My hand wraps around the back of his neck, holding his mouth to mine, silently begging him not to stop.

      This is all I want. This right now. Being with him, knowing without a doubt, it’s only one time and this will never work out between us. Knowing that tomorrow, I’ll be gone.

      His right hand drops to the zipper on my jacket, slowly dragging it down before he tears it from my body. My hands grasp the hem of his shirt, lifting it off and discarding it on the floor. My fingertips drag over the ridges of his carved abs, more defined than they were six years ago.

      “We can still stop.” His teeth nip at my lips as his hands cup my ass, pulling me against him, letting me feel just how badly his body wants mine.

      My voice is sure and steady as I look into his eyes. “I don’t want to.” I find the button on his jeans, quickly popping it open and dragging the zipper down.

      His hands move under the skirt of my dress finding the straps of my thong and sliding it down my thighs, killing me with anticipation. I kick the panties to the side and grab his shoulders, kissing him intensely, begging myself to take it slow, but needing him badly.

      He grabs a condom from his wallet before I push his jeans and boxer briefs down, not caring about the large window only a few feet away. My eyes drift down to his impressive, hard cock, ready for me.

      And God help me, I’m ready for him.

      All of him.

      His back is pressed against the wall as he leans into me, his lips slide along my throat. I lift my arms, and my dress slides up and off my body.

      Be strong, Melody.

      You are strong, Melody.

      He effortlessly slips the condom on before unhooking my bra, and I let it fall to the ground below us. His head rests against my forehead, and it’s as if he’s in physical pain, our bodies as naked as our souls. My hands grip his face as I force him to look at me. “I’m okay. I’m strong, and I want this.”

      “I’m not strong, Melody. And I know better.”

      My hand smooths down his cheek, then his neck, and finally rests on the bare skin over his heart. “I know why you left that morning. I know you weren’t ready for me then.” His eyes lift to meet mine, the green shimmering in the darkness of the room as he searches my face. “We’re still not ready for each other.” My lips press to his. “Not quite yet.”

      Our mouths are still touching as his quiet voice speaks. “What if I’m never ready? I may be irrevocably damaged.”

      “Have faith, Sean. Because of you, I believe in fate.”

      He spins us so my body is securely against the cool, brick wall of the studio, his hands caging me between him and the wall, his forehead once again resting against mine. The anticipation is killing me. His chest presses against mine, his hardness between us making me yearn for him. But the softness in his voice when he speaks tears me in two. “Honestly, you’re too good for me.”

      It’s not self-deprecating or asking for pity. He absolutely, 100 percent believes that, and that breaks my heart. His lips find mine again, taking over, allowing us to become swept up in the moment.

      His lips find my neck and move lower, over my breasts as he teases and sucks on my nipples, making me groan and crave him even more. I’m wet and aching for him, dying for the moment that finally, slowly happens next. His hard cock finds its home between my legs, driving forward as I wrap my arms around him, pressing my naked breasts against him as he fills me completely.

      No matter how nice the guys I’ve been with were, or how well they seemingly treated me, there was always something missing. This undeniable chemistry I feel as Sean holds my hip with his strong hand and moves inside of me, slowing his pace and then quickening right as I need it, this is what I was missing. He kisses my lips and my body, worshiping me with his perfect mouth. I don’t have to direct him. I don’t have to guide him in any way. It’s as if he knows exactly what I crave.

      I won’t wake up with him tomorrow. I’ll go back to college and resume my life.

      But this was the most beautiful gift I could have given myself. Because for tonight, fate allowed us to be one.
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      She left. She’s really gone. I know she said she wouldn’t be here today, but a part of me didn’t believe it.

      I still have no idea what made her come here. I wanted to push her away and forget her. When we dropped the girls off yesterday, I thought that was it.

      I can’t stop thinking about last night.

      But I need to.

      I’ve never had sex like that. Open and honest, no lies or false promises between us, but so much fucking passion, I thought we’d combust.

      Melody left early this morning, and I fell asleep on the entirely too small sofa in my studio. I guess I should go home and take a shower or something.

      I open the studio door and bump into Rhys. What the fuck is it with people showing up right as I’m leaving?

      “Rhys, what are you doing here?”

      His right eyebrow lifts, showing his annoyance with my tone. His eyes drift over my disheveled clothes. “Did you sleep here?”

      “Yeah, late night.” I shift the conversation to him. “What brings you by?”

      “Meeting in the area. Thought I’d stop by and see if you were here.”

      I’m really glad he went to a meeting. That shit with Blair was heavy. “Good. You want to go get something to eat?”

      He nods, but he’s still eyeing me. “You okay?”

      It’s annoying how well he knows me, and I’m one of the few he’ll check on. “Yeah, just dealing with my own vices.”

      He nods, knowing what I’m talking about. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah, might need to go cold turkey.”

      He points to something on the ground, and I turn, seeing Melody’s lacy, pink thong. Great.

      “Maybe starting tomorrow?” He seems amused.

      “That was last night. Definitely starting today.” I shove him out of the way, walking out and closing the door behind me.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “Since when do you want to talk about anything?”

      He shrugs his massive shoulders as we walk down the stairs to the street. “I don’t. I’m hoping you’ll say no.”

      I laugh. “I’m fine.”

