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“I always loved you, and if one loves any one, one loves the whole person, just as they are and not as one would like them to be.” 
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Part One
 



 
Chapter One
Riley
14-years-old
 
 
As I amble along the path toward the footbridge, I adjust the heavy backpack threatening to leave a permanent indent on my shoulder. 
My backpack broke earlier this school year, but my mom stitched the strap back on. It has held up just fine for a while, but today Mom had to work so she couldn’t pick me up from school. That means I have to walk home. 
Apparently, all the extra jostling popped the threads, because about a mile ago the darn thing gave out. Now I’m trying to lug this heavy sack of books on just one shoulder and that shoulder isn’t thrilled about it. 
Movement ahead startles me and I gasp, clutching the backpack strap instinctively. 
Someone is sitting on the footbridge with their feet dangling over the edge, palms braced on the aged wood. They’re looking down into the water, not paying me any mind, so my grip eases up and my racing heart begins to slow down. 
Normally, there’s no one else on this path, and I feel uneasy that someone is now. Like they’ve found a place that was supposed to be secret and shown up uninvited. 
I guess since I stopped walking—or maybe it was my gasp—I catch the attention of the stranger on the bridge. Only when he turns his head to look at me, I see it’s no stranger at all. 
Hunter Maxwell is the intruder sitting on my favorite bridge. 
We go to school together, but we’ve never spoken. He’s kind of a popular jerk who comes to school just to hang out with his friends, and I’m kind of a quiet bookworm who actually shows up to learn. I can’t imagine we would have anything to say to one another. 
He must agree, because as soon as he recognizes me, he looks away—back down at the rippling water beneath the footbridge. 
Something unpleasant turns over in my tummy. It feels like rejection, but that’s silly. I don’t care if Hunter Maxwell dismisses me. I didn’t want to talk to him, anyway. 
Lifting my chin and bracing the strap on my shoulder, I set about ignoring him right back. I march across the distance between us, then march right past him. 
Before I make it off the bridge and onto the dirt path toward home, his low tone interrupts the mutually held silence. “Don’t tell anyone you saw me today.”
I stop abruptly, frowning as I look back at him. “Excuse me?”
His sigh is impatient, but he repeats himself anyway. “The school thinks I’m out of town. No one normally comes this way.” Now he turns his head to look at me. “You know this is private property, right? Mine. You shouldn’t trespass.”
I’m so surprised, I only really hear the first part. As soon as he turns his head, I get a better look at the side of his face I didn’t see the first time he looked at me. 
The skin around his left eye is agitated and swollen. It kinda looks like he got hit in the face.
The distance between us on the social hierarchy falls away and concern for him swells up inside me. I rush forward, dropping my backpack on the footbridge as I sink to my knees and lean in to get a better look. “Oh my gosh, what happened to your eye?”
“Nothing,” he says defensively, swatting my hand away. 
 My eyebrows rise. “This is definitely not nothing.” My long dark hair falls in my face, so I shove it back behind my ear. “Did somebody hit you?”
“It doesn’t matter. Mind your own business,” he mutters. 
“It does matter,” I argue. “It looks terrible. Did you put anything on it? If you ice it, it will help with the swelling.”
“I’m fine,” he informs me. On impulse—I think—he pushes me hard in the chest to get me away from him. 
I lose my balance and fall backward on my butt. It’s hardly a far fall so it doesn’t hurt, but I don’t appreciate being shoved to begin with. 
“Fine,” I snap, pushing up to my feet and retrieving my bag. “I was only trying to help.”
“I don’t need your help.”
“Good, then I won’t give it to you,” I tell him, hoisting my broken backpack on my shoulder and stomping away from him. 
I hear a loud sigh, then the telltale patter of sneakers against wood. “Wait,” he says, his voice less hostile.
“No,” I toss back without stopping. “Don’t follow me.”
“I’m sorry,” he says, all rushed as he catches up to me. “I didn’t mean to shove you. You were just making me mad.”
“There are better ways of expressing anger than shoving people,” I inform him, a bit primly. “Try words sometime.”
The corner of his mouth tugs up and he tucks his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Thanks for the solid life advice.”
I look over at him with a vague glower still on my face, but I can feel my genuine annoyance melting away now that he’s not being a jerk. “Anytime.”
For a couple minutes, we don’t speak. I certainly didn’t invite him, but he continues to walk next to me along the path through the woods. My stupid backpack threatens to fall again. I try hoisting it, but that snags his attention. 
Without a word, he reaches over and takes the backpack from me. 
“Hey,” I object, but a second later I sag with the relief of not having the heavy thing on my back. 
Hunter frowns when he realizes the strap is broken, but unperturbed, he slings it over his shoulder. 
A moment later, I murmur, “Thank you.”
He nods. “This thing weighs a ton. What do you have in here?”
“Rocks.”
He cracks a smile. “Sure feels like it.”
I crack a smile right back. “It’s all my textbooks. Surely yours is just as heavy.”
“Nah. I don’t bring many books home.”
I frown. “How do you do your homework without them?”
“I wing it. I usually read the assigned chapter in class while the teacher is talking, then I only have to answer the questions at home. Only book I have to bring home every day is my math book, and that one’s not heavy.”
“How do you remember the questions if you don’t bring your books? Some of them are really long.”
He digs into his pocket and pulls out a smart phone. “You just take pictures of the assigned questions. Saves you having to haul around a big bag of books all the time.”
“Oh, I see. That’s a good idea, but I don’t have a cell phone,” I inform him. 
His eyes widen like I just admitted to being an alien. “What? Who doesn’t have a cell phone?”
“I know,” I agree, rolling my eyes. “My mom insists I don’t need one yet.” 
“I’m pretty sure that’s considered child abuse. Blink twice if you need help.”
I shake my head, smiling faintly. “It’s fine. I think she just says that because she can’t afford another line and she doesn’t want to admit it. She had to change jobs recently and I think she makes less at the new one because she went into major budgeting mode. Taking coupons out of that little box at the library, painstaking attention to our grocery list, no more cable. I’m sure she’ll get me a phone when she can afford it.”
“That sucks.”
I shrug. “I don’t watch TV much, anyway. It does suck, though, because right before she switched jobs I started reading this trilogy called Hunger Games. I got books one and two, but I figured I would pick up book three after I finished those, and now we don’t really have the book budget. It really sucks, because book two ended on a massive cliffhanger. I’m on the waitlist for the third book at the library, but I still have a month to go and waiting is the worst. I just want to know what happens and if she and Gale live happily ever after.”
Hunter smirks at me. “You’re such a dork.”
He says it without malice, but I wouldn’t care much either way. I am a bit of a dork; I’m not ashamed. 
“I’m heavily invested,” I inform him. “Katniss is awesome, I love her. You should read the books, then you’d see. I’ll loan you my copy of book one if you want to. It’s not a romance or anything, it’s this awesome dystopian story. You’d probably like it.”
“Based on all you know about me?” he asks, amused. 
“Based on the fact that it’s awesome, and I assume you like awesome things.”
“I do like awesome things,” he allows. 
“There. See? You’d like it.”
“I don’t really read books I don’t
have to read for school.”
I blink at him. “Why?”
He shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I don’t have time.”
“You probably just haven’t found the right book to pique your interest. Maybe Hunger Games is it. I’m committed to this cause now. You have to read it.”
“You just want to get me hooked so I’ll buy the third book and you can borrow it from me. I see through this smoke screen, Bishop.”
I laugh. “That’s not true. I never even thought of that—although now that you’ve brought it up… that would be a nice silver lining.”
Once we reach the end of the trail, Hunter’s steps slow to match mine. I look over at him, then gesture to the sidewalk to our right. “I’m that way. I should probably take my backpack now.”
Hunter shrugs. “I’ll carry it the rest of the way.”
“You sure? You really don’t have to walk me all the way home.” I try to make it seem like I just don’t want to be a burden, but really I’m not sure about letting a boy in the house when I’m home alone. It has never come up before, but I’m pretty sure my mom would freak out.
“Yeah, it’s fine,” he assures me.
I’m still hesitant, but I feel too awkward explaining why, so I keep my mouth shut and take off toward my house. It’s only a few houses past the walking path which is why I take it, but the closer we get, the more antsy I get. 
We sort of have a ‘no boys in the house’ rule, it’s just that it normally only applies to my mom. I haven’t gone on anything like a date yet. Mom does, but she doesn’t bring “boys” around unless she’s super serious about them. It has only happened with two guys in my whole life, so generally “no boys allowed” is gospel in our home. 
I linger on the front porch, fidgeting with my fingers, then I clear my throat and turn back to Hunter. “My key’s in my bag, so I need it back now.”
He swings it off his shoulder and hands it back to me. I meet his gaze for a moment, feeling strangely naked as his
brown eyes bore into me, then I abruptly drop it to dig in my backpack for my house key. 
“Um, thank you for bringing it all this way,” I tell him. 
“No problem.” 
He still isn’t budging or taking what I feel are very obvious vibes that I don’t want to invite him in. It feels rude telling him he can’t come inside after he carried my heavy, broken backpack all this way, so I shove down my reluctance, unlock the door, and push it open. 
Hunter follows me inside, looking around our smallish home. Two bedrooms, two bathrooms, just as much space as we need. It’s not big by any means, but it suits two girls living alone. 
I don’t know Hunter Maxwell, but I do know his mom is a former model who has been divorced twice—and the town gossips say each divorce added a lot to the fortune she had already amassed on her own. 
“Your house is probably bigger than mine,” I say, needing to break the silence. 
Hunter nods, still looking around. “Little bit.”
I nod, easing my backpack to the ground. “Do you have any younger brothers or sisters?”
Now he shakes his head. “Nope. Just me. My mom and husband number three talked about having a baby, but I think they’re headed for a divorce instead.”
“Aw, that sucks. I’m sorry.”
With an indifferent shrug, he says, “I’m not. I hate that guy.”
“Oh. Well, then I guess I’m not sorry.” Looking around for something to make me feel less awkward, I catch sight of the kitchen. “Come with me.”
Hunter follows me slowly, but now that I have a mission, I’m more comfortable. I open the freezer and take out a bag of frozen corn for Hunter’s eye. I point to a wooden chair by the table, gesturing for him to sit. Hunter flips it around backward, then straddles the chair instead of sitting on it like a normal person. 
I crack a smile that he even has to sit like a cool kid. I bring the bag of corn over and hand it to him so he can press it against his eye. 
“Is your mom married?” he asks, apparently continuing the conversation I sought to escape. 
“Uh, no. She’s never been married.”
“Not even to your dad?”
I shake my head. “She was 17 when she got pregnant with me, and I guess my dad wasn’t exactly marriage material. Not father material either, I guess.”
“You never met him?”
“A few times, but I was a baby. I remember him being there once when I was two, but that’s the only memory I have of him. Me and my mom moved away a year later and I haven’t seen him since.”
“I never see my dad either. He was engaged to someone else when my mom got pregnant, and I guess they still got married, so… you know, he has a real family and they’re not eager to embrace me.”
“I’m sorry,” I say softly. “That’s not really fair. It’s not like it’s your fault.”
Hunter shrugs. “Life’s not fair. I don’t worry too much about it. I figure if he doesn’t even want to see me, I can’t be missing much.”
I nod my head in firm agreement. “I think that’s a good way to look at it.”
“As long as my life coach approves,” he jokes. 
We share a smile—the warm, genuine, unguarded kind, and it makes my heart happy. 
This time, he appears to be the one made uncomfortable; he drops my gaze and clears his throat. “Thanks for this, by the way,” he says, tapping the bag of corn he’s holding against his eye. 
“No problem,” I assure him, dropping onto the chair nearest his. “How’d that happen?”
“How’d your backpack break?” he fires back.
I quirk an eyebrow. “That wasn’t an answer. That wasn’t even a smooth segue.”
“I think it was pretty smooth.”
“It wasn’t.”
“Little bit,” he insists. 
“Not even at all.”
Hunter smiles, another unguarded one. “You gonna answer my question or not?”
Folding my arms across my chest, I tell him, “After you answer mine.”
Finally relenting, he says simply, “I got punched in the face. Your turn.”
My face falls. “Oh. Shoot. Well, my answer isn’t even interesting; it’s just a cheap backpack and the threads gave out when I was putting it on my shoulder to leave school one day. Who punched you in the face?” 
“Someone who doesn’t like me,” he answers dryly. 
“Someone from school?”
Lifting his chin in a casual bid for my attention, he says, “Who’d you say that author was? The one who wrote those books you liked?”
“Suzanne Collins,” I answer off-handedly, my concern growing each time he dodges the question. “Who hit you, Hunter?”
His gaze locks with mine for a moment, but then he drops it and pulls the makeshift ice pack off his face instead of answering me. “How’s it look?”
“Like you got punched in the face,” I state. “Who hit you?”
Slanting a slightly more annoyed look at me, he says, “You asked that already. New question.”
“Not until you answer this one. I don’t like how you’re avoiding it.”
“I don’t like pushy girls,” he counters. 
I roll my eyes. “I don’t care. Was it Daryl from school? I know he doesn’t like you.”
“Please,” he says dismissively. “Daryl thinks he’s hot shit, but he’s not. He doesn’t have the balls to punch me in the face.”
“Why doesn’t he like you, anyway?”
“Because he’s stupid,” Hunter answers. 
My lips curve up faintly, but my smile is tempered by the concern I’m still nursing over his eye. “So, who punched you?”
“I don’t want to tell you because you’ll overreact,” he informs me. 
“How will I overreact?”
“You’ll make a big deal out of it, and it’s not. Shit happens. It happened, now it’s over, it doesn’t matter.”
“It doesn’t seem like you think anything matters,” I tell him. Knowing he won’t share if I don’t, though, I add, “I promise not to overreact.”
That grabs his attention. “You promise not to say anything, period?”
I’m a little less comfortable with that promise, but considering the run-around he has already given me, it seems the only way I’ll get an answer. I’m starting to worry it was someone he lives with, maybe his mom or stepdad. If he leaves without telling me, I’ll worry about it incessantly.
A bit hesitantly, I try to reason with him. “If someone’s hurting you, Hunter, you should tell somebody. They shouldn’t be allowed to do that. They’re not allowed to do that, but if you don’t tell anyone, they can’t be stopped.”
Hunter shakes his head, standing and dropping the bag of frozen corn on the table. “Nope. I’m not a damsel in distress, Riley, I don’t need rescuing.”
I stand, too. “I’m not trying to rescue you, I just don’t want to see you mistreated by the people who are supposed to care for you.”
“You don’t even know who hit me.”
“So tell me,” I challenge, my eyes widening. 
He rejects the suggestion immediately. “No. You’re stuck in tattletale mode like we’re little fucking kids.”
I jerk back in surprise. It’s not like I’ve never heard the f-word before, but no one has ever spat it right in my face like that. “That’s not true. I know we’re not little kids. It’s not just little kids who—”
He doesn’t let me finish. “Yes, it is.”
I open my mouth to argue, but then I close it again, unsure how to respond. 
“I can take care of myself,” he assures me firmly, holding my gaze. “I don’t need you or anyone else to look after me.”
It goes against my better instincts to relent, but he’s being so stubborn, and I need him to set my mind at ease before he leaves. “Fine. I won’t say anything.”
“Promise?”
I swallow, then force myself to say, “Yeah, I promise.”
He narrows his eyes at me like he’s not sure he can trust me. After a moment, he must decide to, because he says, “It was my stepdad. He and my mom were fighting, I butted in…” He trails off and gestures to his eye. 
My stomach drops, but I try to keep cool so he can’t accuse me of overreacting. “Has he done that before?”
“I mean, he’s shoved me around a bit, but he’s never hit me. Like I said, I figure he and my mom are heading for divorce this time.”
“Well, yeah, I would hope so. Is he still living with you, or did she kick him out?”
“She didn’t kick him out yet, but she will,” he assures me. “He was too drunk to drive when it happened.”
That does nothing to ease my discomfort. 
I don’t think I should have promised my silence now that I know for sure that’s what happened… but the way he talks, it seems like his mom’s handling it. She has to, right? Protecting him is her job. 
“Anyway, I should get back home,” he says.
Doubling back and grabbing the bag of corn, I tell him, “Here, take this with you.”
“Nah, keep it.”
“But your eye,” I insist.
He smiles faintly, glancing at the bag of corn but not taking it. “I think you’re actually supposed to do that when you first get hit, so… it’s not really doing anything at this point.”
“Oh. Right,” I murmur, dropping my gaze. 
I guess it should have occurred to me to ask when it happened before trying to nurse him back to health, but I’m unaccustomed to dealing with any kind of violence or its aftermath. The memory of a couple minutes earlier replays, him straddling the chair and thanking me for the cold bag of corn against his face. Was he laughing at me on the inside, or just being nice? 
“I feel stupid now. You could have told me that instead of just… letting me put frozen corn on your face.”
Hunter smirks. “Nah. It was sweet. It’s the thought that counts, right?”
My cheeks warm under his gaze, but I can’t quite meet his eyes now. I follow him to the door and lean against the frame to tell him goodbye and watch him leave. When he hits the sidewalk, I close the door and lock it. 
Content in the belief that everything is under control and all the wrongs will be righted, I grab my busted backpack and set about doing my homework. 
 
 



 
Chapter Two
 
 
The weekend flies by. My mom is off Sunday and the weather is still pretty warm for fall, so we grab some chips and sandwiches and head for the park. I get a splinter in my thigh from sitting at the bare picnic table, but getting some fresh air and catching up while we hike is nice. 
When we get home, the sun is setting and the sky is a beautiful mix of pink and orange with blue splashes. I sigh contentedly, wishing I had a cell phone so I could snap a picture. 
“Wonder what that is,” Mom murmurs as she cuts the wheel and turns into our driveway. 
I glance away from the sunset and follow her gaze to the front porch. There’s a box propped up against our front door—a sizeable one. “I dunno.”
I grab the picnic stuff and both our water bottles while Mom walks ahead to retrieve the package. It’s a large box, so I also dig out my house key since she won’t be able to hold it and unlock the door at the same time. 
“That’s odd,” she says, frowning as she reads the label on the box. “This is addressed to you.”
“Huh?
She shrugs and carries the box inside. “Were you expecting something from school?”
I shake my head, walking inside and unloading all the stuff I’m carrying. “It’s from Amazon,” I tell her, noting the tape.
“Where are the bomb-sniffing dogs when you need them?” she jokes. 
“Sniffing out actual bombs,” I return. “I don’t think you can order those from Amazon.”
Wrinkling up her nose, she says, “What? I thought they carried everything. One star!”
I crack a smile and rip into the mystery box. There’s packing paper on top, so I rip that out to reveal a cute pink and gray backpack. 
Grinning, I look back at my mom. “I love it! I didn’t know you ordered me a new—” I stop, because her confusion has deepened. 
Seeing it’s a gift for me, I figured she was just toying with me before about not knowing what the box was so I’d be surprised, but she looks genuinely baffled.
“I… didn’t.” She grabs the backpack out of the box and inspects it suspiciously. “Let me look at the packing slip.”
As soon as she pulls the backpack out, I see there’s something else in the bottom of the box. My heart does a funny free-fall as I reach in and carefully draw out a sky blue, hardback copy of Mockingjay—the last book in the Hunger Games trilogy. 
My stomach turns into a pit of warm goo, and a helpless smile transforms my face as I run my hand across the smooth cover of the book I’ve been dying to read. Aside from my mom, there’s only one person who knows how badly I wanted this.
“Who’s Venus Keller?” Mom asks, then her eyes widen as she recognizes the name. “Wait, why is Venus Keller sending you school supplies?”
“She’s not, her son is,” I explain, still unable to wipe the helpless smile off my face. I usually tell my mom everything, but because I was afraid I would over share, I did not tell her about my run-in with Hunter Maxwell. “He carried my backpack home Friday when he saw me struggling with it.” I hold up Mockingjay for her to see. “I told him he should start reading this series and that I didn’t have the last book yet.”
Her dark brow is still furrowed with suspicion. “And he just randomly decided to send you presents?”
“It’s kind of a long story. We talked and bonded a little on the way home. This is probably just his way of being nice.”
“Is it being nice, or is it charity?” she questions, still looking uneasy. “If you needed a new backpack, you could have told me, honey. I don’t like you appealing to strangers for things, especially strange boys.”
That finally does the job of getting a smile off my face, and a frown takes its place. “I wasn’t appealing to him for anything. I didn’t ask for a new backpack; I was fine carrying mine. He did this on his own.”
“A boy I didn’t even realize you talked to a couple days ago is so eager to be nice to you that now he’s sending you gifts?”
“Why are you so hung up on this being a gift?” I demand. 
“From a boy,” she adds, like that should help me see why this is so horrible.
My eyes widen. “Stop saying that. Stop saying ‘a gift from a boy.’ My God, what is the big deal?”
She is also frowning. “I don’t know. I feel weird about it. You have never even mentioned this boy before and now all of a sudden he’s buying you presents? That must have been some walk.”
Aggravated, I toss the packing paper back into the box. I tuck Mockingjay under my arm and grab both my new backpack and my old one. Without a word, I storm down the hall toward my bedroom so I can transfer all my stuff to the new one.
“Where are you going?” Mom calls after me.
“To read,” I state, swinging my door open, stepping inside, and then slamming it.
 
___
 
I’m tired and grumpy the next day at school. 
To start with, I stayed up half the night reading my book, too impatient to read the conclusion of the series to worry about sleeping. Then, the book did not go remotely the way I hoped or thought it would. The main character turned into a hot mess, and the ending was downright depressing. I finished reading around 4am, but I was too angry to fall asleep. 
To make matters even worse, things were still leftover weird with my mom this morning. We hardly spoke while we got ready, and although the silence was charged like we both wanted to, we didn’t say a word to each other in the car. 
Fighting with my mom always results in a terrible gnawing in my gut, but being confused about why we are even fighting to begin with isn’t helping matters. 
School is uneventful until fifth period. It’s the only class I have with Hunter and while normally I don’t pay him any mind, today I find his presence distracting. Today I struggle to drag my gaze away from his desk. I take note of the gray hoodie he’s wearing. It has the school’s wrestling team logo on it—is he on the team? I imagine he is, or he wouldn’t be wearing it. 
We lock eyes a couple times in class, but there’s no acknowledgment beyond that.
I’m still distracted.
Lunchtime is next. Hunter leaves with his buddies and I go back to my locker to get the lunch I packed. When I get to the cafeteria, he’s already seated with his friends, talking and laughing like nothing’s wrong. 
We never talked before so I guess I shouldn’t have expected us to today, but I want to thank him for my new backpack and the book—even if I nearly threw the book a few times and wanted to set it on fire by the time it finally ended.
I look over at his table more times than I want to admit. After a while, I accept that he’s not going to look my way and I force myself to stop. 
I try to catch up to him on the way out to recess, but he’s always surrounded by his friends and I feel too awkward trying to talk to him around them. I’ll feel bad if I don’t find a chance to thank him, but it’s too hard to get him alone. 
By the time recess is over, I give up. Maybe I’ll see if I can find his address and send him a nice thank you note instead. 
When school lets out, I head home. Mom doesn’t get off for another hour, so I’ll be able to get a head start on my homework before she gets there. 
At least, that’s the plan until Hunter catches up to me when I’m heading into the woods toward my usual path home. 
“Hey.”
My heart does a weird flail, but I offer a contained smile as I look over at him suddenly walking beside me. “Hey.”
His gaze shifts away from my face as he surveys my sturdy new gear. “Backpack looks good.”
“I’ve been trying all day to find a chance to say thank you. I love it. It was so nice of you to do that.”
Casually ignoring my gratitude, he focuses on the part that interests him. “Trying all day, huh? What stopped you?”
“I couldn’t catch you alone. You have a lot of friends.”
“None of them bite,” he assures me. “Well, Sherlock does sometimes, but not at school and I wouldn’t let him bite you.”
My cheeks start to warm already and we’ve barely started talking. “Well, anyway, it’s a great backpack. You chose well.”
Rather than feign modesty, Hunter nods. “Damn right I did. I read the reviews and everything—found a durable one with strong straps. It shouldn’t be so easy to break this one, no matter how many rocks you lug around.” He tweaks the hanging backpack strap. “Did you start your book yet?”
I sigh heavily, dread washing over me at the mere thought of the book. “I finished it.”
His eyebrows rise. “Already?”
I nod miserably. “I stayed up all night reading.”
“And?”
“It was terrible,” I enthuse. “Nothing went the way it was supposed to. I’m so mad!”
Hunter smirks. “Perfect. Now you won’t try to make me read it.”
“You should still read it, that way you can be mad with me. Right now you don’t understand my anger. You need to experience the story yourself, then you can join me in my suffering.”
“I guarantee I wouldn’t care as much as you do,” he assures me. 
Rather than take his word for it, I sling my new backpack off my shoulder and unzip it while I walk. Drawing out my black paperback copy of Hunger Games, I lovingly pass a hand over it, then I offer it to him. “I brought you book one.”
“I never agreed to this,” he reminds me, looking at the book, but not taking it. 
“Come on. My best friend doesn’t read and I need someone to talk about it with.”
“Hard pass.” I wrinkle up my nose at him, but before I can further pester him about it, he takes me off guard by asking, “You want to come over?”
I miss a step and nearly trip, but I try to recover as smoothly as possible. “Come over?”
He nods, walking gracefully. “To my house.”
Every thought in my head seems to explode, leaving nothing left but confused thought-shrapnel. I forget how to make sounds. I forget how to do anything but stare at him and blink in a sort of awed confusion. 
He wants me to come over to his house? 
“I’m gonna take your silence as a yes,” he tells me. 
Finally finding my words, I offer, “That’s a dangerous precedent.”
Hunter smirks over at me. “Tell me no, then.”
“Well, I don’t…” I sigh, unsure what to say. I want to say yes, but seeing how weird Mom got over the backpack, I probably shouldn’t. “My mom gets off work in an hour, so I wouldn’t be able to stay long.”
He shrugs. “That’s all right. I’ve got drama homework you can help me with.”
Cocking an eyebrow at him, I ask, “Oh, so you’re just inviting me over to use me for my homework-doing abilities?”
“Obviously,” he says lightly, knocking into me with his shoulder in a teasing gesture. “Why else would I invite you to my house?”
I roll my eyes at him like he’s annoying me, but he’s definitely not. I don’t know why I’m excited to spend time with him or why I’m so preoccupied by him today, but I can’t deny that I am. 
When we make it to his place, I see he was definitely underselling the size of his house when he said it was a “little bit” bigger than mine. 
Hunter lives in a mansion with a huge back yard. We cut through the woods to get here so I don’t see the view from the road, but four of my house could comfortably fit in his back yard alone. 
While I look around in mild awe, Hunter casually fishes his key out of his backpack and leads me up the steps of their back deck. He unlocks a sliding door that opens up right behind their dinner table. 
That seems like a good place to do homework, so I stop and start to drop my backpack on top. Hunter keeps going, though, so I follow him instead. 
Seeming to remember his manners, he stops before we leave the kitchen and looks back at me. “Want anything to drink?”
I shake my head no.
“You sure?” he asks, walking over and opening the stainless steel refrigerator. “I’m gonna grab water. You want one?”
I shrug. “Okay.”
Hunter grabs two bottles of water out of the fridge, but keeps his slightly narrowed eyes on me. “Are you getting shy on me?”
My cheeks warm and I drop my gaze, embarrassed that he’s calling me out on it. “No.”
“You sure?” he prods, his tone lightly playful. “You’re starting to turn pink.”
“I’ll leave if you’re just gonna make fun of me,” I inform him, planting a hand on my hip. 
“Not until you do my homework, you’re not,” he jokes. 
“A minute ago I was helping, now I’m doing the homework?”
“By the time you leave, you’ll be showing up in my place to all my classes. I bet you’re excited.”
“I can’t find the words to adequately express my excitement.”
Handing me a cold bottle of water, he asks, “You know any Greek plays?”
“Greek plays? Sure, I know of a couple. I’ve never actually read any, but... Why?”
“That’s the first part of the assignment. We have to find a Greek play for me to read. It doesn’t sound like a good time.”
“They tend to be tragic,” I agree. “Oedipus Rex is the first one that comes to mind, but it’s probably the first one that comes to everyone’s mind. This isn’t a group project?”
“Nope.”
I give him a perfunctory nod. “We’ll go with something less obvious, then. How about Medea? It’s dark, but there’s probably a decent chance no one else will pick it.”
He leads me toward the staircase at the front of the house, then we head upstairs. “I thought you said you hadn’t read any.”
“I haven’t, but I know what it’s about. It’s a story of vengeance.”
That seems to pique his interest. “Oh, yeah, that sounds good. Why’s this dude want vengeance?”
“It’s actually not the dude who wants vengeance. The main character is this woman who has basically given everything to lift up the dude, Jason. And then the dude decides to leave her for another woman, and boy, does she not appreciate that.”
Hunter cracks a smile. “I bet she doesn’t.”
“Are you acting the play out, or…?”
“Right now we just have to read the play and get a feel for the character we want to make a mask for. We’re making these Greek half-masks though, so I guess we’ll probably have to do some enactment next.”
“Hmm. Well, you could be Jason.”
“I don’t think I want to be Jason. Sounds like he’s gonna get his ass beat.”
“We can try to find one with a less douchey leading man,” I offer as Hunter stops in front of a closed door. “Is this your bedroom?”
“It is,” he verifies, twisting the knob and pushing the door open. 
My eyes widen. I’m glad he’s in front of me so he doesn’t see the look on my face. “We’re doing homework in your bedroom? Where is your mom? Is this allowed?”
“My mom is out with friends, and yes, this is allowed. God, you’ve gotta learn to relax. Is your mom super protective or something?”
“No, she’s a normal amount of protective, but she would definitely discourage me having boys in my bedroom.”
“Guess we won’t be doing homework at your house then,” he says lightly. 
“I don’t think I would be allowed in your room alone with you, either,” I tell him, despite the heat rushing to my face. 
Looking back at me over his shoulder, he asks, “Don’t you ever do anything you’re not allowed to do?”
“Not really,” I murmur as I step across the threshold and into his space. 
It’s a lot of space. His bedroom is about three times the size of mine, but he fills the space well. He has a big bed covered neatly with a blue comforter and fluffy pillows. Beside his bed is a guitar in front of a big window seat. I start to imagine him playing it, but inexplicably the thought warms my face, so I shift my gaze away quickly.
In case I didn’t find him adequately impressive, there’s a trophy case mounted on the wall, filled with shiny, gold evidence of his many athletic achievements. While I peer at the trophies and medals curiously, Hunter walks in front of me and approaches his desk. He drops his backpack on top and turns back around to face me. 
Leaning his hip against the desk, he uncaps his water and assures me, “I won’t tell if you don’t.”
There’s something enticing about the way he says it, something that makes a small part of me feel… curious. 
I bite down on my bottom lip, looking at him uncertainly. I’d feel too much like a goody goody saying it, but the fluttery feeling in my stomach tells me my mom is probably right, I probably shouldn’t be alone with him in his bedroom. 
“Why don’t we—” A bit clumsily, I gesture to the open bedroom door. “It seems like there was more space out there at the kitchen table. If we have to make a mask, that could probably get messy. We’ll need supplies and space to work.”
Hunter pushes off the desk and makes his way toward me. “Nah.”
I take a step back. “Why?”
“I like it in here,” he says, walking around behind me. 
I swallow, not knowing what he’s doing. A moment later, he shuts the door and my heart drops into my tummy. “I’m definitely not allowed to be in your room with the door closed.”
“You’re not allowed to be in my room alone with me at all,” he points out, moving up behind me and stealing most of the breath out of my lungs. Dragging a finger along the edge of my backpack strap, he adds, “If you’re gonna break the rules, might as well go big or go home.”
I should definitely go home. I’m just about to say so, but then I hear him unzipping my backpack. Looking back at him over my shoulder, I’m a little thrown by how close he is, but I manage to keep my voice steady. “What are you doing?”
He reaches into my backpack, then draws out my copy of Hunger Games and holds it up to show me. “Borrowing your book.”
My heart pitter patters in my chest, but I try to play it cool. “Oh. Okay. You’re going to read it?”
With that light, teasing tone of his, he says, “Maybe. You gonna make it worth my time?”
I lift an eyebrow in censure. “Suzanne Collins is going to make it worth your time.”
Feigning a grimace, he tells me, “I’m not really into older women.”
“You’re the worst,” I tell him. 
“Nah, you like me.”
I kinda do, but hearing him say it so smugly drags a groan right out of me. “A little less with each passing second.”
Now he grins at me. “Liar.”
My cheeks are a permanent shade of red when he’s around, so I embrace the heat and lie my butt off. “I actually like someone else.”
“You do not,” he states, though he sounds a shade less amused. Without even giving me a chance to respond, he demands, “Who?”
I search my mind for even one name that isn’t his, but I come up with nothing. Somehow, I can’t think of a single other boy at school. 
My awkward silence lasts too long and Hunter nods smugly. “That’s what I thought.”
“Mark,” I blurt. 
It’s only a name without a face attached, I’m not even sure I know anyone named Mark, but Hunter’s face darkens. 
“Poplowski?”
“Yep. Mark Poplowski. It’s him I like, definitely not you.”
Sounding entirely unconvinced, he asks, “What do you like about him?”
Oh, God, I don’t know. “He’s… modest.”
Hunter smirks. “Nope.”
“He is,” I insist. “And… smart.”
“He’s lucky he can spell his name.”
I narrow my eyes at him. “He’s kind to others.”
“When we walk down the halls, he regularly knocks a person’s books right out of their arms just for fun.”
Heaving a sigh, I offer half-heartedly, “He has nice eyes?”
He rocks his head side to side, then says, “I can probably give you that one.”
Victoriously, I nod. “There. I’m shallow and I like dumb, mean Mark with the nice eyes.”
Hunter rolls his eyes and walks past me. “You’re full of shit.”
“And excellent book recommendations,” I add, taking a couple of steps toward him since he’s standing in front of his desk now. “I’m full of those, too.”
“Don’t worry, I’m gonna read your stupid book,” he tells me, putting it down on his desk and unzipping his backpack. Nodding his head toward an extra chair in the corner, he tells me, “Get comfortable, you’ve got a lot of homework to do.”
I roll my eyes at him, but as I walk over to grab the chair, I can’t keep a little smile off my face. 
___
When we first sat down, I checked the time literally every two minutes. I knew it would take me a few extra minutes to walk home from his house, so I knew I had to leave at a certain time. No matter how enjoyable it was to help Hunter with his homework, I knew I had to get home before my mom to avoid another fight. 
But then his mom gets home, and his stepdad is with her. Hunter and I are still in his room with the door closed, so when I first hear them, I think maybe they don’t realize they’re not alone. 
The sound is muffled so I can’t tell what they’re saying, but their voices are raised and tinged with anger. 
I look over at Hunter, uncertain what to do. His gaze is locked on his closed door, dread written all across his face. He waits a few seconds to see if they stop, I guess, and when things only seem to escalate, he finally responds. His jaw locks and he shoves back his chair, then he storms across the room and rips his door open. 
“Can you guys knock it off?” he calls out. “I have a friend over.”
Now that the door’s open, I hear his stepfather call back, “Like I give a fuck about your little fucking friends.”
“Stop it,” his mother snaps. “Stop being such an asshole.”
“Fucking make me, woman.”
That sick, gnawing, dreadful feeling I always get when my mom is mad at me settles in my gut. I start gathering my things quickly, figuring I should leave if his parents are fighting. 
Hunter slams his door shut and stalks back over to me, his velvety brown eyes darkening, his posture tense. “I’d like to kill him,” he mutters. 
Standing and shoving my things into my backpack, I steal a glimpse at him over my shoulder. “I think you need to talk to someone about this, Hunter.”
“There’s nothing to talk about,” he mutters. “It just sucks.”
The bedroom door swings open and a tall, burly man stands there, a menacing look on his flushed face. “What’d I tell you about slamming doors, you little shit?”
My heart drops clear out of my body. I’ve never heard a parent talk to their child this way, with actual hatred. 
Hunter turns and glowers at his stepdad. “Get out of my room.”
“Your room?” his stepdad demands, lifting dark, bushy eyebrows. “You own this house now? You paying the bills?”
“I could say the same to you,” Hunter fires back, still glaring. “My mom pays the bills, not you. Now, get out of my room.”
That infuriates the man, and he steps across the threshold. “You little fucking smartass. You think you’re real funny, don’t you?”
Finally, Hunter’s mom appears in the doorway. “Just stop it, Dennis. Just stop. Hunter has a friend over, leave them alone.”
My cheeks burn when they look over at me. I’ve tried to make myself as small as possible to avoid notice, and I’m hugging my backpack in front of me like a protective shield. 
“Stop it,” his mother says again, her eyes pleading as she looks up at her awful husband. 
“Someone needs to teach this boy some fucking manners,” he says, pointing in Hunter’s direction.
Venus nods in a placating manner and approaches her husband, giving him sort of a sideways hug and trying to pull him back out of the room. “Come on. We’ll talk to him later. Come on, leave them alone.”
Hunter’s stepfather remains where he is for a minute, staring Hunter down, then he finally backs out of the room. Hunter’s mom ducks her head back in, saying, “I’m so sorry about that,” to me. 
I get the feeling she’s used to apologizing for her husband. I get the feeling this sort of thing isn’t a rare occurrence. 
As desperately as I want to leave, I feel cemented to the spot. I can leave and escape this mess, but Hunter can’t, and that’s all I can think about. 
I don’t know what to do. I want to tell Hunter he can leave, that he can come back to my house if he doesn’t feel safe here. We might have a “no boys allowed” rule, but this goes way beyond that. 
Hunter isn’t safe, and that’s not okay. 
Awkwardness hangs heavy in the air around us, but when I finally gather enough courage to look over at Hunter, he must feel it, because his gaze swings to mine. 
“You can come to my house, if you want to,” I offer. “Me and my mom aren’t doing anything tonight. We can finish our homework there. My mom will make us some dinner, and then we might watch a movie. It would give your mom some privacy to deal with all this.”
For a moment, he looks tempted, but then his gaze drifts back to the door and I can practically feel the weight of responsibility holding him hostage here. “I can’t,” he finally says. “I have to stay and make sure he doesn’t hurt her.”
I know it’s his choice, but I want to force him to come with me. “I’m afraid you’re not safe here, Hunter. I… I don’t want to leave you.”
“I’ll be fine,” he assures me, that same hard-edged defensiveness I saw on the bridge starting to rise up all around him. “I can handle myself.”
“He’s a grown man, Hunter, he could really hurt you. Clearly, he has anger issues or something, and your mom didn’t protect you, she just distracted him.”
His gaze whips back to me angrily, protectively. “She’s handling it, okay? Just back off.”
I shrink back, nodding my head and glancing at his desk to make sure I didn’t forget anything. All that’s left of mine is my copy of Hunger Games, but I leave that for him to read. “All right. Fine,” I say, since I can’t make him leave with me. “I have to go home.”
He doesn’t say anything right away, just lets me walk toward his door to leave. Before I make it out to the hall, though, he calls out, “Riley.”
I stop and look back at him. “Yeah?”
“Remember, you promised you wouldn’t say anything.”
There’s a sort of desperate vulnerability in his gaze that I would bet isn’t there often. 
He’s afraid I’ll betray his confidence, but I’m afraid I’ve betrayed him more by making that promise in the first place. 
Swallowing down a lump of dread in my throat, I nod my head in acknowledgment. Then, without another word, I escape Hunter’s vicious mansion and practically run back to my small, safe home.
 
 



 
Chapter Three
 
 
Days pass like they always do, but now I’m worried about Hunter and I have no way of knowing whether or not things are changing for him. He insists his mother is handling the situation and kicking his stepdad out, but that’s not how it looked to me.
All I want is for him to run up to me the next day at school and assure me his mom has kicked his stepdad out and that vile, awful man won’t be around anymore. I want the problem to go away so I don’t have to keep thinking about that stupid, thoughtless promise I made not to tell Hunter’s secret. 
A secret like this shouldn’t be kept. 
When someone is getting hurt, when someone is in danger… 
Someone needs to intervene, and I’m worried Hunter’s mom isn’t going to. 
He still has faith in her though, so maybe I’m wrong. I hope I’m wrong. I hope next time I see him, that weight will be off his shoulders and I won’t have to feel terrible about keeping my mouth shut about his dysfunctional home life. 
Over the next few days, though, Hunter doesn’t say a single word to me. I try to catch his eye a couple times in class or in the cafeteria, but it’s like I don’t exist again.
I don’t know if I like that he has that power. I don’t know if I like that he dictates whether or not I exist on a whim, that he can show me attention and fill me up with butterflies and nervous energy, or he can ignore me right out of existence. What’s worse is I don’t know why he does it. Is it because he’s afraid of what I know about him? Or is it just because he’s a jerk? 
I spend entirely too much time thinking about it, and clearly he spends no time at all thinking about me. 
Thursday at lunch, I’m sitting where I always sit, in the cafeteria on the emptier side of one of the long tables with my best friend, Sara. Since we became friends in first grade, the only time we don’t sit together is when one of us is out sick. Sara misses more school than I do, so normally I’m the one who ends up alone, but today both of us stare wistfully at the cool table. 
Sara, because she has a massive crush on one of the basketball players, Wally Kazinsky. Me, because, well, that’s where Hunter sits. I’m not saying I have a crush on Hunter, but I’m definitely preoccupied by him.
“You know how you can just tell that some guys will be really handsome older men?” Sara asks suddenly.
I glance over at her in question. 
Nodding decisively, she says, “You can just tell Wally will be so handsome when he gets older. I mean, he’s so handsome now, but he always will be. You can just tell.”
I adore Sara, but I don’t understand why she likes Wally so much. He hardly knows she exists, and not in the way Hunter sort of pretends I don’t exist—I doubt Wally even knows her name. 
I’ve also heard about her obsession with him for so long, I struggle to show continued interest in her repeated Wally talking points. “Yeah, probably,” I offer, glancing down and picking at the offerings on my plate. Some cold fries and a truly mediocre chicken patty sandwich. 
Giving up on trying to muster any enthusiasm for my meal, I push the tray away and pull my can of fruit punch in front of me. It’s not food, but I need something in my stomach to hold me over until I get home from school. 
“We should be studying for our science quiz instead of wasting our time looking at boys who don’t know we exist,” I tell Sara. 
Her gaze drifts back to me, but at that, she looks bored. “Why? It’s going to be so easy.”
For her, maybe. Sara is a science whiz, but I am far from it. “Then you should give me all the answers,” I joke. 
“And Wally totally knows I exist,” she tells me, her dark eyebrows rising. “The other day at recess, he looked at me.”
I heard that story the other day, and the day after that, and again on the phone over the weekend. 
“Like, really looked,” she says knowingly. 
Sara is adorable, and I think he’s a fool not to look at her since she’s so head over heels for him, but he doesn’t. She’s a thin, petite girl with chin-length brown hair and stylish black-framed glasses. She’s a science geek though, and Wally is a shallow, popular jock, so honestly, unless she starts sashaying around in one of the short skirts the cheerleaders wear on Fridays, Wally will never notice her. 
Then again, I would have said the same thing about Hunter Maxwell not so long ago, and just a couple days ago I was at his house, in his bedroom.
The thought makes me blush, then bums me out since he’s ignoring me now.
“You never know,” I tell her, shrugging. “Maybe he’s finally realizing his life would be way better with someone as awesome as you in it.”
Sara beams at me, then darts a look over her shoulder in his direction. Turning back to face me, she sighs happily. “He totally is. It’s fate.”
I flash her a smile and take a sip of my fruit punch. 
Lunch eventually ends and we all make our way outside to recess. All recess really is, is a bunch of people standing around talking to their own friends. When we were kids we all played together, but now that we have our own social circles, that’s where we stay. 
Me and Sara, though, we’re the entirety of our circle. It’s stupid and unfair, but Sara doesn’t have many other friends, and none but me that hang out with her outside of class. She never has, not since Valerie Johnson snubbed her in first grade. 
That’s how we became friends, actually. Every year, Valerie Johnson (the most popular girl in our grade) hosts a sleepover at her house. Each year, it gets more and more exclusive, and there are rumors going around that this year, she’s going to have boys there. Hunter and Wally are at the top of the rumored guest list, which bums Sara out for a lot of reasons. 
In first grade, for Valerie’s very first slumber party, her social circle wasn’t exclusive yet, so every girl in our class was invited—every girl except Sara. Apparently, because Sara has epilepsy, Valerie’s mom thought she might “have a fit” and ruin the party for everyone else. Valerie thought nothing of telling literally everyone in school that’s why Sara wasn’t invited, and because some people are just absolutely horrible, kids started making fun of her for it.
I only had to see Sara get teased and isolated once to get mad. I ripped up my invitation to Valerie’s party and went home and told my mom what had happened. She reached out to Sara’s mom, and on the night of Valerie’s first slumber party, me and Sara had our first sleepover at my house. 
I’m sure we had more fun than they did, anyway. 
Since Valerie’s popularity only grew and grew, and since Valerie is the type of girl who doubles down when she’s in the wrong instead of admitting she behaved badly and apologizing, Sara remained a social outcast. Me, I’m not really a social outcast, it’s just that being Sara’s friend sort of limits my ability to hang out with anyone else. 
That’s okay with me, though. I don’t want to be friends with anyone who would avoid Sara over something she can’t help.
Sara gasps, pulling me from my thoughts. “They’re looking at us,” she says, her voice an excited whisper. “They’re looking at us.”
I don’t know what she’s talking about, but a second later I see Hunter and Wally standing with their group of friends, and sure enough, a few of them are looking at us. 
Why are they looking at us? Is Hunter talking about me? Before I can get lost down that rabbit hole, I break his gaze and turn around. I start walking, but I don’t know where I’m going. 
“What are you doing?” Sara demands lowly, reluctantly following me. “Riley!”
“I don’t know,” I admit, feeling frustrated by my own reaction. It’s just that Hunter and I have never interacted in front of other people, and I don’t know what that would look like. I’m not nervous to see him when it’s just the two of us, but around his friends… he might be a whole different person, and I don’t want to see it.
I am approaching the doors back inside when Sara finally stops walking. “What the heck, Riley? Where are you going?”
“I need to pee,” I lie. 
She seems annoyed with me. “I’m staying out here.”
I tell the recess monitor I need to use the restroom so she lets me go back into the school. I walk toward the restrooms slowly, since I did say that’s why I was inside. If anyone catches me roaming the halls, I’d like to actually be doing what I said I was doing. Saying, “I spazzed when a boy I might kind of like looked at me during recess” probably wouldn’t work. 
God, why did I do that? Hunter has been nice to me. He even bought me a new backpack. There’s no reason to automatically assume he would be a jerk in front of his friends. 
Except that he’s always a jerk around his friends. That was my impression of him when I stumbled across him on the bridge that day, and it was my impression for a reason. 
Do I really want to hold on to an illusion of him? If he can’t be nice to me in front of his friends, then I have no business hanging out with him to begin with.
Just as I’m embracing the idea that maybe it’s time to stop thinking about Hunter Maxwell, I feel someone sneak up behind me way too close, and then I hear his voice in my ear. 
“Hey, Catnip.”
My heart drops right out of my chest, then explodes and unleashes a swarm of butterflies. Shivers race down my spine and for a few blessed seconds, everything feels floaty. 
Hey, Catnip. 
Oh, my God, he read the book. He read the book and he just quoted my very favorite book boyfriend. I could melt into a puddle around his sneakers right now, so it’s impossible to keep the grin off my face as I turn on my heel and look up at him. 
“You read Hunger Games.”
Hunter smiles, and I feel the warmth spreading all over me like he’s my sun. “Sorta,” he says, shoving his hands into the pockets of his crisp new jeans. “I started it. I’m in chapter eight.”
“What do you mean, in chapter eight? Like, you’re starting chapter eight tonight, or you just finished?” My mind races as I try to remember what happened in that chapter so we can talk about it. 
“I didn’t finish it yet. I started, but I got interrupted. I’ll finish it tonight.”
I frown. “Are you saying… you stopped midway through a chapter? Like, in the middle of reading a scene, you just… stopped?”
Hunter shrugs. “Eh, Peeta was talking, I was bored anyway.”
I was baffled a second ago, but him knocking my fictional arch nemesis brings a smile right back to my face. “You might be my favorite person right now.”
“Just right now?” he asks, shaking his head in mock disappointment. “I’ll have to try harder.”
“You can start by telling me how much you love Gale,” I inform him.
“Am I following you into the girls’ bathroom?” he inquires, cocking an eyebrow as we approach the opening.
“Oh. No. I forgot I was walking this way. I don’t really need to go to the bathroom, I just needed an excuse to come inside.”
“I noticed,” he remarks, smirking over at me. “Did I scare you off?”
I didn’t think that comment all the way through. My cheeks flush, but I go with absolute denial. “Of course not.”
“Seemed like I did,” he replies. 
“Weren’t we talking about the book?” I ask, trying to direct him back on track. “I need to know all your thoughts. Do you like Gale, or are you just knocking Peeta because you know I do?”
“Yeah, I like Gale,” he says. “Peeta’s all right, though. He seems nice enough, just boring. I can’t imagine him keeping up with Katniss—maybe sitting on the sidelines holding her bag, but.... Gale’s the kind of guy you can see keeping up, challenging her, making her better. I haven’t seen that from Peeta yet. Doesn’t seem like he’s that kind of guy.”
“Yes, exactly,” I agree fervently. “That’s the thing, I don’t hate Peeta as a character. He is nice, but Katniss isn’t in love with him, so she shouldn’t be with him. That’s not romantic. I mean, I know it’s not a romance, but… I just can’t handle it because she and Gale had a spark, and I just hate—well, I can’t say yet, it would be spoilerish. Hurry up and read the whole trilogy so we can talk about how bleak and terrible Mockingjay is.”
“Maybe Katniss isn’t looking for a great love, just a really okay-looking purse holder,” he jokes. 
I roll my eyes. “All she’s looking for is a box of tissues by Mockingjay, to wipe up all her tears.”
“Tears of boredom?” he questions. “If she gets with Peeta, I’m guessing tears of boredom.”
I sigh heavily. “I can’t even talk about it. Not until you finish the series yourself. I don’t want to color your reading experience more than I already have. I don’t possess the self-control to talk about each individual book without making spoilery comments, though, so I’m gonna need you to read faster.”
“I’ll get right on it,” he assures me. “Want me to hold your purse, too?”
I grin over at him. “You are so not a Peeta. You’re a Gale if I ever met one.”
“I’m a Hunter, actually.”
“So is Gale,” I tell him with a big grin. 
Hunter rolls his eyes at me. “We’ve gotta get you out more. Your nerd bubble is out of control. Do you have a curfew?”
His question about stops my heart. “A curfew?”
Nodding, he teases, “You’ve heard of those, right? Parents typically give them so we don’t stay out all night with our friends. You do have friends, don’t you?”
I slide him an unamused look. “Of course I have friends. Well, a friend, but quality over quantity, right?”
Hunter blinks at me. “You seriously only have one friend?”
I back up against the wall and slide down it until my butt’s on the ground. Hunter sits down on the floor beside me. “It’s sorta complicated. Sara’s cool and fun, but people are afraid to be friends with her. It’s stupid,” I say, looking over at him. “It’s so dumb. But one of the mean girls put a target on her years ago and now… I don’t know. Same kids, same habits. People still avoid her, and Valerie’s still mean to her for no reason—”
“Wait, Valerie Johnson?” I nod my head. “I’m friends with her. What’d she do?”
“She ostracized my friend Sara. She has these slumber parties…” 
He nods when I trail off. “Yeah, I know the slumber parties,” he says with a smirk. 
Ugh. I roll my eyes. “Of course you do.”
“She barely invites anyone to those, though. If Sara doesn’t make the cut, I’m sure it’s not personal. Mostly only our friends go to her parties.”
“I know that’s what it’s like now. This was in first grade.”
Hunter’s eyes widen. “First grade? When we were little kids?”
I nod my head. “The social stigma somehow lingered. Like I said, it’s stupid.”
“That’s incredibly stupid,” he agrees. “So, let’s fix it. I was gonna invite you to come hang out with us this weekend. Why don’t you bring your friend, too?”
“Hang out?” I question. 
He nods. 
“With your friends?”
“A few of us are gonna go to the mall—shop a little, get some food, just hang out, you know?”
Right. I know, because these are… normal things that normal teenagers do. “Yeah. Right. Totally. I do that all the time.”
He stares over at me. “You don’t even go to the mall, do you? God, Bishop, what do you do?”
“I go to the mall if I have to,” I say defensively. “But Sara and I aren’t really—we don’t go to the mall all the time, that’s all.”
“Jeez,” he says, shaking his head. “You’re not just 80 levels below me on the food chain, you’re extinct.”
“Hey!” I object.
“It’s okay,” he assures me, reaching over and patting my thigh reassuringly. “I’m gonna put you back on the map.”
I narrow my eyes at him. “I don’t need you to put me anywhere. I’m just fine where I’m at.”
“You’re really not,” he disagrees, now assessing the outfit I’m wearing. “We need to get you a couple new outfits, too. You dress like an alien who just arrived and found a box of clothes nobody wanted on the side of the road.”
“All right, now, you listen to me—”
 He holds up a hand to silence me. “Don’t worry about it. My mom gives me her credit card when I go to the mall, I’ll have someone with more style sense help you out and I’ll buy you some stuff.”
“I don’t need you to buy me things,” I inform him, wide-eyed. “I’m not your project, I’m just fine the way I am.” I look down at the Old Navy top that is admittedly an ugly, vegetable-like shade of green. And okay, yes, the graphic is a bit faded and it has seen better days, but it’s not like there are holes in the fabric. It’s still perfectly fine clothing. “I know I’m not the most stylish girl in the world, but why does that matter?”
“Doesn’t matter to me,” Hunter says. “But it matters to my friends. They’re into that stuff. If you want them to accept you, you’ve gotta look the part.”
“I don’t need your friends to accept me,” I tell him, frowning. 
“It would make my life easier if they did,” he tells me. “Just let me do this for you, okay?”
“I didn’t even agree to go with you. And why would your friends accepting me make your life easier?” I ask, still scowling at him. 
He doesn’t say anything for a minute. He waits for me to give up, looking down the hall, scratching at the knee of his jeans. When he looks back at me and I lift my eyebrows expectantly, he finally says, “Because I like you, okay? I enjoy hanging out with you, but my friends… they think you’re a little weird. And I know you’re a little weird, but I think it’s cute. I think it’s part of your charm, but they don’t know you yet. I’ve had the chance to look past the surface layer and think you’re pretty cool underneath, but they haven’t. I know it’s shallow, but stupid shit like wearing the wrong thing…” He shakes his head, looking mildly irritated. “It’s enough to make them dismiss you. If you can just fit in with them long enough for them to get to know you, I’m sure they’ll like you, too.”
Swallowing, I look down at the dingy linoleum floor. “I don’t think I should have to change in order for people to like me.”
“You don’t,” he says. “You don’t have to change, just wear a new outfit. Is that such a big deal?”
“I guess not,” I murmur, but I can’t imagine having a good time with people who demand I dress a certain way just to be seen with them. 
“If you don’t like it, then okay, but it can’t hurt to at least try, right?” he says, trying to put a more positive spin on things. “You never know, you might like the new clothes.”
“I don’t know.”
“I didn’t want to read this book, and I did it for you, right? And I’m enjoying it.”
I guess that’s true. Looking over at him and meeting his gaze, I say, “I guess I’ll give it a shot, just like you’re giving reading a shot, but if I hate it…”
“Then I’ll just hang out with you, anyway. I’ll tell anyone who side eyes you for your bad fashion sense that you’re an alien who only recently arrived on our planet,” he promises. 
I crack a smile, looking away from him and down at my lap. I’m still not so sure about going to the mall with his friends, but I can’t help replaying that other part of what he said in my head, memorizing every note like it’s my favorite song. 
He said he likes me. Maybe he doesn’t mean he like likes me, but… maybe he does. 
 
___
 
Deciding to go hang out with Hunter and his friends is one thing. Convincing my mom to let me go is a whole other thing. I don’t know why she’s so weird about him, but as soon as that backpack showed up she freaked out about him and he’s been a touchy subject ever since. She has tried to bring him up and ask me about him a couple times, but it was so tense and awkward, I didn’t want to talk.
I’m not going to lie to my mom, but from the time Hunter invites me to the moment Mom grabs two dinner plates and hands one to me, I am brainstorming ways to soften it. I think I’ve finally got a solid angle, so as we sit down at the dinner table, I take my shot. 
“So, you know how Sara is crazy about Wally Kazinsky?”
Mom smiles as she pushes some canned corn and mashed potatoes together with her fork. “Yeah.”
I feel like I’m being sneaky, so my heart beats a little faster. “Today at recess she was convinced he was looking at us—I mean, at her, not us. He doesn’t care about me, obviously. I mean, not that he cares about her, either—at least, I don’t think he does.”
Oh crap. As I lose control of my mouth, Mom begins to frown in mild confusion. 
I attempt to get myself back under control. It all sounded so perfect in my head, I just have to get back on track. “So, Wally’s friends with Hunter.”
As soon as I say Hunter’s name, Mom tenses, but she attempts a smile and gives me an encouraging nod like just hearing his name doesn’t set her on edge. It clearly does, though, and that makes me even more nervous. 
“I told him how Sara would love the chance to actually hang out with Wally. I mean, I didn’t tell Hunter she has a crush on him. Not that he would tell Wally, either way. I just… Hunter invited me—us—he invited us to come to the mall with him and some of his friends this weekend. Wally will be there, and Hunter said I could bring Sara, and then she’ll finally get a chance to hang out with him. I wasn’t sure at first, but can you imagine how excited Sara will be?”
Mom avoids my gaze, carefully setting her fork down. “He asked you to go to the mall with him this weekend, and after you said no, he added the incentive that if you come, he’ll hook your best friend up with the boy she has a crush on?”
I hesitate. I almost say yes, but the way she words it, it sounds like a trick. “No. I mean, kinda, but that sounds…”
“Manipulative?” she suggests.
“It wasn’t like that. He just said I could bring Sara to be nice. I think I explained it badly.” I frown to myself, going back over my conversation with Hunter. It didn’t go exactly like that. He invited me out to buy me a new look that will impress his friends—which I definitely can’t tell her—and when I wasn’t so sure, he reminded me that he read the book for me…
Nope, that won’t help. Can’t tell her that. He didn’t even make it to bribing me with Sara until after that when he could tell I still wasn’t excited about the idea. By the time he finished adding to the package, I was pretty excited, but it all happened so casually. It was a friendly exchange, not a cold transaction like Mom is making it sound. 
“He’s not a bad guy,” I finally tell her, getting right to the point.
“Honey, I’m not saying he is. I just… sometimes you have to be careful about trusting boys. They don’t always have the motives you think they have. And this boy, he started showing interest in you all of a sudden, pretty out of the blue, right? And he’s coming on a little strong.”
“He’s not coming on strong,” I argue. “He hasn’t even talked to me in days, I thought he didn’t like me anymore or something, but—but he does, and he wants me to hang out with his friends this weekend at the mall, and I want to go.”
“I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” she says carefully. “If you and Sara want to go to the mall this weekend, I can take you. I’m off Saturday.”
“I don’t want to go with you,” I blurt. 
As soon as the words are out, my stomach drops and I want to suck them back in. My mom looks like I just slapped her, and suddenly my appetite is gone. 
“I’m sorry,” I say quickly, shaking my head. “I didn’t mean it like that. You know I love going shopping with you. I mean… I don’t love shopping, but you know I always want to spend time with you. I didn’t mean it the way it came out.”
She holds up a hand, recovered from her surprise and trying to let me off the hook. “I know.”
“I’m sorry. That came out so mean,” I say, looking down at my lap. 
“I understand what you meant. You don’t just want to go to the mall, you want to… go with him.”
“And Sara,” I add, but with little effort. She knows Hunter is the one I really want to hang out with this weekend. 
Mom sighs, looking at the dinner table as she processes. “Who all will be there?”
“Me and Sara, Hunter and Wally, and then a couple more of his friends, he didn’t say who. His mom’s going to drive.”
“She can drive them. I’ll drive you and Sara.”
I brighten. “Does that mean I can go?”
I can tell she’s dreading it, so instead of saying yes, she looks at me across the table. “You’re too young to start dating.”
I freeze, and my face flames. “I’m not dating.”
“I know, I’m just putting it out there. Obviously, you like this boy. That’s perfectly okay. He might like you, too—but you’re too young for a boyfriend. You’re too young for a lot of things, and I’m worried that you and this boy… you might not be on the same page. He hangs out with a different crowd. He’s a jock, which tends to mean something at your age,” she says, rolling her eyes and sighing. “He has rich parents and popular friends, and his values might differ significantly from yours. I don’t want you to lose who you are over some boy. I know everyone makes mistakes, it’s part of growing up, but I just have a feeling about this boy, honey. Call it mother’s intuition. I don’t think he’s someone you should be spending your time with.”
Crossing my arms defensively, I tell her, “You don’t even know him.”
“You’re right, I don’t. I only know what I’ve seen and what I’ve heard, but frankly, that’s enough to give me doubts. You are my only concern.” She reaches a hand across the table in my direction, but I keep my arms crossed. “If you want to go to the mall with him and his friends this weekend, you can. But please be careful. Some people can look really good on the surface, but when you look closer, you see… maybe they’re not so good.”
“He is good,” I say stubbornly, despite my prior belief that he was a jerk.
Mom presses her lips together grimly and leans back in her chair. I can tell she wants to say something, but she refrains. “All right. Well, I trust your judgment. If that judgment changes as you collect more information about him, I’ll trust that, too. Just pay attention to how you feel when you’re around him. I don’t mean… the fun, smitten feeling, but a few layers deeper. You should feel comfortable with your friends, so if your instincts start to kick up doubt about his intentions, make sure you pay attention to that. If anything he does starts making you uncomfortable, get out of there. Remove yourself from the situation immediately. If he pressures you to do anything you don’t want to do, you tell him no, and if he doesn’t listen, kick him right between the legs.”
Mortified, I cover my face with my hands. “Oh my God, Mom.”
“Or knee him. A good knee to the crotch works nicely.”
“Please stop.”
She doesn’t. “Hitting him in the Adam’s apple with your open palm might work, too. Depending on your positioning, that could be hard, but you can also use the palm of your hand to hit him really hard in the nose. You might break it, you might make him cry—whatever happens, I promise he’ll be too distracted to keep doing whatever he was doing to make you uncomfortable,” she adds. “Just pow! and then run like the wind.”
“I’m uncomfortable now. If I ram you in the nose, can I run away from this conversation?”
She ignores me. “If all else fails, scream bloody murder. Don’t worry about making a scene and embarrassing anyone else. Make a scene.”
“I will literally pay you to stop talking.”
When I move my hands from my face, Mom’s grinning. “I’ve seen your savings account, kid; you can’t afford to silence me.”
 
 



 
Chapter Four
 
 
My mom slows to a stop in front of the entrance to the food court. She puts the car in park, glances at the entrance to the mall, then looks into the back seat where Sara and I are.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you in?” she asks. 
“I’m positive,” I assure her. 
“I could. I saw a good parking spot. Just say the word.”
“Honestly, Michelle, no one brings their mom to the mall on group hangs,” Sara tells her, glancing anxiously at the mall entrance. Knowing Wally would be here, she agonized endlessly over what to wear to the mall today. I can tell now she’s impatient about getting inside.
Mom nods, sighs, and looks over at me. “You have the money I gave you for food and stuff?”
I pat my purse where I tucked the twenty-dollar bill she gave me before we left the house. “In here.”
“And your cell phone?”
I know my mom really must be worried about me hanging out with Hunter because the day after she told me I could come this weekend, she took me to get my own cell phone. She tried to play it off, saying it was probably time for it anyway, but I really wish I knew how to set her mind at ease about Hunter. She has such a wrong impression of him. 
“Got it,” I confirm. 
“Call me if you need anything. Anything at all.”
I nod, glancing over at Sara as she scoots practically on top of me, trying to push me out of the car. “I will,” I promise my mom as I pull the latch and open the door. “Thanks for the ride.”
“Call me when things are winding down and I need to come pick you up,” she calls, leaning back and watching me get out of the car. 
“I will. Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
Sara climbs out behind me, vibrating with excitement. She calls a quick “bye” to my mom then practically mows over me. “Come on, come on, come on!”
I grin, sliding my purse strap over my shoulder and following her into the food court. 
Although I have a phone now, I don’t have Hunter’s number, so I can’t text him to see where they are. He said to meet them in the food court at three, so we just have to walk around and look. 
My mom texts me from the parking lot like a crazy person, wanting to make sure I’ve found him. I’m just about to text back “not yet” when I spot him. 
Sara spots them at the same time. I hear her gasp, followed by, “There he is!”
Of course out of the whole crew, she only sees the boy she likes. 
I am not as lucky. Before my eyes settle on Hunter, they wander around the table to see who else he brought. By the time my gaze makes it back to him, I’m a tad less pleased, but then I see he’s walking in our direction. 
We start walking, too, so we can meet them halfway. I’m suddenly self-conscious for a split second, wondering if I look okay. I shake it off and force a smile, even though the friend group he brought doesn’t fill me with excitement. 
At least he looks genuinely happy to see me. His smile is all for me as he approaches, his eyes never leaving me. “Hey.”
“Hi,” I say, my smile widening and coming a little more easily. 
His gaze moves to my friend. “You must be Sara.”
She dims ever so slightly at the subtle way he tells her he didn’t even know who she was before she walked in with me. We’ve all gone to school together for years. She rallies right back though, offering him a big, fan-like smile. “Hey, Hunter.”
He doesn’t bat an eye at her casual admission that she definitely knows who he is; he already knows she does. 
Discomfort trickles through me, but before I can fully process why, Hunter slings his arm around my shoulder and my capacity for thought shrinks. He’s so close and he has his arm around me—where people can see, too. 
Maybe he’s making a statement. I guess we’ve only ever interacted with each other when we were alone until now, but his friends are here today and I already know they’re not impressed with me, hence his suggestion that I get new clothes. 
They may not be impressed with me, but he won’t tolerate them treating me poorly, either—at least, that’s the vibe I get from his arm around my shoulder. It’s casual protection, and even though I think his friends are jerks, it makes me like him even more. 
He keeps his voice low enough to make the comment private, but still playful. “I invited your boyfriend.”
My gaze snaps to him, my eyes widening slightly. “What? I don’t have a boyfriend.”
“Mark with the nice eyes,” he teases. 
I completely forgot that I told him I liked Mark Poplowski. I was pretty sure we both knew I was lying, though, so I don’t know why Hunter thinks I’ll care that he’s here. 
I glance at the table anyway and my face flushes as I notice they’re all watching us. Valerie doesn’t even bother to look away—or hide her confusion—when I catch her staring. 
“What the fuck is this shit?” she asks her friends as we approach. 
I’m still not used to the unabashed swearing—Sara and I just don’t do that—but I’m even more floored by it when I realize the brunette that had initially been turned away when I approached is turned around now and it’s Hunter’s mom. 
Hunter’s mom is at the group hang? What? 
If she’s fazed by Valerie’s mouth, she doesn’t show it. Her smile widens and she flashes me an excited smile like we’re best friends. “Hi, Riley! How are you doing, babe?”
It’s a stupid first thought to have, but I can’t help thinking that my mom would be so hurt if she knew I wouldn’t let her even walk me in, and apparently Hunter’s mom is shopping with us. I didn’t notice her when I first looked because they’re all sitting and she was turned away. Hunter’s mom is a thin woman and since she’s sitting down, she kinda blended in.
She’s also much more vibrant here today than the anxious mess I saw at their house trying to wrangle her abusive, dickbag husband. 
The memory of what she allowed to happen to Hunter makes it a little harder to return her greeting with the same enthusiasm. 
“I’m good, thanks. How are you?”
“Great,” she says, still brightly. “I love to shop, so this is right up my alley. Next time you’re over, I’ll show you my closet. I probably even have a few pieces I don’t wear anymore that you could have.”
That grabs Valerie’s attention. “She’s been to your house?”
Valerie’s sidekick pokes her blonde head forward. “If you’re giving away clothes, I volunteer as tribute.”
My ears perk up. “Hunger Games? I love that book.”
She looks at me like she didn’t expect me to speak to her. “Oh, no. I just saw the movie.”
“You should read the books, they’re so good,” I advise. 
“It’s true, she has me reading the first one now,” Hunter states, lending his support to my suggestion. “It’s pretty good.”
Mark smirks at him. “She has you reading it, huh?”
Hunter slides him a dead-eyed look. “Don’t worry, Poplowski, we don’t expect you to join our book club; we all know you can’t read.”
Mark rolls his eyes and Valerie smirks over at him, then looks back at Hunter. Only when she does, my stomach sinks, because I recognize the way she looks at him. It’s the same way I look at him. 
Aw, man. Valerie Johnson has a crush on Hunter, doesn’t she? 
“I want to read it,” Valerie says. “Can I borrow your copy when you’re done, Hunter?”
“I’m actually reading Riley’s copy.”
Her smile doesn’t change, but something in her eyes does. It infuriates her that he borrowed my book. Shifting her crazy eyes to me, she says, “Can I borrow it after, Riles?”
Riles? Also, no. I want to say no. I don’t even like to loan out my books because I’m too afraid other people won’t take care of them. I made an exception for Hunter, but I definitely don’t want to loan it to her. I know beyond a doubt that if I do, I’ll never see it again. I doubt she’ll even read it, either. 
I don’t feel comfortable just saying no, though, so I make up an excuse. “I actually promised it to someone else after Hunter. Sorry.”
“Oh, one of your other friends?” she asks innocently, cocking her head. “Who are your friends, actually? I literally forgot you go to our school. I must be such an idiot.”
Hunter’s mom stands, sliding her purse strap over her shoulder and flashing me a smile. “Why don’t we get going, babe? We have so much shopping to do. I’m gonna spoil you rotten.”
Hunter’s arm drops from my shoulder, and he turns toward Sara. She looks back at me with a flash of excitement before she follows him over to finally get an introduction to Wally. I watch as she beams at him excitedly, as she lights up even more when he nods in acknowledgment and offers back a “Hey.”
Hunter glances over his shoulder at me. He doesn’t say anything with words, just gives me a speaking look before taking off with his friends—and the only one I have. 
I frown at Venus as she starts to walk, seemingly expecting me to follow. “Wait, they’re all going in the other direction.”
She glances at her son and his friends, then back at me. “Oh, yeah. Hunter wanted me to help you pick out some clothes first, then you can catch up to them and I’ll get lost for a little while. Sound good?”
I frown, looking over my shoulder. Sara is walking next to Wally, looking up at him with stars in her eyes while he talks to her. Valerie Johnson has sidled up next to Hunter and she casts him a fawning look, too. 
This sucks. I can’t believe he just ditched me with his mom and went off with his friends. 
My sigh comes out as more of a huff, but I turn my attention back to his mom. “I don’t know what Hunter told you. My mom only sent me with $20 for spending money, I can’t really…”
“Oh, no, honey, it’s on me,” she says dismissively as I fall into step beside her. “I’m so sorry about the other day. That was definitely not the first impression I would’ve liked to make on one of Hunter’s friends. My husband… he’s volatile, especially when he drinks. I always tend to go for those volatile messes. I’d advise you not to follow in my footsteps, but I see the way you look at my son.”
My cheeks flame, even though she said it playfully. “I don’t think Hunter’s that volatile,” I mutter.
“That’s because you haven’t made it onto his bad side yet. Hopefully you never will, but I’m sure you’ll see other people get there. No one can hold a grudge quite like my son.” 
She looks over at me like we’re girlfriends shopping together instead of an adult shopping with her kid’s friend. I don’t really know what to say, so she goes on. 
“He takes after his dad a lot. That man ran hot and cold. Either he was volcanic, or a complete iceberg. When his love was flowing over me, it was the greatest thing I’d ever felt, but when he turns on you… oof. Not good,” she says, shaking her head. 
“Hunter hasn’t really turned on anyone, has he?”
Her eyebrows rise like she’s surprised I’m so out of the loop. “Don’t you remember Marshall Gough? He was Hunter’s best friend in elementary school.”
“Vaguely. Didn’t he move a couple years ago?”
I think he used to be one of the popular kids, but I had forgotten about Marshall Gough until she mentioned him. We were all in the same fifth grade class together, but I only ever spoke to him once—and it almost got me in trouble.
Marshall was something of a class clown, and one day during science he earned a few chortles with some dumb comment about how the planetary nebula we were studying looked like a woman’s vagina. He was sitting at my table between Hunter and me, and since I was not one of the chortlers, I guess Marshall felt the need to convince me. He started tracing the picture in our textbook with his fingertip and saying things like “See it now? You’ve got one, you should recognize it.”
Since the jerk wouldn’t stop talking to me and he was embarrassing me, I told him to leave me alone and pay attention. That’s all I said, but I happened to say it when the teacher was looking at our table. Mr. Branch snapped, looking directly at me, and my heart plummeted. I thought I was going to get in trouble for talking when I wasn’t supposed to be, but at the last moment he changed his mind and his gaze shifted to Marshall for the verbal warning. 
Venus nods. “He and Hunter had a falling out. Things got so bad for him at school, his mother decided to pull him out. She open-enrolled him somewhere else for middle school so he could have a fresh start.”
I can only stare at her as she says this like it’s acceptable. “What do you mean it got so bad? Like, Hunter… bullied him?”
“I wouldn’t say bullied,” she says, her tone rising by a couple octaves. “Hunter’s just… he can be a little intense if you cross him. Like his father,” she adds, like that helps. “His father pretty much ruined my modeling career just because his fiancée found out about us and left him. It wasn’t my fault. He’s the one who initiated things between us, and stronger women than me couldn’t resist that bastard, but at the end of the day, I was the one he punished.” Looking over at me with wide eyes, she adds, “And she came back, so I don’t know what he was so upset about.”
It’s all I can do to keep my jaw from dropping open as she says all this to me like it’s perfectly normal. My mom and I have a very open and honest relationship, but my mom isn’t nearly as scandalous as Hunter’s. I don’t even know how to process what she said, let alone respond to it.
Seeming to sense she’s over sharing, she waves away that conversation. “Anyway, let’s not focus on all that unpleasantness. We’re here to shop. Do you know what kind of look you want to go for?”
I shake my head, glancing down at my clothes. I’m wearing light denim jeans and a plain T-shirt. “Not really. I can’t take home a whole wardrobe or anything, though. My mom will flip.”
“Okay, no problem. We’ll keep it simple, get you some staples. I’m thinking a great pair of jeans, some black leggings, a couple tops, a stylish jacket. Oh, this is going to be so much fun,” she enthuses, flashing me a big grin. 
I try to smile back, but I’m definitely feeling intimidated. “Yeah, so much fun.”
 
 



 
Chapter Five
 
 
It turns out shopping with Hunter’s mom is fun. 
She’s a lot to absorb right off the bat, but the more time I spend with her as she hauls me through stores collecting more bags than I wanted to take home, the more I realize she just lives in her own world. She regales me with horrifying stories of “fun” things she did back in her modeling days, but recounts it all with fondness, like it’s nothing to be ashamed of. She buys me things I think are really pretty, and a few things I try to talk her out of because I know I’ll never wear them. 
“Camel looks so good on you,” she insists, holding up a top that… well, I’m not sure if it’s a shirt or a bandana, but it doesn’t cover nearly enough skin. 
“I’m never going to wear it,” I tell her, shaking my head. “It doesn’t matter how pretty it looks.”
“Nonsense. It looks great. We’re buying it,” she announces, draping it over her arm.
“I really think we should stop,” I tell her, glancing anxiously at the stuff she has already bought me. “We already have so many bags. I feel bad about you spending so much money on me.”
“Nonsense.” She waves me off. “When I got pregnant with Hunter, I hoped so hard he’d be a little girl so I’d have a daughter to doll up and shop with. Obviously, he was not a girl. I still dressed him cute, but boy clothes just aren’t as much fun as girl clothes.” Suddenly inspired, she says, “Oh, we need to get you a couple dresses! Every girl needs a little black dress and a little red dress in her closet.” 
“I don’t really have a lot of occasions I need to wear a dress to,” I tell her. 
“You’ve got those middle school dances, right? Picture this walking into your next one: you’re rocking heels and a flirty red dress, a black leather jacket, and a cute clutch purse. Oh, we need to get you a clutch. And makeup. We need to get you mascara. Your eyes are beautiful, a little mascara will really make them pop.”
I look around at the five shopping bags we have already accumulated. “I literally cannot take all this stuff home with me. My mom sent me to the mall with twenty dollars.”
“We’ll condense before we send you home,” she assures me. “It only looks like a lot because of all the bags, we can easily fit everything in just a couple. Don’t worry so much. Is your mom really going to be mad that you got to go on a shopping spree she didn’t have to pay for? Come on, now.”
She will, though. Not least of all because it’s not just some shopping spree she didn’t have to pay for—it’s a shopping spree sponsored by Hunter’s mom, and anything having to do with Hunter sets my mom on edge. 
 “Heeled boots,” she says, suddenly inspired. “Black heeled boots.”
“I don’t think…”
But she isn’t listening. She’s wandering off to the cash register to pay for the shirt I told her I’m not going to wear so we can go shop for boots I’ll also never wear.
 
___
 
After a full day of shopping, Venus and I have returned to the food court. She bought us bubble teas and sat me down to give me a makeup tutorial.
She only bought me a few makeup items, but she taps each one as she tells me what I need to know. She bought me a moisturizer, too. Apparently, Venus Keller believes it’s never too soon to start moisturizing.
“You’re not going to wear a lot of makeup, and you’re definitely not going to look like you wear a lot of makeup,” she tells me now, as she carefully applies a coat of mascara to my lashes.
I try to keep from blinking, but I feel like she’s going to poke me right in the eye. 
“Your everyday makeup is only intended to enhance your natural beauty, so you don’t want to use a heavy hand. For an evening look or a special occasion you can get a little more dramatic, but for a day at the mall?” She shakes her head. “Take Valerie, for example.”
I stiffen a little just hearing her name. 
“Valerie is a very pretty girl, but she’s trying too hard; she needs to tone it down. The pale blue eye shadow she’s wearing today? No woman needs to own that awful shade of eye shadow. I did the same thing when I was your age, though,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Tried so hard to look pretty I just ended up looking like a clown. When I started modeling, I learned a better way, so I’ll just teach you now and save you the painfully awkward stage.”
I crack a smile. “I appreciate the effort, but I don’t wear makeup daily. I don’t really wear it at all.”
“Maybe not now, but you’ll probably start to soon. It usually starts around the time you notice boys,” she says lightly. She finishes my mascara and leans back, smiling at her handiwork. “Beautiful.”
“Can I see?”
She nods, screwing the cap back on the mascara and opening the powder compact she bought me. 
I take it, checking out my reflection. I look the same, of course, but she’s right—somehow my eyes look even bluer with the mascara. “It looks pretty. Thank you.”
“That’s the thing about makeup,” she tells me. “It’s not always about looking good, it’s about feeling good. I just feel better when I wear it.”
I flash her a smile and close the compact, handing it back to her to put in the bag. 
“You can put it in your purse.” She hands me the mascara, too. “We’ve got to condense bags and hide the evidence anyway, right?” she teases. 
“Right,” I murmur, sliding the makeup into my purse. 
She said it like she was joking, but as she folds up the bag, she echoes a question her son has already asked me. “Is your mom super strict?”
I shake my head. “No, not really. Aside from Sara, my mom’s my best friend. I think she’s just worried that I might be starting to like a boy, and she’s not ready for it,” I explain, even though it makes my face heat up to admit it—and to his mom, no less. 
“I get that. My mom was the same way when I was your age, believe it or not. But the more restrictions she put on me, the more it convinced me that I must be missing out on something really exciting. It didn’t keep me from boys, just made me sneakier. I was a bit of a rebel,” she confides.
I smile faintly. “I’m not.”
“I can see that,” she says dryly. 
Ordinarily, I would never dream of asking an adult to explain their relationship, but since Venus has shared so much with me already today, I try to think how to ask her what’s going on with her husband. Hunter is convinced she’s in the process of leaving him, but nothing I’ve seen and nothing she’s said today has backed that up. 
At the same time, she has to be, right? He hit her son. He hit him so hard he had a black eye, and I saw the hostility between them the day I was over at his house. Surely it’s not okay with Venus that the man she’s in a relationship with dislikes her son so vehemently.
One time, my mom had a boyfriend that didn’t like me. It wasn’t that he was mean to me (and he certainly never laid a hand on me), but he seemed disinterested in getting to know me or interacting with me more than he absolutely had to. She thought maybe he was just being shy at first so she brought him around more to break the ice, but he always seemed mildly annoyed when I was around. 
She ended up dumping him. Mom told me she couldn’t be with someone who didn’t treat her favorite person right, and that was that—we never saw him again. 
Before I can figure out a way to approach it with Venus, though, Hunter and his friends find us in the food court. His mom just finished condensing everything she bought down to two bags, so she passes them to me under the table before asking us if we’re getting hungry. 
“I am,” I volunteer, since only the guys have spoken up so far.
“Of course she is,” Valerie murmurs under her breath to her friend, who chortles. 
I look at her, frowning mildly. “I’m sorry, was that supposed to be an insult?”
“Of course not,” Valerie says innocently. “It must be nice, that’s all. I’m on a diet so I’ll just have a salad.”
“Okay. I’m going to have bourbon chicken with a heaping plate of fried rice,” I tell her. “It’s going to be delicious.”
Hunter smirks. “That does sound good. I think I’ll have that, too.”
Valerie gets even pissier when everyone decides what they’re eating and Hunter and I walk alone to the Asian place with the bourbon chicken. 
“You and Valerie seem to be hitting it off,” he jokes, grabbing two trays and passing one to me. 
“She’s mean,” I inform him, not bothering to mince words. 
“She’s a little mean,” he acknowledges. “It grows on you, though.”
“Why would I want it to? I don’t like her, she doesn’t like me—I’d say that’s that.”
He moves down the line, placing his tray on the counter. “Our moms are friends, so she’s kind of hard to get away from. We’ve always been pushed together since kindergarten. There was a brief period one summer when Valerie’s mom thought her husband had flirted with my mom at some cook-out and we stopped hanging out, but come August, everything was fine again.”
“Your mom is… interesting,” I tell him, placing my tray down beside his. 
He smiles faintly, glancing back at me. “She is. She talks a lot. Has she been telling you stories?”
I nod my head. “Apparently you’re a bully, but your dad was also a huge jerk so you can’t help it and that’s okay.”
His eyes widen slightly and his eyebrows rise in genuine surprise. “Wow, thanks for talking me up, Mom,” he says sarcastically. 
“She’s very honest.” 
“You think I’m a jerk?” 
Usually there would be an undertone of humor when we’re going back and forth, but there’s no amusement when he asks that. His gaze slides to mine and even though he doesn’t say anything more, I get the distinct feeling that my answer matters to him.
My heart gives under the weight of his gaze. I have heard things today that reinforce my previous belief that he might be a jerk, but he hasn’t been a jerk to me. I also don’t want to believe he’s a jerk because I like him. I don’t know what to say, though. 
Before I have to answer, the lady on the other side of the counter interrupts to ask what we want. We don’t speak to each other while we’re ordering, then we slide down the counter to pay. I start to dig my money out of my purse, but Hunter tells the cashier we’re together and pays for both our meals. 
“You didn’t have to do that,” I murmur, feeling a little awkward. 
“Wanted to,” he says simply, not looking at me. 
I look up at him, wanting to say something but unsure of what. His silence weighs on me more heavily than anything else could, and even though my rational mind brings up the best friend he apparently turned on and chased out of school, my heart counters with the image of him carrying my broken backpack home for me and then buying me a new one, him reading my favorite book and then calling me Catnip. 
There’s evidence he might have done some bad things I don’t know about, but there’s irrefutable evidence that he’s done good, too. 
He picks up his tray and turns to head back to the table. I don’t think he’ll say anything else to me right now if I don’t initiate, but it’s bursting out of me anyway, so I blurt, “Hunter.”
His steps slow ever so slightly and he looks at me. 
I meet his gaze, my heart in my throat, feeling strangely vulnerable. “I don’t think you’re a jerk.”
His gaze locked on mine, he doesn’t respond right away. He holds his silence long enough that I start to get anxious, then he finally says, “No?”
I shake my head vehemently. 
A faint trace of humor returns to his tone and his lips curve up ever so slightly. “What am I, then?”
I don’t know how to answer. I don’t know who he is yet, but I’ve seen enough that I want to find out. 
I know I’m drawn to him. I know I’m somehow comfortable with him, even though he’s the last person I would ever expect to be comfortable around. It doesn’t bother me to be completely myself when we’re together. We might have some problems, but it’s all superficial stuff, nothing that really matters. Not to me, anyway. Maybe it matters to him, but I don’t care that much what other people think. If Hunter and I could be alone in the world, just us, I don’t think we’d ever have any problems. 
I picture us alone together, just the two of us on the footbridge in the woods with no external forces causing conflict—no parents or friends or social hierarchy at school. We’re free to be on the same level—and when we’re alone, we are.
The answer to his question hits me all of a sudden. 
I smile, anticipating with pleasure him laughing and telling me what a dork I am. “You’re my Gale.”
He doesn’t call me a dork, but his brown eyes fill up with pleasure and his lips tug up in a smile that makes my heart stutter. “Oh yeah?”
I nod my head, my cheeks flaming. “Yeah.”
The playfulness returns to his tone. “I guess I can live with that.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Six
 
 
While getting food with Hunter was nice, as soon as we get back to the table—back to his world—the comfort I felt when it was just us disappears. Valerie Johnson has never zeroed in on me before—I only disliked her on Sara’s behalf—but now bad vibes are radiating from her and I am definitely the target. Even when she’s not saying anything to pick at me, I can feel her stewing in my presence. Anytime I speak, she looks aggravated. 
Hunter definitely notices, I can tell by the subtle ways he keeps reinforcing that he’s backing my presence here when his friends undoubtedly don’t understand it. He doesn’t say anything to her, though. He must think I can handle it on my own. And he’s right—it’s just annoying. 
It’s also annoying that she likes him. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Lots of girls in our grade have crushes on Hunter, but I guess I feel like they don’t know him the way I do. They like his image more than they actually like him, and that’s not real. It’s like being attracted to a single photograph of a person, then seeing them in real life and realizing it was just the angle. 
I like him from all angles. I bet Valerie doesn’t. 
At least Sara is having a genuinely good time, though. 
By the time we finish eating, I’m already tired of the hostility from stupid Valerie. I don’t think of myself as a mean person, but she’s certainly filling my head with mean thoughts. Maybe it’s the casual way she lashes out at me with her constant digs and “jokes,” maybe it’s blatant jealousy because even though I hate her, she’s Hunter’s friend so he still talks to her. Whatever it is, I’ve had enough of it. 
When I take my tray over to the garbage can to empty it, I also text my mom and let her know we’re ready to leave. 
I don’t say anything to anyone about it when I get back to the table. I want to tell Sara so she’s not taken by surprise when my mom gets here, but she is so swept up in our day pass to the cool table, she doesn’t even look at me long enough to shoot her a look to check her text messages. It kind of annoys me because she even fawns over Valerie, who—besides being rude to me all day—has been passively mean to Sara since first grade.
“What time does the movie start?” Valerie asks Hunter, scrolling through her phone.
I didn’t pay attention to which one they were seeing since I knew we would be gone by then, but I am a little bummed to miss out on going to a movie with Hunter. I’d like to, I’d just like to go with him alone—not him and his friends. 
My mom would never let me though. It would seem too much like a date. 
I sigh, momentarily hit by how difficult it will be to build any kind of relationship with Hunter, friends or more. I don’t like his friends and my mom doesn’t like him—which is so stupid, because she doesn’t even know him.
Maybe I can find a way to make her like him. Give her a peek at the side of him I see. Instead of getting together for something like this with his friends, I could have him over to my house. Maybe he could come over for dinner and Mom would get to talk to him and see that he’s perfectly harmless. 
It is kind of stupid that she won’t let me have a male friend. Just because he’s a guy doesn’t mean hanging out with him would automatically be a date. I want to keep spending time with him even if it’s only as friends; I just don’t want to have to also spend time with people I don’t like to spend time with him.
Everyone else is finally gathering up their trash and taking it to the nearest receptacle. I notice Hunter doesn’t clean up his own; he adorably—and annoyingly—messes with Valerie, stacking his plate on top of hers and then sliding his empty tray under hers, too. 
He smiles at her. “Thanks, Val, you’re the best.”
She sighs, trying to look annoyed with him, but she’s as bad at it as I am. “You suck.” Hunter cocks an eyebrow at her and her eyes light up with scandalized horror. “Oh my God, shut up, perv.”
Their easy familiarity bums me out even more. Hunter and I have that; he’s not supposed to have it with her, too.
“I didn’t even say anything,” Hunter says, like he’s innocent. “Now be a good girl and go throw away my trash.”
“I hate you,” she lies as she hauls the tray to the trash can.
I sorta wish she hated him. I tell myself that’s stupid. It shouldn’t matter how she feels about him if he likes me… it’s just, I don’t know if he likes me that way, and since I never want to hang out with his friends again, it will be much easier for him to spend time with her than me.
I’m starting to see what he means about me making his life easier if I could win his friends over. 
I’m starting to see why it doesn’t even matter if he likes me the way I want him to—this is never going to work.
That’s the thought in my head—and the look on my face—when Hunter’s gaze swings in my direction. He loses his easy smile and pushes back his chair, then he walks over to my side of the table. “Hey. You good?”
I force a smile, glancing down at the table instead of at him. I can’t look at him when I’m about to lie to him. “Yeah. I’m good. Um, I just… my mom’s on her way, so me and Sara won’t be able to go to the movies with you guys.”
He scowls. “Already? Didn’t you tell her we were all gonna catch a movie after—?”
“Yeah, but it’s—she got called in for an evening shift, so she won’t be able to pick me up later.”
“My mom can give you a ride home.”
I shake my head, offering up an apologetic smile. “We’re leaving. Sorry.”
Seeing right through my excuse, he looks me dead in the eye and asks, “You’re not having fun, are you?”
I shrug, not knowing what to say. “I like spending time with you…”
“But you don’t like my friends.”
Still avoiding his gaze, I try to explain it without placing all the blame on Valerie. “I just don’t really have much in common with them.”
“You haven’t spent enough time with them to know that.”
“I don’t like seeing you with Valerie,” I admit. 
He rears back a bit, clearly stunned to hear that. “What? Why?”
“She likes you,” I say, so uncomfortable I want to crawl out of my skin. “And maybe you like her, too—”
“I don’t,” he says, not letting me finish. “Not like that.”
“Well, it’s hard to tell,” I say, flushing with a mix of pleasure and embarrassment. “You kinda… I don’t know, flirt with her a little.”
“I flirt with her?” he asks, breaking into an amused grin as realization dawns on him. “You’re jealous.”
Oh my God. A blast of burning heat rushes to my cheeks. I wish I could crawl out of my own skin like a snake and slither away into some clever hiding spot where Hunter Maxwell could never find me. 
The closest thing I can do is explode up out of my chair, so I do that. My face is on fire as I gather my bags and slide my purse strap up over my shoulder. “I did not say that.”
“Didn’t have to.” He grins at me, his brown eyes dancing with amusement. “You sure you want to bail? Leave me here alone in a dark theater with Valerie? Maybe you should tag along and make sure I behave myself.”
I know he’s only ragging on me, but I scoff at him anyway. “Please. I’d never babysit a guy. My mom taught me better than that. If you like Valerie, there’s no way you like me. If you don’t like me, then—”
He stands just as abruptly as I did, moving so close he’s practically on top of me. 
My words halt and my amusement fades. His handsome face is so close to mine, my heart sinks. I can’t think straight when he stands so close to me. 
“Then what?” he challenges, looking down at me and holding my gaze.
Stampeding wild animals stomp through my chest as I look back at him. I can see from the glimmer in his eyes, he knows exactly how he’s affecting me. 
“Don’t torture me, Hunter.”
“This isn’t what it feels like to be tortured by me, Catnip.”
My heart seizes again at his response and that nickname. He’s toying with me, but he means no harm. I’ve given him enough insight that he knows my weak spots. It might be silly, but when he calls me that, he turns my brain into celery juice.
If this isn’t what torture feels like, I don’t think I could bear it. My heart is already in the palm of his hand, his fingers positioned around it so perfectly, the faintest squeeze is unbearable. I can only imagine the damage he could do if he wanted to break it.
I like him way too much. Part of me thinks maybe Mom was right about spending time with him, but mostly I don’t care. It might be a really bad idea to fall for him, but I’m probably gonna do it anyway.
As if he can sense how close he is to winning the war waging inside me, Hunter reaches out and tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. His touch is so casual, so seemingly harmless, but it lights up every nerve ending above my neck and sends a jolt of awareness down my spine. 
Heat suffuses my face—not from embarrassment, but something else altogether. I look down, no longer able to hold his gaze. I know this casual little touch probably isn’t anything to him, but it’s a lot for me. I’ve never had a guy touch my face this way—or at all. 
It makes me wonder what it would be like if he kissed me. Would he touch my face and draw me close? Would it be slow and sweet and so tender my heart would explode?
He drops his hand and takes a step back, leaving me here with my head in the clouds.
“All right,” he says, the lightness of his tone relaying that he’s gonna let me off the hook—for now, anyway. “I guess we’ll catch a movie some other time.”
I look up just long enough to catch his gaze, but then Mark calls out for him. Hunter needs to head back to his kingdom, so he spares me one last charming little smile, then he moves past me and goes back to his friends. 
I’m feeling a little floaty, my heart so light in my chest, I’m surprised it doesn’t lift me off the ground. A tiny smile plays around my lips—at least, until I look up. 
Valerie is standing just a few feet away, her feet cemented to the ground. I can see by the look on her face that she just witnessed Hunter touching me, and if blue eyes could kill, hers would be roasting me alive. 
“Huh. Guess I won’t be able to squeeze all of Hunter’s trash into that tiny receptacle,” she says, her eyes moving up and down my body with the sharpness of a blade. 
Since she wants to cut me so badly, I offer her a little smile to show her I’m unscathed. “Aw, don’t feel bad. Keep eating those salads and I’m sure eventually you’ll fit.”
It takes a moment for my barb to land, but when she gets it, her eyes narrow and she glares at me. “Watch it, Riles. You don’t want to make an enemy out of me.”
I don’t bother to mean mug her back. “I’m not afraid of you.”
“You should be,” she states.
“Why?” I challenge, cocking my head. “What exactly are you gonna do to me?”
Her eyes narrow even more, but she doesn’t seem to have an answer for me. 
I’d say she’s all bark and no bite, but she’s not—Sara’s social isolation is proof of that. But that’s the thing—Valerie reigns over a kingdom I don’t care about. She could cut me down socially… but I’m already in social Siberia with Sara. Hunter’s the only socially relevant person who pays me any attention, and she can’t take him away from me. As much as she’d obviously like to, she doesn’t have that power.
She can’t do anything to me, and I can see her simmering as she realizes it.
Finally, she says, “Stay away from Hunter.”
I don’t know why she thinks she’s my boss, but I derive great pleasure from telling her, “No.”
Her eyes widen slightly like she has never heard that word before in her life, but I don’t wait for a response. I take my bags and go over to find Sara so I can tell her my mom is on her way.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Since hanging out with his friends didn’t go so well, I’m not sure what to expect when I go back to school on Monday. All morning as I get ready I think about Hunter. I don’t want to set myself up for disappointment, so I tell myself we probably won’t even get a chance to talk today. And that’s okay. My relationship with Hunter isn’t a status thing for me, I don’t care if I’m not seen talking to him. 
With my expectations adjusted, I prepare to start my day. Mom can give me a ride to school on her way to work, but I’ll have to walk home. That’s perfectly fine with me. Hopefully I’ll run into Hunter. 
Mom’s frowning lightly as she waits by the door, keys in hand. “Hey, that’s a snazzy jacket. Where did it come from?”
“My genie.”
“Ah. What did I tell you about wishing for clothes? Dream bigger, kid.”
I flash her a smile and head out the door, adjusting my backpack strap over one shoulder as I head for the car. 
Mom locks up behind me and follows me out. “Seriously, though. Where did you get the jacket?”
I sigh, walking around to the passenger side door and pulling it open. I shouldn’t have worn the jacket. When I got home from the mall, Mom asked to see what I bought—not to check up on me, she just likes shopping and was excited to see what I picked up at the “awesome sales” I mentioned to explain how I had two bags full of stuff when she sent me to the store with only $20. I managed to get out of showing her, and I hoped she just wouldn’t notice when I started peppering the items Venus bought me into my regular wardrobe. 
The jacket is too obvious, though. 
“I don’t remember which store it was,” I tell her, shoving my backpack into the space between my legs in the floorboard. “It’s not very warm, but it’s just a little chilly today, so I thought I might as well take it for a spin.”
She’s still frowning, looking me over as she drops into the passenger seat. “You managed to get this and something else in the other bag? And you bought food? Do you actually have a genie? If so, can you pass the lamp to me when you’re done with it?”
“I didn’t pay for my food,” I explain. “I was going to, but—” The prospect of mentioning his name trips me up, and I pause awkwardly before admitting, “Hunter bought my dinner. He was in line ahead of me and he got the same thing, so he just… paid for both orders.”
Mom gets that look on her face like I’m talking about having a tea party with the antichrist yet again. “Ah. Good old Hunter.”
“I really don’t understand what you have against him,” I tell her as I fasten my seatbelt. “I wish you’d give him a chance. I honestly believe you’d like him if you did.”
“I’m not not giving him a chance.”
“You hate him for no reason,” I state, cocking an eyebrow at her. 
“I do not hate him. You’re putting words in my mouth,” she says, watching in the rear-view mirror, then looking over her shoulder as she backs out of the driveway. “I just think you’re too young for a Hunter, that’s all. I was prepared for all this to start in a couple years—I’ve ordered the blueprints for the tower I’m going to have built in the back yard and everything. But now here you are, liking a boy before I’m ready. It’s so rude.”
I crack a smile. “A tower, huh?”
“The brick and mortar is already stashed in the garage. I got a good deal buying bulk.”
“I guess I better start growing my hair out then,” I tell her. 
“Nope. That won’t work. I’m going to cut your hair every six weeks to make sure no stupid boys can climb it and thwart my crafty thinking.” She taps her temple. “See? I’ve thought of everything.”
I shake my head at her, turning my attention to watch out the window. I still think she’s being close-minded about Hunter, but I’m glad we’re not fighting over him this time. My mom has always been my rock, and there’s nothing worse than being in a fight with her.
 