      It pains him to talk about anything real, and I know it. I also know he will if he has to.

      I unlock my car, and we walk to our respective sides. I stare at him over the roof. “You think you and I will ever actually be capable of real shit?”

      “Real shit?”

      “Like relationships, marriage, kids. Any of that?”

      He wants to run. I can tell, but he stays. “I don’t know. Do you want that stuff?”

      “I didn’t think I did.” Melody has me questioning everything.

      “We’re still not ready for each other. Not quite yet.”

      What did she mean by that?

      Is she waiting for me?

      Rhys’s voice snaps me out of it. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Never mind.” I climb behind the wheel, and Rhys gets into the passenger seat.

      He huffs out a frustrated breath, his fingers gripping his hair with his right hand. “No. What does that mean?”

      I turn to look at him. “It means I’m not totally sure. I’ve spent my entire life seeking vengeance for what my father did, not going to the actual source, obviously. But I never thought I could have normal. It was always just a stupid fucking revenge game.”

      He nods, knowing what I’m talking about. It’s something he’s known for a long time. How angry I am with my father for what he did to my mother. How angry I am at my mother for just fucking leaving because she couldn’t deal. How much I despise my own damn self.

      “Melody.” His eyes meet mine, finally. “This is about Melody.”

      I nod, not wanting to admit it out loud.

      He releases his hair and takes a deep breath, letting out his irritation. “It’s been about her for a long time.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You were hooked on her from the beginning. Maybe it’s time to be done with the anger. Let it go.” His large shoulders shrug. “Go get your girl.”

      I stare at him, horrified. “Done with the anger? You of all people know it’s not that damn easy.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t have to be this damn hard.”

      My throat bobs with uncertainty and okay, maybe some fear. Melody was right, it’s fear. “What if I’m not good enough for her?”

      He reaches out and squeezes my shoulder, which is a huge gesture for Rhys. He even tosses in a smirk. “Sean, you’re the best guy I know. When you care about someone, you care. You could’ve given up on me years ago, but you didn’t.”

      “I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already have.”

      He shrugs, releasing my shoulder and turning to look out the windshield. “Then don’t.”

      I really don’t think it’s that easy.
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      A few weeks later and I can’t focus on shit. I swear, Melody is all I think about. How is that even possible?

      Add up the time we’ve actually been in each other’s presence since we met and it’s not a whole hell of a lot. We barely know anything about each other, and yet, I feel like I’ve known her my entire life.

      Still, I’m a chicken shit. I can’t seem to pick up the phone and call her.

      I can’t go there and tell her I need her in my life.

      Something holds me back. That fucking fear, fear of never actually being enough.

      If I wasn’t good enough for my own father or mother, how the hell can I be good enough for anyone else?

      I haven’t spent much time with Melody, but still, I know that she wants the fantasy. Love, marriage, kids, the white picket fence.

      I didn’t grow up in a world like that.

      The last time with her has my head spinning. She acted like it was only a one-time thing, but then she said that we weren’t ready for each other yet. That “yet” is what has my head so fucked.

      As if she knows something I don’t.

      After that train-wreck of a trip, the botched apology, my flip-out about Blair and her drinking around Rhys, how could she come to me? How could she sleep with me after all that?

      Maybe she’s the crazy one.

      There’s a knock on my studio door, and my heart fucking leaps in my chest. Is she back? Do I want her to be?

      I open the door and try like hell to hide my disappointment when a tall, beautiful woman stands there, designer purse in hand, an expensive black skirt, a silk blouse unbuttoned to reveal serious cleavage, stiletto heels, and Prada sunglasses covering her eyes.

      Oh thanks, Universe. Just when I think we’re done with the fucking tests. Here you go, Sean, more temptation, more opportunities to make so many fucking mistakes.

      “Can I help you?”

      She removes her sunglasses, a sneer on her enhanced lips. “Are you Sean Bennett?”

      I nod curtly and fold my arms over my chest. I feel her arrogant repulsion mixed with desire as her eyes slide over my jaw line, then further down before meeting my eyes again.

      “I work for Trendz Magazine.” Heard of it. It’s a popular high-fashion magazine with a large following.

      “Isn’t that out of New York?”

      She gives me a nod as her eyes move over the photographs in my studio. “Yes. As am I, and I miss it.” She looks out the window with disgust on her face. She’s beautiful by most standards, but her attitude makes her hideous.

      “What are you doing here?”

      She pulls a business card from her purse and hands it to me. “I’m here to hire you.” She what? “Not permanently, but for a shoot. I have this model who is highly sought-after, and I’m looking for a fresh take.” She looks around at the pictures again. “I’m looking for something different, and I think you can definitely give me that.”

      I don’t think that was a compliment. “Why me?”

      She walks into my studio without invitation, no fucks given as it always is with these spoiled bitches, acting like they own me. She stops in front of the picture of the mother on the bus. “You see something I don’t.” Her finger brushes over the photo, which makes me feel assaulted. Resisting the homicidal reaction this invokes, I keep my cool. “This won an award. I didn’t see the appeal, but when one of my bloggers shared it, it was wildly popular.”

      I know it’s had some attention from the internet, but I don’t pay too much attention. “Okay.”

      “So, like I said.” Her finger slides over the intentionally-revealed cleavage of her blouse. “I’m mildly impressed with you. I’ve been trying to reach you through email. But apparently, you don’t keep up.”