___
 
After a long day of not seeing Hunter, I finally spot him in the cafeteria. He’s not looking my way and we don’t get a chance to talk, but I just like being near him. Sara talks my ear off about going to the mall with them this weekend, and even though Wally hasn’t paid her any attention either, she is not discouraged. 
We go outside for recess and Sara takes a break from her Wally chatter to admire my new jacket. I told my mom it was faux leather, but it’s the real thing—black and slim cut. I feel really pretty in it, and it reminds me of what Hunter’s mom said about makeup. I haven’t worn any of the stuff she bought me yet. I did slather on some moisturizer after my shower this morning, but I thought my mom might notice if I put on mascara. 
Our post-lunch break passes quickly and then it’s back to class. The rest of the school day drags and then it’s finally time to go home. I look around for Hunter as I’m making my way toward the woods, but I don’t see him.
I’m just a little past the bridge when my phone vibrates in my pocket. When I draw it out, I see a message from an unknown number on the screen. 
“What are you doing tonight?”
I scowl at the screen and type back, “Who is this?”
I can almost sense the casual impatience in the response. “Who do you think it is?”
“Someone who’s about to be blocked?” I shoot back. 
“You like me, so that would be unfortunate. How about I give you clues?”
“How about you tell me who gave you my number?”
“It was Sara,” he answers. 
A grin splits my face. “Hunter.”
“Damn, you got that one fast.”
“That dirty rat, giving out my number to sketchy dudes.”
“Right?” he shoots back. “Don’t worry though, I told her not to hand it out to any OTHER sketchy dudes, so I’m the only one you have to worry about.”
Every step I take feels a little lighter now that I’m texting him. 
“Back to my original question,” he types. “What are you doing tonight?”
“Homework and then watching movies with my mom,” I answer. “What about you?”
“Lame. Can’t you blow off your mom?”
“No?” I quickly add, “Why, did you have another idea?”
“You owe me a movie,” he states. 
“Oh, do I?” I ask, barely able to contain my pleasure that he wants to go to a movie with me. 
“Yep. My mom’s going out with the asshole tonight, so I thought maybe we could grab some food and see a movie.”
I would consider blowing off my mom for that, but I’m 90% sure she won’t go for it. “The problem with that plan is that if I told my mom about it, she would insist it sounds like a date.”
“It would sound like a date because it would be a date,” he informs me.
My heart just about rockets out of my chest. I stop walking in the middle of the dirt path and barely fight the urge to squeal so I can type back, but my fingers are shaking now with excitement. “The problem with that is my mom won’t let me date. She thinks I’m too young.”
“I see,” he texts back. “Well, in that case, it’s definitely not a date. Tell her I’m an idiot and you have to help me study. Tell her we’ll be at my house.”
“Lie to my mom?”
“You’re killing me, Bishop. We’ve gotta find a way to get that halo off your head.”
“I do not have a halo on my head, but I can’t lie to my mom. I’ve already bent the truth enough after that shopping spree your mom took me on.”
“Ok, new plan,” he says. “What time does your mom usually go to bed? Maybe you can sneak out and we can watch a movie at my place instead. My mom won’t care what time it is. We hang out on different levels more often than not anyway, so we won’t keep anyone awake.”
“I can’t sneak out of my house!”
“Not with that attitude you can’t,” he shoots back. “It’s not technically lying. What are the chances she will ever ask you what you did tonight after you both went to bed? See? This can work.”
“You’re a bad influence,” I tell him, despite smiling so much my face is beginning to ache. “I’m going to block you just for being a deviant.”
“Do it, I’ll just show up at your house. Your mom will really be happy then.”
I snort with laughter, grinning at my phone as I text back. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“Watch me.”
He probably would, so I text back, “All right, I’ll back down this time. I want my mom to like you, and if you showed up on my doorstep because I blocked your number she would definitely think you're a psycho.”
“So when we meet, I SHOULDN’T tell her about my nighttime hobby of peeking in your bedroom window. Got it.”
“Creep,” I answer.
“Your creep,” he sends back.
I nearly drop my phone. My heart skitters. I want to respond so he doesn’t think he spooked me, but I don’t know what to say. I’m elated—definitely not spooked. 
Fortunately, Hunter has enough self-confidence that he does not doubt my interest just because he struck me momentarily speechless. 
“Movie. You. Me. Tonight. How are we doing this?”
I have no idea, but while I may have started this conversation thinking a movie definitely wasn’t in the cards for us tonight, now I want it more than air. 
Hunter called himself mine.
Maybe he was joking, but even if he was… you don’t just tell a joke like that if you’re not seriously into someone, right?
“Let me talk to my mom when I get home and figure it out,” I text back, finally breaking my silence. “I’ll text you in a bit with a better answer.”
“I’m looking for ‘yes,’ so just assume I’m going to talk you out of all your excuses until you land there.”
I roll my eyes indulgently even though he can’t see me. “I’m already looking for a way to give you a yes, don’t worry.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” he answers.
I sigh with pleasure, sliding my phone back into my pocket and resuming my walk home. Everything that just happened has thrown me so off balance, but in the best way possible. I was floored that Hunter even had my phone number and he opened the door to being able to talk to him whenever I want, but to ask me on a date and then talk like we’re already together? I may not be an angel, but I’m definitely in heaven.
My mind races with possible scenarios as I make my way home. First, I run through all the ones that don’t involve lying to my mom, but none of those end in a sneaky date with Hunter tonight. I don’t agree with him that a premeditated deception that doesn’t require vocally lying is any less shady than outright lying, but I already know my mom’s stance on me dating, and I know it won’t change for Hunter, who she has already decided she doesn’t like. I’ll find a way around that in time, but I’m not a miracle worker; I can’t pull it off tonight. 
If I want to see him tonight, I’ll have to be sneaky. 
That gnawing feeling threatens to flood my stomach with guilt just thinking about it, but I push out the guilt and replace it with excitement. Mom’s arbitrary rule about me not dating yet isn’t reasonable, so is it really that bad to find a way around an unfair rule? I like Hunter and he likes me. How old we are shouldn’t matter. 
By the time Mom gets home, I have a plan. I’ve already called Sara and clued her in so she’ll be my alibi in case my mom calls to verify, but I’m going to tell Mom Sara wants to hang out. Sara doesn’t live far away so she’ll probably let me walk there, but even if she doesn’t, I have a backup plan. I will go in and pretend I’m gonna stay, but very quickly I will develop a stomachache or headache or some kind of ache and decide to go back home. I’ll insist on walking—fresh air will help my ailment—and instead of walking to my house, I’ll walk right past it, cut through the woods, and meet Hunter at his house. 
I’m pretty sure it will work as long as I don’t crack under pressure, but as soon as I hear my mom pull in the driveway, my stomach begins gymnastics training for the winter Olympics. 
Since I’m anxious, I’m fidgety when Mom comes in. She tosses her keys in her purse and drops it on the table just inside the doorway, then she walks over to the couch, flings herself down dramatically, and sprawls out. 
“I am exhausted. Being an adult is terrible.”
I crack a smile. “Long day?”
“Literally everyone I work with took stupid pills today—and not their normal dose, either. These were extra strength stupid pills.”
I walk around the couch and take a much less dramatic seat beside her. “I’m sorry.”
“I need an infusion of joy—and a personal chef, ’cause Momma ain’t cookin’ tonight.” She sighs, sinking even deeper into the couch. “Why didn’t I marry rich and become a trophy wife?”
“You’re too picky,” I point out. “Trophy wives might get bank accounts full of money to play with, but they can’t usually be as selective as you are.”
“That is true. Damn my standards!”
I get a little less comfortable knowing I’m about to lie, but I don’t keep my gaze averted for long so she doesn’t get suspicious. “Well, in that case I have good news.”
“You learned how to cook while I was at work today?”
“No, but you don’t have to feed me, after all. Sara asked if I could come over. I know we were supposed to veg out and watch TV tonight, but I have a science test coming up that I’m super not ready for. Since Sara is so good at science, I was hoping it would be okay with you if I went over so she could help me study.”
“Aw, man. I was looking forward to bingeing bad movies with you.”
“I know, me too,” I say, and I mean it. My stomach twists into so many knots, I start reflexively doubting my decision. 
I mentally review Hunter’s playful texts from earlier to renew my dedication to my cause. I want to go out with him. Maybe Mom thinks I’m too young, but I don’t, and it’s not her life. 
“But school comes first,” Mom says, nodding and not even questioning our change of plans. And why would she? She’s always been able to trust me before. 
Before Hunter. 
My mood threatens to sink again, doubts about her being right fighting to the surface, but I shove them down. 
“So, I can go?”
“Yeah. Now I don’t have to be a responsible adult and make dinner, I can just have a bowl of cereal in my PJs. What time do you need me to take you so I can mentally prepare for standing again?”
I shake my head. “Cool, I’ll text her and see what time she wants me to come. You don’t have to take me. I’ll just walk over.”
“You sure?”
I nod, standing up and making my way back to the kitchen. I need privacy to text Hunter because I have a feeling it would only take one look at my face and my mom would know it’s not Sara I’m talking to. 
“The ‘yes’ is secured. I repeat, the ‘yes’ is secured,” I text him. “What time/where should we meet up?”
My heart pounds as I stare at the screen and wait for him to read my message and respond. It only takes a few heartbeats, then he answers back, “I knew you could be devious” with a winking emoji. 
“Don’t say that, I’ll back out,” I joke. 
“Let’s meet on the bridge, then we’ll walk to the movie theater.”
My brow furrows in mild confusion. “I thought we were going to watch a movie at your house?”
“We can if you want. I thought you might be more comfortable going out.”
“More comfortable?” I question.
“You, me, alone in my house. It’s dark. The movie’s probably scary… maybe you should come a little closer.” 
My eyes widen and I type back. “Movie theater—good call. What time?”
“How’s 7?”
I flick a glance at the clock hanging on the wall in the kitchen. “Works for me. We won’t have time to eat first though. I don’t have a curfew, but I told my mom I’m studying at Sara’s so I have to be home before ten.”
“Not ideal, but doable. We can get hot dogs and nachos at the theater,” he sends back. “Next time we make a secret date, we should start planning earlier so we have more time.”
Next time. We haven’t even gone on a first date yet and he’s already assuming there will be a second. I want to play it cool and flirt back about how cocky he is to assume I’ll even go out with him again, but I’m too excited. 
I feel floaty again as I head to my bedroom to get ready for my first date. I hate that my mom doesn’t know about it, though. I always imagined her sitting on my bed helping me pick an outfit the night of my first date. Like Hunter pointed out, I’m not super fashionable, so I would’ve felt a little more confident with her input. 
This is how it has to be for now, though. Once she gets to know Hunter, maybe she’ll bend on her no dating rule. We can have a do-over first date that she can help me get ready for. 
It still won’t be the same, though. It’ll just be another lie I have to tell to be with Hunter. 
For a moment, that reality bums me out, but I shove it away and continue getting ready. I keep it casual with the black leggings Hunter’s mom bought me and one of the tops. I survey myself in the mirror, smoothing down my hair and frowning. I don’t like my hair, so I put it up in a high ponytail instead, then I carefully pull a few tendrils down on each side of my face. 
I’m satisfied with my appearance, but I think I could do a little better. 
I look over at my closet door. The purse I had with me at the mall is hanging there, so I go over and grab it, fishing around for the tube of mascara Hunter’s mom bought me. After locating it, I go back to the mirror and carefully apply a coat. 
I smile at my reflection, imagining several different scenarios of Hunter reacting when he sees me. They’re all good, and I’m so happy I could ride a cloud to the bridge. 
Once I’m ready, I slide my stylish new jacket on, completing the look, and head out the door. 
I’m full of nervous energy for the first two minutes of my walk. I get lost in daydreams after that. I think about what movie we’ll see, but I don’t even care about that. It’s the little things. Will he hold my hand? Will he give me a tight, lingering hug at the end before I go home? Will he kiss me? 
My imagination is brimming with possibilities. 
I left a few minutes early, so I get to the bridge a few minutes early, too. I’m just in time to see the sunset through the trees. I sit down on the bridge and dangle my feet over the edge like Hunter did that first day we talked. 
I would have never imagined that day that anything would come of it, let alone this. 
Sitting here in the woods and waiting for Hunter to show up for our secret date, I can’t help smiling as I imagine his response when he gets here and I liken it to Gale and Katniss sneaking out to hunt in the woods. 
I know he’ll be entertained. I’m sure he’ll call me a dork. He might even weaken my knees and call me Catnip again before he reaches down and takes my hand. 
I guess I never know exactly what Hunter will do, but man, I can’t wait to find out.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
 
It wasn’t supposed to rain tonight. At least, I didn’t think it was. But here I sit on the footbridge with my feet hanging over the edge, watching raindrops pelt the water below. 
I’m drenched. When the rain first started, I was worried about dumb stuff—it was going to soak my hair and cause my mascara to run down my face like it does in the movies. I shrugged my coat off and held it over my head for a while to try to protect my appearance, but eventually I gave up. 
That was a half hour ago. My arms got tired. My heart did, too. 
Hunter never showed up. 
I put my coat back on, no longer caring if the rain ruined my hair or made my makeup run. I don’t know how many times I can text him without appearing crazy. I went with three. One text for every half hour I’ve spent sitting on this bridge like an idiot, waiting for a guy that wasn’t on his way. 
I thought about walking to his house a couple times. It’s not like it’s far. The first time I told myself to be patient. If I walked to his house, what if he came another way and got to the bridge while I was gone? What if his phone had died so he couldn’t text me to let me know he was running late? 
The second time I was more stubborn. I’m not walking to his house to remind him he was supposed to go on a date with me. If he got busy and forgot, then screw him. If it’s more than that… I don’t even know.
As if the weather is keeping up with my mood, the rain starts to fall harder. It’s coming down so hard it stings a little when it hits my face, so I finally push myself up off the ground, fix my purse strap on my shoulder, and turn around. 
Even though there’s no reason he would be, no reason he would stand there without saying anything and torture me, my foolish heart hopes he’ll be standing there, just as wet as I am, looking back at me. 
He’s not. 
As light as I felt earlier, now it feels like I’m carrying the weight of the world as I trudge through the muddy path back to my road. 
I can’t believe he didn’t show up. I don’t understand. 
Somewhere along the walk, the rain and my tears start to mix together. I’m thankful for the bad weather when I open my front door and step inside, sopping wet. I’m a mess, but at least Mom won’t be able to tell I’ve been crying. 
The TV is on and Mom is sitting on the couch, enjoying our night in without me. Tears threaten to fall again, but I hold them back as she turns around to greet me. 
Her eyes widen in sudden horror at the sight of me. “Oh my God, Riley! Honey, why didn’t you call me? It’s a downpour out there. You shouldn’t have walked home in this.”
I shrug off my coat, holding it over the mat just inside the door so it doesn’t drip on the hardwood floor. “I didn’t realize how bad it was, then once I started walking I figured I was already wet, no point turning back.”
Shooting up off the couch and zooming around it, she chides, “You’ll catch your death. What are you thinking?”
She races to the hall closet and comes back with towels. Immediately, she drapes one over my shoulders and starts patting me dry with the other one. Emotion wells up inside me. I know we were only supposed to sit on the couch and watch stupid movies, but I’d have preferred that to sitting alone on a bridge in the rain and having my heart dinged up. 
Maybe this is what I get for lying and sneaking around and doing something I knew I wasn’t allowed to do.
Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I look up at her and offer a wobbly, “I’m sorry, Mom.”
Her eyes widen in alarm, then soften with concern. “Oh, honey.” She wraps her arms around me, even though I’m soaking wet. “You don’t have to be sorry, silly girl, I just don’t want you to get sick.”
I know she doesn’t know what I’m sorry for, but I do and I need a hug anyway, so I wrap my arms around her and give her a big, wet hug. “Now I’m also sorry for getting you all wet.”
“Come here, you,” she says, tugging me close and settling my head on her shoulder. 
“I’m really, really sorry.”
She holds onto me for a while, murmuring comforting nonsense words while I settle down. Once I’m calm and no longer an emotional mess, she tells me to go change into something dry while she microwaves some popcorn.
I feel worse about lying to her to sneak out with Hunter, but a lot better at the prospect of salvaging what’s left of our bad movie night. I towel off in the bathroom and strip off my sopping wet clothes, then I change into a pair of blue flannel pajama shorts and a white tank top. I take my hair out of the rat’s nest pony tail it turned into and brush out the knots, then I wash my face, but the mascara doesn’t want to come all the way off. 
I panic, realizing my mom probably noticed the mascara when I came in. Maybe she didn’t since I was an emotional mess. Maybe she was distracted. 
I wash my face twice until I finally get all the mascara off, then when my face is fresh and bare, I put my hair back up and go back to the living room for movie night.
Since I got Mom all wet, she had to change too. She’s sitting on the couch in a pink t-shirt with leopard print pajama pants. She perks up when she sees me come in. 
“Ready?”
I flop down on the couch beside her and reach over to grab a handful of popcorn. Since I was planning to eat at the theater with Hunter, I’m famished. “I was born ready,” I tell her. 
Mom smiles, grabs the remote control, and starts the movie back over at the beginning so I don’t miss anything. 
 
___
 
When our bad movie mini-marathon comes to an end, it’s time to go to bed. Ordinarily Mom wouldn’t accompany to my room since I’m not a little kid anymore, but tonight she does. She hangs out in the doorway as I check my backpack to make sure everything I need for school tomorrow is inside. The sight of my backpack makes me feel a bit sad.
Hunter never texted me back. Despite feeling wretched for doing it, I texted him one more time after I got home to let him know I gave up waiting on him and went home, but if he’s read a single one of my texts, I certainly can’t tell. 
My stomach aches when I think about it. I dread going to bed because I know I won’t fall right to sleep. I’ll lie there torturing myself with my thoughts. They started seeping in even while we watched the movie, but alone in the dark, trying to fall asleep? The torture is inevitable. 
I sigh to myself and zip my backpack up, then I turn around to look at my mom. She’s still in the doorway, a funny little smile on her face—almost sad—as she stares at my backpack. 
“You know what I was thinking earlier?” she asks, her gaze still fixed on my school bag.
“What?”
She shifts her gaze to me, putting a little more effort into her smile, but it looks no less sad. “If you were going to Sara’s house to study for your science test… why didn’t you take any of your school books?”
My heart sinks so low, it practically drops out of my body. “What?”
Arms crossed, she shrugs. “Doesn’t really make sense, does it? Plus, why would you put on makeup just to study with Sara?”
Oh, crap.
She knows. 
Of course she knows. 
I’m so stupid. I can’t believe I thought I could get away with this. 
Swallowing past the knot of shame and sadness blocking my throat, I avert my gaze downward. “I messed up. I’m sorry.”
“Hunter?” she asks knowingly. 
I nod my head, feeling a sting behind my eyes, but I fight it. “He told me he wanted to go see a movie, but I knew you’d say no because it would sound too much like a date. I didn’t want to lie to you,” I add, looking up at her. “I really didn’t. I hated it.”
I expect her to get mad—I kinda wish she’d get mad, because it’s so much worse that she looks sad instead. After a minute, she says, “Man. I wasn’t ready for this to start yet.”
 I shake my head, looking down again. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry about it. He didn’t show up.”
Now she frowns at me. “What?”
“We were supposed to meet up and walk to the movie theater together, but he… he didn’t come. I literally spent the whole time waiting and getting rained on.” My voice wobbles toward the end as I begin to relive the disappointment and embarrassment in my head. 
Mom gasps, her sadness turning to anger now, and she rushes into my room to give me a hug. “Oh, honey. Your first date stood you up?”
“I don’t know why,” I say, hugging her back. “I mean, I really thought he liked me. I know I’m not the type of girl he usually hangs out with, but…”
“You are incredible, and anyone who doesn’t agree can fight me,” she states. 
I crack a smile, squeezing her a little tighter. “I’m just sad. I’ll get over it.”
She sighs, rubbing my back. “You should have told me. We could’ve talked instead of watching terrible movies.”
“I didn’t want you to know. I felt so stupid, especially after we’ve fought over him. And it really doesn’t make sense. Maybe there’s some explanation. Maybe he got in trouble and his mom grounded him or something. Maybe she took his phone so he couldn’t text me and let me know he wasn’t coming. There could be a reasonable excuse…”
Mom grabs my shoulders and pulls me back, grimacing. “Or… honey… he could just be a dick. You know my ‘this kid’s a dick’ senses have been going off since you met him. I know it’s more hurtful, but it might be time to consider that maybe I’m right about him.”
 I swallow, knowing she might be right, but desperately wanting her to be wrong. 
Especially because the only scenario I can conjure where she’s right is a really mean one, and it makes me feel really stupid. 
In the darkest moments as I sat there on that stupid bridge and waited for him, as I sat on the couch afterward and tried to focus on the movie but my thoughts drifted to what could explain why Hunter would do this to me, a darker idea occurred to me. 
What if I’m seeing the side of him I’ve heard about, but considered myself safe from? What if Hunter has been playing me all along? What if he was making it seem like he liked me, luring me in and making me like him, just so he could humiliate me?
What if he does like Valerie, and they thought it would be funny to make an absolute fool out of me? I never thought Valerie hated me, but she could take issue with my standing by Sara after she socially dismissed her. I don’t know. 
It would be so mean and so unnecessary, but how many movies have been made where the jackass popular jock plays a trick on the nerdy girl he never noticed before? Maybe it does happen. Maybe he was playing with my heart out of cruelty and not actual interest. Maybe all of our interactions leading up to this moment were just build-up. He needed to get me to agree to go out with him; he needed to soften me up and convince me to break all my own rules to sneak out and see him, then he left me hanging, and he and Valerie are holed up somewhere together laughing about it right now. 
In that case, yes, Mom would be right. 
I desperately hope she’s wrong. 
I expect her to ground me, even though I’ve never been grounded before. 
I guess she thinks I’ve suffered enough, because rather than punish me, she gives me more hugs and support before finally going to bed. 
I turn out the lights and climb into my bed. My heart aches, and the more time passes without so much as a text from Hunter, the more my imagination works to convince me I got played. 
Hunter didn’t know me that day we met on the bridge. We’ve gone to the same school for ages, but we were strangers. Maybe when he started all this he didn’t feel bad about toying with my emotions because it was what Valerie wanted, but now that he’s actually gotten to know me… maybe he’s conflicted?
Does it matter if he is, though? If everything has been a lie up to now, then we’re still strangers, and we’re better off that way. I don’t want to know someone who would do something like this to someone for no reason other than sick amusement. 
His own mother thinks he’s a bully. Maybe I’m the fool for thinking he’s not. 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
 
I’m not asleep when my room suddenly brightens. I look over at my nightstand where I plugged my cell phone in to charge. It’s all lit up and I can see a notification on the screen, but I can’t tell what it says. 
I swallow, reaching for it and tilting the screen so I can read it. My heart falls when I see Hunter’s name.
His message reads simply, “Are you awake?”
Are you serious? 
I don’t send anything back for a minute. A long minute—it feels like forever that I stare at the phone, unsure what to do. 
Finally, when I can’t take it anymore, I unplug my charger and hold my phone up in front of my face. “You stood me up,” I send back. 
“I know,” he answers, causing my heart to fall even more with the admission. “I’m sorry,” he adds.
“Why did you do it?” I demand. 
“Is your mom awake?” he sends back, instead of answering. 
“I don’t know, and it doesn’t really matter. I’m not sneaking out to see you again.”
I stare at the screen, waiting for a response. It takes a while, but I finally realize one isn’t coming. I lay the phone down on my chest for a few minutes, telling myself he’s not going to answer, but secretly hoping I’m wrong and my phone will buzz. 
Eventually, I give up for real. I reach over and plug my phone back in, then I curl up on my side and hug my pillow. My mind is even more preoccupied now, but I try to clear my thoughts so I can get some sleep. 
I’m just about to drift off when I hear the tapping on my window. At first I think it’s the weather. The rain has stopped, but it’s still windy. I’ve been hearing the gusts of wind hitting the house, so it’s not impossible a tree branch could be causing the noise. 
I hear the knock again. It sounds decidedly like knuckles rapping glass, so I sit up and take a look. 
My heart stalls at the sight of a human-shaped figure standing outside my window. The panic is just a knee-jerk reaction—I know who it is. As soon as my instinctive first response recedes, anger swells up inside me. I whip back my blankets and climb off the bed, going over to my window so I can open it and give Hunter Maxwell a piece of my mind. 
I unlock the window and push it up, mean mugging him through the glass the whole time. 
“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” I tell him as soon as I get the window open. 
“I know,” he says. “Can I come in?”
“No.”
Ignoring me, he grabs onto the windowsill and starts to climb in anyway. 
“Excuse me. I said—” The rest of my words get lodged in my throat as he easily climbs through my window and turns to face me. 
My eyes are already adjusted to the dark since I’ve been lying here trying to fall asleep for thirty million years, and standing right here in front of my window, there’s enough moonlight streaming in that I get a good look at him.
“Oh my God, Hunter, what happened?” I ask, dropping my attitude and reaching up tentatively to touch his face while I frantically look him over and realize he’s hurt. His lip is split open and swollen. His eye is starting to swell, and there’s a gash on his head frighteningly close to his temple.
“Got in a fight with the asshole,” he grumbles, letting me touch his face even though it might hurt. I keep my touch light, trying not to cause him more discomfort. 
“Stay right here,” I tell him, pointing to the edge of my bed as I make my way to the door. I slip out into the dark hall, checking to make sure Mom didn’t fall asleep on the couch. Seeing the coast is clear, I walk as quietly as I can into the kitchen. After the incident with the bag of corn, I bought a real cold compress to stash in the freezer just in case it ever happened again. 
Of course, I hoped it wouldn’t. 
I grab a washcloth from the hall closet and wet it with warm water in the bathroom sink, then I go back to my bedroom, my stomach in knots. Hunter is still sitting on the edge of my bed in the dark. I feel terrible for being so mad at him now. 
I curl up one of my legs and sit on it, leaning forward and silently cleaning his head wound with the washcloth. I am more than a little alarmed when I pull it away and there’s a bloodstain. 
“Hunter… I think maybe you need to go to the hospital.”
“I don’t need to go to the hospital,” he says, surlier than I’ve heard him before. 
“You might need stitches. I’m afraid to turn the light on. I don’t know if my mom’s asleep or not, and if she sees the light on, she’ll definitely come in.”
“I’m fine,” he says, gently pushing my hand away, but still not looking at me. “I just—you were mad at me and I needed to explain why I didn’t show up tonight. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to. Dennis was in one of his fucking moods and he and my mom started fighting. He put hands on her so I stepped in and… the situation escalated.”
“Where’s your mom? Is she safe?”
Hunter nods, his jaw locking. “Yeah. Seems they bonded over the sheer terror they both felt when he smashed my head against the sink so hard I lost consciousness. Not enough terror to call an ambulance, apparently, but…”
I can’t even breathe. I have no idea what to say. I’m physically ill imagining the scene he just described, but the terror of knowing his mom didn’t even call for help… 
Because she didn’t want her trashbag husband to get in trouble? 
She would protect him even at the cost of Hunter’s life? Because if he was unconscious, she couldn’t have possibly known he was okay. 
Oh my God. 
Tears spring to my eyes again tonight, but this time, they’re so much worse. I’m not just sad for Hunter, I’m not just angry at his mom—I’m frightened for him. She isn’t protecting him, and Hunter is too stubborn to back down. This is only the second time I know of that his stepfather got physical with him, but if it escalated this badly this fast? 
I’m just so glad he’s here now. I’m still afraid he might not be okay and that he really needs to see a doctor and make sure he doesn’t need stitches or have a concussion or anything, but right now I just need to hug him, so I do. I wrap my arms around him and hold on tight, but I quickly loosen my grip when he hisses as if in pain.
“I’m sorry,” I say quickly, starting to pull back.
“No,” he says, placing a hand on my back to keep me there. “Stay put. I’ll be fine. I’m just a little sore. It was a bad fight.”
“It’s not a fight when you don’t stand a chance,” I snap, but it’s not him I’m mad at. “You’re 14 and he’s a grown man. That’s not a fight, Hunter, it’s abuse. He should be in jail.”
He doesn’t say anything to that, just keeps his arm around me while I hug him a little more gently this time. 
I let go after a minute, then I wrap the cold compress in a thin cloth and hand it to him to put on his eye. We don’t say anything for a few more minutes, we just sit together in a companionable silence.
The gnawing in my gut won’t go away. I want to tell him he can’t go back home tonight. I want to tell him we need to wake up my mom. I want to tell him I know I promised I wouldn’t say anything, but I can’t keep that promise anymore. 
What if tonight had gone just a step further? What if his stepdad had smashed his head against a sink and caused more than unconsciousness? I could never forgive myself for holding my silence if something happened to Hunter. It’s not his job to cover for the people who aren’t protecting him—it’s their job to do better. 
I don’t know where his head’s at, though. I guess I need to find out.
“Did she kick him out?” I ask softly. 
Hunter doesn’t say a word for the space of a few heartbeats. His jaw locks and he stares straight ahead. Even in the dark, I can see the storm in his gaze. The betrayal and heartache stirring there, and I have my answer. Tears spring to my eyes before he says a word. 
“We’ve fought about him before. Especially last time, when he gave me the black eye. I know she didn’t make him leave after that, but I thought… She told me she was afraid to leave him. He’s kinda crazy and she was afraid of what he might do. Plus, I know she’s afraid to be alone to begin with, but I told her I could protect her. I wouldn’t let him hurt her.”
I want to tell him that’s not his job, but he goes on before I even get a chance. 
“Turns out she was just making excuses, though. When I came to tonight… I lost it. I was fucking pissed. I grabbed the phone to call the cops. I didn’t even have to be the one protecting her this time. He had done enough damage that there’s no way he would’ve been allowed near us after that, but… she took the phone and begged me not to call. I didn’t get it. I’m so stupid, I believed her. I really thought she just wouldn’t leave him because she was afraid to.”
“That might be part of it,” I say carefully, but I definitely don’t want to take her side. With a mother like mine, I legitimately cannot begin to comprehend how his stepdad isn’t sitting in a jail cell right now. If someone ever did to me what Hunter’s stepdad did to him, that man might be the one with his head smashed against a sink because my mom would never in a million years put up with it. 
Hunter shakes his head, staring off into nothing. “No. She was finally honest tonight. She sat on the edge of my bed, crying her eyes out. Not because of what he did to me, but at the prospect of losing him.” He pauses, inhaling slowly. I don’t know if it hurts to breathe deeply because of his physical injuries, or if the rest of what he has to say is just that heavy on his heart. 
Then he answers my question and breaks my heart in half, but I’m not mad about it. I know his is broken, too. 
“She told me she just loves him so much,” he says, his voice strained. He pauses to clear his throat and swallow, looking down at his lap and shaking his head. “And I guess… I guess I must be pretty stupid, because I thought she loved me.”
Tears well up in my eyes again, and this time, they start to fall. I take a labored breath and throw my arms around Hunter again, burying my face in his shoulder and holding on tight. I’m not careful this time. I can’t be. I just want to hold him and never let him go. I want to move him into my house and let my mom take better care of him than his stupid mom does. We might not have money, but what we have is much more valuable. 
“I’m so sorry, Hunter,” I whisper. 
I feel him nod in acknowledgment, his grip on me tightening. 
“You don’t deserve this,” I tell him. “Your mom should protect you. She should love you and keep you safe. That’s her job. If she isn’t able or willing to do that, the problem is with her, not with you. Please believe that.”
“Doesn’t matter,” he grumbles, voice low. He’s still holding onto me so I don’t try to pull back. 
“It does matter,” I say, wanting my disagreement to be firm despite the comfort I’m offering. I have no idea what to do in a situation like this, but I don’t ever want him to feel like it’s somehow his fault. I try to imagine what my mom would say to me in a position like this, but I can’t even get there mentally. I want to wake her up, because I’m sure she would know what to do, but Hunter needs me right now and I can’t bring myself to leave him.
He takes the cold compress off his eye and sets it down on the foot of my bed. He pulls away, so I start to lean back too, but before I can, his hand moves toward my face. He cradles it in one hand, his touch sending tremors of awareness shooting all through my body. The muscles in my legs
even tauten, then a sensation stirs between them and startles the hell out of me. 
My face heats up as Hunter guides me closer. My heart starts to pound as I realize he’s going to kiss me. 
It’s definitely not how I envisioned my first kiss, but as we sit here on my bed in the dark, Hunter leans in and brushes his perfect lips against mine. It doesn’t matter that his lip is split open and probably tender; it doesn’t matter that I spent more time crying over him tonight than I’ve ever cried over any boy, and it doesn’t matter that the kiss is coming before the date. My expectations are completely obliterated, and this moment is so much more real than any I could have dreamed about.
I don’t feel nervous or self-conscious because of my own inexperience. I’m sure Hunter has probably kissed other girls before, but I know that none of them could ever measure up to what we have. 
He doesn’t deepen the kiss, but even just softly brushing his lips against mine, he reaches deep and roots himself inside me. I feel it happening. My affection for him grows exponentially, hardens into something unbreakable. It’s like my heart knows that loving him will be hard, that I need to preserve all the tender, protective feelings I’m experiencing right now or we’ll never make it. 
I save it all in my memory. His tender touch on my face, his soft lips on mine. I was so sad just a moment ago, but now I’m so happy I could float away. 
Hunter pushes me back on the bed, but it feels so natural I don’t hesitate to let him. It feels good when he climbs on top of me, when he flattens me against the bed and buries his face in my neck. 
Maybe a little too good. My senses soar as he kisses his way up and down my neck, my nerve endings all going absolutely nuts. My heart begins to race, my breaths coming a little more rapidly, and then Hunter’s hand covers my left breast and I come to my senses. 
“Hunter, wait,” I say, pushing at him lightly. 
He stops, hovering over me and looking down at me. He doesn’t say anything, but I’m struck by how beautiful he looks. Everything about him feels dark right now. It’s too dark to really see into his eyes, but I can feel their intensity when he looks down at me. His dark hair is disheveled and a little too long. I smile, reaching up and threading my fingers through the soft locks. 
I don’t want to tell him he’s moving a little too fast for me or that I’m not ready. I don’t even know if he was trying to do more than kiss me, but I know what I was feeling. I know if I let him kiss me for much longer, I won’t have the presence of mind to say no if he does. 
He doesn’t push, though. Without a word, he absorbs my reluctance and dials it back, settling in the tenderness but not pushing for more. He leans down so that our bodies are pressed together again, but I don’t feel the need I felt a moment ago. He’s put it away, caged it to make me more comfortable. 
I’m grateful. He presses his forehead against mine and steals one more sweet kiss, then he eases down on the bed beside me. 
I carefully wrap an arm around his torso and curl up close to him. Neither of us says a word out loud, but it feels like we’re saying so much. 
I’ve never felt so close to someone before. 
“Was that okay?” he finally asks. 
“Yes,” I assure him, resting my head against his arm. “More than okay.”
“Good.”
We lay there together for so long, I almost drift off. When I realize it, I force myself to move away from the welcoming warmth of his body and sit up on the bed. 
I’m not sure he’s awake at first, but after I sit up, he slowly pulls himself up, too. I notice he makes a faint grunting sound as he does and presses a hand to his side. 
“Are you okay?” I ask quietly. 
Hunter nods wordlessly. 
I lick my lips, then bite down on my lower one uncertainly. “Are there marks? I mean, other than the ones I can see.”
“I don’t know. Probably. I haven’t looked.”
“Maybe we should,” I tell him. 
He doesn’t say anything for a moment, then he stands and tugs his hoodie off without another word. I watch in mild alarm as he drops his gray wrestling hoodie on the ground, then tugs off the white tee he was wearing underneath. 
I skitter off the bed. It’s partially because he’s undressing in my bedroom, but I also need to turn on the light if I’m going to inspect his wounds. 
We both grimace at the sudden brightness when I turn it on. I want to turn it back off, but the impulse fades and alarm takes hold of me when I get a good look at Hunter’s upper body. He didn’t take his jeans off, but there are angry red welts all over his upper body. He’ll definitely have bruises.
My heart must be in my eyes when I look back at him, because his features suddenly darken and he snaps, “Don’t feel sorry for me.”
“I’m not,” I say quickly, shaking my head. 
“I’m fine,” he says, scowling. 
“I know. I’m not feeling sorry for you, I just… I’m just mad. I’m mad that this happened. And yes, sad, but it’s not like that.”
Hunter sighs and looks off to the side in aggravation, then he grabs his T-shirt. “He’s such a prick. I hate that asshole.”
“So do I,” I assure him, watching as he starts to pull his shirt back on. “Wait. Why don’t you let me take pictures so you have proof? Just in case you ever need them. I have a phone now, I can take pictures and text them to you so you’ll have them. And if you ever need someone to testify on your behalf…”
He looks at me, a little guarded, but doesn’t say anything. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do yet, but remember, Riley, you said you wouldn’t tell anyone.”
I did say that. It was the dumbest thing I have ever said, but I also said it when things were less perilous than they are now. 
I don’t say that, though. I don’t want to fight with him, and I won’t be able to keep from getting angry if he protects his stupid mom again right now. 
Nothing has to be decided tonight, but I do want to take the pictures. Tomorrow, when the angry red marks have turned to bruises, he can take more if he wants to, but we need to start a record that this abuse is happening. Even if he refuses to speak up right now, I want there to be evidence of this assault for him to use later if he changes his mind. 
“You don’t have to use them right now,” I reiterate. “But I think it would be smart to have them in case you ever need to.”
He knows I’m right. He doesn’t look happy about it, but he drops his shirt on the ground and walks around the bed so he’s over by me again. “All right.”
My hands shake a little as I take my phone off charge. I open the camera app and photograph every mark on his upper body. They’re angry red marks, literal fingerprints from where his stepfather grabbed him and pushed him around. I take a picture of his face and then another picture closer up of the gash by his temple. 
My sadness is renewed by the time I’m done with that dreadful photo shoot. I want to cry again, but I don’t this time. I’m just so sad that this happened, sad that his mom lets it happen. However she feels for the jerk who did this to him, she should love Hunter enough to put a stop to it. I don’t want to let him go back to his house. I want to keep him here and protect him.
 He can see I’m distressed, so without even bothering to pull his shirts back on, he walks over and turns the lights back off, then he comes over and stops in front of me. He reaches down and takes my hand, twining our fingers together in the dark. “I can stay for a bit longer if you want me to.”
“I do,” I tell him, giving his hand a little squeeze. 
This time he doesn’t kiss me, but we still climb on my bed together. I still curl up next to him and wrap my arm around his waist, only this time it’s bare. 
I am curious about his body. I’ve never been alone with a boy like this, after all. I don’t want to do anything, though, so I just rest my head on his shoulder and cuddle with him. 
Despite the horrible circumstances, it’s amazing. I never dreamed I could feel so comfortable with a guy in a situation like this. Only the thin fabric of my tank top prevents us from lying here with no clothing between our upper bodies. But I am comfortable. I feel like I’m right where I belong. 
“I can’t believe I was mad at you earlier,” I tell him, mildly annoyed with myself. “It never even crossed my mind that something like this could have happened to you.”
At least he sounds lightly amused and not offended. “I wouldn’t expect it to. Besides, I still disappointed you. I didn’t mean to, didn’t want to, but… I did.”
“Well, I’m sorry,” I tell him, tilting my head back to look up at him. 
“So am I.”
“You don’t have to be,” I argue.
“Neither do you.”
I smile, snuggling him close again. “I like you.”
He chuckles. “I like you, too.”
I close my eyes and soak up the moment, knowing it can’t last and not knowing where any of this will go. The obstacles we both face won’t disappear with the morning light just because our bond grew tonight. Tomorrow I’ll wake up to a mother who not only refuses to let me date him, but who thinks he stood me up tonight and who won’t understand—or believe—that he had a good reason. When we’re done cuddling here in the safety of my room, Hunter will have to cover up his injuries and head back to his house where he doesn’t have even the most basic assurance of safety.
There are big issues at play here, big obstacles that will make this hard, but I don’t care about any of that right now. All I care about is the feeling of his arms wrapped around me, the reassuring beat of his heart. The comfort we can draw from each other here and now that will help us get through it all.
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
 
“What the fuck?”
I fade in and out of consciousness as the world shifts beneath me. I’m groggy, struggling to separate myself from the dream I was just lost in. My sudden, jarring ascent back to reality has me momentarily disoriented. 
What is happening? 
My mom’s voice again, louder this time. “Get out of my house!”
“Shit.”
My mom screaming didn’t entirely make sense, but my blood runs cold at the sound of Hunter’s voice. Hunter and my mom in the same room. My bedroom. 
Oh crap.
Oh my God, we fell asleep.
“Mom,” I slur, shaking my head as I sit up, trying to pull it together. 
“You, not a word,” she says, pointing at me, her eyes flashing with anger. “You.” She points at Hunter, even as he stumbles over and grabs his clothing. “Get out of my house and don’t come back.”
“Mom, it’s not what it looks like.”
“He’s not wearing clothes!”
“Yes he is, he’s just not wearing a shirt…” I trail off, looking over at him. He is wearing clothes now. He got the T-shirt on in record time, but instead of looking at me, he’s looking at my mom, his expression guarded. 
“Get out,” she says again, her eyes wide. 
Hunter spares me a glance, but he doesn’t stick around to defend himself. He darts past my mom without a word. 
I feel bad, but I know he probably has to get home, too. When I get in trouble, my mom says stern things to me. When he gets in trouble, it’s much worse. 
Oh, no. How mad will his mom and stepdad be? Surely after what happened last night, Hunter should be safe today… right?
Oh God, what if he’s not? What if he gets in so much trouble for not coming home last night that something bad happens?
Not even taking into account the fact that my harmless mother is about to blow up, I grab my phone and quickly type out a text to Hunter asking him to let me know that everything is all right after he gets home. 
“What are you thinking?” Mom demands, staring at me like I’m an unfathomable creature instead of the daughter she raised. “He stood you up last night, Riley. He couldn’t even be bothered to show up for a movie date and you jump into bed with—” She cuts herself off, running her fingers through her dark hair in aggravation. “Please, please tell me you were at least safe. I cannot believe I have to say this to my 14-year-old daughter. My God, I have failed. I have failed as a mother.”
“Mom, stop.” I’m so uncomfortable I want to flee the room, but I understand why she’s jumping to the wrong conclusions. “Nothing happened. I know how it looked, but trust me, it wasn’t—”
She holds up a hand to stop me. “Don’t even try it, missy. I need coffee before I can deal with this. Come to the living room. We’re going to have a serious talk.”
“Mom, we don’t need to have a talk. Not about this. Please, I am literally begging you—”
“Nope. You are not getting pregnant. We are talking about this.”
I sigh heavily as my eyes roll back into my head. “I told you, nothing happened!”
“I told my mom that, too, and nine months later you were born. Living room. Couch. Now.”
I huff, flinging myself off the bed and stomping down the hall to the living room. 
I can’t believe she won’t even let me talk, but I tell myself brewing a pot of coffee will give her time to cool down. It could just as easily go the other way, though. It could give her more time to stress out about something that didn’t even happen. 
Mercifully, by the time she comes in she seems to have calmed herself down a little. She stands in front of the couch and looks down at me as she grips her mug of coffee. 
“I was 15 the first time I had sex.”
I sigh, sinking back into the couch. “Oh. Okay, we’re going to have this conversation.”
“It was with a boy I had been making out with in a stairwell at a party. I had only met him a couple times before. That night was the first night we had even spoken to each other. It was extremely unspecial. That is not what I wanted for you,” she says, sitting down beside me and placing one hand over mine. “You deserve special, sweetie. You deserve for your first time to be with someone who loves and respects you.”
“Mom, we weren’t—I’m not—it wasn’t like that. Nothing happened.”
She stares at me hard, wordlessly expressing she doesn’t appreciate my sad attempt to lie to her. “Honey, he was half undressed. A boy you like, a boy who snuck into your bedroom in the middle of the night, was lying in your bed with his shirt off and you in his arms.”
I push out a breath. “I know. I get how it looked, but you have to believe me. We fell asleep in my bed, yes, but we didn’t do anything before that. I didn’t have sex last night. Don’t you trust me? You know I’m not a liar. You know I’m responsible and I make good choices.”
She nods once, not arguing that. “I absolutely do. I also know that sometimes even the smartest, best, most responsible girls in the world make really bad decisions for a boy they really like. Especially a very persuasive boy who talks them into breaking rules and sneaking out and doing all these things those great, smart, responsible girls know they are not allowed to do.”
My shoulders sag. “I get that those things have not helped my case, but you need to trust me on this. There was a good reason he took his shirt off, I just can’t tell you what it is. He didn’t mean to leave it off, we just... I don’t know, we were laying there talking and we were tired and we fell asleep, but I swear nothing happened.”
She looks over at me, weighing my words, but she doesn’t say anything for a long moment. She eyes me as she takes a slow sip from her mug, then she lowers it and says, “All right, then tell me about this good reason.”
“I can’t.”
“Why?”
“Because I promised him I wouldn’t,” I say, dread flooding me as I think about that promise. “Just know that it was innocent.”
Mom frowns at me, probably frustrated that I’m not being forthcoming. “Just answer me this. If you were to have sex—” 
“Oh my God.” I close my eyes and hide my face just for good measure. 
Going on a little more assertively, she says, “If you were to have sex, you would use protection, right? Since you’re not on birth control—unless you’ve done that behind my back somehow, too—then you would use a condom? You would not be reckless enough to have unprotected sex, right?”
I want the floor to open up and swallow the couch so I don’t have to endure this conversation any longer. “Right.”
Mom nods. “Okay.” 
I frown at her as she leans forward and puts her mug down on the coffee table, then she stands and heads toward my room. “What are you doing?”
“I’ll be right back and we’ll continue this conversation.”
“Mom,” I say, pushing off the couch and running down the hall after her. 
This time I’m the one standing in the doorway and she’s in my room. She walks over to my bed, checking the nightstand and the floor beside it. 
“What are you doing?” I demand. 
“Checking for a condom wrapper,” she tells me. 
“I told you, we didn’t have sex!”
“Then you won’t mind if I double check to make sure.”
I huff in annoyance. “You won’t find anything. I have no idea if he would even have a condom with him, but I certainly didn’t. That is not what he came over for.”
Mom has stopped patting down my bed. She’s facing the foot of the bed now, staring at the bundle of cloths and towels I forgot about. My stomach sinks and I step inside the room, seeing the bloody one on top—the one she’s staring at.
“What the hell is this, Riley?” she demands, her tone more serious than I’ve heard it before. 
I swallow, my voice stuck in my throat. 
Mom’s gaze snaps to mine, fire in her eyes. “Did he hurt you?”
“No!”
Despite my quick objection, her gaze travels up and down my body and she comes over, grabbing my shoulders and looking me up and down. “Did he… did he touch you? I need to understand where this blood came from, Riley. I’m starting to freak out.”
“It’s not from me,” I tell her, pleading with my eyes for her to drop it.
That only causes her frown to deepen with confusion. “I—I don’t understand.”
I look past my mom at the pile of cloth on the foot of my bed. “The blood is his,” I say softly, my heart threatening to beat its way out of my chest. I swallow before I go on, trying to figure out how to say it as I go. “He had a cut on his head and a split lip and a black eye. He showed up here last night because he didn’t have anywhere else to go. I’m the only one who knows…”
My mom tries to cover up her alarm, but she’s not doing a great job. Despite the clear concern etched across her face, she manages to keep her tone even when she asks, “Knows what, Riley?”
Tummy twisting into knots, I don’t know what to do. I’ve come this far and Mom knows something is wrong. I know she won’t let it go until I tell her, but once I tell her… I don’t know what will happen. 
“Riley?”
I look up at her. “His stepfather is violent. He doesn’t like Hunter, and they butt heads a lot, especially when he starts fighting with Hunter’s mom and Hunter tries to protect her. Sometimes…” I pause, unsure how to finish this sentence. After a few unsteady breaths, I tell her, “Sometimes he hits him. He did last night, and it was really bad, that’s why Hunter didn’t meet me for the movie. He couldn’t.” 
Mom looks like I’ve dropped the weight of the world on her shoulders. I didn’t mean to, that’s why I tried to avoid this. “What do you mean, he couldn’t?”
“He was unconscious,” I whisper, looking down at the ground. “He and his mom got in a fight after he came to because Hunter keeps thinking she’s going to make Dennis leave, but she doesn’t. I think he finally realized last night she’s not going to. Her husband smashed Hunter’s head against a sink, Mom. He was unconscious on the bathroom floor and she didn’t even call an ambulance because she was too worried what it would mean for her husband.”
Covering her mouth in horror, Mom says, “Oh my God, honey. You’ve been dealing with this all on your own?”
I shrug helplessly. “I didn’t know what else to do. Hunter swore me to secrecy and he told me his mom was handling it. When he had the black eye, he said it hadn’t even happened before, but I’m trying to rationalize how this could escalate from a black eye to what he described last night, and… I don’t know if he’s being honest about that. That seems like a really dramatic escalation. He’s so worried about protecting his stupid mom that he’s not protecting himself and I don’t know what to do. I’m terrified something will happen to him,” I say, bursting into tears. 
“Oh, honey.” Mom comes over and wraps her arms around me, pulling me in for a hug. “You should have told me sooner. I’m so proud of you for trying to help your friend, but this… this is serious.”
“I know it is.” I sniffle, holding on a little tighter. “I asked him to take his shirt off last night so I could take pictures of all the welts on his body with my cell phone. I thought in case he wanted to report Dennis, he’d need evidence.”
Mom sighs, calmly petting my hair. “That was good thinking.”
“He made me promise not to tell anyone.”
“I know,” she murmurs reassuringly. “You had to, though. A secret like this can’t be kept. When someone’s getting hurt…” She shakes her head. “You did the right thing, honey. I wish you had told me sooner, but… I’m glad you told me now.”
 
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Hunter isn’t at school the next day, but I’m not surprised. Now that we can text each other, he told me his face is too fucked up right now to come to school. His mom told the principal they had to go out of town this week, so he sent schoolwork home so Hunter wouldn’t fall behind. 
Hunter was in such a hurry when he left my house that he left behind his gray wrestling hoodie. I asked if he wanted me to bring it over one day after school, but he said he doesn’t want me to come to his house right now. He told me he has others, so I can just keep it.
Under normal circumstances, I would be pretty happy about the prospect of wearing Hunter’s hoodie around my house, but my heart is so heavy right now, there’s no joy to be found in it. 
The talk Mom wanted to have with me definitely changed once she learned about what has really been going on with Hunter. Maybe her opinion of him changed a little, too, but I can’t tell if it did or she just feels for him. No kid should have to go through this, and it shouldn’t be my mom willing to fight for him—it should be his. 
Mom made an appointment with the principal and the guidance counselor on Wednesday to talk to them about it. She wanted to get in as soon as possible, but she had to work Tuesday and couldn’t afford to call off. 
She made me tell her every detail I knew about the violence at Hunter’s house. I told her about the day I went over there, even though I knew I might get in trouble. I told her how Dennis acted and how even though I asked him to come back to our house until things settled down, Hunter stayed to protect his mom. I told her about the day I found him on the bridge and brought him back to our house. I sent her the pictures I took of his injuries Monday night. 
I hate that it feels so much like I’ve sold him out. I wish he hadn’t asked me to keep this awful secret. I know we have to tell someone who can intervene because next time maybe Dennis injures him more permanently or even kills him, but I also have a strong hunch that when this comes out, Hunter will feel I’ve betrayed him. 
Maybe I shouldn’t have gone about it this way. Maybe I should have gone to Hunter and appealed to him and convinced him to come forward instead of outing him like this, but once I told my mom, I lost control of the situation. 
Even if he’s mad at me, even if he hates me for it, I can’t just stand by and allow this to keep happening to him. The integrity of an unbroken promise won’t be sufficient solace if next time Dennis attacks Hunter, I have to go to his funeral. 
I know we’re doing the right thing, but it doesn’t feel like it. It feels wretched, and I’m sad all the time.
On Wednesday, I’m called down to the principal’s office during class. 
Mom is there with the guidance counselor and the principal. They ask me about Hunter, even though I’m sure my mom has already told them everything. I guess they want to really make sure before they accuse the richest woman in town of child endangerment. 
Because that’s what happens next. I don’t hear from Hunter, but I hear it from my mom. 
The school obviously found out Hunter wasn’t really out of town, but he still doesn’t come to school all week. On Friday after school, I send him a text to see if he’s okay. 
“You’re dead to me,” he texts back.
My heart sinks and my stomach knots up. I swallow past a lump in my throat and text him back. “I’m so sorry, Hunter. I had to tell someone. I was afraid for you.”
He doesn’t respond. 
 
___
 
The following Monday, Hunter is back at school. I find out pretty immediately from overhearing other people whispering about it. 
There are so many rumors flying around about the week he was out. 
Some people have it right. Some have it completely wrong. There’s even a crazy one flying around that his father—some big shot from Europe—is in town and that’s why Hunter wasn’t in school last week. 
The truthful version of the controversy surrounding Hunter could have made him seem more human, but somehow it has morphed into a complete fiction that has only made him seem even cooler than he already was.
In history class, I overhear the girls at the desks in front of me gossiping about it.
“I heard Hunter’s dad is some exiled Italian royal who married this French actress and they live in a chateau just outside Paris. He cheated on her with Hunter’s mom back when she was a model.”
“Wait. Like, actual royalty?” the other girl exclaims, aghast.
The first girl nods. “I think his dad was a king or a prince—I don’t remember exactly what Ciera said. Hunter’s dad is totally Italian royalty though, that’s the gist,” one of the girls in my history class is gushing while we wait for the bell to ring. 
“Does that make Hunter a prince?” her friend asks, grinning.
The first girl sighs like she can’t even stand it. “Ugh, he’s so hot. I mean, he already was, but like… wow.”
Disgusted, I roll my eyes and flip open my textbook. I want to tell them both they should pay a lot more attention in this class because the Italians voted the monarchy out in the 1940’s—there is no Italian royal family. I suppose it’s possible Hunter’s dad descends from the last king of Italy, but it’s most likely just nonsensical fodder for the gossip mill. Since Hunter’s dad exists only in our imaginations, he can be as impressive as anyone can imagine. 
Of course I know Hunter doesn’t even have a relationship with his dad, so he’s definitely not in town for a visit. 
I don’t get to see Hunter until lunchtime. Since he told me I was dead to him and we never even interacted at lunch when he didn’t hate me, I know it’s a risky move to approach him, but I can’t seem to stop myself. 
I sent him more apology texts trying to get him to talk to me after the one he responded to, but he didn’t respond to any of them. I don’t think he blocked my number because they seemed to keep going through, he just didn’t answer. I even tried calling to talk to him once, but he didn’t pick up. 
I get it if he doesn’t want to talk to me right now, but I hope he’ll forgive me once the dust settles. In the meantime, I just want to make sure he’s okay.
I catch his eye as I approach and he does a double take, staring at me like he can’t believe my nerve. 
His eye looks a lot better now. His lip is pretty much healed, but the wound on his head still looks bad. I wonder if it will become a scar.
I tear my attention from his hairline and meet his brown-eyed gaze. I can’t decide if he looks more amused that I’m approaching him in public, or… something else. There’s an undercurrent of malice I’m unaccustomed to, and it sets my nerves on edge.
“Hey Hunter,” I begin, a little more cautiously than I would ordinarily feel approaching him. It’s that gleam in his eye that’s throwing me off. 
“Riley,” he acknowledges, leaning back in his seat and crossing his arms. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“I just…” I pause, swallowing, and glance at his friends seated around the table, watching me. I shift my gaze back to Hunter. “Can we talk?”
Still holding my gaze, he shakes his head. “I don’t have much left to say to you.”
“Oof,” one of his friends comments to another. 
“That’s cold,” the other one remarks back. 
Hunter’s lips tug up in a smile that doesn’t quite seem friendly. 
Mark Poplowski, never the brightest kid in the bunch, speaks up. “I thought you two were cool. I thought you liked her or something.”
“Eh.” Hunter shrugs almost noncommittally. “We were, but things have been a little weird since her mom walked in on us in bed together.”
My eyes widen and I feel the color drain from my face. I can feel the surprise in the guys at the table, but Hunter is as casual as can be as he decimates my reputation. 
“You two…?” his one friend trails off. 
Poplowski doesn’t dither. “You’ve been banging the nerd?”
My chest starts to tighten as Hunter shows his pearly whites, smirking across the table. “Why else would I be hanging out with her?”
“Aw, shit,” one of his friends says before busting up laughing. 
I can’t breathe. 
Hunter looks back at me, the malice in his eyes no longer camouflaged or confusing. He hates me, and he wants me to know it. “I told you it’s over, Riley. Don’t make it harder on yourself than it has to be.”
His friends laugh at me—the stage five clinger who apparently can’t let go after the prince of assholes took my virginity and got caught in my bed the next morning. 
I cannot believe he just did that. My whole body feels shaky, and my stomach is sick. Not because everyone’s laughing at me now, not because of the lewd way Mark looks at me after hearing I put out, but because Hunter did this to me. He knew exactly what he was doing. He’s punishing me, just like he punished his old best friend for whatever he must have done to earn Hunter’s wrath. 
I feel like I’m going to be sick and I can’t face further embarrassment right now, so I turn on my heel and make my way out of the cafeteria as quickly as I can without running. 
My insides are so restless and unsettled. I can’t go back in there. I can’t sit through the class after recess, knowing by then the juicy gossip he just created will have spread and everyone who isn’t talking about him will be talking about me. 
Before I entirely know what I’m doing, I head to my locker, collect all my things, and flee the building. 
I want to walk straight home so I can curl up alone in my bed, but I don’t. Mom hasn’t left for work yet, so she’d want to know why I’m home from school early. I can’t explain, because I can’t tell her what just happened. 
I stop at the bridge instead. I sit down and dangle my feet over the edge, staring down at the water until I feel calm again. 
After a little time passes, I open my backpack and take out my homework. I might as well get started on it. Maybe by the time I finish, Mom will be gone and I can walk the rest of the way home. 
I get carried away in my work. It’s a great escape, but more time passes than I intended. I don’t realize it until I hear footsteps on the bridge. Until they stop and Hunter laughs a little. 
“Wow. You’re still here after all that.”
I start to put my things back in my book bag, casting him a guarded look over my shoulder. “I’m not here for you. I didn’t realize school had already let out. I was just killing time until I could go home.”
“Maybe you should suck my dick first since everyone thinks you have been anyway,” he says, apparently amused by the destruction he caused. 
I don’t bother to dignify that with a response. “Did that make you feel better? You completely ruined my reputation. Every single person we go to school with will have heard about this by the time I get to school tomorrow.”
“I know. But hey, this makes me look better than the other things they could be saying about me,” he states.
I shake my head, zipping my bag back up and standing. “That is without question the most selfish statement I have ever heard.”
“You brought it on yourself,” he says, completely remorseless. “All you had to do was keep your mouth shut, Riley. All you had to do was keep your word.”
Dropping my backpack and pivoting angrily, I fling back, “I was afraid he’d kill you, Hunter. I was terrified that the next time you disappeared, it would be for good. I was trying to protect you.”
I’m so overcome with hurt and anger that I can’t keep my composure, but Hunter stands there looking cool and unaffected as he tucks his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I didn’t need your protection.”
I draw a shuddering breath, angry at my own emotions for being so out of control. “What I did may have hurt you, but it wasn’t malicious. What you did today… that was just cruel.”
Hunter shrugs. “Never claimed to be a nice guy.”
I shake my head, looking down at the footbridge. “Well, not like you care, but for the record? I’m extremely disappointed in you.”
I expect him to shoot back something cruel at worst, casually indifferent at best, but he falls silent. The silence lasts for so long that I finally look up at him. 
He’s looking off at the woods that lead to his house. “Well, you won’t have to be disappointed for very long,” he tells me, his tone more grounded, but a little hollow. Not hollow like he doesn’t care, but… something else. Something more serious. 
I shouldn’t care. After what he just did to intentionally hurt me, I should walk away without another word, but it’s not in my nature. “What do you mean?”
“All the shit you kicked up caused a lot of trouble for my mom.”
I cock my head, glancing past him and narrowing my eyes in consideration. “I think it was allowing her husband to beat the shit out of you that caused trouble for your mom, but… go on.”
“Apparently, while my existence wasn’t enough of a draw for my father to ever come here, a potential public scandal is.”
I straighten at the mention of his father. I thought the girls in history were just peddling slush from the gossip mill. I didn’t think there was any truth to it. “Your dad’s here? I thought you guys didn’t even talk.”
“We don’t,” he says, bending to pick up an errant stick on the bridge, then throwing it as hard as he can into the woods. “We’re strangers, but his name’s on my birth certificate. I guess he’s some kind of big deal, and there’s already been so much scandal in his family that he won’t tolerate a bastard in America who ends up a ward of the state because his mom’s been ruled an unfit parent until she completes some bullshit parenting classes.”
“In America?” I question, eyes wide. 
Hunter finally looks at me. “He’s European.”
“Don’t tell me he lives in a chateau in Paris,” I say, thinking of the gossip from earlier. 
Hunter shakes his head. “Not a chateau, but he does have an apartment there. A place in Geneva, too, where his wife—who hates me—and two daughters—who don’t even know I exist—live in their family home. I guess my dad works in Italy though, so he has a house in Umbria where they won’t have to deal with me on the regular. Apparently… I’m being shipped off to Italy.”
My heart sinks and I feel a little light on my feet. “What?”
He clears his throat and nods, looking down at the footbridge. “Don’t speak a word of Italian so I’m not sure how that’s gonna work, but… I guess I’ll learn.”
“But… your mom only has to take parenting classes, right? And keep Dennis away. And then she can still parent you. Can’t she explain that to him? Why would he take you all the way to Italy—?”
“Because he said so, Riley. You’ve met my mom. Did you not notice she’s not very good at standing up to men she has feelings for on my behalf? He’s decreed that I’m going to be hidden away like a dirty secret in some fucking mansion in the Italian countryside, so that’s what’s going to happen.”
I don’t know what to say. My mind is racing nearly as fast as my heart, trying to absorb all this new information. Trying to find a way around it. Hunter may have been a real jerk today, but I don’t want him to leave. I especially don’t want him to be sent off to live with people who don’t even like him in a country he’s probably never been to. 
“Maybe… maybe we can figure out a way around this. I can talk to my mom. Maybe she can talk to your dad. Your mom might not be able to stand her ground with him, but my mom won’t have the same problem. No one intimidates my mom. Even if he is some ex-prince of Italy, she won’t care. My mom’s unstoppable. I’ll explain the situation to her, I’ll—I’ll—”
Hunter shakes his head. “It won’t change anything.”
“You won’t have to go in the system, though,” I blurt, thinking as quickly as I can. “You could come live with us. If your dad’s whole thing is how it would look if you were put into foster care, then we’ll find a way around that. I’m sure there is something your mom could do to give my mom temporary emergency custody, or… something like that. That sounds like a real thing, right? I know there’s something like that, I don’t know the details, but we can figure it out. There won’t be a scandal. You’ll have somewhere safe to live and your dad can go back to pretending you don’t exist; everybody wins.”
Scowling at me with distrust I haven’t seen in his eyes since that first day I encountered him on this bridge, he says, “Why would you even be willing to do that after what I just did to you at lunch today?”
“I don’t care about that. I mean, I do…” I look down, sighing. “I do, but… not enough that I want you gone.”
For a moment, there’s silence aside from the natural noise of being in the woods. There’s something almost like regret in his voice when he finally speaks. “You might not, but your mom will. Even if she would have agreed to that before, she won’t now.”
“I won’t tell her.”
“She’ll find out. If you don’t crack—which you probably will—she’ll find out some other way. Be realistic, Riley. You know your mom better than I do, and just from what you’ve told me and what I’ve seen for myself… there’s no way.”
He’s right. I want him to be wrong, but he’s not. I might have the capacity to forgive him for intentionally hurting me, but my mom wouldn’t. She was skeptical of him when she had nothing to go on but a bad feeling, disliked him for failing to show up on time to a date. If she finds out he told the whole school he had sex with me just to get back at me for telling his secret, she’ll loathe him for the rest of her natural life—and into the next, if reincarnation is a thing.
“There has to be some other way around this,” I say. 
“There’s not.”
“You don’t have grandparents or an aunt or uncle—?”
“Riley,” he says, raising his voice to get my attention.
I look up at him.
“Just stop,” he says, like it’s that easy. “It’s over. It’s done.”
I take a shallow breath and then another. I can’t accept that. I can’t accept that he’s going away because of me and there’s nothing I can do to fix it. 
Hunter already has, though. Hands still shoved into his pockets, he starts making his way across the bridge. He pauses when he gets to me and leans a little closer. “See? I may have ruined your reputation, but you ruined my life.”
I draw on every ounce of strength within me to keep standing when all I want to do is collapse. Tears burn behind my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. It’s a good thing he’s standing close, because I can’t get out much beyond a whisper. “I’m so sorry.”
With a knowing little nod, he says, “Not sorry enough, though. Don’t worry. You will be.”
A chill travels down my spine and my gaze snaps to his. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“They may be able to ship me out of the country for now, but in a few years, I’ll be 18.” Hunter bends down and picks up the backpack he bought me. He holds it out for me to take and I do, a bit woodenly. Then he smiles, and it’s one of his not-so-nice smiles. “I’ll be back for you, Riley.”
“Hunter…”
He reaches out to touch my face, but this time the chill in his eye makes the touch unbearable. 
I turn my face away, looking at the water instead of at him. Like cornered prey hoping if I avoid eye contact, the predator hunting me will get bored and wander away.
He’s going away, all right, but my predator isn’t easily distracted. He has a long memory and an axe to grind, and as he speaks again, dread gathers in the pit of my stomach. 
“You ruined my life. It’s only fair I return the favor.”
I don’t say anything to that. He doesn’t expect me to. 
Dropping his hand, he looks at me one last time, then he crosses the bridge and heads off in the direction of his house. 
Even now, in this moment, I still don’t want him to go. I don’t know if I’m more worried that he’ll start a new life there and completely forget about me, or he’ll be true to his word and come back for me when he’s old enough and nobody can stop him.
I don’t know what the future holds for us, but I do have a sinking feeling that if I ever see Hunter Maxwell again… he’ll make me wish I hadn’t. 
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Chapter Twelve
Riley
Four years later
 
 
“How are we out of coffee?”
I stand in front of the coffee pot, chagrined as I hold the useless filter in one hand and stare into the empty canister on the counter. And I do mean empty. It would appear that when Mom made a pot yesterday morning, she turned the can over and beat on the bottom to get the very last of it out.
“Mom! Did you buy coffee?” I call down the hall toward the bathroom where she’s getting ready. 
“Don’t kill me,” she calls back, sapping my will to live. “I meant to last night, but I forgot. I’ll stop and get some after work.”
“How is that supposed to help either one of us this morning?” I demand, shoulders slumping.
Today is my first official day of senior year. After a long, wonderful summer, I have to go back to Hell. 
I’ve been hyping myself up all week, trying to convince myself it won’t be so bad. I still don’t have a car of my own, but the walk to school isn’t far—and hey, it’s good exercise. Being back in school means I’ll get to see Sara every day—that’s a definite pro. I’m signed up for some classes I’m really eager to take, too, and in nine short months, I’ll be free of Hawthorne High forever. That’s the best part. 
The doorbell rings, jogging me from my thoughts. I put the useless coffee supplies down and call out, “I’ve got it,” so Mom can finish getting ready. 
When I open the door, my mood brightens at the sight of who’s on the other side of it.
 Mom’s sorta-boyfriend, Ray. 
Then I see the drink carrier full of steaming hot coffee, and I clasp both hands over my heart. 
“My hero!”
Ray smiles, nodding in acknowledgment as he makes his way inside. “Figured you ladies might need these. Your mom was supposed to go grocery shopping when she left my place last night, but I distracted her.”
“I don’t even care that you were to blame, all that matters is you swooped in and saved my morning.”
He plucks a cup out of the drink holder and hands it to me. “Here you go, kiddo.”
“Thank you. I love you,” I tell him, shutting the door behind him, then heading back toward the kitchen. 
“Man, I hope your mom responds like that.” Ray follows me around the corner. “Where is she?” he asks, seeing she’s not in here. 
“Almost done getting ready.” I go to the counter and pick up the bag of bread I had been preparing to make breakfast with. “Want some avocado toast?”
“Does anyone ever want avocado toast?” Ray asks, taking a seat in one of the chairs and putting Mom’s coffee down on the table. 
“Mom’s on an avocado kick right now. She bought a whole bag of them at the store last time. It was madness.”
“Nah, I’m all right, thanks.”
From down the hall, Mom calls out, “Don’t be hating on my superfood purchase.”
“That’s what happens when I don’t get coffee on the first day of school,” I call back.
Mom finally emerges from the bathroom, hands up, still fixing a piece of her dark hair as she walks into the kitchen. “You heard the man, it was all his fault.” 
Ray stands as soon as Mom enters the room. His whole posture relaxes when she’s around, and now is no different… even if technically, it should be. 
Mom cocks a dark eyebrow and props one hand on her hip, looking at him. “What are you doing here?”
“It was Riley’s first day of school. I couldn’t let you two be coffee-less.”
“Is there some part of ex-boyfriend you’re not understanding? When my boyfriend brings me and my daughter coffee in the morning, it’s sweet. When my ex-boyfriend brings me and my daughter coffee in the morning—”
“Still sweet,” I pipe in.
Mom points at me. “Shush, you.”
“Yeah,” Ray says, nodding as if in understanding. Then he follows it up with, “I’ve been thinking it over, and I reject your proposal to break up.”
“What?” Mom blinks at him. “That’s not a thing. You can’t reject my break-up.”
He shrugs almost apologetically. “Except I did. Sorry. All I can suggest is maybe wait 30 days and try submitting it again.”
Mom tries to keep the horrified pleasure off her face, but she’s too stunned to pull it off. “You are insane. You are a crazy man.”
“I am. Crazy for you,” he teases, wrapping an arm around her waist and tugging her close. “You look gorgeous today, by the way.”
Mom puts a hand on his chest, stopping him from pulling her all the way close. “That’s not going to work. You can’t charm me out of dumping you. You lied to me—”
“I didn’t lie to you. I told you the truth, you just thought I was joking. That is not my fault.”
Mom sighs impatiently at his completely reasonable argument. “That’s not the point.”
He cocks an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”
“It doesn’t matter,” she insists. “I can’t do this. I can’t. I’m sorry. I re-explained everything last night. I’m sorry if it makes me a bad person, but I just can’t. And you can’t overrule me. I am a strong, independent woman fully capable of—”
Before my mom can finish her tirade about how he’s not allowed to force her to keep being his girlfriend, Ray stops her, gently but firmly grabbing the back of her neck and covering her mouth with his. Her objection dies a swift death, the fight melting right out of her as she wraps one arm around his neck and one around his back, closing her eyes and giving herself over to the kiss he initiated. 
I smile to myself, turning away to give them a little privacy. I pop the bread in the toaster and grab two plates, then I cut an avocado in half and wait for the bread to pop up.
Behind me, I hear the kiss finally end and Mom sigh in defeat. “Dammit, why are you so good at that?”
I love Ray. Mom only dated him for three months before dumping him earlier this week because she got spooked, but she was wrong, and I’m so glad he isn’t staying away. 
Mom met Ray at a bar. She was actually there to meet someone else for a second date she wasn’t super excited about. Her date was running late so she ended up sitting at the bar alone. Two seats down there was an attractive man a few years older than her. She told me at first glance he looked like Jason Statham, and Mom has a massive celebrity crush on him, so she looked again. When she did, he caught her. Mom being Mom, she made a joke, and Ray being Ray, he liked it. Since she appeared to be there alone, he asked if he could buy her a drink. 
They got to talking and she was completely captivated. Seeing as Ray is from here and we’ve lived in this town for most of my life, Mom joked, “I can’t believe I’ve never seen you around before. Where have you been hiding?”
“Prison,” he answered, straight-faced.
Mom laughed, Ray smiled, and they went about having the best non-date Mom had ever been on. When her date finally showed up, she ditched him and spent the rest of the night sitting there chatting with Ray. 
When she came home after only that first night of talking to him, she sat down on the couch and just grinned uncontrollably while she told me about how great he was. “I didn’t think they even made men like him anymore,” she told me.
They kept seeing each other; more and more each time, like every hit of each other made them need even more. She fell hard and fast for him. I’ve never seen her so happy. 
As it turned out, though, he hadn’t been kidding when he told her he’d been in prison. When it came up again and she realized he was serious, she sobered a little and wanted to know what he was in for. Turned out, aggravated burglary, assault, and a felony firearms charge. 
All his charges were from the same incident and it happened when he was a teenager. He’s nothing like that now—he’s a bringer of coffee and the man who causes my mom to walk around the house with a dopey grin on her face—but Mom was spooked. She was torn because she was seriously falling for him, but she felt like it would be irresponsible to bring someone with a violent past around me. She believed him that he’d changed, but she’d been wrong about guys before. She was so afraid she was wrong about this one too—and with much higher stakes—that she broke up with him. 
I was heartsick for her. We curled up on the couch and watched movies about doomed love while we ate ice cream and mourned together.
Then the next morning, Ray brought us coffee. He had done that all the time when they were together, just a little thoughtful thing he did, but Mom was more than a little confused that he was still there after she’d dumped him. 
“Are you lost?” she had asked, standing there in her PJs with eyes puffy from crying all night.
“Nope,” he answered confidently, holding out a cup of coffee for her. “I’m right where I’m supposed to be.”
Since then, Ray has behaved as if he is still her boyfriend, and Mom has not known what to do with it. She said usually guys are really easy to lose—just say the wrong thing and they’re out of there, but Ray’s different. He found a really strong connection with my mom, and he’s not going to let her disconnect without a fight. 
Like I said, I love him. He’s exactly what my mom needs. She doesn’t see it, but she has spent so many years in relationships that didn’t work out, I’m not sure she even knows what to do with one that can. 
She needs to get out of her own way because Ray makes her really happy, and I’d hate to see her lose that. 
Fortunately, it looks like Ray’s not ready to get lost. 
I glance back over my shoulder and see Mom still standing there with Ray’s strong, tattooed arms locked around her as he gazes down at her. I’ve never seen a man tame my mom the way he does, but she’s almost sweet as she caresses the back of his neck and says, “Thank you for bringing us coffee.”
“Anything for my girls,” he says. 
Mom grins and they start kissing again. I bite back a smile and turn back to grab the bread out of the toaster. 
Just as I put the toast on the table and go to sit down, the doorbell rings again. 
Since we’re all here, I frown. Mom does, too, but since she’s busy I go answer it. 
My eyes widen as I open the door to a flower delivery guy. He’s holding a huge bouquet of white roses and a small brown gift bag. 
At first I think it’s another stunt in Ray’s mission to win Mom back, but then the delivery guy says, “I have a delivery for Riley Bishop.”
“I’m Riley Bishop,” I say, looking at the flowers in confusion. 
He flashes me a smile. “Well, then, these are for you.”
I’m no less confused as he passes me the huge bouquet and then hands me the gift bag. After telling me to have a good day, he turns to leave, so I call out to stop him. “Wait, am I supposed to tip you?”
“Nah, it’s already taken care of,” he assures me. With that, he heads back to his car.
Mom and Ray come to the door to see what all the fuss is about. Their gazes drift to my delivery, both scowling mildly. 
“What’s this?” Mom asks. 
“I don’t know.” I turn around and carry the flowers to the kitchen so I can put them down. Thankfully, they came in a vase, so I don’t have to try to find one. 
“Did that Anderson kid send you these?” Ray asks, sounding none too impressed.
My brow furrows. I guess they have to be from him, but it seems way premature for Anderson to be sending me flowers.
Anderson Milner is… I guess the closest thing I’ve ever had to a boyfriend. 
When Hunter informed the whole 8th grade male population that I put out, one of the many things I worried about was that even though I don’t believe it was his intention, he was opening me up to a lot of unwanted advances from guys who believed him and also wanted an easy lay—even if it was with some nerd they had never spoken to before. Especially with him leaving the country and no longer around to even police his territory, I thought things might get bad for me for a while.
They did, I guess, but not in the way I expected. While I am still periodically remembered and made a social pariah, I’m mostly invisible—especially to males. Literally every guy at our school treats me like the plague. Not only did none of them push unwanted advances on me after Hunter’s pronouncement, they treated it like a “no touch” policy. Senior year begins today, and not one guy at our school has ever so much as asked me to a school dance, let alone out on any kind of date. 
Until Anderson. He didn’t go to our school when Hunter did, so I guess he missed the memo about me being persona non grata. It also helped that we met over the summer, so there was no school environment to contend with. 
Hanging out with him has been nice, but we haven’t even kissed yet, so I’m confused as to why he would send me roses. 
There’s a card in the flowers, so I pluck it out to see what it says. 
First day of senior year. 
Let’s make it memorable.
Huh. Weird. Thoughtful, but weird.
I set the card aside and lean in to smell the roses. I’m still not sure how I feel about him sending me flowers, but they do smell nice. I guess it was a nice thing to do. I should be appreciative, not wary. 
“What’s in the bag?” Mom asks.
I turn my attention from the flowers to the little brown bag. It’s really thick, high-quality paper with “Made in Assisi” stamped on the front and handles as sturdy as shoe laces. There’s a brown satin bow tied on top to keep the bag closed, so I grab a ribbon and pull it loose. 
“Where’s Assisi?” Ray asks. 
“I don’t know,” Mom murmurs, still frowning. 
There’s a little brown jewelry box inside with a note on top. I pull out the note first, and as I read it, my eyes narrow and my ire builds. 
 
Wear this to school today. I want everyone to know who you belong to.
 
“What’s it say?” Mom asks, ever curious. 
This time instead of dutiful gratitude, I fill up with blind rage.
“It says Anderson has lost his damn fool mind, that’s what it says,” I mutter, dropping the note and opening the jewelry box. Who I belong to. What the hell is he thinking?
I sort of glare at the box as I open it up. I don’t know what I expect it to be, but it’s not what’s there. Resting on a bed of soft black velvet is a silver necklace. The chain is delicate, and the pendant dangling from it is an “M” with a… devil tail? 
It’s pretty, but I don’t entirely understand it. M for Milner? Why the tail? None of this seems anything like Anderson’s style, and I’m totally thrown by it.
As confused as I am, Mom asks, “What’s that?”
“Um… a devious letter?” I say, baffled.
“It’s the Scorpio zodiac sign,” Ray states.
Mom looks back at him. “It is? Why do you know that?”
“Because I’m a Scorpio.” He reaches over and grabs the note off the counter. Reading it causes his scowl to deepen.
“Why did I not know that?” Mom asks.
“I don’t know.” Ray looks back at me. “When’s Anderson’s birthday?”
“I have no idea.”
“Hm.” Ray drops the note on the counter. “Well, looks like you’ve attracted the attention of a Scorpio. That was a bad idea. We don’t fall in love often, but when we do...”
He leaves it hanging there with both me and Mom staring at him, waiting for him to finish. “When you do?” I demand impatiently, eyes wide. 
Ray glances at my mom before looking back at me. “We lock on to someone hard enough and that’s it; you’re ours.”
Mom’s eyes were already wide, but now she shakes her head in mild disbelief. “Oh my God, you believe in astrology? I’m learning so many new things about you right now.”
Ray’s lips curve up faintly. “Not really, but I can’t deny a lot of the supposed traits we carry are accurate—at least, they are for me.”
“I am a rational woman, I need facts to back this up,” Mom states. 
“Whatever we set our minds to, we achieve. We’re deeply loyal, incredibly magnetic, more than a little possessive, and intensely sexual.”
Her eyes widen in mildly scandalized amusement. “Okay, I’m convinced.” She looks back at me. “Also, you should dump Anderson. He sounds like trouble.”
I can’t help smiling at her faulty logic. “Oh, sure—trouble for me, but good for you.”
“I’m an adult, I can handle it. You’re my tiny sweet baby and no one should ever gaze upon you with lust.”
I roll my eyes, abandoning the necklace and the flowers and going over to retrieve my coffee. “I don’t know who’s crazier, you or Anderson.”
 
___
 
I sigh, looking ahead at the swarm of high schoolers crowded around the entry doors as I approach. They’re all off in their little groups, chattering away.
Normally when I pass people by, it’s as if I’m a ghost. The air around them might shift, but not so much as one glance turns in my direction. Hunter turned me invisible when he left, and somehow even in his absence, his word is law. 
If anything, his influence here has actually intensified. It’s not like I’ve kept tabs on him, so I don’t know everything Hunter has been up to in Italy, but news of some of his exploits made it back here. It was impossible not to pick up tidbits from his fan club.
His “big deal” father has a whole slew of businesses, and one of them is a clothing line. Hunter has always been good-looking, but now that he’s grown up, he crossed the threshold to immensely sexy. His father must have shrewdly decided—bastard or not—he was going to capitalize on it. 
The girls at Hawthorne High went absolutely crazy when Hunter started showing up on the company’s Instagram feed modeling shirts. Well, he’s not even wearing one in half the shots, but supposedly that’s what the pictures are supposed to be selling. And at least here, it was effective. After Hunter’s first campaign, a bunch of the girls at our school ordered the shirts for themselves and it became a full-on fashion wave for a good couple of months.
That was when he started getting tagged in photos with models and splashed across Italian tabloids. I can’t read any of them, but there’s always some new girl in each picture, so I can guess what they’re about.
Today as I open the door to head inside the school, there’s something different in the air that I can’t quite put my finger on. People are talking a little faster with more excitement on their faces. 
I guess it’s because it’s the first day of senior year. I guess for some people that’s exciting. 
For me, it just means I’m one day closer to never having to walk through these doors again. If I’m a ghost, my unfinished business is that much closer to being wrapped up and tucked away so I can finally have my freedom. 
There are a couple of things I’m genuinely looking forward to today, but the conversation I’m about to have with Anderson does not make the list. 
I liked Anderson or I wouldn’t have gone out with him to begin with (even if he is technically my only option), but he came on way too strong this morning and I’m finding myself a little turned off by it. 
Anderson is a nice guy and I would never have pegged him for the “I own you” type. There might be guys in the world who can pull that kind of shit off, but Anderson is damn sure not one of them. I’m closer to dumping him (if it would even be called that, so early on) than wearing the necklace he had delivered to my house like a psycho. 
Just thinking about the delivery I got this morning and then picturing his face makes me cringe a little. 
Not a good look, Anderson. What the hell were you thinking? 
As if summoned by my thoughts, Anderson shows up at my locker while I’m putting away books. He has an easy breezy smile on his face when I look at him—unthreateningly handsome, that’s Anderson Milner. He has chestnut brown hair with dark bushy eyebrows, bright brown eyes and angular features. He’s a little taller than me, and right now he’s wearing his new black and crimson letter jacket, even though it’s way too warm to be wearing a jacket today.
My gaze gets stuck on the jacket.
I don’t love that Anderson is on the football team because a lot of Hunter’s old buddies are also on the football team. 
Prior to the flower incident, I worried that as soon as we started back to school, Anderson would get a crash course in whatever Hunter told people to make them treat me like a leper. Several times I imagined him approaching me halfway through the first day, awkwardly rubbing the back of his neck and avoiding my gaze as he made up some excuse to dump me so his new friends wouldn’t hate him.
Wait, maybe he still will. Should I ignore the flower incident and wait for that? 
Deciding to feel him out, I paste a half-assed smile on my face and greet him back. “Hey. How was practice?”
The guys on the team have been coming to practices already before the school year even began so it’s not like Anderson is just meeting the team today, but there’s a good chance none of them knew he was dating me… and that probably won’t last long. Everyone knows everyone’s business at this school, I swear. 
“Rough.” Anderson leans against the locker and smiles at me despite saying that. “The quarterback we’ve been practicing with got dropped to second string. Some new guy was there today, and you’d think if someone joins the team late they’d have to hang back and catch up to us, but I guess he must be good because Coach rearranged everything to accommodate him.”
“That sounds annoying,” I murmur sympathetically, jamming my chemistry book into place and closing my locker door. 
“Little bit. I’m in a better mood now that I get to see you, though,” he says, pushing off the locker and moving closer to me. 
Prior to this morning, that comment would have been sweet and maybe I would have smiled at it. Right now, though, I’m afraid he’d find a smile encouraging, so I keep my reaction muted as I hug the books I need against my chest and slowly take off in the direction of my first class. 
Anderson falls into step beside me, looking over at me with a mild frown. “Hey, is everything okay?”
Dread weighs on me. I’m not going to be able to put off the conversation and just see if he dumps me first. “Um, not really. Look, I feel like a jerk saying this because the flowers were a very nice gesture, but it was… I don’t know, a little much? And the necklace… the necklace was a lot much, and the note you sent along with it—I don’t know, Anderson, that’s so not like you. I was really put off by it, to be perfectly honest.”
Anderson is still walking beside me, but he’s scowling in absolute befuddlement. “What are you talking about? What flowers?”
I frown at him. “The… first day of school flowers you had delivered to my house this… morning? You didn’t send me flowers,” I realize slowly. 
Anderson’s dark eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “First day of school flowers? Is that a thing? Was I supposed to send—? I’ve never heard of this.”
My frown deepens. I look down at the ground in thought as I walk. “You didn’t send the flowers.”
“No.” I can feel his anxiety, but I’m too preoccupied trying to figure out what’s going on to really pay much attention to it. “Maybe your mom’s boyfriend sent her flowers?”
“No, there was a card. They were meant for me.” I stop walking for a moment, searching the crowded halls for another letter jacket. 
Maybe it was a prank. Maybe one of the assholes Hunter called friends sent the flowers and it was a mean-spirited gesture. I’m a little murky on their motives, though. While there are some mean ones—Mark Poplowski in particular, and his name does start with M—they aren’t intelligent enough to come up with something deeply diabolical, and I can only think of a couple ways this makes sense. 
Scenario one: clueless dumb jock ordered by Hunter to make my life hell while he’s gone sends me flowers on the first day of school with messages I interpreted romantically, but meant to intimidate me with them. Let’s make this year memorable could mean, “We’re going to make your life a living hell this year.” The message about wanting me to know who I belong to could have meant, “We own your ass.” Maybe I interpreted them as possessive by mistake because they accompanied roses which automatically made me think romantic suitor, but then… if this is the motive, this is a lot more effort than these guys have ever put into making high school miserable for me. Up until now, it has mostly been about isolating me and ignoring me; Valerie has been evil, but the guys have never actually been aggressive with me. 
Scenario two: jock who isn’t dumb or clueless found out about me and Anderson going out and decided to sabotage our new relationship with the roses. Two ways this could work: one, Anderson could simply get really offended and threatened that another guy sent me roses (which he would find out when I inevitably thanked him for them); or two, I would be turned off by someone I’m barely dating coming on too strong too fast and it would cause a fight. 
This is the most diabolical scenario, certainly, but it also seems far less likely since it would require the sender of the roses to know me on a much deeper level than any of those boneheads do. 
Scenario three: I don’t have one yet, but surely there’s a scenario I haven’t landed on yet, because really, neither of my first two seem entirely plausible.
“Hello, Earth to Riley.”
My gaze snaps back to Anderson when he waves his hand in front of my face. “Sorry. I disappeared for a second there.”
“Yeah, I noticed. Who sent you flowers?”
“I don’t know. I assumed it was you so I didn’t look any deeper. Now that I know it wasn’t, I’ll find out. I’ll stop by the florist where the order originated after school and ask who sent them.”
They might not tell me. In my head, I start thinking about the area surrounding the florist. We have a quaint little downtown area so there are lots of shops across from each other. If a store across the street had a camera pointed at their door, I could probably see people coming and going into the florist shop. Sure, it could have been an online or phone order, but someone would have had to drop off the necklace. How can I convince whatever business is across the street to let me look at their security tapes?
Anderson snaps his fingers. I look at him, and this time he seems mildly unimpressed. “You disappeared again.”
“Sorry, sorry.” I shake it off. “My inner reporter took over. I was getting ahead of myself, it’s good you stopped me. I’m sure the florist will tell me who sent the flowers if I just ask. I probably won’t have to get all 007 on anyone.”
Cocking an eyebrow, he asks, “Can you get all 007 on people?”
I shrug. “Probably. I might be a little shy in the delivery, but I’m an excellent researcher.”
We slow to a stop outside my classroom, since presumably Anderson is not in the same class. I meant to compare our schedules this morning so we’d know if we’d see each other again besides lunch, but the flower delivery has hijacked my mind all morning and I forgot. 
Since he doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave and I feel a bit bad for being standoffish with him this morning, we linger outside the classroom and compare schedules now. Unfortunately, we don’t have a single class together.
“Well, that sucks.”
“That does suck,” he says, frowning. “I won’t see you all day.”
“I guess we’ll see each other at lunch,” I offer. “Unless you sit with the jocks, of course. Which you totally can, I didn’t mean I assumed you would sit with me. You don’t have to sit by me if you don’t want to. Actually, it’s probably better if you don’t.”
He frowns. “What? Why would that be better?”
“For you,” I say, realizing I explained that poorly. “The jocks and I aren’t exactly friends, as I’m sure you’ll find out if anyone sees you with me.”
“Why?”
“Really stupid reasons. I had a dust-up with one of them in 8th grade. He doesn’t even go here anymore, but he was their alpha and they’re pack animals, so…”
His frown deepens. “What kind of dust-up?”
“It doesn’t matter, it’s old news. Just… for the sake of making your life easier, it’s probably best to keep it quiet that you’re even hanging out with me until we’re really sure this is going to work. You’re new here and you’re nice; I don’t want to put a target on your back.”
Clearly not taking me as seriously as he should, Anderson rolls his eyes. “Oh, come on. You don’t think you’re being a little dramatic? A target on my back?” He laughs, and the sound fills me with a maybe unwarranted sense of dread. 
Maybe Anderson is right. Maybe I am making too much of it. Maybe now that it’s senior year, people will be more worried about living their own lives than carrying out the vendettas of a guy none of us have even seen in four years.
“You can sit by me if you want to, but if anyone talks shit about me at your next practice, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“I think I’ll take my chances. I still want to know more about this dust-up,” Anderson tells me as I inch toward the doorway. “You’ll have to tell me about it when we sit together at lunch.”
“It’s nothing. He told a lie about me and everyone believed it. It’s boring, really.”
“It must be something if just being seen with you is gonna put a target on my back,” he teases.
I roll my eyes, backing into the doorway of my first class. “All right, I get it, you think I’m being ridiculously overdramatic.” In a show of drama, I throw my arm in the air wistfully. “Be gone, handsome suitor, I have to attend to my studies now.”
“What was I thinking? You’re not dramatic at all.”
“Clearly, you weren’t.” Just as I’m about to turn away, I’m caught off guard by Anderson’s arm around my waist. He tugs me in and my eyes widen in alarm. What is he doing? He can’t hug me goodbye in the doorway. We’re at school, for God’s sake. 
I only get a brief glimpse of the fondness in his eyes before he begins lowering his face toward mine. I’m too stunned to react as he briefly presses his lips against mine in an all too casual kiss. Like I’m his to kiss. Like we’ve done it before. Like he has an inherent right to kiss me. 
I don’t really feel anything but shock, but the contact is brief, so maybe that’s okay. Sure, the contact had been brief when Hunter kissed me, too, but that moment was much different. There was an emotional charge, a sense of anticipation, an already established closeness that made it so much more intimate than any gentle, undemanding kiss has a right to be. 
This one was almost throwaway, off-handed, just something he wanted to do before he went about the rest of his day.
Something he wanted to do. Maybe that’s the difference. When Hunter kissed me, I was the one who wanted it. He needed it. Between the two of us, we were both primed and ready for it, and this… this… 
I was just unprepared for it, that’s all. Surely the next one will be better.
Someone clears their throat at the front of the room and I turn, wide-eyed, to see a very unimpressed looking teacher giving me the stink eye.
Flushing all the way down to my toes, I abandon Anderson without a word and rush forward. “I’m sorry.”
In a tone that says she’s heard it all before, she asks, “Name?”
I want to answer, but my tongue is stuck in my mouth. I feel the need to explain myself. I want to go up to her and tell her she’s gotten the wrong impression of me. I’m not the girl who kisses boys before class on the first day of school in plain view of everyone, including my teacher. 
But I can’t find my words, so she just stands there judging me and probably also thinking I’m an idiot since I can’t seem to find the syllables needed to say my own name. 
But then, someone finds them for me. 
“Her name’s Riley Bishop. And judging by the things people say about her, you’re probably gonna want to keep an eye on this one.”
There’s a mild chuckle from the peanut gallery, but I almost can’t hear them. All of my senses crash, the thoughts in my brain hit a wall, and my body ceases functioning but for the effort it takes to turn my head. 
I knew it was him by the sound of his voice, but somehow I’m no less stunned when I find myself looking into the magnetic brown eyes of Hunter Maxwell.
 
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
Riley
 
 
When she speaks, the teacher’s stern tone draws me out of my stupor. “Find a seat, Miss Bishop.”
That would be a lot easier to do if my legs wanted to work. They don’t, but I force them into motion and slowly move forward, dragging my gaze from Hunter and trying to ignore the furious pounding inside my chest. 
How is he here? Why is he here? 
It seemed like he was having the time of his life in Italy—okay, I looked at his social media once or twice after hearing people talking about him at school—and with only one year of high school left, I naturally assumed he would finish up there. I know when he moved he was worried about not knowing Italian, but some of his posts were in Italian when I looked, so he must have picked it up. It seems like it would be more trouble than anything to go to the trouble of transferring across international school systems—
I stop myself from further stalling as I think about stuff that hardly seems relevant in the face of his presence in my classroom. 
Holy shit, Hunter’s back. 
My heart feels strangely light at the prospect. 
I know he hated me when he left, but I didn’t hate him. I never hated him—I wanted what was best for him, that’s all. I haven’t exactly warmed to him in his absence given the social Siberia he sentenced me to, but… it doesn’t seem to matter right now. I feel all fluttery, and as much as my pride tells me not to look at him, I can’t stop my gaze from drifting. 
I take a turn at the desk on the end of the row and start up his aisle so I can peek without being too obvious.
That might have worked, but he’s looking right at me, so he notices the moment my gaze lands on him. 
My heart flutters.
God, he looks so good. I’ve seen him in pictures, but in person he has more than just his distracting good looks. He has this whole aura around him—like a magnetic field surrounded by barbed wire, tempting me closer and warning me away at the same time. 
I don’t know if it’s just because nobody ever notices me and now he’s noticing me so hard, but I’m completely thrown off-kilter. I feel awkward just walking. Having to pick a desk seems like the most difficult task I’ve ever been handed. 
I see empty desks here and there from my peripherals as I walk, but if I keep passing them there won’t be any left. It will be easy to see Hunter’s throwing me off; there’s no reason to wander down this row and take a tour of empty desks if my head is on straight and I don’t mean to take any of them. 
Hunter is exactly halfway back—two desks in front of him, two behind him. I prefer to sit closer to the front, but this teacher already doesn’t like me, so perhaps a little distance in this class will be nice. 
I’m approaching him now, so there’s not much left to choose from. Both desks behind Hunter are already taken. There’s one left on the opposite side of the aisle, but it’s at the very back of the row and if I sit there, I’ll be so distracted looking at the back of Hunter’s head all the time, I’ll never be able to pay attention. 
It’s probably a terrible, no-good, very bad idea, but I place my palm on the flat surface of the desk as a brief warning, then I drop into the seat directly next to Hunter. 
He cocks a dark eyebrow at me. “Interesting choice.”
Yep. Bad choice. Very bad choice. I’m sitting way too close to him, but I’ll be damned if I back down now. “Center of the room. I like this seat.”
“Uh-huh,” he says, unconvinced. “You usually sit in the front row like the good little nerd you are.”
I slide him a speaking look and hope he’s not in any of my other classes, where I will absolutely be sitting in the front row. “That was in 8th grade, Hunter. People change.”
Nodding slowly in consideration, he says, “That’s true. I’m only familiar with innocent bookworm Riley. The school slut who kisses boys before class is brand-new, but I’m looking forward to getting well-acquainted.” 
I take the bait and glare over at him. “I am not the school slut. That’s my boyfriend. I don’t just kiss randos—but you know what? If I did, that would be none of your business. You’ve been gone for four years. I never heard a single word from you, and let’s not forget the parting gift you left me—”
Cutting me off, he says, “Yeah, and whose fault is it that I’ve been gone, Riley? Not mine.”
I open my mouth to respond, but before I can get the words out, the teacher snaps, “Miss Bishop. Are you causing problems already?”
My jaw drops open and I look toward the front of the room. Is she serious? Can she not see Hunter running his mouth just as much as I’m running mine?
As if she can’t, and I am entirely in the wrong for the classroom kerfuffle, she lifts her eyebrows severely. 
It kills me, but I murmur back, “Sorry, Mrs. Dowd. It won’t happen again.”
“See that it doesn’t.”
I wait until she looks away to glare at her, then I turn my head and throw a wordless glare Hunter’s way for good measure. 
He has only been back for five minutes and he’s already getting me in trouble.
This does not bode well. 
Hunter smirks back, his eyes glistening with mirth, then turns his attention to the front of the class like he’s the good one.
Much more grumpily, I settle into my own seat and train my gaze on the teacher I already don’t like, but knowing Hunter is a mere foot away, feeling his presence… it’s too tempting to steal another glimpse. 
I expect him to catch me looking immediately, as aware of me as I am of him, but if he can feel my gaze on him, I can’t tell. 
Now that I’ve had a moment to absorb the shock of his sudden reappearance, I start to notice more about him. 
Like the scar on the right side of his head up near his temple. I think I was right and he should have gone for stitches that night, but the scar works for him. Adds a certain ruggedness to his classic good looks. 
My gaze drops to his broad shoulders next and I take in the letterman jacket stretched across them. 
Wait, how does he have a letter jacket already?
I frown, thinking back to a few minutes ago when Anderson complained about the new guy who interrupted the usual line-up. Hunter played sports in middle school, but I didn’t expect him to be involved with any this year since he just came back.
I suppose if anyone could barge in and expect everyone else to fall into place around him, it would be Hunter Maxwell.
I continue my perusal, noting his outfit. He’s dressed casually today in black fitted sweatpants and a Bordeaux red hoodie from his dad’s company—the one he modeled for while he was in Italy. 
There’s something different about him that I can’t quite put a finger on. It has nothing to do with his jacket or his clothes—nothing that can be slid on or taken off at will.
There’s a sense of trouble about him now that wasn’t there when we were kids. A confidence he’s grown into that he wears now like a second skin. 
Gone is the troubled, vulnerable boy I met years ago sitting on a footbridge. He grew up, and you can tell just looking at him… he doesn’t need anybody anymore.
I don’t know why that makes me sad. It’s not as if I want Hunter to be wounded, I guess I just… never really shook the memory of being there for him when he was. The bond that grew between us. Falling asleep in my bed with my arms wrapped around him—even if he did use that particular memory to ruin my reputation afterward. It was still a fond one for me.
I manage to drag my gaze from Hunter without getting caught, but even once class starts, I struggle to focus. I knew it wasn’t a good idea to sit next to him, but I didn’t realize it was such a terrible one. I thought I had more self-control, but being this close to him… he’s the only thing I can focus on. 
It’s probably just today. It’s the shock of it, that’s all. I should be more understanding with myself. He’s just a guy, and I don’t let myself get distracted by guys. I never have. 
Well, except him. I had forgotten, but after sitting through class and not being able to recall much more than my mutual dislike for my teacher this period, memories are swiftly rolling back in, reminding me that Hunter Maxwell has always been the only guy in the world capable of distracting me. 
I guess some things never change. 
 
___
 
When the bell rings, I’m eager to gather up my things and get out of here. So eager that I’m the first one out of my seat, the first one heading for the freedom of the hallway. 
Hunter is right on my heels, though. I can feel him. I don’t know if he’s stalking with the intent to pounce, or just making his presence known before he turns in the opposite direction and continues on with his day. I’m tense as I turn right, toward my next class.
I can’t say why, but I almost feel relieved when Hunter falls into step beside me. Like it was preordained that we would walk this hall together after that tension-filled class. 
He doesn’t say anything, just keeps pace and waits. 
I’m content to ignore him for the space of a few feet, but then my curiosity gets the better of me and I finally look over at him. “Thanks for the flowers.”
His perfect lips curve up and he looks back at me. “You’re not wearing your necklace. Seems a bit ungrateful, don’t you think?”
My relief deepens at the confirmation that he was behind it—it would have driven me crazy not knowing. 
I roll my eyes at him. “I don’t belong to you. Also, I didn’t realize it was from you when I opened it—I thought it was from my boyfriend, and I nearly dumped him for his audacity.”
“Well, he does have an awful lot of audacity,” Hunter states. “Maybe you should dump him anyway.”
Despite myself, I can’t help the corners of my mouth from tugging up in faint amusement. “He does not. That’s why I was so confused. Anderson is actually really nice.”
“Uh huh,” he says in a tone of absolute boredom.
“He is,” I insist. “And respectful.”
Hunter nods as if going along with my litany of compliments about my boyfriend. “So respectful he kissed you without your permission in front of your teacher and all your classmates.”
Warmth rushes to my cheeks. “How do you know he didn’t have my permission?”
“I’ve kissed you before, Riley. I know what it looks like when you want it.”
His words rob me of more than my ability to speak—for a moment, I can’t even breathe as a memory of that night flashes to mind. 
On instinct, I look at the scar that formed where the gash was. A few tendrils of dark hair have fallen across it now, but you can tell it’s not something he works to hide. It doesn’t bother him, that reminder of when his mother failed him and his whole life got ripped apart. He’s impervious.
I’m too focused on the mark on his head to notice that I’ve been caught staring until his faintly amused tone drags my focus back to his beautiful brown eyes. “Like it? I do. Always makes me think of you.”
That’s such a strange thing to say, I feel myself beginning to blush again. I’m not much of a blusher anymore—at least, I didn’t think I was. “I suppose that’s better than other things it could make you think of,” I murmur, watching him for a reaction. 
I almost don’t expect one given his vibe so far today, but when I say that, I notice a flicker of hardness in his eyes, the faintest movement as he clenches his jaw. He overcomes it quickly and looks back at me with a clear expression. 
“Are you staying with her?” I ask. 
“Of course. It’s my house, where else would I stay?”
Hunter’s mom moved away after everything happened, but she never sold the house and I never heard where she went. She returned a couple years later without the husband, but I’m not sure what happened. 
“Is Dennis gone now?”
His jaw doesn’t clench this time, but the hardness that flickered through his gaze a second ago returns. “Yeah. They moved to New York for a while to get away from all the BS here. He went on a bender and cheated on her. I guess that was worth leaving over.”
“You were worth leaving over,” I respond without thought. “Your mom’s an idiot.”
The words spilled out without thought. He looks as surprised as I am to hear them. I almost expect him to get a little defensive given how protective of her he always was, but he merely smiles wordlessly, as if he appreciates my instinctive loyalty but won’t acknowledge it. 
Dammit, why is instinctive protectiveness over him springing back up? 
As I start to mull over the annoyance of that realization, Hunter slows to a stop. I don’t realize what I’m doing until I naturally slow to a stop with him and find myself standing here like a dumbass as he stops in front of his locker. 
His gaze shifts to me, curious, but he doesn’t linger too long, probably not wanting to spook me into realizing I should have kept walking. I glance away, wondering how awkward the recovery would be if I swerved now and started walking by myself instead of standing by his locker like I’m waiting for him. 
Before I can decide on a course of action, he starts talking again.
“Aw, how sweet. You shouldn’t have.”
The playfulness in his tone piques my curiosity. I focus my attention where he’s looking—at the front of his locker, where a shrine has been started. There’s a sign reading “Welcome back, Hunter!” in bubble letters with an abundance of pink and red hearts raining down around his name. Pictures of him with his friends—and stupid Valerie Johnson—are angled and taped above and below the sign, along with team spirit paraphernalia.
I roll my eyes. “Ugh. You know I didn’t.”
Hunter nods as he shoves aside some ridiculous curly ribbons hanging off the bottom of the sign and turns the dial to put in his combination. “That’s true. You would’ve probably just taped a new book list to the front of my locker, maybe attached a Mockingjay pin for a little pizzazz.”
I bite back a grin. “That does sound like something I’d do.”
Hunter smiles faintly and glances over at me, then goes back to exchanging books in his locker. When he goes to close the door, the ribbons get stuck in it and he sighs. “That’s gonna be annoying.”
“Everything Valerie has a hand in is annoying,” I offer innocently, hugging my books and leaning back against the lockers. 
“I guess I don’t have to worry I’ve been forgotten,” he says lightly. 
The idea of anyone here forgetting him is so ridiculous, I scoff as we start walking again. “Yeah, no, you’re still a god around here. When you started modeling for your dad’s clothing line, I saw that iconic picture of you with the perfect pout looking out at the ocean from an Italian cliff like… every single day. People here are obsessed with you. Somehow your legacy has only grown in your absence.”
At that, he smiles. “Hey, at least no one thinks you gave it up to a loser, right?”
I look down, shaking my head at his gall. “Wow. Still not ashamed of that, huh?”
“Someone had to be your first, why not me?” he says shamelessly.
I shake my head. “God, you can be such an asshole. You weren’t my first, that’s just the lie everyone believes.”
Hunter shrugs, then he gives me a little wink. “There’s still time, we’ll see what happens.”
I stare at him, torn between reluctant amusement and utter annoyance. “That’s rather presumptuous, isn’t it? What makes you think I’m still a virgin?”
With a certainty I find suspicious, he says, “I’m pretty sure.”
My eyes narrow on his face. “Why?”
Rather than answer me, he slows to a stop and points down a hall leading to a bunch of classrooms. “I’m this way.”
“You’re evading the question.”
As if innocent, he says, “I just want to make a good impression on my first day of school.” Then, dropping his gaze and nodding at the books clutched to my chest, he says, “You might wanna think about doing the same. We passed your next class a while ago.”
My face falls and I lower my books, grabbing at the schedule on top and quickly looking to see where my next class is. 
Shit! He’s right. 
I look up at him just long enough to see the smug smile on his face before he turns and heads off down the hall. 
Frustration grabs hold of me. I don’t want him to get the last word, but I also don’t want to be late to my next class. 
Self-preservation wins out and I turn on my heel, hastily making my way back the way I just came. 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
Riley
 
 
“Question.”
Sara turns around, looking a bit like a deer in the headlights as I slam my hand down on the counter, my schedule sandwiched between my palm and the smooth surface. 
Wide-eyed and suspiciously tentative, she says, “Yes?”
“How is it that Hunter Maxwell knows my class schedule better than I do?”
Sara’s eyes widen even more for a split second, then she darts a gaze left and right to check for teachers—or worse, her mom. 
Sara’s mom works in the office, and Sara is an office aide during the period before lunch, so she’s just finishing up. Normally, I meet her here and we walk to the cafeteria together, but most days I wait outside the office. 
Not today. Today I am experiencing a strong sense of Et tu, Brute? and I want answers. 
I cock an eyebrow expectantly.
Sara sighs and deflates, her shoulders sinking and her body hunching forward. “He may have asked for a copy of it before school this morning.”
“Sara!”
“I’m sorry!”
“Why would you give it to him?” I demand, wide-eyed. “And why wouldn’t you tell me? I didn’t even know he was back.”
“He told me not to tell you. He swore he wouldn’t do anything evil with it.”
“And you believed him?” I demand.
She shrugs apologetically. “I made him pinkie swear?”
“I am going to kill you,” I tell her. 
“Can you wait until after lunch? I’m starving.”
“Only because it would be unkind not to allow one last supper, even if you are a Judas.”
She wrinkles her nose up. “I am not a Judas.”
“Tell that to the knife sticking out of my back. Empty your pockets, I wanna make sure he at least gave you your thirty pieces of silver.”
Now Sara rolls her eyes at me. “You’re so dramatic.”
“You are the second person to tell me that today.”
She turns to stack a manila file folder on top of a mountain of them, then looks back at me over her shoulder. “And does that tell you anything?”
“Yes.” I pause for a split second. “That you’re both wrong.”
When she turns around, there’s a glimmer of anticipation in her eyes. “So, what did he do with it?”
“I shouldn’t tell you. That’s confidential information only to be shared with friends—not double agents.”
Staring at me as if I’m being unreasonable, she asks, “Do you have any idea how hard it is to say no to Hunter Maxwell?”
Why yes, yes I do. 
I guess I can let her slide this time. 
With a sigh, I tell her, “Anderson kissed me today.”
Sara’s eyes widen. “What? Oh my God, I need details. How was it?”
“It was in front of Hunter,” I say, since somehow that’s the only thing about it that seems memorable. “And my teacher. She thinks I’m a ho-bag now.”
Somehow, her eyes widen even more. “Like on purpose? Does he know about you and Hunter already? Was he jealous? Was it a sexy gesture of possession to show Hunter you’re his now?” She sighs. “Why is your life so much better than mine?”
I can’t help laughing as she quickly signs out of the computer and walks around the counter to join me. “It’s not, it has just been a day, let me tell you. And it’s not anything like you’re thinking. Trust me, there was no sweeping romance, there were no fireworks; it was just a quick peck.”
She wrinkles her nose up. “He wasted the first kiss—in front of his rival—on a peck? He deserves to lose.”
“Oh my God, would you stop? Hunter isn’t his rival. Before today, I hadn’t even spoken to Hunter in four years. And he hates me—he banished me to social Siberia before he left, remember? Not exactly the stuff of great romance.”
She gives me another funny look. “Really? What kind of romance are you reading?”
It’s a rhetorical question so I don’t bother answering. “Don’t give him any more of my information,” I warn her, even though I think she has already done all the damage she can. 
I haven’t changed my number since I got my first cell phone, I live in the same place, now he knows where I’ll be every hour of every school day… 
If Hunter wants to find me, he can. 
Still, I don’t want her helping him. I don’t know what he’s up to now that he’s back, but when he left, he promised to punish me for betraying his confidence. Maybe he’s over it by now, but just in case he’s not… it seems wise to be cautious. 
 
___
 
I never look forward to going to the cafeteria for lunch, but as we grab our trays and go to find seats today, I’m actually anxious about it. 
Sara must notice. As we make our way to one of the empty tables, she says, “The first day’s always the worst, you know.”
I offer a weak smile. “Yeah. Anderson might sit with us. I tried to talk him out of it, but he seemed pretty insistent.”
“You don’t want your boyfriend to sit with you at lunch?”
“He’s not really my boyfriend.”
Sara shakes her head. “You and your mother, I swear. Most girls like having a boyfriend. You guys have boyfriends and pretend not to. I can only imagine how confused men must be by the both of you.”
I shoot her a look for comparing me to my mother. I love my mother, but we’re not the same. “It isn’t remotely the same situation. Things are new with Anderson, that’s all.”
“Mm-hmm,” she murmurs, clearly unconvinced. “You’ve been dating for two months. How do you date someone exclusively for two whole months and not call him your boyfriend?”
“It hasn’t been two months,” I say, frowning. 
She nods, more sure of the timeline than I am. “More than that, depending on which date you go by. I know you guys started talking before the Fourth of July because he came to fireworks. It was the first time I was like, ‘Oh my God, she has a boyfriend’ and then I kept waiting for you to make it official and you just never did.”
That doesn’t seem right, but Sara is much better at keeping track of stuff like that than I am, so I guess I should take her word for it. 
“Huh. I didn’t realize it’d been that long. Still, he didn’t even kiss me before today. That doesn’t seem like boyfriend territory to me.”
“When you get married, you’ll be walking down the aisle in a big white dress convinced you’re not in wife territory yet.”
“Hey, until the vows are spoken, nothing’s official. I could still change my mind,” I joke. 
“See,” she says, shaking her head and opening her fruit cup. “Boys are wasted on you.”
I almost tell her about the flowers that were delivered to my house this morning since I haven’t had a chance to yet, but looking around the cafeteria, I can’t find Anderson. I don’t want to start telling Sara the story and then have him come over—especially since now I know who the flowers are actually from, but I’m not sure I want to tell him.
 Thinking of the flowers makes me think of Hunter and my gaze drifts toward the table I know he’ll be sitting at. 
Sure enough, there he is. I knew he’d be at the popular table with all of his dumb friends. Their table is always the loudest one in the cafeteria, but today they’re buzzing with even more energy because their king is back.
The sound of a tray hitting the table right next to me draws my attention away from Hunter and his most ardent followers. I look up just in time to see Anderson’s smile before he drops into the seat beside me. 
“Hey, you came.”
“Of course I did.” He leans in. I fight the urge to lean back—two kisses in one day?—but it’s another quick peck, then he looks to Sara. “Hey, Sara. Hope you don’t mind me crashing your party of two.”
“No, of course not. I was just telling Riley…”
She keeps talking, but my attention fades out. I feel eyes on me. I look back at Hunter’s table and our gazes lock. 
I break it quickly, trying to focus back in on Sara and Anderson, but I can’t help wondering if Hunter saw Anderson kiss me again. 
He saw it in class, too, but it was different that time. I didn’t know he was even there, and once I realized he was, I was too blown away to even think much about him watching my first kiss with Anderson. 
His commentary on that kiss crosses my mind. If he saw this one, it probably looked like another kiss I didn’t want. 
My stomach tightens thinking about it. Why don’t I want his kisses?
Maybe if Anderson would have kissed me somewhere more private, I wouldn’t feel so reluctant. I certainly wasn’t reluctant or cold when Hunter kissed me in my bedroom. Maybe I’m just not into PDA. 
Yeah, that’s probably it. 
Even as I think it, I’m not convinced. I know that kiss with Hunter has lived in my memory for so long, I may have made some unintended revisions on it, but thinking of it still brings a flush to my cheeks, and it happened four years ago. 
Hunter has the most perfect lips. Kissing him felt so much different. So much more meaningful. 
I shake my head, trying to drop thoughts like that. They make me feel guilty. I shouldn’t even be comparing the quick pecks Anderson has given me with the tender, emotionally charged kiss I got from Hunter. 
Maybe Anderson doesn’t kiss like Hunter, but he doesn’t hurt like him, either. 
I fight the temptation to look at Hunter again and keep my attention where it’s supposed to be as I make small talk about the school day with Anderson and Sara. I figure he might ask me questions I’m not excited for if Sara and I stop talking, so we don’t. Sara hasn’t spent much time with Anderson yet. Now that school is back in session, we’ll all see a lot more of each other, but for now, she takes advantage of the opportunity to get to know him and I encourage it, figuring as long as they’re talking about nothing, he can’t ask me about Hunter. 
“Favorite Disney movie?” she asks, dipping her plastic spoon into her fruit cup.
Anderson pops a fry into his mouth. “Lion King.”
“Best pizza topp—”
Before she can further quiz him, someone walks up to our table and steals all the words from her head. 
Only one person can do that. 
I glance up at Wally Kazinsky. His dark hair’s shorter this year—he buzzed it over the summer, so it’s just starting to grow back out. Like Anderson and Hunter, he’s wearing his letter jacket even though it’s a hot day.
“Hi,” Sara says, failing to contain her wonder. 
I sigh to myself. Wally is much better-looking now than he was as a gawky tween, and she was thoroughly hung up on him even then. I didn’t at all understand what she saw in him when we were in middle school. I still don’t, really. He’s handsome, I guess, but I still don’t think there’s anything special about him.
Sara can’t be convinced, even though I’m still not sure he knows her name.
He lifts his chin in bland acknowledgment. “What’s up?” Without giving her a chance to get the mistaken impression he cares about a response, he shifts his gaze to Anderson. “You lost, Milner? Our table’s over there,” he says, pointing back at Hunter’s table. 
“Oh, yeah, I saw. No, I actually figured I’d sit with my girlfriend today. First day and all.”
“How cute,” he says, his tone making it clear he doesn’t find it cute. “Well, maybe you should reconsider. Hunter had catering brought in for all of us to celebrate his first day back. It’s a lot better than this crap,” he says, making a dismissive gesture toward the tray full of standard cafeteria fare. 
“Can I get catering for them, too?”
Wally looks from Sara to me, his gaze cooling when it hits my face, then he looks back at Anderson. “No.”
“Then I’m all right,” Anderson says.
Wally smiles, but it’s a smile that says he’s losing his patience. Placing a hand on Anderson’s shoulder and squeezing, he leans down. “Maybe I’m not making myself clear. You can’t sit with them.”
Anderson stares at him, not defiantly, just confused. “Why not?”
Wally licks his lip and chuckles, looking down. “You haven’t heard about—”
“Anderson,” I interrupt, before Wally can tell him something I haven’t had a chance to yet. “Just… go. They’re your teammates, it’s the first day of a new school year. You should sit with them.”
Anderson frowns at me. “I should?”
“There’s catering,” I say brightly. 
“Who cares?”
“Please go,” I say, pleading with my eyes. “I told you they probably wouldn’t like you sitting with me. It’s not worth it.”
“I don’t understand,” he says, shaking his head. 
“You don’t need to understand,” Wally assures him, giving him a pat on the back. “Up. Let’s go.”
Anderson frowns at me, but since I’m shooing him away instead of hoping he’ll stay, he grabs his tray and stands. 
“Well… I guess I’m gonna go sit with them.”
I nod my head. “Have fun.”
I watch them walk away together, two broad-shouldered letter jackets heading back toward the popular table where they both belong. Wally grabs Anderson’s tray on the way and tosses the whole thing into a trash can. A lunch monitor has to dig the plastic tray out of the trash and haul it to the kitchen to be cleaned.
I stop watching when they approach Hunter’s table.
I sigh, looking back at Sara. 
I’ve lost her, though. She’s sitting there with her chin propped on her palm, gazing in that direction. Judging by the look of yearning on her face, I figure she’s gazing at Wally.
I look over there again, but only to verify my suspicions. 
Sure enough, her gaze is glued to Wally. He’s at the main table, of course, right next to Hunter. 
Since I’m already looking, I figure I may as well peek at Hunter again... 
I’m curious. I want to see if he interacts with Anderson, see if he’s at least nice to him since he just forced him to sit at their table. 
I’m not an idiot; I know Wally didn’t come over here on his own.
When I look again, Anderson is searching for a seat after grabbing food from the catering spread. 
Turns out, there’s no room for him at the table, after all. I mean, there could be, if everyone moved down a little, but they don’t. 
He stands there, looking lost for a minute, before one of Valerie’s lackeys grabs him by the shoulder and beams up at him, leading him over to the run-off popular table. It’s where you sit if you’re in the vicinity of the jocks, but not important enough for the main friend tables.
My stomach twists with guilt. Maybe I shouldn’t have made him go over there. They’re probably shunning him a little now to punish him for sitting with me in the first place. 
Or maybe Hunter just doesn’t want to sit at the same table as my boyfriend. 
Whichever it is, I don’t feel like I sent Anderson to a better place.
 
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
Riley
 
Homework tonight is a nightmare. 
I can’t focus at all. 
I need to finish my reading for history class, but every effort I make to concentrate fails spectacularly. I can only focus for about three seconds, then my mind splinters off in a thousand different directions—most of them, unfortunately, Hunter-related. 
I think about how close our bridge is. How close his house is. How close he is. 
Why did he want to know my schedule? What does he want with me? 
Why did he come back? How long has he been back? 
It was summer, so I guess he could have been here longer than I realized. It’s not like I was looking for him, but I never saw him around town. 
Then again, I guess I don’t really pay that much attention. I’m off in my own little world more often than not—it was an easy habit to get into since it’s preferable to be ignored by my peers these days. When I have their attention, it’s never anything good.
I’m sure he doesn’t have the same number, but I find myself pulling out my phone and looking at his name in my contacts anyway. It was stupid and sentimental since he left the country, but I never deleted it. 
For the longest time, I told myself maybe he would cool down and reach out to me. 
If he apologized for that lie he told about me, I would have forgiven him. I knew he was hurt, maybe even scared. I understood him being angry with me. I was only trying to protect him, but in doing so, I did turn his whole life upside down. 
I kinda want to talk to him. We talked a little in school, obviously, but I don’t want to talk to him there. I want to talk to him like I used to talk to him, when we were the only two people in the world and he trusted me enough to open up. 
He doesn’t trust me anymore, though. I want something I can’t have.
Maybe I could get his trust back. Maybe after all this time, now that he’s home and it seems kinda permanent… 
Maybe I just need to talk to him.
I set the phone aside and sigh, glancing at my school books.
There’s no point sitting here wasting more time trying to focus when I just can’t. 
Maybe if I go for a walk, my head will clear. Then I can come home and concentrate so I can finally get this reading done.
And if I happen to take a walk that takes me through the woods behind Hunter’s house… well, where else would I walk to get a little peace and quiet?
Feeling rejuvenated, I put my hair up in a ponytail and smear some gloss on my lips. I eye myself in the mirror as I apply it, but I tell myself to shut up—it’s just to protect my lips from the wind, that’s all. 
Surrre
it is. 

I’m feeling good, really good as I start walking. I’m moving fast, more eager than I want to admit to get off the sidewalk and into the wooded area that’s basically Hunter’s enormous back yard. 
I wonder what he’d do if I just stopped by? He certainly wouldn’t be expecting it, and maybe it would be fun to catch him off guard this time. 
Plus, then I would get to test out my theory about how we would interact outside of school with no one around to witness it. Maybe getting him on his own home turf—and somewhere we have memories together, even if they’re not the best—would work to my advantage, get him to lower his guard a little and I could really reach him. 
Maybe we can completely sidestep the grudge he swore he’d nurse against me and be friends again. 
I get carried away on this hopeful train of thought, convinced this is how it’ll go as I pick up the pace even more in my haste to get to his house. Dozens of questions surface in my mind—I want to know all about what his life in Italy was like. 
Did he and his father form some type of relationship, or was he just living a rich kid existence, all by himself in an expensive home in the Italian countryside with only a housekeeper to keep him company? I bet she was a good cook. Maybe she took to him lovingly, like an adoptive grandma, and taught him how to cook. I bet she makes delicious pasta and homemade sauces. It’s settled—I’m gonna talk Hunter into making me homemade pasta for dinner, because apparently I’m staying for dinner now. 
I can hardly tamp down my excitement as I cut through the woods like we did the time he led me this way to his house, but as I approach, I start to reconsider. 
Dread fills me at the prospect of going to the front door. What if he doesn’t answer? What if his mom does? I don’t know if I can be nice to her. I’m fairly sure Hunter would want me to be, I just don’t know if I can. I have no respect for the choices she made, for the danger she put him in, for her failure to protect her own son. I don’t know how I’ll be polite to her when I have 14-year-old Hunter living in my memory, telling me she didn’t call an ambulance when he was unconscious because she was more concerned with protecting his attacker than him.
As I approach the front of the house, I prepare myself in case Venus answers. I haven’t seen her since my mother outed her to the school all those years ago. There’s probably a chance I don’t even have to worry about being polite to her—she might take one look at me and kick me off her property. 
This is starting to seem more and more like a bad idea. 
I want it too much to change my mind now, though.
My steps slow as I approach the front door. I take a deep breath and let it out, then I raise my fist to knock before remembering there’s a doorbell. 
I look at the doorbell, but I don’t ring it for a second.
Are you sure about this?

Nope, but I’m doing it anyway. I’ve come too far to turn back now. 
I ring the doorbell.
It feels like an eternity passes while I stand there, tenser by the second. 
Finally, I see a shadow in the frosted glass.
Oh man. 
The door opens. I attempt a half-hearted smile that comes out as more of a grimace when I see Venus Keller standing there. She cocks an eyebrow immediately upon seeing me, her lips pursing with obvious displeasure. 
My grimace deepens. Even though I was worried about being polite to her on the way here, the dynamic of an adult being displeased with me seems to hit first. 
“Hi,” I say a little sheepishly. 
She fakes a smile. “Riley. What a surprise.”
I swallow and attempt to stand a little straighter since I feel hunched and small. “Hi Mrs.—um…” Is it still Keller? Did she change her name back to Maxwell after the divorce? I don’t know what to call her. 
Last time we met, she rushed to tell me I could call her Venus, but this time she just watches me struggle and maybe enjoys it a bit. 
That annoys me, and my annoyance snaps me out of my awkwardness. “I’m here to see Hunter—is he home?”
She smiles sweetly. “He is. Follow me, I’ll take you to him.”
She sure changed her tune abruptly. I’m immediately suspicious and a little cautious as I step inside the cool, air-conditioned interior of the house and watch her close the door behind me. I keep watching her uncertainly as she flashes me another smile and walks ahead of me, presumably leading me to wherever Hunter is. 
I haven’t been through their whole house before. I could tell it was big when I was in it four years ago, but while most houses seem to shrink as you grow older, Hunter’s feels like it got even bigger. 
Venus leads me out a back door and down a corridor that puts me in the mind of a castle hallway, pretty and imposing, but only semi-enclosed. We’re outside, but sheltered by nice-looking stone walls with rounded arches every few feet leading to the yard. 
Rounded arches ahead lead to a gathering area with patio furniture set-up and a bar at the end with a fireplace behind it. There’s no fire since it’s already hot, but it’s definitely a neat area to hang out in when you need a break from the sun. I could definitely see myself curling up on the couch over there with a good book on a drizzly fall day.
I’m distracted taking in the new space until I hear laughter. Not Hunter’s laugh, either… it’s a female. 
Oh no. 
I recognize that obnoxious giggle. 
I wish I hadn’t come now, but it’s too late to turn around. I understand why Hunter’s mom’s mood changed so abruptly. She knew I wouldn’t enjoy finding Valerie at Hunter’s house. 
At least she’s not here alone with him, I guess. 
I step forward slowly into a setting pulled straight from my nightmares. 
Half the football team and all the cheerleaders are gathered around the pool or splashing around inside it. They’re all talking and laughing. They haven’t noticed me yet. 
Valerie Johnson is in the pool with Hunter.
Not just with Hunter, but all over him.
She’s grinning as she jumps on his back, grabbing his sexy shoulders to keep from slipping off. My stomach twists at the sight of her body pressed against him, her boobs smashed against his muscular back, her legs wrapped around him underwater. She’s wearing a Barbie pink bikini made of very little fabric. 
My chest tightens. I wish I didn’t understand why, but I do. 
It’s jealousy. I can’t stand seeing her all over him. I hate how little fabric is keeping every inch of their bare bodies from touching. 
I want to rip Valerie Johnson out of the pool and punch her in the face. 
I wonder if I could flee without anyone noticing me. Sure, Hunter’s mom will know I was here, and yes, she’ll probably tell him after I’m gone, but this isn’t us in eighth grade anymore. Clearly, he’s not going to show up outside my bedroom window tonight, wanting to explain himself so my feelings aren’t hurt. 
I realize, as my chest continues to feel tight just breathing, I cannot face Hunter right now. It doesn’t matter which option would save face—I have to get out of here. 
I turn to head back the way I came. Before I get far, I hear Wally shout, “Hey, Maxwell!”
I glance back, but I don’t slow down. Wally must have tipped him off that I’m here, because the second Hunter looks away from him, his gaze snaps in my direction. 
We lock eyes.
He freezes, and my heart does, too. Especially because he immediately grabs Valerie’s legs, unlocks them from around his body, and dumps her in the pool. He doesn’t miss a beat as he turns and slices through water, making his way toward the ladder to climb out. 
“Wait,” he calls out. 
I know it’s for me, but I only speed up. It feels like this hallway is three times as long as it was when I wasn’t trying to escape him, but he’s dripping wet, so he probably won’t follow me into the house. I just have to get through the door…
Before I can, Hunter’s wet hand locks around my bicep. “I said wait.”
“I heard you,” I snap, trying to tug my arm free from his grasp. He doesn’t let go right away, but when I pull harder, he does. 
Since I didn’t make it through the door, I know I’ll have to face him. The surge of jealousy has thankfully subsided, but it might come back if I look at him again. 
I try to steel myself as I turn around, tip my chin up, and gaze up into those magnetic brown eyes of his. 
“You didn’t stop,” he points out. 
“Correct. I saw you were busy.”
Dammit. 
Hunter’s lips curve up, his eyes sparkling with amusement at my snippy tone. There’s no reason to be snippy about him playing grab ass with Valerie Johnson in his pool unless I care.
Dammit, dammit, dammit. 
“That’s not what I meant,” I say immediately. “I meant… you have all the worst people in the world at your house today, and I figured I would let you entertain them. I didn’t want to interrupt.”
Unconvinced, he nods his head. “Uh-huh.” Then he casually runs his fingers through his wet hair. Little droplets of water fall as he does.
I don’t mean to check him out, but my eyes seem to have a mind of their own. 
I already knew he looked good shirtless these days after seeing his Instagram photos, but in person, with rivulets of water running down over his cut muscles… damn. 
I swallow, feeling my face warm. I can’t keep my bearings about me if I keep looking at his tanned, toned abdomen, so I redirect my gaze to something I know will annoy me—Valerie Johnson. Her gaze is glued to us as she climbs out of the pool. 
I’m a heterosexual girl and even I’m distracted by the jiggle of her wet boobs in that hot pink halter top, by the sun kissed, perfect appearance of her toned cheerleader’s body. 
She looks fantastic in that swimsuit, but it doesn’t change the fact that she’s Satan. 
When we make eye contact, her eyes narrow and she glares daggers at me. 
I glare right back, but only for a moment. 
Hunter’s the one who deserves my glare. 
I don’t know why, but I can’t believe she’s at his house already.
It’s not like I didn’t expect…
Actually, I don’t know what I expected, but not for this to feel so much like a betrayal.
Before I can stop myself, I find myself snapping at him again. “You know, the guys, they just ignored me while you were gone, and that wasn’t such a big deal. I was already used to being more or less a loner. But Valerie? She was mean to me. She spearheaded the mission to keep everyone thinking of me as the class slut—which, honestly, if I managed to be the class slut when none of the guys around here will even look at me, I think I deserve a pat on the back, because that’s pretty damn impressive.”
His gaze locked on me with that unmatchable intensity he brings to the table a lot of the time, he asks calmly, “Why are you telling me this?”
“Did you encourage her?”
He shakes his head. “Not directly. Didn’t have to. She heard I fucked you—I knew that would make her jealous, and nothing brings out the mean in girls like jealousy.”
The calculation in that statement bugs me, even while the way he openly admits it to me comforts me somehow. “You don’t even like her, Hunter.”
His lips tug up only faintly, but this time the amusement doesn’t reach his eyes. With a directness I find disconcerting, he says almost gently, “Neither do you.”
I swallow past a lump of feelings lodged in my throat. I can’t tell what it is anymore. There are too many rushing me right now, so I’m not sure which one feels so constricting, but I have the strangest sense it’s fear. 
I don’t know why it’s fear. What do I have to be afraid of?
I look past him at Valerie. She’s staying back, but still watching us closely. 
Finally, I look back up at Hunter. I don’t even know if this will mean anything to him, I damn sure don’t expect to say it, but the words fall out of my mouth, completely unstoppable. “Not her.”
Hunter’s brows furrow in the briefest frown, then he clears it and straightens, still watching me. 
I feel naked standing here, saying this to him, but I have to. I don’t care if it makes me look stupid, I don’t care if he’d never look at me that way again and by saying this I’m all but admitting that I… 
But I have to stop him if I can. Something inside me won’t allow me not to try. 
Maybe Hunter can be mean and reckless, maybe he’s stubbornly holding onto some grudge he insists I need to pay for even though I never meant to hurt him in the first place. But, despite all that, I don’t believe he truly hates me. 
Maybe he wants to go to war with me, and he wants to win, but I don’t think he wants his victory to be the end of us.
If he wants there to be even a sliver of a chance of anything more at the end of his hateful crusade, he can’t use Valerie Johnson as one of his weapons against me. The satisfaction she would get out of it… I can’t stomach it.
In every war there are rules that must be abided by or else. 
He doesn’t know my rules. I have to tell him, if I intend to hold him accountable to them.
I meet his gaze and keep my tone even. “You’re mad at me, I get it. But there’s a line, and she’s over it.”
Hunter’s eyes narrow. “Interesting strategy, leading your opponent right to your weakest spot and telling him how to hurt you.”
“It’s not a strategy. I’m not your opponent. You can strike at me all you want, Hunter, but I won’t fight back.” I pause, letting him absorb my words. “What you did to me sucked, but I’ve never wanted to hurt you. I’ve never hated you. If you want that to change… well, now you know how.”
I don’t wait for him to answer, and this time when I turn to leave, he doesn’t stop me.
I thought I’d feel better after talking to him, but I feel worse. More exposed. More scared. More vulnerable than I should make myself around someone who so casually refers to me as an opponent. 
I don’t know how rash he is now. I know how rash he was four years ago, how he made the decision on a dime to completely ruin my reputation in front of all the biggest jerks we went to school with. 
If he’s meaner now than he was then, he’s probably right—it was probably the wrong move to be honest with him. For all I know, the minute I’m gone he’ll haul Valerie Johnson up to his bedroom and screw her brains out just to hurt me. 
The lie I would forgive him for. 
That? No chance. Especially not now that I’ve warned him.
He’s not mine to warn, though. I had hoped to leave his house today with a clearer picture of where he stood now that he’s back, but instead I’m leaving with even more uncertainty. 
I guess no matter what happens, at least I’ll always know I didn’t bite my tongue out of fear of looking stupid. I was brave and honest, even though I knew it was risky. I put myself out there and told him where my boundaries were so he’d know where not to step if he cares about me at all.
I wish I had more confidence that he wouldn’t use my vulnerability against me, but I can’t control what he does, only what I do. 
I don’t know if I’ll ever have any kind of relationship with Hunter Maxwell again, but he meant so much to me back then… 
I had to give him a chance.
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
Riley
 
 
The aroma of freshly baked doughnuts wafts around me, bizarrely cut by the much less fragrant smell of strong cologne. The man standing in front of me in line put on way too much, and I find myself taking a step back just to get away from the stench. 
I grimace to myself, dropping my gaze from the counter at the doughnut shop and looking down at the employment application clutched in my hand. I loosen my grip so as not to wrinkle it, then I go over it one more time before I turn it in.
My resume isn’t much, unfortunately. I’m still in school so I have limited availability, plus I have no real work experience to speak of. I’m on the school paper and I work as a volunteer four hours a week text counseling for a crisis hotline, but “I can calmly text people through emotional breakdowns” doesn’t seem to be the kind of work experience anyone in town is looking for. 
The doughnut shop has a ‘now hiring’ sign in the window, though, and I’m really hopeful. I’ve never made doughnuts in my life, but I am a fast learner. My mom and I are frequent customers of this particular doughnut establishment, too, so hopefully they’ll see a familiar face and decide to give me a shot.
Once I get my first job, it shouldn’t be so hard to get them in the future—at least, I hope not. I really need to start putting away money for college in the fall. 
I was optimistic at the end of junior year. I thought with summer coming, surely I could find gainful employment. 
Wrong. 
Mr. Cologne steps up to the counter so I take a couple steps forward, pasting my friendliest customer service smile on my face.
The bell over the door jingles, alerting everyone that someone else has stepped inside, but I don’t pay it any attention. I’m busy checking out the people behind the counter, trying to ascertain which one might be in charge of the hiring. 
A hand lands on my shoulder. I start, darting a look back to see who is touching me. 
Anderson.
I’m not happy to see him. We are in town together today, but I specifically asked him to wait outside while I turned in my application.
“What are you doing in here?” I ask, my practiced customer service smile waning.
“You weren’t answering your texts.”
“Of course I’m not answering my texts. I told you I was handing in an application.”
He glances at the man in front of me. “And that means you can’t answer your phone?” 
“If the hiring manager is one of these people, do you really think she’ll be impressed and eager to hire a teenager who can’t even stay off her phone while she stands in line to turn in an employment application?”
He frowns. “I don’t know. I guess not.”
I feel my patience slipping as I glance anxiously behind the counter. The older blonde lady—probably the manager—is looking right at me. 
I smile, but even to me it feels forced and uncomfortable, so I drop it and look down. 
Dammit, Anderson completely threw me off. 
“I wanted a doughnut,” he says in defense of his presence.
I tell myself I shouldn’t be mad at him, but I can’t ignore the stirrings of irritation. “And I wanted to avoid making a certain impression on a perspective employer, but here I stand, looking like some dumb girl who can’t even apply for a job without bringing her jock boyfriend with her.”
 Somehow unbothered by my bristly remark, Anderson says mildly, “Why do you always say it like that?”
“What?”
“You always say jock like it’s a four-letter word. Most girls like jocks, you know. Popularity at school, athletic bodies, lots of stamina…”
I cannot believe he is trying to flirt with me right now. I want to smash a doughnut in his face. “Will you please wait outside? I’m nervous enough, and this is something I wanted to do alone. I’ll buy you a doughnut. What kind do you want?”
It’s too late. Mr. Cologne gets his box of doughnuts and turns to leave, so it’s my turn to step forward. 
I quickly retrieve my best customer service smile and inject a little extra friendliness into my voice, but I’m still a touch self-conscious about accidentally bringing a boy with me. “Hi, um, is the hiring—” My voice inexplicably cuts out, so I clear my throat and start over. “Is the hiring manager available?”
The tired-looking girl in front of me nods like she expected me to ask and takes a step back. “Mona.”
The blonde lady I guessed was the manager walks over, but she’s paying more attention to Anderson than to me. “First home game tomorrow, huh?”
With an easy smile, Anderson says, “Sure is. We’re ready.”
“I hope so. All those hours Brian’s spent practicing, he better be ready.”
“Brian? Oh, you’re Grady’s mom?”
“Sure am,” she says, her lips tipping up just a bit. Finally, her gaze drifts to me, her expression pleasant. “This your girlfriend?”
Well, this is an unexpected wrinkle. Anderson settles an arm around my shoulder, giving me an affectionate squeeze. “Sure is. She’s great. Smart, friendly—if I had a business, I’d definitely hire her.”
With an indulgent smile, Mona reaches for my application. “I bet you would.”
This is not the way I saw this going. I would have preferred not to get a job because I’m dating a football player, but I guess I can’t really afford to be picky. “I’m Riley.”
Almost distractedly as she glances at my application, she says, “Nice to meet you, Riley. What kind of availability…?”
She just sort of trailed off, so I wait a second to see if she finishes. I don’t want to interrupt, but she doesn’t, so I hesitantly begin to answer. “Other than when I’m in school, my availability is completely open. I do volunteer four hours a week, but it’s very flexible, I can squeeze that in around my work schedule. I’m on the school paper, but that shouldn’t be an issue, either. And then I am in a school club, which I listed on there,” I say, indicating the application, “but we only meet once a month, the rest of the time we communicate via group message.”
Frowning as she looks up from the application, she says, “Riley Bishop. I know that name.”
Oh no. 
Jumping in to save the day unnecessarily, Anderson says, “Oh, we all go to school together. Maybe Brian has mentioned her in passing.”
Don’t help.

I bite back a grimace and try to morph it into an uneasy smile. “I come here all the time with my mom, maybe you recognize my last name from the credit card slips,” I say lightly.
As she looks at me, I watch her gaze visibly cool. “No, that’s not it. I know who you are. My son has mentioned you. So have a lot of other people, actually.”
That doesn’t appear to be a good thing, but I try not to jump to unpleasant conclusions. “Oh… really?” 
Her cool eyes turn even frostier as she gives me the fakest, most unkind smile I’ve ever seen. “Yes. If I recall correctly, weren’t you responsible for breaking up the marriage of your history teacher last year?”
My heart slides into my stomach. 
Last year, one of my favorite teachers got caught in a compromising position by a student—he was hooking up with someone who was not his wife during his lunch break, and someone snapped a picture of them kissing in his car. 
The picture was terrible, you couldn’t remotely see who the girl was, all you could tell for certain was that she was a brunette. The problem is, the coat she was wearing looked a lot like mine. 
As soon as Valerie Johnson realized she could link me to it in even the flimsiest way possible, she started spreading the rumor that I was the one hooking up with Mr. Fitzpatrick. 
That one was a lot worse than the stories I heard of all my secret hook-ups with the guys in our grade. That rumor took on a life of its own. I started hearing tawdry stories about myself—I especially liked the one where I was hooking up with Mr. Fitzpatrick at his house when his wife came home, and he made me sneak out the bedroom window without even having time to put my shirt back on. Zachary Long who lives near Mr. Fitzpatrick confirmed it, telling everyone he saw me and he couldn’t believe I had such nice tits. 
“No,” I murmur flatly, my face heating with shame I did nothing to earn. “That wasn’t me.”
“Mm-hmm,” she murmurs, no longer looking at the application as she lets her arm fall to her side. “Well, we’re not really looking for anyone with your… qualifications right now, but I’ll keep your application on file in case something opens up.”
No, she won’t. I attempt a polite smile, but I’m too disappointed. 
I murmur a pointless thank you, anyway, and turn around. 
Anderson follows, no longer worried about getting a doughnut. 
The bell chimes and I step out onto the sidewalk. 
“What was she talking about?”
I look over at Anderson stopped on the sidewalk beside me. “Some dumb rumor that was going around last year,” I say glumly.
“You and a teacher?” he asks skeptically. 
His tone makes me frown. It almost sounds like he thinks it’s factual. “Rumor, Anderson. It wasn’t true.”
He frowns. “Why would anyone even think that, though? That’s a crazy thing to make up.”
“Yeah, well, Valerie Johnson is crazy,” I mutter, starting to walk away from the stupid doughnut shop. I can just imagine Mona the doughnut lady watching out the window, gossiping about me with her employee who couldn’t care less. 
“What does she have to do with it?” he asks, following behind me. 
“She’s the one who started the rumor. One of her friends caught him making out with some girl in his car, and she told everyone it was me.”
“Why would she do that?”
I look over at him, noting his doubtful frown. “I’m not really in the mood to explain mean girls, Anderson. Can we just drop this?”
“I mean… no,” he says reluctantly, casting me an almost apologetic look. “You not wanting to talk about it just makes me wonder about it even more.”
“I don’t want to talk about it because it’s not a nice memory. People were really mean to me—not just kids at school, either. Adult women. My mom had to go to a PTO meeting and rip into them to get it to stop, and it only really stopped because summer finally came and people had a few months away from school to focus on other things.”
“Is that what you were talking about before? You said someone told a lie about you and everyone believed it.”
I sigh, already tired of this conversation. Even more tired of it because I know my answer won’t be reassuring. “No. That was a different lie told by a different person.”
“Is this something that happens to you a lot?” he asks skeptically. “People making up lies about you?”
I stop walking and turn to look at him as he slows to a stop beside me. I could just point out that they’re related—the initial lie facilitated the later lies about me and made them seem believable. But, frankly, I don’t appreciate having to explain myself. I don’t appreciate the subtle implication that it must be my fault people would say bad things about me. That I must have done something to deserve it. 
Folding my arms across my chest defensively, I say, “You know what, I think I’m gonna go home.”
His eyebrows rise in wounded surprise. “What? But we were supposed to have dinner together.”
We were, and I am hungry, but my desire to have dinner with him has swiftly evaporated. 
It’s a shame, too. I was looking forward to this date when the day began. I thought it was exactly what we needed. These first few days of school have been a trial. I thought today would give us a chance to get away from all the things that have created distance between us this week. 
I also really wanted a sandwich. 
The local butcher shop makes these specialty sandwiches—a new kind every day, and they serve them until they’re sold out. They sell out nearly every day because they’re so delicious. Last time I checked their Instagram account, they hadn’t sold out yet today. They don’t have seating at the shop, but the plan was we would sit on the benches outside and eat our sandwiches before heading over to the bookstore. Anderson isn’t much of a reader, but he does like Stephen King, so he didn’t completely hate my date idea. 
Now I do, though. Not because of the activities, but because I’m rapidly losing interest in my companion. 
“Come on, I know you’re hungry. Let’s just drop this for now and go get some food.”
I don’t feel like budging, but I don’t feel like arguing, either. 
My tummy rumbles as if to cast its own vote, so even though I’m no longer excited about it, I uncross my arms and start walking with him toward the butcher shop. 
We don’t speak, though. We walk in silence. 
This isn’t anything like the date I’d been hoping for. I know it’s not for him, either, but considering his reaction to that stupid rumor Valerie and her posse spread about me, I can’t muster much sympathy. 
I can’t muster much optimism about this relationship, either. I liked Anderson over the summer so I don’t know how we’re sliding downhill so fast, but we’ve been back to school for less than a week, and I’ve already thought about breaking up with him more than once. 
I grab the door and we head inside. 
There’s one person ahead of us, but the shop is otherwise empty. I’m not paying much attention at first, but then I take a closer look. 
The back of that head looks awfully familiar. My gaze drifts to his heavily inked arms, which I also recognize. 
“Ray?”
He turns around, his stoic expression easing into a more pleasant one at the sound of my voice. He flicks a glance at Anderson before his gaze lands back on me. “Hey, Riley.”
Some of my grumpiness dissipates. “Are you here for a sandwich of the day, too?”
Ray shakes his head. “Just picking up a couple of steaks. Thought I’d surprise your mom with dinner when she gets home from work.”
“That sounds nice,” I say, glancing over at Anderson as he steps up beside me. He looks at Ray like he wants an introduction. 
He and Ray haven’t met yet, but the mood I’m in right now, I’m not exactly eager to introduce them. 
“What’s up?” Anderson asks casually, nodding his head. 
Ray eyes him up but doesn’t respond. Instead, he says to me, “This the Scorpio?”
Anderson darts a questioning glance my way. “The Scorpio?”
“Zodiac sign,” I explain, without really explaining. 
This doesn’t clear anything up for him. “I’m not a Scorpio. I’m a Libra.”
Ray emits a low, unimpressed-sounding murmur. 
Anderson’s gaze snaps to him, then back to me. “I’m lost.”
I don’t loop Anderson in. Instead, I tell Ray, “He’s not the one who sent the flowers. The Scorpio is someone else.”
“You figured out who sent you the flowers?” Anderson asks, understandably curious.
That’s another question I don’t feel like answering, so I make an introduction that turns awkward fast. “This is my… Anderson. This is Anderson.”
The faintest glimmer of amusement passes through Ray’s eyes, but I only notice it because I know him a little better. When he turns his gaze on Anderson, it’s hard and entirely unamused. 
“Her boyfriend,” Anderson says flatly, thrusting his hand out.
Ray doesn’t look altogether convinced or interested in shaking hands, but after a couple seconds, he decides not to leave Anderson hanging and gives it a firm shake. “Ray.”
“Ray is my… well, my mom’s—”
“I’m Riley’s father,” Ray supplies, cutting me off.
My eyebrows rise sharply in surprise, but I can’t deny a little burst of happiness I feel hearing him say that. “Ray is my mom’s boyfriend. He’s a little crazy,” I state good-naturedly.
Ray releases Anderson’s hand and shrugs. “We’ll get married eventually, figured I might as well start claiming you now.”
The man behind the counter places Ray’s order on the counter. “Anything else I can get you today?”
Ray reaches into his back pocket and draws out a wallet, but then he looks over at me. “Go ahead and order, I got it.”
“Oh, I’ll pay for her,” Anderson interjects. Then to the guy behind the counter, he says, “We want to get two orders of the sandwich of the day.”
The man shakes his head. “Sold out. Sorry.”
On one hand, I’m disappointed. I really wanted that sandwich. 
On the other hand, I’m in a bad mood, and I really want to bail on this date. I think I just found the perfect excuse. 
“Aw, that’s a shame. But you know what? Actually, Ray, you probably need me to get into the house, right? You don’t have a key, and Mom’s not home yet, so I’ll have to let you in.”
Ray meets my gaze, catching on quickly. Thankfully, he plays along without hesitation. “That’s right. It’s a good thing I ran into you.”
I nod, so relieved that I forget I’m annoyed at Anderson and shoot him an apologetic smile. “Maybe we can grab a sandwich tomorrow.”
Anderson does not look remotely pleased. “I can’t tomorrow, that’s why we made plans today.”
“Oh. Right. Well, another time.”
The awkwardness is palpable as we all stand here, Anderson put out that I’m ditching him and only barely pretending to be bummed about it. Me, I just want to get the hell out of here, so I ignore the tension and look to Ray for help. 
No more interested than I am in sticking around and soaking up the discomfort, Ray looks at the meat packed up on the counter, then asks the butcher, “Can I get one more of those? Turns out my daughter will be home for dinner, after all.”
 



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
Riley
 
 
Ray doesn’t say anything as I slide into the passenger seat of his car. He doesn’t ask about the awkward way I just dropped my boyfriend or my clear desperation to get away from him. Ray knows if all he needed was to be let into the house, I could have just given him my house key. 
Hell, he was locked up for breaking into someone’s house—I don’t even know if he needs a key to get past a front door.
But he doesn’t ask, and after being grilled by Anderson, I deeply appreciate it. 
Instead of interrogating me, he puts the steaks in the backseat, turns on the air conditioning, and fires up the engine. The radio suddenly blares from the speakers, filling the silence. The volume startles me, so he automatically reaches over to turn it down. 
“Sorry about that. You want me to turn it off?”
I shake my head. “No, it’s fine. Just a little loud.”
He cracks a smile as he adjusts the volume a tad lower, then puts his hand back on the steering wheel. “Yeah. I’m not used to the quiet yet.”
I look over at him. “What do you mean?”
He glances at me, then checks his rearview mirror before he puts the car in reverse to back out of his parking spot. “Where I lived before. Not very quiet.”
“Oh. Right, I guess it wouldn’t be,” I murmur, looking down at my lap. 
A few seconds pass and he doesn’t say anything else, so we fall into a companionable silence. I watch out the window as we drive through town, then when there’s nothing nice to look at anymore, I look back over at him. 
“Sorry about crashing your date night with my mom.”
I’m sure he’s not thrilled about it, but you really can’t tell looking at him. He seems sincere when he shakes his head and says, “No worries.”
“I have a lot of homework to do tonight, anyway,” I assure him. “I don’t even have to eat with you guys, I can—”
He cuts me a look, interrupting without words. “I said it’s not a problem, Riley. Date night, family dinner—makes no difference to me. You can help me out if you want to. Throw together a salad or something and we’ll both take credit for the idea.”
Since he really doesn’t seem to mind that I invited myself to their date night, I relax a little… but only until I realize I told Mom I’d be out with Anderson tonight. 
She’ll want to know what changed. 
Even though it’s been a few days, I haven’t told her Hunter is back yet. I tell myself I’m not deliberately keeping it from her, that it just hasn’t come up between me being busy with school stuff and her being busy with work. 
I know it’s not entirely true, though. My mom may be busy, but she’s never too busy for me. 
I don’t want to tell her, that’s the real truth. She never liked Hunter, but she did soften toward him when I broke down and told her everything he was going through. 
That soft spot hardened right back up when she heard from another mother what was going around the school about me. Only three people knew she’d caught Hunter in bed with me. It hadn’t come from her, and she knew I
didn’t spread the rumor about myself.
I wanted to protect him, but I couldn’t lie to my mom. I tailored the truth as much as I could to make it sound less malicious, but she was always given to believing the worst about Hunter. His hasty decision to trash my reputation was all the evidence she needed to solidify her original belief that he was bad.
I sigh, resting my chin on my hand and looking out the window again. 
“Everything okay?” Ray asks. 
“Yeah.” 
He gives me a few seconds to expand on that. When I don’t, he asks, “Fighting with your boyfriend?”
Boyfriend?
Oh, right. He just saw me blow off Anderson. Of course he thinks that’s what’s bothering me. 
“No. Well, maybe. I don’t know. He pissed me off today, I’m not entirely sure what to make of it.”
“Well, I’m a good listener if you’d like help working it out.”
I glance over at him. “I’m sure you don’t want to hear about my dumb boy troubles.”
Ray cracks a smile. “Try me.”
“It’s a long, stupid story,” I insist, shaking my head. 
“I’ve got time.”
I think about it for a minute, but I don’t want to go into all of it. For one thing, even though it’s insane and stupid, some part of me doesn’t want to tell him about my history with Hunter. I tell myself I don’t know why, but deep down, I know I don’t want to give Ray a bad impression of him. It’s not like Mom wouldn’t fill him in on the details anyway, but I’d like for Ray to… not hate Hunter. 
God, that’s stupid. 
Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
It’s still the truth, though, so I omit Hunter’s part in all this and tell a greatly abridged version of the story. “There’s this mean girl at my school who’s been jealous of me since 8th grade because she thinks I hooked up with a guy we both liked.”
Since I pause here to see how he reacts, he gives a little nod of acknowledgment. “All right.”
“And she’s really good at holding a grudge, so she still hates me. I mean, I hate her, too, but that’s not the point.”
“Got it.”
“Last year she told everybody I had an affair with a married teacher—which, of course, wasn’t true.”
“Of course,” he puts in loyally.
“But a lot of people believed it.”
Ray nods his understanding. “Sometimes perception matters more than the truth.”
I nod a bit glumly, feeling the ickiness from the doughnut shop return. “I put in an application at the doughnut shop in town today, and the lady basically told me she didn’t hire whores.”
That gets his attention. He looks over at me, openly surprised. “Jesus Christ. She said that to you?”
“With her tone and the way she looked at me, not precisely with words.”
“Ah. Got it.”
I nod. “Anyway, Anderson was there with me even though I specifically asked him to wait outside, so he heard her accusation about me wrecking my teacher’s marriage. When we left, he started grilling me about it, and… I don’t know, it felt like he believed it or something. He came off very accusatory and like he wanted to know what I had done to make people say things like that about me. It just didn’t feel like he was on my side.”
Ray shakes his head, unimpressed. “What a little bitch.”
He startles me and I look over at him, biting back a smile. “Well, I didn’t say that…”
“I know, I did,” he says. “Letting strangers put doubts in his head about you.” He shakes his head. “Doesn’t sound like a catch to me.”
Even though I’m the one who started complaining about him, I find myself rising to his defense. “He’s a nice guy and everything, and I guess he wasn’t here, so maybe I should go easier on him… I don’t know, it just rubbed me the wrong way.”
He doesn’t offer another word about Anderson, instead switching tracks and asking, “And what about the one who sent you the flowers? Is he a nice guy?”
No. 
Yes. 
Sometimes. 
I don’t know how to answer, so I just look at my lap. “He’s… complicated.”
Ray nods like he knows exactly what I mean, but he doesn’t freak out about it like my mom would. Instead, he gives me space to talk about it if I want to or let it go if I don’t. 
I need a break from thinking about Hunter, so we let it go. 
It’s nice. 
It’s nice when we go home, too. I’m so used to it just being me and Mom, it feels a little strange at first, moving wordlessly around the kitchen as we work together to prepare dinner. My mom is pretty chatty so I’m not used to working in silence, but Ray isn’t very talkative when my mom isn’t around. It’s just what I need today. Companionable, peaceful calm. No prying into things I don’t want to talk about. 
Then the front door opens and we both know that means Mom’s home. I hang back and get the plates out of the cupboard while he greets her and they bicker about our need for a real grill instead of the little George Foreman Ray is forced to work with. 
“This is a grill,” Mom insists, as he locks an arm around her waist and tugs her close. 
“This is a hot plate with ridges,” Ray disagrees before giving her a little peck on the mouth. “We need to get a real grill, we can put it out back.”
“Oh, do we?” Her eyebrows rise and she teases, “Is this your house now?”
Ray cocks his eyebrows right back, amusement glinting in his eyes. “I like to think of it as ours. You got a problem with that?”
Snaking an arm around his neck, she pulls herself close and murmurs, “What if I do?”
He dips his face closer to hers and they start to kiss again, but this time it’s not a peck. 
I roll my eyes good-naturedly and turn away, letting them behave like randy teenagers while I collect the utensils we’ll need to eat dinner. 
A couple minutes later, Mom wanders over with a wistful sigh while Ray takes the steaks off our inferior countertop grill. Mom has that dreamy look on her face. I’ve grown accustomed to seeing it when Ray’s around. 
She settles her arm around my shoulder and gives me a sideways hug. “Hey, kiddo. How was your day?”
“Good,” I say, not offering anything more. 
I expect her to be sharp like she always is, to notice I’m not on a date with Anderson like I was supposed to be and demand details. 
She doesn’t, though. I think she is so distracted by Ray, she actually doesn’t realize I’m not supposed to be here. 
Furthering my hypothesis, she glances over at Ray just in time to see him look back at her. She blushes like a schoolgirl and her gaze darts to me, a helpless grin on her face. “God, he makes it so hard to be broken up with him.”
I try to suppress a smile. “I’m no expert, but I think maybe that means you’re not supposed to be broken up with him.”
“I like him so much,” she whispers, as if he doesn’t already know. 
“Even more evidence.”
Sighing, she leans her head against mine. “He’s just the best.”
I’ve never seen my mom this way—ever—so I know it must be a little outside her comfort zone to feel the way she does about Ray. I like it, though. I like seeing her happy, and I really like Ray. Not just because he makes Mom happy, but the relationship we’re starting to build, too. The way he seems to fit in and naturally complement our existing family dynamic… well, that’s not something I’ve ever had, either.
A dad isn’t something I’ve ever had.
If Mom would just get out of her own way, maybe we could be one of those annoyingly happy little nuclear families. I think it’d be kinda great. 
My mom is more stubborn than I am, though, so I know she needs to get there on her own. Rather than continuing to argue that she’s being crazy fighting her feelings for this super great guy who is clearly serious about her, I merely drape my arm around her shoulder and give her a little hug back. “He is.”
 
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
Riley
 
 
 The one place in this school that I do like is the library. For me, it feels a bit like a sanctuary. As soon as I pass through the doorway into this haven of books and solitude, a little wave of relief rolls over me. 
During my free period I like to slip in here and sit alone at one of the round tables in the back. It’s quiet and free of distractions. None of the jocks ever come in here unless they’re forced to, so it’s the perfect place to work. 
I have textbooks and pages of notes spread out all across the surface, taking up practically all of it. There are two empty tables beside me, so I don’t feel bad about hogging this one. If anyone else needs a place to study, they can take one of those.
At least, that’s the logical thing I’m pretty sure any non-sociopath would do when they see a person busy working and two completely empty tables, but my peripherals register a flash of red T-shirt and dark wash jeans and then someone drops their books onto the small area of table beside me that I don’t have covered up. 
Are you kidding me? 
Shoving down a flash of irritation, I start gathering my things to make space for the intruder. I stop when I glance up—to shoot him a dirty look, whoever he is—and my heart stalls. 
Hunter.
He flashes me a smile as he drops into the empty chair beside me. “What’s up, bookworm?”
My heart does a somersault, but I try not to let it show on my face. 
This is the first time we’ve spoken since I showed up at his house the other day, and I’m not sure where he stands. His tone seems friendly enough, so maybe he comes in peace.
Since it’s him, I stop cleaning up and begin to straighten my papers back out across the table. I’m sure he’s not here to study.
I want to ask him why he is here, but my brain can’t seem to formulate words. I don’t know if it’s because I was in the zone making notes and then he just showed up and interrupted, or if it’s the strangeness of seeing him here in a space I consider mine. 
I guess the library isn’t truly mine, but I’ve never been in here with anyone
before—this is something I do alone.
It’s something I could definitely see doing with him, though. The old Hunter, anyway. I could envision him coming to the library with me while I study, goofing off and thoroughly distracting me—rendering the whole study period useless, but I’d enjoy it so much, I wouldn’t be able to be mad about it.
When the new Hunter cocks an eyebrow expectantly, I realize I have to speak. 
“Getting a head start on my homework,” I murmur, keeping my voice low since we are in the library. “What are you
doing?”
“Keeping an eye on you,” he states casually as he folds his hands behind his head and leans back—rather theatrically, if I do say so myself. 
“Really? You’re not even going to pretend you’re doing anything else?”
Unapologetic, he shrugs. “Lying to you was never my thing, Catnip. I’m surprised you expect me to. Is that something your ex-boyfriend did a lot of?”
I frown. “Ex-boyfriend?”
“Kyle. Or… Evan. Peter?” He frowns, cocking his head and glancing up in thought, then says, “Christopher. It was Christopher.”
My eyes narrow on his face. I suppose he could be playing into the rumors Valerie has kept alive about me, implying I’ve been with so many guys, he can’t keep them all straight. It doesn’t seem like something he’d do, though. 
“If you’re messing with me, I don’t understand the joke.”
“I’m not, honestly. Why can’t I think of that fucker’s name? Must not be very memorable. Bushy eyebrows. Boring face. He’s like a faithful pooch that woke up one day as a real boy. He’s on the team. Milner! Something Milner.”
My jaw inches open in surprise and a horrible surge of amusement swells up inside me. “Wow. You’re not even close.”
He waves it off, then leans forward on his elbows and leans over to take a peek at my notes. “Eh, whatever. His name doesn’t matter. What are you working on?”
“His name is Anderson,” I tell him, ignoring his question. “And he is not my ex-boyfriend, he’s my current boyfriend.”
He levels me a look of shock that I think he’s faking, but I can’t be totally sure. “He’s still your boyfriend?”
“Why wouldn’t he be?”
Hunter shrugs. “I don’t know, another guy sent his girl flowers—doesn’t seem like he’d be thrilled.”
I shake my head, focusing my attention on my notes and trying to hold onto some remnant of concentration. 
“Or did you not tell him?” Hunter asks when I don’t offer an explanation.
I don’t like his tone, so I keep my retort succinct. “He knows I got flowers from someone.”
“But you haven’t told him who.” It’s a statement, not a question, but he pauses as if he expects an answer. Then, in a tone tinged with too much pleasure, he says, “Interesting.”
“It’s not interesting,” I disagree. “Maybe I’m just not a fan of conflict and it didn’t matter, so I don’t see the point.”
“Maybe. Of course, since he knows you got flowers from someone who isn’t him, he’s bound to be pretty curious about it. That means it is important—at least to him—which also means it’s more important to you not to tell him than to alleviate his concerns that some other guy might be trying to win over his girlfriend. I’d guess that might also lead to a fight, some distance—definite damage to the relationship. And you’re willing to take on all of that just so you don’t have to tell the guy I sent you flowers. Either you care so little about him, or…”
I am so annoyed by his dissection of my behavior, I shoot him a mild glare. “Or?”
He smiles, his brown eyes glinting wickedly. “Or you care so much about me. You still have a little crush, Riley? A little lingering interest? I bet he’d like that even less than the flowers.”
Even though I don’t want him to think I’m agreeing with his assessment, I can’t help tossing back an overly cavalier, “If I didn’t tell him about the flowers, what makes you think I’d tell him that?”
Hunter nods like that’s what he expected to hear. “So he’s insignificant. That’s what I figured, but it’s good to have confirmation.”
We’re getting a little too mean, so I decide I should knock it off and defend the guy a little. Anderson did annoy me yesterday, but he hasn’t done anything to deserve that. 
“He isn’t insignificant. Anderson is a perfectly nice guy. I wasn’t agreeing with any of the nonsense you just spewed—”
“That wasn’t nonsense,” he interrupts. 
“—I was only humoring you.”
“Whatever you have to tell yourself.” He leans forward on the table top and his gaze meets mine. “So, I’ve been thinking.”
That’s potentially dangerous. “About what?”
“Your rules of engagement,” he says. 
I break his gaze, shifting mine to my notebook. “I think my terms were fair,” I say, testing the waters. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I see him nod. “A little one-sided, though, don’t you think?”
“Not really. I made one person off-limits to you. There’s a whole school of other fish in the sea, Hunter; I just can’t stand that one.”
“Maybe that’s the one I wanted,” he suggests. 
“Well, if that’s the case, I think you’re gross, so please feel free to disregard my request and go for it. I hope you and your vicious trophy wife will be very happy together.”
His stupidly perfect lips curve up. “You don’t mean that.”
“I really do.”
Apparently finding this thread of our conversation insignificant, he says, “Anyway, it’s a moot point as long as you’re willing to play ball. I’m more than willing to agree to your terms as long as you agree to mine, but if you get to make territorial demands of me, I think it’s only fair I issue a directive of my own.”
My hackles rise at his terminology. I’m so used to being a free agent, the idea of following anyone’s directives rankles, but I suppose it’s only fair if I lay down the law, he gets a shot, too. “I’m listening.”
“Dump the dead weight.”
I can only stare at him. “Excuse me?”
“Milner. He’s gotta go.”
“But… he’s my boyfriend.”
“Not anymore,” Hunter says. 
“Why?”
“I don’t like seeing you with him,” he states, like that’s a normal thing to say. 
I open my mouth to speak, but I can’t do much more than sputter. “I… I’m confused.” I try not to sound hopeful, but I’m not sure I’m entirely successful. “Are you asking me out?”
He smiles unkindly, as if he finds the idea amusing. “No. I’m telling you to make yourself single—and stay that way.”
My hopefulness dissipates pretty quickly, his words igniting a hot spark of irritation. “Why?”
“Because those were my orders and I expect them to be followed. Your purse-holder seems to have missed the memo. A little odd because everyone else got it just fine, but… hey, maybe he can’t read.”
I’m getting a little annoyed about his continued putdowns to Anderson, but I can’t focus on that because I’m too distracted by the words he isn’t directly saying.
“So… let me just make sure I have this right. You don’t want to date me, but you don’t want anyone else to, either?”
Hunter smiles. “See, this is why it’s more fun to fuck with smart girls. They catch on right away.”
“And that doesn’t seem…” I trail off, playing at trying to find the right words. “I don’t know, deeply and profoundly unfair?”
Hunter eases forward on the table, his amusement fading as he looks me in the eye. “It’s not about playing fair, Bishop. I came back for revenge—I told you I would. I didn’t come back to make your life better. Now, this is already a deviation from my original intentions. You took me off guard when you crashed my party, I’ll admit that. You made yourself vulnerable when I told you four years ago that the next time I saw you, I’d slice you open. It was a brave, crazy fucking thing to do, and I respect that.”
A chill crawls down my spine. I straighten, putting a few more inches of distance between us, but I don’t break his gaze. 
“So, this is me taking mercy on you, Riley. This is me compromising. If you take me up on it, I’ll be a little nicer to you while I’m taking my revenge, but if you don’t… well, at least I can sleep easier knowing I gave you a fighting chance.”
I swallow down a lump in my throat, aware of heat creeping up my neck and coloring my cheeks. It’s not embarrassment. Oh no. It’s anger. White-hot anger. 
For years I’ve been missing Hunter. He has visited my daydreams—and my actual dreams—on more than a few occasions. To be perfectly honest, I would’ve thought my knees would buckle right under me if he came back, grudge forgotten, and expressed any kind of romantic interest in me.
But that’s not what this is. 
My knees show no signs of weakening, and I’m infuriated by these demands he’s making. They’re not like the “demands” I made of him. I didn’t want him with Valerie because it’s a bridge too far for me—that wasn’t even what I went to his house to tell him, it was something that clawed its way out of me even in the least justifiable circumstances. My words were more likely to be met with cruel disregard than any form of compliance, but even knowing that, I couldn’t hold them in. Those words came from a vulnerable place deep inside me. They didn’t come from a place of wanting to control him—they were borne of an insuppressible need to warn him not to do something I could never get past. 
What he’s saying… it’s not coming from the same place. 
I search his face for any indication of deeper feeling beneath the surface of his ugly words, but his eyes are clear, his expression calm, controlled. Stoic. He isn’t giving anything away.
This isn’t like the times I get a version of him that his friends don’t get. I thought maybe it was when he sat down and started a back and forth with me. He coaxed me into lowering my defenses by acting like we were friends again, tempted me in further by suggesting he’d play ball if I did, but looking into his eyes now… I don’t see even a hint of warmth. 
A chill passes over me in its absence, a little pang of longing pinching me. 
I want Hunter back—the one I knew in middle school. 
He’s back, but he’s not the same. 
Unbidden, the note he sent along with the necklace surfaces in my mind. I recall the tone of ownership that pissed me off when I thought it was from Anderson. 
I don’t know if I would’ve felt the same way if I had known that day it was from Hunter, but right now…
Right now I’m thinking maybe I wasn’t entirely off the mark when I considered that some asshole jock might not have meant the ownership in a romantic capacity—I just didn’t know which asshole jock I was dealing with. 
Now I do.
“You’ve changed,” I tell him, keeping my tone even. 
Unperturbed, he says, “No, I haven’t. You just never saw this side of me before.”
I guess he’s probably right. Enough people told me Hunter was a bully that I probably should’ve believed it, but I fell into a trap I thought I was too smart for. 
I didn’t believe them because I cared about him. I let my emotional investment in him blind me to the truth. 
That’s not a mistake I’ll make twice. 
“I won’t hurt him to satisfy your sick need for revenge,” I tell him simply, reopening my notebook so he knows I’m finished entertaining his bullshit. 
“Sure you will,” he says, his tone so certain, my whole body stiffens. “How you hurt him? That’s the only part that’s up to you. Cutting him loose now is the merciful option. If you don’t… Mark my words, Riley. I will drag him through Hell.”
His words give me pause. I think of lunch, Hunter sending Wally over to retrieve Anderson, then not even letting him sit at their table. It was a small thing, but it was only a sample. A warning shot to let me know if he wants to push Anderson around, he can without even lifting a finger. 
I recall Hunter’s mom telling me how he bullied his former best friend so badly, the kid switched schools. What if he does that to Anderson? He could. I’ve seen the social power Hunter and Valerie have, how they can exile people over nothing, and the whole school will turn a blind eye to how horrible they’re being and go right along with it.
School has been shitty for me ever since Hunter left, and I don’t even care much about all of this. Being banished to social Siberia didn’t hurt me the way it might somebody else. 
Somebody like Anderson. He’s an affable, sociable guy. He’s accustomed to having friends, and I’m not sure how he would respond to being shunned, let alone outright bullied.
Would he be able to cope with it as well as Sara and I have?
Irritation etched across my features, I look over at him. “Your grudge is against me, Hunter. I’m the one who told your secret. I’m the one who got you shipped out of the country. Anderson hasn’t done a damn thing to you. Why would you do this to him?”
“He’s in my way,” he says simply.
I search his hard-eyed countenance for some flicker of the wounded, lovable boy I knew in middle school, but I don’t find him. The Hunter looking back at me is immovable and unforgiving, completely unapologetic as he holds my gaze.
I know he’s not bluffing. 
If I don’t break up with Anderson, Hunter will make me wish I had.
I don’t know what to do, what to say. My brain is working quickly, trying to come up with something, but I don’t know how to accomplish everything I want to accomplish. 
I don’t want to hurt Anderson, but I don’t want to sic Hunter on him, either. I hate relenting to a bully, but I’m not so stubborn that I’ll dig in when I know that will do more harm to everyone involved. 
I was even thinking about breaking up with Anderson before, so… maybe I should just do it. 
Hunter’s terms aren’t fair and I doubt I’ll go along with anymore of them, but it probably would be best to push Anderson out of his line of fire. Whatever goes down, it’s between Hunter and me. Nobody else needs to get hurt. 
Seeming to sense my impending surrender, Hunter stands and turns his chair back around, preparing to leave.
 “There’s a party after the game tomorrow night. It’s at Valerie’s house. The whole team will be there with their girlfriends. You can come with Evan—it’ll be a good place to dump him. Nice and public, just in case he doesn’t take it well and you need me to step in,” he says with a wink.
“I am not breaking up with Anderson with you around watching and enjoying it,” I say pointedly, since now I know he is deliberately getting his name wrong. “If I break up with him, I will do it my own way.”
“Well, that’s up to you, just make sure you do it tomorrow. You have until the end of the party to dump him. He leaves alone, you leave with me.”
My heart skips a beat at that last line. I meet his gaze, searching for something—anything—real, but his mask is in place, his expression cool and controlled. I can’t tell what he’s really thinking.
I swallow, trying not to think too hard about what he’s demanding. 
I’m sure he doesn’t mean it the way it sounded. It’s probably just about embarrassing Anderson, maybe even me. When he says I’ll leave with him, I’m sure he doesn’t mean…. 
Either way, hearing him say it makes my stomach rock with a boatful of butterflies. 
“This isn’t the way to get me to leave with you, Hunter.”
Ignoring my good sense, he says, “Those are my terms. No negotiating.”
“And if I refuse?”
He keeps his gaze locked on me as a dark smile passes across his face. “Then I stop playing nice.”
He doesn’t linger to detail what that means, but he doesn’t need to. I can see the promise of destruction in the depths of his beautiful brown eyes. 
The moment ends as abruptly as it began—and at Hunter’s discretion. 
He drops my gaze and turns to leave, but before he goes, he says, “See you at the party, Catnip. Wear something cute.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Nineteen
Riley
 
 
Early the next morning, I meet Anderson for breakfast before school starts. 
There’s a lot weighing on my mind today. 
Hunter’s words from the library have me twisted up in knots, exactly as he intended. He was hot and cold, mean and friendly, and then after threatening me and promising to wreak havoc on Anderson as long as he remained my boyfriend, after all that ugliness… he called me Catnip. 
There was no sign of the boy I knew until he decided to drop that breadcrumb. 
He’s so fucking clever, I almost respect it, but I also want to smack him. 
I have a lot of feelings, and they’re all twisted up. Every last one of them. 
Now I have to break up with Anderson, and I’m not looking forward to it, though I’ll admit this is the thing I am least conflicted about doing today. I’m not psyched that my main reason for doing this is “because Hunter told me to,” but I know it’s more than that. I was entertaining the idea of breaking up with Anderson before Hunter got involved. If anything, Hunter being a jerk about it poked my defiant streak and made me want to stay with Anderson, even knowing I probably shouldn’t. 
I can’t do that to Anderson, though. It wouldn’t be fair. 
I just think maybe Anderson and I aren’t right for one another. I want a different kind of boyfriend than him, and he would probably have a better relationship with someone…
Well, with someone who didn’t lie in bed all night wondering what Hunter meant by “you’ll leave with me.”
But also just someone lighter than me. I don’t think I’m especially dark and heavy, but I am too much for Anderson. 
All things considered, I just don’t think we’re a good fit. It’s nobody’s fault, we just don’t work. That’s what I’m going to tell him.
At least, that’s my plan until Anderson shows up at the restaurant already looking like he just lost his best friend. 
He doesn’t even speak to me at first beyond a monotone, “Hey,” as he takes a seat in the booth across from me. 
A waitress comes over before we get a chance to talk. She pours me coffee and takes Anderson’s drink order, then she says she’ll give us a minute.
Testing the waters, I wrap my hands around my coffee mug and try to catch his gaze. “Is everything okay?”
“No, not really.”
My heart thuds guiltily, but I try not to jump to conclusions. “What’s wrong?”
“My dog got hit by a car.”
Oh no.
I inhale sharply. That was the last thing I expected him to say, but my heart swells up with sympathy for him. 
Anderson loves his dog. On our first date, he playfully “forewarned” me about all the dog hair in his room because Peanut slept by the foot of his bed every night. 
“Is… is he going to be okay?” I ask tentatively. 
Anderson shakes his head. “No. He’s gone.”
I sit back in my seat, feeling a bit like I got the wind knocked out of me. “I’m so sorry, Anderson. That’s terrible. I don’t even know what to say.”
He nods, looking up at me with a sad glint in his eyes. “Can you sit by me? Sorry, I’m feeling a little clingy today.”
Shit.
“Of course,” I murmur, grabbing my purse and scooting out of my side of the booth so I can move over to his. 
So, that sets the tone for my morning. 
I make a point to show up to the class I have with Hunter a little early so I can explain what happened with Anderson. 
I haven’t entirely figured out how to talk to him about it in class with everyone around to potentially overhear. It would be excruciatingly embarrassing if someone heard me explaining to him why I can’t break up with my boyfriend like he told me to. Without proper context, that would sound much worse than it is. 
Hell, even with proper context it sounds pretty damn bad.
However, when I get to class, he isn’t even there. I wait for him to show up while I brainstorm how best to explain my situation covertly, but he never shows up. 
 