      I could have her. She wants to act like she’s better, out of my league. But the way she’s nibbling her bottom lip and the finger graze at the top of her breast, her body language screams she’s no longer here just to talk business.

      “I’m not selling out for a fucking fashion magazine. Or anyone.”

      Okay, so I do pay my bills with family photos. But a magazine convincing people that spending their savings on designer labels will make them happy?

      Hell. No.

      That will never happen. Not even I will sink that low.

      There’s one thing about coming from nothing. I can’t be bought.

      Her right eyebrow lifts in annoyance and intrigue. “I’m not talking about a little bit of money. You’ll be handsomely compensated.”

      “No. Thanks.”

      Now she’s pissed, not used to rejection. I’m sure she walked in here thinking she was offering me the opportunity of a lifetime and I would grovel at her feet. She walks closer to me, trying to intimidate me, but it’s not working. “You’re going to throw away a huge opportunity because you’re afraid of ‘selling out’?” What are you afraid of, that you’ll lose street cred? That you’ll actually be successful instead of just playing photographer?”

      She needs to leave. Normally, the urge to fuck with her would be foremost in my mind. To make her pay. She wants to own me. She wants to fuck me. It would be easy to make her feeling like nothing, like the trash she considers me.

      But Melody’s sweet, angelic face flashes in my head. I take a deep breath, shocked at the sharp pain of missing her.

      “Get out.”

      “This is a huge mistake. This could make your career.”

      “I have a job, and I have my art. I don’t need anything else.”

      Except maybe a blond who’s beautiful on the inside and out, who doesn’t seem to give up, and who sees something I don’t.

      She leans in, the same sneer doused in loathing. “Then you will always be nothing.”

      She drops her card on the floor, places her sunglasses over her hateful eyes and exits.

      I grab the card and tear it to pieces before throwing it in the trash, looking around my studio at the art I’ve created.

      I’ve never felt more free.
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      “Go get him, sweet Mel.” I smile as I hold the phone to my ear. I was finally able to reach Adele after several months, and we’ve talked a few times since then.

      She’s settled with her boyfriend, Harry. He was waiting for her and took her back instantly.

      I accomplished my goal and finished college. I’ve moved back to Kansas City, and now, there’s only one thing left to do.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Keep me updated.”

      I assure her I will and hang up as I climb the stairs to Sean’s studio, taking a deep breath and knocking on the metal door.

      He answers, dressed in his usual casual look of jeans and a tee. His eyes are full of questions, ones I intend to answer.

      “Can I come in?”

      I watch him swallow, his beautiful face full of uncertainty. “Melody, why would you want to? I thought that it was just one time.”

      “Spontaneous sex in your studio after a very long road trip where I rediscovered you?”

      “Yes. That.”

      I smile and wait for him to sigh and gesture for me to enter before I do. “Well, maybe one time only for that exact scenario. But you and me? I don’t think that’s over.”

      He’s staring at me like I’m a crazy person, and maybe I am. But all these years, I’ve felt something was missing, a piece of the puzzle, maybe the mystery of why he lied, maybe him being gone from my life.

      One thing I know for certain now, I don’t want to lose him.

      “Melody . . .”

      “I graduated.”

      He smiles as he walks to his desk, picking up his camera and continuing the work I assume I interrupted. “Congrats.” He looks over at me. “What now?”

      “I’m working for my father here in the city.”

      “In finance? I thought you didn’t want to do that.”

      I’m smile, remembering I told him that the night we met, happy he recalls that same conversation. “I didn’t want to become like my father being too busy for the things that really mattered. But it’s good money, and I can set realistic hours. For me, it’s just a job.”

      “I get that.”

      My eyes take in the photos around his studio. “I work only a few blocks away.”

      His eyes momentarily close, and then he slowly puts down his camera. He walks to stand in front of me. “Why are you here?”

      “Because I wanted to ask you out on a date.”

      “A date?”

      I laugh and brush my hand over his cheek. “Yes, an actual date. And I don’t care where we go or what we do during that date. I couldn’t care less how much money is spent or who pays. I just want to get to know you, the real you, the good man who I know lives inside you.”

      His hand covers mine. “How can you be so certain of that?”

      I wish he could see what I see. What I saw all those years ago. “I know you’ve been chasing the pain you’ve felt from what your father did. I know you want to feel whole, but the way to do that is not by revenge, by trying to make others hurt like you do. Maybe you need someone who sees you for you, Sean, and I see you. I see how protective you are of Rhys. I see your beautiful art.” I wave my hands around the room filled with his photos and stop on the picture of the bridge, my heart speeding up as I think about the one and only time I was there. “The bridge.”

      He stares at the photo with me, both of us lost in the moment. “I didn’t want to leave you there, but . . .”

      “But you weren’t ready for me.” I finish his sentence.

      “I wasn’t. I don’t know if I’ll ever be.”

      I stare at the beautiful photograph, remembering the stabbing pain I felt the next morning when I woke up, alone and confused. I was certain something had happened, maybe an emergency. My teenage mind went through every scenario, realistic and fantastic, because I couldn’t face the fact that he’d lied to me.

      Used me.

      And now, as I stand with him in this studio in front of the picture of that scene, maybe I wasn’t that far off. Maybe he didn’t use me, even though he thought he did. This very well could be our fantasy, our love story, a modern spin on all the old fairytales.

      He wasn’t the cruel villain. But instead he was the beautiful, broken prince who, in fact, needed to be rescued.

      And we’ll have our happily ever after. If only he’ll let me save him.

      Save us.
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      A date. An actual date.

      I haven’t been this nervous in my life. She says she doesn’t care where we go or what we do, but is that really true?

      If I screw this up and pick the wrong restaurant, will that be it for us?

      Do I even care?

      I stare into my bathroom mirror, leaning into my hands against the sink.

      Yeah, I do. I really care.

      Jesus, when did I become such a pussy?

      I agreed to this because there’s no way I could pass up this chance. She pretty much called the shots and said she would meet me today, literally the next day, after work.

      I should have insisted on picking her up, right? Isn’t that what a chivalrous guy does? Picks the girl up?

      I’m so fucking out of my element.

      There’s a knock on my studio door, and I take a deep breath. But I’m still not ready when I answer the door and see Melody standing there.

      She’s perfect.

      She’s not dressed up like I expected, like I prepared for, and I look like a fucking jackass in dress slacks and button-down shirt while she’s in jean shorts and a plain pink, cropped tee. Her long hair is up in a ponytail. And she’s wearing some makeup but it’s light, and her lips have some sort of shiny lip-gloss on them.

      She looks me up and down and smiles, making me paranoid.

      “Was this all a joke?” It would be a good one, although childish and beneath her to ask me out on a date, then laugh in my face when I take it seriously and she doesn’t.

      “Of course not.” It’s not? She smiles, and her thumb swipes over my chin as her hand brushes over my cheek. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I don’t care where we go on this date.” She shrugs, crossing her ankles in a nervous gesture, and I see she’s sporting tennis shoes. I didn’t know she owned anything other than heels. “I thought we could go for a walk.”

      “A walk?” My right eyebrow lifts. For the life of me, I cannot figure this chick out.

      She nods and then looks at what I’m wearing, “Do you want to change?” She clings to the collar of my button-down. “I mean you look damn good, but I want you to be comfortable.”

      I don’t think that’s possible.

      I nod and walk to where the clothes I wore earlier today are neatly folded on the couch.

      “I can wait outside.” She’s smiling, her teeth nibbling playfully on her bottom lip.

      I roll my eyes, smiling at her antics, kick off my dress shoes and unbutton my shirt, shrugging it off. “I really don’t mind you looking.”

      Her eyes drop to my abs, and I smile as I undo my slacks maybe a little slower than I would when I’m alone and relish her eyes sliding lower. There’s no shortage of sexual attraction between us, that’s for damn sure.

      I push the slacks off and replace them with jeans, followed by a casual t-shirt before turning to her. “Better?”

      Her smile is bright as she moves to stand before me, placing a finger on her chin and pursing her lips in exaggerated appraisal. “It’ll have to do.”

      She is really something else. There was a definite connection all those years ago, and I’ve been intrigued with her since. I always wondered who she really was, of what could have been, but never in a million years did I think I’d have the opportunity to find out.

      I take a seat on the sofa and change into tennis shoes before standing up and looking at Melody, seeing the complete opposite of every wealthy woman I’ve ever known. “A walk?”

      “A walk.” She wraps her arm around mine, and we walk downstairs to the crowded sidewalk below.

      “You’re going to have to help me out, Melody. I’ve never been on an actual date before, and I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.”

      We walk along the sidewalk, and I watch people rushing around us, some from their cars into restaurants, some from businesses out to their cars after a long day. Melody seems confident and strong as we walk, her arm still connected with mine. “No problem, I’ve been on a few, and I can definitely tell you what not to do.”

      “Okay, let me have it.” It’s warm out now, but the fresh air feels good.

      “Well, don’t talk about your father’s money.”

      I let out a short laugh. “Not a problem.”

      She nods her head, her grin so fucking bright as she lets me in on the type of men she’s dated. “Good. Don’t spend the entire time talking about your private jet.”

      Jesus Christ. “I don’t think that will be a problem either.”

      She giggles, light and happy. Dare I say it’s really fucking fun just talking to her? Fun? I’m having a good time, and it’s not with Rhys, Quinn, or Logan.

      “Oh lord, and do not spend the whole date talking about quantum mechanics and then acting like I’m a total idiot for not understanding a word you’re saying.”

      I stop walking and turn to look at her. “What kind of assholes have you been dating?”

      “All the wrong ones.” Her hand brushes over my bicep. “While I was waiting for right one to finally pull his head out of his ass.”

      “I think I’m there.”

      “Good.”

      We walk around downtown KC for a good hour before stopping at a damn good barbecue restaurant I’ve been to lots of times but she never had. The conversation never stops. Not once. It’s not forced, and it isn’t difficult.

      There’s no dead silence. We talk about what we’ve both done for the past six years, about Rhys’s struggle with addiction, about Logan and Quinn reconnecting and then moving away. And Rhys and Blair, there’s a lot to say about those two.

      Neither of us can believe they hooked up. But we’ve also not heard a word about it since we got back.

      We walk out of the restaurant hand-in-hand into the warm evening air of the city, amid the loud sounds of cars driving by, people walking everywhere, and music playing somewhere in the distance.