___
 
“Hey, man, what’s up?” 
Valerie Johnson’s house is the last place I want to be, ever. 
It seems I am the only one who feels that way, though. Hunter told me the athletes and their girlfriends would be at the party tonight after the game, but he failed to mention that a good percentage of our senior class would be as well. 
Anderson and I just got here, so we haven’t made it inside yet. Right now we’re crowded around Chuck Whitehouse’s new car with a few of Anderson’s teammates. Their girlfriends mostly wandered off as soon as Chuck popped the hood and started talking about what was under it. Tasha stuck around like she was curious, but she might just be reluctant to leave her boyfriend’s side—he has been known to have a wandering eye. 
I’m not into cars myself, but Anderson listens with interest. Given he’s had such a rough day, I play the dutiful girlfriend role and stay by his side. 
He has been uncomfortably affectionate today, but I think it’s just because he’s sad about his dog.
Unfortunately, Anderson’s arm is draped over my shoulder in a casually territorial gesture when Hunter walks up. I feel his presence behind me by the shift in the wind as he approaches, but my heart still drops when I look back and see his eyes locked on me. 
I don’t like seeing you with him.
Hunter’s words from yesterday echo in my mind as his gaze drifts to Anderson’s arm around me and a flash of anger darkens his features. He clears it quickly, then takes center stage among his friends, an easy smile in place. 
“How are you ladies doing tonight?”
Tasha smiles and opens her mouth to answer, but before she can, Chuck does. 
“Oh, we’re the ladies? And I guess your game was flawless,” he says good-naturedly, and I realize Hunter is just giving them a hard time about how badly they played tonight. 
“My game is always flawless,” Hunter says with a far-too-charming smirk. Shifting his gaze to me, he winks. “Isn’t that right, Bishop?”
My heart sinks and heat suffuses my cheeks. 
Anderson tenses beside me. 
Chuck Whitehouse chortles at the none-too-subtle reminder that Hunter banged me once upon a time. 
I have no idea how to respond. Part of me is tempted to defend myself. I was too stunned the day he started all of this—I couldn’t believe he’d said it, let alone dispute his lie.
It’s old news now. I could calmly deny his claim if I felt like it, but… do I really want to? 
Hunter is already going to be pissed when I don’t break up with Anderson tonight. Seems unwise to pick another fight with him, especially one I don’t even care about anymore. So people think we had sex in middle school—does it really matter? 
Enough time has passed that the worst of the fallout from that lie has passed. Digging it back up now would be pointless, and there would be people who’d never believe me anyway, so it would only come off like I’m ashamed.
It’s over, it’s done. People can think what they want to think.
Besides, I have bigger fish to fry tonight. 
I wish I could pull Hunter aside now and talk to him, but especially right on the heels of what he just said, I can’t do that to Anderson. I don’t want to make him look like a fool, with Hunter the brazen king boldly toying with his girl—even out in the open while everyone watches. 
Since I don’t say anything to defend myself, I guess, Anderson takes it the wrong way. 
Looking at Hunter, he demands, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Just the two of them locking gazes makes my stomach sink. There’s a glint of meanness in Hunter’s eyes. This isn’t going to end well for Anderson.
I break my silence and interject before Hunter can say anything. “Don’t, please. Not tonight.”
Ignoring my plea, Hunter slides Anderson a little smile. “You mean she didn’t tell you?” Feigning surprise, he looks over at me. “Huh. I wonder what else she hasn’t told you...”
Stop is on the tip of my tongue, but instinctively I know that reprimanding Hunter in front of his buddies is a bad move. 
“Do you guys have some kind of history I should know about?” Anderson asks Hunter since he hasn’t gotten anything out of me.
Desperation compels me to break away from Anderson. Even though I thought this was a bad move before, since he’s clearly in the mood to cause trouble, I grab Hunter by the arm of his letterman jacket and drag him away from the crowd. “I need to talk to you.”
Looking at my grip on his jacket as he allows me to drag him toward a more private section of the yard, he smirks. “I like where this is heading.”
“Where the hell are you going?” Anderson calls after us, scowling at me. 
“We’ll be back in one minute,” I assure him.
“What the…?” He trails off, shaking his head in disbelief. 
That’s fair. He has every right to be mad at me for this. I don’t care if he’s mad at me, I just don’t want Hunter to be mean to him, and the conversation was definitely heading in that direction.
“Huh. Trying to get him to dump you so you don’t have to be the bad guy? Sound strategy, but more cowardly than I would have expected from you,” Hunter remarks. 
Once we’re alone, I let go of his arm and spin around to glare at him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Why does there have to be something wrong with me? I was just asking innocent questions.”
“Bullshit. You were trying to start a fight.”
Not even bothering to deny it, he looks at me and shrugs. “So what if I was?”
“You’re being a jerk and I don’t like it.” 
“No?”
He takes a couple steps closer, bracing one hand on the small of my back and bringing the other to rest on my waist. 
My heart stalls. 
“Hunter,” I say softly, trying to peel his greedy hands off me. I cast an anxious look back at Anderson and see he’s staring right at us. “Stop it. He’s watching.”
“Like I give a fuck if he’s watching.” He walks me back up against a tree. “Let him watch.”
“Hunter, no. Come on, you promised you’d play nice if I did what you wanted.”
He smiles, his eyes glinting with genuine pleasure. “That sounds nice. Say it again.”
I roll my eyes at him. “Look, I’m not fighting you, all right? I’ll break up with him like you told me to. But I need an extension, and I need you to not make him look like an asshole in the meantime.”
“Wow, you come to me tonight with a lot of requests.” Hunter closes in, bringing his hard body against mine and making my heart race faster. “Tell me, Catnip. How do you intend to pay me back if I grant them?”
“Please stop.” I push harder, trying to get his hands off me. My stomach is doing somersaults at his closeness, but I’m too cognizant of our audience, too guilty to even enjoy it. “Anderson is right over there.”
“Don’t care. Next problem.” Instead of giving me space, he pushes even closer. 
I instinctively step back to get away from him, but there’s nowhere to go. I feel the rough bark at my back, the heat of Hunter’s muscled torso pressed against my front. 
My blood heats and my heart pounds wildly. I feel an insuppressible stirring of interest between my legs. I start to shuffle my feet awkwardly, and Hunter casually wedges his thigh between my legs. The pressure of his thigh against my most intimate place ramps up my arousal instantaneously. 
“Anderson’s dog died,” I say abruptly.
Hunter pauses and looks at me. “What?”
I release a breath, knowing that’s probably the strangest thing anyone has ever said to him when he was about to maul them, but… well, that’s the next problem. 
“His dog died today. I met him for breakfast to break up with him, but… how could I dump the guy when his dog just died?”
Hunter stares at me blankly, like for once, he doesn’t have a single clue what to say. “His dog died,” he repeats blankly. 
I nod, pleading with him for some empathy. “So, you see, I can’t dump him tonight. It would be too mean.”
I watch his face as he considers my problem. I know Hunter is reasonable, so even though he’s being a big jerkface right now, I’m fairly confident he will summon enough sympathy to allow me a deadline extension. 
Given my faith in his basic decency, I’m completely unprepared when he shares his decision. “Doesn’t matter. Dogs die, that’s sad. You still have to break up with him tonight.”
“Hunter,” I say, staring at him.
He shakes his head. “It’s gotta be tonight. I’ve made enough compromises. I’m not making any more—not where he’s concerned, at least.”
I’m too stunned to react at first. 
Hunter doesn’t have the same problem. With his thigh still pressed between my legs, he leans close again. As if he didn’t just heartlessly reject my request for an extension to break up with my boyfriend, he brushes my hair behind my ear and gives me a tender little smile. “You look pretty tonight.”
My poor heart. It’s like a puppet, dancing every time he pulls the strings. 
It took a few years, but I think I’m starting to see why my mom had such a problem with Hunter in middle school. He wasn’t as aggressive back then so I didn’t really need to, but right now I’m realizing he’s pretty hard to resist. My boyfriend is standing maybe 50 feet away and he’s already sad today, but if Hunter would have just pressed his lips to the curve of my neck, I would have been tempted to tilt it and let him keep going. 
I need to get away from him before he makes things even worse. 
Darting a glance back toward Chuck Whitehouse’s car, I spot Anderson—and this time he’s not just looking, he’s heading toward us. 
My heart falls. I push against Hunter again with more force. “Hunter, please.”
Responding to the alarm dripping from my tone, Hunter pulls back this time. Only a few inches at first, just enough to lessen the pressure of his body against mine, but when I push him away again, he finally takes a couple steps back. 
“All right, all right. I suppose I can wait a couple more hours.”
The husky timbre of his voice almost makes me regret having to pull away, but then I spot Anderson storming toward us and alarm grips me. 
Without a word, I brush past Hunter and race toward Anderson. 
I need to get to him before he gets to Hunter. 
His expression is thunderous when I get close enough to see it. 
“Let’s go inside,” I say quickly, grabbing his shoulder and trying to corral him toward the door. I don’t really want to go inside Valerie’s house, but I do want to get Anderson as far away from Hunter as I possibly can. 
Hunter let me drag him away, but Anderson doesn’t. He’s pissed and he doesn’t want to go inside, so he rips his arm from my grasp. “Were you ever planning to tell me about your history with Hunter Maxwell?”
I stop, but not before casting a nervous glance back in Hunter’s direction to see if he’s following. 
He’s not. He’s leaning on the tree trunk he had me pinned against, watching us. 
My gaze darts back to Anderson, a little less on edge now that I know Hunter’s not pursuing. “We do have a history, but if your source is Chuck Whitehouse, it’s not what you think it is.”
“Did you sleep with him?” he asks, point blank.
 “No. Yes, but not—we didn’t have sex. He spent the night at my house one time, it wasn’t intentional, we were just hanging out and we fell asleep. But then some stuff happened and he wanted to hurt me, so he told everyone we had sex.”
“Charming. I can definitely see why he’s someone you sneak off into dark corners with.”
Embarrassment creeps up on me, heating my cheeks. “I don’t sneak off into dark corners with him,” I mutter.
Anderson’s gaze is cool and unsympathetic. “You just did. In front of my teammates. The guy already hassles me—I guess now I see why.”
I don’t know what to say to that. I look down at the ground, feeling a little ashamed. “I’m sorry.”
“You should have told me. Maybe if I knew he was your ex, I would’ve been a little more prepared for him to hate me.”
“He’s not my ex,” I mutter. “We were never really more than friends.”
“Yeah, well… looks like he wants to be more than friends now,” he says, jerking his head in the direction of the tree but not looking back at Hunter. 
I’m not sure what exactly Hunter wants from me, but it’s clear he wants something. What’s more, I’m not sure it matters what he wants—he’s not going to stop until he gets it. If he has already caused this much trouble in less than a week, what will the rest of the year be like?
This is not how I wanted to do this, but it seems unavoidable now. 
“I think we should break up,” I say gently, looking up at him. 
He looks hurt, and it makes me feel wretched. “So you can be with him?”
I shake my head. “No. It’s not about him. I mean, a little bit—I do think he’d torture you if we stayed together. I don’t want to be the reason you go through hell this year, Anderson, and… I don’t think he’ll let us be together,” I say honestly. 
“That’s not up to him,” he mutters, his voice dripping with resentment. 
“I know, but he’s… he can be kind of a bully. I never saw that side of him myself, but I heard about it, and… I think this is just a taste. I know he wants me to break up with you, and I have a feeling he’ll go to whatever lengths he needs to in order to make that happen.”
Anderson looks off at nothing, shaking his head irritably. “What a fucking asshole.”
“Yeah,” I murmur, a bit glumly. “I guess he can be.”
I don’t tell Anderson that he can also be wonderful and sweet, that he’s so protective of his loved ones he’ll put himself in harm’s way for them. I don’t tell him about the boy I knew, because I know Hunter’s actions speak much louder than any of my words can. 
And Hunter is being an asshole. 
“It isn’t just about him, though. I don’t think you and I can make each other happy. I think we’re really different people, and I think staying together when it seems like we should end things… I think it would lead to more heartache for both of us than splitting up would.”
Anderson shakes his head, looking off at nothing. “I don’t believe you. Everything was fine between us before he showed up.”
I look down, feeling a touch guilty. I can’t really argue with that. Things were fine, but… honestly, I want better than fine. I want to feel something when the guy I’m with kisses me, and that spark just isn’t there with Anderson.
I can’t say that, though.
My silence seems to feed into Anderson’s idea that all the blame should be shifted onto Hunter’s shoulders. “We can’t let him come between us, Riley. You say he’s a bully, so what? We’re gonna let him win?”
His words spark discomfort within, but not the kind he probably expects. “I didn’t say he is a bully, I said he can be.”
Anderson scowls. “What’s the difference?”
He asks the question, but doesn’t wait to hear my answer. 
“I don’t know about you, but I’m not some jerk he can push around. I don’t think you are either. I think you’re smart and strong and unique as hell; you have a kind of independence that nobody has… I think you’re great, Riley, and I’m not gonna let an asshole like Hunter Maxwell take you away from me.”
I can only stare at Anderson, honestly flabbergasted. 
I wasn’t looking forward to dumping him because who looks forward to that? But I wasn’t expecting him to fight me on it, either. I thought deep down, he’d agree with me. I figured he didn’t want to be the bad guy, but I thought some part of him would be relieved when I initiated the break-up. 
I was so wrong, I don’t know what to say. 
Then he takes my hand, fire in his eyes. “We can get through this, Riley.”
I shake my head, carefully extracting my hand from his. “I think maybe you’re caught up on the idea of competing with Hunter more than you really want to fight for me. And I get that, but… no. I’m really sorry it went down this way and I’m incredibly sorry about the timing, but… Anderson, I want to break up.”
I feel like a monster having to reject him again, but he made me do it. 
I can’t stand to look at him any longer, looking so defeated. 
“You should go home,” I tell him gently. 
That gets his attention. His gaze snaps back to me. “I gave you a ride here. Don’t you want a ride home?”
Hunter’s demand that I leave with him surfaces in my mind, undoubtedly causing me to look guiltier than I should. “No, it’s all right. I can get another ride home.”
“With who?”
“Anderson… we’re broken up,” I remind him gently. 
“As of 10 seconds ago,” he snaps. “If you already have a ride home, I’d like to know who it is.”
I can see he’s upset and looking for a fight. I’m not going to participate. I don’t want this to get any uglier than it already has. “Look, go home or don’t, it’s up to you. I’m not ready to leave yet, so… I’m gonna go inside.”
“That’s it?” he asks, shaking his head. 
I shrug. “Yeah, I guess that’s it. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.”
“You’re leaving with Hunter, aren’t you?”
I sigh softly, closing my eyes. 
It’s all the answer he needs. I can see it on his face when I open my eyes and look up at him again. There’s a bitter twist to his mouth. It makes him look much less handsome than I always considered him. 
“Maybe Chuck Whitehouse is right,” he says, slowly backing away. “Maybe you are a whore.”
My mouth falls open. I’m too stunned to speak. I don’t even know what I’d say if I could. It’s nothing that hasn’t been said about me before, but wow, it really stings coming from him. 
I understand that he’s hurt, though, so although I’m insulted and I think that was a dickish thing to say, I don’t bother responding. I hold my silence until he turns around, and I feel more relieved than anything when I realize he’s heading to his car. 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty
Riley
 
 
As much as I don’t want to spend my evening at Valerie’s stupid jock party, I don’t really have much choice. Hunter said he wanted me to leave with him, but he hasn’t come back over since Anderson left. 
No one else at this party has anything to say to me, so I slip into the kitchen and grab a Diet Coke out of the fridge—everyone else is drinking beer, harder liquor, or punch from a bowl I am certain has alcohol in it—then I slip away somewhere quiet where I’ll hopefully be left alone. 
Valerie’s house is bigger and nicer than mine, but nothing compared to Hunter’s. There’s a well-lit back patio with a table and chairs, but a small group of people are already gathered there so I keep walking. 
I find a little egg-shaped chair in a more private corner on the other side of the patio. It’s right beneath a back porch light, so there’s plenty of light for reading. 
Satisfied that I’ve found my nook, I get comfy in that seat and draw out my cell phone. It’s weekend now, so I’m not in any hurry to do homework. That means I can read for pleasure, so I open my Kindle app and scroll through looking for a new book to read. 
I click on the orange cover of a book I’ve been meaning to start and check out the first page to see if I’m in the mood for it tonight. By page two, I’m committed, so I settle in and enjoy myself while the party rages on inside. 
Time passes so quickly, it seems like only a few minutes before my phone buzzes. It’s a text message from a number I don’t recognize that reads, “Did you leave?”
I frown at my phone. “Who is this?”
“Prince Charming,” he replies sarcastically. 
I smile faintly. “Impossible. I didn’t give him my number.”
“He has his ways,” he texts back. “Where are you?”
“I found a cozy reading spot on the back porch.”
“You’re reading at a party?”
“If that surprises you, then I guess this isn’t Hunter.”
“I told you, it’s Prince Charming. I’m sending the royal guard after you.”
I smile, shaking my head and going back to my Kindle app. I know I’ll have to stop reading now, but I need to find a better stopping point. 
The book is so interesting, I’m still trying to find a good stopping point when my light is suddenly disrupted. I look up to find one hulking football player hovering beside my chair, blocking my light. Another one stands in front of me, looking down at me expectantly. 
“Hunter wants you,” Wally states. 
“Wow, he really did send the royal guard,” I murmur. I had thought it was a joke and he just wanted me to come find him. 
Wally scowls. “Huh?”
I close the app, sliding my phone into the pocket of my jeans and grabbing my purse as I stand. “Were you a rat in your former life? You probably were.”
Wally mean mugs me like I’ve just insulted him, but he didn’t entirely understand the insult. 
I bet that happens to him a lot. 
I try to ignore the brutes he sent for me and walk ahead of them, but I don’t know where I’m going. I fall back once we make it inside the house and let Wally take the lead since he obviously knows where Hunter is. 
Most of the partygoers are rowdier now than when I left—the ones that aren’t passed out, anyway. A brunette girl I vaguely recognize as one of Valerie’s friends is crying loudly about why someone called Fitz won’t call her back. A couple of Valerie’s lackeys are crowded around her, offering comfort and words of support, but I don’t see the queen bee anywhere.
Wally and Brian escort me through the dining room and down the hall. At the end of it, Wally opens the door on the right and steps back to let me pass. 
Hunter is sprawled in a pink satellite chair by the window, watching outside. He turns his attention on me once I’m in the bedroom with him, a smile claiming his perfect lips. 
“It’s midnight, Cinderella.” His eyes are almost warm as he regards me. “Did you do what I asked you to do?”
I nod, though I hate talking about this with his stupid friends still in the room. “We broke up. Anderson left.”
“Good.” Hunter leans forward and pushes off the pink chair, then he glances behind me at his friends. “Give us some privacy, would you? Watch the door. If anyone tries to come in, don’t let them.”
“Even Valerie?” Wally asks.
“Especially Valerie,” Hunter says. I wrinkle up my nose with displeasure, so he goes on to explain, “This is her room.”
I wrinkle up my nose even more as I bend down and set my purse on the floor by Valerie’s dresser. “Ew.”
“Yeah?” His voice is low, private. When I straighten back up, he’s much closer, crowding me and making my heart race faster. 
“You know how I feel about her.”
“I do. I know how she feels about you, too.” He grabs my waist with one hand, tugging me against him and cradling my neck in his other hand. “This is your reward for being so accommodating. I wanted to get a little revenge for you, too.”
My heart is pounding too hard already to focus properly on what he’s saying. He’s walking me back toward the bed, touching me so tenderly. Given his meanness in the library, I wasn’t expecting this, and I don’t know how to respond to any of it. 
“What do you mean, revenge for me?”
He dips his head, kissing my neck and lighting up every single nerve ending in my body. The surge of excitement is nearly unbearable. 
Then he speaks and fries all the synapses in my brain. “I’m going to take your virginity in her bed.” He barely pauses to let me absorb that. “It’s pretty mean, even for me, but from what I’ve gathered, she deserves it.”
 A nervous chuckle slips out of me. “Um, maybe we should back up a bit. I thought you said you didn’t want to date me.”
“I’m not going to date you.” He kisses along my neck, making his way toward my jawline. “I’m going to fuck you.”
“Do I get a say in this?” I ask uneasily. 
“If your answer is yes.” He pulls back and gives me a little smile. Seeing I really am nervous, he cocks his head and caresses the side of my face. “It was always supposed to be me, Riley. If I hadn’t been shipped out of the country, it would have happened already.”
My stomach is twisted up with nerves, but there’s a twinge of excitement, too. The side of me that always carefully thinks through my decisions is horrified at the prospect of impulsively losing my virginity to Hunter tonight. I don’t really disagree with him that he was always supposed to be my first, but this definitely isn’t how I saw it happening. 
Maybe it would have happened impulsively, but not at a party, not with his stupid friends guarding the door, definitely not in Valerie Johnson’s bedroom. 
He’s moving too fast. 
He always moved too fast, but he always slowed down when I told him I needed him to. 
“Wait,” I say, gently pushing against his chest. 
He doesn’t budge, leaning in to kiss the side of my face. “What are you afraid of?”
“A lot. There are a lot of uncertainties that go along with this offer,” I point out. “Why should I give you my virginity when you’re not even my boyfriend?”
“Because you want to,” he says, simply. 
I roll my eyes. “You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”
He smiles, and it fills my stupid stomach with butterflies. “And you owe me.”
My jaw drops open, but to my absolute horror, I find I’m more amused than insulted. “I owe you my virginity?” I demand, almost laughing at the absurdity of his claim. 
He nods as if solemn, grabbing one of my hands and bringing it to his lips so he can kiss it. 
I try to bite back a smile as he kisses my knuckles. “That’s a preposterous claim, Hunter Maxwell. I’d like to know how I owe you my virginity.”
“You kissed someone else in front of me. Twice. And then there’s all that stuff that happened in middle school. Frankly, I think I’m being a lenient debt collector.”
Despite myself, my tummy flutters at the prospect of it bothering him to see Anderson kiss me. “So, I give it up to you tonight and the slate’s wiped clean?”
“Not quite, but it is the first step.” 
“Does it have to be here? Don’t get me wrong, I can appreciate the gesture that you want to simultaneously collect your debt,” I say, rolling my eyes indulgently, “and defile Valerie’s bedroom, but me? I’m not that vengeful. I’d prefer we do this in my bedroom or even yours. Somewhere that’s… ours.”
Inexplicably, my request seems to steal a little of the light from his eyes. 
Even worse, that makes me feel guilty. 
I don’t want to have sex for the first time in Valerie Johnson’s bedroom, but in an exceptionally twisted way, I can see how it’s kind of sweet of him to come up with that idea to give me a little bit of revenge. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t condone him being mean to someone, but Valerie? I can let that slide. In a really messed up way, it’s almost gallant. Not the kind of behavior I would expect of Prince Charming, certainly, but… well, Hunter isn’t Prince Charming. 
I don’t want him to think I don’t see the villainous gallantry in his gesture. I just… don’t want Valerie to have any part in what happens between us, whether it’s a revenge thing or not. I don’t want her to have any relevance to our story, whatever our story turns out to be. 
Seeking to metaphorically kiss any wound I may have unintentionally inflicted, I soften, leaning into him and sliding my hand up to caress his jawline. “It’s a little romantic, though. In a… bad romance kind of way,” I assure him. “It’s just not how I want to remember our first time. It shouldn’t have anything to do with her.”
He looks down, but doesn’t say anything. 
There’s a weight on his shoulders that wasn’t there before I said that, though.
I find it a little distressing how much his response distresses me. He hasn’t even confirmed I’ve hurt his feelings or made him feel in any way rejected—and for that matter, I can’t imagine Hunter being someone who can’t handle a little rejection, even if he’s probably not used to it—but it’s like I’m 14 again. Hunter might be feeling some kind of hurt, and my protective instincts are rearing up, suggesting it’s my fault. 
My chest feels tight, my heart a little heavier. 
It’s terrifying how much my own feelings are wrapped up with his. 
I’m an empathetic person, sure, but not to this degree. Not with anyone else. It’s only Hunter who impacts me like this. I actually considered myself a bit chilly with Anderson, I would have never felt anything like guilt in a situation like this… hell, I would never be in a situation like this. No other man could ever even jokingly convince me that I owe him anything, let alone my innocence.
Hunter isn’t any other man. 
The realization melts away some of my hesitance. 
I’m still not sure this is the right time or place or even way to do this, but maybe those aren’t the details that really matter. I never fantasized about a darkened hotel room decked out with rose petals and candles, I just wanted my first time to be with someone I loved, someone who reached me like no one else could. 
Someone like Hunter. 
I didn’t think it would be him because he hated me, but now it can be. Maybe that’s all that matters. Maybe I shouldn’t overthink it. 
No longer awkward due to conflicted feelings and virginal hesitation, I lean up on my tiptoes and press my forehead against his. I close my eyes for a moment, just enjoying the closeness. 
“You know what?”
“What?” he asks. 
“A wise man once told me to go big or go home.”
His perfect lips curve up. “Oh, did he?”
I nod, easing back a little, but staying within kissing range. “Mm-hmm. He was a reasonable man, too. Fully willing and able to compromise when the situation called for it.”
“Anything else you like about this guy?” he asks, playing along. “Sounds like I might wanna beat him up.”
I try to bite back a smile, but I don’t try very hard. “There is this one other thing.”
“I’m listening,” he says, his tone playful as he mimics my words from the library. 
“It’s been a while so I can’t be completely sure about the veracity of this one, but if memory serves…”
“If memory serves,” he murmurs, locking an arm around my waist and pulling me closer. 
I meet his gaze, a playful glint in mine. “I remember him being a really good kisser.”
It’s all the invitation he needs. Whatever weight I inadvertently added to his shoulders, either it fell off during our back and forth or he figured out how to carry it. 
He brings his face so close to mine, I can scarcely breathe. 
He cradles my face in his hand, gazing at me with so much affection, my heart feels like it might explode. 
His voice sends shivers down my spine as he playfully murmurs, “Let’s see how good your memory is.”
And then he kisses me. 
 



 
Chapter Twenty One
Riley
 
 
Two trillion monarch butterflies somehow find space inside my stomach. 
They flutter madly, almost violently as Hunter presses his lips against mine. 
Just like the first time, his kiss starts off slow and gentle. Hunter has the most perfect lips—soft and overpowering at the same time. When he kisses me, I can’t even breathe. It shouldn’t be so incapacitating, but the way he tastes my lips, the way his mold so perfectly against mine as if chiseled by the gods for this specific purpose… 
I can’t breathe, can’t think. All I can do is hold onto him. I feel his hands slide under my ass, feel him pull me tightly against him. 
A thrill shoots through me when I feel how hard he is already, knowing it’s because of me. 
All the resistance melts out of me. He didn’t even have to reason with me, he could’ve just kissed me and my “I’m not sure” would’ve turned into “yes.” 
My heart races as his hands roam my body. I want to explore his body, too, but it’s hard to focus on anything when I’m being so thoroughly kissed. 
“God, I love your mouth,” I murmur against his lips when I finally need to take a breath. 
It’s the wrong thing to say if I wanted a break. He pushes his fingers through my hair, gently tugging my head back and crushing his lips against mine. 
His kiss is like being pushed under water with no warning. A burst of panic ripples through me. I’m gripped by enough awareness to know I could drown in these waters and I need to escape. But it’s like being drowned by a Siren. Who needs air if it means leaving him? 
When his lips leave mine again, he looks down at the buttons on my shirt with fixed intensity as he slips the tiny discs through their holes. “Do you know how many times I’ve thought about doing this?” 
My heart flutters happily. “I’m surprised you had time with all those gorgeous Italian girls you seemed to be juggling,” I murmur. 
Hunter smirks, his eyes glinting with amusement as they meet mine. “You kept tabs on me, huh?”
My cheeks heat, undercutting my denial. “I didn’t keep tabs on you… I checked in on occasion.”
“Mm-hmm,” he murmurs, unconvinced, as he frees the last button and pulls my shirt open. His gaze drops to my breasts. They’re still covered by a nude-colored bra, but I have a feeling not for long as Hunter tugs off my white button-down top.
“I missed you,” I admit. “I wanted to see if life was good for you in Italy.”
He slides his hands around my back to unclasp my bra. “It was better than I expected it to be.”
“I want to hear all about it.”
His lips curve up. “Maybe not right now.”
“Are you sure? I’m an excellent multitasker,” I tell him as I peel off my bra and toss it off to the side. 
Hunter shakes his head at me, grabbing me around the waist and tugging me close so he can bend his head and kiss the swell of my bare breast. “I promise you all the Italy pillow talk you desire as soon as we’re done.”
I miss a beat as he presses those incredible lips of his to my skin. “Be careful what you promise,” I say with some effort as my heart rate picks back up. “I could keep you here all night, and this isn’t our house.”
“Talk until sunrise if you want to. No one gets through that door until I say they do.”
“Mm. It must be nice to have your power,” I tease. 
“It is,” he says with a roguish smile. 
I smile back, working my fingers through his hair as he shifts his attention to my breasts. A sigh of pleasure escapes me as that wonderful mouth of his moves across my sensitive skin, eliciting a collection of thrilling sensations I’ve never experienced before. 
I’ve explored my own body a bit, but I’ve never even been tempted to let anyone else touch me.
Well, not since that night Hunter was in my bedroom, but I knew I wasn’t ready for it then. 
I’m not sure I’m ready now, either, but I’m not sure I could ever feel ready for this. I’m excited for it now, even if I know it’s a little—a lot—reckless. 
He’s not even my boyfriend. It seems unfathomable that I should let someone who isn’t even my boyfriend be my first, but… it’s Hunter, and that trumps boyfriend. 
His mouth closes around my nipple and I gasp, a shock of pleasure shooting right through me. Hunter’s grip on my waist tightens. He keeps me close when I’m tempted to squirm away.
“Do you have a condom?” I ask abruptly. 
His tongue flicks over my nipple, sending another lightning bolt through my body. He looks up at me, only unlatching his mouth long enough to say, “Sure do,” then his mouth is on me again, melting what’s left of my sane, rational brain. 
I never knew boobs could elicit such pleasure. It’s probably more intense because it’s Hunter. I open my eyes and look down to remind myself it’s really him, he’s really here, and this is really happening. 
His mouth moves lower. He kisses his way down to my belly button. I’m still wearing jeans, so he starts to unbutton them. 
As much as I want him, a thrill of fear shoots through me. That reluctance reemerges without his mouth on mine. A little voice in the back of my head whispers that there’s something off, something not quite right. That maybe I should stick to my first feeling that this isn’t the time or place for this.
“Wait,” I say again, reaching for his hands and pushing them away. He got me unbuttoned, but the panic set in again when he reached the zipper. I break away, knowing I need to get some distance from him so I can think straight. 
Unfortunately, he knows that, too. 
“No,” he says, grabbing me and pulling me back against him. 
There’s nowhere to run, anyway. The bedroom isn’t that small, but Hunter has me cornered by the bed and the wall. Now he pulls me back against his hard body. My eyes close as he slides his hand down my stomach and goes for the zipper again. 
“You’re not running from this,” he tells me, almost absently kissing the shell of my ear as he tugs down my zipper. “I’ve been waiting for this and so have you.”
“I have not,” I deny, even though I’m not confident in the words as they leave my lips. 
“No? Why haven’t you fucked anyone else, then?”
Looking back at him with the driest expression I can muster, I tell him, “Because you told all the guys not to fuck me.”
He rolls his eyes but doesn’t deny it. “That’s not why. Don’t try to pretend you don’t feel it between us, Riley. You feel it, just like I do. There’s something here, something… unbreakable. A pull neither one of us can resist, no matter how much we think we should.”
My heart skips a beat. As he says those words, he grabs my jaw and tilts my head back so it’s resting on his shoulder. His lips find my neck and my ability to reason takes a critical hit. 
Then his hand slides down the open front of my jeans. Cupping my pussy in his hand, he says, “This is mine. I was always meant to take it first. It doesn’t matter when or where it happens, Riley, it only matters that it’s you and me.”
Damn it all, he’s right. Or maybe he’s wrong, but he’s so persuasive, I’m having trouble keeping my thoughts straight. 
Then he pushes a finger into me and the last vestiges of my resistance melt away. I gasp as he strokes me, my nerves so sensitive that just the caress of his finger about sends me through the ceiling. 
“Hunter,” I say on a gasp, sinking back against him. 
“Yes, Riley?” he purrs in my ear, teasing my clit with his fingertip. 
“Oh, God,” I groan, gasping again. 
“Your pussy feels so good,” he murmurs, kissing the side of my neck. “Like silk. It’ll feel so good around my dick.”
Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, my bullied, isolated, exiled common sense screams something about a condom. 
The common sense gets lost, drowned out by a thrilling wave of pleasure as Hunter fingers me. I can’t believe how good it feels. It’s never felt this good when I touched myself. I’ve never been wound up so tightly, so quickly. 
“Hunter,” I moan again, leaning back against him. It sounds like a plea or a complaint. It’s both. His finger feels so good, but I want more. I want all of him. 
He kisses my neck. “You want more?”
I’m so glad he can read my mind tonight. I can’t say anything of substance or think my way through an open door. Another sharp jolt of pleasure shoots through me as he teases me. I want to come, but…
My stomach twists and turns, a line of tension running tight through my entire body as he toys with me. I can feel it everywhere. It makes my legs shake. I don’t know how much longer I can stand upright with him touching me like this. 
“You want me to fuck you, Riley?”
His words send another sharp jolt through my already overstimulated body. I close my eyes, rocking against his hand. His finger slides a little deeper, he rubs a little harder. 
My heart pounds. I need something to hold onto, so I reach back and grab onto his neck. I pull his face closer and he kisses my neck more hungrily, the intensity of his kiss ratcheting up as he fingers me faster. 
“Oh God,” I cry breathlessly, taking short, shallow breaths as my legs tremble beneath me. “Hunter…”
“You’re not saying no.” He punctuates his observation by lightly biting my neck, then kissing the spot he just bit. “Can I fuck you, Riley?”
I can’t hold on anymore. Throwing my head back and arching against him, I cry out, grinding against his hand and riding the wave of release. 
I feel weak in the aftermath. Hunter pulls his hand out of my pants and locks his arms around me. Shudders are still wracking my body when his warm, amused voice hits my ears.
“I’m gonna take your silence as a yes.”
A memory hits me—a treasured one I’ve thought a lot about over the years. That day we were alone in his bedroom for the first time.
Hunter always made me think about doing things I never thought about doing before, even back then. 
He’s a temptation I don’t really want to resist. 
I want to play it out, though, so even though I know my answer is yes, I answer back, “That’s a dangerous precedent.”
I can hear the smirk in his voice as he presses another soft kiss against my neck. “Tell me no, then.”
I can’t tell him no. 
I don’t want to. 
My insides feel all warm and fuzzy. 
I turn around to face him, my gaze locking with his. 
I bite down on my bottom lip, then I sit on the bed and scoot back to make room for him. 
His beautiful eyes glint with victory, his perfect lips tugging up like the jungle cat that got the cream. 
I feel soft and happy as Hunter joins me on the bed. I don’t panic this time when he pulls my jeans down and off my body. When he hooks his fingers into the waistband of my panties and tugs them down, too. 
My heart starts to beat fast again when I realize I’m completely naked and he’s still fully dressed. I figure he’ll undress now, but he’s too busy drinking in the sight of me. 
A bit self-conscious, I squeeze my legs together right before his gaze hits on the spot between them. 
His gaze shoots to mine. He has the audacity to look bereft. “What is this fucking shit?”
I bite back a smile, then I curl up on my side and cover my breasts with my hands. “Stop looking at me.”
“Never,” he says, moving up behind me. 
“You’re looking too hard,” I tell him. “You’re making me shy.”
Hunter grabs my wrists, tugging my hands away from my breasts and rolling me onto my back. In one smooth move, he climbs on top of me and pins my wrists against the bed beside me. “Nuh uh. We’re not doing that.” Dipping his head, he kisses the soft mound of my right breast. “These are mine. Mine to look at, mine to taste.”
“Are you sure? I don’t recall signing the deed over to you. Did you get it notarized? I think there was a problem with your paperwork. Have your lawyer contact mine, we can work out the details.”
Hunter smiles fondly, shaking his head at me. “You’re such a fucking nerd.”
“I’m just saying, I never put on your necklace,” I tease. “I didn’t agree to this ownership business.”
He slides his hands up my wrists and our hands interlock. “You talk too much.”
“I thought you liked when I talked.”
“I do, but this isn’t the time for talking.”
Dropping my voice lower to mimic his, I say, “It doesn’t matter when it is or where it is, Hunter. It only matters that it’s you and—”
Before I can finish mocking him, he crushes his lips against mine, shutting me up rather effectively. 
I unlock our hands so I can free mine. Once they’re free, I wrap my arms around his neck and close my eyes, reveling of the feel of his lips on mine. I think I could kiss him forever and never tire of it. 
The intimacy of our position seeps into me, softens me up even more than the orgasm did. I want to touch him everywhere, explore every inch of his body. 
I start with his face. I keep one arm locked around his neck to keep him close, but I slide the other one along his jawline. Hunter likes a clean-shaven look, but right now he’s got a little scruff. It’s rough against my soft fingertips.
All sorts of lovey confessions bubble up to the surface, threatening to escape when Hunter looks up at me. I need to shut me up, too, so I kiss him again. 
As we kiss, his hand roams my body. His fingers skim my side, he palms my breast, traces the curve of my collar bone with his thumb. He touches me like we have all the time in the world.
His exploration reminds me that I want to do that to him, too. The memory surfaces of him in only swim trunks, dripping wet when he got out of the pool. If he gets to look at me and touch me all over, I should get to do that, too. 
With that thought in mind, I reach for the buttons of his orange button-down shirt. 
Orange. My lips curve up. Not a color I would ever pick out, but it looks damned good on him. His skin is still dark with the tan he probably has leftover from running around shirtless in Italy. 
Unlike me, Hunter isn’t a bit shy about getting naked. I suppose he’s more used to it than I am. Hell, he had strangers photographing him shirtless in Italy, so I’m sure this is nothing for him. 
I admire his unwavering confidence as I push the shirt back and tug it down, but then I drink in the sight of his bronzed, perfect chest, and I see he has absolutely nothing to be shy about. 
I can’t help sighing as I look at him. His tan makes me aware of how pale I am. It’s summer, but it might as well be winter judging by the looks of me. 
“What?” Hunter asks, watching my face. 
“You’re too sexy for me. I’m not sure I can deal with all of this.”
He grins, leaning in and stealing a quick kiss. “Quiet, you.”
“I’m serious. Can you do something to make yourself a little uglier? Maybe you could get glasses,” I say, cocking my head as I try to envision what he would look like. 
“I look hot in glasses,” he teases, dipping in and stealing another kiss—my jawline, this time. 
“Of course you do,” I mutter. “They probably just leave people with the impression that you’re smart, too. Which you are,” I say, like an accusation. “One person shouldn’t have so much going for them, you know. It’s not really fair.”
“Life’s not fair,” he says unapologetically. “Some people have more, some have less. I have you and you have me, what else matters?”
I sag with defeat. “You can’t say things like—”
He silences me with another kiss. 
I’m out of things to say, anyway. I let him sweep me up in his kisses. Every touch causes the temperature of my blood to rise as it courses through my veins. 
When he grabs my waist and pulls me tighter against him, I go to lock my leg around his hip and realize he’s still wearing pants. 
I break away from his lips and look down just long enough to find the button of his jeans. He kisses me again as I feel my way to the zipper and drag that down, too. 
This time he breaks away to shove his jeans off. He’s still wearing black boxer briefs, but I can see the big bulge of his arousal and it makes my tummy flutter with nerves. 
My teeth sink into my bottom lip as he pushes his fingers into the waistband to take them off. I suck in a breath, my eyes widening as he shoves them down and his cock springs free. 
I’ve never seen a man naked in real life before. Hunter’s body is incredible, hard and smooth, chiseled and sculpted as if by a gifted artist—or maybe the gods themselves. It’s a little overwhelming taking in the whole sight of him, but my gaze drifts back to his dick as if forced by some irresistible magnetic pull. 
He has a really beautiful cock. Long and thick, slightly curved with pronounced veins. I want to run my fingers over every ridge, explore and memorize every inch of him. 
I guess I can, can’t I?
I sit up on my knees before he can climb on top of me again. Hunter is on his, too, his heavy cock hanging there, begging to be touched. 
I grab him gently, wrapping my fingers around the shaft. He tenses when I do. My gaze jerks to his face as a little grunt-like noise slips out of him. Judging by the lines of strain on his face, it’s pleasure, not pain, so I resume my exploration. 
Slowly, still trying to be gentle since I’m not sure how this all works yet, I slide my hand up his length. I run my thumb over the smooth, velvety tip, pressing into the little dip there. Hunter growls, his fingers locking around my wrist. 
I gasp at the suddenness of it. My gaze shoots to his hand on my wrist. His grip is fairly tight. His veins there pronounced, too. It’s the strangest thing to find sexy, but the sight of those veins, of him holding onto me like that… I like it. 
I let go of his cock as he moves toward me on the bed. His vibe hasn’t changed since he grabbed my wrist. He feels almost predatory, and it makes electricity vibrate through my whole body. 
On instinct, I start to crawl backward. Before I can, he sweeps a hand behind me and plants his other hand on my chest, slamming me back on the mattress in one slick movement. 
My heartbeat kicks up as he climbs back on top of me, this time with his cock free. The evidence of his arousal presses into my belly, making me feel warm all over. 
“Spread your legs.”
The tone of his voice brooks no argument. I meet his gaze and slowly open my legs to make room for him. 
I can’t believe this is really happening. I try to tamp down my nerves as Hunter repositions himself between my thighs. He slides his hand between my legs again, pushing a finger into me. This time he doesn’t just play with my clit, though, he pushes deeper into the narrow space, rubbing my walls like he’s getting the lay of the land before he claims it. 
I don’t know if it’s the feel of him caressing me or the way he maintains eye contact the whole time, but another shiver of pleasure courses through me. I clench my legs shut on instinct, but he’s planted between them so I only succeed in brushing his thighs. 
The clench must alert him to my nervousness again, because he gentles a bit. With his free hand, he caresses my breast, leaning down so he can kiss me. I wrap my arms around his neck, shifting my hips against his hand as he continues to explore the inside of my body. 
He keeps kissing me until I’m not afraid anymore, until the warmth is back and I feel languid. I’m moving rhythmically against his hand now, chasing the pleasure he gave me before. 
He pulls his finger out of me before I can get there. 
He grabs his cock, bringing it to my entrance. 
I tense as I feel his soft skin against mine. He deepens the kiss to distract me. My heart lurches as his tongue invades my mouth, heightening the sensitivity of every nerve in my whole body. 
He pushes the tip of his cock into me and kisses me harder. I can scarcely breathe. Every breath I draw, he steals. 
He pushes a little deeper. I gasp against his mouth, my body tensing as he hits an uncomfortable barrier. 
“It’s okay,” he murmurs against my lips, not moving forward any more until I relax. His roaming hand comes up to cradle and caress my face. He gives me another few soft, gentle kisses, coaxing me to relax. 
It works. At least, until he pushes through the barrier. I arch up off the bed, gasping at the sudden throbbing shock of pain. 
Hunter’s hand slides around to my back as I arch, cradling my body against his. I breathe heavily as I try to adjust to the feeling of my body being stretched open. I know it’s natural, but it doesn’t feel natural. He feels too big inside me. I know I wanted more than his finger, but I’m rethinking that desire because this is quite uncomfortable. 
With my body pulled tight against his, Hunter’s lips find my neck easily. His soft, gentle kisses on that sensitive column ease some of my discomfort. 
His cock doesn’t move any deeper. That helps, too. He’s waiting for me to adjust to him, so it’s not hurting as much right now. It’s still wildly uncomfortable, my body stretched around the massive intrusion. I never thought about the feeling of having another person inside you, but it’s… intense. 
“Are you okay?” he asks.
His voice is so soothing on my overly excited nerves. I need his comfort, so I lock my arms around him and hug him. 
He’s gentle and sweet, continuing to kiss me and murmur reassurances. Affection for him swells up inside me. This is the Hunter I had in my bed four years ago. This is the Hunter I want, and regardless of the peeks I’ve seen of his asshole side, I am so relieved he showed up for me in this moment. 
I kiss his neck, too, just once. I wonder if it feels as good for him as it does for me. 
Now that I’m overflowing with tenderness and sure it’s the Hunter I wanted inside of me right now, it goes a lot easier. I knew it was a gamble to do this with him tonight, I’ve had thoughts that I might end up regretting it, but I’m not worried about that anymore. 
As he kisses me so sweetly, as he starts to move inside me and the discomfort turns to building pleasure, I know… I won’t regret this. 
Shedding the last vestiges of my uncertainty, I give myself over to the moment completely. I give myself to Hunter, and he gives himself to me, too. I’ve never felt so safe. 
I grow a little bolder once I get used to the fullness of having Hunter inside me, the intense, needy feeling when he shoves deep into my pussy. I lock my legs around his hips and try to pull him deeper. My body still resists as he stretches me, but I love having all of him inside of me. I love the noises he makes as my body brings his pleasure, the way he kisses and sucks and lightly bites my neck. 
After a while, Hunter pulls back and shifts positions. He gets up on his knees now that I don’t need the comfort of his body pressed so closely against mine. 
He looks down at my face as he pulls out. 
I pout a little. 
He smirks. “Miss me already?”
I nod, unashamed. 
He slides his hands under my ass and lifts me off the bed, then he reaches one hand down to line his cock back up and eases the swollen head inside me. 
“Fuck,” he murmurs lowly, his thumb digging into my hip as he pushes himself deeper, slowly but relentlessly. 
He keeps that grip on me, holding me up at an angle as he fucks me. It must feel as intense for him as it does for me because his thumb keeps digging into my hip. I think I’ll have a bruise there tomorrow, but I almost look forward to it. A memento from tonight. I’ll think about this every time I look at it. 
This angle is too much to handle. My insides feel tight and tingly. I throb around him, every stroke tightening the tension building inside of me. My legs shake as he scrapes my walls, pushing so deep that my toes curl. The muscles in my legs tense and shake. I grab fistfuls of the sheets beneath me, breathing harder as he pumps into me again and again, chasing me higher and higher up this mountain. 
I love his rough hands, the way he grabs me and groans while he chases his own pleasure. I love every single thing about sex with Hunter.
I whimper his name, fisting the sheets tighter and squeezing my eyes closed. I’m so close I can taste the explosion of pleasure and I’m terrified he’ll stop. 
Instead, he picks up the pace. I didn’t think it was possible, but he slams into me harder, faster. He draws desperate noises out of me that I can’t even put a name to, and then he drives deep and my body finally can’t take anymore. I cry out, forgetting we’re in a house full of people. It doesn’t matter. I can’t keep the cry from leaving my throat, can’t breathe or think or do anything but feel as a volcano of pleasure erupts. My whole body shudders helplessly, my pussy convulsing around him. 
He thrusts into me one more time and lets go, groaning, his handsome face contorting as he comes, too. 
My bliss bubble is ripped a little when I realize I felt him come inside me. My first thought is, damn, that condom must be really thin, but then I realize it doesn’t feel right. A condom is supposed to keep everything in, but… 
I can’t even remember him putting on a condom. I felt warm skin, not a cool, lubricated tip when he pushed inside me. 
Oh no. 
My heart skitters as my body lags in the aftermath of that orgasm. My mind struggles to work, encouraged in its laziness by my heart, so full as Hunter relaxes against me, his head on my breast like I’m his favorite pillow. All I want to do is hold him and be relaxed with him, but… 
“Hey, remember when you said you had a condom?”
“Yeah,” he murmurs, his voice muffled against my chest. 
“Did you… put it on?”
Silence. 
My heart sinks. I tell myself maybe he’s just weak like I am, struggling to think or speak or process memories. 
Only, he doesn’t recover like I did and assure me that yes, he totally used the condom, this is just how it always feels after responsible, protected sex. 
“I’m clean,” he assures me. 
“That’s not what I asked.”
He sighs, lifting his head up so he can look at me. “It’s in my pants.”
I look over at the pile of his clothes on the floor. 
Hunter lifts his hips and pulls out of me, moving onto the spot beside me on the bed. 
A chill sweeps over me as the drafty air hits my bare body. 
I need a blanket. I need to be covered up. I need… 
He didn’t use a condom. 
He just fucked me without a condom. 
He just came inside me. 
Fuck. 
“Are you on the pill?” he asks. 
“No,” I snap. 
“Hey,” he says, his voice calm and even as he recognizes me starting to freak out. “Don’t worry about it. It’s done now, I’m sure everything will be fine.”
“My mom was in high school when she got pregnant with me. She will kill me if I—No,” I say suddenly, my eyes widening. “She’ll kill you. Death. Slow, painful death. She’ll murder you.”
“Riley, relax,” he says. “People have sex without a condom all the time, what are the chances that one time—”
“It only takes one time!”
He sighs as I roll off the bed and begin frantically gathering my clothes. 
“Riley, come on. What about your pillow talk? I promised you pillow talk,” he says, trying to entice me to calm down and get back in bed with him. 
“I have to go. I need… I don’t know, a shower.” I pull my panties on, then my bra. 
“Don’t go, not yet.”
I snatch my jeans up off the floor and my cell phone falls out of the pocket.
I grab the phone and step into one of the pant legs. 
I’m kinda freaking out, and I’m not sure what to do. On one hand, I could ask my mom. She obviously didn’t handle the situation right when she was my age because… well, here I am, but she’s an adult now. Surely she knows some adult woman way of dealing more effectively with unprotected sex. 
 I can’t even ask her, though. That would mean telling her I had sex with Hunter tonight, and I can’t do that. I remember how she reacted all those years ago to finding him in my bed, how horrified she was that I would jump into bed with him after he stood me up for a date. If she knew what I did tonight… 
Oh my God. What have I done? 
I button and zip my jeans. Amid all the jostling, my phone screen lights up and I realize I have a lot of missed notifications. I didn’t have any when I came in here. I’m not sure how long ago that was now. It’s all kind of a blur of Hunter’s stupid sexy life-ruining kisses and…
I have seven missed texts from Sara. 
There are three from Anderson. 
“Riley.”
Hunter’s voice pulls my attention back to him. My gaze only flickers to him though as he climbs out of bed, then I look back at my phone to see what I missed. 
I check the messages from Anderson first, just because I didn’t expect to hear from him again. 
I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have said that to you.
I don’t think you’re a whore. I mean, you’re not a whore. That was a terrible thing to say. I’m sorry Riley, I was just… hurt. I still am.
My stomach drops, then I glance at the last one. 
Hey, you’re not still at the party, are you? Is everything okay?
What? Why wouldn’t everything be okay?
“What are you doing?” Hunter’s voice is closer now. I glance back and see he’s walking over to me with a frown on his face as he zips up his jeans. 
“I have a bunch of missed notifications.”
His expression changes. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I saw a flicker of regret. 
“Don’t check those right now,” he says, reaching out and covering my phone. 
I think he might take it, so I close my hand around it and pull it away from him. 
“Why?” I ask, frowning. 
My uneasiness grows when instead of answering me, he looks away. 
There it is again. That flicker of… shame? 
“What did you do?” I ask faintly, but I don’t wait for an answer. With shaky fingers, I open the missed messages from Sara. 
The first one is normal, she’s just checking in on me because she knew I was coming to this party with Anderson tonight. But then she starts asking me what’s happening at the party, first just out of curiosity, but as the messages get newer, the urgency grows. 
There’s a screenshot. The message above it says, “Wally posted this from the party. Are you still there? What’s he talking about? Is he there with somebody?”
I click the screenshot of Wally’s post and my heart slides into my stomach. 
It’s a picture of Valerie’s bedroom door with the slimy caption “where the magic is happening tonight.” 
There are a bunch of likes already and a few comments from partygoers. Mostly mindless commentary, but my stomach drops again when I read someone’s comment: “And she’s a screamer!”
I shake my head, horror and denial at war with each other inside me. 
Is that about me? 
I look at the picture again, verifying it is, in fact, Valerie’s bedroom door. It was posted 20 minutes ago, so… it has to be.
I think I’m going to be sick. 
“Riley…”
Slowly, I turn my head to look at Hunter. 
The look on his face has become more guarded, but I can still see traces of guilt. 
I need to get to a bathroom or I’m going to throw up all over Valerie’s bedroom. I snatch my shirt off the floor, shakily pulling it on and buttoning the most important buttons so I can get the hell out of here. 
“Wait,” Hunter says as I make a beeline for the door. “Riley, don’t—”
Before he can finish, I yank open the bedroom door. 
Then I halt suddenly, as if I’ve run into an invisible wall.
The hallway that was empty when I walked down it before is crowded now, lined on both sides with our classmates.
And they’re all staring right at me. 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Two
Riley
 
 
Horror paralyzes me when all I want in the world is to flee. 
I look down the crowded hallway, seeing every smirk, hearing every snicker. I can feel the ridicule in the air, as real as raindrops hitting my skin. 
Wally stands off to the side, his smirk the most noticeable. 
I want to run, but I can’t move. I think about him coming to find me on the back porch, bringing me to Hunter. 
I should have known this was a trap.
Why didn’t I know?
I know the answer, though. 
I never thought Hunter would stoop this low. Lying about taking my virginity and spreading it around the school was one thing. 
Actually doing it and using it to humiliate me like this… that’s a whole other thing, and I didn’t think he would do that to me. 
He has the nerve to touch my back as he walks up behind me. “Come back inside. Let me explain.”
“Get your hands off me,” I say, my voice shaky with a potent mix of rage and humiliation. 
“I fucked up,” he says lowly. “I made a mistake. I realized it as soon as—”
“Stop. Talking.”
He grabs my wrist, grabs my hip with his other hand and tries to pull me back inside. “Let’s talk about this. I took it too far, I know that—”
“Get your hands off me,” I say more loudly, shoving him. 
I can’t breathe properly. My chest is tightening, panic gathering as I struggle. 
And then the nightmare gets worse as a new monster comes out of the closet. 
At the other end of the hallway, Valerie comes into view. She’s still wearing her red and black cheerleader outfit from the game tonight, her skimpy skirt and long sleeved top. Her blonde hair is pulled up in a high ponytail with a sparkly crimson scrunchie. Her hand is on her slim hip, her blue eyes narrowed with hatred as she looks at me. 
“You stupid fucking bitch,” she says, her words increasing in volume as she storms down the hall. 
Hunter pushes me out of the way so he can get out of the bedroom. “Valerie—” he begins, a clear warning in his tone, but she doesn’t let him finish. 
“And you,” she says, eyes wide as she shoves him in the chest. “Why do you have to be such a fucking asshole?”
I stumble back a step, momentarily distracted by my own horror. I’ve never seen Valerie stand up to Hunter before, let alone in public. I wouldn’t expect her to be happy about Hunter hooking up with me, but I can’t believe she has the audacity to react like…
The truth socks me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me a moment before it comes out in the open. 
“It’s not enough to fucking cheat on me,” she says, shoving him again. “It had to be with her!”
Bile rises in my throat. 
I shake my head, denial overpowering me. 
No. No, he wouldn’t. He didn’t. 
I told him she was the line he couldn’t cross. I told him.
But when he looks at me and I see the remorse, I know. 
The onlookers might think he feels bad about getting caught stepping out on Valerie, but I know the truth. I know why he really feels bad. 
It’s the most surreal feeling. Fissures crack open as my heart breaks. I feel it happening. I’m helpless to stop the erosion, helpless to stop the tears that gather in my eyes. 
I won’t cry in front of them. They don’t deserve that. 
Before I break down, I shove past Wally and run down the hall. Tears blur my vision before I get to the door. A couple people who weren’t in the hall look at me like where’s the fire as I rip open the front door and run outside without closing it. 
I can’t breathe, but I don’t stop running. I’m alone so I don’t have to worry about people seeing as I struggle noisily to draw breath. 
I stop running when I get to the end of the road. I’m out of breath and my chest hurts. It feels like I’m drowning but there’s no water. 
The house on the corner has a privacy fence. I back up against it and try to gather my bearings. I can feel dried tears on my face. My stomach roils. Bile tries to come up, but I summon every ounce of willpower I have left and keep it down. 
I need to get home. 
I try to think how far I’d have to walk, but I don’t have confidence my legs will carry me all the way there. They’ve felt like jelly since I opened that bedroom door. I’m shocked I made it this far. Must have been pure adrenaline.
The adrenaline is running out, though. I really feel like I’m going to be sick.
My fingers tremble as I draw out my cell phone. I have another missed message from Sara wanting to know what’s going on. I read the message, but I don’t answer. I don’t know what to say. 
I need a ride home. Sara can’t drive. I can’t ask Anderson anymore. I can’t call my mom. I left my purse in Valerie’s bedroom, so I don’t even have my house key. 
My face feels wet and I realize I’m still crying. That’s annoying. I swipe the tear away like it’s the tear that made me angry. 
I look down at my phone again.
If anyone else had hurt me, I would call my mom to come get me. 
Tonight, I call Ray. 
As the phone rings, I hope and pray he’s not with her. I’m not sure if they had plans tonight or not. If he’s with her, I’m fucked. She’ll know something is wrong if I’m calling him. Ray and I are friendly when he comes over, but we don’t chat on the phone. I only have his number in case of emergencies.
This feels enough like an emergency to use it.
His low, rough baritone comes across the other line. “Hello.”
“Hey.” I tuck a chunk of hair behind my ear and look down at the grass. “It’s Riley.”
Since he knows he’s only my emergency contact, his tone is alert. “Hey, Riley. What’s up?”
I swallow. “Are you with my mom?”
“No. Why? Is everything okay?”
My shoulders sag with relief. “Oh, thank God. Are you busy? I need a huge favor if you’re not.”
“What do you need?”
“Will you come pick me up? I’m at a party. Or, I was. I’m kind of… my ride left without me, so I just need someone to take me home.”
He doesn’t hesitate. “Give me the address, I’ll be right there. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I assure him. “I just need a ride home. And, Ray… can you please not tell my mom about this?”
At that, he hesitates, but after a couple of seconds, he says, “All right.”
“Thank you.”
He asks a couple more times if I’m all right. I assure him I am. 
It feels like a lie, though. 
I don’t feel all right. 
I feel traumatized.
Maybe it’s a blessing that after a few minutes, I start to feel numb. 
I don’t know how long I stand there encased in numbness, but I snap back to reality when Ray’s car pulls up to the curb. 
Wordlessly, I open the door and slide in. 
Ray just sits there for a moment, looking over at me, maybe waiting for me to speak. When I don’t, he asks, “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I nod my head. “I just want to go home.”
He watches me for a moment longer, then he sighs and starts driving. 
We don’t talk the whole way home. He doesn’t have the music playing tonight either, so it’s completely silent. It feels good, though. I’ve been through so much in the last half hour, I’m not sure I can handle much more tonight. 
I finally speak when Ray pulls into our driveway. “Thank you.”
He nods his head. 
I don’t get out. I just sit there and stare at the house. 
“Your mom’s not home,” Ray finally says, figuring that must be why I’m hesitating. “She got called in to work.”
Oh, thank God. 
I feel a few ounces lighter, but only until I realize that means I can’t get in the house. “Great.”
“Thought you’d be relieved,” he remarks. 
“I left my purse at the party. I don’t have my house key, and we don’t have a spare stashed outside anywhere.”
“Ah.”
I nod woodenly. 
“Do you want to go back to the party and get it?” he asks. 
“No.”
“Okay.” Ray hesitates, then says, “I can get you in without a key, if you really want me to.”
I look over at him. “You can?”
He nods. 
“Will it damage the door?”
“Nope.”
I sag with relief. “Are you my own personal superhero?”
He smirks as he reaches over and opens the glove compartment. “I don’t think superheroes pick locks.”
I eye up the black pouch he grabs, but I don’t remark on it as we get out of the car. 
Ray walks up to the house first, opening the little leather pouch and drawing out a thin silver tool. “Since we’re keeping secrets tonight, don’t tell your mom I did this in front of you.”
“If I were in a better mood, I’d ask for a tutorial. I like learning new things.”
He jams the silver thing and turns it. “You don’t need to know how to pick locks.”
“If I did, I would’ve been able to get into my own house tonight,” I tell him. 
He turns the knob and just like that, the door opens. He gestures for me to walk inside, so I do, then I turn around to face him. He’s looking down, putting the pick away. 
“Can I ask you a question?” I ask. 
He glances up at me. “Shoot.”
“Why do you have that?”
He shrugs and reaches back to tuck the pouch into his back pocket. “Old habits.”
I nod, looking down, but even though I’m distracted by my own mess tonight, I can’t help feeling a faint tug. Since I ignored my last instinct and tonight happened, I pay more attention to this one. “Can I ask another question?”
“Yep,” he says, but his tone this time says he knows what’s coming. 
“You’re not still doing criminal stuff, right?” Before he can even answer, I go on, “I’m not asking from a judgmental place, I swear. It’s just… my mom is crazy about you, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re really protective of each other. If you break her heart, we’re gonna have big problems, and even if you don’t mean to, if you get arrested again—”
“Riley,” he says, calmly cutting me off. 
I stop talking and meet his gaze. 
“I promise that’s not going to happen. I’m not doing anything I could get in trouble for. I have the tools because I have a different past than you, that’s all. Trust me, kid, I know how lucky I am to have this shot at a second act. Your mother is an incredible woman and I love her very much. I’m pretty fond of you, too,” he says with a wink. 
Somehow, I find a little smile tugging at my lips. “Same here. You make her really happy.”
“She makes me really happy, too,” he says. “I’m not going to do anything to mess this up, you have my word on that. I meant it when I said I wanted us to be a family. You can always call on me if you need me—both of you can.” He pauses briefly, then adds, “And if someone at that party was out of line tonight… you can tell me. I’d be happy to pay ’em a visit, have a little chat with them.”
My heart sinks at his mention of the party. I don’t want to deal with that, and despite what Hunter did, I find myself not wanting to tell on him either, so I shake my head. “It’s fine,” I assure him. “Just dumb high school stuff. It doesn’t matter. I appreciate that, though.”
He nods, holding my gaze meaningfully. “I mean it. You’re as good as my daughter, as far as I’m concerned. Anyone messes with you, you tell me. We’ll figure it out.”
“Thanks, Ray.”
When I close the door and turn around, the house feels emptier than it usually does when I’m home alone. 
The events of tonight threaten to monopolize my headspace, but that’s the last thing I want to think about. Shoving them away, I search frantically for anything else to focus on as I walk to the bathroom and prepare to shower. 
My phone buzzes again as I’m getting undressed. I check it and see another message from Sara, so I shoot her a quick text to assure her the drama at the party had nothing to do with Wally, but I don’t want to talk about it right now. I tell her I’m tired, that I’m going to shower and get some sleep and I’ll catch her up tomorrow. 
My phone buzzes again. 
Expecting it’s Sara, I check it. 
It’s Hunter. 
My heart drops as I read, “Where did you go?”
My fingers shake as I rapidly type back, “Don’t text me again.”
“I needed to know you were okay,” he shoots back. 
“Like you care,” I answer. “I mean it, Hunter, if you text me again, I’ll block your number.”
Apparently not taking my warning seriously, he sends back, “We need to talk.”
Aggravated and out of sorts, I do what I said I would—I block his ass.
There. 
I should feel better as I set my phone down on the countertop, but I don’t. I feel terrible if I allow myself to think about it for even a moment, so I stop. I can’t turn my brain off, but I can fill it with a million other things. 
As I step into the shower to scrub Hunter off of me, that’s exactly what I do. 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Three
Riley
 
 
Mercifully, it is weekend. 
Two days away from school isn’t nearly enough, but since I couldn’t sleep last night, I’m happy to sleep in Saturday morning. 
Every time I tried to sleep, my mind filled up with thoughts of everything that happened at that awful party. 
I dreaded school during the years Hunter was gone, too, but it’s so much worse now that he’s back. My dread was a passive thing before. Sure, it was an unpleasant environment full of people who didn’t want anything to do with me, but I could more or less ignore it. I had never been friends with any of those people, anyway. It wasn’t as if I was losing anything or having it taken from me, I simply never had those normal high school experiences. 
I’m a senior, and the party last night at Valerie’s house is the first one I’ve ever been invited to—and only then because I was the plus one of a football player. 
But now I’m not just the girl everyone ignores most of the time, now it’s not a quiet thing that doesn’t stir up my anxieties. 
Now there are social media posts about me, posts by people I’ve never even spoken to. Strangers are commenting on and ridiculing my sex life, calling me awful names and dredging up bullshit rumors from last year. 
They shouldn’t even be surprised I fucked Valerie’s boyfriend in her bedroom—I did have that affair with a faculty member junior year, after all.
In a world that revolves around the prettiest, most popular girl in school, apparently I’m the villain. 
It’s infuriating that people play into this bullshit. I’ve never willfully hurt a person in my whole entire life. Valerie does it for sport. 
Try as I might, I can’t completely ignore the white noise. It’s hard to tune it out when you know so much of the buzzing is about you. 
I make a valiant effort, though. 
Since we’re just heading into our second week of school, the newspaper has a skeleton crew. Most of the regular contributors graduated last year, so there are a lot of positions open. 
I volunteered to help out with the entertainment section and write a couple of extra articles even before I knew Hunter was going to ruin my life this weekend. When I initially volunteered, I kinda wanted to kick myself. I didn’t know how I’d find time to do that on top of all my first week back preparations, but now that I need busywork… good looking out, past Riley.
Since Mom had to work an overnight shift last night, she sleeps until about two. 
I’m on the couch with a notebook open on my lap, a pen in my hand as I watch the movie I have to review for the school paper. The movie is actually four years old, not a new release, but I don’t want to go to the movie theater in town and risk running into anyone from school, so I decided to do something a bit differently. The book version of this movie is randomly on the New York Times Bestseller list right now, so I thought I’d read the book and watch the movie, and write about both for my article. 
“Hey, you’re watching movies without me,” Mom says, openly surprised. “Who are you and what have you done with my daughter?”
I glance back at her and offer a little smile. “It’s for work, not play. I have to review it for the paper, so I figured I’d watch this one alone.”
“Is it because I talk during movies?” she asks. 
“Maybe.”
She sighs. “I knew it. Is it any good? Maybe we can watch it again later if it is.”
I shake my head, reaching forward and grabbing my drink off the coffee table. “I think you can skip this one.”
“Did you make coffee?” she asks, sniffing the air. “I smell coffee.”
I nod. “I did. I stayed up late reading and working, I needed it to stay awake. It’s still fresh if you want some. I saved you a cup.”
“You’re the best,” she tells me, turning around and groggily making her way toward the kitchen. 
 I go back to watching my movie, but before Mom makes it back from the kitchen, the doorbell rings. 
My heart sinks. 
“I’ll get it,” I call out urgently, jumping off the couch without even taking the time to hit pause. 
All day while doing my best not to think about Hunter, I’ve been waiting for that doorbell. 
When I crawled into bed and turned out the lights, I was so tense thinking maybe Hunter would show up outside my bedroom window. 
Not that I wanted him to, of course. I didn’t. But I did block his number, and if Hunter really wanted to talk to me, he knows where I live. He could show up at my house. 
He probably thought my mom would be home last night, though. 
And again, I don’t want him to come. 
I just thought he might. 
Now as I make a beeline for the door, my tummy rocks with nerves at the thought of who could be on the other side. 
Maybe it’s Ray. I hope it’s Ray. Now that I’ve had some time to think on it, I feel guilty for asking him to keep a secret from my mom. I know how she would react if she found out—and so does he. It was a really big favor he did for me, and I won’t forget it. 
I pull the door open, halfway convinced it will be Ray, so my smile droops when I see who is actually on the other side. 
Anderson. 
“Hey,” he says, offering a little smile I can only categorize as contrite. 
I suppose that makes sense. He did call me a whore last night. 
Of course, he wasn’t the only one to call me that last night. Makes it a little less memorable today than it usually would be. 
“Hey,” I say back, but my confusion is clear. “What are you doing here?”
He shrugs. “You weren’t answering my texts.”
Of course. 
I block Hunter and nothing. 
I don’t answer Anderson’s texts and he shows up at my house. 
I guess I had the action right, I just had the wrong boy.
“I wasn’t in the mood to talk,” I tell him. 
He nods, looking down at the ground as he shoves his hands into his pockets. “I get that. I wasn’t trying to be a pest, I just legitimately wanted to make sure you were okay. I was getting texts and notifications from other people, I was hearing things…”
Remembering how it went last time he heard things, I straighten up and look at him. “Is there something I can do for you, Anderson?”
He glances into the house behind me. “Could we talk?”
“My mom’s home.”
A frown flickers across his face, but then he nods. “All right. Maybe we could go somewhere? Let me buy you lunch.”
I shake my head, crossing my arms protectively over my chest. “I don’t want to go out in public today.”
“We could go somewhere less public. How about a picnic? We could go to the park—we can easily avoid people there. We’ll stop at the butcher on the way, pick up a couple of sandwiches. We never did get them the other day, and I know how much you were looking forward to it.”
I shake my head, frowning at him. “Why? We broke up.”
“Last night was bad,” he says plainly. “All the way around. I was an asshole, I said shit I didn’t mean. I don’t want it to end like that between us.”
That’s fair. I don’t really want things to end that way, either. And I guess not being alone right now wouldn’t be the absolute worst thing in the world… 
“I’m kind of in the middle of something,” I tell him, gesturing back to the living room. 
His shoulders slump with disappointment. “Ah.”
“I’m not blowing you off,” I say quickly. “I just… I’ve been keeping busy today. I was working on a school thing. I have to finish this movie and make some notes for the review I’m writing, but if you wanted to get sandwiches and talk afterward… we could do that.”
“Yeah?” he asks, brightening. 
I nod. “In fact, if you wanted to help me avoid the public scene all the way around, maybe you could go grab the sandwiches yourself while I finish up here, and we could meet up at the park?”
He smiles. “I could do that.”
I offer a little smile back. “Okay.”
“I’ll meet you by the Ferris wheel,” he says, his smile growing a little more intimate before he turns and makes his way down my front porch. 
There is no Ferris wheel at the park anymore, but there was over the summer when the carnival was in town. I went with Anderson. It was our first real date, but I didn’t know it was a date. He won me this little green snake at one of the game booths and then we went on the Ferris wheel. While we were waiting in line, he reached down and grabbed my hand. I looked over, surprised. Our eyes locked. His glinted with interest. I realized it was a date. 
The memory brings a bittersweet smile to my face. 
Then I hear a scream from the living room, and I realize I forgot to pause my movie. 
Whoops. I turn around and head back in to finish my work, but I find my whole mood has changed. 
Before, I was kind of dreading finishing the movie. It meant I would have to move on to the next task already, and if I completed my work too quickly, I would run out of busywork before I ran out the clock on the weekend. 
It’s not just that, though. 
I’m not sure how it’ll go with Anderson at the park. If anyone had asked me this morning, I wouldn’t have said I wanted to see him, but now…
I kinda do. 
 
___
 
Hastings Park is a vast green expanse dotted with trees and park benches. 
There’s a gazebo where carolers perform around Christmastime, but that’s not where I go. That’s where most people tend to gravitate when they come here, and I’m committed to avoiding people today. 
Anderson is camped out in the middle of nowhere, a big open space where the Ferris wheel was set up over the summer. 
I clutch my blanket a little closer and make my way across the park to him. 
“Hey,” he says, smiling and standing up as I approach. 
“I brought a blanket.” I hold it up and throw it open so I can lay it out across the lawn. 
“Good thinking. What’s a picnic without a blanket?”
“A feast for ants.” I bend down to smooth out a folded edge, then I sit on the ground. “What kind of sandwich was it today?”
“Thanksgiving dinner,” he says uncertainly, handing me a heavy sandwich wrapped in white paper. 
“So… turkey?” I rip into the package so I can check out the sandwich. 
“Among other things. By the looks of it, I should’ve brought a forklift. I don’t know how we’re gonna eat these.”
I grin, revealing the messy-looking, delicious-smelling sandwich. “I don’t either, but I am up to the challenge. It smells amazing.”
“I think the bun is a giant dinner roll,” he says, looking at the sandwich from the side, as if he’s genuinely trying to figure out how to attack it. “Is that cranberry sauce?”
“Probably. Oh man, I’m excited.”
His gaze flickers to me. “If it’s terrible, we can order a pizza.”
“It’s going to be amazing,” I say confidently as I pick it up. 
It’s impossible to take a bite in ladylike fashion, a fact I’m made more aware of because Anderson is openly watching me, but that doesn’t slow me down. I take a big bite, trying to make sure I get a little bit of every flavor for my first taste, but Anderson is right. The sandwich is too big. It’s hard to even get my mouth around all of it. 
Anderson laughs as I chew my first bite, casually reaching over and thumbing a bit of cranberry sauce off the corner of my mouth. 
My stomach drops when, instead of wiping it on a napkin, he sticks his thumb between his lips and cleans it that way. 
“Mm, that’s pretty good,” he admits. 
My stomach feels strangely hollow. I look down, feeling the faintest grime of guilt. When I try to figure out why, Hunter’s face flashes to mind. 
I swallow with some effort, reaching for the Diet Coke Anderson brought me and unscrewing the cap so I can wash it down. 
“Are you okay?” Anderson asks. 
I hear the concern in his tone, so I look up and nod to reassure him. “Yeah. It’s good.”
Since my enthusiasm has noticeably ebbed, Anderson continues to frown. “Are you sure? You look like something is wrong.”
I put the cap back on my drink and set it down. “My mind wandered off to a prohibited area, just trying to get back.” Shaking my head to clear it, I reach for some semblance of composure. “Speaking of topics I might not enjoy, what exactly did you want to talk to me about?”
“That’s fair.” He looks down at his sandwich, but doesn’t touch it. He sighs. “Look, last night… I’m really sorry about everything. All of it. I was pissed off at the party, but after I went home and calmed down, I started thinking about it and I realized… I wasn’t a very good boyfriend.”
I frown. “What?” 
“I wasn’t,” he says, meeting my gaze levelly. “I made you feel like you had to defend yourself against me. I made you feel like I wasn’t on your side. I was thinking about that day at the doughnut shop...” He sighs again, shaking his head. “You were right to break up with me. You deserve better. But that’s not the best I can do, Riley. I can be a better boyfriend than that.”
I can’t look at him. 
That feeling is back, the vaguely guilty one. 
I appreciate what he’s saying, but I would have appreciated it a lot more before I went into that bedroom with Hunter last night. 
“Listen, Anderson, I appreciate the sentiment and… I do think we both made some very wrong choices this past week, but if one bad week was enough to break us, what we had clearly wasn’t very strong. And all of the issues we had last night? We still have them today. It’s not about being mad at each other. Yeah, we both got mad last night, but we didn’t break up because we were mad.”
“No, we broke up because you still had some kind of attachment to Hunter and I picked up on it and acted like a jealous asshole,” he states plainly. “Maybe I’m reaching here, but after last night, I’m thinking maybe you’re over that?”
My stomach hollows out. I knew he’d heard stuff about last night, but he didn’t specify which parts. I kind of figured he either hadn’t put together that I was in the room with Hunter, or he had, but in his quest to be a better boyfriend, he chose not to believe it. To give me the benefit of the doubt the time I didn’t deserve it, since he hadn’t when I did.
“I guess you’ve heard about last night,” I say without looking up. 
“Yeah.”
“I don’t know exactly what you heard, but… it’s not all a lie this time. I didn’t have sex with Hunter in middle school, and I didn’t sleep with my married history teacher, but I was in Valerie’s bedroom with him last night. You haven’t heard it from my perspective, but… I did hook up with Hunter after you left.”
“I figured.”
He sounds unhappy about it, but not mad. 
“I didn’t know he was dating the devil,” I mutter. 
“I figured that, too.”
I look up. “Did you? Know about him and Valerie,” I specify, since he never said anything to me about it.
He shrugs. “I heard things, but I didn’t pay much attention to Hunter’s love life except as it pertained to my girlfriend. I take it he sent the flowers?”
I nod, looking down again. “I don’t want to talk about him.”
“I don’t, either,” he says easily. “I just want to know if you’re done with him.”
I scoff, keeping my gaze trained on the blanket. “Oh yeah. I’m definitely done with him.”
“Good.” He pauses. “Then I’d like to propose we give us another shot.”
I thought that might be where he was going with that. 
I sigh, my tone regretful as I tell him, “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Anderson. Done with him or not, last night still happened. You’ll hold it against me, we’ll end up right back where we were before.”
“I won’t,” he says firmly. “I won’t do that, Riley. We were broken up. You didn’t do anything wrong. Do I hate that it happened with him? Yes. But I’m not going to hold onto it. I want to give us a real shot this time, none of that petty bullshit.”
“It’s not just that, though. Valerie already hated me, but now it’s going to get much worse. And Hunter… I have no idea what he’ll do. This year is going to be bad, Anderson. There’s no reason you should have to deal with all that.”
“There’s no reason you should either,” he points out. 
“It’s different for you. They’re your teammates, your friends.”
“I don’t need friends that act like that,” he says simply. “If they want to shun me for dating you, let them. Maybe it won’t happen that way. Who knows? Maybe I could shelter you from some of the blowback. I know I’m no Hunter,” he says, rolling his eyes, “but I’m not exactly the head of the AV club, either. I have some social standing of my own.”
“You did,” I say, meeting his gaze. “I don’t know if Hunter will let you keep it if you date me.”
“I’m not afraid of Hunter Maxwell,” he tells me. 
Maybe you should be. 
I don’t say that. 
I try to ignore the sinking feeling, the dread gathering around me. We’re talking about Hunter too much. 
“Taking Hunter out of it, Valerie, all of them…” Anderson catches my gaze. “What do you want to do? Don’t try to protect me; I can look out for myself. No one else gets to dictate this decision, Riley. If you’re sure you don’t have any feelings left for me, then all right, I’ll accept your decision. I won’t like it, I still don’t think you’ve seen what a relationship with me can really be like, but that’s my fault. I moved too slow over the summer because I’ve never met a girl like you, you don’t act the way I’m used to girls acting when they like me and I couldn’t tell what you wanted. Then Hunter came back, and that was it. But it doesn’t have to be like that this time. If you’re willing to give us a real shot… that’s what I want.”
I’m not sure it’s a good idea, but… I’m not sure he’s wrong, either. 
I do like Anderson, I enjoy spending time with him—or I did, prior to this past week. But neither one of us handled things perfectly. I knew he’d be ambushed by my reputation when he went back to school, and I didn’t even warn him. I could have prepared him, then maybe he would have handled everything differently. 
At the end of the day, I think he’s right that we didn’t stand a chance with the way things were handled. 
I also think he’s probably right that we’re both capable of doing better. 
Yes, I wanted to break up with the football player I was at that party with last night, but I had wanted to go out with the nice boy who held my hand beneath the glow of the Ferris wheel this summer. 
Hunter coming back screwed everything up. If he would’ve stayed in Italy, I doubt Anderson and I would have split up. 
Maybe that means we shouldn’t have. 
Hunter’s a jerk. Whatever soft spot I’ve always saved for him in my heart, there’s no excuse for what he did to me last night. 
I am done with him. 
So maybe I’m not done with Anderson. Maybe with Hunter out of the way once and for all, things will be different between us. 
I still have reservations, but it’s nice to enjoy being with Anderson again, and it’s so nice not to be alone right now. I expected to be alone. I was prepared for it. I had tasks. 
But it’s nice that I’m not.
It’s nice that he’s here. 
Maybe that’s a good start.
“All right,” I say, meeting his gaze. “Let’s give it one more try.”
Anderson smiles. “Yeah?”
I smile back. “Yeah.”
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Four
Riley
 
 
“We should wear dresses like those.”
I cock an eyebrow and look over at my mother beside me on the couch. We’re watching The Stepford Wives and while my mother is never lacking commentary for this particular film, her comments usually have nothing to do with fashion envy. 
“Really?” I ask, grabbing a fistful of popcorn out of our shared bowl. “I think the big skirts would get annoying. Remember that Halloween party you went to dressed up as a queen? Getting your skirt in the car was such a hassle.”
“Well, yeah, but that was a floor-length gown with a hoop skirt. These seem much more manageable. I could definitely rock Faith Hill’s dress.”
I make a face. “I don’t know. I think that’s too much lace for you.”
“It’s only a little bit of lace trim on the bottom,” she argues. 
“And that’s too much. I don’t think cheery sundresses are really our thing in general, but definitely not if lace is involved.”
Mom looks over at me. “Speaking of dresses, don’t you have homecoming soon? Is Anderson going to take you? We should go shopping before all the good dresses are gone.”
The mere thought of homecoming makes my stomach hurt. “It’s in a couple weeks. I don’t think I’m gonna go, though. Anderson and I haven’t really discussed it.”
“But isn’t he on the football team? Won’t he want to go?”
I suppose he probably would. 
I really, really don’t, but if I’m going to date him, I guess I should take his wants into consideration. 
“If he has his heart set on it, I guess I’ll go, but if not, I’m gonna pass.”
“Why? Dances can be fun, and even when they’re not, it’s a good excuse to dress up like a princess and let your mother take pretty pictures of you. It’ll be like your fifth birthday all over again, but you’re taller now.” When I do not appear impressed by that incentive, she adds, “Hey, maybe Sara could even tag along. I’m sure she won’t go if you don’t. I think you guys would have a good time.”
“I don’t know.” I grab another couple pieces of popcorn. “Not really feeling the bucket of pig’s blood they’d probably dump on my head.”
“Mm, that’s true. We’ll get you a red dress, just in case.”
“As long as my dress matches.”
“Exactly.” She misses a beat, but I can feel her probing gaze locked on me. “Is Valerie on her mean girl bullshit again this year?”
“I expect her to be even worse this year,” I tell her, though I obviously can’t explain why. “It doesn’t matter though, it’s nothing. I’m used to dealing with her. At least this is the last year I’ll ever have to.”
I can feel her disgruntlement, but she doesn’t offer further comment. I know Mom doesn’t want to let it go because she’s protective of me, but she’s not as fired up about it now as she used to be. We’ve been dealing with Valerie’s bad attitude throughout my high school career, so it’s nothing new at this point. 
After the movie, Mom goes to bed. 
I go to my room, too, but I’m not ready to sleep. It’s Sunday night and as soon as I go to sleep, it’ll be Monday morning. 
Even in the worst of times while Hunter was away, I never yearned so vehemently to be homeschooled. 
There’s nothing to be done about it, though. I just have to suck it up and deal with it, the same way I’ve dealt with Valerie all these years. 
Of course, I wasn’t tormented by confusing, conflicting feelings and memories of Valerie kissing my neck, so it’s definitely different. 
Still the same basic problem, though. 
A popular, well-loved pain in my ass. 
 
___
 
When Monday morning rolls around, it feels like I’m shipping off to war instead of getting ready for my second week of senior year. 
All the coffee and avocado toast in the world can’t help me, but I make some for myself, anyway. 
Mom already left for work this morning. I’m dragging. She offered to give me a ride to school if I wanted to leave early, but I’d rather walk than spend any more time there than necessary. 
Walking would ordinarily mean cutting through the woods behind Hunter’s house, but I’m too concerned he would anticipate that and be waiting on the footbridge when I needed to pass. 
I won’t be cornered by him. I won’t let him get me alone. I don’t care what he has to say for himself this time—I don’t want to hear it. 
 I would have forgiven him for the lie, maybe I could have even found a way to get past him deliberately humiliating me the night he took my virginity, but not Valerie. I warned him, and he stepped over my line like it didn’t mean anything to him. So, I’m going to believe him. If he shows me he doesn’t give a shit about my boundaries, then that must be the truth. 
Fuck Hunter Maxwell. 
He and Valerie deserve each other. 
I still feel a pang in my tender heart even thinking that, but I ignore it and lace up my shoes, ready to take the long way to school. 
Just as I’m gathering my things and preparing to head out, the doorbell rings. 
I frown. Ray should know my Mom is at work. I don’t see why he’d stop by with coffee if only I’m home. 
When I open the door, I’m stunned to find the same delivery man that stood there last Monday. This time, he’s holding a huge bouquet of red and white roses. 
“Someone’s popular,” he says good-naturedly. 
I narrow my eyes at the little white teddy bear accompanying this bouquet. “No, someone’s just an asshole.”
The delivery man appears startled by my comment. 
“Sorry,” I say, directing my gaze away from the flowers and meeting his eyes. “I don’t want these. Any chance you can use them if you just take them back with you? I won’t tell the sender, so you won’t get in trouble.”
“Um… no, we can’t really do that,” he says a touch awkwardly. 
I figured, but at least I tried. There’s no sense in slowing this man down just because his job today was delivering flowers I didn’t want. “Okay, then. Thank you. Did he tip you already?”
“Generously,” he assures me. 
I nod, unsurprised, and take the delivery.
Once I close the door, I haul them straight into the kitchen, take the flowers out of the vase they came in, and stuff them into the trash can. 
I dump the water in the sink and leave the vase. I don’t have time to wash it right now. I’ll clean it later and hopefully take out the trash before Mom gets home. She’ll definitely have questions about a second flower delivery—and I haven’t even answered her questions about the first.
I look at the fluffy little white bear on the counter. His big, somehow cute beady black eyes stare back at me. 
“I can’t throw you away, can I?” I murmur. “It’s not your fault the man who bought you is such an enormous jerkface.”
The bear sits there, all fluffy and adorable. 
I sigh and scoop it up. I haul it to my bedroom and put him on a chair in the corner along with the snake Anderson won me at the fair and an assortment of stuffed animals I still have from my childhood. 
 
___
 
Dread falls over me like a weighted blanket as soon as Hawthorne High comes into view. 
There are still kids gathered outside talking, so I put my head down and start walking faster.
I can’t slow down. 
The moment I do, he’ll catch up to me. 
Not in person. I haven’t seen Hunter yet. But the memories I have been so expertly avoiding all weekend… they’re just waiting for a chance to wallop me. 
I’m prepared for it, but not yet. I’m not supposed to see him until that one class we have together. I just have to get through that one class.
A shoulder slams into me as I walk the crowded hall. The girl doesn’t stop, so I glance back.
She glares at me. “Watch where you’re going.”
She’s the one who ran into me, but I know she’s one of Valerie’s followers, so I figure she’s being bitchy on purpose. 
The sad part is, she’s not even in Valerie’s main crowd, just someone who wants to be close to her, will do anything to be close to her. And why? Just because she’s popular. 
Gross. 
I shake it off, unwilling to lend any brain space to someone like that. 
The problem is, she’s not the only person like that. As I make my way to my locker, I can feel eyes on me, hear people whispering as I pass. Some don’t even bother whispering. 
One girl speaks at regular volume as she stands by her locker and tells her friend, “That’s the slutbag Hunter banged at that party.”
“Her? Why? Who even is she?” asks the other girl, whom I sat next to on the bus on the way to our first grade field trip. She had strawberry blonde hair and a loose tooth. We discussed how much money she would find under her pillow and what she would do with the money once she got it. It’s the only time we ever spoke, but I still know her name is Rachel Witten. 
“Who cares?” her friend asks, turning back to her locker to retrieve her books. 
I do my best to ignore my sinking stomach and keep walking.
I knew today would be a bad day, so it’s fine. I knew this was coming. It doesn’t matter.
The school day can’t last forever, then I’ll be free again until tomorrow. 
When I finally make it to home room, I sink into my seat. 
My shoulders are tense and I feel strangely exposed sitting at the front of the class, but at least the only person I’m facing is the teacher. 
Class hasn’t started yet, so I pull out my phone and shoot a text to Anderson. 
“Hey, so, don’t take this the wrong way, but I just realized since everyone knows some version of what happened at the party Friday night but a lot of people might NOT know we broke up and then got back together… I don’t think we should go public with our relationship yet. Let’s keep a low profile until we see how things unfold.”
It doesn’t take him long to answer, “How low profile are we talking here?”
I’m not sure, but I type back, “I don’t know, but… don’t sit with me at lunch today. Maybe don’t mention it at practice. I’m not saying lie about it, just try to avoid telling anyone we got back together. In a week or two when everything has calmed down, then we can ‘get back together’ and it won’t be such a hot topic, but I think today is too soon. I don’t want you to catch heat, and you will if people find out today.”
“I’m not sure how I feel about this,” he tells me. 
“It’s up to you,” I text back. “I think it’s asking for trouble, though.”
“Yeah, but getting back together in secret? What about homecoming?”
“Are we doing that?” I ask. 
“I mean… yeah? I thought we would. Everyone else will be there.”
Exactly why I don’t want to go.
I sigh, flicking a glance at my teacher to see if I have time to keep texting. She’s sipping coffee and checking to make sure everyone is here. Class is probably about to start.
I type back fast. “Okay, so maybe that’s how we could get back together. We won’t mention it before then, we’ll just show up at the dance together and people can figure it out.”
 “This isn’t about Hunter, right?”
His text instantly raises my alarms.
“You promised you weren’t going to hold onto that,” I remind him. 
He starts typing back. I see the little gray bubbles moving on the screen, but I don’t get to see what he says. The teacher stands and moves in front of the board. Everyone starts to quiet down, so I have to put my phone away. 
I have a bad feeling about it, though. I had reservations about Anderson’s ability to really get past me hooking up with Hunter to begin with, but two days into our new relationship and he’s already bringing it up?
I can’t help thinking that doesn’t bode well.
 