      “Yeah well, hopefully that’s all over with.” Melody is still talking about Rhys and Blair, and I agree.

      “I can’t imagine anything between them would ever work out.”

      “I can’t say much about Rhys since I don’t know him, but I can’t picture them together.” Her shoulder shrugs. “And he’s still hung up on Quinn.”

      “You picked up on that?”

      She looks at me like I’m ridiculous. “Of course, I did. I’ve been around them. His eyes are always on Quinn.”

      I hate what Rhys has endured. “They weren’t a good match.”

      “Clearly. Quinn and Logan are like couple-goals, but I don’t want to see Blair hurt, and his obsession with Quinn is intense.”

      I agree, but I’m uncomfortable talking about it. “Rhys has been through a lot.”

      “I know.” Her look isn’t judgmental or cruel. “Believe it or not, so has Blair. But I think this is for the best. Maybe they both need to find someone . . .” I raise an eyebrow waiting for her to land on the word she is searching for. “Nice?”

      I laugh. “Oh shit, I can’t picture Rhys with nice.”

      She laughs at that too. “Oh wow. Yeah, you’re right. I can’t picture Blair with anyone nice either.” She giggles a little more. “Oh God, she would eat up a nice guy.”

      “Yeah. For sure.”

      She shrugs, and we continue to walk. “Maybe they are a perfect match.”

      “A match made in hell.”

      She playfully swats me and leans into me as we walk. “Watch it.”

      I smile happily as we seem to venture closer to the live music because it’s getting louder and louder. “What happened with your mother?”

      She stops and turns to look up at me, pain apparent on her face. I don’t want to push her, but it’s something I’ve wondered about all these years.

      I keep my voice low. “I know you told me you don’t talk about her.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I get that.” My hand rests on the side of neck, holding her gaze.

      “But you did tell me about your family.”

      “I think if we’re going to have a shot, then we need to really get to know each other. And this has been a mystery to me.”

      She gnaws on her bottom lip and takes a deep breath before letting it out. “When I was twelve, my father woke up to find a letter from her saying that she was leaving him. That was it, just a letter. Months later, she filed for divorce. They settled, and that was that. She didn’t want custody of me, she just wanted money.”

      “Wow.” Guess a shitty mother can happen to anyone.

      “Yeah, my father told me much later she never really wanted to be a mother. I know he was hurt, but she used his love for me to get leverage and have a bigger settlement in the divorce. He’s tried. He’s busy and struggled to find balance, but he’s a good father.”

      “That’s something I’ve never known. I don’t know love, Melody.”

      She smiles easily. “Yes, you do. You know love, Sean.” She leans into my touch. “You may have never had a good parent who loved you appropriately, but you have known love. The family you made with Rhys, Quinn, and Logan is absolutely beautiful.”

      I never thought of that before. “How can you be so certain?”

      She smiles again, and her lips brush over mine as she leans close to me. “I see you. I did then and do now. You’re a good man, and you have to let your anger go. It doesn’t suit you.”

      I hate my father. I always will. I hate what he’s done to me and indirectly to Melody. But she’s right, I know she is. My father doesn’t give a flying fuck about me or my mother, but Melody does.

      She’s all I ever needed, and I was too angry and blind to see it.

      She’s offering me a second chance, and I’m taking it.
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      “This is me.” I look up to where Melody points at a loft apartment.

      “You live here?”

      She nods her head and grabs my hand, tugging me toward a set of stairs. “Yeah, my father wasn’t happy.”

      I look around the neighborhood as we walk up a set of metal stairs. It’s not really rough, but it’s not at all what she came from. It’s just a loft in downtown Kansas City’s art district. “I bet.”

      She laughs, taking her keys out and unlocking the door, but not opening it as she turns to me. “He would have preferred a townhome or something, but I like it here. It’s closer to work.” She lifts her head and looks directly into my eyes. “And you.”

      My hand slides through the silky side of her ponytail as I hold onto her. “You might be completely insane.”

      She laughs slightly. Her hand moving to the doorknob. “Oh, I’m crazy for sure.”

      “Anyone else would have given up on me a long time ago.”

      “I did.”

      She opens the door. Both of our eyes turn to look inside, but neither of our bodies move.

      “I’m glad fate brought you back to me.”

      My face nears hers as her head rests against my hand. “Me too. Sometimes all people need to do is to shut up and listen to what the universe is saying. I knew there was more to the story.”

      Her hand rests on my shoulder as she leans in for a kiss, a kiss that brings back everything. Every time our lips touch, that spark is present.

      That spark that was lit a long time ago and hasn’t faded.

      My hands move to her ass as I pick her up, her legs wrapping around me with little effort as I walk us inside the apartment and she pushes the door closed.

      All I want is her.

      Her lips meld with mine, her arms around my neck, and I hear, “I expect you to be here tomorrow morning.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” I smile, knowing it’s a promise I can and will keep.

      Our clothes fly off like the nuisances they are as we make our way to her perfectly made bed that we’re about to tear apart. “You are so fucking perfect.”

      I lay her down on the bed, worshiping every inch of her as she shakes her head. “No. You’re the perfect one. You’re everything I ever wanted.”

      I climb onto the bed, hovering over her, staring down at her perky breasts with rose pink, pebbled nipples that make my mouth water. “I can barely hear you. I’m struck deaf and dumb at all this beauty.”

      Her eyes roll as her hand reaches the back of my head, and she pulls me into a kiss. “I know everything I need to know. I love you, Sean.”

      My heart thuds in my chest as I use my arms to brace myself over her, both of us completely naked and vulnerable as I stare into her eyes. “I love you too.” I’ve never said those words before, but I mean them wholeheartedly.

      I expect her to beg me not to hurt her, to be here tomorrow. But she doesn’t. Her lips engage me, taking over, and it’s as if she fully trusts me.

      She really has always seen me. Before I even knew who I was, she did.
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      Okay, food in the oven—check. Table set—check. Sexy lingerie.

      I look down at the lacy, beige, low-cut halter teddy I’m wearing.

      Check. Thank God I turned up the heat when I got here or I’d be freaking freezing.

      We’ve been dating for six months. He gave me the key to his house a few months ago, and I’m happy because I can surprise him like this.

      I hear a car and dim the lights as I unlock the door, leaving it slightly ajar so I don’t scare the hell out of him. I’ve done this a few times, and the first time didn’t go as planned at first. I pose in my sexiest position in front of the door with one hand up and tangled in my long blond hair.

      “Oh fuck.” No . . . That’s so not Sean’s voice.

      I jump, completely startled, and stare at Rhys, not Sean.

      Oh shit. Shit. Shit!

      I scramble to the couch and grab a throw blanket, wrapping it around my shoulders, so completely glad I dimmed the lights. Maybe he didn’t see anything.

      “Holy shit, Melody. Is this how you greet all of Sean’s guests?”

      Oh my God. I might actually die from embarrassment. I think that’s a thing. It can happen, and I think I might.

      He’s looking at me like I’m a total freak.

      “Um . . . I was trying to surprise Sean.” I barely choke out the words as my cheeks flame hot red.

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      “It’s his birthday.”

      He gives a curt nod. “Yeah. I know.” He grasps the back of his neck. “So, he’s not here?”

      “Not yet. He should be soon.”

      He turns toward the door. “Okay, just let him know I stopped by.”

      He starts to leave, but I stop him. “Rhys?”

      He turns slightly, looking like he wants to dart out the door. But to his credit, he stays. “Yes?”

      “I’d really love it if we could be friends someday.” He looks horrified, and I try not to laugh or be offended by his horror. “I love Sean. And you love Sean. It’s only fitting that we at least be friends.”

      Over the past six months, we’ve been around each other a little, but not often. And when we are, Rhys is always quiet.

      “Uh.”

      “Just think about it.” I hold the blanket closed as tightly as I can and walk to him. “Rhys, Sean is really protective of your story. He hasn’t told me many details, but I think there’s more to you than what you let people see.”

      He stands there, unmoving except for his jaw that’s ticking with anger or anxiety, I’m not sure which. He clears his throat and gives me a quick nod. “Okay. Maybe.”

      I smile at that, happy he’s at least thinking about it. “Okay, just tell Sean I stopped by.”

      “Not a problem.”

      He offers me a small grin, and I notice his right cheek has a dimple when he smiles. “And thanks for making his birthday a good one. He deserves it.”

      I smile at him, feeling an odd sense of pride. “I agree.”

      He nods his head again and exits as I flop down on the couch, feeling so many emotions ranging from embarrassment to complete happiness.

      Ten minutes later, I’m flipping through channels on the television, just me in my teddy, when the door opens and Sean walks into a much less-planned scene. But it doesn’t matter.

      I stand up and greet him happily, my arms wrap around his neck as I kiss his lips, feeling so whole and so at home. “Happy birthday!”

      His arms wrap around my waist as he looks down at what I’m wearing. “Fuck yes.”

      I laugh. “Also, before I forget, Rhys stopped by.”

      Now, Sean’s eyebrow lifts as he looks at what I’m wearing, but he’s also grinning. “Rhys was here? When you were wearing this?”

      “Yes.”

      “What?” He’s laughing. Actually laughing.

      “It was humiliating. I thought he was you at first, and I’m pretty sure he’s traumatized.”

      Sean runs a finger over my bare arm, and I shiver from the touch, already craving more. “Pretty damn sure that’s not what he was.”

      His lips slide along my jaw, and my head drops back, letting his mouth slide over my neck. “It’s Rhys. Trust me.”

      He chuckles and his lips meet mine again. “I fucking love you, Melody.”

      “Then marry me.” The words just come out, but it’s not as spontaneous as it seems. I’ve been thinking about it for a while. I know what I want.

      “What?”

      I smile against his lips. “You heard me.”

      “No. You can’t do that. I’m supposed to do that.”

      I raise my eyebrow and put one hand on my hip. “Says who?”

      “You’re the one who had to chase my dumb ass. I should be the one to pop the question.”

      My bottom lip pouts as I pretend to think about it. “That’s true, but I like our spin on the fairytale. I’m not afraid to chase you, and I want to marry you more than anything.”

      He kisses the tip of my nose and hugs me to him. “My fucking hero.”

      I laugh and kiss his lips. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes.” His beautiful, green eyes meet mine. “I want to marry you, Melody.”