 
Chapter Twenty Five
Riley
 
 
When the time finally rolls around for English class, I feel like I’m going to be sick. I’ve never blown off school before, but I almost consider fleeing and going home early today. 
I could clean the vase and put it away. I could definitely make sure I took the trash out before Mom got home so there’d be no evidence of the flower delivery this morning. 
Of course, if I do that, Sara won’t have anyone to sit with at lunch.
And it’ll be pretty obvious I was just running away from Hunter since I attended the classes I had before the class I have with him. 
Also, it’s only a temporary solution. Sure, I’d get out of having to see him today, but I’ll still have to see him tomorrow. And the next day, and the day after that…
No, there’s no sense in running. I’ll have to face him eventually, whether it’s today or tomorrow makes no difference. 
I wish I felt ready, but I’ll never feel ready. 
When I turn the corner, I’m immensely relieved to find Hunter isn’t in class yet. There are a few students and the teacher, but Hunter isn’t among them. 
Thank God. 
I hate to do it, but I know sitting beside Hunter will be a distraction I’d prefer not to endure today, so instead of taking my seat, I approach the teacher’s desk.
Her face already drawn with habitual annoyance, she lifts her gaze to me. “Do you need something?”
“Hi. I’m Riley Bishop, I’m in this class.”
“I remember,” she says impatiently. 
“I was wondering if it would be possible to change desks. I took one in the middle of the room last week, but I’m having trouble seeing the board. Since the desk in the front corner doesn’t seem to be occupied—”
“Let me stop you right there, Miss Bishop. Did I or did I not inform the whole class that the seats you picked on the first day of school would be your seats for the duration of the school year?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“So, if you can’t see the board, I would suggest getting glasses. I won’t have my classroom rearranged every time you want to sit next to someone new. This is a place of learning, not speed dating.”
I stiffen, hugging my books tighter against my chest. 
I’ve never had a teacher dislike me before. Well, Mr. Fitzpatrick was a little weird around me last year, but he had a really good reason. This woman has hated me since Anderson kissed me on the first day of school, and obviously her opinion isn’t going to change. 
So, I have to sit by Hunter. 
Since he’s not here yet, I settle in quickly and open my book. I’ve already done my homework for this class and we haven’t been assigned a book to read yet, so I open the enormous tome I’m reading for pleasure. 
I started it last night when I was out of homework and not ready for sleep. I read until my eyes burned, then I read a little longer. When my brain finally stopped processing the blocks of text, I had to surrender and go to sleep. 
Opening it now and setting my bookmark aside, I start to read, but my concentration is interrupted pretty immediately. 
Melina Eggers approaches my desk and drops my purse on top.
Well, what’s left of it. 
The purse I left in Valerie’s bedroom has been completely destroyed, slashed open and gutted. My belongings aren’t inside, but I never expected to see those again. I already planned to go to the DMV after school to get a replacement license, and thankfully there wasn’t much cash in my cheap wallet. Perks of being dead broke. 
“Valerie wanted me to give this back to you,” she says.
I nod slowly, reaching into the little interior pocket where my house key was. 
Gone. 
Great. 
I’m not sure if I should get a new house key, or tell my mom the key was stolen and we need to change our locks. I don’t think Valerie would commit an actual felony in the name of this unending grudge, but you never know what people will do. 
We should probably change the locks, just to be safe. 
I glance up at Melina. “Thanks, friend. Is that all?”
“No,” she says brightly, her Tinkerbell bun bobbing as she cocks her head and smiles. “She also wanted me to tell you that you’re a nasty ho and no one likes you.”
I smile. “How sweet. Tell her I said to grow some balls and say it to my face next time instead of sending a messenger.”
She doesn’t find this amusing. Her eyes narrow. “You know, you really should feel worse about all this. Honestly, sleeping with another girl’s boyfriend? That’s low, Riles.”
Boyfriend. 
I’d rather die than let Melina Eggers think her hit landed, but I feel like I’ve just had the wind knocked out of me. My unaffected smile slips. My heart sinks; thankfully she can’t see that, so there’s no visible evidence. 
Mercifully, before she has a chance to realize she has upset me, a voice behind her booms, “Move.”
Melina looks up, startled. 
Hunter is standing there carrying no books, but three shopping bags. 
“Hi, Hunter,” Melina says as she steps back, shooting him a cautious smile like she hopes he’s not mad at her. 
Of course. He’s not the asshole, only I am. 
He slides her a look spiked with warning, but doesn’t speak to her again. 
Instead, he shoves the destroyed purse off my desk and puts one of his shopping bags down on top of it. He puts the other two bags on the floor, then starts talking to me as if nothing is amiss between us. 
“I brought you a few different options. Wasn’t sure which one you’d like best,” he says, reaching into the bag and drawing out a white cloth sack with something bulky inside. He opens it and pulls out a stylish Coach purse. 
“Now, Coach is kinda basic,” he says, almost apologetically. “My half sisters like them, but my stepmom wouldn’t be caught dead with a Coach bag. I know labels aren’t that important to you, though. I thought you’d like the look of this one, so…” He indicates the purse, then puts it back in the shopping bag and puts that one on the ground so he can grab the next one. 
“What are you doing?” I ask, annoyed that he’s making me speak to him.
“Valerie posted a video over the weekend of her and her shitty friends destroying your purse after you left it at the party. I figured you’d need a new one.” He pauses to look over at Melina, who is still standing there. “You can go.”
Melina gapes at him, clearly stunned. This is not the contrite behavior of a cheating boyfriend who has been caught. Not only is he not shunning me, he’s…
I’m actually not sure what the fuck he’s doing, but neither is Melina, and she’s much more confused about it than I am. 
Still, the king told her to go away, so despite her clear reluctance, she shuffles back to her desk. 
“Bag number two,” Hunter says, putting another, smaller purse on my desk. “Kate Spade. Same deal. Not that expensive, but I thought it looked like something you’d like.”
I’m gonna have to disagree with him on that. I consider Kate Spade pretty pricey, but I don’t comment. 
“Now, this is the one I like best.” He puts a black shopping bag on my desk with CHANEL emblazoned across it. “Seems the most like your style. I got you a wallet to go with it. I assumed Valerie probably dumped out the contents of yours, so I put some cash in there for you, too. If I underestimated how much cash you had on hand, just let me know and I’ll give you more.”
My face is beat red. At this point, everyone in class is watching. The teacher has noticed, but while every single thing I do is wrong, she doesn’t say a word about Hunter putting on a show in her classroom.
“I don’t need your money, or your purses,” I tell him, keeping my voice low. 
Hiking up an eyebrow, he asks, “Don’t you want to at least see what I picked out for you before you reject it?”
Dammit,
I do. 
It’s not so much the purse as my curiosity about what Hunter thinks I’d like. What he would pick out for me. 
When I don’t take the bait, he opens the bag himself and pulls out a lovely blue tweed purse. It’s small, but perfectly big enough for me. The $14 Wal-Mart special I brought to Valerie’s house was really too big for me; I barely had anything to put in it. 
This one is perfect. 
And beautiful. 
I’m not a big purse person. Not that I have anything against them, it’s just that we live on a tight budget, so I don’t have money to spend on extravagant purses, or even extra purses. Other than the one I brought with me to Valerie’s house that night, the only handbag I own is a tiny black one that I bought on clearance for $4. I don’t alternate handbags; I wear them out, then keep them for another month or so before I finally cave and buy a new one. 
This Chanel bag, though… Wow. 
I wish I could keep it.
I also wish the bag and I didn’t have an audience so I could open it up and look inside, but I can’t express any interest in the lovely purse. Not in front of Hunter. I don’t want him to think I’ll take his bribe. 
Without waiting for me to comment, he reaches into the shopping bag and grabs a small wallet in a different material, but the same shade of blue. As if giving a demonstration, he holds up the wallet, opens the flap of the tweed purse, and tucks it inside. 
“So, which one do you like best?”
“The Chanel.”
He smiles. “Good.”
“But I’m not accepting it. Or any of them.” Grabbing the purse out of his hand, I shove it back into the shopping bag and hand it to him. “Kindly take your things and get away from me.”
I hear someone whisper, “Is she crazy?” but I ignore the peanut gallery and Hunter. Once my desk is clear of shopping bags, I go back to my book and pretend he’s not there. 
“You’re allowed to accept the bag, Riley,” Hunter says, his tone no longer that of a showman. He’s trying to reason with me. “It’s my fault your last purse was destroyed. I should’ve grabbed it when you left without it, but I was a little distracted.”
“I can buy my own purses,” I tell him. “Valerie is the one who owes me a new bag, anyway, not you.”
“Yeah, well… carry this one around in front of her and really piss her off,” he suggests, a hint of roguish amusement in his tone.
I shake my head, but don’t respond. 
He stands there for a moment, waiting. When he accepts that I’m not swayed by the gifts he bought me, he gathers up the bags, but he slides them beneath my desk, not his. 
“I told you, I don’t want them,” I say without looking up. 
Without acknowledging I’ve said anything, he asks, “What are you reading?”
“Tolstoy.”
“That’s not for this class, is it?” he asks, glancing at the surrounding desks to see if anyone else has a copy. 
“Nope.”
“Just a little light reading, huh?”
I focus harder, though I can’t digest a single word on the page. I don’t want him to know that, so I let my eyes travel across each line like I’m fully absorbed in the story and totally not distracted by him at all.
“Still not talking to me, huh?” 
I say nothing. 
“That’s not very nice,” he says.
My blood pressure shoots way up, but I can tell by his coaxing tone, that’s the response he wants. He doesn’t care if I yell at him for his audacity—I’ll still be speaking to him. Feeling things at him, even if it’s anger. 
Nope. He’s not getting a rise out of me.
Crossing his arms and leaning forward as if letting me in on a secret, he says, “I’m supposed to be the mean one, you know.”
My eyes narrow on the page, but with some effort, I continue to hold my tongue. 
“You’re the kind, considerate one,” he goes on. “I don’t mean to pigeonhole you, but without your calming influence in my life, God knows what I’ll get up to.”
That feels like an oh-so-subtle threat. He’s putting a nice, coaxing face on it because he’d rather be playful than wrathful, but… well, he’s flexible. 
Still, I ignore him.
“Wasn’t it your buddy Tolstoy that said ‘Nothing is so necessary for a young man as the company of intelligent women’?”
I finally look up at him, reluctantly impressed. “Your behavior is not my responsibility. And don’t think you can just buy me purses and quote Tolstoy at me and I’ll like you again.”
“Didn’t you get the flowers? I sent flowers, too.”
“Yes. I threw them away.”
“How ’bout the teddy bear?” 
“Decapitated,” I lie.
“Ouch.” Hunter shakes his head, but seems undeterred as he finally takes his seat. 
The teacher hasn’t said anything about his antics, but she has stood up and she’s looking in our direction. I guess he figures he’ll sit down before she has to.
Once he’s in his seat, he says, “That’s fine. I’ll just send more. Do you not like roses?”
“I don’t want flowers,” I tell him, flipping to the next page of my novel, intent on ignoring him.
“Then what do you want?” he asks. 
“Peace and quiet so I can read until class starts.”
He reaches over and lifts the front of the book so he can glimpse the cover. “Anna Karenina, huh? Does Suzanne Collins know you’re stepping out on her?”
“My reading tastes have evolved,” I inform him, dragging my book closer to the right edge of my desk so he can’t reach it. 
I hate how tempted I am to talk to him. I never want to speak to him again after what he did, but then he shows up and makes it so hard to ignore him.
“You like Tolstoy now?”
“I do. You know what I don’t like?”
His lips curve up wryly, anticipating my response before I can utter it. “Me?”
“That’s right.”
“I don’t know,” he says, deliberately skeptical. “You seemed to like me just fine when I was balls deep inside of you at Valerie’s house.”
The girl at the desk in front of him spins around to stare, eyes wide. 
He knows people are paying attention, the bastard. 
I want to kill him.
“Your girlfriend’s house, you mean,” I reply bitingly, letting him see the anger bubbling just beneath the surface. 
“Come on, don’t tell me you didn’t like sticking it to her, at least a little bit. You hate Valerie.”
“Not as much as I hate you,” I shoot back sweetly. 
“That’s not true.”
He’s right, but I don’t bother letting him know it. Fixing my attention on the interaction taking place in black and white on the pages of my book, I tell him, “We’re done speaking. I’m busy. Go away.”
“This is my assigned seat,” he reminds me. “I can’t go any farther than this.”
It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him to go back to Italy, but it’s too mean.
I’m mad at myself for considering it too mean, but I do. 
I don’t dwell on it. I’m still mad as hell and I don’t forgive him, I just refuse to stoop to his level. I refuse to be cruel just because he was. 
Even if he deserves it. 
“All right, everyone,” the teacher says, her gaze moving around the room. “It’s time to settle down. If you’ll close your mouths and open your minds, we’re going to start the week off right with an introduction to F. Scott Fitzgerald...”
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Six
Riley
 
 
“Hey, look what I got!”
I’m on the couch with a textbook open on my lap, a pen and notebook beside me in case I need to take notes. 
At the sound of my mom entering the living room—and apparently with something to show me—I turn around to see what it is. She’s holding up a gift card. 
“We’ve got $10 worth of free custard, baby.”
“Nice,” I say, flashing her a smile. “Where’d you get that?”
Her enthusiasm drops and her shoulders slouch. “Ugh, stupid, awful PTO meeting.”
“Oh, was that tonight?” I ask sympathetically.
She nods, kicking her heels off and dropping onto the couch beside me. “Those women are vipers.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Awful, awful, terrible, no-good…”
I point to her gift card. “But we get free custard. That’s something, right?”
“Free is an overstatement. Those custards cost six bucks each and we can’t leave Ray home. He hasn’t even had custard before; we have to help him fix his life.”
“And the first step is custard?”
“The second step is custard.” She smirks. “The first step was something you are far too young to know about.”
“Gross,” I tell her. “Also, how old do you think I am?”
“You’re seven and you want a pony for Christmas.”
“This might explain why you insist I’m too young to look at boys,” I say.
“Speaking of boys…”
My eyes widen in alarm. “What? We were speaking of custard.” I redirect her attention to the mom perk she brought home from the PTO meeting. “So, the gift card will actually end up costing us $8.”
She looks over at me, exaggerating her exhaustion. “Everything about the PTO is terrible.”
“I’m sorry. You should quit.”
“That’s the spirit,” she says, but quickly, so she can move on to the topic she was trying to segue to before. “You want to know what else I found out tonight?”
A lone butterfly takes flight in my stomach. “Is it custard-related?”
She shakes her head, her smile tightening into a sympathetic grimace. Her eyes, though. The eyes of a hawk. 
She knows. 
I accept it for a split second before she says, “Guess who decided to come home for senior year?”
I break her gaze, sighing and looking straight ahead. 
“Maybe you don’t have to guess,” she murmurs. 
“I was going to tell you.”
“Were you? School’s been back for over a week, hon. Seems like it should have come up by now.”
“I know you don’t like him.”
“Of course I don’t like him. He lied about my daughter sleeping with him before she could drive. What’s to like?”
She’s not wrong, and I’m mad at Hunter for new reasons she doesn’t even know about, but old instincts somehow still come into play. The protectiveness I always used to feel that made me shy away from sharing Hunter with my mom… there must still be some essence of it, because the last thing I want to do is sit here and talk about him with her.
I slide a piece of paper between the pages of my textbook and close it. “It doesn’t matter,” I tell her. “It’s not even worth discussing. Hunter and I aren’t friends anymore. He’s back—so what? It doesn’t matter.”
Regarding me skeptically, she murmurs, “So you said.”
“Well, it doesn’t.” I hear myself being defensive, but I struggle to rein it in. 
If she’s heard Hunter is back, I’m terrified she might have heard something else. 
“Have you talked to him?” she asks, her tone calm despite my rising hysteria.
I know it’s not her fault, but her questions are making my skin crawl. 
It’s my fault. I feel guilty because I have been keeping this from her, and there’s more I’m keeping from her. Worse stuff that I really, really don’t want to talk about. 
I get off the couch and busy myself collecting my study materials so I have something to do other than look at her or noticeably avoid her gaze. “Yeah, I guess. Nothing significant, just…” 
That’s not a dodge, it’s a blatant lie. 
My stomach sinks. 
I hate lying to my mom. 
“It doesn’t matter that he’s back,” I say, looking up at her as I clutch my books against my chest. 
“Yeah, I heard.” Her tone is flat. “Hunter is back and it doesn’t matter—that’s my clear take away from this conversation.”
“Good. It should be.” I drop her gaze, my heart feeling all funny. 
“What are you doing?” she asks, glancing at my books clutched to my chest. 
“I’ve got some homework to do,” I tell her. “I’m gonna go in my room.”
Mom sighs. “You know what my least favorite thing about Hunter is?”
This feels like a trap, but I answer anyway. “I’m assuming the ‘lied about me in middle school’ thing.”
She shakes her head, pressing her lips together in a grim line. “You’d think so, but no, it’s not that. It’s the effect he has on you. In all our years, we’ve never encountered anything that made you keep secrets from me, not until him. Remember the year you accidentally found one of your Christmas gifts in the closet? I didn’t even catch you, still you came into my room near tears because you ruined the surprise. You told on yourself. And when Hunter first happened, I thought, hey, you know, she’s growing up. Maybe this is just how it has to be now. She’s becoming a teenager, maybe she needs to keep some secrets, have some areas of her life that are only hers.”
I sigh, but I don’t bother interrupting. 
“But then he left.” Her eyebrows rise. “And with him went the secrets. You didn’t keep it from me when people started treating you like shit at school, you didn’t hide it when that awful, awful girl made up the lie about you and your history teacher… And then another boy came along. Finally. A nice one. And you didn’t keep things from me about Anderson. We talked about him, you let me in on things… and now, Hunter’s back,” she says, her voice dropping low with disappointment. “And with him, the secrets.”
I feel somewhere around three inches tall. 
I stand there wordlessly, holding my books and refusing to meet her gaze, but in my mind I can see the three shopping bags I have hidden in my closet. 
The replacement purses. 
The party. 
Sex with Hunter. 
No condom. 
She’s right. The living room is standing room only if you account for all the things she doesn’t know. 
I swallow past a lump in my throat, but still I don’t look up.
Mom sighs. I can tell I’ve disappointed her—she doesn’t even know how much—but she doesn’t push. “Well, maybe he’ll leave again,” she says. 
I keep my gaze down and don’t speak. 
“In the meantime, I hope you change your mind,” she adds. “I know he’s been a sore subject for us in the past, and I won’t pretend I like the kid—you wouldn’t believe me even if I did—but if you want to talk to me about him, you can. You can talk to me about anything. I promise to have an open mind. I don’t care about him, I care about you. That will always be the case, nothing could ever change that, and if you’re going through something, you don’t have to go through it alone.”
Her words intensify my guilt, but they also send a fearful chill down my spine. 
This could be like that night she already knew I went to meet Hunter, but she was waiting for me to come clean to her about it. 
I want to believe the gossipy PTO moms have better things to do on a Tuesday night than discuss my sex life, but… well, historically speaking, that hasn’t always proven accurate.
I can’t tell her, though. 
It’s not even that I don’t believe her when she says she can be open-minded about it, and I know she would be there for me no matter how badly I screwed up. She may have freaked out four years ago when she thought I might have slept with Hunter and she searched my bedroom for a condom wrapper, but she was caught off-guard then. If she’s asking about it now, she has prepared herself for it this time. Even if I told her I was stupid enough to have unprotected sex with a guy I’m not even dating… she wouldn’t flip out on me, no matter how strong the impulse was. 
But telling her makes everything more real. 
I’ve been avoiding it as much as possible because that’s what I need to do. It’s what I’m going to keep doing until I get my period.
Then I’ll deal with everything else. Once I know I didn’t completely fuck my life up—only a little bit. 
I can handle making one stupid mistake.
I can handle a bad senior year; I handled a bad junior year. 
I just can’t handle… that. 
If I tell my mom about that night, I’ll tell her everything. And if I tell her everything, then it’s real, and it’s all I’ll be able to think about. 
So, it’s not that I don’t want to tell her. I can’t. 
I also can’t explain that to her, so as much as I hate it, as horrible as the sinking feeling in my stomach is, knowing I’m continuing to disappoint her, I force a smile and dodge her gaze. “I know, Mom.”
She watches me, her mom-gaze inciting a wrathful labor of moles in my gut. That’s how it feels, anyway. 
Resisting the pull despite that gnawing feeling, I turn around and flee to my bedroom. 
I sigh as I shut the door. I relax a little now that I’m in my bedroom away from her probing, but I still feel pretty awful. 
I drop my books on the bed and grab my cell phone off the charger. I had to plug it in when I got home from school earlier and I haven’t checked it since. 
It shouldn’t surprise me, then, that I have a bunch of missed notifications now. A couple texts from Anderson, but I don’t prioritize reading those. When I texted him yesterday about keeping things quiet for a couple of weeks, he never texted me back. I know he started typing something because I saw the bubbles, but when I checked my messages after class, nothing. 
He has texted me a few times since with small talk, but the fact that he avoided responding to the text I sent him hasn’t done anything to build my confidence in our second chance. And that was before Hunter’s performance in English class. 
I don’t know if Anderson has heard about that, we haven’t mentioned Hunter again, but I do know avoiding the subject will never foster closeness between us. If this is how he’s going to approach our second chance, it’ll likely end before anyone even finds out we tried again. 
I also have a message from a local number that isn’t saved in my phone. I scowl at the prospect of a stranger texting me and check that one first. 
“Are you home tonight?” the message reads. 
I scowl harder and type back, “Who is this?” Then I navigate back to my main message screen so I can read the ones I missed from Sara. 
The first couple of messages are commentary about our English assignment and the painful reading experience Mrs. Dowd is forcing on us. I’m ready to send back a sympathetic, “Ugh, I know,” but since I was away from my phone for so long, I missed my chance. Sara has already finished her homework and moved on to cyber stalking, apparently. She sends me another screenshot from social media. It’s a post by someone neither of us really knows, but she’s apparently in my English class with Hunter. 
My eyes widen when I see a picture of me with the Chanel bag on my desk and Hunter standing right beside it. The way the photo was timed, it looks like I’m reaching into the bag and drawing out the purse—I was actually putting the purse back into the bag—and Hunter is watching me open the present he bought me. 
Her caption reads: 
When the hottest guy in school buys you the classiest handbag 
#boyfriendgoals #notjealousatall #HunterMaxwellhasgreattaste #BetHeTastesGreatToo ;) #ImSingleIfShesNotInterested #jk #notreally #callme 
“Oh my God, what?” I mutter, swiping the picture off my screen and going back to Sara’s message. 
“Did I miss something?” Sara demands. “Are you and Hunter a thing now? And you told me he bought you a replacement purse, you didn’t tell me he bought you a $3,500 freaking Chanel bag. Am I getting the abridged version of your life now? What is going on?”
 My eyes widen at the price. I’m not sure where she’s getting that number from. I certainly hope he didn’t spend $3,500 on a purse. 
I guess he can, but… I can’t fathom that. I could buy a car with that much money. 
“No, we’re not a thing,” I text back. “And I like how that girl is just blatantly offering herself up to Hunter in her hashtags. Classy.”
Sara texts back instantaneously. “Jealous?” she teases with a winking emoji. 
“I’m not jealous,” I text back. 
“You sound jealous.”
I narrow my eyes at the screen, but before I can type back a response, I get another text from the unknown number. 
“It’s Hunter. I bought a prepaid phone to text you from since you blocked my number. It’s slow as fuck. I have newfound respect for drug dealers. I don’t know how anyone could possibly use this as their primary phone.”
I raise my eyebrows. “You bought a second phone just to get around being blocked? If I block this number, do you already have a third?”
“Charged up and ready to go, but don’t be too impressed. These burner phones are straight trash, but they’re also incredibly cheap. I can keep buying new ones if you keep blocking me. And I will. You know I will.”
“You’re exhausting,” I inform him.
“There’s an easy solution,” he texts back. “You could just unblock my number.”
Instead of doing that, I tap a few times and block that number, too.
Sighing, I drop my phone on the mattress and walk over to my bedroom closet. I dig out the black Chanel shopping bag and carry it over to my bed. 
Even though I didn’t want to keep Hunter’s gifts, I brought the purses home with me. I didn’t know what else to do with them. I couldn’t leave them under my desk. 
I haven’t looked at them again, though. I stashed the shopping bags in my closet and hoped Mom didn’t do laundry when I wasn’t home.
Now that I’m alone in the privacy of my room, I sit on my bed and draw out the pretty Chanel purse Hunter picked out for me. Without an audience, I don’t feel awkward opening the purse and checking out the inside. 
I drop the bag in my lap and reach for the wallet he bought to go with it. I run my fingers over the soft calfskin, then open it up. 
Hunter said he put some cash inside for me, but I didn’t check to see how much. Now I finger through the bills and see he provided me with $200—which is about $182 more than I had in my old wallet.
I take the money out and set it on my bed. I shouldn’t keep it, but I’m tempted to give it to my mom and tell her to put it towards bills this month. We’re always on such a tight budget, I’m sure it would take some of the stress off her shoulders. 
I shouldn’t keep any of his presents, though. That’ll only make him think they’re working. 
The phone vibrates on my bed. Another new number. 
“Had to see if I was bluffing, huh?” he asks. 
I sigh and pick up the phone. “No. I know you don’t bluff.”
He only lets a few seconds pass before texting back, “What are you up to tonight?”
“Studying. Fighting with my mom. Worrying about Sara’s slight tendency toward stalking. You guys have a lot in common, you should hang out sometime.”
“I’m too hot to stalk someone. When I do it, it’s called courting,” he tells me.
I groan out loud, but it’s mixed with laughter. I can’t keep a stupid smile off my face as I text him back. “Oh my god. I’m blocking this number now.”
I say it, but I don’t actually do it this time. I should—and I will—but I suppose there’s no harm in waiting another minute to see what he says.
Hunter responds with, “What are you and your mom fighting about?”
You. 
I sigh heavily looking at the screen, but I don’t type back a response. 
I don’t want to tell him that, but some part of me does want to talk to him, and that’s worrying. 
I can’t let him off the hook this time. 
It doesn’t matter if he’s smart and funny and perfect in so many ways. He’s also mean and vengeful and too cocky for his own good. 
Most importantly, apparently… he’s Valerie’s.
That reminder causes my stomach to sink. The gnawing feeling comes back. I didn’t even realize it had dissipated while Hunter was distracting me. 
I can’t let him do that. 
He’s a temptation I’ve always had trouble resisting, but I’ve never had as much motivation as I do now. I have to be strong. 
Even though I don’t entirely want to, I block the number. 
I feel sad this time when I drop my phone on the bed. 
I don’t look through my purse or go back to studying. I don’t text back Anderson or even Sara. 
I wait, because deep down, I wonder if I’ll get another text from another unknown number. 
I don’t. 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Seven
Riley
 
 
A few days pass without incident. 
There’s still the usual culture of hostility toward me at school, just nothing new. 
Hunter texts me from another new number Wednesday night, but I block it without responding. 
On Thursday, I stay after school for the newspaper meeting. I’m one of the first ones there. 
I’m hopeful that the newspaper will be something of a haven for me this year since the newspaper staff tends not to be populated with jocks or the jock-obsessed. There are some people in this room so far down the social food chain, they probably don’t even know about the post-game jock parties, let alone know a breakdown of what happened at one last week. 
It’s a relief to be in a room full of people who don’t know about the state of—or care about—my virginity. 
I’m also happy when a few new faces wander in. I didn’t mind doing extra work while we waited for our skeleton crew to fill out, but pulling triple duty throughout the school year would have probably been pretty tiring.
I glance up at the clock as the faculty advisor walks in front of the empty whiteboard and welcomes us to a new year of the school paper. Before he can say more than that, the door opens and one more student wanders in from the hall.
My soul leaves my body as Hunter Maxwell nods at Mr. Lohman and starts walking toward me. 
I can only stare, my brain unable to fully process his presence here. He drops onto the chair beside mine—without turning it around, maybe a first for him—and shoots me a winning smile. 
“Hey, Bishop. Fancy seeing you here.”
“What are you doing here?” I ask carefully, praying for an answer that isn’t the obvious one.
“You didn’t see my name on the new recruits list? I’m gonna be the Clark Kent to your Lois Lane this year. Get excited.”
“There are too few ways to say no to this.” I stare at him. “You can’t be here. This is… You don’t care about the school paper. Jocks don’t write articles. What the hell, Hunter? This is mine. Every other area of the school is yours, but the paper and the library, those are supposed to be my safe spots.”
“Jocks don’t write articles, she says.” Hunter shakes his head. “A little narrow-minded, isn’t it? Not like you.”
“I don’t want you here,” I say more honestly. “I want to do good work this year. I need to be able to focus and think in this environment.”
Hunter cocks his head, looking mighty pleased with himself. “You can’t focus or think when I’m around? That must be frustrating for you.”
I look away from him, training my gaze back on the front of the class. 
I am not happy about this. The school paper needed writers, yes, and Hunter is smart so maybe he can write, but…
This is just one more time I have to see him every week. Not only that, I can’t freeze him out here. It would be childish. It would make everyone’s job harder. I have to interact with him in this setting, to do anything else would be unprofessional. 
Fuck. 
He found a loophole. 
Leaning over, he whispers in my ear, “See, you should’ve just unblocked my number.”
I press my lips together in a grim line. 
Yes. Yes, I should have. 
“All right, everybody. So, as you can see, we have some new talent this year. Stanley, Grace, Ria, Hunter, welcome aboard.”
I sigh unhappily, flipping my notebook cover over, then I grab my pen so I’m ready to work despite the worst distraction in the world sitting beside me. 
“We put out an issue every two weeks,” Mr. Lohman explains for the newbies. “Our existing crew from last year has been hard at work writing extra articles and pulling double duty so our first issue would be ready to go for us. Stellar work, guys.” 
He pauses to look around the room. I offer a wan smile and nod when his gaze lingers on me, since I did the most extra work. 
“The only thing we weren’t sure about coming into this meeting was what we wanted to put above the fold. Obviously, we wanted something special for our first issue back. We had a lot of great content, but nothing that really felt like the hook we needed.” Bizarrely, he gestures to my table. My stomach drops. I don’t think I wrote anything worthy of going above the fold, why is he looking…?
He’s not looking at me. 
Mr. Lohman smiles. “That is, until one of our new recruits pitched me the story about his summer in Italy. Hunter just transferred back home to Lexington after studying abroad for several years—pretty exciting in and of itself—but his article is really great, too. We have some photo options—turns out Mr. Maxwell has quite an eye for photography—so we’ll go over those today and pick out the best shot to accompany his piece.”
Slowly, I turn my head to shoot a look of utter disbelief at the golden boy as he offers Mr. Lohman a smile that might fool a person into believing he’s humble. 
His first
ever article is going to be an above the fold piece? Seriously?
“Mr. Maxwell has also very generously offered to sponsor an extended printing of our first issue back since demand for this one might be a little greater. He has some great ideas to expand our readership, so we’re really going to hit the ground running this year.” Mr. Lohman looks at Hunter. “I believe you said you had something to pass out, too, didn’t you?”
“I sure do.” Hunter grabs his gym bag and draws out a box, then he puts it back down. 
More gifts?
Everyone is looking over here, eager to see what he’s brought. 
He dumps out the box and spreads out a bunch of black, moleskin notebooks. He grabs the first one and passes it to me. It’s personalized, with the logo for the paper emblazoned across the front cover. 
“I figured if we’re gonna be reporters, we need official press notebooks to record all our ideas in, right? Come and get ’em,” he says, indicating the spread. 
Chairs scrape the floor as everyone comes over to grab a notebook. 
Among his friends, this would be a real flop, but watching the faces of all the other writers who—like me—enjoy back-to-school shopping and get excited over things like great pens and stationery, the notebooks are a hit. 
Ria grins as she grabs hers, shyly looking up at him. “I love notebooks. These are so cool. Thank you, Hunter.”
I watch her blush when he winks at her and try to ignore the ridiculous churning in my gut. 
Once all the notebooks have been claimed, I whisper, “You don’t like school supplies. How did you even think of this?”
He leans over and whispers back, “I just thought, ‘what would Riley get a kick out of?’ and then I applied it to the rest of the nerd population.”
I wrinkle up my nose at him, but I can’t even deny it. 
I love the stupid notebook. 
 
___
 
Friday marks the end of another week, and I am so grateful. 
Anderson has an away game tonight, so I don’t have to go. 
I manage to escape Mrs. Dowd’s class without even speaking to Hunter, so by the time lunch rolls around, today is feeling like a win.
“So then she asked me if she could copy my homework,” Sara says, eyes wide as she relays the details of the interaction she had with one of Valerie’s goons in her class before lunch. “Can you believe that? Can I copy your homework?” she asks, her tone mocking. “The nerve.”
I shake my head as I peel back the foil lid of the applesauce I brought in my packed lunch. “The absolute nerve.” 
Sara shakes her head as she picks up the spork she got from the lunch line and prepares to dig into her macaroni and cheese. “Just because she had more important things to do than her homework, I’m supposed to hand mine over. The entitlement of that whole crowd, I swear.”
I nod in agreement, but movement behind Sara snags my attention and I forget to speak. 
Valerie Johnson is looking straight at me and walking in this direction.
Uh oh. 
“Incoming,” I say quickly, to give Sara at least a slight heads-up. 
Sara’s gaze jumps to mine. “Hm?”
I don’t have time to answer. 
Valerie stops behind Sara, her hateful gaze on me, but she doesn’t say a word. 
I put down my spoon, applesauce forgotten. “Is there something we can help you with?”
Sara looks up, her face losing a shade of color when she sees Valerie standing at our table. 
“It seems like I’m lost, doesn’t it?” Valerie says. “Over here at the reject table with people who barely even exist. I can understand your confusion.”
“I am confused,” I tell her, nodding, “but I think it’s the noxious cloud of perfume that follows you around everywhere. Do you naturally smell really bad, or…?”
Valerie’s eyes narrow, a snide little smile tugging at her lips. “You’re the one that left a smell in my bedroom after you spread your legs, you nasty slut.”
I grimace in feigned sympathy. “Do you mean to keep reminding people I fucked your boyfriend? Seems like the kind of thing you’d want everyone to forget if you’re not planning on leaving him. Makes you look kinda stupid.”
She latches onto that. “Oh, you’d love that, wouldn’t you? I don’t think so, Riles. This isn’t revenge of the nerds. You don’t get the hottest guy in school. That pleasure is all mine—and I’m not about to let him go, so you can give up your pathetic little fantasy of going after my scraps.” With an insulting onceover, she says, “Like he’d want you anyway.”
I can only stare at her, stunned at her apparent obliviousness. “You don’t really believe that, do you? I’m the one ignoring his texts. If I wanted Hunter, I could have him on a silver platter. I don’t; I prefer my men faithful.”
She crosses her arms and glares at me. I guess she doesn’t have a snappy comeback for that one.
As much as I loathe her, as evil as she has been to me, some part of me wonders if maybe she really doesn’t get it. I’m not even trying to be mean when I say the next thing, I just think someone should tell her in case she doesn’t already know. “He doesn’t like you, Valerie. He’s only using you to get a rise out of me.”
I can tell by the fiery glint in her eyes this is not the first time the thought has occurred to her. “Bullshit. He got drunk and made a poor decision. You. You were the poor decision.”
I cock an eyebrow. “He was stone cold sober when it happened, so I’m not sure how that defense could have possibly worked.”
“Everyone was drunk, stupid,” she snaps. 
“I wasn’t.”
“That’s because you’re a fucking freak. You must have been hiding in a corner somewhere, nobody even remembers you being there.”
I don’t say anything as Valerie huffs and straightens. I get the impression that my presence baited her and she has engaged with me far more than she meant to. 
Working to reclaim her composure, she pointedly straightens her shoulders and her cheerleading uniform, then pastes on a fake smile and plants a hand on Sara’s shoulder. 
“Anyway, I didn’t come over here to talk to this fugly skank-whore. It was you I wanted to talk to.”
Sara stares up at her blankly. “Me?”
Valerie nods cheerfully, then leans down as if she’s sharing a secret. “I heard a rumor you liked Wally Kazinsky.”
Sara flushes. I’m certain the color reaches clear down to her toes. 
“Well,” Valerie continues, her tone friendly and coaxing, “he was asking about you.”
“What?” Sara breathes. 
Concern steals over me. I can tell Sara is blown away by this news, stunned, shocked, completely awestruck. 
I am a little more skeptical. Not of someone liking Sara—she’s my friend and I think she’s incredible, I just don’t think Wally sees that. 
Valerie nods, her pretty face so effectively portraying excitement, it would be easy to believe it was genuine. 
I don’t, though. I’ve known her for too long. This girl has shown her true colors over and over again, and she hasn’t changed. The whole reason Sara and I were relegated to social Siberia pre-Hunter was because even as a child, Valerie was an asshole. 
“Why don’t you come sit with us today?” Valerie asks Sara. “That way he could talk to you. He’s single right now,” she adds playfully, as if her offer wasn’t already enticing enough. 
Sara can scarcely breathe as she looks at me across the table. I can see she’s conflicted. 
On one hand, Valerie has fanned the flames against me every chance she got for the past four years, and relegated Sara to social obscurity for no other reason than her epilepsy—a truly heinous, abominable reason to exclude someone. 
On the other, this is Wally. 
“Will you hate me?” Sara asks, cringing even as the awful words leave her mouth. 
It feels as if an ice cube is sliding down into my stomach, but I try not to let it show. 
I can’t summon any words, but I shake my head no.
“Are you sure?” she asks. 
I still can’t find words. Is she really going to leave me here to go off with Valerie Johnson? 
My breathing becomes slightly more labored, but I nod my head, summoning a weak, shaky smile. Finally, I force a jumble of words out of my mouth. “Go, if you want to.”
She’s torn, but only for a split second. Taking my permission as a blessing, she quickly stands and gathers her food on her tray. She steals one last uncertain look at me. 
“Be careful,” I tell her lowly, not wanting her to get hurt. 
She flashes me a smile, but as she turns and rushes after Valerie, I know my words have fallen on deaf ears. 
I try not to feel completely abandoned. Utterly betrayed. 
I know how much Sara likes Wally, how long she’s carried this torch for him. 
I just can’t believe she ditched me at Valerie Johnson’s behest. 
I’m completely alone at the table now. 
The crowded cafeteria around me buzzes with chatter. 
I look across the room as Sara takes a seat at Valerie’s table, and the girls nearby fuss over her as if every last one of them hasn’t deliberately ignored her for the past 12 years. 
I glance over to Hunter’s table where Anderson has been allowed to sit on the very end—still a ways from Hunter, but no longer at the run-off table. Since Hunter doesn’t know we got back together, he’s been allowed back into the fold.
I hate this school.
I’m not given to feelings of loneliness, but a wave of it sweeps over me now and threatens to drag me away.
Sitting here with Sara was one thing, but I’m not going to sit at this table by myself. 
Quickly, I gather my things. 
Typically, I wouldn’t want Valerie to see that she’d won a round, but I’d rather leave now and let her think she pissed me off than stay and let her realize she made me legitimately sad.
 



 
Chapter Twenty Eight
Riley
 
 
There’s a big oak tree out in front of the school with a trunk thick enough that if you sit in front of it, you can almost disappear. That’s where I pick to finish my lunch. 
I have less time to eat since I’ve fled the school, but in an uncharacteristic turn, I don’t really care if I run late and miss my next class. 
It’s a lovely day today. Warm, but not hot if you have a nice spot in the shade, which I do. 
Birds chirp. There’s a gentle breeze. I close my eyes and breathe in the fresh air. 
It’s a nice reminder that there’s a whole big world outside of high school.
I remind myself of that as I get comfortable against the base of the tree and finish my applesauce. I unpack my sandwich next and pop open the bag of chips.
Since I’m alone, I might as well make this a working lunch.
I don’t have my school books with me since I planned to have lunch with Sara, but I do have the moleskin notebook Hunter bought for the newspaper staff tucked in my Coach purse. 
I grab it and dig out a pen, then I start brainstorming story ideas and jotting down details while I eat. 
I nearly jump out of my skin when someone walks around the tree and penetrates my force field of invisibility. I half expect it to be Sara, but when I look up, I see expensive jeans and a letter jacket. 
Hunter. 
My eyes widen in surprise. I know he’s on top of his stalking game, but leaving his table at lunch? I imagine the whole social infrastructure might collapse. 
“Scoot over,” he says. 
I frown, but move over to make room beside me in front of the massive oak, anyway. “What are you doing?”
He sits down beside me, resting his muscular back against the tree trunk and grabbing his container full of carrot sticks. “Finishing lunch.” He tips the cup in my direction. “Want one?”
I narrow my eyes at him skeptically before snatching a carrot stick. 
Feeling compelled to reciprocate, I mutter, “You can have some of my chips, if you want.”
He reaches into the bag and grabs a chip, then pops it into his mouth and looks over at my notebook. “What are you working on?”
“Just jotting down some questions. I was thinking about doing an interview with some of the a cappella kids before the fall jam.”
“Fall jam, huh? Are you going to that?”
“I hope not. A cappella’s not really my thing, but if no one else wants to cover it, I will.”
“Always taking the work no one else wants,” Hunter says, shaking his head. 
“That’s not true.”
“It is. You don’t have to do that, you know. You’re smart and talented—you should have your pick of assignments, but you’ve gotta be bolder. Take up more space. Stop letting people ignore you.”
“I don’t mind being ignored most of the time,” I inform him. “I’m not like you; I don’t enjoy being the center of attention.”
“Do you not enjoy it, or are you afraid of it?” 
“I don’t enjoy it,” I state. “I’ve had attention on me. I don’t like it.”
“You’ve had negative attention on you,” he points out. “You haven’t felt the upside of popularity.”
“I’m never going to. And that’s perfectly okay with me. I don’t want it. I think popularity kind of sucks, honestly. It’s not sour grapes, I’ve just observed it, and I haven’t liked what I’ve seen. Those people don’t like you for who you really are, they like a polished snapshot of you. They like a shiny, perfect veneer, an idea more than a real person. It’s all fake. It’s superficial bullshit. Who wants that? What’s the upside? I’d rather be valued for who I really am. Or hated for who I am.” I shrug. “Makes no difference to me. At least it’s honest.”
A faint smile tugs at Hunter’s lips. His gaze lingers on me, but he rests his head against the trunk of the tree. “You always were braver than me in that regard. I guess some things don’t change.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’d rather be authentic and let the cards fall where they may. If people like you, great. If they don’t, fuck ’em, who cares? I admire the hell out of that.”
“Oh.” I shrug. “I don’t think it’s an exceptional mentality, I just don’t see the advantage of fake friends. I genuinely don’t understand the appeal.”
“You don’t care what people think,” he says easily. “I wouldn’t expect you to.”
“You shouldn’t care what people think, either.” I glance over at him. “It doesn’t matter.”
Hunter smirks. “And you shouldn’t get excited by paper. We’re clearly very different animals.”
I try to bite back a smile. “Hey, paper is awesome.”
Shaking his head, he says almost affectionately, “Weirdo.”
I lose the battle and smile as I reach for another potato chip. 
I can feel Hunter’s gaze on me. After a couple of seconds of silence, he says, “I never think about that stuff when I’m with you. I never have. It’s like you pull me into your world, and all of a sudden, mine looks really fucking stupid.”
I can tell he’s being real when he says it, so I don’t glibly agree with him that his world is pretty fucking stupid. “You’re too good for that world,” I tell him honestly. 
He laughs a little. I look over at him and he’s shaking his head. “How can you say that after what I did?”
I shrug. “Doesn’t have anything to do with that. They’re shallow people with the wrong priorities. Deep down, you’re not like them. Yeah, you’ve done some bad things. Those things suck,” I say, meeting his gaze so he knows I’m not letting him off the hook. “But you’re more than that. I never liked you because of your dreamy eyes or your Instagram following. I don’t care who your parents are or how much money you have. I just liked hanging out with you. I wouldn’t have enjoyed your company so much if you were strictly superficial. Honestly, your popularity is more an annoyance to me than a perk.”
He shakes his head, still relaxing against the tree. “You know, I believe that.”
“You should. It’s the truth,” I say simply, grabbing another potato chip.
“I don’t hear a lot of that.”
I pop the chip into my mouth and look over at him. “That must be rough.”
He shrugs. “Kind of an annoying complaint, but yeah. Having nothing but yes-men around can make you lose perspective sometimes.”
“Well, I’m happy to tell you no anytime,” I tell him glibly, flashing him a smile. 
He chuckles. “I appreciate that.”
My smile softens, but lingers as I look down at the grass. It’s such a nice sliver of a moment, I wish he wouldn’t ruin it with more words. But then he does, and his words stun me.
“Will you go to homecoming with me?”
My heart doesn’t just sink—it plummets like it’s dropping fast down an empty elevator shaft. 
“What?” I ask faintly. Trying to wrap my mind around the request, I add, “Are you in the mood to be told no again?”
He shakes his head, so deliberately vulnerable that I’m momentarily disarmed. “I’m asking for real. You dumped the purse-holder, so what’s stopping you? Go with me.”
I can’t even find words to respond. Maybe I shouldn’t be so shocked. I know he likes me, and he hasn’t hidden it despite everything since Valerie’s party, but...
Valerie. 
Frowning, I start to gather my food and shove it back in my lunch bag. I didn’t finish eating, but my appetite is suddenly gone. “I can’t go to homecoming with you, Hunter.”
“Why not?”
“What do you mean, why not?” I say, wide-eyed. “You’re dating Valerie,”
“I don’t have to be.”
I shake my head. “No. I came to your house and I warned you not to cross that line. You did. I don’t know when it happened, I don’t care, but the minute you touched her, you lost the right to touch me. I would have never slept with you that night if I’d have known. Now I know, so… never.” I push up off the ground and grab my things, then I meet his gaze. “You can buy a thousand phones, you can bombard me with presents, but my answer isn’t going to change. I’m never letting you touch me again.”
He holds my gaze, unflinching despite my brutal rejection. “Tell me it’s because you don’t like me. Not because of her. She’s irrelevant. The only way I’ll accept no as your answer is if you really mean it, if you really don’t like me anymore.”
I slide my purse strap on my shoulder. “It doesn’t matter if I like you. I’m saying no, and I really mean it. You fucked up, Hunter, and I’ve forgiven you for a lot of things, but not this. I’m never going to forgive you for this.”
 
___
 
I lie in bed staring at the ceiling, my cell phone resting in my hands.
Biting down on my bottom lip, I try to think how to word the text message that I want to send.
 
Hey Anderson, we need to talk...
 
No, that’s not right. Too generic, too obvious. Says too much without really saying anything. Definitely not personal enough.
I erase that and try again. 
 
I am trying to think how to start this message. There’s really no easy way to say this, but I think I may have been caught up in my feelings from the night before when we had that picnic last weekend. Getting back together felt right in the moment, but we’ve barely even spoken to each other since...
 
No, not that, either.
I backspace and try one more time.
 
Do you think maybe we got ahead of ourselves when we decided to get back together? We hadn’t even been broken up for a full day. We didn’t really have time to process. I think it was a mistake.
 
Still doesn’t look right.
Sighing, I drop the phone on the bed and cover my face with my hands.
After a few minutes, I pick it back up, but I close the message to Anderson and flip over to my chain of messages to and from Sara. 
 
Hey! How was lunch on the dark side? Were there cookies, or is that a myth?
 
No, too glib when I feel so uncomfortable texting her. 
I never feel uncomfortable texting Sara, so this is new territory for me. 
Stupid territory. I hate it. 
I backspace all of that and try again. 
 
So, how’d it go? Did you get to talk to Wally?
 
That’s a little better. Still not perfect, though. 
I don’t know what I want to say. 
I end up dropping the phone without sending any messages. 
I shove away the thought of unblocking Hunter’s phone number so I can text him. I don’t know what I’d say to him, either, but somehow it still feels easier than talking to Anderson or Sara. 
It has been a long, long day and exhaustion creeps up on me. I’m not normally one to take naps in the late afternoon, but I find my eyes drifting closed of their own accord and before I know it, I’m out.
I jerk awake to the sound of my cell phone ringing. 
I grope groggily until I feel it under my hand, then I lift the phone and squint at the screen. 
A local number I don’t recognize, but it’s a phone call, not a text. 
I don’t think Hunter would call me, but I’m still half-expecting him when I clear my throat and answer the phone. “Hello?”
“Hi, can I speak to Riley Bishop?”
“This is,” I say, aware of the slight slurring of my words. 
The voice is cheerful, upbeat. Definitely not the voice of someone who requires a late afternoon nap. “Hi, Riley. It’s Debbie from Deb’s Diner. I’m calling because I have your application here, and I was wondering if you’d be free to stop in for an interview.”
My eyes pop open. Suddenly awake, I shove myself up and sit on the bed. “An interview? Oh, yes, that would be amazing. When did you want me to come in?”
“Would tomorrow afternoon be good for you?”
“It would,” I tell her, a grin splitting my face. “Tomorrow would be perfect.”
“Okay, great. Stop in anytime between 1:30 and 2.”
“I’ll be there at 1:30. Thank you so much.”
I feel much, much better about life as a whole when I get off the phone. The only problem is a moment later when my excitement ebbs, my head aches. 
I still feel a bit tired, but I should probably take an aspirin or something. I don’t have time to sleep, I need to get started on my homework. I’d like to get it all done today. Tomorrow I’ll be nervous about the interview, and Sunday I told Mom I’d go dress shopping with her for homecoming. 
Homecoming just makes me think of Hunter now. 
I can’t believe he asked me. 
I can’t believe I had to say no. 
Thinking about it makes me glum, and I’m already not in the best mood from all the unsent messages in my phone, so I don’t need more of that. 
I want to focus on something else, but when I open my phone to seek out a quick distraction, instead I find myself opening my web browser and typing in, “Is being tired an early pregnancy symptom?”
Apparently, it is. 
The very first result reads, “Am I pregnant?” and promises a listing of all the early symptoms to look out for if you think you might be. 
My finger hovers over the little blue link, but I don’t tap it. 
I frown at my phone, then close the browser before I can be tempted to tumble down that rabbit hole. 
Being tired is also caused by not getting enough sleep, I remind myself. Lying awake at night, unable to stop thinking. Having your world turned upside down, being lightly stalked and constantly preoccupied, running from your problems and doing too much busywork instead of going to sleep at a reasonable hour. 
All things that could make me tired without the reason being that Hunter Maxwell put a baby in me. 
I don’t even want to consider that awful possibility, but it has been a week since I slept with Hunter, and it feels like it has been 300 days since my last period. 
I don’t carefully track my cycle, so I’m not exactly sure when I’m due. I don’t know if I’m late, or it’s just not time yet. I do know that slipping up and having unsafe sex has made me more acutely aware of things, so I need to try not to be paranoid about it. The more paranoid I get, the more convinced I’ll be that I’m seeing symptoms even where there aren’t any.
Ugh. 
I lie back on the bed and close my eyes. 
I guess at least if he did ruin my life, I know the baby will be adorable. 
He probably didn’t, though. I’m probably worried for nothing. 
Logically, I know there’s no reason to stress out about any of this until more time has passed, that’s why I initially avoided thinking about it, and now here I am, thinking about it. 
I have to fight temptation again. I want to unblock his number and yell at him. 
I asked if he had a condom, dammit. And he did! Why didn’t he just put the damn thing on?
It’s funny, Hunter warned me four years ago that if he came back, he’d ruin my life like I ruined his. 
I don’t think this was what he had in mind. 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Nine
Riley
 
 
Like the rest of my life, weekend doesn’t go to plan. 
Unlike the rest of my life, it’s for a good reason. 
The interview on Saturday goes really well. Deb gives me a “tryout” on Sunday, which means dress shopping with mom has to be moved up to Saturday. 
I can’t find a single affordable dress that isn’t awful-looking, that’s the worst part. 
Sara is also supposed to be dress shopping with us, but we still haven’t spoken since she sat with Valerie at lunch, that’s another bad part. 
I don’t even know if she’s going to homecoming with me anymore. Initially, we talked about her riding with me and Anderson since she can’t drive. I hope that’s still happening, but I guess I won’t know until we talk. 
In the dressing room, I turn to get a look at another angle of the wine-colored off-the-shoulder dress I’m trying on. It’s a fit and flare lace dress—which I’m sure my mom will give me shit about if I pick it since I gave her shit about the lace on the Stepford dress, but it’s the prettiest one I’ve seen today.
Snapping a picture, I send it to Sara with a simple message asking what she thinks. 
“It’s cute,” she sends back a moment later. “Shorter than I expected.”
I look in the mirror. It is short. The dress hits way above mid-thigh; if the school dress code is enforced, it definitely won’t comply with the “all dresses have to go past your fingertips” rule. 
I didn’t intend to show so much leg, but this is the first dress I’ve found that I actually like. 
It’s also on clearance, which is a big selling point. 
I already made up my mind to use the money Hunter gave me to buy my dress, but I’ll need to buy shoes, too, and I don’t want to blow the whole $200 on my homecoming outfit if I don’t have to. 
I open the dressing room door and walk out to see what Mom thinks. 
Her face lights up as soon as she sees me. “Ooh, pretty! I like the burgundy. Twirl.”
I roll my eyes, but I do a dramatic twirl for her anyway. 
She nods her approval. “Good spin circumference. I love it. What do you think?”
“I think it’s really pretty,” I say, looking down at the dress. “It’s not red, exactly, but I still think it will go well with pig’s blood if that comes up.”
She nods. “Definitely. Burgundy might actually go better with blood than red. It’s kismet. And isn’t this one on sale?” She walks over and checks the tag without even waiting for me to respond. 
“Yep. I think this is the dress.”
After that, we go shoe shopping and pick out some black strappy sandals to go with it. 
On our way out of the mall, we pass baby clothes and my mood takes a hit. I try to turn my gaze way from the tiny shoes and big fluffy dresses for little newborn babies, but I fail spectacularly and a stomach ache ensues. 
Mom gets ahead of me as I slow down to look at a “daddy’s girl” bodysuit with matching pink pants. 
Do I think Hunter would be a good dad? He’s too young and he certainly didn’t have any good role models for most of his life, but maybe that would light a fire under him to do better for his own baby. 
Oh my God, his own baby. 
Panic starts to swell up. This is exactly why I’ve been keeping busy. Damn you, adorable baby clothes. Damn you all the way to hell. 
“Uh, you coming?”
I start, turning toward my mom. She’s standing in the middle of the aisle staring at me as I thoughtlessly pet baby clothes. 
I drop my hand like the outfit caught fire, but I know it’s too late. She already saw me. 
“Yeah,” I say a touch too sharply, abandoning the cuteness and walking over to her. 
Of course, she’s watching me more closely now. “Having second thoughts on the dress? I don’t think that’s your size.” She tries for levity, but I can hear the undercurrent of concern in her voice. 
“Did you ever regret having me?”
Her eyes widen. “What? No, of course not. Are you kidding me? I got to give birth to my favorite person. What a boon.”
“I know, but you were so young. Surely there was so much stuff you wanted to do that you missed out on because of me. And then you had to do it all alone on top of that.”
Mom shakes her head dismissively, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and pulling me in for a sideways hug as we walk. “No way. I mean, yeah, of course there were experiences I missed out on, and being a single mom is no walk in the park, but no, I never regretted it. I wouldn’t change a thing about our life.” She cocks her head in consideration. “Well, maybe plant a money tree in the back yard when we first bought the house, but aside from that, nothing.”
I look over at her. “You never wonder what your life would’ve been like if you hadn’t gotten pregnant so young?”
Instead of rushing to tell me no, of course not, she ponders this question for a few seconds. “Sure, I guess I did when I was younger, but just wondering what life would have been like doesn’t mean I regret any of it. Yeah, getting pregnant at 17 made life harder, but life’s hard for everyone, just in different ways. If it hadn’t been that, it would have been something else that made life hard, and nothing else would have brought me you.” She gives me a squeeze, then lets go so she can walk around to the driver side and I can get into the passenger seat. Once we’re both in, she looks over at me. “At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter what I could have been. I wouldn’t want any other life. I love ours.”
Emotion wells up in my chest. I feel like a big sap when I smile at her. “I love our life, too.”
She smiles back, reaching over and patting my hand before she grabs her purse and digs out the car keys. “What brought all this on?”
I shrug, my smile fading as I look out the car window. I wish I could tell her, but I can’t. “I just feel bad sometimes. You work so hard, and you always have. I feel like I’m the reason you had to work harder than everyone else and you didn’t make it as far.”
“Ouch.”
Her tone was light, but I look over at her, my eyes widening in horror. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry, that came out so wrong.”
Mom shakes her head, letting me off the hook. “I get it. It’s a big drawback of living in a town like this, where so many people have so much. I’m sure you see your classmates who don’t even blink at spending hundreds of dollars on a dress they’ll wear once to a school dance, and… you’ve apparently been saving birthday money to pay for yours, and we still had to shop the clearance rack.”
My stomach twists. “I haven’t been saving birthday money.”
Mom shrugs. “Well, you don’t have a job and you paid for your own dress and shoes. Don’t think I don’t feel bad about that, Riley. I do.”
“Mom…” I shake my head, wishing I hadn’t brought any of this up now. “I don’t want you to feel bad. Are you kidding me? You’re the best mom in the world. I don’t care about the dress or the dance, it’s nothing like that.”
“It is frustrating sometimes, you know.” She checks the rearview and backs up. “You want to give the people you love everything, but you can’t give what you don’t have.”
“You give me everything,” I tell her. 
“It’s not enough. And you’ve got college coming up.” 
She says it out loud, but her voice fades. It sounds more like she’s talking to herself than me. 
I feel terrible that I got her on this tangent. I didn’t even mean what I said, I just had to come up with something that wasn’t “what brought this on is I had unprotected sex with Hunter Maxwell, and I’m thinking about how my own life could be derailed if I don’t get a period soon.”
Now I kind of wish I would have just said that. 
I mean it when I tell her she’s the best mom in the world. I couldn’t possibly want for a better mother. She has always done her very best for me, and I feel like an ingrate now because she thinks I think she doesn’t do enough for me. 
“That is not at all what I meant, Mom. I am so sorry I brought this up. Please know that I don’t think that. I love you and I love our life, I’m incredibly grateful for both. You’re Super Woman. You don’t need to do more for me than you already do.”
Mom shakes her head, sighing. “No, I’m sorry. Don’t feel bad, I was being too sensitive. This has just been on my mind a lot lately, so you happened to bring it up, and…” She trails off, then looks over and flashes me a smile. “Don’t worry about it, hon. I know you didn’t mean anything by it.”
I feel a tiny bit better, but not much. “Why has this been on your mind lately?” 
She tries to play it off as she cuts the wheel and pulls out. “It’s just stupid adult stuff, don’t worry about it.”
“Mom,” I say sternly. “I’m 18. I am technically an adult now.”
“You’re six,” she states. 
“I thought I was seven and I wanted a pony.”
“Ah, that’s right. See, you’re aging backward like Benjamin Button.”
I do not accept her breezy dismissal and let her off the hook; she wouldn’t if the roles were reversed. “We’re supposed to be there for each other, remember?”
Mom shakes her head. “I’m the mother, you’re the daughter. I’m always supposed to be there for you. It’s not your job to be there for me.” 
“Mom,” I say, staring at her. “Come on. I’m not a little kid anymore. If you’re stressed about something, talk to me about it. I can handle it, and I’m sure it’ll make you feel better to get it off your chest.”
She sighs, a bit conflicted as she looks out at the road. “There actually is something I need to talk to you about. It’s not unrelated to all this, but I haven’t known how to bring it up. You’ve been so busy with school, and… it’s gonna sound crazy. I tried to think of a way it wouldn’t sound crazy, but I couldn’t find one, so I guess that means it is crazy. Maybe that should be my answer, but…”
“I’m no stranger to crazy. What is it?”
Mom looks over at me, appearing a bit like a deer suddenly illuminated by a pair of headlights. “What would you think about Ray moving in?”
My jaw drops. 
I don’t mean for it to, I’m just so surprised. 
Not just because she won’t even admit he’s her boyfriend right now, but because Mom has never, ever been serious enough about any boyfriend to propose letting him move in with us. 
“I know we haven’t been together for very long,” she says quickly when I don’t respond. “It’s just, Ray’s lease is going to be up on his apartment, and if he renews it, he has to renew it for another year. In theory, that sounds perfect, right? In a year you’ll be off at college and I’ll be living at the house alone, anyway. What better time for a man to move in?”
I open my mouth, but Mom doesn’t let me get a word in.
“But in practice, it’s a little more complicated. Remember how I told you Ray has been wanting to open that boxing gym, and he finally found a perfect space for it, and the price was right, and it seemed like it was finally going to happen for him?”
It’s been at least a month since she mentioned it, but I nod my head. “I remember.”
“Well, he didn’t get the loan. He was convinced he was going to, but…” She shakes her head, her lips thinning regretfully. “It’s harder for him, you know? With his record, with all the time he did, he doesn’t have the kind of credit a man his age usually would, so even though he has this solid business plan and all this fire… it’s not enough. He can’t get it off the ground without money. And honestly, I’m not sure what he’s going to do now, because this isn’t the first loan he’s tried to get. I guess his last application got shot down, too.”
“That sucks.”
“It does suck,” she agrees. “He has worked so hard for this. He went and got all the certifications he needed, he’s been working two jobs and trying to save as much as he can, but he’ll never be able to open the gym if he has to save up for everything. His day job is shitty, none of the good places want to hire him because of his record. It’s just an uphill climb. And it scares me a little, because…”
I frown when she trails off. “Keep going. You can’t start a sentence with ‘it scares me’ and then not finish it.”
I expect her to rush to assure me she doesn’t mean it that way, but she really does look worried. “It makes me nervous, because… His past is sketchy, you know? And I know him, I know his drive, I know he’s a man who accomplishes whatever he sets his mind to. Once he’s committed to something, you can’t get him off it. It’s impossible. He’s a fucking bull charging at a red flag, and right now he’s trying to do everything the right way, but it’s like he’s running on a treadmill. He can’t get anywhere, it’s just roadblock after roadblock. He wants to do things the right way, but I worry about what will happen once he’s exhausted all of his legitimate options. He’s not just going to say, ‘Damn, I guess it’s not going to work out,’ and give up. It’s not in him. And not only that...” She sighs heavily, her mouth forming a pout.
“Stop playing coy with me, missy,” I tell her. “We’re in this conversation now. Out with it.”
She looks over at me, her gaze heavy with dread. “If he can’t get the money doing things the right way, he knows shortcuts. I don’t mean he would go back to the dumb shit he did as a kid, but he met more serious criminals in prison, you know? Bad people. He knows guys in Boston who wouldn’t blink at loaning him the money he needs to open the gym, but that money would be filthy, and it would come with strings, the kind you can’t cut.”
That money tree is sounding pretty damn good right now. 
Mom looks over at me. She looks sad, and it makes my stomach hurt. “If he gets sucked back into that world, he won’t get back out. And I can’t go with him,” she says with a miserable little smile. “I like to watch Jason Statham movies; I don’t want to live in one.”
I sigh miserably, brimming with sympathy for the tough spot they’re both in. 
I know Ray wants to do things right and live a good life with my mom, but I get what she’s saying. I don’t know him as well as she does, but he’s obviously not a man easily deterred. She dumped him and he didn’t go away. From what she’s saying, it sounds like that’s probably how he attacks every area of his life that means something to him. 
“So, other than introducing him to custard, what can we do to help keep him on the straight and narrow?” I ask, hoping to bring a little levity to this grim conversation. 
Mom cracks a smile. “Well, I was thinking if the custard alone wasn’t enough to turn things around—a long shot, obviously; what problem can’t custard solve?—maybe moving in together makes sense. That way we’re not spending all of our money on two separate households. It would help him save more money toward the gym, and it would lighten the load for me, too, having someone to split all the bills with. I can help him build his credit so maybe next time he goes to a bank for a loan, they’ll say yes. Most importantly, I think it’ll help because it’ll remind him he’s not tackling life alone anymore, he’s on a team, part of a family. He won’t do anything to put us at risk, but he might be more inclined to do something reckless if he’s on his own. Plus, you know, I have a little more control over things if we live together. I can keep an eye on the situation, head him off at the pass if he gets impatient and starts thinking about doing anything stupid.” She looks over at me. “Don’t tell him I said that.”
I smile. “My lips are sealed.”
“He’d totally take it the wrong way,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Alpha males are the worst, I can’t believe I fell for one.”
“I can’t either,” I say honestly, but I think it’s kind of funny. “Do you think you guys will get married?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure I ever want to get married, but if I did, I probably would marry his difficult, unruly ass.”
She sounds so surly about it, I have to laugh despite the more sober threads of this conversation. “Well… I think it will definitely take some getting used to, but one of us was bound to live with a man eventually, right?”
“Statistically speaking, I suppose it was probable.”
“So we might as well try it out now,” I say with a shrug. “I really like Ray, and while it might be strange at first, who knows? It could be kind of nice spending my last year at home living like a nuclear family.”
Mom clutches her throat dramatically. “I’ll have to get some pearls.”
I nod in agreement. “We’ll get you one of those cheery sundresses you liked, too.”
She gasps and looks over at me excitedly. “With lace?”
“All the lace your heart desires,” I promise. “My treat.”
Mom grins at me and says playfully, “Aww. I have the best daughter.”
I smile back, but I really mean it when I tell her, “And I have the best mom.”
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty
Riley
 
 
Once Mom inadvertently assured me that even if Hunter did impregnate me, it wouldn’t mean my life was over, I stop stressing about it so much. 
My tryout at Deb’s Diner goes well; she asks me to come in Wednesday evening for one more day of training and she’ll put me on the schedule to work on my own next Sunday. Two days of training doesn’t seem like enough to me, so I bring home the menu Sunday night so I can study it. 
As thrilled as I am about finally finding gainful employment, I’m not so sure about the uniform. Deb’s place is a cute little diner with a distinct retro feel, so in keeping with the vibe, all the waitresses have to wear quintessential diner garb—fitted red dresses with gingham aprons and high ponytails. 
I’m one step away from a cheerleader’s uniform, but instead of jumping around with pom poms shouting “go, team, go!” I’ve time-traveled here from 1950 and I’m carrying a tray with milkshakes and red, paper-lined baskets overflowing with fries. 
I feel like I’m dressing up for Halloween when I try it on, but at least I didn’t have to pay for it. Extras I’ll have to pay for, but the initial uniform is on Deb, I just have to return it if I ever stop working there. 
On Monday morning, I get another delivery—a bouquet of orange flowers this time, with a special edition of Anna Karenina. In place of a note, he included a quote from the book on the card. 
‘One must find out what he is arguing for, what is precious to him...’
In the context of the book, it’s hardly a romantic passage, but the way he singled out that line for me… the meaning feels much different.
I sigh, unable to toss any of the gifts in the trash this time. 
He makes it a lot harder to stay mad at him when he courts me with books. 
I still don’t unblock his number, though.
 
___
 
Between work, home, and school stuff, the week flies by. 
There’s a pep rally on Thursday to get everyone hyped up for the big homecoming game Friday night. Lucky me, I get to cover it for the school paper.
As I push my way toward the front of the crowd, I look around for Sara. Normally we’d sit together at something like this, but I have to take pictures, so I can’t sit in the bleachers with her. Just when I’m worried she’ll be stuck sitting alone, I spot her among Valerie’s non-cheerleader pals. She’s talking to Sonja Menendez and doesn’t even see me.
I don’t know how to feel about that situation, but I shove it away and focus on my assignment. 
Music fills the gymnasium. The varsity cheerleaders come out, bouncing, jumping, even doing the occasional cartwheel. The crowd gets loud as they cheer and hype everybody up. The MC talks them up, cracks some jokes, and makes a couple of borderline inappropriate comments before loudly urging the crowd to make some noise.
The a cappella kids come out next. The cheerleaders hang back, brandishing their pom poms along with the tune as the a cappella kids start with a rendition of the national anthem, then sing one of the songs they’re practicing for the fall jam. 
Afterward, the MC talks some more about the cheerleaders. They go through a more complex cheer routine with backflips and flying and all sorts of flexible fuckery. 
I snap pictures and quietly hope that when it’s Valerie’s turn to fall, the people underneath will forget to catch her. 
No such luck. 
More music as the cheerleaders line up and dance and gyrate and clap. 
The MC says, “And you all know who they’re cheering for. Let’s hear it for our varsity football team!” 
The crowd screams, but not loud enough. The MC demands more noise, and the crowd obliges. 
There’s so much movement and noise in the gym, I can feel the vibrations inside my body. But when the football players start streaming out in their letter jackets and waving at the crowd, the thrumming inside me has nothing to do with the noise. 
I try to ignore the way my insides tense, how it feels like I’m holding my breath until I see Hunter. 
I thought he’d be leading the charge, but I guess they went for the save the best for last mentality, because he’s at the very back of the line. When he finally emerges and waves with that winning smile in place on his handsome face, the crowd loses their collective shit. 
I couldn’t care less about football, but the enthusiasm of the crowd is catching. Even I’m starting to feel a little foam-finger-wag of team spirit. 
At least, I am until the cheerleaders run over to usher the team to the folding chairs set up for them at the back of the room (apparently they can’t be trusted to find those themselves) and Valerie bounces over to give Hunter a kiss. 
My heart sinks when I realize what she means to do. Cracks as she makes contact. 
But then I realize… he turned away. Her lips only catch his cheek. 
My stomach does a somersault. 
Hunter pretends nothing happened and Valerie tries to play it off, but when she turns around, I can see how flushed her face is even underneath the layers of makeup. 
Hunter looks right at me like he’s known precisely where I’m standing in this crowded gymnasium since he entered it. A seemingly impossible feat in this sea of bodies, nearly all of them wearing the school colors. 
Then he winks at me. 
My stomach jumps, and my heart does flips that would put even the most athletic cheerleader to shame. 
I feel myself flush. Even though I know he can’t tell from so far away, I lift the camera under the guise of needing to take some pictures. Really, I just need to hide my face. 
More music plays and the cheerleaders do another number. Valerie finds me on the sidelines by pure accident and shoots me a look that should sink me six feet under the gymnasium. 
I’m tempted to smile at her, but I resist the urge to be needlessly mean. That’s her thing. Yes, I hate her, but I’m sure she’s embarrassed enough; I don’t need to add to it. 
Now that Hunter is out in the open, I’m hopelessly distracted for the rest of the assembly, but I try to take good notes. The marching band comes out and performs, so I snap more pictures. 
Finally, it’s time to announce homecoming court. The top five girls and the top five guys from senior class, as voted on by the student body. 
The guys are announced first and there are no surprises: Hunter Maxwell, Wally Kazinsky, Mark Poplowski, Ryden Sherlock, and Anderson Milner. 
Actually, Anderson does surprise me a bit. 
I know Hunter doesn’t actually get screening privileges, but I would’ve thought he’d discourage enough of his friends from voting for Anderson to make sure he didn’t make it on the stage with him at homecoming. There can only be one king and queen, but most of the court get titles, too—prince and princess, duke and duchess.
Maybe he decided not to shun Anderson since I broke up with him. Maybe it’s a gesture of good faith because he doesn’t know we decided to give it another go. 
I’ve since come to doubt the soundness of that hastily made decision, but Anderson and I have seen so little of each other since, I haven’t even found time to bring it up. 
We’re still on for homecoming this weekend, but I’m having second thoughts about even going.
It’s time to announce the ladies, so I position the nub of my pen against the paper and prepare to jot down all the names as they’re called.
Valerie Johnson is announced first—shock of all shocks. 
I roll my eyes as I write her name, but I don’t bother looking up. Once the whole court is announced, I’ll snap a picture of all of them, but I don’t need individual shots of each person. 
Melina Eggers is next, then Angelina Adkins. One junior somehow sneaks in after that. Valerie shoots one of her friends a look of confusion as she walks up as if to say, “Who the fuck is she?”
I smile at the excited volleyball player’s surprise victory and get ready to write the final name. 
Only, when the MC announces it, it sounds an awful lot like Riley Bishop. 
My heart seizes.
That can’t possibly be right. 
There’s a murmur in the bleachers, but no one even cheers; they’re all as confused as I am. 
I look to Hunter thinking maybe he did this, but he looks surprised, too. 
What? 
The MC searches the crowd, apparently not even knowing what I look like. “Do we have a Riley Bishop in the house?”
I feel like I’m going to throw up. Heat travels everywhere, making my cheeks flush as I hesitantly step forward. 
This is a nightmare. I don’t know how I could possibly have been voted in, but walking across the massive gym floor with everybody watching me is literally a nightmare I’ve had. 
“There she is,” says the MC with a big grin, clearly lacking awareness. “Let’s give it up for Riley Bishop.”
Since they’re being told to this time, there is a mild cheer from the bleachers.
My stomach rocks. My legs feel shaky. So many people are watching. 
“I think there’s been a mistake,” I tell the MC, my voice shaking a little because of my upset nerves. 
He laughs. “No mistake. Come on, take your place with everyone else.”
“I write for the paper. I’m supposed to take a picture, not be in the picture.”
This time he ignores me and turns his attention back to the crowd, who need a little hyping now that my name has been called.
I feel hot and shaky as I walk over to stand with the people I most assuredly do not fit in with. The volleyball girl flashes me a smile, but I find it hard to look at anyone else. 
Approaching Hunter in public has never worked out very well for me, and I’m standing up here on display with him now. 
He’s at ease in a situation like this, but I’m a mess in front of this crowd. 
I can scarcely breathe already, and then Anderson walks over to stand beside me. Horror swells up as he grabs my shoulder, and before I can stop him, he leans in and kisses me right on the mouth. 
I am too horrified to kiss him back. 
My chest feels like it’s going to cave in. My gaze jumps to Hunter. 
His face is a mask of shock, his brown eyes locked on me, burning with barely restrained anger. 
Anderson must not notice my corpse-like enthusiasm, because he settles his arm around my shoulders and turns to face the crowd with a big smile on his face. 
Oh my God. 
I’m surprised I can hear anything with the cheers from the crowd, but from just a few feet away, I very distinctly hear Hunter ask, “Why did he just kiss her?”
“Oh, didn’t you hear, baby?” Valerie chirps, sliding her arm around his waist and shooting me a sparkling, conniving smile as she hugs him. “They got back together after my party.”
 



 
Chapter Thirty One
Hunter
 
 
Rage tingles beneath my skin, tensing my muscles as I stand there looking out at the bleachers but only seeing red. 
Valerie’s words are an explanation, but that kiss… that kiss was a fucking punch to the gut. 
Didn’t matter that she wasn’t into it—again. 
Didn’t matter that she looked absolutely horrified that I was seeing it. 
He kissed her and he felt comfortable enough kissing her to do it with the whole school watching. 
He kissed her and she fucking let him.
She got back together with him. 
Unbelievable. 
I ask her to homecoming and she tells me no. 
I guess that means she’s going with him.
She doesn’t even like him. Anderson Milner is the boyfriend equivalent of the fifth safety school you apply to, not the coveted fucking Ivy Leagues.
Riley deserves better.
Yet, she shot me down to go with that motherfucker.
Here I am sending her flowers every week like a lovesick idiot, and someone else gets the pleasure of her company.
That better be all he’s fucking getting. 
I look over at Riley again, remembering what she said by the oak tree about not enjoying being the center of attention. I can see she meant it. Her face is somehow pale and drawn while being flushed and covered with a light sheen of perspiration at the same time. 
Valerie is so proud of herself. She can barely contain it as she squeezes me, somehow thinking she’s won the prize. Like I’m a goddamn trophy she can put on display to impress all her friends with. 
Look what I have. 
Disgust settles in my gut. I push her off me and step away. It’s too hot in here to be grabbed and clung to anyway, but if someone’s going to cling to me, I don’t want it to be her. 
My gaze drifts back to Riley. Everyone was encouraged to wear the school colors today, and while Riley isn’t much for team spirit, she is obedient enough to listen to any rules that are thrown her way. 
As long as they don’t come from me, apparently. 
She’s wearing a red Hawthorne High T-shirt—I’m surprised she even owns one—with a black cardigan and a pair of black leggings that hug her ass pretty damn nicely. Her long brown hair is down and not even slightly messed with since she couldn’t have possibly guessed she would wind up in front of a camera today. 
I glance over at Valerie. She knew to be prepared, so she’s all made up, not a hair out of place even though she was jumping around, fake lashes on so her eyes will pop for the camera. 
The announcement of homecoming court ends the pep rally. Now it’s time for everyone to leave except for us. We’ll head out to the field and pose for pictures.
Riley looks relieved that this part is over, but she looks a little lost as we’re directed to make our way outside.
She’s still clutching her notebook like her life depends on it, her camera hanging uselessly at her side. She’s using the cheapest purse I bought her. I haven’t seen her use the blue one yet. 
Since I’m not being nice to her, Valerie grabs Melina’s arm and they commiserate as we head out on the field. 
I glance at volleyball girl—don’t know what her name is—and see she’s got her hair and makeup pretty much together. I speed up and fall into step beside her. 
“Hey, can you help Riley?”
She looks over at me, surprised. “Me?”
I’m mad as hell at Riley, but I don’t want her to be embarrassed. “Yeah. Buy her a few minutes to calm down, shake that ‘deer in the headlights’ look, maybe loan her some lip gloss. The announcement caught her by surprise, she’s not ready to get in front of a camera.”
“Sure. I’ll tell Tim some of us girls need a few minutes to primp first.”
“I’d appreciate it,” I tell her. 
I don’t tell her which one Riley is, but only one girl on the field looks like her name was just called to participate in the Hunger Games instead of homecoming court, so she’s pretty easy to pick out of the crowd. 
I hang back and talk to Wally while the girls freshen up. I’m not paying much attention to him, but I doubt he’s saying much. I only picked him to talk to because where he’s standing, I can catch glimpses of what Riley’s doing in the background. 
Volleyball girl hauls her away from Anderson, which is the first thing she does right. Then she chats her up long enough for Riley to recover her composure. Her complexion returns to normal, her eyes lose the glint of sheer terror. She even has the presence of mind to smooth down her hair, then the other girl opens her purse and offers up her lip gloss. 
Riley seems to realize we’re about to get our picture taken, so she reaches into the purse I bought her and pulls out a compact. I wasn’t even sure she’d have one on her. Riley doesn’t wear much makeup. She doesn’t like to draw much attention to herself.
Meanwhile, Valerie is talking to Tim, organizing her photo shoot. “I was thinking we could do a shot over here on the bleachers. The girls can sit with our legs stretched out in front of us, one knee up—it’s a standard cheer pose, a lot of girls do it for senior pics. Those of us with poms can sit up front and place them on the bench in front of us for an added pop. Then the other girls can sit on the row behind us, and the last girl on the row behind that so we’re forming a V, and each of us can have a guy standing behind us. Obviously, my boyfriend behind me, and the other girls with the other guys. And then I guess that one random girl at the back with Sherlock.”
“Thanks,” Sherlock murmurs dryly. 
Valerie rolls her eyes. “I don’t even understand how that happened. I thought Kaela was a lock for fifth. Is that girl even a senior?”
Valerie bitches a bit more, then Riley and the other girl finish up and make their way over to us. 
Tim takes Riley’s camera so he can take a shot for the paper since she won’t be able to do it herself. Valerie and Angelina sit down on the front row of bleachers and get in position. 
I don’t particularly want to stand with Valerie. If Anderson hadn’t just put his fucking mouth on her, I’d stand behind Riley no matter how much shit it kicked up, but right now I’m pretty pissed, so I take my spot behind Valerie. 
Riley’s on the bench directly behind me complaining about this stupid pose. Anderson assures her we’re doing other poses, too, so maybe they won’t use this one. 
She sighs heavily. I bet she feels dumb sitting there with her leg out like a cheerleader. “Why couldn’t we be the back couple?” she asks. “Nyla and that guy don’t have to sit like idiots.”
Valerie tenses in front of me, hearing her staging directions criticized by Riley. 
I tense too, hearing Riley refer to herself and Anderson as a couple. 
Just to be a dick, I slide my hands around Valerie’s small waist and lean down like I’m kissing her neck. Really, I’m just hovering and trying to ignore the perfume cloud I can practically taste getting this close to her, but Riley won’t be able to tell. 
“Ready?” I ask, so I have an excuse to lean in like this.
Valerie turns her head to look up at me, her blue eyes sparkling with pleasure. “I’m always ready,” she says suggestively. 
Yeah, I bet you are.
I brought it on myself, so I can’t say much about her blatant come on. I smile faintly and straighten back up. 
I’m sorely tempted to look back at Riley and see what shade of pink she is, but instead I settle a hand on Valerie’s shoulder and get ready for the picture.
I expect to feel some satisfaction when that shot is done and I can finally glimpse Riley without being obvious, but when I look at her, it isn’t satisfaction I feel. 
Anderson’s hand is around her waist and she’s fallen quiet, her expression solemn and pensive. I’m not sure she even notices him touching her. If she does, she doesn’t care one way or the other. 
We do a few more poses and Tim takes a few more pictures, but Riley doesn’t speak again. She’s off in her own world, just going through the motions with us. 
I know I’m the one who chased her off, but it’s pure hell not being able to reach her. 
It’s hell hearing her telling me no, and wondering if she’s telling him yes. 
I didn’t worry about that before. I knew Riley was on hold for me. For one thing, I’d made my position as clear as fucking day to all my friends before I left. It didn’t matter how many continents were between us, if one of them started sniffing around Riley, I would find out about it and they’d learn pretty fast how far I can reach when I’m pissed off. 
I’ve always had that inside me, but spending those years with my dad and actually seeing where it came from, it helped me understand it better, hone it in a lot of ways. 
As mad as I was at Riley for getting me sent away, I wouldn’t even have a relationship with my father if not for her. 
I wouldn’t be who I am if not for her. 
I’m not sure she can say the same of me. 
I’m not sure Riley needs anybody. 
That shouldn’t rankle so fucking much, but it does. 
I want her to need me.
The last time I needed someone more than they needed me was when my mom almost let her husband kill me. That hurt like hell, and once I got past it, I vowed never to let that happen again. 
The problem is, Riley didn’t come after. By the time I vowed to protect myself, she had already slipped in and made an impression. It didn’t feel like a threat at the time because I didn’t need to protect myself from Riley. 
But now she’s standing here with the guy I told her to drop, the one she’s going out with after shooting me down, and now… she doesn’t feel so harmless. 
Sometimes I’m impressed by it, but sometimes I can’t fucking stand her knack for saying no to me. Her unwavering ability to make up her mind and stick to her guns—even if she doesn’t really want to. 
I thought I could wait her out. I was sure I could reel her back in even if I’d crossed her line. After all, she reeled my ass back in after she upended my whole life. 
If I can’t stay mad at her, she shouldn’t be able to stay mad at me. I can’t afford to let her have that kind of power over me if I don’t have the same power over her.
It shouldn’t be so hard.
I know people. I know everyone’s for sale; with some people, you have to look a little harder to find their price, but everybody has one.
Riley might be unique, but she’s still a human being—with all the faults and weaknesses that entails. 
If I want Riley, I may need to use a completely different currency than I’m used to. I can keep chipping away at her, but I won’t get far using the same ineffective methods.
A different sort of man might call it, cut his losses, accept defeat. 
It’s not in me to accept defeat. “No” doesn’t really mean no; it means find another way. 
Maybe I haven’t found Riley’s price because I’ve been making offers that work on other people, but Riley has different priorities. That’s why I thought she’d like the book; it was more personal, tailored specifically to her. 
It’s not enough, though. I have to do more than make her want me. She has to need me. She might want me already—she’ll still say no. 
She can be so fucking stubborn sometimes, but I guess I can be, too.
It’s not like she didn’t warn me. She told me she’d never forgive me for Valerie. 
Most people don’t mean what they say. 
Riley did. She meant it. Even if she could forgive me, she won’t let herself. She made her position clear from the get-go, and she will hold my ass accountable even if it costs both of us.
I can tempt her, but I can’t win. 
Well, maybe I can, but not on my terms. 
I don’t want to win a permanent spot in her heart by coming clean. She didn’t win her permanent spot in mine by keeping her word. 
I wanted her desire for me to overcome all the other bullshit. I wanted her surrender.
But as Anderson tugs Riley close and she numbly leans into him, I realize I don’t have time for that. 
If she sleeps with him because of what I’ve done, I’ll never forgive me, either.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Two
Riley
 
 
Sara ditches me to ride to homecoming in a stretch limo with Valerie and her friends Saturday night.
I feel a lot of ways about it. Hurt, most of all. Abandoned. Betrayed.
But also curious. 
Will Hunter be in that limo? He’s obviously Valerie’s date to homecoming. He might’ve embarrassed her in the gym by turning his cheek, but that was before he realized Anderson and I were back together. 
After that, he kissed her right in front of me. 
Thinking about it still makes my stomach hurt. 
I don’t even want to go to the stupid dance, but it’s too late to back out. I bought the dress and shoes, and Anderson shows up with a corsage. He looks nice in a burgundy dress shirt and black slacks, but I still think I’m gonna break up with him again tonight. 
I know eventually I will have to move on and get over Hunter, but it won’t be with him. There’s no point stringing him along since I already know that. 
I also still haven’t gotten my period, and just in case I am pregnant, I would prefer for it not to look like that’s the reason we broke up. I want to be good and single by the time I start to show.
What a thing to think about as I’m getting ready to leave for homecoming. 
“One more picture,” Mom insists, following us out on the front porch.
I glance back at her. “You’ve taken enough.”
“Maybe by the car,” she says, grasping at straws.
I glance at Anderson’s silver Lexus. It’s a nice car, sure, but it’s not exactly a horse-drawn carriage. Looking back at Mom, I shake my head. “I have to draw a line somewhere. This is it. You’re cut off. You’ve taken enough pictures.”
She pouts. “But you look so pretty!”
“I promise to look pretty again sometime in the future, you can take more pictures of me then.”
Mom shoots me a dirty look. “Bite your tongue, you always look pretty.”
“We’re going to be late,” I tell her. 
“I should’ve volunteered to chaperone,” she says. “I could’ve taken sneaky pictures all night long. Maybe I should sneak in…”
“Mom.”
Ray reaches out, grabbing her by the hips and tugging her back against him. Securing his arms around her waist, he says, “Don’t worry, kiddo, I’ll make sure she behaves herself. You guys have fun.” He looks at Anderson, dead-eyed. “Just not too much fun.”
I sigh dramatically, grabbing Anderson’s hand and hauling him toward the car. “God, you guys are so embarrassing.”
“We love you,” Mom calls back. “Be safe. Have fun! Text me if you need anything.”
Despite my manufactured annoyance, I can’t keep a delighted smile off my face as I drop into the passenger seat of Anderson’s car. 
My mom is nothing new, she has always been there being her crazy self, but having a father figure to go along with her? That’s a whole new experience. I don’t hate having a protective man around to mean-mug my boyfriends and keep Mom company while I’m gone. 
“Are you excited?” Anderson asks, noticing my smile as he starts the car.
“For the dance? No.”
“Oh.”
“No offense,” I say quickly. “It’s just, I was already a little worried about getting a bucket of pig’s blood dumped on my head tonight, and now I’m on homecoming court. That’s starting to seem a lot less far-fetched.” I glance over at him. “If they call my name for queen and the gym doors start slamming shut, don’t be surprised.”
Anderson frowns. “Huh?”
I wait a second for it to click, but when he continues to stare at me like I’ve said something strange—well, stranger than what I actually said—I frown at him. “Carrie? You like Stephen King, how did you miss that reference?”
“Oh. Right.” He shakes his head, checking the rearview before he starts to back out of the driveway. “Well, if you have secret telekinetic powers I don’t know about, make sure you use them to crush Hunter, not me.”
I shake my head. “It wasn’t Hunter. He was as shocked as I was when they called my name. I think it was Valerie. On the face of it, she hates me, so why would she want me to get the glory of homecoming court? But that’s emotional and short-sighted. She’s smart enough to play the long game. I just don’t know what the long game is. It really might be pig’s blood. Maybe she’s a secret horror movie buff.”
Anderson appears not to be the least bit interested in my theorizing. His tone verging on annoyed, he says, “I don’t think Valerie’s that bad. I think you want to think she is because she’s dating Hunter.”
I blink at him. “Excuse me? She ostracized Sara for having epilepsy—that’s terrible person material, and it doesn’t have a damn thing to do with Hunter.”
“And now she’s taking Sara to homecoming,” he points out. “Shit happens. People get over it and move on. Not you, I guess, but most people.”
I do not appreciate his tone. His defense of Valerie Johnson is even more repellant. He knows by now how she treated me over the years, and I never did a thing to her. 
Well, I slept with Hunter at the party, but before that I hadn’t—and I didn’t know she was with Hunter that night. Even hating her, I wouldn’t have done that if I would’ve known. That was on Hunter, not me. 
Yet again, Anderson isn’t on my side, so I fold my hands on my lap and watch out the window rather than talk to him.
When we get to the school, a lot of people are already there. As we make our way toward the gym, a few people congratulate Anderson on the team’s big win last night. 
The gymnasium is all set up for the dance, so it’s dark, but with colorful uplighting like we’re at a wedding. 
There’s a well-lit backdrop set up for pictures when we first walk in. HOCO is emblazoned on a sign in the middle. 
There’s a short line. I don’t want to talk to Anderson, so I look around while we wait. 
The homecoming dance isn’t as big as prom will be, but it’s still a pretty classy set-up. There’s food and drinks, and tables around the dance floor for people to sit at if they need a break. 
I spot Valerie in the crowd and my stomach drops. She looks stunning in a formfitting, low-cut, red sparkly gown with a slit up the thigh. Her blonde hair is styled in a fancy up-do, and she has a big grin on her face as she chats up a few people. 
Hunter is right by her side. He looks incredible, but bored. You can tell he’s much more at ease here than everyone else. We’re all dressed up and playing pretend tonight, but the casual way Hunter carries himself, I get the impression he probably spent time in more impressive environments than this when he was in Italy and he doesn’t see what all the fuss is about.
The suit he’s wearing fits him like a glove. It’s black with red accents, and it makes me feel stupid for even thinking Anderson looked nice earlier. 
Anderson looks like he’s going to church with his grandma. Hunter looks like he’s waiting for the GQ photographer to show up so he can do the shoot and get the fuck out of here. 
I also want to get the fuck out of here. I wish I could go with him.
Shaking off that errant thought, I try to shift my focus back on what I’m doing, but there’s no point. I don’t want to get my photo taken with Anderson. I wish Sara were here like we planned. 
Sara. 
She came with Valerie, so I glance back over there, but I don’t see her with Hunter and Valerie. There are so many people crowded around them, maybe I’m just missing her in the crowd, but the photographer says, “Next,” so I don’t have time to check more thoroughly.
Our pose feels stiff. It’s probably my fault. I’m mad at Anderson and I don’t want his arms around me, so I can’t muster much of a smile. 
I’m already miserable and we just got here. 
I shouldn’t have come tonight. I knew it would be a bad time. At least then Anderson might have asked someone else and maybe he would’ve had a better time. 
The jerk. 
“Are you thirsty?” he asks.
Why don’t you go ask Valerie?
Ugh, I’m grumpy. 
Needing to get away from him, I turn around and tell him, “I’m gonna go see if I can find Sara.”
“All right. I’ll catch up with my friends, then. Come find me when you’re done.”
I nod and veer off into the crowd. 
As soon as I’m a few feet away from him, I feel like I can breathe again. I’m still not excited to be here, but the claustrophobic squeezing has let up.
Unfortunately, since Sara came with Valerie and her crew, finding her means approaching them. 
I try to keep my distance and check the perimeter instead of throwing myself right in front of their crosshairs, but Hunter notices me. I can tell by the slight shift in his posture, then he looks at me, his eyes dark, and my stomach does a somersault. 
Heat creeps up my neck. I feel cornered even though he’s a good 10 feet away. Several people stand between us, but they seem to disappear when he looks at me. He doesn’t look away, either. Makes it hard to breathe. 
I step behind someone tall and linger there for a moment since Hunter can’t stare at me if he can’t see me. When I peek past the tall guy a few seconds later, Hunter’s focus has shifted back to his audience. His hand has slid around Valerie’s waist, too. 
Asshole. 
I know he’s doing it for my benefit, but it still stings. 
I finally find Sara in the crowd. She’s standing alone on the fringes of Valerie’s crew, smiling in their general direction as if she’s part of whatever conversation they’re having, but she’s an observer. 
I’m not even sure what the reception will be like, but I approach her, anyway. “Hey.”
Her gaze snaps to me as if in surprise. “Hey.”
I force a smile and glance around. “Homecoming. It’s loud.”
She nods solemnly. “I think that’s the tagline they painted on the banners.”
“If not, it should be next year. I’ll let them have that creative nugget for free.”
“Very philanthropic of you.”
“You know me, always supporting education.” I miss a beat. “How have you been? We haven’t talked much lately.”
“Yeah, things have been crazy.” She looks down, fidgeting with the clutch purse she brought with her. “I’ve been good. How about you?”
“Pretty much the same. No period yet. I’m pretty sure it’s been 500 days, so…”
“Yikes.” Her gaze shifts to Hunter. “Have you told your baby daddy yet?”
I shake my head. I’m tempted to join her in looking at the handsome life-ruiner, but I don’t want him to catch me. “So, you rode here with them, right? How was that?”
“Good. Weird,” she says, frowning. “It’s like they’re adults. They had champagne in the limo. Champagne. And nobody said anything.”
I smile faintly. “I don’t think the standard rules apply to the beautiful and the privileged. Did Wally ride with them?”
Her face flushes and she nods, looking back at me. “He sat right by me.”
“No way,” I say, my eyes widening with excitement for her. I think he’s stupid, but she likes him, so I’m happy for her. Still a bit worried, but I don’t want to kill her buzz. 
She grins and nods. “Yeah. He smells so good. How do boys smell so good?”
“Well, I’m glad you had fun.”
“I did,” she agrees. “There was almost a catfight, though. Valerie hasn’t spoken to Melanie Taggart since we got out of the limo.”
“Why? What happened?”
“Your baby daddy. Melanie sat on the other side of him and she had the audacity to touch his thigh. Valerie caught her, and she’s understandably more on edge about stuff like that since Hunter…” She stops, realizing what she’s about to say. “Well, since he slept with you.”
I attempt a smile, but it’s brittle. “Right.”
Sara shoots me an apologetic look. “Sorry.”
I shrug wordlessly and glance at Hunter over my shoulder. We’re standing behind him, so he doesn’t catch me. 
“He doesn’t act like her boyfriend,” Sara blurts. 
My gaze drifts back to Sara. 
“He’s not affectionate with her at all,” she goes on, her voice low, but loud enough for me to hear. “He doesn’t kiss her or touch her. He seems completely disinterested in her. You see the dress she’s wearing tonight, right? He didn’t even check her out. I checked her out. Most boyfriends wouldn’t be able to keep their hands off their girlfriend in a dress like that, but Hunter seemed about as interested as he would’ve been if Wally wore it.”
As much as I appreciate what she’s trying to do, the last thing I want to do is talk about Hunter and Valerie. The fact that there is a Hunter and Valerie makes me want to puke. 
I look up at Sara, intending to steer the conversation into gentler waters, but when I do, I can see I’ve lost her attention. Her gaze is fixed on a spot behind me with the dopey, semi-paralyzed look I only ever see on her face when she’s looking at Wally.
Then I hear his voice behind me. “Wanna dance?”
A helpless grin splits Sara’s face and she nods. “I’ll catch up with you later, Riley,” she says, walking toward him as if in a trance.
I back out of her way and offer a little smile. “All right. Have fun.”
I glance at Wally, hoping to see some indication of affection on his face. If he’s feeling anything but vague boredom, I can’t tell. It makes me nervous. 
On instinct, I look back toward Valerie as Wally and Sara make their way to the dance floor. 
She’s looking at me, too. With a smug little smile, she waves at me.
I roll my eyes and walk off.
 



 
Chapter Thirty Three
Riley
 
 
The student body is gathered around the stage as the principal dawdles, talking about our team’s victory against the rival school and a bunch of other crap no one cares about. 
Well, all of it is probably crap some of them don’t care about, but even the ones who don’t care about homecoming court are probably impatient to get the music playing again, and that can’t happen until after these announcements.
Finally, the principal gets to the part we’ve all been waiting for. 
He asks homecoming court to gather in front of the stage. I’ve never come to homecoming before, so I didn’t realize we would all have to be around each other, even if some of us didn’t make the final cut. 
Reluctantly, I wander over to stand with Anderson at the end of the line. Once we’re all there, the principal asks the crowd to give us a hand. 
“All right, ladies and gentlemen, now for the part you have all been waiting for!”
There are some cheers of agreement from the crowd. 
“Let’s get our first couple on stage. Your Duke and Duchess, Melina Eggers and Wally Kazinsky!”
Everybody cheers as Melina and Wally step out of line and head up on the stage to get their sashes.
“That’s right, let’s give them a round of applause.” He looks over at them with a big smile. “Congratulations, guys.”
They smile and wave, thanking the audience for the votes, but you can tell they’re not that excited to be third place. 
“All right,” the principal says, theatrically opening the next envelope. “And for our homecoming prince and princess, let’s have a round of applause for Riley Bishop and Anderson Milner!”
What? 
I’m too stunned to move, so Anderson grabs my wrist and lightly drags me toward the stairs leading to the stage.
“Wait,” I say, but the crowd is too loud for him to hear me. “I don’t want to—”
He hauls me up on stage with him, anyway. My face burns with so many eyes on me. They’re clapping this time, but probably only because they were told to—or maybe because they like Anderson, I don’t know.
I shuffle up behind him and turn around to face the crowd, but my stomach feels sick. 
The Carrie stuff began as a joke, but I don’t understand why I’m up here now unless it’s for a terrible reason. There’s no way in hell the student body voted me homecoming princess. There might be a sect of people who hate Valerie because of her mean girl bullshit, who would cheer at someone knocking her down a peg or two, even if it was by sleeping with her boyfriend. But that sect would be small, a minority, not enough people to vote me onto homecoming court—let alone to secure me a crown.
I swallow nervously as Lyndsay Edwards comes at me with a tiara and a sash. She beams as she places the tiara on my head, then she carefully puts the sash around me so as not to mess up my hair.
I look down, experiencing a moment of surreality as I gaze at the crimson sash labeling me homecoming princess.
I look back up, intending to glance at the crowd, but my gaze is caught on Hunter. He’s turned around, watching me with hungry eyes. I think I even see a glint of pride.
Even though I don’t believe he’s behind this, I get a flashback from middle school. I remember him wanting to buy me new clothes so that his shallow friends would accept me.
The principal addresses the crowd again. “Okay, now for the moment you’ve really been waiting for. Can I get a drum roll, please?”
The crowd cheers, and people start beating their palms against their thighs.
“Your homecoming queen and homecoming king are none other than... Valerie Johnson and Hunter Maxwell!”
The crowd goes wild. Hunter turns around, smiling and thanking everybody. Valerie takes his hand and hauls him toward the stage with her. 
My stomach twists painfully at the sight, and I hope it doesn’t show on my face.
Valerie smiles at me, her eyes cold as she climbs the stairs to the stage. Her expression warms back up as she turns around, still holding Hunter’s hand, to thank her royal subjects. She feigns modesty and waves, throwing kisses and thank yous like they’re candy at a parade.
The crown they give her is much bigger than mine. Hunter’s crown is similar to Anderson’s, but fancier. A red crown with faux-fur lining fit for the king of the school.
Even though I’m not into all of this, a faint smile tugs at my lips. I’m glad he won. I know he’s into this kind of stuff. 
I am not glad Valerie’s his queen. I’m even less glad about it as she reaches over to take his hand again, but this time he shakes her off, playing it off by reaching for the scepter Lyndsay is holding for him.
Oh my God, they gave him a scepter. 
I can’t help grinning and shaking my head. 
Hunter’s head is big enough; he does not need a scepter. 
“All right, everybody, let’s hear it for our court one more time.” Everyone claps and cheers. “And now, for our homecoming royalty’s first dance.”
The student body gathers around as we head to the center of the dance floor with our respective partners. 
The principal announces that this next song is a throwback the chaperones will appreciate, then the opening chords of Cyndi Lauper’s Time After Time begin to play. 
I really don’t want to dance with Anderson, but he’s my prince, so I have to. As I settle my hands on his shoulders, it’s Hunter I’m thinking about, so my gaze drifts in his direction. 
He’s looking at me, too. More specifically, he’s looking at Anderson’s hands on me, his eyes narrowed with dislike.
I feel the same way seeing Valerie’s arms draped around his neck. 
Anderson and I are dancing like two people reluctant to touch, but of course Valerie is pressed as close to Hunter as she can be, gazing up at him affectionately even as he looks at another girl. I almost admire her ability to be so deliberately obtuse.
I do not possess the same ability, so I look away from them. 
I’m too jealous to watch. It makes my skin crawl.
This sucks. Everything about this sucks. 
It only sucks for a few more seconds, though. 
The homecoming king and queen dance closer to us. I frown when I realize it. During this dance, we are the only three couples on the dance floor, so there’s plenty of room to spread out.
I barely have time to register Hunter and Valerie right next to us, then, in an unprecedented move, Hunter asks Anderson, “Wanna trade?”
“What?” Anderson asks, as if confused. 
“What!” Valerie hisses, horrified. 
Hunter nods from Valerie to me. “Let’s switch.”
“Hunter,” Valerie complains, shooting him a look. “No! This is our dance. You can dance with her after.”
Hunter locks eyes with me. “Nah. I wanna dance with her now.”
“You cannot be serious,” Valerie says, her voice low and angry. “You are not really going to humiliate me like this.”
“Don’t make a scene and you won’t be humiliated,” he says, glancing at her. “Either way, I’m dancing with Riley.” He looks at Anderson, his gaze cool. “You got a problem with that?”
Anderson scoffs, shaking his head and backing away from me. “You know what, go right ahead.”
“Anderson!” Valerie cries, looking at him like even he has let her down. 
Like Anderson can stop Hunter from doing exactly what he wants to do. 
No one asks me what I want, but I certainly don’t argue as Anderson grabs Valerie and drags her away, practically kicking and screaming. 
Hunter smiles, grabbing my waist and tugging me close to him. 
I cock my head, a reluctant smile on my lips as I wind my arms around his neck. “That wasn’t very nice.”
I feel the movement of his muscles as he shrugs. “I’m not very nice.”
“That’s not true,” I argue, gazing up at him. “You’re nice sometimes.”
“You’re the only person I care about being nice to.”
My heart flutters. 
When I was dancing with Anderson I was so aware of all the people watching us, but in Hunter’s arms, the rest of the world falls away. 
“Well, I’m glad you cut in,” I admit. 
“Yeah?”
I nod. 
“How come?”
My gaze lingers on those perfect lips of his, but I go for a lighthearted response so he doesn’t think I’m thinking about kissing him. “I’ve always wanted to dance with a king,” I tease.
Hunter grins. “Oh yeah?”
I nod again. “Don’t tell anyone.”
“It can be our little secret,” he assures me. 
It’s so easy to get pulled back into him. I sigh, enjoying the feeling of being held by him so much more than I should. 
It’s getting harder and harder to pretend I don’t want him. All I really want is to rewind these last few weeks. To stop him from doing stupid things to ruin our chances. 
I suppose there’s another option. I could just give in. 
But I won’t. 
He doesn’t get to hurt me with her and then have me, anyway. 
If Hunter wants me, he needs to fix the unfixable. An impossible feat. 
“What are you thinking?”
I look up at him. I’m tempted to tell the truth, but before I can answer, I’m distracted by the sight of Valerie running across the dance floor in a red blur behind him. 
I frown, watching her rush into the crowd to our right. I can’t tell what she’s saying as she shakes her head, but she shoves urgently at someone in the crowd and glances behind her. 
Glancing at Hunter, to make sure he didn’t see. 
I look past her at the people she’s pushing through the crowd. They’re turned around so I can’t tell who they are, but they’re dressed in black—not formalwear—and carrying something. It almost looks like a big white paint bucket, the five gallon kind. 
I watch, my frown deepening, as she pushes them through the crowd, trying to rush them off the floor. By the looks of it, before Hunter notices. 
“Hey.”
I glance back at Hunter. Now he’s frowning, too.
“What’s wrong?” he asks. 
“Did you see that?” I ask, even though I know he didn’t. Valerie ran behind him, and his back was to the crowd. “She just…”
Hunter turns to look now, but Valerie is already lost in the throng of people. 
“Buckets. They had buckets. Oh, my God, she really was going to Carrie me,” I say, horrified, but also somehow amused. “She’s not even creative enough to come up with her own awful pranks. Why am I surprised?”
Hunter scowls. “What are you talking about?”
“Valerie. She just ran across the dance floor and chased someone through the crowd. She was going to Carrie me during the royalty dance, but then you cut in. She didn’t want to do it to you, so she called it off. I knew I wasn’t crazy. I knew she was planning something.”
“She was going to Carrie you?”
“Bathe me in pig’s blood. I mean, I don’t know if she was really going to use pig’s blood, but there must have been something to throw on me in those big white buckets.”
He drops his hands and looks toward the crowd. “Where’d she go?”
I point.
Hunter shakes his head. “All right, I’ve gotta go handle something.” He points at me. “You dump the goddamn purse-holder—for real this time.”
“Hunter,” I call after him as he storms off the dance floor and heads after Valerie. 
He doesn’t turn back around, he leaves me there with the song still playing. I look over at Anderson, similarly abandoned by Valerie. 
Anderson looks at me, but doesn’t move toward me like he wants to resume our dance. 
I stand there and look back at him, not knowing what to say. 
Realizing everyone is watching and finishing the dance with him would be too awkward, I turn around and flee the dance floor. 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Four
Riley
 
 
After Hunter has been gone for a few minutes, Valerie reappears in the gymnasium. 
She looks a little flushed, maybe even embarrassed, but I don’t know if she’s flustered because her prank went off course or because of whatever transpired between her and Hunter when he caught up to her. 
Assuming he did catch up to her.
I’m pretty much done with the dance, but I can’t leave until Hunter comes back. I know I could text my mom and ask her to come get me, or hell, I could even walk home (though that wouldn’t be very fun in these heeled sandals) but I’m starting to get a little worried that Hunter’s not back. 
He’s been gone for a long time. Why isn’t he back?
Anderson wanders over to the table I’ve camped out at. His hands are in his pockets, his head bowed. Looking up at him, I feel a tad guilty for ruining his night, even if I didn’t initiate any of the bullshit myself. 
“Hey,” he says, voice low. 
I absently trace the outline of the tiara I took off and put on the table. “Hey.”
“So… are we staying? Am I still taking you home?”
“I don’t know, Anderson,” I say tiredly. 
“Do you have to check with your boss?” he asks, his tone faintly sharp. 
I look up at him, dead-eyed. I’m just about to respond when Sherlock bumps into him.
“Oh, shit, sorry, Milner.” He smirks, shaking his flask and offering it to Anderson. “I think I’m pre-gaming a little too hard. Want some?”
Anderson shakes his head. “I’m all right.”
Sherlock points at me. “Congrats on your crown, Bishop.”
“Thanks,” I say, frowning. Ryden Sherlock has never spoken to me. 
“You kids have fun,” he says before wandering away. 
“Fun,” Anderson remarks. “Is that what we’re having?”
I shake my head, looking at the crown again as I play with it. “I think we should break up.”
“Yeah.” He looks down at the gymnasium floor. “I kinda figured.”
“I’m sorry,” I say, looking up at him. My hand stills on the crown and flattens against the table. “It wasn’t my intention to jerk you around. I really did think getting back together that day was the right choice. I had all these stupid thoughts you probably don’t want to hear about at this point.”
Anderson pulls out the chair across from me and sits down. “Nah, might as well.”
I smile faintly, looking at the table. “Hunter and I have this thing, I guess you could call it an inside joke, but… have you ever read The Hunger Games?”
Anderson shakes his head. “I saw the movies.”
I nod. “Well, in middle school I made him read the books. And I had these very enthusiastic opinions about the love triangle that runs throughout the series. See, in the beginning it’s just Gale and Katniss, and they share this bond, they understand each other, they’re completely attuned to one another, they work together to survive and look out for one another. They were a team, and I just loved them. But then Peeta comes into the picture, and he’s not like Gale at all. Gale is… more…” I stop, trying to think how to word it. “Maybe dominant is the word I’m looking for? More brutal? More aggressive and take-charge? He challenges Katniss more. They’re comfortable and familiar with each other, but in a sense, Gale’s the less comfortable choice.”
“All right,” he says, watching me. 
“But Peeta, he’s softer and kinder. I wouldn’t say he understands Katniss the way Gale does, but he’s always there for her. He’s a really good guy, and he really… he’s good to her.” I look down, too self-conscious to meet Anderson’s gaze when I say this next part. “In middle school, I developed this massive crush on Hunter Maxwell. It wasn’t for any of the reasons the other girls in our class did, though. I stumbled across him in the woods behind his house one day and we ended up developing our own secret connection. In my mind, he became my Gale.”
Anderson nods, starting to catch on. “Am I the Peeta in this comparison?”
I look up. “Yes, but not in a bad way. After that night at Valerie’s party, I started thinking maybe I was too hard on Peeta. He was a nice guy. I think I was only mad at him for being in the way. I probably wasn’t entirely fair to him. If I reread the trilogy now, I don’t think I’d have as many problems with him. I’d probably still want Katniss and Gale together, but that day when we had the picnic in the park… I understood how she came to have feelings for the guy who was there for her when she really needed him to be. When she’d given him every reason in the world not to be, and he was still there anyway. And I really did think maybe I had it all wrong, and maybe… maybe we were the right answer.”
Anderson doesn’t say anything right away. He looks at the red linen draped across the table, lost in thought. Finally, his lips curve up and he says, “I was your safe choice.”
I can’t deny it. That would be a lie. “There’s nothing inherently bad about the safe choice,” I say instead. 
His lips curve up even more with a cynical hint of humor. “You don’t believe that. Maybe you wish you did, but… you don’t want the safe choice. You want the brutal asshole who ‘gets you,’” he says, rolling his eyes. 
I want to deny it, but I can’t. “I think it’s the friendship that appeals to me. I’m really not into assholes, I just… I’ve never connected with someone the way I connect with him. It’s effortless. Even when I want to resist it, even when we both do things to try to break it… it’s like we can’t. It’s unbreakable.” 
Anderson leans back in the chair and sighs. “Well, I think you’re making a mistake, but I guess I’m supposed to think that.”
I look at my crown on the table. “We’re not together. I just… It doesn’t matter. I can’t give this a shot when I’m still so wrapped up in him. I’m not really available, so there’s no sense in stringing you along.”
“Well,” he says, playfully indicating the crown on his head. “Before our reign officially comes to an end, should we share one last dance?”
I smile up at him. “I’d like that.”
 
___
 
The night wears on and still there’s no sign of Hunter.
That is, until I start to notice the crowd thinning out. There are fewer people packed in the gymnasium, and when I look toward the door, I realize it’s because people keep leaving. 
At first, I think maybe they’re leaving early because they’re eager to get to Hunter’s after party, but it doesn’t entirely make sense. There’s still about a half hour left of the dance, so Hunter’s after party shouldn’t begin until after that.
But as I slip out the doors myself and go to investigate the case of the disappearing homecoming attendees, I realize they’re not missing at all. They are all outside, gathered in front of the school. 
I frown, pushing the heavy exit doors and walking outside to see what’s going on.
I make my way to the front of the crowd, then stop, my eyes widening as I take in the sight of Valerie’s car, coated in a gooey orange-ish substance and covered with white feathers.
I might actually be amused, but there is a second car pulled up behind hers, also tarred and feathered: Anderson’s.
I’m too stunned to pay much attention to the movement of the people behind me, but when someone steps up beside me, I don’t have to look to know it’s Hunter.
“It wasn’t pig’s blood,” he says. “It was thicker, stickier. Maybe some kind of honey mixture. Seems like she tried to dye it red, but it didn’t really work out.”
“What did you do?” I shake my head, looking at the cars. “How is Valerie’s car even here? She rode here in a limo with you.”
Before he can answer me, I’m shoved aside as Valerie explodes through the crowd and stops to stare and horror at her car.
She huffs in clear outrage, then turns to look at us, her blue eyes as wide as can be. “Seriously?”
Hunter smiles and drapes an arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. “Your war with Riley ends tonight. Unless you want to go to war with me, too.”
Valerie glares at him, her eyes burning with resentment, but she doesn’t say a word. 
Raising his voice, Hunter turns toward his audience. “That goes for all of you. The shunning is over, we’re moving on. This was never your fight, but if you want to go to the mat for her,” he says, with a sweeping gesture in Valerie’s direction, “feel free. Just know she wouldn’t do the same for any of you.”
There’s a low murmur in the crowd. Valerie’s gaze darts to them, a flash of fear in her eyes before she looks back at Hunter. “Why are you doing this to me?” she asks lowly. 
“I haven’t done anything to you. Not yet,” he says deliberately. “If you quit your bullshit and let this blow over, we can keep things friendly. Defy me, and see what happens.”
She swallows, her shaky gaze shifting to me. “I really hate you, you know that?”
“Same,” I tell her, not flinching. 
I am tempted to feel bad for her in the moment, but I remind myself of her baseless malice over the years and manage to overcome it. 
Valerie didn’t feel bad for turning Sara into a social outcast for absolutely no reason. She didn’t feel bad for spreading malicious—and completely baseless—gossip last year about me and a teacher. He could have been fired over those rumors. Sara could have felt so alone, maybe she wouldn’t have been able to handle it without me. 
Valerie’s a mean girl. She picked a fight, and she didn’t win. 
That’s no one’s fault but hers. 
I refuse to feel bad for her because for once in her life, there were consequences to her bad behavior. 
Valerie turns around and looks back at the mess smothering her car. Right when she does, the crowd moves again. This time Anderson bursts through and stops on the sidewalk, his jaw falling open. 
“What the fuck,” he says dimly, staring at his tarred and feathered car. 
Honeyed and feathered? 
I cringe, because while I can’t muster much sympathy for Valerie, Anderson didn’t deserve this. It was just mean of Hunter to do it to him, too. 
Anderson looks over at us, mouth agape. “What the fuck?” he says again, his gaze locked on Hunter. 
“You called Riley a whore,” Hunter states, unapologetic, as he reaches into his suit pocket and draws out Anderson’s keys. “And, honestly, you just piss me off.”
Anderson scowls as he takes the key ring. “How did you even get my keys?”
Hunter doesn’t say, but I have an idea. I look back over my shoulder and locate Sherlock. He’s hanging back away from the crowd, leaning against a brick wall and just observing the chaos. When our gazes lock, he winks at me. 
Pickpocket.
I smother a smile and turn back around. 
“Now,” Hunter says, looking over at me. “You’re gonna need a ride, and a spot in my limo just opened up.” Hunter turns back toward the crowd, still with his arm around me. “If you rode here with me and you’re not on Team Valerie, gather your things and get your asses back out here. I think the dance is pretty much over, and that means the after party starts right now.”
There’s a cheer from the crowd. The jocks and the popular crowd get to go to Hunter’s parties all the time, but for the majority of senior class, Hunter’s parties are the stuff of legend, completely inaccessible. Tonight they get to be a part of it, and if the cost of admission is dethroning the evil queen… well, it’s a price they’re willing to pay. 
There’s a buzz of excitement as everybody heads back inside to gather their things. Hunter grabs his scepter and puts his crown back on his head, then escorts me back out to the sidewalk.
Like we’re real royalty instead of the homecoming kind, the limo driver opens the car door and gestures for us to climb inside. 
“Ladies first,” Hunter murmurs, his hand sliding down the small of my back and coming to rest on my butt. 
My heart does a flip. Instant arousal stirs between my legs. 
I probably shouldn’t get into this limousine with him, at least not until the other passengers are out here. He’ll behave if we’re not in the car alone, but until then…
Hunter pushes me forward. I sigh, climbing in and making my way down to the end. He climbs in after me.
He places a hand on my bare thigh as he takes his seat beside me. His hand only behaves for a moment, then it slides inward and he squeezes. 
I grab his wandering hand, shooting him a look. “Behave yourself, Mr. Maxwell.”
He smiles, leaning in to kiss my neck. “Never.”
“We are not together,” I inform him, trying to shoot him a look even more severe than the last one. 
“Mm-hmm,” he murmurs, ignoring me as he starts to nibble on my ear. 
Shit. 
A shiver passes over my whole body and my eyes drift closed. 
I jump as someone suddenly enters the limousine. On instinct, I start to pull away guiltily, but while Hunter stops trying to melt me with his kisses, he keeps his hand on my thigh and gives it a reassuring squeeze to calm me down. 
“I don’t know about you guys, but I am ready to get my drink on,” Melina Eggers says as she drops onto the seat a few empty spaces from Hunter. 
“You and me both,” says Angelina Adkins as she piles in after her. 
“Well, you are heading to the right place then,” Hunter says with an easy smile, welcoming them to the fold. 
“Did it hurt when you fell from heaven, Hunter Maxwell? Because you are clearly an angel.”
I glance over at Hunter, somehow surprised by Melina’s exuberance to prove just how Team Hunter she is. Considering she was basically Valerie’s best friend, I expected a little resistance, but I don’t really know why. 
I knew that’s what these people were like. I even told Hunter that. If he lost all his money and status and somehow fell from grace, they would step over his bones just as quickly to ingratiate themselves with their new king or queen. 
“Oh my God, Riley, I forgot to tell you earlier, but the way that dress sparkled on stage when you were being crowned princess?” Angelina Adkins shoots me a look, like we’ve been friends since kindergarten and we’re always celebrating each other’s successes. “Yes, girl! You looked killer.”
What? 
Hunter pats my thigh subtly, telling me without words to just go with it. 
“Thanks,” I say a little uneasily. This faux-friendliness doesn’t come as easily to me. “Honestly, I was shocked to get a crown at all.”
“You should’ve got the big one,” Hunter says, leaning in and softly kissing my neck, right here in front of everybody. “Anyone who thinks she’s a queen and you’re a princess clearly shouldn’t have voting privileges.”
Melina jumps in eagerly. “Valerie had that whole thing rigged, anyway. You should have totally won, Riley.”
I am deeply uncomfortable by this sudden sycophantic behavior. “Oh. No, I…”
“You should come shopping with us tomorrow,” Angelina says, nudging Melina. 
“Yeah, totally,” Melina says, flashing me an excited smile. 
“I can’t, sorry. I have to work. But thank you for inviting me,” I say, flashing a small, apologetic smile of my own. 
“Aw, bummer. Next time,” Angelina says with an encouraging nod.
The rest of Hunter’s friends make their way to the limo, but I notice they all leave the spot next to Hunter open. Sara and Wally climb in last and fill those spots. 
Sara is beaming as Wally settles his arm around her shoulders. She leans into him and sighs, looking like she’s died and gone to heaven. 
I want to be happy for her, and I am, but a little voice in the back of my head is still concerned. Maybe I shouldn’t be. Wally is Hunter’s friend before he’s Valerie’s. Valerie wouldn’t have thought twice about hurting Sara to get at me, but Hunter wouldn’t condone that. If Wally was only entertaining Sara at Valerie’s command… he wouldn’t be sitting there with his arm around Sara now. Right? 
Hunter leans forward and grabs a couple glasses. I didn’t realize he had popped a bottle of champagne, but he fills two now and hands them to Wally and Sara. “Pass ’em down.”
That continues until everyone else has champagne, then Hunter grabs two more glasses. 
“Oh, none for me,” I say quickly, before he can pour it. 
“Come on, Catnip, we’re celebrating,” Hunter says. 
“No, I… I can’t.”
“Why not?” Wally asks. “You prego or something, Bishop?”
My stomach drops. 
Sara’s eyes widen and lock with mine. 
Hunter’s smile wanes. He glances to Sara, then back to me. “Am I missing something?”
“No,” I say quickly, shaking my head, but I’m sure my nerves aren’t well-hidden. “No, it’s—I’m just not thirsty.”
Hunter scowls at me, unconvinced. 
To be fair, I’m not very convincing. 
Since we’re in a car full of opportunistic vipers, he doesn’t press the issue right now, but it’s obviously still on his mind. An accomplished popular kid, though, he has no trouble acting like it’s not and upholding the expectations of his role. 
When we pull up in front of his house, the limo driver opens the door and people start piling out. Hunter places a firm hand on my thigh to keep me from joining them. 
“You coming?” Wally asks, looking back at Hunter as he prepares to exit the car. 
Hunter nods. “We’ll catch up. You go ahead.”
Wally nods and climbs out, then the limo driver pops his head in. “Onto the final destination, sir?”
I frown, looking over at Hunter, but he simply addresses the driver. “Not until I’m out. Give us a couple minutes.”
The driver nods and backs up, then he closes the door to give us privacy. 
“This isn’t the final destination?” I ask, confused. 
Hunter shakes his head. “He’s gonna take you home. I didn’t figure you’d want to stick around at my party.”
“Oh. Well, no, not really, I guess. But…”
“Are you pregnant?”
I shake my head, looking down at my lap. “I’m sure I’m not. But you didn’t use a condom, and I haven’t had a period yet. You know me, I’m a worrier, so I’m just… being careful while I wait.”
“Other than the lack of condom, do you have any reason to think you might be?”
He sounds so calm. This isn’t the reaction I expected. I didn’t want to tell him unless there was something to tell, but I thought if I had to… well, I didn’t expect him to be so calm about it. 
“I’ve made a concerted effort not to look at a listing of pregnancy symptoms. I would probably convince myself if I did, but I don’t know, I’ve been more tired than usual. I also haven’t been sleeping as well, though.”
“I think not being able to sleep is a pregnancy thing. Something about the hormones. My stepmom was talking about it with my half-sister. She was messing around with some dumb fuck from prep school and her mom was freaking out about her late period.”
I crack a smile at how protective he sounds talking about it. “I still want to hear all about Italy.”
“It seems we have a lot to talk about,” Hunter says, leaning in and absently kissing my forehead. “Well, I’ve gotta make an appearance in here, but once I do, I’m coming to your house.”
“You are?”
He nods. “Leave your window unlocked.”
 



 
Chapter Thirty Five
Riley
 
 
When I get home, thankfully Mom and Ray are already in bed, so I’m able to slip into my room without explaining why a limo dropped me off instead of Anderson in his Lexus. 
I close my bedroom door and pace nervously, unsure how to prepare for Hunter coming over. I’ve imagined him climbing back through my bedroom window about a million times over the years, but now that it’s actually happening, I don’t feel prepared. 
I unlock my bedroom window, but I don’t know what to do after that. Should I change out of my dress? I don’t know. 
I put the tiara on my dresser and take my hair down while I wait, but I leave the dress on. I’m brimming with nervous energy, my stomach in knots. I tell myself there’s no reason to be so nervous, it’s just Hunter… but it’s not just Hunter. It’s Hunter in my bedroom.
Even though I tell myself I won’t need them, I walk over to the end table beside my bed and crack open the drawer. 
I’m absolutely not going to have sex with Hunter Maxwell again tonight… but, just in case, I bought a pack of condoms. I didn’t want to have to rely on him to bring them again since that didn’t go so well last time. 
Totally not going to happen, though. 
I am 100% certain. 
Still, I open up the box and toss the individually wrapped condoms in the drawer so they’ll be easier to get to if I need them. 
Which I won’t. 
Obviously. 
Behind me, I hear a noise from my window. 
Startled, I drop the condom box and slam the drawer shut like I’ve been caught doing something wrong. 
When I spin around, wide-eyed and guilty-looking, I see Hunter Maxwell climbing in my bedroom window. 
My heart jumps. 
It thinks it belongs to him, the stupid thing.
“What have you got there?” he asks. 
“Nothing,” I say too quickly. 
He cocks an eyebrow and walks closer. “Nothing, huh? Why do you look so guilty? You got another boyfriend stashed in there I’m gonna have to get rid of?”
I crack a smile and roll my eyes. “Yes, he’s three inches tall. Good luck finding him.”
Hunter smiles, closing the distance between us and reaching behind me for the drawer pull. 
I push my hands back against the drawer, keeping it closed. “No peeking. It’s an invasion of my privacy.”
“I guess you better distract me, then,” he challenges. 
My heart thuds in my chest as I look up at him. He towers over me, and he’s so close, it’s overwhelming. 
I want to be light on my feet, I want to be glib and engage in light-hearted banter, but it’s like I’m 14 again, alone with a boy for the very first time. 
I can scarcely breathe, let alone wield my wits. 
Seeking to kill the mood and settle my rocky stomach, I say, “We should probably discuss the potential pregnancy situation.”
Hunter shakes his head, his gaze still locked on me. I can feel it, even though I won’t look up at him. “Not exactly what I had in mind.”
“It’s important.”
“If you’re pregnant, we’ll figure it out. If you’re not, we don’t have to. There, matter settled.”
“That’s not…”
“Riley.” 
His voice makes my heart drop again. I finally lift my gaze to meet his. “Yeah?”
“Stop talking.”
My heart lifts up as if on wings. I open my mouth to object, but before I can, Hunter locks an arm around my waist and brings his other hand around to the back of my head, trapping me against him so he can lean down and press his lips to mine. 
Just like that, half the common sense in my head flies out. My body responds eagerly, tingling in unspeakable places as I wind an arm around his waist and kiss him back. 
I don’t want to want him, but God help me, I do. I don’t know how I can ever not want him. 
My heart beats frantically as he kisses me, and it’s not even a demanding one. He starts slow and soft, knowing I’m nervous. He lures me in with gentleness, stealing the breath from my lungs and the strength from my legs. By the time he slides his hand between my thighs and caresses me there, my body is so tense, I cry out. 
He takes advantage of my parted lips to force his tongue between them. I gasp against his mouth as he deepens the kiss, gripping my hip and turning me so the backs of my legs hit the bed. 
I break away, trying to catch my breath. “Hunter…”
“Sh,” he says, pressing his lips against mine again as he slides his hand inside my panties. 
Oh, God.

I want to say no, but a sharp spike of pleasure nearly splits me in half just feeling his fingers against my flesh. 
I want more. I want to feel him inside me again, I want him naked and driving into me here in my bed, making it impossible to ever lie here without thinking about him again.
It can’t happen, though. I can’t let it.
“Hunter, stop,” I say, reaching down to push his hand away. 
He sighs. “Not this again.”
He says it lightly, but it reminds me of how badly this all went last time. 
I know it’s not the same this time. He’s not doing this to humiliate me in front of his friends, but that memory still stings. 
And not as much as the bomb he dropped on me afterward. 
“I can’t do this with you,” I tell him, shaking my head and looking down. 
He reaches a finger under my chin and lifts it, making me look at him. “Sure you can.”
I shake my head sadly. “No. I can’t.”
“Why not?”
My heart aches at the sound of his voice, so low and soft, but hard and hungry at the same time. He’s trying to be patient with me, but he’s running out of patience. He wants to rip whatever obstacles there are between us out of the way and clear the path forward.
I want that, too. The problem is, the obstacle is him.
I don’t know how to say that. It feels mean.
While he waits for me to answer, Hunter pushes a strand of fallen hair behind my ear. He does it so casually, he robs the breath from my lungs, then his hand lingers. 
He caresses the curve of my jaw almost absently, his gaze locked on me like a savage hunter observing the prey he’s about to devour. 
There’s tenderness there, too. 
It’s the tenderness that grips me, that keeps me from pulling away when I know I should. 
The tips of his fingers start to trail slowly, softly down the curve of my neck. My whole body tenses as if in preparation for an attack. The breath gets stuck in my lungs, and I can scarcely breathe. 
I feel cornered, but I’m not. He’s in front of me with a bed behind me, sure, but I know if I push Hunter away, he’ll let me. 
But I don’t, and that’s where his power over me lies. 
Inside me. All the soft, tender places he touched four years ago. The girl I was then never really had a chance to get over him, and now the girl I grew into has some weak spots just for him.
I bet he loves that. 
“You know why,” I tell him. 
“Valerie.” There’s a flat sort of disinterest in the way he says her name. He doesn’t like the taste of her name in his mouth. He doesn’t even like mentioning her here in this moment that should be all ours, and I certainly don’t like hearing it. 
I nod. 
“We’re done,” he tells me, like that’s the problem. 
“That’s not the issue, and you know it.”
“It is the issue,” he argues, trying to make it simpler than it is. “Or, it was. Now it doesn’t have to be. I fixed it.”
I look up at him. “You broke it.”
He doesn’t respond immediately. When he does, he says, “I did, but then I fixed it.”
I shake my head, looking away from him. It’s easier to move away from him now, so I take advantage and walk to the foot of my bed. I need some distance from him, and there’s open floor over here so I can’t get trapped as easily. 
“No, you didn’t. I warned you, Hunter. I told you which line not to cross, and you crossed it anyway.”
“And I told you not to tell anyone about Dennis. You did, and I got sent away,” he states. “That’s the past. It’s over now.”
“No.” I shake my head.
“Yes. You hurt me, I hurt you. Let’s stop hurting each other.” 
I spin around to look at him in disbelief. “It’s not the same, Hunter. You hurt me on purpose. I never did that to you.”
Frustration flits across his face. He turns his head and looks out my bedroom window. I watch his jaw clench, note the irritation flickering in his gaze, but when he looks back at me, he surprises me a little by saying, “Okay, you’re right. I’m sorry.”
He says the words like they don’t mean anything, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised when they don’t make a difference. 
It rubs me the wrong way. 
“Great. I’m glad you’re sorry,” I say shortly. 
“I am,” he snaps right back. “I think I’ve been telling you how sorry I am in a bunch of different ways since I realized I fucked up.”
“Okay. Do you want a medal? Another trophy to add to the case? MVP of apologizing goes to Hunter Maxwell!”
“Stop,” he says, his turbulent gaze locked on mine. 
I shrug, raising my eyebrows. “What do you want me to say, Hunter? You’re sorry. Great. So am I. It doesn’t change anything.”
“How does it not change anything?” he demands. “I forgave you. I didn’t even want to, I just couldn’t fucking stay mad at you. I’ve never encountered that before. You fucked up my whole life and I couldn’t even hold it against you when I came back. But me, I fuck up and no matter how sorry I am, it doesn’t matter? You’re done with me? I lose you?”
His words sting, so I drop his gaze. “You didn’t lose me, Hunter. Unless you tripped and fell into Valerie Johnson’s vagina after I expressly asked you not to touch her, you threw me away. And I’m not done with you, I just…”
I’m at a loss for how to explain what I feel, but he deserves an explanation, so I try. 
“I can’t shake it. Sometimes I lie awake at night imagining you with her, thinking about how you stayed with her even after you slept with me.” I look back up at him, a glint of remorse in my eyes. “It’s a bridge too far for me, Hunter. I’m sorry. I tried to warn you. I didn’t want it to go this way. I love you, I think I always will, but… I can’t be with you.”
He’s silent for a moment, then he says raggedly, “I must not mean that much to you if you’d let her come between us.”
His words hit somewhere deeper. I think because they come from somewhere deep inside him. 
My gaze snaps to his, all of the uncertainty and tiptoeing apology draining out of me. I’m clear and sure as I tell him, “No. Valerie didn’t come between us, Hunter. You did. You could’ve played your games and still respected my one rule, but you chose to disrespect me. I would choose you over almost anyone in the world, but… you made me choose between you and my own self-respect. That’s one fight you’ll never win.”
He stares at me for a moment that seems to go on forever. The air around us is heavy. I know this isn’t how either of us saw this conversation going. 
Even I had my doubts about how strong I could be when he had me alone in my room like this, but at the end of the day… I have to make the choice I can live with, even if it hurts. 
Finally, seeming to accept my words, Hunter nods. “All right, then.”
My heart sinks. There’s an aching finality to those words. It incites panic. I meant what I said; I’m not issuing empty threats, wanting him to grovel for me, but… 
He walks over to the window and lifts it. Before he climbs out, he looks back. “If you’re pregnant, tell me, okay?”
I feel like I can’t breathe. Tears sting my eyes. I can feel fissures cracking open inside me as my composure splinters. I clutch at it desperately, trying to keep myself together until he’s gone. 
I only need to be strong for another minute. 
I nod my head. Tears well up in my eyes. The panic swells. 
He nods, too.
Then he climbs out. 
I feel rooted to the spot, but desperate to rip those roots out of the ground and run after him. I want to call him back. I want to tell him I changed my mind. I want to scream at him for putting me in this position to begin with, but beg him not to go. 
I don’t move. 
I stand there as my composure cracks and the late summer air blows through my open window. I envision him walking through the woods, crossing our footbridge, and walking back to his house to rejoin his stupid friends. 
I imagine how alone he’ll feel in a room full of people who don’t really care about him, how much worse it might be if he convinces himself I’m one of them now. 
Tears slide down my face one after the other. 
I want to unblock his number and text him to come back. 
I want to.
But I don’t. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Six
Riley
 
 
The rest of the weekend drags by at a snail’s pace. 
My first day of work is uneventful. I’m tired at the end of it, so I should be able to fall asleep, but I can’t. 
I finally manage to get to sleep sometime before the sun comes up, but when my eyes open and it’s Monday morning, they burn with hatred, wishing they were someone else’s eyeballs, someone capable of sleeping like a normal human. 
Exhausted, I drag myself to the bathroom. 
Still nothing to reassure me I’m not pregnant, so I take a quick shower and head downstairs. 
Mom hasn’t left for work yet so she’s giving me a ride this morning. I’m glad I don’t have to walk, I don’t really have the energy, but as I go through my morning routine, I’m vaguely anxious about the possibility of another flower delivery. It’s Monday morning, after all. They always come on Monday morning. 
Not this Monday, apparently. 
I didn’t expect them. I told myself I didn’t even hope for them, but it doesn’t feel entirely like the truth. The absence of the flowers feels like even more verification that he’s given up on me. 
I guess it makes sense. I told him there was no chance. There’s no reason for him not to. 
It still feels a bit disappointing. 
I tell myself it doesn’t matter. I’ll get over it. I’m disappointed too, there’s just nothing either of us can do about it. He can’t go back in time and not touch Valerie, and I can’t forgive him for doing it, so we’re at an impasse. 
It just hurts, that’s all.
We’ll both get over it and be fine, I’m sure. 
When I get to school, I’m cautious. I don’t really know what to expect. I have no idea what happened at the party last night—I deliberately stayed off social media—but knowing Hunter’s occasional thirst for vengeance, I am worried about it. It’s the last thing I ever wanted to do, but I know I hurt him last night. It’s not outside the realm of possibility that he wanted to hurt me back.
I hope not. That’s a vicious, unending cycle I don’t want to get trapped in with him. He’s too good at hurting me. If he chooses to keep doing it, eventually he really will destroy me. 
I have my guards up as I enter the school and begin the long trek to my locker. 
I keep an eye out for trouble as I pass people, but it’s not like before. I don’t feel every gaze on me. A few people look, but nobody says anything. A few people even flash smiles as if we’re on friendly terms. 
Hunter isn’t in English class. 
I don’t expect to see him at lunch, either, but he shows up. 
Uncertainty lingers in the air. The social order has been upset, and no one is clear on how to proceed. Valerie tries to sit at her usual table, but she ends up sitting at the run-off table instead. Not entirely banished, but on thin ice, I guess. 
A few of the girls look over at me as I take my seat at my usual table alone. They seem to be confused as to why I’m not sitting with them today. I imagine they expected me to after Hunter was all over me in the limo last night. 
Thinking about it makes me sad. Sara is still sitting at the girls’ table, so I pull out the book I brought with me and read while I eat. 
The next couple of days pass in a similar fashion. Hunter shows up to class Tuesday, but Wednesday he seems to blow off school altogether because I don’t even see him at lunch. 
Thursday he’s in class, but he doesn’t speak to me or even look at me. It’s like I’m invisible, but with a layer of tension that wouldn’t be there in the presence of no one. 
After school is the newspaper meeting. I expect to see him there, but when everyone but him shows up, Mr. Lohman says we’re going to get started. 
I keep one eye on the door for most of the meeting, so I’m distracted and certainly not contributing like I usually do. I take my time gathering my things afterward, so I’m the last student to leave. 
Once the classroom is empty, I sling my bag over my shoulder and approach Mr. Lohman. 
He looks up from his things, flashing me a smile. “Have a good night.”
I slow to a stop. “Um… Hunter Maxwell didn’t show up today. I have his phone number. If you want me to send him an assignment, I could reach out and catch him up on what he missed.”
“Oh, thanks for the offer, but that won’t be necessary. Hunter reached out to me earlier this week. Unfortunately, his obligations to the football team proved too demanding, so he won’t be able to work on the paper, after all.”
Hearing that shouldn’t make my stomach sink, but it does. “Oh.”
Mr. Lohman nods. “Too bad. His article was really good.”
My chest feels heavy as I make my way out of the school. 
I have to walk home today, and instead of taking the long way like I have been, I decide to take the shortcut through the woods. 
When I get to our footbridge, I stop. I look around, as if expecting my presence here to summon him, but of course it doesn’t.
I know I should walk the rest of the way home, but I want to feel close to him in some small way, so I sit down on the bridge. I take out some books and attempt to get started on my homework, but I’m too distracted thinking about everything Mr. Lohman said. 
Thinking back on how unwelcoming I was when Hunter showed up at the first newspaper meeting, I feel guilty. I don’t own the school paper. If Hunter was interested in it and good at it on top of that, he should write for the paper. I would hate to stand in the way of that. I don’t think he signed up out of genuine interest, but… what if he did, and he only quit because of me?
Setting my books aside, I take out my phone. I navigate to Hunter’s contact information. 
I hesitate, but only for a second, then I unblock his number and start a text to him. 
“You didn’t have to quit the paper. I hope it wasn’t because of me.”
I press send before I can change my mind, then I stare at the screen, but it doesn’t register as read. 
I know I should wait, but I can’t seem to stop myself from texting him again. “Mr. Lohman said your article was really good, and I agree. You’re talented, Hunter. If you want to write for the paper, you should.”
I wait longer that time, but he still doesn’t answer. 
It starts to make me feel desperate. A tight, constricting feeling starts in my chest. I haven’t felt this way in a long time. 
Not since middle school. 
Not since last time he gave me the cold shoulder. 
It’s similar to the feeling I get when I’m fighting with my mom, but there’s a desperation with Hunter I don’t feel with her. No matter what it’s about, I know I’ll never lose Mom over a fight, but that’s not the case with Hunter. I can lose him. I did before. 
That wasn’t what I wanted. 
I know I told him no in my bedroom, but this isn’t what I wanted. 
I know I shouldn’t, my rational mind all but expressly forbids me from texting him again when he hasn’t responded to my first two messages, but without my mind’s permission, my thumbs start flying across my phone screen again. 
“This isn’t what I wanted, Hunter. I don’t want you out of my life completely. Just because we can’t be together that way… does it have to be all or nothing? Can’t we still be friends? I still care about you.”
I sigh, putting my phone down on the aged wood and trying my best to study again, but it’s impossible when I’m sitting there waiting for messages that aren’t coming. 
 I finally pack it up and head home. 
I hope I’ll accomplish more once I’m there, but when I get to my bedroom and spread out all my school books across the bedspread, I still find my gaze going back to the damn phone. 
It’s like that all night. Trying to study is an exercise in futility. I’m so frustrated by the end of it, I give up and go to take a shower. I don’t even need one, I usually shower in the morning, but I need to do something that forces me away from my phone, and showering is all I can think of. 
As soon as I’m out, I run back to my bed and grab the phone. 
Still nothing. 
I sit down on the edge of the bed and sigh, realizing I made a big mistake. I gave up a lot of ground texting him. The ball is in his court now. I don’t know when—or even if—he’ll hit it back, so I’m tempted to just keep throwing balls at him. 
I can’t, though. The more I do that, the more power I’m giving him. I’m letting him see that being without him is making me crazy. If he sees that, I’m doomed. 
I wish I could give my phone to someone and tell them not to give it back to me, but I tell myself I have more self-discipline than that. I have enough self-control not to text him now that I’ve unblocked his number. Hell, I had the self-discipline to keep his number blocked all this time when what I enjoy the most is talking to him, so I can handle not texting him when he’s not even texting me back. 
I manage to, but it’s pure hell. 
When I settle in and try to go to sleep, he still hasn’t texted me back. My messages aren’t showing as read, either, so maybe he didn’t even read them. Maybe he did, but he turned his read receipts off so I wouldn’t know and he could make me even crazier. 
I’m too frustrated to fall asleep for a long time. 
Even past the point of it making sense, I lie there waiting for my phone to light up. There’s little chance he’s going to text me at 3 AM when he’s undoubtedly sleeping, but I lie there tired and unable to fall asleep, just in case. 
Friday is hellish, too. I’m exhausted. After sleeping for a few hours, I’ve cleared my cache a bit. I’m dragging and having difficulty staying awake all through school, but I manage to stop waiting for a text I’m clearly not going to get. 
When I get to English class and Hunter’s sitting at his desk—with his phone in hand—I accept that there is no exceptional excuse for why he didn’t text me back. 
He chose not to. 
That definitely doesn’t feel good, but in a strange way, it helps. 
As I sit there next to him in class, I pay less attention to Mrs. Dowd and more attention to hammering home certain truths in my stubborn head. 
Yes, I love Hunter. I think I have since we were in middle school. I think he stole my heart the night he first kissed me, and it’s been his ever since. 
But it can’t be anymore. It’s not fair to either one of us. I don’t know how to stop loving him, and I don’t even want to; I want to believe it isn’t necessary. I think we could still be friends even if we can’t be more, but he must not want that. If he did, he’d at least be speaking to me. 
If he wants to be done, then I need to get on the same page. 
I leave class that day without looking back at him, that’s the first step. 
At lunch, I don’t look at his table. 
I have a shift from 4-8, so work keeps me busy and I can’t have my phone on me while I’m at work. 
At the end of my shift, I take my meager tips and grab my purse. I head home without even thinking to check my phone. 
I take a shower to wash the smell of the restaurant off me. I don’t even take out my phone until afterward, when I curl up on my bed in comfy pajamas and finally set about doing some homework. 
I only even take my phone out of my purse to put it on charge, but when I finally do, I see I have a new text message. 
My heart sinks. 
It’s from Hunter. 
It’s not a response to anything I sent him. It’s just one simple question: “Where do you work?”
I frown at the screen, wondering why he’s curious about that. I criss cross my legs and text back, “I wait tables at a restaurant in town. Deb’s Diner. Why?”
It has been a while since he sent that message, so I give him some time to text me back. 
I feel a little less tense as I study, figuring he’ll respond when he gets a chance since he was the one to reach out this time. But, as the night wears on, I don’t hear back.
I work again Saturday, then I close on Sunday. 
Hunter never texts me back, but on Sunday night when I’m coming back from the kitchen with an armful of napkins and some silverware to wrap, I see a group of fine-looking football players walk through the door. 
My heart jumps when I see Hunter’s face. A stupid smile claims my lips. I try to stop it, but I can’t. 
I haven’t seen a trace of amusement on Hunter’s face since I sent him from my bedroom that night, but as he takes in the sight of me in my retro diner garb, his handsome face lights up with pleasure. 
“Wow,” he says.
I flash him a big customer service smile. “You fellas want a table or a booth?”
“I want a picture,” Hunter says. “A series of them, with you in various states of undress.”
My face flushes and I bite back a smile, rolling my eyes at him. “Keep it clean, buddy. I’m at work.”
“If I order a milkshake, will you wrap your lips around my straw?” Sherlock asks, winking at me. 
I give him a dead-eyed look. “You guys know I’m a waitress, not a sex worker, right?”
“Tell that to your outfit,” Hunter says, shaking his head. 
“I shouldn’t have told you where I work,” I mutter, but I don’t mean it. I’m excited that he’s here. I wish we were busier so I wouldn’t be so tempted to give him too much attention, but I’m happy to see him. Maybe this is his way of extending an olive branch. Maybe the awkwardness of shooting him down can finally pass and we can transition into a real friendship.
 I’m not sure how sustainable that plan is. If either of us starts dating again, it’ll probably shoot holes through the pretense, but… well, we can try it. I don’t know.
I just know I miss him, and if he’s here, he must miss me, too.
I bring them out a tray of waters for the table and take their drink order. I upsell them on an appetizer, then return to get their food order. 
If nothing else, Hunter will probably leave me a good tip, which is rare working at an affordable place like this. 
As worried as I am about giving Hunter’s table too much attention, it ends up not being an issue. A few tables come in after them, so I do have other work to do. Hunter and his buddies just eat and talk. Despite giving me a hard time when they first came in, it seems they’re not here to harass me. 
I’m not sure if I’m relieved or disappointed. 
I’m certainly not disappointed when they leave and there’s a $50 tip on the table. 
I shove it in my apron before the other waitress can see. She’s unpleasant when she feels I got a better table than her, and she wouldn’t have received the same tip from them if it had been her table, but I doubt she’d believe me even if I explained it. She looks for reasons to be mad and doesn’t let go easily when she finds one. 
I’m in a much better mood when I go home that night. I’m able to focus and finally finish my homework and studying for the weekend, and when I climb into bed, it’s much easier to get to sleep than it has been lately. 
The next morning when I’m getting ready for school, the doorbell rings. 
My heart sails as I run to the door and rip it open. 
The flower delivery person stands there with a vase full of orange and pink roses. 
“We have got to stop meeting like this,” I tell him.
He smiles and passes me the flowers. “See you next week, maybe.”
There’s no gift this time, but I’m floored I even got flowers. I can’t even wait until I get them to the kitchen to read the card.
 
Love is a serious mental disease. -Plato
 
Cheery. 
I love it, though. 
I’m feeling a lot better about life as I walk to school this morning. 
Every class leading up to English breezes by. I actually feel eager to see Hunter today. I want to thank him for my flowers. 
He doesn’t show up, though. 
At first I think he’s just running late, but he never shows up. He’s not at lunch, either. 
After lunch, I go to the bathroom and discover I have finally gotten my period. 
I sit there for a moment, waiting to feel relieved, but what I feel instead… it’s not relief. 
Which is crazy. The last thing I wanted was to be pregnant, but in a sense… it may have been the only possibility of permanence between me and Hunter. 
However illogical, I’m bummed out for the rest of the day. On top of that, I’m annoyed at myself for feeling that way because I didn’t want to be pregnant. A period is good news. 
But then I take out my phone intending to text Sara and let her know my good news, and that’s weird, too. Even though Valerie is no longer the queen bee, Sara is still hanging out with that crowd. I guess that means it wasn’t a setup, or if it was, maybe they actually started liking her. I’m not sure the why of it, but for whatever reason, she’s still hanging out with them, and the more she does, the less time she seems to have for me. 
I figured next year when we went off to different colleges we would lose touch a bit, but I thought it would be because of distance and life taking us in different directions. The schools I’m hoping to attend are in Boston. Sara’s first choice is Johns Hopkins. If she gets in, she’ll move to Baltimore. 
That’s not a world away, but it’s certainly not close. I knew we’d see each other less, probably stop talking quite as much, but… she hasn’t left me for Johns Hopkins and bigger, better opportunities. I feel like she left me for Wally, and to a lesser extent, Valerie. 
Since Valerie is apparently my arch nemesis in life, that hits a bit differently. 
I end up deciding not to text her. 
I don’t text anybody. 
Feeling blue, I curl up in bed and go to sleep early tonight. 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Seven
Riley
 
 
Two weeks pass. 
I don’t hear from Hunter again. 
He doesn’t talk to me in school—when he even bothers to show up. 
There are two more Mondays, but no more flower deliveries. 
He doesn’t show up at my work.
His absence is an aching spot in my heart nothing else can fill. 
On Friday, I’m sitting at my usual table alone for lunch. Sara doesn’t sit with me anymore, so I bring a book to read every day. 
I’m working my way through Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not when suddenly my solitude is interrupted. 
I look up without even a guess as to who it might be, but if I had a hundred guesses, I wouldn’t have made it to who is actually sitting there. 
Ryden Sherlock?
“Hey,” he says casually, like we have lunch together all the time. 
I frown, glancing past him at Hunter’s table where he belongs. I look back at Sherlock, watching as he uncaps a bottle of water and starts to eat his lunch like he’s staying. 
“Hi,” I say uncertainly. 
He nods at my book. “Any good?”
I lift the book and look at it like I’m not sure. “It’s all right. Hemingway isn’t my favorite, but it’s better than some of his other works.”
Sherlock nods. “If it’s not about an old guy on a boat, it almost has to be.”
I crack a smile. “Yeah, that’s not one of my favorites. But I read a lot, and I actually think it’s important to read books I don’t like sometimes, too. Just to mix things up, keep my mind open. You read Hemingway?”
“I read that one when it was required for school, then figured I’d try something else to see if it sucked any less. I’ll never understand why they recommend the worst fucking books for required reading. Is the goal to make people hate reading? If so, great job, keep up the good work.”
“Ugh, I know. I mean, I like a lot of classics, but the required reading list definitely leaves a lot to be desired. I think they should open it up a bit, vary the titles, add some newer material. There are plenty of excellent books out there, some that were written this century.”
“Wild,” he says, shaking his head. 
I smile bigger. “I didn’t know you were a reader.”
“Well, you don’t know me,” he points out. 
“That’s true.”
“I figure now that Hunter has taken Riley Bishop off the banned girls list, I’d flip through, see if anything caught my interest.”
“Oh, did you?” I shake my head, but I can’t help smiling. 
He shoots me a devilish smile of his own, then takes a bite of his sandwich. 
I’ve never paid much attention to Ryden Sherlock, mainly because he’s a friend of Hunter’s. He plays football, but he doesn’t look like a jock. He has wild black hair and piercing blue eyes. He’s attractive, but not in the clean-cut, all-American way.
Hunter’s beautiful, but there’s a rougher look to Sherlock, an edginess. I’m pretty sure he picked Anderson’s pocket to get Hunter the keys for the stunt he pulled at homecoming, so it’s probably safe to assume he’s not too worried about what most people think. He’s a rule-breaker. 
I kinda like that. 
But he’s Hunter’s friend, so even if the possibility existed that I could like Ryden Sherlock, I can’t. 
Instead of letting him think I might be open to him, I open my book back up and resume reading. It’s ruder with him sitting here than it was when I was alone, especially since we’re the only two people at the table, but I’m also aware of the possibility that the longer he sits here, the greater the chance Hunter will glance this way. 
I’m not sure how he would react, but I wouldn’t want him to turn on his friend.
I don’t think Ryden Sherlock would be fazed by a loss in popularity, but I didn’t care about any of that either. It still sucked to be treated like shit by my classmates. 
I don’t want Hunter to bully him, and he might if he thinks he’s sniffing around me. 
“What are you doing tonight?”
My heart seizes. I blink at the page of my book, then slowly look up at my lunch companion. “Me?”
“No, the other person at this table.”
“Um… nothing.”
“You’re not working?”
I shake my head. “Not tonight.”
He nods. “Good.”
“Why is that good?”
He takes a bite of his sandwich and takes his time chewing, just to leave me hanging in suspense. Then he looks at me across the table and says, “You’re coming to Hunter’s party with me tonight.”
My heart sinks so hard, I think it leaves my body. “What?” I’m so stunned, I laugh uneasily. “No, I’m not.”
“Yeah, you are.”
My eyebrows rise. “No, I’m not,” I say more forcefully. “Look, you’re right, we don’t really know each other, but here’s something I know about you: you’re Hunter’s friend. Here’s something you know about me: Hunter took my virginity. Given those two facts, without investigating any further, isn’t it safe to say this isn’t kosher? I’m not going out with one of Hunter’s friends. It’s a dick move, and we may not be together, but I do still care about him.”
“I care about him, too,” he says easily. “I wasn’t suggesting we hook up, Riley. Trust me, if I wanted to fuck you, I’d be much more persuasive. I just want you to come to his party with me.”
I frown, confused. “Why?”
“Have you talked to the guy lately?”
I shake my head. 
“He’s not doing so hot. He’s kind of a mess, actually. He’s partying every night, blowing off school. If he doesn’t get his shit together, he’s going to get kicked off the football team. He hasn’t been right since homecoming, and while he hasn’t exactly opened up and shared his troubles, it’s not that hard to piece together. Obviously, something went down between you two. That’s your business. I just thought it might do him some good to see you. Maybe snap him out of it.”
“You mean, seeing him there with you might snap him out of it.”
He shrugs, not denying it. 
I sigh. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Hunter’s a jealous guy. If I show up with you—”
“He’ll wake up,” Sherlock interrupts, cutting to the point. “It’s not real. We won’t keep it going. We won’t lie to the guy. We’ll show up together and let him draw the obvious conclusion, but that’s it, then it’s over. He needs a shock to his system, something to drag him out of this self-destructive spiral he’s heading toward. If you can’t count on your friends to help pull your head out of your ass when you need it, who can you count on?”
When he puts it that way, it makes a lot of sense. 
I’m still not convinced it’s a good idea, but lunch is nearly over and I don’t want to give him my number, so I don’t have long to think it over. 
“All right,” I say. “I’ll meet you at his house. He lives close to me, so I can walk over and meet you out front.”
“You sure? I could pick you up.”
That’s too much like a date, so I shake my head. 
Sherlock nods. “All right. As long as we walk in together, he won’t know I didn’t bring you. Let’s show up late, though, once the party is in full swing.”
“Okay. What time should I get there?”
“I’m thinking 11,” he says, standing and grabbing his lunch tray. Before he goes to discard his trash, he smiles at me and says, “Wear something sexy.”
 
___
 
Bad idea, party of two. 
I turn, sighing as I inspect my own reflection in the mirror. 
I look good. Really good. My dark hair is down the same as always, but I put on some dramatic eye makeup that makes my blue eyes really pop. I glossed up my lips and borrowed an outfit from my mom—I don’t have anything sexy. My skirt is short and black. The red top I borrowed is super sexy, a solid cami top underneath and a sheer layer over it. 
It’s actually so sexy, I have second thoughts about wearing it. I almost take the whole outfit off and change into simple jeans and a T-shirt, but I’m running late as it is. 
I grab the Kate Spade bag Hunter bought me since it matches my outfit best, then I head out to go to his house. 
Unfortunately, Mom’s home. 
“Whoa, holy hell, where do you think you’re going?”
I slow to a stop, tugging on my skirt. Ray is on the couch with her, so I’m more conscious of how short it is. That’s probably a clear indication it’s too short and I should go change. 
“Um, a party.”
Mom blinks at me. “A party? With who?”
“A guy.”
Her eyes narrow. “Does this guy have a name?”
My heart beats harder, but I’m relieved she asked about the guy and not where the party was. “His name is Ryden Sherlock.”
Faint surprise flashes across her face. “Oh. Sherlock. I don’t know that name. I mean, I do, but assuming he is not a fictional British detective, I’m thinking of a different one. Have I met his mom?”
I shrug. “I have no idea.”
“Not a PTO mom?”
“I really don’t know. I don’t know him that well. He’s a friend of—” I stop, horrified, and try to backpedal. “Sherlock’s on the football team. He reads. He likes turkey sandwiches and bottled water. This is the extent of my knowledge about him.”
She smiles teasingly. “Is he cute?”
“He is,” I say with a nod. 
Her gaze drops and she checks out my mostly bare legs. “Is that my skirt?”
“It is. I borrowed it. Is that okay?”
Her gaze returns to my face. “I’m not sure. Do we trust this turkey sandwich eater enough to wear such a skimpy skirt around him?”
I crack a smile, but my face warms. “Yes. He’s fine.”
“You’ll have your phone on you at all times?”
“Of course.”
“And you remember that move I showed you? Make a scene if you need to, break his nose, run away?”
“I will never forget,” I assure her. 
She nods, but still looks a bit worried. “I should’ve been more prepared for you wanting to go to a party. I should’ve bought pepper spray.” She looks over at Ray. “Do you have pepper spray?”
“I do not need pepper spray,” I say before he can answer. 
“I can show you a couple of moves, too,” Ray offers. “I do teach a women’s self-defense class.”
“Oh my God, guys. I don’t need self-defense. It’s just a party. There will be plenty of people around.”
“Get your own drinks,” Mom says. “If a guy wants to be all chivalrous and grab one for you when you’re not looking, tell him no thanks. And if this Sherlock guy drinks alcohol, do not get into a car with him. Call me, I will come and get you.”
“I’m not even riding there with him. The party is in walking distance, but I’m already late and I need to go,” I say, inching toward the door. 
Mom sighs. “Why couldn’t you be deeply religious and interested in life as a nun?”
“Goodbye,” I say, turning around and heading for the door. If I let her, she’ll keep me here all night.
“You’d never have to buy makeup, and you could wear the same outfit every day. Think of all the money you’d save,” she calls after me. When I don’t stop walking, she adds, “Be safe. Have fun. I love you!”
“I love you, too,” I call back as I step outside the door and pull it closed behind me. 
I nearly jump out of my skin as a deep voice says, “So soon? Usually it takes a few dates. I must’ve made quite an impression.”
I clutch my heart, jumping and bumping into the closed door behind me as I look up into the mischievous gaze of Ryden Sherlock.
“What the hell?” I demand, shooting him a dirty look. “Why are you on my front porch?”
He points to his wrist and I see he’s actually wearing a watch. “You didn’t show up. I thought you might be blowing me off.”
“Jesus Christ,” I mutter, bracing my palm against my racing heart. “You can’t just show up on people’s porches like that. How did you even know where I live?”
“I have my ways.” He turns and nods in the direction of his car. “Ready?”
I look, raising my eyebrows at the classic black Camaro sitting in my driveway. “That’s your car?”
“That, or I stole it,” he says, walking down the steps. “Might as well roll the dice, right? Hunter’s house isn’t far, I’m sure we won’t get caught.”
“Wow.” My gaze drifts back to the shiny black automobile as I descend my porch steps. “I am not at all a car person, but this is a sexy car. When Chuck Whitehouse was bragging about his dumb car at the party at Valerie’s house when school first started, you should’ve rolled up in this and made him feel like an idiot.”
Sherlock tosses a smirk over his shoulder as he walks around to the driver’s side. “I wasn’t at that party. I’m not a big fan of Valerie. A little too Regina George for my tastes.”
I sigh, carefully opening the car door and sliding in. “You get better by the second.”
“Don’t get me wrong, Rachel McAdams is hot,” he says. 
I pull the door closed. “Without question.”
“But the whole bitchy, ‘I have to cut other people down to feel better about myself’ bit? Hard pass.”
“I think I do love you, Ryden Sherlock. Maybe we shouldn’t go to this party and make Hunter jealous. I want to be your friend for real.”
Sherlock smirks. “Wouldn’t being my friend require hanging out with me? So he’d still see us together.”
“Well, yeah, but not in this skirt.”
I shouldn’t have said that. It draws his gaze to my bare legs. When his gaze travels all the way up my body and lands back on my face, there’s a glint in his eye that makes my heart jump into my throat. 
“That is a nice skirt.”
I swallow, clear my throat, and train my gaze ahead of me. “Well, you said to wear something sexy.”
“And you listen very well,” he says, a hint of honeyed amusement in his tone. 
My chest tightens. My stomach twists up with a strange sense of guilt.
“We should go,” I say quickly, before I chicken out. “I’m like… really close to jumping out of the car and going back in the house, so if you want to make an appearance at this party… Let’s get going.”
He doesn’t ask if he made me uncomfortable. He knows he did and he doesn’t mind, but he doesn’t make a big deal out of it, either. Instead, he puts the car in reverse and slowly eases back out of my driveway. 
Nerves make me restless. I’m still a little tempted to escape. He hasn’t done anything wrong, but there’s something troubling about him. Something that makes me second guess how quickly I agreed to his plan, how carelessly I believed him—like he was someone I knew to be trustworthy. 
I don’t really know Ryden Sherlock at all. The only thing I can even recall Hunter saying to me about him was something along the lines of, “Sherlock bites, but I wouldn’t let him bite you,” and now here I am, in his car in the shortest skirt that has ever been on my body. What the hell was I thinking?
Well, I was thinking Hunter was in some kind of trouble and he needed my help. That’s what Sherlock told me. 
I feel insane and somewhat influenced by my crazy mother, but I grip the door until my knuckles turn white and pay careful attention to the road to make sure he really is taking me to Hunter’s house. 
Surely he can feel my tension, but it must not bother him because he does nothing to ease it. 
When we pull into Hunter’s driveway, the tension in my chest eases. I tell myself I was being silly to let Mom’s overprotective concerns about a boy get in my head, but… well, it probably wasn’t all that wise to assume Sherlock was on the up and up just because he’s a friend of Hunter’s. Hunter has several terrible friends—it’s no guarantee of a person’s goodness to be Hunter’s friend. 
Sherlock hasn’t done anything to make me so paranoid either, though, so I try to shake it off as we head toward Hunter’s front door. 
It’s a lot easier once we’re no longer alone in the confines of his car. 
What isn’t as easy is walking into this party in this skirt and not feeling self-conscious about it. I never wear clothes like these because I’m not comfortable in them. 
I can’t believe I just listened to Sherlock when he told me how to dress—what the hell was I thinking? 
It’s too late now. I’m here, my legs are here—we all just have to get through this. 
We don’t have to stay for long, anyway, just long enough for Hunter to see us and get the wrong idea. Maybe then he’ll actually talk to me. 
Though, it occurs to me as we pass a couple making out and groping each other in Hunter’s living room… I could end up seeing something I don’t want to see. 
I wasn’t happy when Hunter was with Valerie, but now he’s completely single. 
Sara’s words about some girl coming onto Hunter in the limo on the way to homecoming resurface. 
If Hunter is single, girls are probably throwing themselves at him left and right.
If he’s sad because of me… maybe he’s taking them up on those offers. 
Suddenly overwhelmed with an even stronger wave of foreboding than the ones I’ve already felt tonight, I look over at Sherlock. “I think this was a terrible idea. I’m not sure why I agreed to it in the first place. Honestly, I… I have no explanation. I think you short-circuited my brain or something, but I don’t feel right being here. Can we go?”
He shakes his head, lightly grabbing me around the waist and pulling me forward. “Not yet.”
I frown. “I don’t really need your permission.”
Rather than respond, he nods up ahead. “Your friend Sara’s here. Don’t you want to say hi to her?”
I guess I should say hi to Sara while I’m here. Things have been weird between us lately, but they would likely get much weirder if we avoided each other at a party. 
“All right.”
Sherlock nods, offering me a smile I think he intends to be reassuring. “Go on. I’ll get you a drink.”
I open my mouth to object, but then I stop. 
I’m only going to tell him not to get me a drink because Mom told me to, not because I don’t want one. I’m not a drinker, but I am thirsty. “Grab me something non-alcoholic, please. A bottled water or something like that.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he says with an irreverent salute, but even as he says it, I get the impression I’ll get whatever he decides to bring me. 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Eight
Riley
 
 
When I approach Sara, she’s sitting alone on Hunter’s couch, gazing after Wally. A few feet away, he’s chatting up a long-haired blonde, smiling as she laughs at something he’s said. 
When I look back at Sara, I see lines of tension on her face. She’s practically vibrating with nervous energy, sitting forward and watching with her hands folded on her lap.
“Hey.”
Her gaze jumps to me in surprise. “Hey. What are you doing here?”
“Sherlock brought me.”
Her eyebrows rise. “Wow, really?”
“It’s not a date or anything,” I say quickly. 
Her eyebrows don’t drop at all. She looks over my outfit. “You sure? You’re definitely dressed for a date.”
I shake my head. “Definitely not a date.”
“Well, if you deny it twice in the span of four seconds, it must be true,” she says lightly. 
My face flushes. I glance over at Wally, seeking a distraction. “So, how’s everything with you?” I look back at Sara. “Are you and Wally talking more, or…?”
“Yeah,” she says, her tone almost too pitchy to be believed. “We actually came together tonight. He gave me a ride.”
“Oh, wow. That’s cool.”
She offers a tempered smile. “Yeah.”
“So… have you guys been hanging out?”
“Yeah.”
I nod, waiting for her to go on. I know my friend has it in her to be boy crazy, especially where this particular boy is concerned, so I wait for her to expand. 
When she doesn’t, my concern deepens. “You don’t seem as excited about that as I thought you would be.”
“It’s exciting,” she says defensively. “It’s just… it’s complicated, you know?”
“Not really.” I attempt a smile. “You haven’t been talking to me about it. Or anything else, really.”
“I’ve been busy.”
“I get that.” I frown, hearing a hint of defensiveness in my own tone. “I’ve been busy, too.”
“Great,” she says, a tad shortly. “We’ve both been busy, so that’s why we haven’t talked about it.”
My frown deepens, and my concern with it. “Is everything okay, Sara?”
“Everything is fine,” she snaps. “God, stop asking.”
Folding my arms across my chest, I shoot her a look. “Clearly. Why would I have thought everything wasn’t fine when you’re acting so chill? Is it Wally? You’re watching him talk to that girl pretty hard.”
Her gaze snaps to me. “I am not keeping an eye on him.”
“I… didn’t say you were.”
“He’s not mine to keep an eye on. Yeah, we’ve spent some time together, but we’re keeping things casual right now. We haven’t labeled it, you know?”
She’s wound so tightly, I’m not sure where is safe to step. “And… you’re okay with that arrangement?”
“I have to be okay with that arrangement,” she says, a hint of misery coming through as she looks back over at him. “That’s what he wants. Right now,” she adds, more for herself than me. 
“Sara,” I say, as gently as possible. “If you want different things, maybe—”
“Don’t,” she says, shaking her head and not looking at me. “Don’t ruin this for me.”
My heart sinks. “I’m not trying to ruin anything for you. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”
Finally, her gaze returns to mine, but there’s something mean there I don’t like at all. “Look, we can’t all have Instagram models obsessed with us even when we push them away, okay? Some of us have to wait it out and see where things go. We have to wait to see if a guy actually even likes us. I wouldn’t expect you to know anything about that.”
I inhale sharply, her words slicing through me like serrated blades. 
Guilt flashes across her face almost immediately, but it doesn’t make her words sting any less. 
“Whoa. Am I interrupting something?” 
I look back at Sherlock, standing there with two red Solo cups. 
“No. We’re done here,” I tell him, eager to flee. I walk away without another word.
Sherlock is right on my heels. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“Isn’t she your friend?” he asks, glancing back at Sara. 
“Yeah, she’s supposed to be,” I mutter. 
“Huh. Could’ve fooled me.”
“She’s just upset because Wally is an asshole,” I state, slowing to a stop. “She’s taking it out on me. Whatever. I just… I really want to leave. Can we get out of here?”
Sherlock sighs, looking around. “I really wanted you to talk to Hunter first. Coming here was a complete waste of time if you don’t.” After a couple of seconds, he hands me one of the Solo cups. “Here. Why don’t we have one drink, do a lap, see if we can find him?”
“I don’t feel like socializing with anyone else,” I say, taking the cup and regarding it with open skepticism. “And my mom told me not to take open drinks from strange guys.”
“No roofies, I promise.” He holds his cup out. “We can switch, if you want.”
I narrow my eyes at him, the crazy coming out as I tell him, “Maybe you expected me to say that and roofied yourself so that when I insisted we switch cups, I would end up with the roofies.”
“Maybe you’ve seen The Princess Bride a time too many.”
“Inconceivable!”
Sherlock smiles. “Come on. We’ll head upstairs, fewer people up there. It’s quieter. Maybe Hunter’s up there. Sometimes he gets these parties going and then disappears.”
I tense when he says that. “Alone?”
“As far as I know.”
I don’t like those odds. If we find him and he’s hooking up with some other girl, I’ll die. 
“I have a better idea,” I tell Sherlock. 
“What’s that?” he asks, grabbing my elbow and guiding me toward the stairs. 
“We don’t talk to Hunter. We don’t drink our drinks. We go back to my house and watch a movie with my mom and her sorta boyfriend. There’s a 50/50 chance she’ll hate you on sight, but she could also love you for not being Hunter. Definitely one or the other, no possibility she’ll fall somewhere in the middle. It would help immensely if you found a natural way to express your inherent disinterest in sex. Ray would probably think your car is cool, so you’d get points there. We can watch The Princess Bride and order pizza, and then you can go home.”
“Hmm, tempting,” he says, playing along. 
I’m not playing, though. I really don’t want to go upstairs. 
I am walking up the stairs though, so you can’t tell. 
I frown over at him. “How do you keep convincing me to do things I don’t want to do?”
Sherlock smirks. “It’s a talent.” His free hand moves to the small of my back as we hit the top landing. 
“Maybe you shouldn’t touch me. You said we’re not lying to Hunter, we’re just trying to take him off guard by being here together. If he sees you touching me, he’ll think…”
He stops to set his drink down on an end table before we make it to the hallway. “That I’m a gentleman?”
“No, not that.”
He takes my drink and starts to put it down next to his, but stops suddenly and frowns at the rim of the cup. “No lipstick.” He hands the cup back. “Here, take a drink.”
“Why?” I ask, scowling. 
“Devil’s in the details.”
“What does that mean?”
“Just take a goddamn sip.”
I scowl harder. “You’re so bossy,” I tell him, but I take a quick sip anyway. 
He takes the cup now and sets it down, then he drapes an arm around me, planting a hand on my hip and starting down the hallway. “What happened between you two, anyway?”
“Remember when you said that was my business?” I ask, anxious about how close he is. I can feel the body heat rolling off him and seeping into me. 
“Well, yeah, but that was before we were friends,” he says with a wink-and-smirk-combo I guarantee has dropped a good number of panties. 
“I’ve reconsidered your friendship application. I regret to inform you, the position is no longer available.”
“Damn. I’ll have to apply next time there’s an opening,” he says as he guides me down the shadowy corridor. 
“Where are you taking me?” I ask, realizing as soon as the question is out, there are only bedrooms this way and no other people. 
He stops right outside of Hunter’s bedroom and turns me around so my back is to the door. 
I get the feeling I’m exactly where he’s wanted me since he sat with me at lunch, and the sudden predatory glint in his eye makes my heart sink. 
Those eyes. It’s hard to look away from them, even though holding his gaze makes my chest tight. I thought his eyes were blue earlier today when he sat down at my lunch table, but as I look up into their seemingly endless depths now, they’ve darkened to a hard, steely gray. 
I swallow past the lump in my throat, easing back against the door as Sherlock closes in on me. 
“What are you doing?” I ask, my voice a bit shaky. 
Wordlessly, he plants a hand against the door over my head, then leans in and presses his body against mine. His other arm coils around my waist, tightening and tugging my body close as I try to move away. His face is so close to mine, I can scarcely breathe. 
“You said… you said we were only going to—”
“I lied,” he says simply.
Then he kisses me. 
My tummy tumbles, my heart sinks, and adrenaline rushes through my blood stream as the bedroom door opens behind me. I’m caught between the instincts to shove Sherlock away, and catch myself as I fall backward without the closed door to support my weight. 
I don’t actually fall because Sherlock has his arm locked around my waist, but that’s so much worse. 
“What the fuck?”
Hunter’s stunned voice stops my heart. 
I bring my hands up quickly, trying to shove Sherlock away from me. He pulls back once we’re in the bedroom anyway, feigning surprise as he looks up at Hunter. “Oh, shit. Sorry, man, I didn’t realize you were in this room.”
Sherlock lets go and I skitter away, backing up against the open door and gazing at Hunter with open horror. 
The look of betrayal on his beautiful face tears my heart in half. 
I want to drop to my knees and beg for forgiveness, even though I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.
Hunter’s not looking at Sherlock. He doesn’t answer him, either. He’s staring at me. His gaze drops to my lips, and the look in his eyes shifts. Hurt twists itself into red-hot fury. 
I touch my bottom lip, conscious of all the trouble it’s causing. Sherlock kissed me so at first I think he probably smeared my lipgloss, but then I touch my lip and realize it feels kind of tender and swollen. 
He bit my lip. 
It all happened so fast, I didn’t even realize. 
I cover my mouth, not wanting Hunter to see. Guilt leaps to my eyes. I step forward as I try to explain. “It’s not what it looks like.”
I know exactly what it looks like. It looks like we were making out in the hallway and we tumbled into a room that happened to be occupied. 
Hunter takes a slow step forward, then another. 
I’ve never been afraid of Hunter, but my heart pounds like I am as I take an instinctive step back. 
Half-assing his performance now that Hunter has zeroed in on me, Sherlock says, “I didn’t even realize this was your room…”
“Get. The. Fuck. Out,” Hunter says carefully, his voice so low and dangerous, it sends a jolt of fear down my spine. 
My back is against the door, so I can’t move any farther away from him. I push back anyway, like I can disappear into it if I push hard enough. “Hunter, I wasn’t—We weren’t—He set me up.”
“Oh yeah?” He stalks closer. “He kidnapped you and dragged you to my house, to my bedroom without anyone noticing you crying out for help?”
My flush deepens. “Well, no.”
“Are you here with him?” he demands. 
“Well… technically,” I say uncertainly. 
He’s close enough to reach both of us now. Sherlock hasn’t left yet, he’s still standing in the doorway. Hunter looks over at him, eyes narrowed. “What the fuck are you waiting for? I said get out of my house.”
I cast an anxious look at Sherlock, who—for a split second—looks torn. “Are you gonna be okay?” he asks me.
I think he really means it, but he’s got some fucking nerve.
Hunter really doesn’t appreciate his friend’s apparent concern for me. 
He turns on Sherlock, grabbing him by the shirt and shoving him backward. “Get the fuck away from us before I put you through a goddamn wall.”
“I’ll be fine,” I assure the asshole who lured me here. I’m mad as hell at him, but I don’t want him and Hunter to lock horns. Hunter will calm down once I’m able to explain what happened, but the longer Sherlock stands there, the more pissed off Hunter will get. “Go.”
Sherlock glances from me to Hunter, not appearing entirely convinced, but he didn’t come here to fight with Hunter. 
Apparently, he brought me here to feed me to him. 
So, without further concern for my well-being, Sherlock accepts my assurance and disappears down the hall. 
Once he’s gone, Hunter turns back to me and glares. “Fucking Sherlock? Seriously, Riley?”
I swallow, regarding Hunter with caution as he stalks toward me. “It wasn’t how it looked. We weren’t making out in the hall. He tricked me.”
Hunter grabs me by the shirt, just like he did Sherlock. I gasp, but he doesn’t shove me out of his bedroom—he pulls me farther into it so he can shut and lock the door. 
“He—He told me you were having a hard time.” Hunter backs me up toward the wall. I stumble, but I don’t go far since he’s still got that grip on my shirt. “He had this stupid idea to—to come here together tonight, but it wasn’t a date. He just thought if you saw me with him, it might surprise you and then you’d talk to me.”
“Oh, I’ll fucking talk to you, all right,” he says, slamming me back against the wall so hard, I gasp at the impact. His gaze drops to my bottom lip. His jaw locks. I can see the rage burning in his eyes, imagine the memory of another man’s mouth on mine flashing through his mind. 
“I’m sorry,” I say quietly. “I know how it must have looked, but he’s your friend, Hunter. I would never do that to you.”
Hunter nods, but I can see in his face he doesn’t believe me. “Right. That’s why you’re dressed like that, huh? Because you’re not interested in him? I saw you laughing at him at lunch today.”
My stomach drops. 
“Is he funny, Riley?”
I stiffen as Hunter leans in, hovering near my neck, but not kissing it. It’s more like he’s sniffing around, making sure no rival animal has marked any more of his territory than my mouth. Like he’ll be able to smell him on me. 
“I swear to God, Hunter, it wasn’t like that. I thought he was being friendly. He made it seem like he was being friendly. He lured me here under the pretense of helping you. I never would have come to your party with some other guy. You know me. You know that.”
“I don’t know what I fucking know anymore, Riley. I know Sherlock’s no purse-holder. I fucking know that.”
I’ve never seen Hunter this angry before. He got jealous of Anderson at Valerie’s party, but that was nothing compared to this. 
I guess he didn’t really see Anderson as a threat. 
The same can’t be said of Sherlock. 
“I don’t like him,” I say softly, looking up at him, pleading with him to believe me. “I don’t. I wouldn’t hurt you like that.”
Hunter lets go of my shirt with one hand, sliding it up my neck and grazing the side of my face before pushing his fingers through my hair and making a fist. “No, not on purpose you wouldn’t,” he says quietly. 
My stomach drops when I catch a whiff of alcohol on his breath. 
He’s been drinking. 
“But you can’t really help who you like, can you, Catnip? God knows if you could, I wouldn’t like you.”
I swallow, my heart skipping a quick beat. I look down just so I don’t have to look at him. “That’s mean, Hunter.”
He scoffs. “No, it’s not. You want to see mean?”
Still avoiding his gaze, I shake my head. 
I know he’s angry, but beneath that he’s hurt, and I feel absolutely awful about it.
He lets go of my shirt and my hair. For a split second, I feel relief, but then he grabs my purse. 
I’m so stunned, I scowl at him and try to grab it back. “What are you doing?”
He’s a hell of a lot stronger than I am, so he has no trouble ripping it away from me. “I want to see what you have in here.”
“What?” My heart drops when I remember what’s in that purse. 
Oh no.
I reach for it. “Hunter, no. Give it back.”
His eyes narrow suspiciously. 
Fuck. I’ve only interested him in the contents more. 
I lick my lips, thinking fast, but I can’t come up with a way out of this. 
He opens the purse. 
“Hunter, don’t,” I plead, reaching for it again. 
He pulls out my phone first, but doesn’t try to open it. He draws out my wallet next. 
I close my eyes as he reaches into the bag one more time.
And pulls out a condom.
 



 
Chapter Thirty Nine
Riley
 
 
Accusation hangs heavy in the air as Hunter holds that small, foil-wrapped package between his fingers. 
My stomach rocks so violently, I think I’m going to be sick. 
I open my eyes and utter words I already know he won’t believe. “I didn’t bring that because I had any plans to use it. It was purely a precaution, and not for him—I put that in there after homecoming.”
Hunter closes his fist around the condom, squeezing it like he wishes it was Sherlock’s throat. 
Or maybe mine. I’m not sure anymore. 
“Were you going to fuck him tonight?”
My heart jumps to my throat. “No.”
As if I haven’t even spoken, he leans closer. Angrier. “Were you going to fuck him in my bedroom, Riley? Is that what you were going to do?”
“No.” I shake my head more desperately. “Hunter, you know I would never, ever do that.”
“You stole my idea and turned it against me. I knew you were mad at me about Valerie, but that is immensely fucked up.” I jump as he tosses my purse and all its contents on the floor and stalks over to me, his beautiful features twisted with anger. 
“Hunter,” I say warily, putting my hands up like some kind of shoddy, makeshift barrier. “I didn’t. I wasn’t going to sleep with him. You have to believe me. I didn’t even kiss him—he kissed me, and it was only what you saw. We weren’t kissing before that.”
He grabs my arm, yanking me against his muscular body. 
I gasp in surprise, but I don’t fight him. 
“Did you want to fuck him, Riley?” he asks, his voice low and dangerous again. “I got your first time over with and opened you up for business. Now you tell me no. Were you gonna tell him yes?”
“No,” I cry, my heart sinking as he starts dragging me toward his bed. I try to push him away, but his grip on me is too tight. “I told you, I wasn’t going to—”
“Might not have mattered,” he interrupts. “He’s rougher than I am. More aggressive.” He locks his arm around my waist, crudely pulling me against him so I can feel how hard he is. “Do you know that already? Maybe you like it.”
My racing heart is already in my throat, then in a move he executes so quickly I can’t be sure what’s happening, he eases his grip, tugs me away from his body, spins me around, and shoves me forward onto his bed. 
I catch myself, bracing my palms on the mattress. 
I’m not afraid, not really, but… I am wary. 
Hunter has always stopped when I told him to, but I’ve never encountered him drunk before, and right now he’s hurt and angry on top of it. When he got jealous of Anderson at Valerie’s party, he did get more aggressive—and that night he was sober. Alcohol isn’t known for calming aggression in people, as far as I know.
“Hunter, you’re drunk.”
“How perceptive.” He yanks my knees out from under me, flattening me against the mattress.
Anxiety tightens my chest. “You’re drunk, and you’re mad. Slow down. Let’s talk about this.”
“Nothing to talk about,” he mutters. “You were going to fuck my friend.”
“I wasn’t. Why won’t you believe me?”
He yanks up my skirt, sliding his hands over my ass and squeezing. “You brought a condom and you’re dressed like you want to be fucked, Riley. Sorry I’m not the guy you had in mind, but I’m happy to oblige.”
He wouldn’t. 
He won’t. 
I’m… 99% sure. 
That other one percent gets lodged in my gut as he yanks my panties down.
Stop gets stuck in my throat. 
If I say it, everything changes. 
If I say it and he ignores me… 
He has fucked me before. Maybe it’s not such a big deal if I... let him? 
I didn’t want to let him touch me again after he fucked Valerie, but… well, I’m not sure this entirely counts. I’d only be letting him to protect us both from getting burnt up in the heat of this awful moment. 
I gasp as he yanks me closer to the edge of the bed, positioning me the way he wants me and prying open my legs so he can get between them. 
No, no, no. Not like this. It’s not supposed to be like this. 
“Hunter, please...”
He doesn’t stop. He doesn’t even slow down. His fingers dig into my flesh, greedy and demanding, taking what I’ve been reluctant to give freely.
I know he’s not in his right mind. I know he’s not thinking clearly. 
I know that I still want him, too, whether he’s angry and mean or tender and loving. 
I’m still a little scared. 
Normally, I can want him and still resist. Right now, if I resist… this becomes an entirely different thing. 
Another boundary he won’t respect.
I can’t risk that. Dealing with the first crossed boundary is hard enough. There can’t be two.
My heart hammers wildly in my chest. I plant my hands against the mattress, drawing a rushed, nervous breath as I try to crawl forward to get away from him. 
Maybe I can’t tell him no, but if I can evade him, buy him a couple of minutes to calm down… he’ll see reason. He’ll stop. 
His hands close around my thighs, prying them apart and dragging me back to the edge of the bed at the same time. 
I hear him unzip his pants.
My heart sinks.
This is going to happen. There’s no stopping it.
“Condom,” I say quickly, turning my head to try to look back at him. “Hunter, please use a condom.”
“Oh, yeah. That would ruin your plans, wouldn’t it? Getting saddled with my baby. Maybe you already are.”
“I’m not,” I tell him. “And it would ruin both of our plans, not just mine.”
“I meant your plans with Sherlock.”
I sigh, momentarily exasperated. “That’s because you’re being crazy. There is no me and Sherlock. Hunter, please, let go of me. Let’s talk.”
Instead of talking, he aligns his bare cock between my thighs, presses the swollen head against my entrance, and shoves into me. 
I cry out, losing my breath and going rigid against the mattress as he stretches me. 
Fuck, that stings. 
I didn’t entirely expect it, and my body tenses up even more at the sudden ache as he fills me so aggressively. 
I dig my fingers into the soft fabric of his bedspread and try to regroup. Since I only had sex the one time and he did nothing to prepare me this time, my body is tight and unwelcoming. He has to force his way even more now than the night he took my virginity. 
He’s not being as considerate tonight, either.
I clutch the bedding tighter as he drives deeper before I’m ready, my knuckles turning white from the strain. I squeeze my eyes closed, trying like hell to relax my body so I can take him more easily, but I’m too tense. 
“You’re hurting me,” I say, my stomach sinking even as I utter the words. I’m terrified to tell him. Terrified that—in the moment—he won’t care. 
I know he’ll care later, when he’s not so blinded by rage. 
He’s such a fucking hothead sometimes. 
Anger wells up inside me. I try to get up on my knees so I can dislodge him and get away from the discomfort.
“Uh-unh,” he murmurs, holding onto my hips to keep himself inside me as he climbs on the bed. “Don’t you fucking dare.”
My heart stalls at the hardness of his words. 
I swallow. Some of my ire dissipates, replaced by caution. 
He’s not backing down, so I guess I have to this time. 
“You don’t want to do this, Hunter. Not like this. Please, just put a condom on.”
“I take it you’re not pregnant,” he murmurs, keeping one hand on my hip, but easing his body down so that he’s on top of me, burying me in the pillow-top mattress. 
“No,” I say softly. “I would’ve told you, but you weren’t speaking to me.”
He doesn’t say anything to that. His cock is still shoved into me, but not as deep as it can go. 
He pulls back, giving me momentary relief, then eases in less brutally. 
My body still strains to fit him. I squeeze my eyes shut, my stomach twisting up as he shoves deeper and stretches me around him. 
It feels like a violation, but not an unwelcome one, if that makes any fucking sense. I wish he would’ve put a condom on his dick, but despite the discomfort, it feels good to have him inside me again. 
I’ve wanted him inside me again before now, I just couldn’t say yes. 
Tonight… he didn’t ask. 
My emotions are tumultuous as he fucks me face down on his bed. There’s no tenderness, no care for me, only greedy possession. I don’t get the sense he wants to make love to me right now, he just wants to make me take him, to punish me for coming here tonight with another man.
I don’t know how to feel about it. 
My body seems to, though.
Tension starts to build from the friction of him slamming into me over and over again, but he doesn’t do anything to kindle the flames of my pleasure. 
This claiming isn’t for me. He doesn’t want me to come, he just wants to remind me who I belong to, like he said on the card in the first flowers he sent me. 
I don’t mind, not really. 
I feel a twinge of regret when his fingers dig into my flesh and he comes inside me, though. He used my body and filled me with his cum, despite my protests. It doesn’t get much more brutal caveman than that. 
Hunter collapses on top of me, his face resting against my shoulder as he recovers from his orgasm.
Once he has recovered enough strength to move, he shifts his weight. 
Cum leaks out of me as he pulls out of my body. 
I close my eyes, still face down on the mattress. I don’t want to look at him right now. “You came inside me.”
“Sure did,” he says without shame as he drops onto the bed beside me. “Maybe this time it’ll stick.”
My stomach drops. I open my eyes and turn my head to stare at him. “That’s a fucked up thing to say, Hunter.”
“Sherlock won’t want you then.”
“Jesus Christ. I don’t care about Sherlock,” I snap. 
He reaches a hand toward my face, grazing my bottom lip with his thumb. 
Just like that, my anger and hurt melts away. The guilt comes back. 
I didn’t kiss Sherlock, I certainly didn’t give him permission to mark my lip like that, but I did agree to his crazy plan in the first place. I did what he told me to, I dressed the way he told me to dress. I don’t know why I did any of that, but I did get a little caught up. 
I did feel some type of way when he looked at me in the car. 
I’m not guilty of anything, but I don’t feel entirely innocent, either. 
“I can’t even kiss you,” Hunter mutters. “I don’t want to taste him on your mouth.”
Shame cinches my gut. “I’m sorry he kissed me, especially in front of you. I didn’t want to hurt you. You may want to hurt me sometimes, but I never want to hurt you.”
Hunter shifts, positioning a pillow under his head, and looks over at me. “Why did you come here with him, then?”
“I told you,” I whisper, a touch hopelessly. “He tricked me.”
He appears unconvinced. “You’re not dumb enough to fall for his tricks.”
I laugh bitterly, but the sound is smothered against the mattress. “You would think that, wouldn’t you? He distracted me. He told me you were in pain, and that’s all I could see. It wasn’t rational. I broke a dozen different rules of common sense, I ignored my instincts. I can’t defend myself in that sense. I did something really fucking stupid. I’m human. I do dumb shit sometimes, especially when my feelings are being manipulated.”
“I can’t believe you let him manipulate you,” he mutters. 
“I can’t, either,” I agree. After a moment, I say softly, “He used you. You’ve always been my weakness.”
Hunter doesn’t say anything for a long moment. Finally, his tone somber, he says, “Yeah. You’ve always been mine, too.”
 



 
Chapter Forty
Riley
 
 
When my eyes open, the room is dark. 
My bed is more comfortable than I remember it being, so I roll on my side to snuggle up with a pillow, but when I go to grab my extra one, I only grab empty air. 
I’m on the wrong side of the bed. 
My mind clears and I realize I am not at home in my own bed. 
I fell asleep in Hunter’s bed. 
I sit up with a gasp, blinking away my drowsiness as I look around for a clock. 
Oh my God, we fell asleep in bed together. 
Again. 
My mom’s going to slaughter him. 
I look around the dark room in search of a clock so I can see just how much trouble I’m in, but those thoughts rapidly vacate my mind when I spot Hunter. 
He’s awake, sitting on a chair beside his bed. His shoulders are hunched forward, his head hung. His handsome face is bathed in moonlight, so I can see his somber expression. 
He looks over when he hears me gasp. 
“Hey,” I say, a little more uncertainly than I mean to. “What are you doing over there?”
“Wasn’t sure you’d want me in the bed,” he says, his voice low, a little raw. 
I push up on my elbow. “It’s your bed.”
He doesn’t say anything. 
“Are you okay?” I ask. 
Hunter laughs, a short, harsh burst. “Am I okay? Yeah, I’m okay. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” I say the word, but it doesn’t sound like I’m finished with it. I don’t understand why he got out of bed, but I don’t like it. “What time is it?”
“A little after two.”
“Do you know where my phone is? I need to text my mom.”
He nods, getting up off the chair and walking over to retrieve my purse and all the things he dumped out of it onto the floor.
“Thank you,” I murmur as I take my phone. 
I light up the screen and see it’s 2:14. I also see that I have three missed texts from my mom. The first one is from 45 minutes ago just asking if I’m coming home soon, then there are two more since I didn’t answer her. 
“Shit,” I mutter. It’s so late, but… I don’t really feel like I can leave right now. 
Hunter and I got quiet after he was finished with me. I assumed we both fell asleep. Now I’m not sure, maybe only I did. Whatever the case, we still need to talk. If I leave his house tonight, I’m not sure we will. 
“Your mom?” he asks.
“Yeah.” I look up at him. “Will your mom care if I stay the night?”
His eyebrows rise in surprise. “No, she’s not even here. She’s out of town. I have the place to myself.” He pauses. “You want to stay the night?”
I nod. “If that’s okay.”
“Of course it’s okay. I’m not sure your mom will agree, but…”
I shrug. “I didn’t tell her where I was going. She might figure it out and come pounding on your door, but… she probably won’t this time. She knew I was going out with…”
Oops. 
I stop, realizing how poorly I worded that. 
“I didn’t mean—”
“I got it,” he says succinctly. “She wouldn’t think it was my house you were sleeping at.”
My heart sinks. I want to argue, but I don’t know how to. That’s pretty much what I’m saying, I just don’t like the way it sounds. 
I type out a quick text to my mom apologizing and telling her I fell asleep. I tell her I’m just going to crash here if that’s okay, but I don’t leave her much room to say it’s not. I tell her I’m basically falling asleep while texting, and I’ll see her in the morning.
That won’t be fun to deal with when I get home, but at least now she knows I’m okay. 
When I look up at Hunter, I realize there’s even more not fun stuff to deal with tonight. He looks tormented as he stands there, gazing vacantly out the window. 
“Hunter, I…”
“You don’t have to lie to me,” he says. “I know I acted like an asshole about it earlier, but… I’ve cooled down. I’m sorry.”
I nod. “I know.”
“If you like him… you can tell me.”
“I don’t. Not like that.”
“It was a date, right? You’re dressed for a date.”
I sigh, shooting the outfit I’m still wearing a nasty look. “No, it wasn’t a date. He told me to wear something sexy.” I cringe, realizing it doesn’t sound any better when I put it that way. 
Hunter’s jaw locks. “So you did.”
“It wasn’t like that, Hunter. It was supposed to be a way to get your attention, that’s all. He wasn’t supposed to kiss me. I certainly wouldn’t have slept with him. I was not trying to hurt you, and if I thought he wanted to, I would never have gone along with it. He said he was worried about you, that you were partying too much and blowing off school. He thought it was because of me, and he just wanted to get us talking again. Or, that’s the impression I got.”
Hunter is quiet, so I keep explaining myself. 
“I didn’t know he would take it that far. I swear to God, I had no idea what was happening. One minute we were making harmless if irreverent jokes about The Princess Bride, and the next, he had me pinned against your bedroom door and he was kissing me. It happened so fast, Hunter. It was a trick, I fell into it. It meant absolutely nothing to either of us.”
He’s still quiet, but I’ve said all I can say. 
My phone buzzes, lighting up and stealing my attention. 
Mom texted back, “I’ll come get you. Tell me where you are.”
I slide open the text so I can respond. “I’ll see you in the morning. I’m fine, I promise. Please just go to sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
“Did your mom meet him?”
I look up at Hunter. “No. We were supposed to meet here and just come in together. I guess I wasn’t prompt enough for him, though. He showed up at my house, but he didn’t come in.”
“Yeah, he’s a pushy fucker,” Hunter mutters. 
“I noticed.” I look down at the bed.
Hunter is quiet for another moment, then he says, “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I look up at him. 
“I mean, he fucking… assaulted you, apparently, and then I…”
“I’m fine,” I say, not letting him finish. “I promise. It was just a kiss, it’s not like he…”
“Raped you,” he says flatly. 
The way he says it causes my heart to sink. 
Something flutters inside me, something fearful and nervous. Maybe it’s unavoidable when a word like that is floating around in such a tense situation, but the way it makes me feel… I want to crawl out of my own skin.
Doing my best to ward off the unpleasant sensation, I pat the empty side of the mattress. “Why don’t you come back to bed?”
He ignores the invitation. “Did I?”
“No,” I answer quickly, firmly. 
“Are you sure? I kind of feel like I did.”
“No.” I pat the bed more adamantly. “Please get back in bed with me.”
He doesn’t move. “Are you saying no because you believe that, or because you think I did, and you don’t want me to feel bad about it?”
“You were angry and hurt, and I completely understand. I would have been, too.”
“Those are excuses, not denials,” he states. 
“I didn’t say no,” I say more firmly. “I didn’t ask you to stop.”
His gaze meets mine. “But you wanted me to,” he says flatly. “I know what it looks like when you want it, Riley.” He drops my gaze and looks down. “You didn’t want it.”
“Yes, I did.” I grab his hand, tugging him closer to the bed. “I did. I didn’t want to want it, but I did.”
He shakes his head. 
“Please get in bed with me,” I say, a little more desperately. “I’m not mad. You didn’t hurt me.”
He reaches out the hand I’m not holding, touching my face, his etched with regret. “I didn’t mean to.”
My heart aches. “You didn’t,” I promise. Trying to soften the moment and lure him back into safer harbors, I lighten my tone and tell him, “But you do owe me cuddles and pillow talk. You’re 0 for 2 right now, Maxwell.”
He attempts a smile, but it’s a sad one. “Both of those times were mean. What’s wrong with me? I fucking worship you and I can’t stop hurting you.”
Hearing him say that physically hurts. Tears sting unexpectedly behind my eyes. I feel a bit of moisture gathering in the corner of one eye, but I blink it away. I can’t cry. If I cry, he’ll take it as verification that he did hurt me, and he didn’t. What hurts me is his pain, not mine. 
“Come here.”
I yank him on the bed with me since he won’t accept my invitations. Once he’s on the mattress, he moves over to his side of the bed, so I crawl up and snuggle in next to him. 
“I love you,” I tell him, sliding my arm over his torso and draping a leg over his to get closer to him. 
“I love you, too,” he says quietly. 
My heart already knew that, so I don’t feel surprised. “Listen, I’m not holding that stuff against you. The Valerie thing, yes, but… the rest wasn’t unforgivable to me. I didn’t say no to you this time because I thought you might not stop if I did, but I wasn’t mad about it, not really. I just… I would have had to be if I told you another line not to cross and then you did it anyway. You can’t keep doing that, Hunter. I can’t believe you respect me if you don’t care about crossing my boundaries.”
“I do,” he says. “I respect you immensely, Riley. There’s no one I respect more. What happened in this bed a few hours ago had nothing to do with not respecting you, I was just… blinded by a jealous rage. I lost control a little bit, and I’m sorry for that. I have a temper, I’m trying to get a better hold on it, but thinking you were going to hook up with him, it set me off.”
“I get that,” I tell him. “I don’t expect you to be perfect, Hunter. I know you’re jealous, I know you have a temper, I know you might get a little out of hand sometimes. I can handle that, but only if even when you get out of hand, you still care about me and respect my boundaries. You don’t get a pass on caring about me because you’re mad.”
“There is never one moment of any given day that I don’t care about you, Riley.”
I nod, sliding my hand up his chest and caressing his hard jaw. “I believe you. And, like I said, you didn’t do anything wrong this time. But next time I tell you no, I need to know you’ll listen. Whatever it’s about—even if you’re mad—when I say no, I mean it.”
Hunter takes my hand and kisses it. “I promise. I’m sorry I put you in a position to make you feel like if you told me no tonight, I wouldn’t have listened.”
“It’s okay,” I tell him, resting my hand over his toned abdomen and cuddling him again. 
He’s quiet for a moment, both of us just enjoying being together. Finally, Hunter breaks the silence. “I can’t stand seeing you with other guys, Riley. It makes me crazy.”
“That won’t happen again.”
“No, I know, but… I need to know you’re mine.”
Oh, crap. 
Uneasiness gathers in my chest. “Hunter, I know tonight has been intense, but… nothing about our situation has changed.”
Silence. Then, “What do you mean, nothing has changed? We love each other, we can’t stand seeing one another with anybody else… Come on, Riley. There’s an easy fucking solution to all of our problems. You stop driving me crazy and just let us be together. Simple.”
“Hunter…” I sigh heavily. “Look, I love you. I do. And you’re right, I don’t want to see you with anybody else, but it’s selfish and I don’t know how to even ask that of you because I can’t do it. I want to, and I think about it, and I try to get there, but I can’t get past knowing that you willfully betrayed me. I just can’t.”
“Jesus Christ.” He pushes me off him and sits up, running his fingers through his hair. “I wanted to hurt you that day.”
“Well, you did. Good job,” I tell him. “These are the consequences.”
“You have to know I would never do anything like that to you again,” he says seriously. 
“No, I don’t believe you would.”
He cocks an eyebrow expectantly. “And you want to be with me.”
“Yes, I do.”
“And you’re still gonna say no?”
I nod. “Yes, I am.”
“You are the most stubborn fucking person I have ever met.”
“I’m not going to sell myself out because you had a temper tantrum,” I tell him, unable to muster much apology for that stance. 
 Hunter growls, digging his fingers through his hair. “You’re going to drive me fucking crazy.”
I shrug. “All you had to do was not fuck one single girl. Out of all the girls in the whole world, I only asked that you leave one alone. And you did what you did instead. You pissed me off, you hurt me, and I’m never getting over it.”
“You’re making me understand kidnappers,” he tells me. 
I shrug. “If you think you can find a way to kidnap me without me telling you no, you’re welcome to try.”
He slides me a speaking look. “Maybe I’ll ask Sherlock for some tips.”
I sit up and cross my arms over my chest. “That’s not very nice.”
“Chloroform—that’s what they use in movies, right?” he mutters. 
“I think so. But then I’d just come out of it and tell you to let me go. You’d have to listen, so it would be a waste of time.”
“Why can’t you be easier?”
“I could’ve.” I flash him a smile. “You fucked up the easy road for us. If you still want me, you’ll have to be more creative.”
“I’ve never had to work so hard for anything in my life,” he mutters. 
I roll my eyes, turning in the bed so I can pull back the bedspread and slip under it. “That’s the most spoiled rich boy thing you’ve ever said.” 
“What are you doing?”
“Going to sleep. It’s late and I have to work tomorrow. Some of us aren’t spoiled rich boys,” I tease. 
Hunter shoves back the blankets and settles in behind me. Wrapping his arms around me and pulling me back into his warmth, he says, “I’m glad you’re not a spoiled rich boy. I would have conflicted feelings about that.”
I grin, settling in and wiggling my butt against him until I’m comfortable. “Would you still like me?”
“Probably,” he mutters. “Pain in my ass.”
I giggle. “Actually, you’d be the pain in mine. I’m fairly certain I’d be a bottom.”
“This is a ridiculous conversation.”
“I’m tired,” I tell him. “It’s been a long day. I’ll be a better conversationalist tomorrow, but I’m about tapped for tonight.”
His arms tighten around me. I sigh contentedly and close my eyes. 
“I have a question,” he asks a second later. 
“What’s that?”
“I have a pass for tonight, right? I’m allowed to fuck you tonight, even if I don’t get to call you mine in the morning?”
I open my eyes as his big hand slides across my breast and he cups it. “I’m not sure that pass was good for the whole night. I think it was more of a onetime thing.”
He kisses the back of my neck and sends shivers down my spine. “Are you sure?” 
A pulse starts up between my legs. “I’m not sure…”
He kisses his way down to where my neck meets my shoulders. “It happened pretty fast. There was no time to read the fine print.”
My heart skips a beat as he runs his tongue across my skin. “Pesky… terms and conditions,” I say weakly, my body begging me to let him keep his pass. 
Just for tonight. 
What could it hurt? 
I moan as he palms my breast, then teases my nipple with his thumb. I’m still wearing all of my clothes except my panties, but the way he drags the fabric against my sensitive nipple makes me want to take them off. 
I’m tempted to keep up the joke, but for once, I can’t seem to find my words. 
When Hunter slides his hand up under my shirt to caress my bare flesh, I don’t say yes…
But I don’t say no.
 