      I know we’ll live happily ever after.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      I hope you enjoyed this story! It was definitely out of my comfort zone and a little different from what I’m used to writing, but I love how it turned out. Because sometimes, the woman rescues the man even when he didn’t know he needed it!

      I’m eager to get back to more of my heartbreaking-angsty stories. But, right now, I must give a huge thank you to Penelope and Vi for giving me this amazing opportunity to collaborate with them. I love Cocky Bastard, and I hope with all my heart that I did Adele justice! I immediately connected with her character, and I am so unbelievably honored to have the chance to actually write her. That, in itself, was incredible! I’m grateful for every new opportunity I have. And, although it was a little scary to write a different kind of story than I usually do, I’m so thankful I took this leap. I’m still in shock I was chosen for this huge honor. Thank you also to Dan for walking me through this step by step and holding my hand through this brand new process. I truly appreciate everything you did!

      Thank you to Ariadna, Elle, and Emma for talking me off the literary cliff on multiple occasions when I was writing this book. I’m sure you guys are a little sick of patting my head and telling me I’ve got this, but I really needed it on this adventure, and you got me through it.

      Thank you also to everyone who encouraged me and believed in me, most notably my group, Nicole’s Novelties. You guys are my rock. You give my confidence a huge boost, and I’m so grateful to you! Couldn’t do it without you!

      If you enjoyed this story and want to read more of my work, you’re in luck! I’ve included a sample of my book Standstill!
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        Prologue

      

      

      
        
        Ashlyn

      

      

      

      “Garrett!” I screech as I jump from one of the chairs placed haphazardly around the bonfire out in the middle of nowhere Kansas. I shake out my red, high school tank top frantically as the ice he just dropped, totally on purpose, slides slowly down my shirt and along the skin of my back, warmed by the hot summer night. “Asshole,” I hiss as the ice finally escapes my tank top and falls to the earth below.

      Garrett laughs, mischief swimming in his golden eyes as he takes the seat next to me, ignoring my death glare and laughing with our friend Reed. His girlfriend, Erin, sits on his lap, shaking her head in disapproval, but I see the laughter in her eyes dying to escape.

      Traitors.

      Thank God for Paige, my best friend and forever the peacekeeper in our little group. She, no doubt, saw the whole thing from where she was standing, talking to a girl in the grade below us. Paige grabs a couple of drinks and darts to where we claimed our designated spot around the fire and hands me a red, plastic cup full of my favorite drink at these parties, a mix of vodka and Kool-Aid.

      She knows I’m seconds from killing her boyfriend, and her small hands grasp my cheeks, a smile playing on her almost disturbingly perfect, angelic face. Seriously? How the hell did she end up dating Garrett Burke?

      I smile to myself. Answering my own question. Small town. And the old rule . . . opposites attract.

      Not that Garrett and I hate each other. We're actually fairly close and have been for a long time, although we butt heads frequently and he loves to fuck with me. We’ve all known each other for what seems like a lifetime.

      “Graduation night.” Paige’s sweet voice appeals to my nostalgic side. “You can’t kill him. We're making memories.”

      I huff, and her smile grows bigger, her infectious laugh pouring out as she puckers her lips, making a kissing noise. She releases me, moving to sit on Garrett’s lap.

      Whether they’re complete opposites or not, they’re the picture-perfect couple. He adores my best friend, something we’ll always have in common. We both love her more than ourselves. His right arm wraps around her waist as he kisses her temple and takes a drink from his own red cup.

      I take a seat and drink from my second cup of the night, taking Paige’s advice and instead of fighting with Garrett, I soak it all up. Because she’s right, today we graduated from high school, and nothing will ever be the same.

      I watch Reed and Erin whisper to each other and laugh, utter joy on their faces as one of our classmates turns up the music in his truck loud enough for us all to hear it. People start to dance, celebrating our last night as carefree high school students.

      I see Paige leaning to whisper something in Garrett’s ear, causing a smirk to form on his full lips as he laughs, and she nudges her elbow playfully into his stomach, prodding him.

      He sighs as he looks down at her with nothing but love. “Okay. Okay.” He then huffs exaggeratedly, looking at me like I’m a pain in his ass, his head cocked to the side. “Oh, come on, Ash. That was pretty fucking funny. I didn’t know your voice could reach that pitch.” Garrett laughs, taking another sip as Paige smacks his chest with the back of her hand.

      “Not exactly an apology,” she says, but still not shaking that goofy grin from her beautiful face. That’s the thing about Garrett. Paige was always super serious, organized, no bullshit, and to a point she still is, but he can get her to loosen up like no one else ever could.

      With him, she is slightly more relaxed and calm.

      I raise my middle finger as I take another drink. I wasn’t planning on getting shitfaced, but what the hell. We're allowed to celebrate. “So fucking glad not to have to put up with your antics anymore, shithead,” I playfully pout, focusing on Paige. “But I still think you should ditch this loser and come to California with me.”

      She laughs at that, taking a drink of sparkling water, because Paige doesn’t drink alcohol but never judges us. “Yeah, right. I still don’t know how you’re doing that, Ashlyn. Aren’t you scared?”

      “She’s a badass. She'll be fine.” Erin assures Paige, pulling her black curly hair up into a thick ponytail and taking a drink with a happy smile on her face.