 
Chapter Forty One
Riley
 
 
The next time my eyes open, it’s morning. 
I’m naked, tangled up in bed sheets and Hunter’s arms. They’re still wrapped securely around me. We slept like this all night. 
The thought makes me smile sleepily and curl back up. 
I don’t know what time it is, but I don’t want to wake up yet. I want to stay in bed with him forever. I want our day pass to last forever. 
My movement must jostle him awake. His arms suddenly tighten around me, as reluctant to let me go as I am to leave. He’s naked, too, his incredible body pressed against mine. I feel his cock jump against me as he stirs awake and finds me naked in his arms. 
“Mm, good morning, beautiful,” he says, his voice all rough and sleepy as he presses a kiss to the crook of my neck. 
God, he’s sexy. 
“Good morning,” I offer back sweetly. 
“How is the best non-girlfriend in the world today?”
I chuckle, absently caressing his hand on my waist. “Pleasantly satisfied. How about you?”
“Hungry,” he murmurs roughly, exposing his teeth and dragging them lightly across my flesh. 
I shiver. “Sounds like someone needs breakfast.”
“Not exactly what I had in mind.”
I sigh, rolling over onto my back so I can look up at him. “I need to go home.”
“Right now?”
“I don’t know. What time is it?”
He reluctantly unlocks his arms from around me and rolls over to grab my phone off his nightstand. He checks it, but doesn’t hand it to me. “Just after ten.”
“I work at two,” I tell him. “I’ll need to shower.”
He puts my phone back down and cuddles up with me again. “I have a shower. Seven of them, in fact. Use whichever one you want.”
I crack a smile. “So bougie.”
“You know it.”
My smile fades. “I have to talk to my mom. She’s probably not going to be very happy about this impromptu sleepover.”
“No,” he agrees. “Especially once she finds out it was with me. If she finds out.”
“I’m going to tell her. I can’t keep this from her. I feel like I’m lying to her, and I’m sick of it. Besides, I need to get on some kind of birth control. You’re terrible at using condoms.”
His arms tighten around me and he smiles. “Does that mean you expect this to happen again?”
“It does not mean that,” I state, cocking an eyebrow. “But, just in case, I like to be prepared. If I leave the birth control up to you, I’ll be graduating high school with a baby in my belly.”
“That’s true,” he says unapologetically, kissing me. “I love coming inside you.”
I sigh. “I hope you were more responsible with other girls before me.”
“Of course I was,” he says, rather dismissively for someone who seems to be so adamantly anti-condom. “Like I’d want to knock up anyone else.”
“Aw.” I look over at him. “That’s strangely romantic. I hope you still feel that way in nine months when my ankles are swollen, I’m the size of a house, and I want to kill you.”
“I will,” he assures me.
“You say that with the easy confidence of a man who doesn’t know what he’s getting into,” I tell him, smiling sweetly. 
“No, I say that with the confidence of a man chasing a woman who refuses to commit to him, who is aware that a baby might change her tune.”
My jaw drops. “Hunter Maxwell, that is despicable. If you ruin my life just to make me commit to you, I won’t do it anyway just to teach you a lesson.”
He rolls his eyes. “I don’t believe you. You’re not that spiteful.”
I cock an eyebrow. “Wanna bet? You’re living with the consequences of not believing one of my warnings right now. Do you really want to double down and do it again?”
“This would be completely different. I wouldn’t be doing anything to hurt you.”
“Just trap me,” I toss back.
“Hey, you told me I needed to come up with a clever way to kidnap you.”
“This is not a clever way,” I inform him. “In fact, it’s downright unoriginal and lazy. And it wouldn’t work. I still wouldn’t be with you, then I’d just not be with you and we’d have a baby together.” 
“I wonder if our baby will be as difficult as you.”
I smack him in the stomach. “Stop talking about babies. I already have to stress out about the possibility of being pregnant until I have my period again. You’re not earning any brownie points here, mister.”
Hunter watches as I climb out of bed. “I don’t want you to stress about it. You stressed about it last time and then you weren’t even pregnant. Don’t do that to yourself again. There’s no point. If you miss a period, then we can think about it, but you don’t have to before that.”
I grab my top off the ground and look back at him. “It might be that easy for you, but not for me. It wouldn’t affect you as much as it would me. You can have as little involvement as you want. It would derail my whole life.”
“Having a baby would not derail your whole life,” he says like I’m overreacting. “Your mom had you when she was our age, right?”
I collect my panties off the floor and shoot him a look of disbelief. “Yeah, and it wasn’t easy. She didn’t get to do a lot of things she wanted to do. She didn’t get to go to college or travel, she didn’t get to be young and unattached. She had to grow up and be responsible. She missed out on a whole stage of her life because she had to raise me, Hunter. It’s not all cute little booties and big baby grins. Having a baby is a huge responsibility, and one that I would likely get stuck with.”
He doesn’t say anything for a moment while I collect my skirt and try to find my shoes. I’m on my knees grabbing one from under his bed when he peeks over and looks down at me. “You really think I’d just abandon you to take care of my kid on your own?”
I sigh, getting to my feet. “No, of course I don’t think that, but we’re young. We don’t know where life will take us. Especially you. I don’t have photo shoots on Italian beaches to show up for, but I do want to go to college. I’d like to travel and see some sights.”
“You’ll do all of that, baby or no baby.”
“My mom didn’t.”
“Your mom had to do it alone. You have me. And, I’m not sure if it’s slipped your mind somehow, but I have money. You’d never struggle like your mom did. If you want to go to college, great, you’ll go wherever you want to go. Want to travel? My dad has a private jet; I can take you anywhere.”
I blink at him. “Your dad has a private jet?”
He nods. “Where do you want to go to college?”
“Boston.”
“That’s not far. We could live here or get a place in the city. We’ll hire a nanny to take care of our kid while we’re in classes. If we travel, she can go with us.” His eyes widen with eagerness, like he just got a good idea. “Hey, your mom can be the nanny. She doesn’t love her job, right? I’ll pay her better and she can hang out with her grandkid all day. Let’s see if she still hates me then.”
I shake my head at him. “You’re crazy. She’d still hate you for impregnating her teenage daughter.”
Hunter reaches out and grabs me, toppling me back on the bed and pulling me on top of him. 
“Hey,” I say, clutching my clothes in one hand and looking up at him with a playfully narrowed gaze. 
“Tell me it’s not a good plan,” he challenges. 
I sigh. “Fine. It’s better than the horror story it looked like in my head. But I still think you’re looking at it through rose-colored glasses. I know your family has money, but I doubt they want to buy us a place in Boston and pay to take care of our baby.”
Hunter shakes his head. “Don’t need them to. I’d need to borrow the jet from my dad, the rest I could do myself.” His grip on me tightens. “I don’t plan to pursue it any further, but I do have a modeling contract with my dad’s company. I have income from that. And it turns out my dad set up a pretty generous trust fund for me even though he never planned to be in my life. The first ¼ unlocked when I turned 18, another ¼ unlocks when I’m 21, and the rest of it becomes available when I turn 25. Either way, we’re all set. And that’s just what I have going on right now. I haven’t even started college yet. My dad is very pro-business, so while I was living with him, he already got me thinking about the future. We’d never struggle, Riley, not financially. I could put a dozen babies in you and we’d still be fine.”
“Whoa, buddy. I’m not having a dozen babies.”
“I’m just saying, we could if we wanted to.”
“We don’t want to,” I assure him. 
He looks down at me. “You do want kids, though, right?”
I nod. “One or two. Definitely not 12. You?”
He nods, pulling me closer to him on the bed.
I give up getting dressed for the moment and throw my leg over his again so I can cuddle up close to him. 
“I’m not really trying to do it all right now. I mean, we can if it comes up, but…” He begins to absently rub the thigh I have thrown over him. “Yeah, I want to have kids someday and actually be around for them. I can’t imagine doing it with anyone but you,” he says, glancing over at me as he caresses my leg. “Not kidding about that part, either.”
I sigh, laying my head against his shoulder and wrapping my arms around him. 
“I wish I could stay here and laze around with you all day.”
“I mean, you could,” he tells me. 
I shake my head faintly. “I have a job now.”
“You can quit. I’ll give you money.”
“Stop trying to buy me, mister. I’m not for sale.”
“Not for sale, for rent,” he teases, giving me a playful squeeze. “I’ll pay for your time.”
I smile. “I’m not a courtesan.” 
“You would use the word courtesan instead of hooker.”
I nod. “It’s classier.” 
“Think about it from an academic perspective. I’m offering you the chance to walk a mile in shoes you’ve never walked in before.”
I can’t suppress a smile at his playful argument. “Life as a sex worker? My, how you aspire to broaden my horizons.” I press a hand to my chest and bat my eyelashes at him. “I may swoon.” 
Hunter smiles. “You wouldn’t be a sex worker. Guys with money have professional girlfriends all the time. There’s nothing inherently wrong with it. If it works for them, who cares?”
“Professional girlfriends?”
He nods, giving me a little squeeze. “You can be my professional girlfriend. How about it?” 
I pretend to consider it. “Hm. What’s the job description like?”
“You let me fuck you and call you my girlfriend, I give you whatever you want.”
My laugh is smothered against his chest. “Sounds like a sweet gig.”
“It is. You should snap it up before someone else does.” 
I cock an eyebrow. “Is the position open?” 
“To anyone named—what’s your middle name?”
“Anne.”
“To anyone named Riley Anne Bishop.”
I smile. “That’s pretty specific.”
“I’m a man who knows what he wants.”
“Well, I appreciate that and the very generous offer, but no. I am perfectly capable of working.”
He kisses my neck. “So are professional girlfriends, they just have better things to do with their time.”
I smile helplessly, sighing as his lips find a particularly sensitive spot. “Like you?”
I feel him grin against my skin, hear the note of amusement in his voice. “Exactly.”
“As tempting as that offer is, I’m afraid I must decline.” 
“You sure?” He shifts our bodies so that I’m cradled against him with his arm secured around my back. His large hand cups my breast. As he kneads it, he brings his face close and hovers his perfect lips mere inches from mine.
He got over the “I can’t kiss you” thing last night during round two, so I don’t hesitate to lean in now and kiss him.
His eyes close as he kisses me back. 
He pushes me back on the bed, still squeezing and caressing my breast. My nipple has hardened, so he runs his fingertip over the sensitive nub and I gasp against his mouth. 
Hunter breaks away from my lips, moving lower and making his way down my neck. I shiver every time he kisses me there. 
I still have my leg thrown over his. Between his lips on my neck and his hand on my breast, he’s making me squirm. I use the leg hooked around him to pull my body closer to his.
He kisses his way across my collarbone, then lower. When his mouth gets to where his hand is, he replaces his teasing finger with his hot tongue. 
I gasp and arch against him and he circles the tip of his tongue around my sensitive nipple. He licks harder and my eyes close. I moan softly, sliding my fingers through his hair.
He lavishes attention on my bare breasts, teasing and tasting my responsive nipples, kissing and caressing the soft mounds. As he works, he shifts me more and more until he has me flat on my back. He climbs on top of me, pinning me beneath his weight and feasting on my breasts.
“I could kiss your tits all day long,” he murmurs roughly, a beautiful contrast with his gentle lips pressed against my sensitive flesh.
“Mm, you’re making that professional girlfriend gig sound really tempting.”
He looks up and flashes me a charming smile. “Hey, it’s got to be better than waiting tables.”
“And you have seven showers. We can christen at least six of them.”
He sucks on my nipple and takes my breath away, then pops off long enough to say, “An ambitious task. It would take us all day to accomplish.”
I laugh a little. “Just one day?”
“Hey, you’ve been holding out on me for a long time. I have a lot of pent up stamina to spend.”
“Hm, this job sounds pretty demanding.”
“Very demanding,” he agrees, tenderly kissing my chest again. “Very rewarding, too.”
“What’s the retirement plan like?” I tease. 
“Oh, I think you’ll be quite pleased with it.” He squeezes my left breast, then gives it another kiss. “As long as my mom doesn’t have another kid, I’m set to inherit her entire fortune. My dad obviously has other obligations, but I’m sure he’ll set something aside for me. One of his houses, maybe. We haven’t really talked about it, but if I never saw a penny from him, I’d still have more money than we’ll ever need, and that’s before I start making more money of my own.”
“A house, he says. How many houses does the man have?”
“I don’t know, at least four.”
I sigh as he starts to kiss his way toward my abdomen. “We never did get to have Italy pillow talk.”
“Even more reason for you to call off and stay here with me.”
I suck in a breath as he kisses my stomach. “You are a terrible influence, Hunter Maxwell.”
“Your mom tried to warn you,” he teases. 
He tries to tempt me even more, kissing lower and lower, his lips venturing below my belly button. It gets harder to breathe when he kisses my hipbone, then moves his face between my thighs. 
“Hunter,” I say, trying to squeeze my legs closed even though he’s between them. 
“Yes, Riley?” He looks up at me, so devilishly handsome, I must be out of my mind to stop him. 
But I have to.
“If you do that, you’re going to fuck me again.”
“I fail to see the problem.”
“Your day pass has expired,” I tell him.
“Nah,” he says dismissively. “I checked the fine print while you were sleeping. It’s good for 24. I’ve still got a good 12 hours left.”
I smile faintly. “I have to go home. I close tonight, and my mom is working late, so she won’t be home until long after I’m in bed. We have to talk before I leave for work, and I need time in case this gets to be a long, messy conversation.”
His amusement dissipates. Realizing I’m serious, he sighs. “I guess I should probably let you leave, then, huh?”
I nod my head, but I don’t really want to go either. 
“Let me at least make you breakfast first,” he says. “Eggs. It’ll be quick. You’ve gotta eat, right? Might as well eat with me.”
He makes a good point. I do have to eat…
“Fine. We’ll have breakfast first, but then I really have to go.”
Suddenly energized, he rolls out of bed. I take advantage of the opportunity to admire his beautiful body, but doing so only makes me regret making him get out of bed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Two
Riley
 
 
The front door creaks so loudly as I try to ease it open, it seems almost spiteful. 
What did I ever do to you, door? 
I shoot it a narrowed look as I close it more quickly than I opened it, then look around as I step carefully into the next room. 
The house is quiet. Somber, even. Anxiety gathers in my chest as I enter the living room and look around for Mom. 
It’s terrible not knowing how mad she’s going to be at me. It’s like a mystery bag of awfulness—you never know what you’re going to get.
At least she doesn’t know I was with Hunter yet, but that’s almost worse. I told her last night I barely knew Sherlock, and now she probably thinks I stayed out all night with him. I can only imagine her opinion of that decision. 
Telling her it wasn’t some guy I barely knew, but Hunter instead… it seems like it should be a marked improvement, but given her opinion of him, I’m not so sure. 
When I step into the kitchen, I finally find her. 
My stomach twists with anxiety. She must have noticed me come into the room, but she doesn’t look up. 
She sits at the table, her hands wrapped around a mug of coffee. She’s wearing a pair of sweats and a sky blue shirt, her dark hair gathered in a low pony tail, flowing down her back. 
“Hey,” I say, to break the ice. 
Finally, she looks up at me. She attempts a smile, but it’s a shoddy attempt. “Hey, party girl.”
She’s trying to make light, but I still flinch a little. “Sorry about last night,” I say vaguely, an all-encompassing reference to what she surely views as a screw-up. 
“I shouldn’t have let you borrow the skirt,” she says with forced lightness. “I’m gonna have to burn it now.”
“It’s not the skirt’s fault,” I assure her, braving my way to take a seat at the kitchen table across from her. “It was the boy.”
She presses her lips together in a thin, grim line. “I guess you liked him.”
I look down at the table. “I wasn’t with Sherlock. The party we went to was at Hunter’s house.”
Mom sighs. “Ah. Good ol’ Hunter Maxwell.”
I nod wordlessly, not knowing what to say. 
“So… wow. I don’t really know how to have this conversation. You spent the night. Were you drinking?”
I shake my head. “No.”
She nods grimly. 
It seems like that would be the right answer, but maybe she would prefer if I had been drinking. Getting drunk and crashing at his house could have still been responsible. It could have been sexless. 
To save us both time and get it over with, I say, “I need to get on some form of birth control.”
She sucks in a breath, then lets it out, nodding more forcefully. “Okay,” she says, sounding like she’s holding her breath. “We can do that. I trust you were safe this time?”
I hesitate, tempted to tell a white lie to set her mind at ease, but… I don’t want to lie. “No,” I say softly, apologetically. 
“No?”
I look up at her, a remorseful glint in my eye. “I’m sorry. I tried. I—” 
I stop just short of telling her I brought a condom with me just in case. If I tell her that, she’ll blame Hunter for not using it, and she already blames him for enough. 
Reframing the truth, I look down and say, “We got caught up in the moment. It was really stupid. I knew better, but it just… I messed up.”
With some effort, she keeps her mouth shut, but I can hear her breathing purposefully, trying to keep her cool. “Wow, I should’ve made this an Irish coffee.”
“I’m sorry,” I tell her again. 
“It’s okay. Please don’t ever do it again, but… it’s done now. We’ll just hope nothing comes of it.” She tries to leave it at that, I can see her trying, but the words burst out of her despite her valiant attempt. “Do you understand why he bothers me? You’re the most responsible kid in the world, there is no way you would ever have unprotected sex and risk throwing away your whole future for a few minutes of fun, and then you get in a room with him, and poof! Common sense and self-control fly out the window, somehow you let him talk you into doing things you would never do otherwise.”
“I get it, Mom. It’s not all his fault. I was there, too. I made a mistake.”
“A big one,” she says, looking at me like I’m already pregnant. 
“It won’t happen again,” I tell her. “That’s why I’m telling you I need birth control. To make sure it never happens again.”
“It could be too late, Riley.”
“Let’s not stress about it right now,” I tell her, since I already put myself through that last time. 
“You know better,” she tells me. 
“I love him,” I blurt. 
Her eyes go wide. Her mouth falls open. 
I deflate, a little shocked at myself. 
There’s so much she doesn’t know, that probably doesn’t even make any sense to her. She probably thinks it’s too soon, that I’m swept up. She probably doesn’t trust those words. Maybe saying them before she feels they’re justified even makes her trust me a little less. 
I know I’m not exactly demonstrating excellent judgment skills right now, and I know that she foists every bit of that blame off on Hunter because she always has. 
“I know your opinion of him, and I know he has made some mistakes, but I care about him very much. And I care about you very much. And I want the people I love to like each other.”
Mom looks at me like I’ve just given her grave news. 
“I’m not saying it will even necessarily come up—maybe it never will. Maybe you’ll never even have to see him, but if it does, and especially if this doesn’t go the way we hope it will and… there’s a baby, I’m begging you to have an open mind and give him a chance. He isn’t a bad person. I really think you’d like him if you got to know him.”
I can see her trying to hold a brave face, but her eyes look so sad. 
I swallow. “Everything’s fine right now. I doubt I got pregnant from one stupid mistake, so, let’s not get all upset over nothing. Nothing has changed. People have unsafe sex all the time and think nothing of it. I think you and I are just more aware of it because… well, because of our life. It seems like the end of the world, but it’s probably not. And I’ve already yelled at Hunter for not remembering to use a condom. He has been duly chastised,” I promise. 
“I do like him getting yelled at,” she murmurs, slightly mollified. 
I smile at her. “He did, and he took it very well. He’s not as worried about the possibility of pregnancy as I am.”
She rolls her eyes. “Men.”
“He offered to buy me a house.”
She blinks. “What?”
“He’s crazy,” I explain. “He was talking about how if I end up pregnant because of this one little time, it won’t ruin my life. He’ll buy us a house in Boston and we’ll go to college just like we planned to. He even suggested hiring you as the baby’s well-paid nanny in a bid to make you like him—and ensure expert childcare for our hypothetical baby, of course. He’s immensely impressed with me, so he thinks your parenting skills are top notch.”
A little more placated, she says, “Well. I guess maybe he’s not a complete asshole.”
I shake my head. “He’s not. I really do think you’ll like him. He’s rather charming.”
“They’re all charming when they’re trying to get skimpy skirts off of us,” she assures me. “When you actually get pregnant and reality sets in, things tend to change.”
“Well, why don’t we cross that bridge if we get to it,” I suggest. “In the meantime, let’s figure out my birth control situation and hope for the best.”
Sighing, Mom asks, “Which of us is the adult here? Look at you handling this whole situation on your own.”
I crack a smile. “If it makes you feel better, you can still call and make the doctor’s appointment for me. I hate doing that.”
Mom brightens. “There’s my 18-year-old. Yes, I can do that. Do you know when you work this week?”
I shake my head. “Not yet, but the schedule should be posted tonight. I’ll write it down and leave it on the table for you.”
Mom nods, then sighs, looking across from me with a bittersweet glint in her eyes. “So, we’re doing this now, huh? My baby is growing up.”
“It was bound to happen,” I tell her. 
“Benjamin Button is a lie.”
I smile, feeling a lot better now that we’ve talked. “Well, I better go take a shower and get ready for work.”
At first she nods and doesn’t say anything while I stand, but I can tell there’s something still brewing in her head by the look on her face. Before I make it out of the kitchen, she calls, “Hey.”
I stop and turn back. “Yeah?”
“So… you and Hunter are together now? It’s official?”
My spirits fall just a little. “Um… no. It’s not official. I mean, he’s not my boyfriend or anything, but… I don’t really know how to explain it.”
She frowns faintly. “Uh huh.”
 “It’s complicated,” I say, a touch more nervous. I know I made some progress on her opinion about Hunter and opening up to the prospect of giving him a chance, but I also know she can shut that down just as easily if she gets a whiff of something she doesn’t like.
“Complicated,” she echoes. 
“Because of me,” I add. “I just don’t know if I necessarily want to be his girlfriend. We have such different lives. I let him give me a ride home from homecoming after Anderson and I broke up, and his friends… they’re just not the crowd I love to be around. Anyway, I don’t want to put a lot of pressure on it right now. I don’t feel the need to define things.”
“Right,” she says uncertainly. “Well, I was just thinking if he is your boyfriend now, I should probably meet him. Maybe we could do a family dinner, have Ray over, invite Hunter…”
I nod. “I don’t think it’s time for that right now, but if anything changes, I’ll let you know.”
Mom nods, but she still looks a little troubled. 
I need to get ready and I don’t want to get drawn any deeper into this conversation since it went kind of well, so I turn to leave again. 
Before I go, she says, “Hey, Riley?”
I turn back. “Yes, Mom?”
“I haven’t… instilled a fear of commitment in you... right?”
I’m so stunned, I can’t quite hide it. “What? No, of course not.”
She’s still frowning, but she nods like she wants to believe me. “Okay.”
 
___
 
Between waiting on tables, bringing out food, and cleaning up as I go, my closing shift flies by. 
Normally, I can check my phone at least once or twice, but tonight I don’t get to it until the last customer is out and I’ve started on my closing work. While the other waitress sweeps the floor, I slide into a booth and start wrapping silverware. 
I sneak my phone out of my apron real quick to check it since I haven’t all night. A smile claims my lips when I see a text from Hunter. 
The message reads, “What do you think of this one? I like the balcony.”
Balcony?
I click the link he sent me and see a three bedroom, two bathroom home in Boston. 
“Oh my God,” I mutter out loud, but I can’t help smiling as I text back. “Do not buy me a house.”
“I thought you’d like the built-in bookcases in the living room,” he sends back right away.
Built-in bookcases? My finger hovers over the link again. I’m tempted to investigate, but I deny the urge and text him back, “Do not buy me a house.”
“There’s a spare bedroom in case your mom wants to visit,” he adds for further enticement. 
I sigh, tearing into a new package of napkins. Once it’s open, I text back, “Do not buy me a house.”
“But it has such a nice view.”
Dammit, he’s making me want to click the link again. 
I eye the phone as I flatten the first napkin at an angle and grab a set of silverware, still warm from the dishwasher.
“You cannot buy me a house.”
“Technically, I’d be buying US a house,” he points out.
I set aside a wrapped silverware roll. “You cannot buy US a house.”
“Why?” pops up on the screen as I grab another napkin. 
“Because we’re 18, for one thing. It’s not 1950; 18-year-olds do not buy homes.”
“They do if they can afford to. My dad has turned me against renting. Real estate is a good investment. We can rent the place out or sell it if we ever want to move.”
Ignoring his fiscal logic, I type back, “More importantly, there is no us. We are not a couple. I am not moving in with you.”
“Then how will I help you with the late night feedings?” he sends back. 
“You’re really helping me not overthink about possibly being pregnant, thank you.”
“Oops, sorry,” he texts back. “Let’s get back to house hunting. Look at that place and tell me if it’s big enough. I figured for a starter, it would work. After college, we might want to move.”
“We are not moving in together,” I tell him. “And you don’t have to buy me things.”
“I like to buy you things,” he texts back. 
I shake my head at the phone, setting aside another set of wrapped silverware and then starting on the next. 
When I haven’t responded promptly enough, Hunter texts back, “Do you work tomorrow?”
“Sure do. Two to close.”
“That’s lame.”
“Agreed.” On impulse, I grab my phone and take a picture of the small silverware pyramid I’ve started to build. I attach it to the message and type, “I’m trying to work right now, but some handsome distracter keeps texting me.”
“He sounds hot. You should go to his place after you leave.”
I chuckle. “He does still have a couple of hours left on his day pass…”
“Don’t tease me like that.”
“What are you gonna do about it?” I tease. 
“Come over and find out.”
I consider it as I wrap another roll of silverware. Mom is at work, so she wouldn’t know if I didn’t go straight home… 
I know I shouldn’t sleep with Hunter again, but I’m liking this day pass excuse. It gives me a brief window of time to be carefree with him, but there’s an expiration date so he understands nothing has changed and I don’t have to worry so much about sending him mixed signals. 
Mom’s words from the kitchen float back to the surface of my mind. 
I don’t have commitment issues, right?
No, of course not. That thought only crossed her mind because she doesn’t know I have a valid reason for being reluctant to commit to him. She doesn’t know about Hunter and Valerie, or me going to his house that day and asking him to leave her alone. 
Yuck, I don’t want to think about that. 
But now I am. 
I pull a face, grabbing my phone off the table and shoving it back in my apron so I won’t be tempted to look at it anymore. 
I’m still tempted when I feel the vibration and I know he’s sent another message, but I exercise better self-control this time and ignore it while I finish up with the silverware. 
Despite myself, the errant thought crosses my mind, I wonder if he ever texted her like this. Trying to coax her to come over and fuck him while his mom wasn’t home. 
If he did, she definitely went. There’s no chase with Valerie. 
Ugh. 
I feel icky now, so I continue to avoid checking my phone as I go about the rest of my closing work. 
When I get outside and the other waitress locks the door behind me, I remember that I don’t have the car tonight. I sigh, looking down the sidewalk. My feet already hurt from running around all night while we were busy. I don’t want to walk home. 
I need to start saving up for a car. 
I don’t need a nice one, just something to get me around town. 
My phone buzzes again. 
“When do you get off?” he asked. 
I sigh and text back. “I’m leaving now, but I’m heading home. I didn’t finish my weekend homework yesterday since I had to get ready for the party, and I have to work tomorrow, so I won’t have time.”
“Long night?”
“Yeah. My feet hurt. I think I need to buy more comfortable work shoes.”
“Are you walking?” 
“Yep. The environment loves me,” I tell him. 
“You need to get a car.”
“Agreed. It’s on my to-do list. I don’t have enough for a down payment yet.”
He just sends back, “…”
“Yes, I know you would give me money for a down payment. I appreciate it, but that’s not necessary. Thank you, though.”
He doesn’t say anything back, so I tuck the phone in my apron and start the walk home. 
About halfway there, he sends me three links. 
“Do you like any of these?”
I don’t even have to click them to know they’re cars, but I check them out anyway just to see what they cost. I’m not sure what percentage I’d have to put down on a car loan. Maybe I’ll ask my mom. 
I expect anything Hunter would send me to be far outside of my price range anyway, but I’m pleasantly surprised to find the first car is a used Volkswagen, a few years old with great mileage and a gorgeous midnight blue color. The best part? It’s under $10,000. I didn’t want to spend more than 5k to keep my payment reasonable, but I actually really like the car. 
I click the next link. It’s a used Lexus, also blue. This one is a year newer than the Volkswagen and gorgeous inside, but it’s also triple the price. It’s so far outside of my price range, I laugh out loud as I close the window and click the third one. 
It’s a black BMW. I see the price first, so I don’t even bother to look at the pictures. 
“You like blue cars, huh?” I ask him. 
“I can see you in a blue car,” he texts back. 
“I actually really like the first one, I’m gonna show it to my mom. It’s a little more than I planned to spend, but I might be able to make it work if I like it enough.”
“Don’t look at the prices, look at the cars,” he sends back. “I wouldn’t have sent you a car I couldn’t buy you.”
“You are not buying me a car,” I inform him. 
“Come on, you won’t let me buy you a house, at least let me buy you a car.”
“No.”
“You really like that word, don’t you?” he texts back. 
I crack a smile. “It’s my favorite.”
“I’m gonna find a way to strip it from your vocabulary, just you wait and see.”
My smile widens as I text back, “May the odds be ever in your favor.”
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Three
Riley
 
 
When the doorbell rings Sunday morning, I am still in my pajamas, sitting on the couch with my mom as we debate what to do with our unexpected day off together. 
I was supposed to work today, but Deb called an hour ago and told me not to come in. Apparently, it’s a slow day and they won’t need me, after all. 
She also told me there was a change in the schedule and they won’t need me for the weekend shifts I was supposed to work next weekend. It seems a bit odd, but I haven’t worked there long. Maybe it’s not unusual to have a lot of flux in the schedule. Makes it pretty difficult to plan around work, though. Hopefully, this week is a fluke. 
I’m a little worried about only having one day of work this week, but Deb assured me I didn’t do anything wrong and I’m not being punished. It’s just a schedule change, that’s all. 
“Was Ray supposed to come over?” I ask as I walk toward the front door. 
Mom is still sitting on the couch, but she’s cross-legged and sideways, so she looks over at me. “No, he’s working today. He has in-home personal training with this tacky rich lady who keeps trying to bang him.”
I pause and look back, surprised. “And you’re okay with this?”
She shrugs. “She tips well. It’s not like he’s gonna do it.”
When I open the front door, I am a bit shocked to see the flower delivery man. He has an armful of colorful flowers, all different kinds. “What is this? It’s not even Monday.”
He flashes me a smile. “Right? I was surprised, too.”
I take the flowers. Usually there’s a card in the bouquet, but giving them a cursory glance, I don’t see one. 
“Here you go,” the delivery man says, nabbing my attention. 
When I look back at him, he’s holding a small black envelope. 
“He wanted me to make sure you got this, so don’t lose it. I think it’s important.”
“Got it. Thanks… what’s your name? I feel like I should probably learn your name.”
“Ted.”
“Nice to meet you, Ted.”
“Your boyfriend is well on his way to being my favorite customer,” he informs me. “As a boyfriend, I’m not sure if he’s really great or really terrible, but as a customer, he gets five stars.”
I crack a smile. “He’s not my boyfriend.”
“Well, my flower shop is very appreciative of your relationship, whatever it is.”
I lean in and smell the flowers. “Mm, they’re lovely. Thanks, Ted.”
When I turn around to walk back into the kitchen, Mom is up off the couch and she follows me. “Hunter?”
I nod. This bouquet didn’t come with a vase, so I go to the cupboard to get one of the vases that came with his previous bouquets.
“I take it he’s the one who sent the ones on the first day of school?” 
“He is.”
“With that lovely note,” she adds, her tone faintly snide. 
I cringe. “Oh. Yeah, the note was…”
“Not great.”
“He wasn’t pleased I was dating Anderson,” I say, in an attempt to explain without giving her any unpleasant details. “He’s a bit territorial.”
“Maybe a bit.”
I fill the vase with water, unwrap my new bouquet, and drop them in. 
I admire the pretty arrangement for a moment, then turn my attention to my new note. I’m conscious of Mom standing right here, so I hope it doesn’t say anything too risqué. 
When I open the envelope, I see it’s not just a note card. There’s a credit card tucked behind it with Hunter’s name on it. 
I frown at it warily. 
“Why did he send you a credit card?” Mom asks, even warier than I am. 
I read the note card.
 
Catnip,
I know you’re reluctant to let me buy you things, but this gift isn’t just for you. 
Your mom works hard. She deserves a day of pampering, doesn’t she?
A car will be there at noon to pick you both up.
Go shopping, on me.
Buy yourself comfortable shoes for work.
The credit limit is 20k. Spend as much as you want.
 
	Hunter


 
He found a loophole. 
If he did all this just for me, I would feel guilty accepting it, but…
I could never do something like this for my mom on my own, and she does deserve it. 
Sighing, I turn around and go back to the living room without a word. I grab my phone off the coffee table and shoot him a text. 
“Does this gift come with strings?”
He texts back right away. “I want a weekend pass. My mom’s gone again next weekend. I want you to stay over. I want you all to myself. No work, no Sara, no plans I don’t get to be a part of.”
“That’s a big ask, Hunter. I don’t think my mom will let me spend a whole weekend at your house.”
“That’s my price,” he says simply. “Take it or leave it.”
I bite down on my bottom lip, considering. 
“Before you make your decision, think about how stress-free and relaxed your mom will feel at the spa, getting a facial, having years’ worth of stress worked out of her muscles…”
“Spa?”
“After shopping, you’re going to a spa.”
Dammit. 
I sigh. “I’ll do my best. I can’t promise anything, though. If she says I can’t stay the night…”
“I still have a weekend pass,” he texts back. “You’re mine for the whole weekend, and you don’t get to tell me no.”
My stomach jumps, my interest stirring. 
A whole weekend pass. 
No power to say no.
My heart starts to race. 
I have to bite my bottom lip to keep from smiling. 
“Fine,” I text back. “You’ve got a deal.”
“It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” 
I grin at my phone. “Thank you, Hunter. This was really nice of you.”
“You can thank me next weekend,” he sends back with a winking emoji. 
“Oh, I will,” I assure him. 
I still have a goofy grin on my face when Mom comes into the room. 
“What’s going on?” she asks. 
I try to temper my smile, but only a little as I look up from my phone and restructure the format of Hunter’s gift for my mom. 
Obviously, I can’t tell her his actual terms. 
She thought he was a touch manipulative when he enticed me to do things at 14, so this… this is not something she can ever know about. 
That’s okay, though. It’s just between us, and I like it that way. 
“Hunter has arranged a surprise for us. Yesterday at breakfast I was telling him how we’ve both been stressed and busy and not getting to spend much time together since school started, and, well, he likes to throw money at problems.” I hold up his credit card. “He wants us to go shopping today, on him.”
Mom blinks. “Shopping?”
I nod. “And a trip to the spa afterwards. He’s sending a car for us.”
“A… car?”
I smile. “I think it’ll be fun. Please say yes.”
She takes a moment to consider. “Hmm… I guess he does owe me a new outfit since I have to burn the one you wore to his house Friday night.”
 I nod eagerly. “He really does. Maybe some cute shoes to go with it. And a purse. You’ll need a new purse.”
“To go with the outfit.”
“Naturally.”
“I’ve never gone on a shopping spree I didn’t have to pay for, but who hasn’t fantasized about it?” she says, still considering, but leaning heavily toward yes. 
“And today, that fantasy can be real. He said we can buy whatever we want. The credit limit is stupid, so we literally don’t have to even think about it.”
She shakes her head, looking at the piece of rectangular plastic. “He’s just a kid. How does he have a better credit card than I do?”
“I don’t know, he’s got modeling money and his dad’s a prince or something like that.”
“The lives some people lead.”
“No kidding. So, can we do it?”
“You know what… what the hell?”
I brighten. “Yeah?”
“Fuck it, let’s go.”
“We only have an hour to get ready.”
“Then we better get our butts in gear.”
With that, we part, each of us heading to our own bathrooms to get ready for a whole day of being spoiled. 
__
 
 “Hey, Jeeves, can we make one more stop before we go home?”
The driver regards my mom in the mirror. “Of course, madam.” 
I look over at her. “His name isn’t Jeeves.”
“I know, but he looks like a Jeeves and it just seems like it should be.” She looks in the rearview mirror again. “You don’t mind, do you, Jeeves?”
“Not at all, madam. Where would you like me to take you?”
After a long day of shopping and pampering, I feel floaty and relaxed, and more tempted than ever before to trade in my working girl status to be a professional girlfriend. 
I won’t, but the temptation is real. 
Professional girlfriend life is not terrible. 
I wasn’t paying attention when Mom told the driver—his real name is Thomas—where to take us, so I’m surprised when we pull into Target.
“What are we doing here?” I ask, looking over at her. 
“I want to buy a move-in present for Ray while we still have your boyfriend’s credit card. He wants one of those electric toothbrushes, but the one he likes is like $200, which is obviously an awful lot of money to spend on a toothbrush. But if Hunter’s buying….”
I shake my head at her. “Wow, you have really come around on his gift-giving tendencies, haven’t you?”
“Well, when it started I was worried he was trying to buy your virginity. Now you’ve given the damn thing to him, so he might as well pay.”
“I’m going to tell him my bride price is a toothbrush.”
“And all the shopping bags in the trunk. Don’t forget the shopping bags.” 
The driver puts the car in park and gets out to open Mom’s door. 
Instead of climbing right out, she looks over at me. “Are you coming?”
“No, you can just run in, I’ll wait in the car. I’m comfy. Plus, if I go, you’ll just talk me into buying more stuff.”
“That’s true, but do I want the store to have video surveillance of me using Hunter’s credit card? What if this is all an elaborate scheme to have me arrested for credit card fraud so he can whisk you off to his castle and keep you all to himself?”
“I don’t think he has a castle,” I say, as if that’s the only far-fetched part of the scenario. 
She gives me a funny look. “What kind of prince doesn’t have a castle?”
“He’s not a prince. His dad was a prince, or… his dad’s dad was a prince? Someone somewhere down the line was a prince. I don’t know, we haven’t had enough time together for him to fill me in on his European adventure. Speaking of…”
“Uh oh.”
“No uh oh. I just wanted to tell you that since I don’t have to work next weekend, Hunter wants to know if I can spend it at his place.”
She blinks at me. 
“Remember the toothbrush,” I tell her. 
“The whole weekend. As in, sleep at his house for two nights without ever coming home.”
“Correct.”
She stares at me. 
“But I’ll have my phone, we can text all we want. And he lives like five minutes away, obviously I can come home if I need to.” I gesture to her and say brightly, “And think of it this way—a whole weekend kid-free. Ray can stay over; it’ll be like a trial run of him moving in.”
She narrows her eyes. 
“If it helps… I really want to go. And yes, we will have sex, but we would do that even if I didn’t get to spend the night. This way, we’ll get to have more quality time together, and it’ll be a lot nicer for me. I want to spend the night, I want to wake up with him in the morning. I don’t want to ‘wham, bam, thank you, man’ and get out of there. And I promise to make him buy condoms beforehand. We won’t be as careless this time.”
Mom sighs heavily. 
Poor Jeeves stands there holding the door and pretending he can’t hear this conversation. 
I give Mom my best puppy dog eyes. 
“Fine.” She sighs again, much more dramatically. 
“Really?” I flash her a grin. “Yay! Thanks, Mom.”
She narrows her eyes. “Just for that, he’s buying me another purse.”
With that, she gets out. 
I smile as she sulkily heads into the store, then pull out my cell phone so I can text Hunter. 
“How is the best non-boyfriend in the world doing tonight?”
“A little sore, but otherwise good. How was your shopping trip?”
I frown at the phone. “Shopping was amazing. The spa was heavenly. My mom is spitefully purchasing a toothbrush, then we’re heading home. Why are you sore?”
“I’m gonna need more details about this spiteful toothbrush purchase,” he tells me.
Since he evaded my question, I type it again. “Why are you sore?”
“I got into it with Sherlock at practice tonight, no big deal.”
My heart sinks a little. “What do you mean, got into it? Like a fight?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Hunter… I really don’t think you should make him a mortal enemy over all this. I know what he did was shitty and his methods are certainly unorthodox, but I truly think he was trying to help you. I don’t think he had bad intentions. And to be honest, without his interference, there would have been no day pass. We probably still wouldn’t be talking. And my mom agreed to let me spend the weekend with you! None of this would be happening if he hadn’t brought me to that stupid party.”
“He kissed you. He MARKED you. I couldn’t NOT punch him in the face.”
I sigh. “Hunter.”
“Riley.”
“You need to be nicer to your friend.”
“Not when he kisses my goddamn girlfriend I don’t.”
This is not the right time to remind him I am not—in fact—his girlfriend. I know what he means, anyway, so I overlook it and type back, “You know it didn’t mean anything. I think you should talk to him. No fists. Use your words. Find out if he was legitimately looking out for you or he just wanted to make trouble. I really believe it’s the former. If it is, you need to let it go. Don’t lose a real friend over this. You don’t have many of those.”
“It bothers me that you’re defending him,” he tells me. 
“I’m only looking out for you,” I assure him. “I have zero fucks to give about Ryden Sherlock myself, but I don’t want to see you alienate someone who truly cares about you, even if it’s in his own weird way.”
“Well, when you put it that way,” he writes back.
“Makes a lot of sense, huh?”
“This is why I’m dating a smart girl,” he tells me. 
I bite back a smile. “Do you think if you slip in ‘girlfriend’ and ‘dating’ enough times, I’ll forget it’s not true?”
“It’s worth a shot.”
I grin. “I love you,” I tell him with a trio of emoji hearts. 
“I love you too,” he texts back, emoji-free. 
 



 
Chapter Forty Four
Riley
 
 
I get another flower delivery Monday morning. 
Mom complains that we’re going to run out of places to put flowers, but I wave her off.
I put the flowers in my bedroom and read the card. 
 
“My nightmares are usually about losing you. I'm okay once I realize you're here.” -Peeta
(You’ve made me quote my fictional nemesis. Good job.)
 
I laugh out loud at what he wrote in parentheses. 
I can’t stop grinning as I walk the card over and put it on my dresser along with the others. I love every note he has sent me (and regret throwing away the flowers that one time without bothering to read his note because I was so hurt and angry) but this one might be my favorite. 
I grab my phone and text him, “This was the best one yet.”
“Glad you like it. I thought twice about that one. Made me think about that fucker Anderson.”
I locate the little yellow emoji with a monocle and write back, “Who’s Anderson?”
“Oh, you’re such a good girl,” he tells me. 
I smile and blush pleasantly even though he can’t see me, then I slide my phone into my purse and gather my things so I can head to school. 
 
___
 
Even though the weekend was pretty amazing, I’m wary of returning to school on Monday. 
I feel like Hunter and I fare so much better outside of school. 
For instance, Valerie? She doesn’t even exist until I walk into this building. She’s a vague bad dream, distant and hazy, easy to forget after a day or two unless she keeps popping up. 
At school, she’s there. Even though Hunter has relegated her to his shit list, even though she has lost her uncontested queen bee status, even though she’s not even allowed to sit at the lunch table that was technically hers (the biggest hit to her status), she’s still there. 
As I leave the lunch line with my tray of food, I prepare to head to my usual table to sit alone, but I only make it a few feet before Hunter stops me. 
“Hey.”
“Hey,” I say, offering him a little smile. 
“Where are you going?”
I cock an eyebrow. “To my table?”
He shakes his head and nods in the other direction. “Come sit at mine.”
I hesitate, staying where I am instead of following him. 
He turns back and frowns when he realizes it. “What’s wrong?” 
“I don’t want to,” I say apologetically. “I’m sorry, I know Sara’s sitting at the girls’ table now, but, honestly… I don’t like those girls. I don’t want to have lunch with them. I know it’s a nice offer, but I’d really rather sit alone. I brought a book and everything,” I tell him, holding up a used paperback copy of Hunger Games I picked up at a thrift store a couple of years ago. 
Hunter frowns at it. “Where’d you get that? I never gave your copy back.”
“I know, I had to buy another. That’s why I don’t like loaning out books, by the way,” I say, lightly censuring his book borrowing manners. 
“In fairness, I had to move to Italy.”
“There’s no excuse for not returning a borrowed book, Hunter.”
“You can impose a late fee, if you want. I still have it. I can give it back to you this weekend.”
I shake my head. “You can keep it now. I have this copy. And I’m going to read it while I eat, so…”
“I want you to sit with me,” he says. “Not with the girls. With me. Next to me. At my table.”
I blink at him. “But it’s the boys’ table.”
“You will not be stoned to death for sitting next to boys, I promise.”
“But… no girl ever sits at that table. Ever.”
“I’m aware. It’s my table. That rule was mostly to keep Valerie from trying to smother me.” He realizes immediately that mentioning her was not the right call, but rather than backpedal or apologize, he just grabs me around the waist and forcibly guides me over to his table. “Come on, you’re sitting with me. You can sit between me and Sherlock, how’s that?”
That gets my attention. “You didn’t banish him?”
“I decided to listen to my intelligent girlfriend and give him a chance.”
“Not your girlfriend.”
He ignores my commentary. “Now I’m relying on my level-headed, ‘words not fists’ minded girlfriend to sit between us and make sure neither of us gets suspended. See? I need you. You don’t want me to get suspended, do you?”
I roll my eyes at him. “That is a lazy manipulation, you just came up with it on the spot.”
He doesn’t point out that I’m following him, so it’s clearly working even if it is lazy, but I’m aware of it. 
“This is going to be so awkward,” I complain. 
“Because he kissed you?” Hunter asks, his tunnel vision leading him to believe I must be talking about lunch with Sherlock.
I shake my head. “Because I don’t like your friends, and the feeling is mutual.”
Hunter appears dismissive. “Nah, you’ll be fine. They’ll behave.”
Of course they will, because he’ll be sitting there with me, but it won’t mean they like me. 
Oh well. 
“Scoot down,” he says to someone I don’t know. 
The guy promptly moves his tray, scoots down, and apologizes even though he has nothing to apologize for. He was sitting in an unoccupied seat. 
Without another word to him, Hunter sits, leaving just enough space between him and Ryden Sherlock for me.
Sherlock looks up, cocking a dark eyebrow in surprise as I take a seat beside him at the table. “Well, this is a surprise.”
I nod at his bottom lip, which is split down the left side. “Nice lip,” I tell him.
Sherlock smirks, unperturbed. “I bit your lip, he split mine. Seemed fair.”
“Generous, even,” I tell him with feigned sweetness. 
“Seems like it all worked out,” he says, glancing past me at Hunter. He looks right back, though. “In the moment, I kinda worried I set you up for more than I meant to, but it seems like you came out of it all right.”
“Undamaged and everything,” I assure him. 
“And here at our lunch table,” he says, shaking his head. “We’ve never had a girl here before. We might not know how to behave.”
Hunter leans forward and looks down at Sherlock, wordlessly giving him some advice on how he’d like him to behave. 
“Uh oh.” Sherlock cuts a mischievous look my way. “Your boyfriend’s getting jealous. I guess we should stop talking. Don’t want him to Hulk out again. He probably didn’t bring a change of clothes.”
I sigh, shake my head, and look longingly at the paperback on my lunch tray. “I could be reading right now.”
“A book you’ve already read,” Hunter points out. 
“Still seems a better use of my time,” I tell him. 
“Than talking to Sherlock?” he ribs, but almost good-naturedly. “I agree.”
 
___
 
The rest of the week flies by. 
With Hunter’s friendship with Sherlock in the stages of repair after the party, my thoughts keep running back to Sara. She hasn’t made any effort to reach out to me, but I’m not sure why. 
If it’s because she genuinely doesn’t care about our rift, then maybe our friendship wasn’t as lasting as I thought it was. Maybe it has run its course. Hell, maybe I was only her best friend because I was the only option. What else could I deduce from the fact that as soon as Valerie lifted the ban, Sara flocked to them and didn’t really look back?
I can’t deny that she’s not being the greatest friend right now, but I still think it’s because of Wally. I don’t believe he’s good for her. If he doesn’t really like her and she’s trying to believe he does, she’s going to get hurt. 
I don’t know Wally’s deal. I consider asking Hunter to talk to him and find out where he stands—they are friends, after all—but it actually doesn’t seem like Wally and Hunter are as tight since homecoming. It’s nothing Wally has specifically done and nothing Hunter even seems to have noticed, but when he invited me to sit at their table during lunch, I noticed. 
On Thursday, I’m the last person to leave the newspaper meeting. Only Mr. Lohman is left when I leave, so the hallway is nice and empty as I make my way out of the school. 
When I pass the library, the doors are closed. But there’s a distinct clicking noise, almost like it opened just after I passed. 
Since the school is supposed to be empty, my heart jumps. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. I pick up the pace, in a foot race with a strong sense of foreboding that just popped up out of nowhere. 
It’s out of the blue, that’s what I tell myself. 
I’m at school. Nothing bad is going to happen to me at school. 
An arm suddenly locks around my waist from behind. A hand is clamped over my mouth so I can’t scream. I try anyway, dropping my books and crying out for help. 
The books hit the floor, managing to make more noise than I do with that strong hand covering my mouth. 
I try to look back as the man accosting me drags me toward the library entrance. 
The worst part is, Sherlock is the only one who crosses my mind. Who else could it be?
If he’s really accosting me after I did the groundwork to repair his friendship with Hunter, I’m going to kill him.
I struggle, trying to grab onto the door frame as we pass through it. He repositions, restrains my arms, and drags me inside. 
The library door clicks shut. 
The library is darker than most classrooms with so many bookshelves blocking windows, but it’s still early in the day, so even with the lights off, there’s still plenty of light. 
I breathe heavily, my heart racing as I’m pushed back against the wall. 
I glare as he steps into view, ready to hand his ass to him as soon as he moves his hand off my mouth, but I’m dumbstruck when I see it’s not Sherlock at all.
It’s Hunter. 
I try to ask, “What the hell are you doing?” but he hasn’t moved his hand from my mouth yet. 
All the fear and anger melts out of me, though. I’m not worried, just confused. 
There’s still leftover adrenaline in my blood, but I don’t know what to do with it if there’s no real threat. 
Hunter didn’t need to drag me into a room with him. I would have gone willingly. 
He smirks, closing in on me, keeping his hand over my mouth. “Effective, isn’t it?”
What is he talking about?
I scowl at him and try to say, “Move your hand,” but it comes out as incomprehensible noise. 
He must be able to guess what I’m trying to say. “I’m not going to move my hand.”
I frown at him, my confusion deepening. “Why?” I attempt.
Holding my gaze, he slides the hand that’s not covering my mouth down my body. 
Confusion ebbs, interest sparking as he nimbly unbuttons my jeans. 
As he drags down the zipper, he says, “I know my weekend pass hasn’t officially begun yet, but…” He pushes his hand down inside my pants, holding my gaze, a challenge glinting in his. “You can’t say no if you can’t speak.”
I don’t know if it’s the spike of adrenaline I felt when I thought I was being accosted by an actual threat, or the way he has pinned me here with my mouth covered. Whatever the prompt, I feel more powerless than I really am, and my body likes it. 
My heart sinks slowly, like it’s moving through molasses. A languidness seeps through my entire body. 
My eyes drift closed as his fingertips lightly graze me through my panties and send a shiver all the way through me. 
Hunter leans in, tilting his head so he can kiss my neck as he teases me. 
God, that feels good. 
This isn’t good, though.
This is fucked up. 
I open my eyes and steal a peek at the closed library door. There’s only a small rectangular window so it’s unlikely anyone walking down the hall would see in here… but he did make me drop my books, and if someone sees the books abandoned in the hall like that…
They might investigate and make sure no one’s in here. 
We could get caught. 
This is crazy. 
“Hunter,” I say against his hand, intending to object and tell him we cannot do something this risky. 
His hand clamps over my mouth more tightly. I throb between my legs, and my eyes feel too heavy to keep open. 
“I very much want to eat your pussy right now, Riley,” Hunter murmurs between neck kisses. “I want to pin you against this wall, plant my face between your thighs, and put my tongue in places that would turn you red for days.”
My breath catches in my throat. I can feel the heat climbing my neck, suffusing my cheeks—no doubt turning me as red as he predicted I would be.
“Can’t risk it, though. If I move my hand, your reluctance to break the rules is likely to kick in and ruin all the fun. This weekend, though.” He sucks on my neck and I gasp a little. “This weekend, I’m going to taste every single inch of you.”
Oh, God.
I swallow.
“For now,” he murmurs as he slides his fingers up under the fabric of my panties, “I’ll have to content myself with just playing with it.”
A thrill shoots through me as he curls his finger, stroking inside while he uses his thumb to part me. The passage is slick, making it easy for him to push deeper into me. My head falls back against the brick wall as he does. 
“Does that feel good, baby?” he asks, nipping my earlobe. 
God, yes. I nod languidly, noticing his grip on my mouth has eased up. I don’t say anything, though. I don’t want to stop him, and he gave me an excuse, so I don’t have to. 
God, I love him. 
I love him more and more as he holds me here and fingers me, using his whole body to make me feel just trapped enough to let him pleasure me. 
I haven’t made it easy for him, but I am impressed by his resourcefulness. 
When I come against his hand, I cry out against his other one. Before my orgasm has even fully subsided, he removes his hand from my mouth and crushes his lips against mine. 
I throw my arms around him, melting into him as I kiss him back. So much pleasure is still flooding over me, if he took his cock out and fucked me right now, I’d let him. 
He doesn’t, though. 
This was just for me, and just a tease. 
An appetizer before he feasts on me this weekend. 
He’s the best. 
Sleepy and satisfied, I rest my body against his, hugging him so I don’t have to stand on my own two feet quite yet. 
He holds me against his strong body, happy to support me when I need it. 
When the strength comes back into my limbs, I let him know by leaving a soft, tender kiss against his neck, then easing back. 
“That was very unexpected. And very nice,” I murmur. “Thank you.”
He smiles faintly, but there’s a question glimmering in his beautiful brown eyes. “When I hauled you in here, you fought pretty hard. Did you not know it was me?”
Guilt flickers through me. He must be able to see it on my face. 
Hunter’s eyes dim, along with his smile. “Who’d you think it was?”
There’s no right answer to this question. 
My heart hammers in my chest. I feel put on the spot, and torn on what to say. 
“Obviously, you’re the only one I wanted it to be. I was just confused. I wasn’t expecting it.” I smile faintly. “When I encouraged creative kidnapping, I didn’t think you’d take me quite so seriously.”
His lips curve up a tad knowingly. “That’s not what I asked.”
My heart flutters. 
I hug him. “I love you.”
“I know. Who did you think it was?” he demands more firmly, not letting me off the hook with evasive maneuvers, no matter how playful or sweet. 
I pull back and look up at him. “Why does it matter?”
Hunter cocks an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
Okay, that was a stupid question. 
I know why it matters. 
It matters because Hunter only saw 30 seconds of my “date” with Sherlock. That leaves a lot of blank space on the canvas when he thinks about what might have transpired between us before we entered his bedroom that night. 
It was Hunter’s party, but he wasn’t even really there, and Sherlock specifically planned for us to show up late. Hunter doesn’t know how long we spent together before coming upstairs. He doesn’t know when Sherlock picked me up at my house or when we got to his, and he didn’t see any of our interactions. 
In the freeze frame of what he did witness, he saw Sherlock kiss me. He saw him potentially care about leaving me in harm’s way with another man. 
It may have even been a test asking me to sit between him and Sherlock at lunch on Monday—one I didn’t know I was taking until right now, when he already has the results. 
Maybe Hunter wanted to see how we interacted. How I acted around him. 
I replay that lunch, looking at it through this new lens. 
Hunter touched me a lot. I thought he was just being so affectionate to make a subtle statement to his friends so they would accept me, but maybe he wanted to see how Sherlock reacted. 
He knows both of us separately, but he hasn’t really seen us together—outside of the time we tumbled into a bedroom together, his bite mark on my bottom lip.
Hunter thinks I’d like Sherlock, that much is clear. 
If I think Sherlock would take it so far as to abduct me out of a hallway at school… well, that must mean I think he’d like me, too.
My heart races. It feels suspiciously like guilt. 
I remind myself I haven’t done anything wrong.
Looking up at him, I ask the only question I can think of. “Do you trust me?”
“Of course I do,” he answers without hesitation.
“Good.” I lock my arms around his neck, leaning in and hugging him. “Then it doesn’t matter.”
I can tell it’s not what he wants to hear, but it is the truth. 
Because it doesn’t matter if I could have liked Sherlock. 
It doesn’t matter if he could’ve liked me. 
I may not want to call Hunter my boyfriend, but I do belong to him. I always have, since the day I stumbled across him on a footbridge in the woods behind his house. 
Surely he knows that. 
It seemed like he believed me when I finally explained about everything that led up to me and Sherlock tumbling into his bedroom. 
It seemed like he meant it just a second ago when he swore he trusted me. 
But when I look up into his tempestuous brown eyes… I’m not so sure. 
 



 
Chapter Forty Five
Riley
 
 
Mom hovers in the hall outside my bedroom as I pack my weekend bag. She makes so many trips back-and-forth that she runs out of excuses and finally comes back with a feather duster.
“What are you doing?” I ask as I fold a top and put it in my weekend bag.
I didn’t even have a weekend bag, but I bought one for myself when Hunter sent me and my mom shopping.
I bought something else I think he will enjoy this weekend while I was on that shopping spree, but I don’t want Mom to see it, so it’s buried in the bottom.
“What?” Mom says innocently. “What do you mean? I’m dusting picture frames.”
“You have never dusted the picture frames.”
“That’s not true,” she says, leaning over to peek through my doorway. 
“I’m not doing anything interesting in here,” I say, glancing over my shoulder at her.
“Um, you are packing for a weekend away with your boyfriend. I find that pretty interesting.”
“He’s not really my boyfriend, and that is definitely not interesting. I’m just putting clothes in a bag.”
“Well, I created you. Maybe I am compelled to find everything you do interesting.”
I walk over to my dresser and open the top drawer to grab some socks. “Would you like to come in?”
“Do you want me to come in?”
“Well, I don’t have anything for you to dust,” I say wryly. 
Mom shoots me a look and gives up the pretense of dusting as she steps inside. “Did you bring a bathing suit?”
“No.” I stop and look back at her, frowning slightly. “Do you think I should?”
“The weather is still nice and Hunter does have a pool, doesn’t he?”
“Yeah, I guess he does. I didn’t think about that.”
Mom tries to stifle a cringey face, but doesn’t altogether succeed. “I guess I should just be happy you’re taking any clothes at all.”
I make a face. “Ew. I rescind my invitation, I’m kicking you out now.”
“I’m just saying, I checked out his Instagram. The boy grew up very well.”
I open the bottom drawer and dig out my swimsuit. “Ew, ew, ew. Mom, stop saying words.”
“Hey, it’s not my fault he doesn’t like wearing shirts.”
“I mean it, not another syllable.”
“Closed shirts, at least. He likes the open shirt look, doesn’t he? I suppose if I had abs like his, I wouldn’t want to wear a shirt, either.”
I cover my ears and sigh dramatically.
“And your insane mother, high on spa treatments and shopping, somehow agreed to let you spend a whole weekend alone with this kid. Someone get that woman a straight jacket.”
I point at the door. “Out.”
Mom stomps her foot. “Nooo, don’t kick me out. I’ll be good, I promise. No more cheeky comments about the attractiveness of the boy you are spending the weekend with.”
“You do not have to freak out about this,” I tell her as I take the socks and my bathing suit over to my weekend bag. “I get that it’s weird for you, I understand why you’re not entirely comfortable with it, but it’s no different than if I spent the weekend with any other friend.”
“Oh, I don’t know. I think it’s a little different.”
“It’s not about sex. I just want to spend the weekend with him. I enjoy spending time with him outside of school, and even though he has been back for a while, we haven’t really had a chance to spend much quality time together. Now that he isn’t angry at me for getting him shipped off to Italy, I want to hear about it. He’s mentioned his dad and stepmom and a half-sister in passing, but I want to hear about all the years I missed. I want to know what that part of his family is like, what their relationships are like. I want to hear about Italy. I’d like to see pictures.”
Mom sighs. “I get that. I’m just worried.”
“You’re always worried,” I tell her.
“You are my daughter, it is my job to worry about you.”
“Well, you don’t have to worry about me this weekend. I will be completely safe. I don’t even know if we’ll go anywhere. Hunter hasn’t told me, but I’m figuring we’ll stay in all weekend.”
Mom cringes. “See, when you say things like that, it just makes me think...”
“Don’t say it.”
“Just make sure you’re safe. I know you’re on birth control now, but you can’t really rely on that for a few more days.”
“I already told Hunter he had to be more careful this time. He bought condoms. I will not come home any more pregnant at the end of the weekend than I am right now.”
“Which—God willing—is not pregnant at all.”
I hold up my crossed fingers to show her. “Doing all I can here.”
Mom cracks a smile. “In all seriousness, though, you have never spent a whole weekend away from me before. I’m going to miss you.”
I look up at her. “I’ll miss you, too. But, like I said, I won’t be far. And I promise to text you pictures and updates if you want me to.”
“Are you kidding me? Of course I want you to.”
“Then I will,” I assure her. 
A moment passes more comfortably with that out of the way. 
“I know you said he hasn’t given you all the details yet, but do you know anything you guys will be doing this weekend?” Mom asks.
“I know that tonight he’s making me dinner.”
“Ooh, nice.”
I smile. “I don’t know what he’s making, but I’m eager to see.”
“What time are you going over? Not until later, right?”
“He said to be there at six.”
Mom’s brow furrows a bit. “Isn’t there a game tonight? I thought he was on the football team.”
Oh, shoot. 
I hesitate before answering, unsure what to say.
There is a game, but Hunter and Sherlock were both suspended for a game after they got into that fight at practice. 
I don’t want to lie to her, but if I tell the truth about that, it could undo all the progress I have made revising her opinion about him. I can’t very well convince her that Hunter is some nice, harmless, great guy if I tell her that he got in trouble for fighting with a friend at football practice. 
Unless...
I could, if I threw Sherlock under the bus.
Even though he’s a jerk, I’m hesitant to do that. 
Hunter is the one I need my mom to like, though. 
Her opinion about Sherlock doesn’t matter. She’ll never even meet him.
“Okay, I’m going to tell you something, but don’t freak out.”
“Oh, boy.”
“Promise,” I demand. “No freaking out, no storming the PTO, no trying to find out who his mother is so you can get him in trouble. This is not a big deal and I don’t want you to make it one.”
Mom frowns. “I already know Hunter’s mom.”
I sigh. “It’s not about Hunter. Remember that guy I went to the party with?”
Mom’s face goes completely still. “Yes.”
“Well, he was a little pushy.”
Her eyes widen, glinting with rising horror, but she keeps her tone even. “Pushy how?”
“Nothing happened,” I assure her. “Not really. But he kind of cornered me at the party and kissed me, and I didn’t want him to.”
She loses a shade of color.
“That’s it, it was just a kiss. It wasn’t a big deal at all, but Hunter saw him do it, and... I told him not to make a big deal about it, Sherlock left right after, but Hunter... he didn’t want to let it go. So, when they were at football practice together after that, Hunter confronted him about it, and... they got in a little bit of a fight. Coach was pissed, so he suspended them both for a game. Hunter is not violent, I don’t want you to think that, he was...” I roll my eyes. “It sounds stupid, but he thought he was defending my honor.”
“It doesn’t sound stupid,” she says, still looking slightly shell-shocked. “I know I haven’t always gone easy on the kid, but I’m hardly going to hold it against him that he was protective of my daughter when some little jerk was pushing himself on her.”
This revisionist history doesn’t settle well. It gnaws at me a bit, but it’s close enough to the truth that it only feels like half a lie. 
I know my mom, though. It’s not in her nature to let something like this go unless she’s sure the offending party has been adequately punished—and even then she doesn’t really let it go, she’ll just stop actively pursuing it. 
She went to bat for Hunter when she didn’t even like him. I’m her daughter. 
“I know it wasn’t exactly gentlemanly behavior on Sherlock’s part, but Hunter already split his lip and Coach suspended him for a game, so... it’s over, okay? We’re all gonna let it go and move on. No real harm done.” 
“This time,” she says, confirming my doubts. “Guys like that… the more you let them get away with, the more it convinces them they’re untouchable.”
“He didn’t get away with anything,” I tell her. “He behaved a little badly and was duly chastised. The end.”
“How pushy was he?” she questions. 
“It was literally just a kiss.”
“You said he cornered you.”
I sigh. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I tell her, since I’m not confident in my ability to simultaneously protect both Hunter and Sherlock if I keep talking. 
“Did he try to do more than kiss you?”
“No,” I say adamantly. 
Mom watches me closely, a slight frown on her face. “You’re being really defensive about this, Riley.”
I should stop talking because I know she’s right. 
Instead, what bursts out of me is, “I’m sick of everyone giving him shit about it. It was just a kiss. It didn’t even mean anything.”
Mom blinks at me, understandably thrown. 
I huff, feeling mildly self-conscious about my outburst. 
I don’t know what to say, though. It’s the truth. 
I didn’t hate Sherlock. I still don’t. If I’d never met Hunter, I may have even welcomed his kiss. 
No, I didn’t want him to kiss me that night, but I don’t want Hunter to be mean to him over it, either. Maybe I should feel flattered that he’s jealous over me, but I’m actually starting to get a bit pissed. 
He was with Valerie and I didn’t go after her. Hell, I passed up opportunities to be mean to that girl, and she’s an asshole. 
Sherlock was just looking out for Hunter. He didn’t really have bad intentions. 
Hunter doesn’t need to go after his own friend over one little kiss. He needs to get a grip. Everyone needs to get a grip. 
When I look back at my mom, her expression is wary, but guarded. That wasn’t how I intended to get out of this conversation, but I can tell it’s over. She won’t pursue this any further. Not right now, at least. 
Her gaze drifts past me to my overnight bag. “Six o’clock, huh?”
I nod, looking down. 
Attempting to inject a note of cheer into her tone, she says, “Well, I can give you a ride, if you want.”
My gaze jumps to hers. “Really?”
She nods, offering a tiny smile. “Yeah, why not? I’m gonna head over to Ray’s after, help him decide what he should bring and what he should toss when he starts packing. It’s practically on the way.”
“That would be great. Thanks.”
Flashing me a smile, she says, “No problem. Don’t forget that promise, though. I want lots of pictures. Even kissy ones.”
I crack a smile. “I am not going to send you kissy pictures.”
Her smile widens, then disappears. “I mean it, though, okay? I’m gonna give Hunter a chance. A real one. I promise. Middle school forgotten—he gets a clean slate as of today.”
I stop what I’m doing and stare at her. “Really?”
She nods. “Really. I’m not guaranteeing anything,” she adds, raising her eyebrows. “He still has to make a good impression and not impregnate my daughter for 10 more years if he wants me to like him, but… I’ll be open-minded.”
“That’s all I’m asking for.” A smile claims my lips. Abandoning my packing, I cross the room and throw my arms around her. “Thanks, Mom.”
She wraps her arms around me and squeezes me back. “I love you, kid.”
“I love you, too.”
 



 
Chapter Forty Six
Riley
 
 
Mom drops me off at Hunter’s house. He told me just to let myself in when I got here, but even knowing he has the place to himself, I feel weird doing it. 
“Hello,” I call out as I step inside the enormous entryway. 
I ease the door shut behind me and wander past the foyer into the living room. 
“In the kitchen,” Hunter calls back.
“Your house needs some kind of intercom system,” I mutter back, even though I know he can’t hear me. I make my way toward the sound of his voice, and stop when I approach a massive kitchen with a sprawling island. 
A myriad of ingredients and cookware is spread across the marble surface. It looks like marble, anyway. Our counters are the cheap laminate kind from Home Depot, but whatever Hunter’s are made of, they’re much fancier. 
Hunter stands in front of the stove with his back to me. He looks so sexy standing there, cooking me dinner, I can’t resist dropping my bags and going over to him. 
“Mm, it smells incredible in here,” I say, wrapping my arms around him from behind.
Hunter looks back at me over his shoulder and flashes me a smile. His hands are full cooking, so he doesn’t hug me back. “Glad you think so. Dinner’s about done. You can take a seat and wait while I finish up.”
I unlock my arms around him. “You don’t want help?”
He shakes his head. “I’ve got it under control.”
I walk back over to where I dropped my bag and take a seat at the end of the island. “I feel like I should help.”
“You can help me make dinner tomorrow,” he says. “Tonight is simple.”
Since his back is to me, I grab my purse and draw out my cell phone, then I take a quick picture of him making us dinner to send Mom. I attach it to a message and type, “Off to a very good start.”
“Do you know anything about wine?” Hunter asks. 
“I know I’m too young to drink it in this country,” I toss back.
He looks at me over his shoulder. “You’re not serious.”
I crack a smile. “I’ll have a glass with dinner, if that’s what you were thinking.”
He shakes his head, turning his attention back to the stove. “Such a goody goody. I was gonna send you down to the cellar to pick out a red, but I think I’ll handle that myself.”
“Probably a good idea,” I agree. 
“Are you cool with room temperature, or do you want it chilled?”
I sigh dramatically. “I shouldn’t have come over this weekend. Now you’re going to know how unsophisticated I am.”
“Chilled it is,” he says, lightly amused. 
Hunter finishes up cooking and as he does, it becomes clear he really knows what he’s doing. He lets the meat rest while he preps the salad, then he slices the meat at a diagonal and plates it like a pro. My mouth waters at the sight and the smell as I hover over him and watch. 
“Are you sure I can’t do anything?”
“You can put our plates on the table while I go grab the wine,” he tells me. 
While he goes to the wine cellar, I take the plates and the wine glasses over to the table. He already has two glasses of water and a place setting for each of us, so I know where to put them. 
When he comes back, he has a chilled bottle of wine, so they must keep chilled and room temperature stuff in the cellar. I want to tease him about having a wine cellar, but right when I’m about to rib him, he leans down and kisses me. His lingering kiss steals the teasing words right from my lips. 
My eyes are closed and I sigh when he pulls back. 
I open my eyes and look over at him as he takes a seat in his chair. “This dinner looks and smells amazing, but I have to tell you, I would’ve been happy having you for dinner.”
Hunter smirks. “You’re having me for dessert.”
“Oh, am I?” I tease, grabbing a fork and knife so I can cut into the steak on my plate. 
“Yep,” he says, before taking a drink of his wine.
“I’m loving the menu at this place,” I joke as I spear a piece of meat on my fork and prepare to take a bite. “I’d give it a five star rating, but I’m feeling a bit selfish; I don’t want anyone else to find out about it.”
“Don’t worry, it’s very exclusive,” he assures me before taking a bite.
I pop a bite of steak into my mouth, too. It smells good, so I didn’t expect it would be bad, but when the flavorful meat practically melts in my mouth, my taste buds explode. 
“Oh my God,” I murmur, spearing another bite so I can make sure I’m not crazy. 
Hunter looks up. “What?”
I take another bite, and sag in my seat. Once I’m done chewing, I tell him, “This is amazing.”
The flicker of concern falls off his face and he smiles. “Glad you like it.”
“It’s so good.” I grab my wine glass and take a sip. I know nothing about wine, but this one tastes pretty good with the flavor of steak still in my mouth. “Remember how we talked about you being good at too many things? We can add cooking to that list.”
“It’s a skill I picked up while I was living in Italy,” he tells me. 
I point my fork at him. “I knew it. Who lives in Italy and doesn’t learn how to cook?”
“Well, I’m sure some people manage, but I wasn’t one of them.” He takes another sip of his wine. “When I first got there, it was pretty uncomfortable. I mean, I had nice accommodations and everything. My dad had this beautiful estate he tucked me away at, but he was afraid to move me into the family house. His wife had agreed to let him bring me over so I didn’t end up in the system and potentially cause further embarrassment, but she wasn’t exactly excited about the constant reminder of his infidelity, either.”
I nod. “That’s understandable. Not fair to you, but it was a bad situation all around. If you and some other woman had a love child, I wouldn’t be jumping for joy about it.”
“Right, I understood that. But she actually came around pretty quickly once she met me. Anyway, when I first got there my dad was focused on keeping me out of her way, so I pretty much lived alone at his country estate. There was a staff to keep the place up, but since no one was staying there, they didn’t have a full time cook on staff.”
“How sad for you,” I tease, taking another sip of my wine. 
“Yeah, poor me,” he says with a self-aware smile. “I didn’t know anything about cooking, so the housekeeper who lived there would cook for me, but she wasn’t there to coddle me, either. She expected me to pull my weight and help her out, so I did.”
“That’s legitimately exactly how it went down in my fantasy of what your life in Italy must have been like. Was she a grandma?”
He cracks a smile. “No, she wasn’t old. More middle-aged.”
“I was still close.” On a whim, I take a bite of my steak with a forkful of the simple salad he prepared to go with it. 
Mm, so good. 
“So, your stepmom. You said she came around?”
Hunter nods, spearing another piece of meat. “Yeah. I expected her to be chilly anytime we had to see each other, but she warmed right up to me.”
“Does he cheat on her a lot, or…? Maybe she’s used to it.”
Hunter frowns, shaking his head. “No, it’s not like that. I don’t know how much my mom told you, but she only saw things from her side, you know?”
I nod. “Sure.”
“He’s really not like that. I mean, I guess he was. But he was young and he didn’t really know better. This is not a problem you’ll probably sympathize with, but I get it, personally. He was in a similar situation to me. He was used to people pretty much doing what he wanted them to do. He was surrounded by yes-men. He’d dated plenty of women who let him get away with whatever the fuck he felt like doing and wouldn’t call him out because they were too afraid to lose him. See, when you’re in a position like that, people like your status, not you. I know it sounds like rich people problems, but it really is a thing, and it makes it hard to know who really likes you.”
“I get it,” I tell him, shaking my head. “I won’t diminish your spoiled rich boy problems,” I add with a fond smile to soften my teasing. “I can certainly see how it would be harder to know who is genuine when you’re… such a great catch, for lack of better wording. The more people who want you, the less you can be sure why you’re wanted.”
“Exactly. And it was like that for him, too. He wasn’t just some cold asshole, you know? Relationships seemed transactional to him. Being with him came with certain benefits, and he got what he needed. It was more an arrangement than a relationship most of the time, and he found that out when he realized it didn’t really matter how he treated them or if he strayed. They didn’t really care, as long as they could be on his arm at the next event.”
My face scrunches up in disgust. “Gross. I can’t imagine living that way.”
“Yeah, well, you’d be surprised how easily it can start to feel normal. Anyway, it did to him. And then he met his wife, and he fell for her pretty hard, but he had developed all these bad habits. He figured she’d put up with them like everyone else did. He was wrong. As soon as she found out he’d strayed, she dropped his ass—even though she was pregnant.”
“Good for her,” I murmur, taking a sip of my wine. 
He doesn’t disagree. “When he lost her, he was miserable. He realized he’d fucked up. He realized he was being an asshole. He knew she was right when she told him she deserved better. He tried to get her to come back, figured as soon as he apologized she would, but she didn’t. She kept her distance. In fact, she started dating someone else. He was fucking crushed.”
My lips curve down in sympathy, even though he totally deserved it. 
“He tried to move on, but he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He didn’t want anyone else. She was it for him. He finally convinced her to give him one more chance, promised her he’d never put her through anything like that again. Asked her to marry him—they’d already been engaged, but she called it off. All he needed was one more chance. He knew he wouldn’t blow that one. And he didn’t. They got married a couple of months before I was born, and they’ve been happily married ever since.” 
“Was it a condition for her that he not be a part of your life, or…?”
Hunter shakes his head, looking down at his plate. “I don’t know. It may have started out that way. He wouldn’t have told me if it did. Wouldn’t have wanted me to hold it against her. Which I wouldn’t have,” he adds with a shrug. “I get it. Especially when it was fresh, they probably needed to pretend I didn’t exist. Their relationship needed to be repaired. Even if not for him loving her so much, she found out she was pregnant around the same time my mom realized she was, so it was a pretty big mess.”
“Yikes.”
Hunter nods. “Their eldest daughter was born a month after me. She’s pretty cool, I think you’d like her.”
I smile. “I’m sure I would.”
“They had two daughters, so I’m the only son, even if I’m illegitimate. Since my mom was a model and—not to be an asshole—I got some of her looks, they discovered I photograph pretty well. My dad had this clothing line. He put some of the clothes on me and tried me out on their social media, and… the rest is history.”
I stab another piece of steak. “So, they kind of warmed up to you after it became clear you could benefit them in some way.”
“Kinda,” he says, shrugging. “But it’s whatever. It’s a warmer response than I ever expected, you know? And like I said, it turns out he did have some things in place for me once I came of age, I just didn’t know he did.”
I nod. “So, is it public knowledge that you’re his son? I tried to Google it, but I couldn’t find anything. I can’t read Italian, though, so I wasn’t sure if maybe it just wasn’t news here.”
Hunter shakes his head. “Not openly, no. It’s mainly for legal reasons. Technically, since I was born a month before his daughter, I’m the oldest of his children. I’m a bastard, but I’m also a male, so… Just to keep things friendly and make it clear I’m not trying to take anything from his legitimate heirs, we’re not making it public knowledge that I’m his son.”
I frown faintly. “Got it. Are you still going to model for his line, or was that just while you were in Italy?”
“Yeah, I’m still gonna do that for now. The line belongs to him, but I’m the face of it. I even took over running the social media because he wasn’t getting much engagement with what he was doing before. When my photos started getting attention, I asked him to let me give it a try, and when I took over, things picked up. I wrapped up my last shoot in Venice over the summer before I came back here, but I have some more travel coming up. I was actually going to talk to you about that.”
“Venice, Italy? Was it beautiful? I’d love to go there someday.”
He shakes his head. “Venice, California. He does business in the states, too. But I do have to fly back to Italy to do another shoot over spring break.” He looks up at me. “I want you to go with me.”
My heart drops. “Go with you? To Italy?”
He nods. “It’ll be like a vacation. I have to do the shoot, but after that, we’ll still be in Italy. The shoot’s in Capri, but we can go anywhere we want. I could show you my father’s house in Umbria. We could do some sightseeing in Rome. If your heart’s set on Venice, we could do Venice instead. It is better to go to Venice in spring than summer. Venice is hot as balls and just as smelly in the summertime.”
“You want me to go with you to Italy,” I echo. 
“You can even bring your mom, if you want to,” he offers. “I mean, I’d like to spend most of the time exploring with you alone, but I know you said she never got to travel because of having you so young. We can fix that. My dad’s flying me over on his jet, so it makes no difference if it’s just you and me on the plane, or we bring one more.”
 “I…” My head is spinning a little. “She has a boyfriend now.”
Hunter shrugs. “He can come, too.”
“I can’t go to Italy with you,” I say, frowning even as the words leave my mouth. 
“Why not?”
Yeah, why not? 
“Well… I don’t have a passport.”
Hunter smiles at me. “Spring break is a ways off yet. You’ve got time to get one. I want to take you to New York in December, too. Not for a photo shoot, but my dad has this gala ball every year in Manhattan. It’s the next time he’ll be in the states, and I’d like you to meet him.”
“You are throwing a lot of things at me right now.”
“Don’t say you can’t go because you don’t have a ballgown, either,” he says wryly, spearing a piece of steak. 
“There are a lot of reasons. I feel like a lack of ballgown is pretty low on the list, actually.”
“Name one—a good one.”
“Um… I’m not your girlfriend. These are girlfriend activities. Meeting your family at a ball, flying to Italy with you for a romantic getaway. These are girlfriend activities, Hunter. Like, a serious girlfriend.”
“Well, I am serious about you,” he states. 
“I can’t…”
“You keep using that word. I don’t think it means what you think it means.”
I look at him and cock an eyebrow. 
“What?” he tosses back. “You think Sherlock’s the only fucking guy who’s ever seen The Princess Bride?”
I reach for my wine glass and take a big, greedy gulp. “You’re gonna have to give me a minute to process all this. I don’t want to say no out of hand, but…”
Hunter reaches for his own wine glass. “Take all the time you need. In the meantime, let’s get you a passport and a pretty blue ballgown.” His gaze slides to me, a glint of amusement in his deep brown eyes. “You know, just in case.”
 



 
Chapter Forty Seven
Riley
 
 
After dinner, I insist on cleaning up. 
Hunter offers to help, but I tell him I have it under control. We’re planning to head to his media room and watch a movie once dinner is all cleaned up, so I suggested he go pick a movie.
Instead, he stays and “keeps me company.”
Maybe I should’ve let him help. 
Denying him seems to have left his hands idle and looking for trouble. 
I’m trying to concentrate on washing the dishes while he stands behind me, his strong arms wrapped around my waist. 
That’s nice, but then as I’m scrubbing a dinner plate, his hands creep up and start to caress my breasts. 
My heart beats extra hard, but I try not to let my interest show. “I’m going to finish these dishes, mister, regardless of your attempts to distract me.”
He pushes his hips forward and his bulge strains against my ass. “Are you sure?”
My heart rate picks up even more. “We’re supposed to watch a movie together before we go to bed,” I remind him. 
“Who said anything about bed?” He moves my hair aside so he can kiss the back of my neck. 
I try to focus as his soft lips move across my intensely sensitive skin, scrubbing the plate extra hard. 
One of Hunter’s hands remains on my left breast, but the other slides down to my ass. He runs his hand over it, then squeezes. 
I’m wearing leggings instead of jeans tonight, so I feel his touch more acutely through the thin fabric. When he slides his hand forward and cups my pussy in his hands, I feel that more intensely, too. 
“Hunter…”
“I want these off.” It’s the only warning I get, then he’s pushing his fingers into the waistband of my leggings and shoving my pants down. 
My heart jumps as cool air hits my suddenly bare legs. I look around on instinct, even knowing we’re in the house alone. It doesn’t seem right to get naked in the living room. I still feel like someone will see, but… I guess it is just us…
My heart still flutters, but I step out of the leggings so Hunter can pull them off me. 
I’m more conscious of the pounding in my chest as I stand here in front of him, washing the dishes in my T-shirt and a pair of black panties that I bought just for this weekend. They’re black and lacy, not quite a thong, but they don’t cover much of my ass. I bought the panties because I thought Hunter would like them, but I didn’t consider how it would feel for him to actually look at me in them.
He’s certainly looking at me now. He stands back so he can look at my ass and legs. I can feel him looking me over, but he’s not touching me. 
Even not touching me, knowing he’s staring at me with that hungry gaze of his makes my heart work harder, my breaths come a little shorter, a little faster. 
Then I feel his warm hand on the bare flesh of my ass and I jump a little.
“Your ass is perfect,” he says, moving up behind me, pressing me closer to the counter. He keeps his body at my back and slides a hand in so he can cup my pussy again, this time with only a bit of flimsy lace in the way. “So is this,” he murmurs lowly in my ear.
I swallow, inching my legs open just a little so he can hold it in his hand. 
With two fingers, he begins to rub me. 
I put down the dish and my scrubber, grasping the edge of the countertop. “Hunter, you can’t do that if I’m ever going to finish the dishes.”
“As long as you keep scrubbing, I’ll behave. I won’t make you come until you’re finished,” he says, voice low, his breath hot on my ear. “But if you keep letting me distract you from your work… well, you’ll still finish, but the dishes probably won’t get cleaned,” he says, his tone a mix of amusement and arousal. 
How am I supposed to focus on doing the dishes with him touching me like that? 
I close my eyes for a few seconds and try to regroup. It’s hard to even breathe with him teasing me the way he is, but finally, taking a slow, deep breath, I pick up the scrubby and the dish again. 
As I scrub the dish, he strokes the lace covering my pussy. 
I finish cleaning it as quickly as I can and move on to the next one.
Hunter starts rubbing my ass with his other hand, then he slides a hand between my legs and slips a daring finger under the scanty lace. 
I gasp as his finger grazes my bare entrance. 
I know he said he wouldn’t make me come as long as I kept scrubbing, but I don’t want to break his dishes. I put the dish down before I drop it and grab the edge of the sink again. 
Hunter kisses the side of my hair. “You’re so fucking sensitive. I love it.” His lips graze the shell of my ear. “Did you ever touch yourself when I was away, Riley?”
Heat climbs my neck, but I nod. 
“Yeah? Did you ever think of me while you did it?”
The flush deepens, climbing even higher. “Yes,” I say, a touch shyly. 
“You better hurry up and finish these dishes, Catnip,” he tells me smoothly. “At this rate, I’m gonna win.”
It’s hard to breathe, but I crack a smile. “I didn’t realize it was a game.”
“Stick that pretty little ass out.”
I’m not sure if his praise, his touch, or his direction makes me blush harder. Whatever causes my skin to flush so deeply, I stick my ass out like he told me to, then I grab the scrubby and make my best effort to keep cleaning. 
“Let’s see,” he murmurs thoughtfully as he continues to toy with me. “What should I get if I win?”
The blunt tip of his middle finger moves inside me, pressing against my clit. I rise up on my tiptoes trying to get away from the sensation and scrub more frantically at the dish. 
“I think if I win, you blow me while we watch the movie.”
I let out a shaky breath. “And if I win?”
“If you win, I’ll hoist you up on this countertop and eat your pussy.” He kisses the side of my face. “Gotta finish the job, after all.”
I look at the dishes I have left in the sink. It’s not many, just our wine glasses and a couple of forks. 
Surely I can get those clean before he can make me come. 
Even if I can’t… I mean, it’s not like there’s a loser in this scenario. 
“All right,” I say, looking back at him. “You’re on.”
Flashing me a devilish smile, he says, “Excellent,” then he grabs my jaw, turning my head so he can reach my mouth to give me a real kiss. 
As soon as he releases me, he slides his hands into the waistband of my panties and starts to slide them down. 
“What are you doing?” I ask, starting to squeeze my legs together. “I thought—”
“We didn’t establish any rules,” he tells me. “I make you come, I win. You don’t come until after the last dish is clean, you win. I can do whatever I want to make you come, and I want your panties off.”
“Wait a minute, that’s not what we agreed to. I thought you could only touch me like you were.”
He bends down to get me all the way out of my panties. 
I sigh at the big cheater and step out of them. 
He smirks up at me, then reaches for the hem of his shirt and pulls it over his head as he stands. 
I sigh. “You get to be shirtless, too? This isn’t fair.”
“Home-field advantage,” he says lightly. 
The sight of him shirtless is all the distraction I really need not to be able to focus on the stupid dirty dishes. 
His body is incredible. Honestly, it’s ridiculous. I know I’m pretty biased on account of being so fond of him, but he’s the actual embodiment of physical perfection—all bronzed skin and cut muscles. My stomach feels funny just looking at him standing there, subtly—maybe even accidentally—flexing as he turns to drop his shirt on the floor. 
And his back muscles. Do not let me get started on his back.
“Why are you so sexy?” I demand, somewhat accusingly. 
He smirks, walking over to me. “Good genes, good workout regimen.”
I drop the scrubby and reach out to touch his abs. “Just… so pretty.”
“Mm-hmm,” he murmurs smugly, backing me up against the counter. Reaching for the hem of my shirt, he starts to pull it off. 
I try to pull it back down. I’m not excessively self-conscious about my body, but looking at his… it’s too bright under these kitchen lights. I cannot compare. 
“I’m gonna cure you of this shyness,” he informs me, pushing my hands away and drawing my top off anyway. 
“I’m so pale, you’re going to need sunglasses,” I warn him.
Hunter smirks. “I love every inch of this skin, pale or tan. Makes no difference to me.”
I pout as I look down at the V disappearing into his jeans. I want to lick him. 
Dammit, he’s going to win. 
But… if he wins, I get to lick him.
And I get an orgasm. 
This really is the best game ever. 
Now I’m wearing a bra and nothing else, but even that seems to be too much clothing for him. He moves closer, pressing his hard body against all my softness, then holds my gaze as he reaches back and unclasps my bra. 
I swallow as the band goes slack and the material falls away from my breasts. 
I have a feeling we’re not really going to play this game we spent all that time making up the rules for. 
Hunter reaches for me, tugging my naked body against his. He’s still wearing jeans, but I’m stripped completely bare. 
Not fair, but better than the alternative. If his pants come off, I’m officially forfeiting.
“Just as a reminder, if at any point this weekend we decide to have sex, we need to use a condom,” I tell him. “My mom said she would give you a chance, but only if you don’t knock me up for a good ten years.”
“That seems like a long time.” He locks his arms around me, dropping his head and kissing the exposed swell of my left breast. 
“We might be able to get her to come down on that a smidge, but if you knock me up before I graduate, I think it’s safe to say her opinion of you will be cemented.”
He kisses his way closer to my nipple. “High school or college?” 
“I’m on birth control now, so as long as we make it another couple of weeks, we should be in the clear until we actually want to have kids.”
Hunter stops and smirks at me. 
I don’t realize why until I replay what I said. “I mean, if we were to ever have children together. Obviously.”
“Obviously,” he teases. 
“Which seems unlikely.”
“Because you hate when I fuck you,” he jokes. 
“I see you naked and—” I gasp as his hot mouth latches onto my nipple. Releasing a shaky breath, I try to finish. “I run straight for the—” His tongue flicks across the tight bud. With a sigh, I forget what I was even trying to say. 
“What was that?” Hunter asks, amused. 
“Don’t gloat, it’s not cute.”
He lets go of my nipple to grin up at me, then he turns me around and starts walking me backward, still with his arms locked around my body. 
“Where are we going?”
“Movie room. Remember?”
“I didn’t finish the dishes,” I say, with a longing look back at the kitchen island as he drags me away. 
“We have a dishwasher,” he states. 
“But—”
Hunter’s lips crush mine and my words slip away. His hands skim my sides and slide down my body until he’s cupping me under the ass, then he lifts me. 
I break away from his mouth as he lifts me off the ground, feeling a bit unsteady. On instinct, I lock my legs around his waist. 
“You should have let me keep my panties on,” I say, conscious of this position.
Hunter shakes his head, carrying me like my weight is nothing. “You can rub that pussy against any part of my body you want to, Riley. You don’t need panties.”
Jesus. My stomach twists. I want to hide, but there’s nowhere to go. 
Hunter carries me all the way upstairs like that, then hauls me into the media room. It’s an intimate movie theater, essentially, with three rows of reclining chairs and then two long, red couches in the back row. 
Hunter hauls me to one of the couches. 
He didn’t turn the light on when we came into the media room, but he did hit the light in the hall once we got upstairs, so although it’s mostly dark in here, there’s light spilling in from the hall.
Hunter lays me down on the couch, then stands. 
I don’t speak. My teeth sink into my bottom lip as I watch him strip off the rest of his clothes. 
When he’s completely naked, just the sight of him makes me throb between the legs. Then he steps closer and takes my hand, bringing it closer and wrapping it around his cock. 
I’m cognizant of him watching my face as I look at him. My fingers wrap around him a little tighter. I sit up. Hunter remains standing, letting me touch him and explore this part of his body. 
Any self-consciousness I felt before melts, giving way to curiosity. 
Hunter’s the only man I’ve ever seen naked, but looking at him, it’s hard to imagine ever caring to see anyone else. He’s so beautiful, every single inch of him.
His dick is no exception. 
I let go of it so I can grab his hips and pull him closer to me. 
As he moves closer, I spread my knees so he can stand between them. My hands slide around to grab his firm ass. I look up and catch him smirking at me. 
“What?” I demand. 
“Just wishing I’d have turned the light on so I could see how furious that blush must be.”
Running my hands over his smooth, muscled butt is definitely making me flush, but it’s only a little bit because I’m embarrassed. 
Since I’ve pulled him so close, his cock is practically right in my face. That’s where I wanted it, so I let go of his butt, grip his cock again, and experimentally give it a gentle tug. 
“Lick it first,” he tells me. 
He has more experience here than I do, so I follow his direction. 
I lean in, sticking my tongue out and running it along the underside of his cock. When I hear him inhale sharply, I drag my tongue along the side of it, tracing an angry-looking vein. I follow that vein to the swollen head, then I angle my head and drag my tongue across that, too. 
Hunter groans, pushing his fingers through the strands of my hair. 
I look up at him. “Like that?”
He nods, his beautiful eyes hooded. “Just like that.”
I smile, then turn my attention back to his cock. 
Gripping the base in one hand, I start exploring his length with the other. I lightly run my fingers down the hard shaft. He’s so hard, but so soft at the same time—especially the tip. I tease his swollen head with my thumb while I kiss and lick the sides. Then, once I’m sure he’s pretty well lubricated, I begin to pump my hand up and down, up and down. 
Hunter’s head lolls back. 
“You should get on the couch,” I tell him. 
 He grabs my wrists and I let go, then he releases me and climbs onto the couch. He lies down on it, but spreads his legs to make room for me between them. 
Perfect. 
Now that he’s more comfortable, I get on my hands and knees and crawl closer. I grab his cock and pump it a few more times, then I lower my head and take the tip of him between my lips.
Hunter groans, and my heart beats faster. 
I run my tongue over the smooth head of his cock again, then open my jaw a little wider to take him deeper. 
I don’t know exactly how to do this, but I figure it can’t be that hard to figure out. Groans and desperate grabs at the couch cushion should mean I’m doing good, silence… probably not so good.
I don’t know what to expect from my first blow job, but I don’t expect to be as into it as I am. Once I figure out a good rhythm and the things Hunter seems to like, sucking his cock starts to turn me on. 
I’m pumping his cock, kissing and sucking on it, when he tells me, “If you want me to fuck you right now, you’d better stop.”
I pop off, but only so I can shake my head at him. “Come down my throat.’
Hunter stares at me like he’s never seen me before in his life. 
I flash him a smile, then I take him back into my mouth and labor over his cock until he’s ready to come. His whole body tenses. He’s rigid, his muscles jerking as I increase the suction and move my head faster, running my tongue around him as I do. 
“Fuck, Riley.”
I can hear how squirmy he is. I love it. I can’t really smile when I’m doing this, but I want to. 
I suck harder, then moan a little to see if that helps things. 
It sure does. 
Hunter groans loudly, his hips coming up off the couch as he tries to shove himself deeper into my mouth. I can’t take him that deep, but I try to relax my throat. My eyes water, but I keep my lips sealed around him tightly as he shoots his release down my throat like I invited him to. 
He’s breathing hard, but his body is finally relaxed. I keep my lips sealed around him as I pull back to ensure I don’t make a mess, then I pop off and swallow what’s left of his cum.
“Christ,” Hunter says, absently resting an arm across his forehead. 
Uncharacteristically, I don’t really know what to say. I’ve never been in this situation before. We’ve had sex, so I’ve learned a little post-coital etiquette, but post blow job etiquette? Nope.
I curl my legs up behind me and stay where I am with his legs tangled around me while I wait for him to recover. 
“Have you done that before?” he asks after a minute.
“Of course not.”
“Are you sure?”
I smile. “I think I’d remember.”
“Fuck. Well, you’re a quick learner,” he informs me.
I beam, feeling like I got an A+ on a test I forgot to study for. “Yeah?”
“Mm-hmm,” he murmurs, still with his eyes closed. “Didn’t take you for a swallower.”
It never occurred to me there was another option, really. Where else is it going to go if he’s not going to fuck me after?
I look away from him, turning my attention to the huge movie screen on the wall. “What should we watch?”
Hunter looks at me, then chuckles. “Give me a minute, okay? I’m still seeing God over here.”
“Ooh, I like that. If you have any tips for improvement, though, let me know. I can’t get better without practice and feedback.”
“Your feedback is: you can practice on me anytime you like. Also, I really, really love you. You’re my favorite nerd in the world, and I’m so glad you’re mine.”
“Aww, thank you. I must have done a good job,” I tease. 
He smiles, shaking his head at me. “You sure did.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Eight
Riley
 
 
Once Hunter recovers from “having his soul sucked out of his body,” as he referred to it, we settle in on the couch and watch a movie together. 
He wasn’t feeling very inspired to pick one, so he told me to put on my favorite movie and we’d watch that. 
When Ever After comes on the screen, he looks over at me. “Not Princess Bride?”
I shake my head. “I like The Princess Bride, but Ever After is my all-time favorite movie.”
“I’ve never seen it,” he says, looking back at the screen. 
“Ooh.” I twine our fingers together and give his hand a squeeze. “You’re in for a treat. It’s a love story, but I actually think you’ll really like it. It reminds me a little bit of us.”
“Oh yeah?”
I nod, then rest my head on his shoulder. 
He cuddles me closer and I sigh with contentment. 
Since he’s sated, I expect him to let me watch the movie in peace, but we’re only about halfway through when he starts to distract me. 
It begins slowly and subtly. We were holding hands, but he unlocks our fingers and slides a slow hand along the inside of my bare thigh. 
Since we’re not wearing any clothes, I’m hyper aware of his fingertips trailing lightly, higher and higher up my thigh. I become more aware of every sensation, even the breaths I’m taking. They feel thicker, heavier. It’s harder to pull air into my lungs than it should be. 
His fingers glide along my inner thigh, playing at harmless innocence. They’re not here to cause any trouble, they’re just exploring. 
Sure they are.
I steal a look over at him, but his gaze is on the screen. 
I look back at it and try to concentrate on the movie, but all I can really focus on is his touch. 
His fingers continue their slow exploration for a while. I’m almost convinced he really doesn’t mean to escalate things. 
Then he strokes my thigh, and his fingertips brush my entrance ever so slightly. 
I gasp at the lightness of his touch, at the pleasurable tingle it sends through me. 
My heart begins to race. He keeps caressing my thigh, but now his fingertips graze my pussy every few strokes. It’s just irregular enough that I don’t know when to expect it, so my body starts to react as if trained, tensing with every stroke, anticipating his light, dizzying touch. 
We’re both still pretending to watch the movie, but personally, I haven’t the vaguest idea what’s happening on the screen. I’m too consumed with the little hits of pleasure I get when he teases me with that light touch on such a sensitive part of my body. 
I expect him to escalate things. To push the blunt end of his long finger inside me. 
I want him to. But he doesn’t. 
Instead, he tortures me with that light, lovely touch. 
I grow restless, overly stimulated, but at the same time not stimulated enough. I need more. I need him inside me. I’m practically climbing off the couch, but he’s still touching me in that soft, measured way of his. 
“Hunter,” I finally say, giving up. 
He looks over at me, his eyes even darker than usual. The liquid heat in his brown eyes turns my desire even more molten.
With the grace of a panther going after its prey, Hunter moves off the couch and drops onto the floor at my feet. 
Shamelessly, I let him spread my legs open. He positions them where he wants them, with my heels on the edge of the couch. I flush, literally on display for him. 
His hot gaze moves between my legs. I could die while he looks at my pussy spread open for him, but my agony only lasts a moment. 
He leans in, using his thumbs to spread me even more, and then his head dips and his beautiful mouth locks onto my pussy. 
I cry out, throwing my head back against the couch. 
I’m so wound up from all the foreplay, I’m surprised I don’t come at the first touch of his tongue, but it still only takes a few strokes until I’m crying out with pleasure, bucking my hips against his face. 
Hunter grabs my hips and locks on, keeping his mouth on me until I can’t take it anymore and I literally beg him to stop. 
Limp and sated, I let my legs drop and lay motionless against the couch, trying to catch my breath. 
Hunter takes his seat on the couch, but he turns and stretches his legs out, then pulls me between them and wraps his arms around me. 
I sigh, closing my eyes and sinking back against him. 
I do love this movie, but I don’t care about watching it right now. I just want to soak up the feeling of Hunter holding me naked in his arms. 
When the strength comes back to my lazy muscles and my heart is no longer racing, Hunter absently starts to play with my bare breast. “I won the game, by the way.”
I roll my eyes, letting my head fall back so I can look up at him. “What are you talking about? We quit playing.”
“Nope. The objective was to make you come before you finished the dishes using any means necessary. I never said the game ended if we left the room. You let me haul you out of the kitchen, so you definitely made it easier for me to win, but the game didn’t end until you came or the dishes were done. I won. I just took my prize before I won.”
“Sounds about right,” I mutter, but I can’t find it in me to complain about his victory. 
Hunter chuckles and lets go of my boob, tightening his arms around my waist. 
I smile and relax against him, and finally, we finish watching the movie. 
 