      Garrett smirks, and I’m sure what he’s about to say will be offensive. “It’s not that far away. She’ll be back to bug us before we know it.”

      Well, it could have been far worse. He knows when I go to film school in California and they go to our state college, it’s going to tear Paige and I up. We’ve been best friends since preschool and have always lived within walking distance of each other.

      But I couldn’t give up my dream, and when I got a scholarship at California Institute of the Arts after submitting my own short and poorly shot film, I accepted right away. Somehow, they saw something unique in my submission and accepted me. All I’ve ever wanted to do was make movies for a living.

      Not giant blockbuster hits necessarily, but films that make your pulse race and your mind analyze each moment.

      And as much as it pains me to know it, Paige is in good hands. They even have an off-campus apartment together, which is slightly bonkers to me, considering they haven’t even slept together yet. I mean, I know that’s not all living together is about. But damn, I have to give Garrett credit, he’s loyal and, according to her, never pressures her.

      I study him as he clings to her. Guaranteed his patience will wear thin eventually, especially living in such a tight space.

      I’m pretty sure that situation is going to make him lose his mind and turn his balls bluer than the ocean. I giggle into my drink and try to shake that image out of my brain. I almost wish I was staying to watch that, but I have no doubt they’ll be just fine. Garrett and Paige are as solid as they come, never wavering and a steady constant for almost four years now.

      Garrett lifts his chin, gesturing behind me, concern on his face. “Aren’t you and that fucker dating, Ash?”

      I barely turn, assuming he’s talking about Justin. And no, we definitely aren’t. “Nah.” I go back to my drink as Justin gropes a cheerleader against the side of a Chevy truck. “That was nothing.”

      Garrett looks almost pissed as his jaw ticks, and Paige is visibly upset. “Do you want to talk about it?” Her voice is low, but not quite a whisper. I fight another giggle bubbling up in my throat as I shake my head and place my hand on hers. The alcohol is clearly setting in, and she is so damn cute.

      “Paige, we went out on a few dates. It was literally nothing.” A couple of make-out sessions in his truck that mostly consisted of him pawing at my chest. I smile, the laughter sitting in my throat at her serious expression. “You have to stop looking at me with so much pity.”

      “It’s disrespectful."

      Garrett grunts in agreement with Paige, and I can’t believe he even cares. He gave me so much shit for going out with the dumbass jock in the first place, asking me if his IQ had even made it to the double digits and whether he sang our school’s fight song to get in the mood. You know, adorable shit like that.

      I roll my eyes. “Look, Justin and I were never a Paige and Garrett.” I turn toward my other friends. “Or an Erin and Reed. Just because you all hit the jackpot on the first spin doesn’t mean everyone else is that damn lucky.”

      Garrett’s eyes meet mine briefly, his throat bobbing with something that sends a spark of curiosity through me until he clears his throat and then open his damn mouth. “Got it. So, you used him like a piece of meat. Or you used his meat until you couldn’t take the disappointment anymore.”

      The sarcasm is dripping from his words while that same mischievous grin sits on his ridiculously handsome face, and Paige’s nose scrunches. “God no, Ashlyn would never sleep with him.” Her eyes meet mine with wide curiosity. “Right?”

      Reed and Erin are cracking up, always encouraging Garrett and usually Reed is right there with him, but he’s fairly wrapped up in his girl right now. Thank God.

      I focus on Paige, and then I laugh, like full-on laugh, now. I can’t help it. Her horrified expression is too much. “Do you really think I would have slept with him and not told you?”

      I literally tell her everything.

      Garrett hugs her closer and whispers something in her ear which makes her smile and shrug. “He’s still a jerk. Making out with some girl right by you.”

      I love her so damn much, and I’m going to miss the hell out of her. But the truth is I couldn’t care less about Justin, or really any other guy I’ve dated.

      I’m happy for my friends. But still, watching both of the happy couples, I can’t help but feel like the broken fifth wheel.

      Hours later, we’re all due home by curfew, and it’s Paige’s duty to drive us as the awesome, designated, highly–disciplined, and responsible driver because she’s the only sober one.

      Garrett, Erin, Reed, and I are way too far gone. Laughter erupts from us all as we climb into Garrett’s beautifully restored, 1960’s Mustang, squeezing in as Paige orders us to buckle up as she climbs behind the wheel.

      Garrett never lets anyone drive his car, and I’m fairly certain he never intended to get this inebriated. But shit happens, and if there’s anyone he trusts, it’s her.

      We turn the music up, and our laughter intensifies as we talk about the years to come, our ten-year reunion and where everyone will be then.

      Talk of who will be in prison and who will be married ensues as heavy rain starts seemingly out of nowhere. Paige flicks on the windshield wipers while Reed suggests some will be divorced by then.

      Garrett also makes a joke about Reed’s hairline starting to recede in ten years, which is not at all funny to Reed, who loves his hair way too much.

      Garrett’s laughter is stuck in my memory, light and free, giving his friend shit and enjoying life.

      But it’s followed by, and now forever linked with, the next sound: a shrill, high–pitched, guttural scream I’ve never heard before, coming from my best friend’s mouth.

      Fear.

      Pure, uninhibited fear coming from her lungs.

      Then bright headlights. A loud blaring horn. Squealing tires. Crashing. Metal against metal. Glass breaking.

      And then . . . nothingness.
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