___
 
It’s not that late when the movie ends, but since we both had school this morning, it has been a long day. 
Hunter tells me to go get in bed and he’ll run downstairs and grab my things. I’m feeling as lazy as a sleepy kitten, so I do as he says. 
I’m curled up under the blankets in the dark when his bedroom door opens. I can see his beautiful body bathed in moonlight as he hauls my bags in.
“You’re the sexiest bell boy ever,” I tease.
He smirks, dropping my bags and approaching the bed. “Bell boy, huh?”
I nod mischievously.
“Well, if I’m the bell boy, I’ll be expecting a tip.”
Clutching my heart and gasping playfully, I tell him, “Oh my, I don’t have any cash on me…”
Hunter gets on the bed and climbs right on top of me, even though I’m buried under blankets. “Then I guess you’ll have to find some other way of paying.”
“Mm, I guess I will,” I murmur, my arms naturally winding around his neck as he leans down to kiss me. 
Hunter’s hands go to roam my body. When he remembers I have a blanket covering me, he rips it back and climbs under it with me so our skin can touch. 
I sigh with pleasure as he starts to kiss my neck. I love feeling him on top of me, skin to skin. I push my fingers through his hair, closing my eyes and tilting my neck so he can drop kisses everywhere he wants to. 
My blood starts to heat as he kisses my neck, desire for him building as I feel all of his hard places against all of my soft ones. 
The way he styles his hair, I don’t see his scar very often, but since I’m playing with his hair now, I have it pushed back and I catch a little glimpse. 
It’s right at that moment Hunter pulls back to look down at me, but whatever he meant to say dies on his lips. 
His pleasure ebbs, replaced by fierce concern. “Why do you look sad?”
I attempt a smile and shake my head. “I’m not sad.”
He frowns, not seeming to believe me. 
If the rougher sex I didn’t entirely want hadn’t happened after Sherlock kissed me, maybe Hunter would accept that and keep going now.
Since it did, he doesn’t. 
He climbs off me and lies down on the bed beside me. 
I feel bad that he stopped when I didn’t even want him to, but I don’t argue. Instead, I curl up close as he settles an arm around me. 
“Did I do something?” he asks. 
“No,” I assure him, splaying my hand over his heart. I press a kiss to the pectoral I can reach. “I love when you’re on top of me. I love when you kiss me.”
“Then what...?”
“It was nothing you did. I was playing with your hair, and I…”
I don’t really know how to explain the wisps of sadness that snuck into my heart when I saw that reminder of when someone had hurt him. 
Instead, I reach up and push back his hair, gazing again at the scar on the right side of his head, up near his temple. Sighing, I run my thumb across the damaged skin, as if my touch can heal the scar and every bit of pain he ever felt from it—and the events that led to it. 
“You don’t have to sigh,” Hunter says. 
“It makes me sad.”
“That?” He sounds surprised. “It shouldn’t,” he says easily. “Doesn’t make me sad.” 
I shift my gaze to him, only tenuously believing him. “No?” 
He shakes his head. “I wasn’t lying when I said it makes me think of you.” He reaches up and touches a finger to it. “When I catch a glimpse of this scar in the mirror, I don’t think about Dennis knocking me out or my mom not bothering to call for help. I think about coming to your house afterward. I think about you taking care of me.” His lips tug up with remembered affection. “I think about how sweet you were, how pretty you looked in the moonlight. I think about kissing you for the first time.”
My heart gives, trying to push its way out of my chest so it can jump into the palm of his hand. 
Since we’re naked in bed together, I don’t hesitate to lean over and give him a soft, sweet kiss on the lips. 
As soon as I do, Hunter reaches a hand up and cradles the back of my head in his palm. His fingers slide through my hair so he can get a better grip on me. Once he has more control of my movements, he deepens the kiss, unleashing a swarm of butterflies in my tummy. 
I wonder if I’ll always feel butterflies when he kisses me. 
I suppose I can’t know the answer to that question, but I can certainly feel the relentless flutter of their gossamer wings as he kisses me now. 
Hunter pulls me on top of him, shifting his body until I’m straddling him, but we never break our kiss. 
Not even when he reaches down and guides his cock to my entrance. 
I know he didn’t put on a condom. I know I should stop and tell him to. But I just want him inside of me. Hell, I don’t even want the thin barrier between us, and the birth control is probably working by now. We can probably risk it. 
I know we shouldn’t, but it doesn’t stop me from lowering myself onto his cock slowly, kissing him more feverishly with every inch I take. 
Once he’s fully inside me, I can feel my pussy throbbing around him like a heartbeat. 
I break the kiss, but keep my eyes closed for a few more seconds. I press my forehead against his, then slowly lift my hips. 
He fills me so full, I can feel him against my walls as I slowly lift my hips, then sink down onto his hard length again. I release a big breath, then I do it again, and again. 
Hunter’s hands drop to my hips. His grip tightens, then he lifts me and starts to guide my movements, showing me how he wants me to fuck him. 
This position feels so fucking good. 
I can’t breathe properly. What I’m doing is more like panting as I ride his cock.
My movements become more frantic, my heartbeat frenzied. I grab onto his muscular shoulders and grind harder as I come down on his hard length. 
God.
Pleasure is just on the horizon. I can taste it. My fingers dig into his skin as I grip his shoulders tighter and ride him harder. Tension builds inside me. My eyes close. 
I grind harder, needing the friction, needing it so bad. 
I cry out with abandon when I get there, grinding against him and whimpering before all the strength goes out of me. 
Breathing hard, I collapse on top of him. Hunter wraps his arms around my limp body and kisses the side of my head. 
I came that time, but he didn’t. 
“I want you to come,” I murmur, though I have no strength to help him out with that. 
Chuckling, he continues to run his fingertips along my bare back. “Oh, don’t worry. I will.”
“My muscles have melted.”
“It’s okay.”
“You can fuck me like a ragdoll, if you’re into that. Do whatever you want, I won’t complain.”
Hunter sighs, his cock jumping while he’s still inside me. “Why do you have to say things like that?”
“I’m just very relaxed right now, but I still want you to come. I’m trying to come up with a suitable solution.”
“I love you.”
I smile, my heart filling up with affection for him. “I love you, too.”
Since he said that so tenderly, I’m unprepared a moment later when he flips me on my back, hikes up my legs, and looms over me as he repositions himself between my thighs. 
Even though I’m perfectly satisfied, I feel a twinge of excitement when I look up at him. Then he shoves into me and I arch against the mattress, throwing my head back into the pillow. “Fuck.”
“Ragdolls don’t talk,” he tells me, reaching to palm one of my breasts. He pulls his hips back, then drives into me even harder. “They just lie there and get fucked.”
Arousal pools low in my gut, throbs between my thighs. For some reason, I kinda like being talked to that way. 
I like what he’s doing, too, so I don’t say a word, I just lie there and get fucked.
For a while, that works. 
But then I feel myself impossibly building to another climax. Hunter is slamming into me, gripping my hips hard. The friction is delicious.
“Hunter,” I say on a gasp as he drives into me so deep, I feel it in my guts. 
He looks down at me, noting my breathlessness, the flush of my face. “You want to come again, baby?”
I nod my head. 
He reaches a hand out and caresses my face. “Ask nicely.”
Arousal tightens my stomach muscles again. “Please. Please, Hunter, I want to come again.”
He smiles, satisfied, but then he stops fucking me. 
I’m disappointed, but only until he lightly smacks my ass and tells me to get on my hands and knees. 
I roll over and push myself up into position. 
I feel Hunter behind me. His hands are rough on my ass as he rubs and squeezes my flesh, then he spreads me apart. 
My heart drops. He’s not going to fuck me there, right? 
My heart is still skittering at the possibility when, thankfully, I feel his cock enter my pussy. 
I sink onto my forearms in relief. 
It’s a relief to feel him filling me again, and a relief that he didn’t decide to take the other hole. I’m not sure I’m ready for that. 
I’m certainly ready for this, though. It feels incredible as he fucks me like this, with my ass in the air, his cock relentlessly driving into me. At this angle, the friction is so incredible. He doesn’t even have to touch my clit and I feel the pressure building, but then he reaches around and starts to play with it, anyway. 
My legs shake. I can hardly hold myself up. Pleasure assaults me seemingly from two different places. 
As he teases my clit, I feel tiny tremor after tiny tremor of pleasure, but as he keeps fucking me at this magical angle, I can also feel myself building to a deeper quake. 
“Hunter,” I murmur, half cry, half whine. 
“Let it happen, baby.”
I let out a little whimper, burying my face in the pillow as he flicks my clit. I grab overhead for something to hold onto and end up squeezing my pillow as the tremors move through my body, weakening my legs. 
Then Hunter drives into me, and the big explosion happens. 
At the same time, he assaults my clit. 
I scream as a white hot explosion shakes my whole body. I don’t whine, I don’t whimper, I scream. My whole body convulses and writhes with abandon. I squeeze my eyes closed and just try to process the volcanic trail of pleasure moving through my body. 
Faintly, I hear Hunter groan, feel his fingers dig into my hips as he drives into my convulsing pussy. 
He comes inside me, but I don’t even care. 
When he collapses onto the bed next to me, I’m almost too weak and satisfied to move, but I pull myself closer to him so he can hold me. I need to be close to him. 
Seeming to understand, Hunter turns on his side and pulls me into his protective embrace. He lovingly caresses my hair, kissing the crown of my head and asking, “You okay?”
“Mm-hmm,” I murmur weakly. 
“I thought about pulling out, but… couldn’t convince myself it was worth it.”
“It wasn’t,” I murmur against his chest. “It’s okay. I wanted you to come inside me. If I’m pregnant, I’m pregnant. Fuck it.”
Chuckling, he says, “Wow, that must have been some orgasm.”
It was. 
If he asked me to marry him right now, I’d say yes. 
Since he actually might if I let him onto my absolute powerlessness against him at the moment, I smile wordlessly and close my eyes. 
 



 
Chapter Forty Nine
Riley
 
 
When I wake up the next morning, I’m wrapped up in Hunter’s strong arms. 
He wakes up shortly after I do and starts to kiss my neck. I feel his cock hardening against my backside, and I wiggle against it to make him even harder. 
Grabbing a handful of my ass, Hunter leans in and murmurs, “I think it’s time for a shower.”
I don’t think he’s really eager to get clean, but I roll out of bed and follow him anyway. 
While I was unsure about shower sex walking into the bathroom, once we’re in the shower and I’m watching the water beat down on his muscular back and shoulders, watching it flow down the cut ridges of his muscular torso….
I guess it’s no surprise I wind up pinned against the wall with my legs wrapped around him, making pitiful noises of pleasure as he pounds his cock into me.
I’ve never been fucked first thing in the morning before, but it turns out, it’s better than coffee. I don’t even drink any when we wander downstairs for breakfast.
We keep it simple with oatmeal and fresh fruit this morning. I’m feeling a little less blasé about the fact that he has now fucked me twice without a condom this weekend, but I’m not freaking out about it now that I’m technically on birth control. 
While I’m doing an overview of the times Hunter has made me reckless, I glance up at him eating breakfast across the table from me. He looks so handsome with his hair mussed, still damp from the shower. I like the intimacy of having breakfast with him.
I wish I could just let myself enjoy it, but apparently, I can’t. 
My mind wanders into darker, more haunted corners. 
I wonder if Valerie ever looked at him across the breakfast table like this, enjoying a quiet, intimate morning with him after a night of sex and cuddles. 
Hunter looks up and catches my gaze. 
His brown eyes warm and he gives me a little smile. 
I look down so he doesn’t notice my blue eyes don’t do the same. 
“Can I ask you something?”
“Of course,” he answers, obviously not knowing what’s on my mind. 
I bite down on my bottom lip, anxious about letting the words out into the universe. If I ask and he says no, then I’ll feel better, but if the answer is yes…
I definitely will not feel better. 
“Did you ever—I mean, did she ever—” I stop with an aggravated huff and try again. “Did you ever spend the night with Valerie?”
“No,” he answers, but too readily. It makes me wonder if he’s telling the truth. 
“Are you sure?”
“Yep.” Reaching across the table, he grabs his orange juice and takes a sip. “I know I mentioned maybe going to her famous sleepover party in middle school, but I didn’t make it. I had to go to Italy before it happened that year.”
“I didn’t mean in middle school. I meant since you’ve been back. While you were… together.”
He shakes his head. “No.”
“Would you lie just to make me feel better?” 
Hunter looks at me for several seconds before answering. “No. I want you to love me despite the worst things I’ve done. Covering my tracks to protect your feelings wouldn’t accomplish that.”
I find his answer a little dissatisfying, but I’m not sure why. Looking at my bowl as I scoop up a spoonful of oatmeal and a sliced strawberry, I say, “I do love you.”
The but hangs in the air between us, but neither of us feels like entertaining it right now, so we don’t. 
 
___
 
Since I am staying at Hunter’s all weekend, we have to do our weekend homework together at his house. 
I am not sad about it.
As much as I’ve enjoyed lazing around and exchanging orgasms, I’m happy to finally put some clothes on and use more than just the pleasure center of my brain for a while. 
Hunter seems less enthusiastic about it, but I’m full of sunshine as we spread out our study materials on his massive dining room table. Hunter brought down an extra laptop—who has an extra laptop?—in case I need it. 
I might for our English assignment, but I still need to wrap my head around that one. 
Hunter looks so handsome as he cracks open a gently read copy of The Great Gatsby and reads a page to refresh his memory. 
“We should read together later,” I tell him.
“Gatsby?”
“No, we already read that. I don’t mean a school book, I mean for fun. Surely you have books.”
“I mean... yes, but I still don’t read much outside of school. Did you not bring a book for the weekend? I’m a little shocked.” 
“No, I did, but I only brought one for me, not for you,” I say, flashing him a smile. 
“Considering we are not under house arrest, we could also go out to a bookstore and pick something up if we wanted to. I doubt I’ll read, but if you want to, that’s cool with me.”
“I want you to read something you’ll like, too. I can’t read by myself while you do nothing. That would be rude.”
“It wouldn’t be rude, I have other stuff I can do. I need to check in on social media at some point this weekend anyway so no one thinks I died.”
I roll my eyes, but let the topic go so we can get started on our homework.
Opening my notebook to a fresh page, I ask, “On a scale from 1 to 10, how nerdy is it that I’m excited to do homework with you?”
Hunter looks at me and smirks. “Off the charts.” 
“Well, I am,” I say unashamedly as I dig out my own copy of Gatsby. “Wanna start with English? I haven’t really been looking forward to this assignment, but I guess it’s good strategy to get the thing I’m dreading most out of the way first.”
Hunter cocks an eyebrow at me as he opens his laptop. “You’re dreading the writing assignment most? Wouldn’t have guessed that. You love to read.”
“I do, but I don’t love this book, and I really don’t love the assignment the teacher gave us.” 
Technically, we have a choice between two options for our assignment, but I don’t like either of them. We can either write Gatsby’s letter to Daisy—there was a pivotal letter given to her in the book, but the reader never got to find out what it said—or rewrite the ending of the book.
“Know which one you’re going to do yet?” Hunter asks. 
I nod. “I’m going to write the letter from Gatsby. You?”
“I’m going to rewrite the ending.”
I pause to look up at him in horror. “What?”
He looks over, frowning slightly when he catches sight of my face. “What?”
“You’re going to change the ending of a book you didn’t write?”
He regards me warily, then types his password into his laptop. “That’s the plan.”
I shake my head, turning my attention to my notebook and grabbing my pen. “I’m not sure we can be friends anymore.”
“Friends?”
Ignoring his disbelief, I go on. “I don’t believe in changing the ending of books, even if I don’t like the way things turned out. Hunger Games is a perfect example. Obviously, I don’t like the way that trilogy ended and I wish she would’ve taken it in a different direction, but I still wouldn’t change it.”
“You wouldn’t put Katniss and Gale together if you could?” he asks, his skepticism clear. 
I shake my head. “Nope. They’re not my characters. I have my opinions about them, but they’re influenced by all the crap I bring to the table, you know? There are obviously a lot of people who don’t feel the way I do about it. Beyond that, even though I love the books and I’ve read them multiple times, I only have a partial understanding of the characters and their journey. I can’t know the characters as well as the person who created them and wrote their story. Socrates had this opinion about books, he didn’t like them because you can’t have a conversation with a book, you know? You can’t clear anything up. You can’t ask the characters how they feel about things they don’t share with you, you can’t ask them why they do the things they do or what they would do in some situation they don’t encounter on the pages of the story.” I’m really just getting started, but when I look up at Hunter and see the clear amusement on his handsome face, I realize I’m about to launch into a full blown book rant. “Anyway… that’s why I don’t much appreciate either of these assignments. Thank you for coming to my TED talk.”
Hunter shakes his head, his eyes still glinting with amusement as he shifts his gaze to his laptop. “I love you.”
I smile cheekily. “I love you, too, friend.”
He slides me an unamused look. “You know, I was gonna let that slide…”
Before he can pick it up now, I ask, “Out of curiosity, why did you choose to change the ending? That seems like a much more complicated option. I picked the letter because it was easy and I want to phone this one in.”
“Well… I didn’t consult Socrates first,” he teases.
My cheeks warm. 
“But my reason’s a lot simpler. I just want to give the guy a chance to pull his head out of his ass and find someone better than Daisy to chase after.”
“Daisy is kind of the worst,” I say, a little apologetically. 
“He didn’t really love her. I don’t need to have a dialogue with a page of text to glean that. He was infatuated with the idea of her, but that’s not love. He would’ve ended up miserable if he would have actually got her. She did him a favor by marrying that other guy, showed him where he stood. It’s too bad he didn’t see it that way, accept that she’d shown her true colors. He could’ve moved on. He could’ve found someone who actually cared about him, someone he loved deeper than the surface-level bullshit he felt for Daisy.”
I nod, agreeing with pretty much all of that. “How are you going to get around Wilson’s motivation?” 
He glances over at me. “What do you mean?”
“Well, if you want Gatsby to get a chance to meet someone else, you’re obviously saving him. But Wilson is still who he is, right? So, how are you saving Gatsby without sacrificing another character’s established motivation? If Gatsby flees, that’s out of character for him. If Wilson doesn’t come after him, that’s out of character for him. This is why it’s hard to change an ending. It has to make sense, or it’s going to drive me crazy.”
Hunter smirks. “Do you want to do my homework for me, Riley? It might be easier. I certainly wouldn’t mind.”
I pout. “No. I don’t even like the assignment.”
“You’ve thought it through more than I have,” he says. “You can even half-ass it. Mrs. Dowd loves me. I’ll probably get a better grade than you even if yours is a thousand times better.”
I roll my eyes. “No kidding. She’s the worst.”
“I don’t think she likes women,” he says. 
“Not ones who aren’t nuns, at least.”
“It’s decided,” Hunter says, closing his laptop. “You’re gonna do my English assignment for me.”
“I don’t think we decided that.” I flip to the chapter where Daisy gets the letter so I can make a few notes. “I’ll be your critique partner if you want. You can bounce your ideas off me and I’ll help you iron out the wrinkles, but I’m not going to do all the work for you.”
Hunter grabs his phone and kicks back to theatrically dig in on me doing his work for him, but when he does, his expression shifts. 
I do a double-take when I see him scowling at his phone screen. 
“What’s wrong?” I ask. 
His gaze flickers to mine. He seems to instinctively turn his phone screen away from me. “Nothing.”
I scowl. “Nothing?”
He’s lying. 
“What is it?” I ask, not even waiting for him to feed me more bullshit. “Or, who is it?”
“Who is what?”
“You turned your phone screen like you didn’t want me to see it. Off the top of my head, I can think of exactly one reason you would do that, so… who texted you? Is it Valerie?”
His tone is dismissive, but his face is unconvincing. “No, it’s—I’m—Uh…” 
My jaw drops a little as Hunter Maxwell stammers. 
“It’s nothing you need to worry about right now,” he says. “Let’s just enjoy the weekend without bringing our shit into it, all right?”
“No. I’d like to know what’s on your phone that you felt the impulse to hide from me. Either you can show me, or I can pack my bag and go home, because now this is all I’m going to think about until I know what it is.”
“It’s nothing, Riley.” He shakes his head, looking a little irritated. “Some asshole posted a picture of you and Sherlock at the party. You guys are walking down the hall toward a bedroom with you in that short-ass skirt. He has his arm around you. It looks like you’re going to hook up, and someone sent it to me. That’s all.”
My stomach drops. “Oh.” 
That was not what I was expecting. 
“Don’t really want to talk about him,” Hunter says, irritation flickering through his gaze. “Figured you didn’t either, so…”
I look down at my paper, unsure what to say. 
“Why does he have his hand on your hip?” Hunter suddenly asks, looking hard at the picture on his phone. “You said he tricked you.”
Now the shoe’s on the other foot, because I don’t have a satisfying answer to that question. “He did. I told you, it all happened so fast. I told him he shouldn’t touch me, that if you saw, you’d get the wrong idea. He did it anyway.”
“It doesn’t look like you’re exactly fighting him off,” Hunter remarks. 
“I didn’t fight him off. That would’ve been ridiculous. It was a casual, fleeting touch. You’re looking at a snapshot of a split second, Hunter. A picture obviously posted by someone wanting to cause trouble.”
He kills the screen and puts his phone down on the table with a thud. His jaw is locked, his eyes angry as he opens up his laptop again. 
“What are you doing?” I ask him. 
“Starting this fucking homework,” he mutters. “Apparently, I have a lot of work to do.”
I’m partially relieved that he wants to set aside the Sherlock crap and get back to our homework, but I can see he’s mad, and I feel bad. Especially because I’m the one who pushed, but when he turned the screen like that… what was I supposed to think? 
“Maybe you should write the letter instead,” I offer lightly, trying to bring his mood back down. “Less work that way.”
“Nah, I’m gonna rewrite the ending. I’ll have Gatsby’s neighbor Sherlock stop over for a night cap and his ass is going to get shot instead.”
Biting back a smile, I shake my head. “That’s terrible.”
“Well, he should’ve kept his fucking lips to himself.”
“He did,” I say lightly. “Unless he kissed Daisy?”
“Fuck Daisy.”
A thought occurs to me, one that whispered through my mind when he had such strong feelings about Gatsby and Daisy. I was reluctant to ask then, but his fuck Daisy sentiment makes it feel more imperative that I clear up the doubt in my own mind. 
“I’m not your Daisy, right?”
His gaze flickers to mine. “Of course you’re not Daisy. Daisy is a vapid asshole who cares more about wealth and appearances than people. What part of that could possibly be you?”
“Okay, okay—I was just making sure.” 
“I know they say there’s no such thing as a dumb question, but…”
I shoot him an unamused look. “I know I’m not like Daisy, I just wanted to make sure you didn’t think I was. That’s all.”
“No. You’re a lot of things, Riley Bishop, but shallow is not one of them,” he mutters, making it sound much less like a compliment than it really is. 
“You’re grumpy,” I point out, as if he doesn’t already know. Dialing up the sweetness several notches, I all but bat my eyelashes at him. “Want me to give you a shoulder rub while you get started? Work out some of that tension?”
 He’s still annoyed, but not so annoyed he’ll turn down physical affection. “You just want to watch what I’m writing over my shoulder.”
I grin, dropping my pen and pushing back my chair. “You caught me,” I say as I move to stand behind his chair and position my hands on his exceedingly sexy shoulders. 
Hunter opens a fresh document, then turns his head and looks up at me. “If you want to work out my tension, I have a few more ideas if this one doesn’t work.”
“We’ll make a list,” I promise as I start to knead his shoulders. “After we’re finished with our homework, we can try out every last one of them.”
 



 
Chapter Fifty
Riley
 
 
After Hunter finishes penning his murderous masterpiece and we both finish all of our homework, we get to work on dinner. 
Now aware that I have no wine expertise, he takes me down to show me the wine cellar, but doesn’t consult me as he picks out wine to go with dinner. 
Hunter is making a pasta dish. He says it’s simple to make since he’s using boxed pasta, but I want to help, so he throws some olive oil and seasoning into a bowl, then tells me to toss the grape tomatoes in and turn them over until they’re all thoroughly coated.
“Would your Italian housekeeper approve of you using boxed pasta?” I inquire, glancing back at him over my shoulder as I coat the tomatoes in olive oil.
Hunter smirks. “Probably not, especially with all this time we have on our hands. Boxed pasta is okay with her if you’re short on time and essentially desperate, but yeah, it’s always better if you make it homemade. Tomorrow night I’ll make you her famous chicken Alfredo. We’ll make fresh fettuccine for that.”
I gasp. “You’re going to show me how to make pasta?”
He turns around and slides his arms around my waist, nuzzling his face in the crook of my neck. “Mm-hmm. It’s only fair since you helped me kill Sherlock.”
I shake my head, tossing the tomatoes again. “I didn’t approve of that, mister. Don’t mistake my help for encouragement. You shouldn’t kill your friends.” I miss a beat, but not long enough for him to latch onto this subject. “It’s nice that we can learn from each other, though. I like that.”
He kisses my neck. “So do I.” He releases me and takes the bowl and spoon from my hands. “Those look adequately tossed. I’ll take it from here.”
“That’s all I get to do?” I ask, turning around and watching him dump the tomatoes and the seasoned olive oil into the baking dish. 
“I told you, it’s a simple dish. Tastes delicious, though.”
“I want to do more things.”
Hunter puts the covered dish in the oven and sets the timer. “Tell you what, in 30 minutes, you can smash the tomatoes with a spoon. How’s that?”
“Sold,” I say as he moves closer. My arms rise, wrapping around his neck as he moves into my embrace. “But whatever will we do for the next 30 minutes?”
Hunter dips his head and kisses my jawline, locking his strong arms around my waist. “I have some ideas.”
I close my eyes. “Mm, you have such good ideas.”
“I’m glad you think so,” he murmurs, releasing me with one arm so he can reach behind me. 
I’m not sure what he’s reaching for, but as he continues to nuzzle and kiss me, I don’t think much about it until all of a sudden, music starts playing. 
The noise startles me, even though it’s lovely noise. I glance back uncertainly, looking at his phone on the counter. 
My gaze shifts back to him as he puts the tiniest bit of space between us and takes my hand, tugging it away from our bodies as he starts to move. 
My body naturally follows his, but I’m still somehow startled when I realize… we’re dancing.
“What are you doing?” I ask, a bit blankly. 
“You can’t tell?” His eyes gleam with amusement as he smiles. “I must not be doing it right.”
“Are we… dancing in the kitchen while dinner cooks?”
“We are.”
I want to object, but I don’t know why. 
His grip on my waist tightens and he pulls me closer. “We never got to finish our dance at homecoming,” he tells me. 
My heart flutters a bit. My stomach feels funny. 
This is so unexpected, and so incredibly romantic. 
I swallow, trying to push my heart back down into my chest. I try to relax, but I’ve never experienced a gesture like this. Dancing at homecoming is one thing. This is something else. 
“Interesting choice of music,” I murmur, unsure what else to say.
Elvis serenades us. The song—Can’t Help Falling in Love—is very romantic—and very old. 
“My dad likes Elvis,” he tells me, much more at ease than I am. “He played his music a lot when I was in Italy, kind of introduced me to it.”
“That sounds nice.”
Hunter nods as we sway. “Yeah. I learned a lot from my dad.”
I peer up at him, my body relaxing a little in his embrace. “Like what?”
“You want a list?” he teases. 
I smile. “Maybe.”
“I can’t give away all my secrets at once,” he says lightly.
I roll my eyes. “Fine. Just tell me one thing you picked up from him.”
Hunter considers for a couple of seconds, then he says, “My dad travels a lot for work. His wife has her own life, so she usually doesn’t go with him. They spend a lot of time apart, so their time together is that much more important. Watching him juggle all of his many responsibilities, I picked up one very important tenet.”
“And what was that?”
“If you want to live a good life, you’ve gotta have your priorities straight. There are a lot of things you can push off your plate and delegate to other people, but there are other things you absolutely have to make time for. You have to insist on, no matter how crazy life gets, because those things are important to you and you want to take care of them.”
I think I see where he’s going with this, but I wait for him to get there, anyway. 
“I’m always going to make time to woo you, Riley, even fifty years from now.”
I smile helplessly “Fifty years from now?” 
Hunter nods, like that’s not a ridiculous claim to make. “Because you’re important to me, and I want to make sure you always know that. You never know, maybe at some point in our lives, I’ll need that reminder, too. If I’m in the habit of treating you like something I cherish, it’ll be a lot harder to forget you are.”
“Wow.” I need a break from the intensity his words stir inside me, so I break his gaze, redirecting it to his shoulder with a faint smile on my face. 
His kisses usually give me butterflies, but those words… I feel a little flutter in my stomach, and it’s not from his touch this time. 
“I know you haven’t had a great model when it comes to relationships, and to be honest, neither had I,” Hunter tells me. “Until Italy. You might not think it because you know he messed up, I wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t, but… my dad loves his wife in a way I’ve never seen before. It’s goals, honestly. Their lifestyle not so much, I wouldn’t want to spend so much time apart, but their relationship… If I ever get married, I want a marriage like theirs.”
“If?” I question. 
He shrugs. “I’m dead set on making this one girl my wife, and right now she won’t even agree to be my girlfriend. I’m not sure marriage is in the cards for me, but hey, fingers crossed.”
A helpless grin claims my lips and I shake my head. “You’re ridiculous.”
“I’m a man in love,” he says unrepentantly, bending his head to kiss the crook of my neck. 
I sigh, tilting my head to give him better access. “You’re so getting laid tonight.”
He chuckles. “I’m glad to hear it.”
My eyes drift closed as his lips make their way up my neck, toward my jawline. “I never took you for such a romantic.”
“I’m gonna turn you into one, too,” he tells me. 
My eyes remain closed, but my eyebrows rise in surprise. “Oh, you think so?”
“Mm-hmm.” His perfect lips brush my jawline. “I know you felt a little awkward about it at first, but that’s only because you’re not used to it. You’re gonna get used to it.”
“Oh, am I?”
“Yep.” His lips reach my mouth. Elvis sings the last words as the music changes and the song draws to a close. “And see, I love like an Italian, so no one else you meet’s ever gonna compare.”
“Oh my—” He smothers my indulgent disbelief with his lips as he crushes his to mine. My heart soars, my lips softening under his. 
When he breaks the kiss, it’s to murmur against my mouth, “I’m gonna ruin you for all other men, and then you’ll have to be mine. You won’t have a choice.”
I smile against his mouth, locking my arms around his neck more tightly and kissing his perfect lips. “You know that part in the movie where the villain reveals his diabolical plan to the hero and then he loses because now the hero can see him coming?”
Hunter uses his teeth to pull my bottom lip between his. He bites me—not to hurt, but it feels like a wordless, deliberate reminder of Sherlock, and it makes my heart kick up a few speeds. 
He kisses me softly right after, making me wonder if I imagined it. 
“Yes,” he murmurs. 
A little less amused, a little more breathless and uneasy, I murmur, “This kinda feels like that.”
Now that the song has ended, the kitchen is dead silent. A foreboding tension suffuses the air around us. It wasn’t there before that kiss. Before that bite. 
I can’t shake it now. 
“That would make me the villain in your narrative,” he remarks, pulling back to look down at me with those intense brown eyes of his. “Do I look like a villain to you, Riley?”
“No. But the best ones never do.”
His question gives me pause. When I think of Hunter Maxwell, I think warm, loving thoughts. When I look at him, I see beauty, and not just the physical kind. 
But if I take a step back and view him through a more detached lens, I wonder if the picture looks different. 
Yes, he’s the vulnerable, hurt boy I met on a bridge by pure happenstance, the first boy to ever make my heart beat faster, to ever kiss me and fill me with infatuation. 
He’s also the boy who broke my heart on purpose. Who swept in and wrecked the perfectly good relationship I was in. Who causes tremors in my rock-solid relationship with my mother, who tempts me to lie and keep secrets. 
He’s jealous and vengeful, and kind of a bully when it suits him. He can be a touch manipulative if he thinks that’ll help him get his way, and he doesn’t stop until he gets what he wants, even when he doesn’t really deserve it. He took my virginity in an act of revenge, and the second time we were together like that… it was angry and spiteful, I didn’t even entirely want it to happen. 
Looking at Hunter Maxwell on paper, I guess he does sort of have more villain qualities than hero qualities. It just… doesn’t feel like he does. 
If he’s a villain, he’s the smoothest one I’ve ever encountered.
And since the thing he wants seems to be me, I’m not sure I’m cut out to be the hero who opposes him. I’m too emotionally wrapped up in him. He’s too hard for me to resist. 
I tell myself I’ve managed to stand my ground, but looking at it objectively, I can see the ways Hunter has worked to erode that ground right from beneath my feet. 
I’ve never been as tempted to betray myself as I am when he’s around. 
Whatever else he just said, one thing is absolutely correct. 
The more time I spend with him, the harder it is to keep resisting. 
I know I wanted this weekend as much as he did, but this weekend was reckless. Not just because we’ve been careless with birth control. I’m being reckless by giving him so much access to my heart. 
If I keep to this course, he’s going to win. 
I can have Hunter or I can have my self-respect, but I can’t keep both. 
When I was stronger, I told him that was one fight he would never win, and I meant it. 
I have to mean it. I have to. 
I refuse to give in when he put us here on purpose. He didn’t make a mistake with Valerie; he made a choice. 
A choice to betray us. 
A choice to hurt me. 
A choice to lose me. 
So now I’m lost, and I have to stay that way. 
I can’t fall into his kisses or those big brown eyes, no matter how tempted I am. 
I can’t say no, either. Not this weekend. It was one of his rules.
Hunter’s smart. He knows the hero can’t win if she’s been completely disarmed. 
That’s all right. I can play by his rules and still emerge unscathed. 
I may be his, but only for the weekend.
Come Monday, the only person I’ll belong to is me. 
 



 
Chapter Fifty One
Riley
 
 
As it turns out, Monday is farther away than it seems to be. 
Holed up with Hunter at his house, it almost feels like being in another world. But we’re not in another world, and the ugly parts of our reality won’t stop poking holes in our happy little bubble. 
On Sunday, he gets another text message that pisses him off. 
He doesn’t bother trying to hide this one from me, but when he shows it to me, I find myself wishing I hadn’t seen it. 
Apparently, there’s a picture going around.
A poorly Photoshopped picture, but the poor Photoshopping doesn’t matter. It was never meant to be convincing, only to illustrate an ugly rumor in the crudest way possible, a way guaranteed to be passed around the whole school. Passed around until it became anonymous, impossible to remember who started it. 
I know who started it, though. 
We all know who started it. 
The picture appears to be a screenshot from a porno. A brunette girl lying on her back with her legs spread, one guy fucking her, one guy about to shove his cock into her mouth, and a third guy getting jerked off on the couch behind her.
Well, me.
It’s my face Photoshopped onto the girl, of course. 
Hunter’s face is pasted over top of the guy fucking me, Sherlock has been Photoshopped in as the guy whose dick is about to go in my mouth, and Anderson’s face is pasted over that of the guy being jerked off. 
The caption reads, “Riley working her way through the football team.”
I sit on the couch a bit woodenly as Hunter calls the friend who sent it to him. “Who the fuck sent this to you?” he demands as he storms out of the room to take the call, but I don’t know why he even needs to ask. 
We all know Valerie is behind it. 
Hunter stays in the other room for a long time dealing with it.
I go upstairs to his bedroom to start packing up my things. 
I’m not leaving early because of it, it’s just the last day of the weekend, anyway, so it seems like a good time to pack. 
When the doorbell rings, I frown. 
Would Hunter have invited someone over when I’m here? I don’t know how his conversations are going with whoever he’s interrogating about the picture, but I can’t imagine he would. 
I leave Hunter’s room and go find the nearest window with a view of the driveway to take a look. 
My heart just about stops when I see Valerie Johnson’s car. 
What the fuck?
Packing forgotten, I hurry down the stairs. 
I don’t make it all the way down them. There’s a landing near the bottom that also makes a pretty good hiding spot for eavesdropping. I stop there and press my back against the wall. 
Hunter has already answered the door. Whatever conversation they’re having clearly hasn’t just started. 
“What was I supposed to do?” Valerie demands. “You blocked my fucking number, Hunter.”
“I blocked your fucking number because I don’t want to hear any more of your bullshit,” he tells her. 
“It’s not bullshit,” she insists. “I swear to God, Hunter, I’m not the one who made that picture.”
“Maybe you’re not the one who made it, but you are the one behind it. Do you think I’m fucking stupid, Valerie? You’re jealous of Riley and you can’t stop tearing her down, but you know what? It ends now. I gave you a warning. I played fucking nice, didn’t I? That’s over now. You’re done. You don’t exist anymore. You’re a fucking leper. If anyone has anything to do with you, they’re done, too. I’ll make that clear to everyone; we’ll see how many fucking friends you have left when I’m through with you.”
“Hunter, think about it,” she says, and I can hear the fear in her voice. “Think it through. Look at the picture again. Why would I make you the one fucking Riley? You think that’s a visual I want in my head? And not only that, the guy fucking her? Not the hottest guy. Whoever made that thing put Sherlock’s face on the hottest body. If I made it, I would have made you the hottest. You may not think doing something this fucked up is beyond me, but you have to know that.”
“Are you fucking with me right now?” he asks, sounding a bit dumfounded. 
“I’m serious,” she says petulantly. “I know it sounds stupid, but it’s the truth. When I think about doing that, that’s where my head goes. Sherlock doesn’t even like me, why the hell would I make him the hottest of the three guys? I’d have made him the jerk off guy. She dated Anderson, there’s a better chance his dick has been in her nasty mouth than Sherlock’s.”
“That’s enough.”
“I mean, I guess maybe at the party, but—”
“Stop fucking talking,” Hunter says. 
She does. Only for a few seconds, though. 
“I’m sorry someone did this, Hunter, but it wasn’t me. You have to believe me. I’ve done bad shit to her in the past, but I stopped when you told me to. I would never do anything like this to you. I’m crazy about you. I made an ass out of myself at homecoming to keep you from getting tarred and feathered, remember?”
“Yeah, and then I turned your own prank on you and pissed you off.”
“No,” Valerie says, the denial in her voice firm. “I mean, yeah, you did, you’ve been a complete asshole to me, but… Hunter, I would never hurt you. If you want my honest opinion, I think it was Sherlock.”
“What?”
“He’s fucked up enough to do something like this.”
“Why the hell would he do this?”
“I think he likes Riley,” she says. “God knows why, but that’s what I’m hearing.”
“From who?”
“A few people, but mainly Melina. She has a massive infatuation with him. He was finally starting to give her the time of day, but then Riley caught his eye or something and now he’s being elusive again. She’s pissed. Hell, maybe it was her. Sherlock is the hottest guy in the photo. Makes sense if the girl who made it was hung up on him. A girl isn’t going to Photoshop the face of the guy she likes on an ugly body. She’s just not. And Melina did get a little mad at you when you were mean to her in class that one day. Maybe she’s holding a grudge for that, and simultaneously mad at Riley for stealing Sherlock’s interest.”
Hunter sighs with annoyance. 
I frown, because he’s not really buying this crap, right?
“I’m so fucking sick of this shit,” he says. “Why do girls put so much effort into chasing guys that don’t give a fuck about them? What’s the end game here, Valerie?”
Valerie stammers, but recovers after a second. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Find a guy who likes you. Stop chasing ones that don’t.”
The tone of her voice cools considerably. “I told you I’m not behind the stupid picture. Believe me or don’t, but you don’t have to be so mean.”
“I wasn’t even being mean right then, I was giving you genuine fucking advice. I’m sick of being chased. I’m not a prize, I don’t go to whichever person can outwit the other. I’m in love with Riley, only Riley, no one else. I’m never going to be yours. Even if Riley never wanted anything to do with me for the rest of our lives, I still wouldn’t be yours.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“I do,” he says. “I mean it. That’s another thing, stop convincing yourself I don’t fucking mean what I say. I mean it. I don’t like you that way. At this point, I don’t like you at all. You need to stop being a bitch to Riley. I don’t know if you were behind this picture thing or not, but even if you weren’t, don’t try to pretend you didn’t feed it. You’re the one who created this hatred against her.”
Her voice is even colder now, cutting to the quick as she tells him, “And you’re the one who made it so damn easy.”
My stomach sinks. They’re both right. 
At least he doesn’t sound proud of himself when he says, “Yeah. I know.”
That’s pretty much the end of the conversation. I stand there with an upset stomach as he tells her she needs to leave, that I’m here and if I come downstairs and see her here, I’m going to be pissed. 
Valerie goes, because she always does what Hunter tells her to when she knows he means business. 
I don’t move from my spot on the stairs. I have no plans to hide that I eavesdropped, I just didn’t want to get in the middle of it. 
I guess part of me also wanted to hear what they would say to each other when they didn’t know I was listening. 
Hunter sighs heavily as he closes the door. He walks past the staircase a couple of seconds later and stops when he realizes I’m standing there. 
Our gazes lock. 
My heart beats a little harder. 
Neither of us speaks. 
After a few seconds, he finally breaks the silence. With an upward tilt of his lips that could never be called a smile, he explains, “I’m her Daisy.”
My stomach sinks. 
I don’t like him referring to himself as Valerie’s anything, but I get what he’s saying. 
He’s the idea that Valerie loves instead of a real person. 
She won’t let go, no matter how much he tries to tell her the truth. She doesn’t want to hear it. She doesn’t want to believe it, so she lies to herself. 
She knows he has a temper. I bet it’s really easy to blame everything on that, to convince herself he doesn’t really mean it.
And I get it. Even thinking it’s a stupid, insane thing to do to cling to someone who has no interest in you, I get hanging onto Hunter. 
Hell, I can’t let go of him, either. The difference is he likes me.
Hunter doesn’t say anything else before he walks away, but I guess he doesn’t need to. I heard just about everything.
I stay where I am with my back pressed against the wall. I hate that some part of me feels bad. I want to go after him and assure him he’s much more than a pretty picture for someone to tack all their hopes and dreams on. 
I’m pretty sure he knows that, but what if some part of him doesn’t? 
Despite my protective instincts toward Hunter, I find myself too conflicted to move. 
Some part of me does want to rush to his defense, but another part compels me to watch my own back. 
Hunter’s choice of homework assignment flits through my mind. 
I know he’s intelligent, but aptitude aside, Hunter Maxwell has never opted to do a harder assignment than was absolutely required of him. Where school is concerned, he skates by. He’s capable of so much more, but he’s far from an overachiever when it comes to academics. 
But for our English assignment this weekend, he chose the one that was more work. 
I’m her Daisy. 
If she’s his Gatsby, does that mean some part of Hunter was thinking of Valerie when he chose that assignment? Is it her happy ending he’s rooting for? 
If she were anyone else, I wouldn’t begrudge her his best wishes. I believe him when he says I’m the only one he’s in love with; I don’t believe he has feelings for her that are in any way a threat to what he feels for me. 
But he knows how mean she has been to me. He shouldn’t need another reason. That should be enough to kill any affection he ever harbored for her. 
I don’t care if they were friends for most of their lives. If he loves me, if he had the loyalty to me that I want, her treatment of me would be enough to sever that connection.
After what he’s done, the way he’s played us against each other… I can’t bear for him to have any feelings for her at all. 
I’m her Daisy, he said. 
That, I could live with. 
Hunter can’t help what he is to her, but... 
I can’t bear for her to be his anything. 
 
___
 
Hunter takes me home after dinner. We still have an enjoyable evening, but it’s undeniably marred by what happened in the afternoon. 
Since my mom didn’t text me freaking out about it while I was at Hunter’s, I assume none of the PTO moms have seen the picture and shared it with her. 
I’m torn on what to do about it. 
On one hand, I should give her a heads up that there’s an awful picture going around in case it does get back to her. 
On the other, it’s too horrifying to describe or explain, and I don’t want to mention it. 
Maybe she’ll never find out. Even if one of the moms catches wind of it, they might be too embarrassed to share something so explicit with her. 
If I tell my mom about it, she’ll overreact. She’ll flip her shit, storm the principal’s office, demand accountability and someone’s head on a platter. 
I do like accountability, and I would like to see Valerie’s head on a platter, but I’m sure she was smart enough to make sure it couldn’t be tracked back to her. I’m sure she had one of her lackeys make it on their computer, send it from their phone the first time. 
She knows she can’t afford for Hunter to have irrefutable proof she was behind it, let alone the principal. 
And since apparently she’s trying to implicate Sherlock now, he might get dragged into it if the school launches an investigation. I don’t for one second think he had anything to do with it—he has no motive—but I don’t want to risk getting him in trouble. 
Hunter didn’t think to question Valerie or poke holes in her bullshit claims when she came over to his house and tried to plant that idea in his head, but only because she played on his weakness. 
She knows Hunter has already been jealous over Sherlock, jealous enough to take a swing at him during football practice. Knowing that, she probably knew her argument didn’t entirely need to make sense. All she needed to do was plant doubt, feed into the idea that Sherlock likes me, and that would distract Hunter because it was an existing concern of his. 
I’m not so easily distracted. 
I know it was her. 
Unfortunately, I also know she won’t hesitate to take people down with her.
I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. I don’t want to be at war with Valerie, I just want her to get out of my life and leave me alone. 
Even though I’ve spent much of the weekend lazing around, I’m still exhausted when I climb into bed and set my alarm for school in the morning. 
I curl up in bed alone, looking at the empty side of my bed. After falling asleep with Hunter for the last couple of nights, I feel his absence now. I miss him. 
Reckless. 
This weekend was so reckless. 
Before I fall asleep, I hear my phone vibrate on my bedside table. I open my eyes and see the room glowing from more than just the moonlight, so I roll over to check my phone. 
It’s a text from Hunter. He must not be able to sleep either. 
It reads simply, “I miss you already.”
A faint, bittersweet smile touches my lips as I type back, “I miss you, too.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Fifty Two
Riley
 
 
The air fairly crackles when I get to school Monday morning. 
It’s been a while since I showed up and felt dozens upon dozens of people stealing glances and whispering about me. It hasn’t been like that since homecoming, when Hunter made a public stand with me. 
This is too juicy for them to pass up, though. 
I mean, it’s not often straight porn gets passed around—especially porn linked to a scandalous classmate. 
The way some of the people look at me as I walk into the school building, you’d think they really believe it was me in the picture. 
I return to my practiced routine of dodging stares and pretending not to notice as I make my way to my locker. Only, when I get there, I’m jarred out of my bubble by someone grabbing onto my arm. 
My heart stalls when I turn and see Sara standing there. 
“Oh my God, what’s going on with you and Sherlock?”
“What?” I ask blankly. 
“I only have a minute, I’m late to class. I was going to text you, but I know things have been weird, and I know I was kind of a bitch at the party.” She looks down, but only for a second. The gossip-hound in her can’t resist getting a scoop, even if things have been weird between us. “But I’m dying. I have to know. Everyone’s talking about it.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Didn’t you see the picture?”
I roll my eyes, turning back to my locker to shove in the books I don’t need. “Of course I saw the picture. The Photoshopping was terrible. I want to believe no one is stupid enough not to realize it was Photoshopped. I need to believe that. There are different colored orbs around all of our heads, for God’s sake. There wasn’t even an attempt to make the blend seamless. Even the asshole who made the picture didn’t expect anyone to believe it was real.”
She rolls her eyes. “No, I know obviously the picture wasn’t real, I was talking about what he did to Valerie’s car.”
I stop rearranging my books and turn to look at her. “What?”
She stares back in disbelief. “You haven’t heard?”
My stomach starts twisting itself into knots. “Heard what?”
“I mean, no one knows for sure it was him, but everyone is saying it was. No one else is crazy enough to even steal a car, let alone blow one up, but he’s a little unhinged. In the best way. It’s kind of hot. I can’t believe a guy blew up a car for you and I can barely get a text back.”
I gape at her, not comprehending. “Sherlock blew up a car for me?”
Sara bobs her head. “He stole Valerie’s car last night. Drove it out to a field and blew it up.”
I can only stare, completely dumfounded. “He… blew up… Valerie’s car?”
She nods eagerly, her eyes alight with excitement. “I can’t believe you didn’t know. Everyone is talking about it. Valerie was so angry, she started crying. I thought you’d enjoy that.” She glances back over her shoulder. “I have to get to class, but you should sit with us at lunch today. I’m dying to know more about what’s happening.”
I stand there with my jaw hanging open as Sara turns and rushes off to class. 
I need to get to class, too, but before I head that way, I pull out my phone and open up my old text chain with Sara. I hate to ask, but I shoot off a quick text saying, “I need to know what class Sherlock has after homeroom.”
I expect it will take her some time to get that information for me, so I slip my phone back in my purse, close my locker, and head off to homeroom with the books I need for my first couple of classes. 
___
 
When homeroom ends and we all file out into the hall, I check my phone to see if Sara messaged me back.
“AP macroeconomics with Mr. Daly,” she said. 
I type, “Thank you!” and send it to her before heading off in search of Mr. Daly’s room. 
It’s in the opposite direction of my next class, so I’ll be late if I go after Sherlock, but I don’t know how else I’ll get to talk to him. 
I can’t talk to him about this at lunch in front of Hunter. I don’t even know if he’ll be sitting with Hunter at lunch today. Hunter has been eerily silent this morning considering I’m sure he has heard about all this by now. 
I get to Mr. Daly’s class in record time. I take a peek inside, but Sherlock’s not in there yet. I don’t know which direction he’ll be coming from, so while I hate to wait for him in such a public spot, I have no other choice but to stand against the wall and watch for him. 
Somehow, he still manages to sneak up on me. 
“Well, isn’t this a nice surprise.”
I jump, turning my head to look at him as he approaches. “Hi.”
“Hi,” he says with a little nod of acknowledgment, his eyes gleaming with amusement. 
I push off the wall, feeling a little awkward now that he’s actually standing here. 
I made up my mind to try to find him, but somehow, I didn’t get past that. Somehow, I forgot I would actually have to speak to him, and with only a minute to spare, I should have come up with something before he was standing right in front of me. 
My stomach rocks like a ship sailing on a choppy sea. 
“Um… hi,” I say again. 
His amusement deepens. “You said that already.”
“Right.”
“You seem nervous,” he remarks, perfectly at ease with my nervousness. 
Dammit, I forgot how he affected me when he got me alone. 
We’re not even really alone, there are still people in the hall, but it feels like we’re alone. 
This was a mistake. 
I yearn to run away, but I should do what I came to do.
“I heard a rumor about you,” I say quickly, unable to come up with anything else. 
“Yeah?” He shifts the canvas bag thrown over his shoulder to his hip, drawing up the flap without looking and pulling out his macroeconomics textbook. “I’ve heard a few about you, too. Rumor is, you have lovely tits. I don’t think the girl whose face I’m fucking in that tacky porn screenshot really did you justice, but I suppose that was the point, huh?”
My heart plummets hearing him speak so crassly about my body and what “he” was doing to it in the infamous picture. 
I can feel a flush creeping up my neck, but since I’m already here, I try to keep it together. All I really want to do is turn on my heel and flee without another word, but that would be stupid. I came here for a reason. I just need to stay on track and get my answers. 
“Did you do it?” I ask.
“Fuck your face? No, not yet,” he says, his mouth tugging up with amusement. 
“Not ever,” I say, since at least this I know how to respond to. “I’m Hunter’s, remember?”
“Are you?” he asks with a sudden frown, cocking his head. “’Cause, see, if you are, how come he’s not the one defending your honor? If I’ve gotta do it, I think maybe you’re not his. I think maybe you’re up for grabs.”
Defend my honor?
That sounds like an admission of guilt to me. “You actually did it, didn’t you? You stole her car and blew it up.”
“Technically, no one blew the car up. It was doused in gasoline and set on fire. There was no explosion, but people like a dramatic retelling.”
“Sherlock, this is serious. That’s a felony. You could get arrested.”
He shakes his head, apparently unconcerned. “I’m not an idiot, Riley. I know how to cover my tracks. I have an alibi.” He smirks. “It’s sweet of you to worry about me, though.”
Just when it seems like the flush can’t go any higher, heat reaches the tops of my ears. My chest feels tight, like I can’t even breathe properly. I look down for a moment to gather my bearings, then raise my gaze back to his. “Why would you do that?”
He shrugs, not saying a word, just looking at me with those hypnotic eyes of his. 
As they bore into me, I realize they look different again today. At first glance they were blue. The night of the party with that predatory light in them, they were the color of hard steel. But now, looking into them, I see even more detail I didn’t notice before. 
His eyes look greener today. There’s a burnt brown ring around the pupil with a lighter golden hue encircling it like fanned flames. Beyond that, his eyes are an oceanic color that goes from light to dark, but I think it’s that golden ring that gives them such depth, that makes him so hard to look away from. His eyes are like an inferno bursting outward, warning the poor soul drifting into his depths, “if you play with fire, you’re going to get burned.”
Since he hasn’t answered my question, I prod him a bit. “I mean, I know you said you don’t like her, but enough to do this? What has she ever done to you?”
“She hasn’t done anything to me.”
“Then why?” 
He takes a step toward me and my heart sinks. Instinctively, I try to back away from him, but I’m already against a wall, so I can’t go far. 
My heart tries to beat its way out of my chest as he cages me in, right here in the hall. 
There are fewer people walking by now, but it’s not entirely empty. I could call for help if I needed to, but I don’t. He won’t hurt me, and the kind of help I need right now… I can’t get from any of these passersby.
“I don’t know how it is with Hunter, Riley, but with me… Don’t ask a question you don’t want an answer to.”
I’m not afraid, not really, but I can scarcely breathe. I hold his gaze as he looks down at me, but I can’t seem to find my words. 
This has not gone at all how I thought it would. 
He stands there for a moment, long enough for me to ask one more time if I really want the answer.
I don’t. 
The bell rings. 
A jolt runs through me. 
I’m officially late. 
So is he. 
He’s not too worried about it, though. 
He takes a step back, an easy smirk falling into place on his handsome face. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me.”
With that, he turns and disappears into the classroom. 
 



 
Chapter Fifty Three
Riley
 
 
My stomach is upset for the rest of the day. 
I thought asking Sherlock about what Sara told me was the right thing to do, but now I feel like I’m twisted up in knots. 
There’s a knot in my stomach that seems to have been doused in acid first. It gnaws away at me, distracting me and stealing my concentration when I finally show up late to class. There’s a thick knot of emotion in my chest, making it feel tight long after he’s gone. 
Knots everywhere. I can’t catch my breath.
I try to tell myself I don’t know why I’m such a wreck, but I’m afraid I do. 
I don’t like Sherlock, but he is the only guy other than Hunter to ever make me feel so out of sorts. I don’t like him, but… I am attracted to him. 
As I sit through my next class agonizing over that admission and not paying a single bit of attention to the teacher, I try to sort through my feelings. I unravel the guilt wrapped around my throat, cutting off my air supply.
I shouldn’t feel guilty. 
I’m not really Hunter’s. 
I said that to Sherlock because I needed to remind him that I’m off-limits, but while I would never do anything to deliberately hurt Hunter… I don’t owe him my loyalty. He did things to deliberately hurt me. 
Why should I beat myself up for feeling a flutter toward Sherlock when Hunter slept with Valerie Johnson? 
Sherlock’s right, frankly. If Hunter wanted to defend me, he should have. He threatened Valerie with banishment when she came over to his house yesterday, but then he bought into her bullshit and let her distract him. 
Maybe it’s because even though he doesn’t love her, he does have some kind of complicated feelings for Valerie. She is his ex, after all.
He sold me out for her, and he did it on purpose. 
Whatever I’m feeling for Sherlock… I didn’t mean to. I never would have, if Hunter hadn’t broken my heart.
And I’m single. I do love Hunter, but I can’t be with him. I’m not doing anything wrong if I’m attracted to somebody else. 
It still feels wrong, though.
All of this makes my stomach hurt. 
I want to blow off lunch today, but when Hunter doesn’t show up to English class, I get nervous. I can’t concentrate on anything. Out of sheer desperation, I even glance back at Melina with the intention of asking her if she knows why Hunter isn’t in class. When I look back at her, though, I catch her glaring at me. She tries to clear her expression quickly and paste on a big, fake smile, but… 
I don’t bother asking her about Hunter. 
Since he hasn’t texted me all morning, I’ve been avoiding it, too. As I walk toward the cafeteria, I shoot him a text to make sure he’s all right. 
“You weren’t in English class,” I text, as if he doesn’t already know that. Trying to keep it playful, I add, “Having second thoughts about your ending?”
He responds a minute later. “About killing Sherlock? Nope. Feeling pretty confident in that decision.”
My heart sinks. Whether I think I should or not, I feel guilty. I also feel like I’m lying by omission, so I tell him, “I talked to him today between classes.”
I wait, my heart heavy, while the little gray bubbles move on the screen. 
Finally, he sends back, “I know.”
He knows? 
I frown at my phone. “How?”
 A moment later, a photo pops up on my screen and steals my breath away. 
It’s me and Sherlock in the hallway outside his class. It’s him looming over me, staring me down like he’s about to devour me. It’s me looking up at him, wide-eyed and unprepared to be his next meal. 
Oh, God. 
“Where are you?” I text back quickly, my hands shaking a bit with the adrenaline coursing through me. “Hunter, that’s not what it looks like.”
“It never is, is it?” he texts back. 
How does he keep getting incriminating pictures of me? Does Valerie have spies snapping photos of me every chance they get? 
“Where are you?” I ask again. 
He doesn’t answer. 
Shit.
“Where are you?” I ask again, more desperately. “Please answer me. I need to see you.”
Finally, he texts back, “I had to leave. I was gonna get suspended if I didn’t.”
“Where are you?” I ask one more time. 
In lieu of an answer, he sends me another picture—of his view, I surmise. It’s the woods behind his house, the water beneath the bridge. 
“Are you coming back for lunch?” I ask him.
“Nope.”
Sighing, I look around. 
I’m conflicted. I don’t usually blow off school, but I need to talk to Hunter, and honestly, I’m worried he might feel pretty alone right now. I don’t want him to feel alone.
Making a decision, I head to my locker to get my things, then I slip out the exit doors and make my way toward the bridge. 
When I get there, Hunter is sitting on the edge with his legs dangling over the water. It reminds me so much of that day I first stumbled across him.
Without saying a word, I ease my bag off my shoulder and sit down next to him. 
Hunter’s still looking out at the water. I don’t expect him to say anything until I pry it out of him, but he surprises me by breaking the silence, his voice a lot calmer than I expect after that picture he sent me. 
“I used to come here all the time when my mom and her husbands fought. She always seemed to be drawn to men she fought with a lot. Never made much sense to me. I couldn’t figure out why she’d want to be with someone she fought with all the time.”
I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. 
“I asked her about it once. She told me it was much worse if you didn’t fight. That meant you didn’t feel anything very strongly. She said if you’re going to love someone, it might as well be someone who drives you crazy.” He glances over at me. “I never thought my mother was someone I’d take relationship advice from, but you drive me fucking crazy, Riley. Maybe I’m a hypocrite for telling Valerie to fuck off and find someone who actually likes her. I can’t stop chasing someone who doesn’t want to be caught, either.”
His words knock some of the air from my lungs. They tug on my heartstrings and make me feel bad. Hugging his bicep and leaning my head on his arm, I tell him, “It’s not the same thing.”
“It feels like the same thing today.”
“It’s not.” I let go of his arm after a minute and straighten back up. “I used to come here all the time, too. When you were gone. I knew you wouldn’t be here, but it made me feel closer to you. I used to fantasize that maybe you’d be back in town for a visit and you’d stumble upon me.” I smile faintly at the memory, but my smile turns bittersweet now that he’s actually here. “Trust me, Hunter. I wanted nothing more than to be caught by you.”
“But then I came back and fucked it up,” he says, his tone even. 
I nod. I don’t bother saying anything. We both know what he did.
“Do you like Sherlock?”
My heart sinks hearing him ask me that question. 
I’m not sure. 
“No,” I say. “I like you,” I add, because at least that’s the whole truth. 
“But you won’t be mine,” he says. 
I look down at the water, bracing my palms on the edge of the bridge. “I can’t. You know that.” 
“You could be his, though. There’s nothing stopping you with him.”
“He’s your friend,” I murmur. 
“I’m not so sure he is anymore. Next time I see him, I’m going to punch him in the face. I don’t think we’ll be friends after I do it for the second time.”
Looking over at him, I say, “Don’t do that.”
He meets my gaze, his brown eyes turbulent. “Oh, I’m gonna do that.”
“Then I’m going to be mad at you,” I tell him. 
“That doesn’t make me wanna punch him less,” Hunter states. 
I shake my head, looking back out at the water. “It won’t accomplish anything.”
“It’ll make me feel better,” he mutters. 
“Will it?” I ask, looking over at him. 
He looks down at the water beneath his feet. “No, probably not.” 
My words are running dry today, so I wait to see if he has anything else to say. 
“I’m afraid I’m gonna lose you,” he finally says. 
I want to tell him he won’t lose me, but he knew I’d want to tell him that. When he’s open and vulnerable with me, I always want to reassure him and make him feel safe. 
But I don’t want to make a promise I can’t keep, either. 
Instead, I tell him, “If you do, it won’t have a damn thing to do with Sherlock.”
His lips curve up as he looks out at the water, but it’s not a smile. It’s too cynical to be a smile. “Yeah, sure it won’t.”
“It won’t,” I say firmly, looking at him until he looks back. 
“I don’t care if it’s tomorrow or a week before graduation, Riley, if I find out you’re with him, we’re going to war. And if I go to war with him, it’s not going to be a showcase of stupid fucking high school pranks. If I go to war with him, one of us is going to get arrested.”
His words ignite a spark of anger in me. “I told you, I’m not going to be with him.” Not wanting to sit here any longer, I push myself up off the bridge. “There are a lot of differences between you and me, Hunter, but here’s one of them. When I came over to your house as soon as you came back, heart in fucking hand, and asked you not to be with Valerie, you did whatever you could to hurt me even though you didn’t even like her. I might actually like Sherlock if I spent time with him. And if I did hang out with him, it wouldn’t be out of spite. It wouldn’t be to hurt you. It would be to see if I genuinely liked him. But I’m not going to open that door because I know doing so would hurt you. And you don’t deserve that consideration from me, you really don’t, but I’m going to give it to you anyway, because that’s who I am. Because I do love you, and when you love someone, you don’t hurt them on purpose.”
Hunter stands, too. “If you love me so fucking much, then let’s make it known to everyone. I know you don’t forgive me yet, I get that, but I’m not going to stop putting in the work if you agree to be mine. I will get you past this, Riley. But I need you to give me a fucking chance. If you have one foot out the door, that’s one thing, but two feet? Two feet out the door is really fucking hard to work with when all of a sudden there’s another guy sniffing around. If it were any other guy, I probably wouldn’t be worried, but…” 
He stops. 
I see realization dawning on him. 
He sighs to himself, then looks up at me. “Not him,” he says, echoing the request I made of him that fateful day in his back yard. 
That’s so fucking unfair. Asking more of me than he was willing to do himself.
I don’t want to hurt Hunter, but I am tired of the emotional tug-of-war. I know he won’t relent, but I know I won’t, either, and I don’t know where that leaves us. Torturing each other for the rest of the school year?
Maybe I shouldn’t be the bigger person. 
Maybe I should end this before we end up hurting each other even more. Force him to let me go, once and for all. 
I know how now. 
Just like he knew how. 
Last time, he broke my heart on purpose. 
If I had any sense, maybe now I’d break his. 
A knot of emotion gets lodged in my throat. It feels like pain and regret. It tastes like loss. 
I knew loving him would be hard, but I didn’t know it would be this hard. 
“I don’t want you to go to war with him,” I say. 
“Then don’t make me.”
Tears burn behind my eyes. After the day I’ve had, I am mentally and emotionally exhausted. “If I just asked you to let me go… would you?”
Hurt flashes through his eyes that I would even ask, and my vision blurs as tears well up.
“No,” he says, almost regretfully, like he knows what that might mean. 
It’s the answer I expected. If I’m being honest, any other answer would have disappointed me. 
We’re completely fucked, both of us. 
“I’ve gotta go,” I say softly, dashing a stray tear off my face and bending to retrieve my book bag. 
“Riley.” His hand closes around my wrist, stopping me from fleeing like I so desperately want to. “Don’t go.”
“I’m tired, Hunter.”
“Come to my house,” he says, his warm brown eyes traveling the length of my body before returning to my face. Despite the heaviness of this day, his eyes gleam with a touch of playfulness since he’s trying to coax me. “We can take a nap.”
I’m tempted to go with him. To let him bury our problems, chase away my sadness. To get tangled up in the sheets with him and pretend that’s a world we can live in.
But it’s not. 
Hunter and I don’t work in the real world, we only work when we’re alone. 
“I can’t spend any more time in your world, Hunter,” I tell him, my voice so small and sad, I’m not even sure he can hear me. “I don’t belong there.”
Hunter takes a step toward me. His eyes flash with something harsh and fierce. He grabs me and pulls me into his chest like he can protect me. 
He’s the one I need protecting from, though. He’s the natural disaster that wrecks me every time he gets too close. 
 Pushing his fingers into my hair, he cradles my scalp to keep my face pressed against him. Then he kisses the top of my head and says fiercely, “You belong wherever I am, Riley.”
I shake my head. “No, I don’t.”
His grip on my hair eases ever so slightly. He reconsiders, then says, “Then maybe I belong wherever you are.”
I don’t know what he’s thinking, but I don’t care, either. I’m tapped. All I want to do is go home and crawl into bed for a few hours before I have to go to work. 
Pulling out of his embrace, I sniffle and tell him, “I have to go.”
“Riley,” he calls out as I turn to head toward my house. 
I stop, but I don’t look back. 
“Just… stay away from Sherlock, all right? I’ve known the guy for a long time, it’s easy to get caught up with him. Don’t do something you’ll regret just because you’re mad at me.”
If only he had taken his own advice, we wouldn’t be here right now. 
I’m not going to make him any more promises, though. 
Without a word to acknowledge he said anything, I slide my bag on my shoulder and take off down the path toward my house. 
 



 
Chapter Fifty Three
Hunter
 
 
After a long, miserable fucking morning, I leave the footbridge and head home. 
The wheels in my head are turning the whole way there. They don’t stop once I get there, either. I know what I have to do, I just need to make sure Sherlock stays away from Riley while I figure out how to do it. 
He’s not fucking right for her, but he is a hell of a distraction. 
I don’t want our relationship to take any more damage than it already has, but that picture of them today just about killed me. If Sherlock touches her, I’ll lose my fucking mind. 
I won’t love her any less. I certainly won’t want her any fucking less. But I will lose my goddamn mind. 
I’ll tear him apart, and with Riley between us, I know she’ll get hit with the shrapnel. She already did that night at the party, and that wasn’t an all-out war, it was just a jolt to my fucking system. 
I don’t want to hurt Riley any more. I’ve hurt her enough for a couple of lifetimes. I’ve done more damage than I even intended. 
I know I have my work cut out for me, but I’m not afraid of the work. 
I think the problem is I’ve been trying so hard to bring Riley into my world, it didn’t occur to me that I could just invade hers. She’s comfortable there. It’s where she likes to be. I haven’t spent much time in her world, but I know she doesn’t like mine, so maybe I’m the one that needs to relocate. 
Every time I’ve made progress with Riley, it’s because I marched on her world. 
Every time I’ve lost her a little, it’s because I tried dragging her into mine. 
It’s all so clear now, I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. 
Since I’m not going back to school today, I head upstairs to do some research that actually matters.
I have practice tonight, but since I skipped school, I might blow it off. Actually, I might blow it off permanently. Fuck it. I don’t care about football, and the less I see Sherlock, the better right now. 
Without football taking up so much of my time, I could also rejoin the paper and spend that time with Riley. I didn’t really quit because I couldn’t juggle both activities, I just wanted to forget Riley, so I needed to stop being around her more than I absolutely had to be. It was a dumb fucking idea to begin with, fated to fail. 
Riley’s mine, whether she wants to admit it to herself or not. She’s always going to be, and no one is going to stand in my way—not even her. 
I’ve put her through too much, though. 
I need to reroute and make things easier on her. 
When the doorbell rings a couple of hours later, I consider pretending I’m not home. I wasn’t expecting anyone and I don’t want to be interrupted right now, but on the off chance it’s Riley, I go downstairs anyway. 
When I open the door, it’s not Riley standing on the other side. 
It’s her mother. 
That… was not what I expected. 
I do not know how the fuck to proceed. 
“Hi,” I say uncertainly. 
“Hi.” She tries for cordial, but her greeting is tense. 
I’m not surprised. She may have told Riley she’d give me a chance, but I know Michelle still has reservations about me. I get it. She’s protective of Riley and isn’t convinced I won’t hurt her. I don’t take it personally, but it does make me wonder what the hell she’s doing at my house. 
“Riley’s not here,” I tell her, gesturing vaguely into the room behind me.
“Yeah, I know. I’m here to talk to you.”
“Me?”
She nods. 
Huh. Well, all right. 
I take a step back. “Come in.”
She glances past me reluctantly, like she doesn’t really want to. She steps into the entryway but lingers by the door, a hand on her purse strap like she’s eager to get back through it. 
Since she seems so uneasy being here, I don’t try to take her any farther without indication she wants to come in. “Do you want to sit? Are you thirsty?”
She shakes her head. “No. I don’t expect I’ll be here long, I just… I need to ask you a couple of things and, depending on the answers to those questions, impart some advice you haven’t asked for.”
My eyebrows rise. “Sounds like a good time.”
“There should be a carnival booth outside selling tickets,” she deadpans. 
“All right. What are these questions?”
“Do you love my daughter?” she asks bluntly. “I don’t mean you think she’s cute or smart or funny, that you like her, that you want to sleep with her. Not lust, not like—do you truly love my daughter? Through thick and thin, surviving good times and bad kind of love?”
“Yes,” I answer without hesitation. 
She nods like that’s the answer she expected. “Okay. What did you do to her?”
My heart sinks. 
Michelle closes her eyes and holds up a hand before I can speak. “No, wait. Don’t tell me. Don’t tell me what you did. I told myself I wasn’t going to ask that one. It’s setting this up to fail. Riley might forgive you for whatever it was, but I never will. Don’t tell me what you did. Tell me why you did it.”
I drop her gaze, trying to figure out which thing she even means. I have no idea what Riley shares with her mom. Does she mean the night I took her virginity, the thing with Valerie, or the night Sherlock kissed her? 
“You look confused,” Michelle says, sounding slightly afraid. “Why do you look confused? Is there a long list? You’re trying to figure out which time I’m referring to?”
Jesus Christ. How do moms do that? 
Michelle takes my not answering in a nanosecond as verification of my long list of sins and covers her face with her hands. “Ugh, what am I doing here? I should just let this work itself out. She’s going to college in a few months anyway, maybe she’ll never see either one of you again. Maybe she’ll get over this bad boy thing and meet someone who will take better care of her.”
“Hey,” I say, scowling. “Look, I don’t want to fight with you. Riley loves you and I do want you to like me, but there is no one in the world who would treat your daughter better than I would.”
She uncovers her face and cocks an eyebrow. “Then how come the girl that’s been crazy about you since she was 14 refuses to be your girlfriend now? Initially I thought it was my fault, but I’ve realized it’s yours. You started sending flowers. Men only send flowers when they fuck up, and she threw them away one week, so you must have really fucked up. Riley would never do that without an insanely good reason.”
I shake my head. “I’m not gonna defend myself, Michelle. I did fuck up, and I’ve been trying to make it up to her ever since. I know it’s my fault she won’t agree to be my girlfriend. Doesn’t mean I’m gonna stop trying. I’m not. She’s it for me. Nothing’s ever gonna change that. I don’t want anyone else. I know you think we’re too young or whatever, but I’m not too young to know I love your daughter, and I never want to love anyone else.”
Her whole posture changes. It’s almost like she takes a step back, but her feet don’t move. She looks at me for the first time like maybe she takes me a little bit seriously. 
Then, the woman who never seems to run out of words says simply, “Huh.”
“Does that answer your question?”
“It does.”
I feel awkward as hell, dumping my heart out for her approval. Now she doesn’t look uncomfortable and eager to flee, but those feelings have drifted over to me. “So… is that it?”
She shakes her head. “No. You unlocked the unsolicited advice level.”
“Lucky me.”
She smiles faintly, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “You’ve gotta lay off Sherlock.”
Whatever I expected her to say, it was not that. “Excuse me?”
“I get that he kissed her and you’re jealous. I even get that he was pushy and aggressive, and maybe…” She trails off, unsure how to finish that sentence. She doesn’t figure it out, but she does bring her gaze back to mine. “I completely understand where you’re coming from and why you feel the way you do, but you have to back off.” She holds up a hand to preempt my objection. “Listen, I don’t know what you did to even open her up to the possibility of anyone but you, but you do. She didn’t get there on her own. Riley is the most loyal person in the world.”
I sigh. “I know that. I’m not mad at Riley.”
“I just wanted to make sure you understood. It’s not because she doesn’t love you. She does. But whoever made the tear that he snuck through, it’s there.”
My heart just about fucking stops. “Has she talked to you about him?”
“I’m not going to betray my daughter’s confidence, but I am going to… tiptoe around it.” She shifts uncomfortably, staring at the floor instead of looking at me. 
“All right,” I say warily, watching her. 
“Some part of me wishes Riley would’ve stayed in a sexless relationship with Anderson, because… well, it’s hard to see your baby grow up. In my more rational mind, I know that was never going to last. She is growing up, and part of that is discovering… love, passion—all those fun, scary things she never felt before you.” She looks up at me. “If Riley is going to get serious with somebody, I would much rather it be the guy that sends flowers and tries relentlessly to fix what he broke than the guy who corners her at parties and blows up her rival’s car.”
I knew there was something brewing between Riley and Sherlock. I could feel it. Hearing her mom acknowledge it, though… that’s on another level. 
If her mom knows about it, Sherlock is a fucking threat, whether Riley wants to admit it or not. 
“He didn’t blow the car up,” I mutter. “He just set it on fire.”
“I cannot possibly express how little I care about that differentiation. He committed arson on some level, and demonstrated predatory tendencies toward my
daughter. He is Satan, and now I realize I am much more comfortable with the devil I know.” She gestures around the foyer. “Hence my presence here in Hell.”
I shake my head, aggravated. Looking off at the wall, I say, “So, what the fuck am I supposed to do, Michelle? Just sit by and watch her slip through my fingers? How do you come here and tell me I’m right to be worried, but I need to back off and just let it happen?”
“That is not at all what I am saying,” she tells me. “I know it may seem counterintuitive right now, but trust me, kid, I’ve been around the block a few more times than you have. I’m no love expert, but I’ve picked up some things over the years, and I do know my daughter.”
I certainly can’t argue with that.
Michelle goes on. “Riley is the kind of person who cannot stand to see people mistreated. I know, most good people don’t like to see others mistreated, but it’s different for Riley. She can’t sit idly by and watch it happen, she’s not a bystander. She has to make it her problem. She has to protect the injured party. When Valerie hurt Sara in first grade, Riley pulled Sara under her wing and became her best friend. When Riley found out your stepfather was abusing you and your mom wasn’t doing shit about it, she had to protect you, Hunter. She had to try. It’s who she is. Honestly, I’m shocked she managed to keep that secret as long as she did, but the only reason she did was out of loyalty to you. At a certain point, what being loyal to you meant… it became something different, even if you didn’t like it.”
“I know,” I tell her, looking down. “I’m not mad about all that anymore.”
“Good. But I’m bringing it up to show you examples of Riley being who she is. Examples you’ve seen for yourself, so you can see that I’m right.”
“What does this have to do with Sherlock?” I ask, even though I think I can see where she’s heading with this.
“If you go after him, Riley will protect him. She’ll have to. It’s who she is.”
My hands tighten into fists at my sides. 
 “It’s not because she doesn’t love you, or because she likes him more. It’s just who she is. Whatever her reasons, she sympathizes with him. I don’t know what they are; unfortunately, we can’t talk about him. The only time we really tried…” She stops, shaking her head. “I’m not good enough at faking my feelings to pretend I am not terrified of her liking him, and if she senses that, it’ll only make him more appealing. I really didn’t think I’d ever have to deal with that dynamic with Riley. We’re freakishly close, I never imagined she would want to rebel and date a guy I didn’t like, but first you, now this guy… Anyway, you don’t want to hear any of this. The point is…” She looks up, as if searching for a lost train of thought. “I have forgotten my point.”
I refresh her memory, even though I hate every fucking word more than the last. “The more I go after Sherlock, the more I’m gonna push her into his arms.”
“Yes, that,” she says, pointing at me. “And I don’t know this guy, but from the impression I have, you don’t want to give him an inch; he’ll take a mile.”
“Yep. That’s Sherlock,” I mutter. 
“So, that’s my fear. That Riley won’t even realize she’s letting him in until it’s too late. If she opens the door another inch or so, he might just push his way into her heart. He already has her sympathy, she’s already on the border of feeling like we’re being unfair to him, and to tip the odds in his favor even more, the kid blew up Valerie Johnson’s car to defend Riley’s honor. Riley doesn’t hate many people, but she despises Valerie Johnson. If you hadn’t come back, I think that action alone would have had her throwing her panties at him. We’re both lucky he didn’t notice her earlier and try that while you were gone.”
Anger courses through me just thinking about him moving in on Riley while I wasn’t here. “Yeah, well… we were friends then. He knew better.”
“Well, maybe you should be again,” she advises. “Not to get all Godfather on you, but keep your friends close, and your enemies closer, right?”
I nod. “Right.”
A moment passes in silence, ushering in her exit. “So… that’s it. My two cents’ worth. I was conflicted about telling you all this. I know it can’t be pleasant to hear.”
“Nope. Sure isn’t.”
“But you said you loved her,” she says, as if to remind me. “For real. When it’s easy and when it’s hard. If that’s true… prove it.”
I look down at the ground, nodding. Times like these, I wish I had someone I could talk to like Riley has her mom. I don’t have anyone like that other than Riley, and I can’t talk to her about her. 
As if she can sense it, Michelle lingers for a moment, then asks gently, “Are you okay?”
I nod without looking up. “Yeah. It’s just tough. I do love Riley, more than anything. But I need to know she loves me the same way, you know? I feel like I love her more than she loves me, and that’s fucking terrifying.”
Michelle sighs, her whole demeanor softening. She takes a step forward and reaches out to squeeze my shoulder. “Aw, hon. She loves you a lot. Believe me, I know.”
“I know she loves me, I just… I’m afraid of losing her. And this Sherlock thing… I mean, I need to know I have her loyalty, too.”
“Well… I understand that.” She lets go of my shoulder, but stays close. “Listen, Riley had a different kind of upbringing than most kids. I’m independent, perhaps to a fault, and as a result, you’ve gotta realize… Riley grew up seeing my fierce independence and thinking it was the norm. While for some girls, it might not occur to them they could be perfectly happy on their own, that’s the only way Riley knows. Until this year, she never even saw me cry over a man. Putting up with some guy’s shit? That’s foreign to her. We don’t do that. I wasn’t in many serious relationships when she was growing up, and the few I had, I ended them as soon as the guy pissed me off. I’m quick to cut my losses and move on. I’m not into commitment. The thought of marriage makes me itch, and the type of man who can change my mind about any of that… unicorns. Didn’t even think they existed until I met Ray. Ray’s my…” She stops to explain, but halts when she has to figure out what to call him.
Apparently, the Bishop women are allergic to boyfriends. 
I crack a smile, saving her. “Yeah, I know. Riley told me about Ray.”
“Okay, good,” she says, looking relieved. “Anyway, as a consequence of me being the way I am, Riley has seen what it looks like to take on life alone. Her whole life, it was just the two of us, and we were happy that way. Independence is Riley’s default setting. She knows she doesn’t need a man. Because of that, and I say this with affection, but… Hunter, Riley is not going to put up with your shit. Maybe other girls have, but Riley is not those girls. She can love you to the very ends of the earth and still refuse to be with you if you’ve made her feel like that’s what she has to do for herself.” She waits for me to look at her, then gives me a sad little smile. “You say you need to know you have Riley’s loyalty, but I pose the question: has she always had yours?”
“Do you really want me to answer that?”
Smiling grimly, she shakes her head. “Nope. But you know the answer, that’s what matters. If the answer is no, it’s your fault she’s open to Sherlock. Riley knows what she deserves, and she’s not going to settle for less, even if she loves you. If you can’t be the man she deserves, then she’s not the girl for you. Cut her loose, find yourself a shoddier model with lower expectations. Trust me, there are plenty out there.”
“I get that. I respect that. But I can be the man she deserves. I will be, I just need the chance and she won’t give me one.”
“Earn it,” she says simply. “You’re young, and you fucked up. I get it. It happens. People have to learn how to love each other, and sometimes that can be messy. The important thing is that you learn from your mistakes so you don’t repeat them.”
“Oh, I’ve learned plenty, it was just an expensive lesson. I don’t think Riley’s worried I’d make the same mistake twice, it’s just… I’m trying to repair the damage, and it’s not easy.”
“Maybe you can. Maybe not.”
“I can,” I state, refusing to accept an alternative. 
She shrugs. “Maybe. But not by going after Sherlock. He’s not really the problem—not unless you make him the problem. If you fight him, he’ll probably win. He hasn’t hurt her and you have.”
Ouch. 
“So… that’s all the advice I wanted to give you. I guess I’ll go now. Good luck, kid.” She slaps me on the arm, then turns around to leave. 
“Wait.”
She turns back. “Yeah?”
I don’t really know how to word what I want to ask. “I know you think I’m the lesser of two evils because I haven’t blown up any cars, but if you really think she’d pick him… why are you helping me?”
She considers that for a moment. Her gaze drifts past me and she sighs. Finally, she looks back at me, a sad little smile grazing her lips. “Because she’d regret it, eventually. Riley loves you, Hunter, she’s just hurt. You’ve bruised her heart when she trusted you not to. She needs to feel safe with you again, and right now she’s not sure she ever will. This other guy’s new. He’s flashy. He can make her feel safe for a while, but… how safe do you think he really is? He blew up a car, for Christ’s sake.”
I shrug. “If he hurt her, she’d just leave him, too. Right? That’s what you taught her.”
“Yep.” She nods, not at all ashamed. “And then there’d be someone else, and someone else after him. The thing is, hearts are only tender for a little while if they keep getting kicked around. Riley isn’t like me, at least not right now. She’s more open to love than I was, even close to her age. Her father did a number on me.” She looks down. “Don’t mention that to Riley. She doesn’t know. It’s the one thing we’ve never talked about.”
I’m stunned she’d share a secret with me, but I assure her, “I won’t.” 
“After him, I built up walls, and it took a very long time for me to meet someone who made it past them. To be honest, I never expected anyone to brave that climb. I was content to live my life alone, just me and Riley. But Riley…” She trails off, then sighs. “If she has to get over you, I think it’ll start her down a long path of being alone. And there’s nothing wrong with that.” Her gaze meets mine. “But I do believe that you love her, and I know she loves you. In the long run, I think she’d be much happier with you, and Riley happy is all I want.”
I never really thought Riley’s mom would come around on me, not after the things she knew about, let alone the things she didn’t. But that… that’s more approval from her than I ever aspired to. 
I feel a little awkward about it, but I give her a hug, anyway. “Thanks for coming over, Michelle. I appreciate it.”
She pats my back, clearly feeling as awkward about it as I do. “We’ll have to get better at this if you’re sticking around.”
Caught off guard by her acknowledgment of the awkward hug, I chuckle as I pull back and look down at her. “Yeah, we will.”
She smiles faintly and takes a step back. “I’m glad I didn’t piss you off. I know my unsolicited advice could have backfired, I just thought it was worth the risk.” 
I shake my head. “I’m not afraid to admit when I’m wrong.”
“That is a trait I very much admire, and it’s all too rare.”
“I’m gonna marry your daughter,” I say, point-blank. “Just so we’re clear.”
Her smile widens. This time, it reaches her eyes. “You know what? I kinda hope you do.”
 



 
Chapter Fifty Four
Riley
 
 
I skip school on Tuesday. 
I didn’t skip school even during the worst of times when Hunter was gone, but I’m worn out and in need of a mental health day, so I take one. 
After working late last night, Mom’s off today, so we enjoy one last mother-daughter day together. 
Well, I hope it’s not the last, but I know we’ll have fewer of them once Ray officially moves in this weekend. 
Everything’s changing.
That’s life. It’ll be okay. I just need a little time to process all of it. 
Mom orders us Chinese food for lunch, and we eat it on the couch while we watch our third episode of Jeeves and Wooster for the day. 
It’s a British comedy that aired long before I was born. Copies of it aren’t easy to find, but the Sunday Hunter gave us his credit card and Mom took him up on his offer to spend however much we wanted, she ordered the full series on DVD. 
“This is amazing,” she tells me, her eyes glued to the screen as she twirls her fork to wrap the lo mein noodles around its tines. 
I nod in agreement. “I don’t know why we ever watch anything else.”
“Or go to school or work,” she adds. “We should become professional couch potatoes.”
“I don’t think the pay is very good,” I tell her. “How would we afford Chinese food?”
“Eh.” She waves off my financial concerns. “I’ll just sell you to that rich boy down the street. He can be our benefactor.”
I crack a smile as I scoop up some fried rice. “I think if you sell me to Hunter, I’ll be available to watch TV with you much less.”
“We’ll negotiate some kind of schedule to split your time between us.”
“I’m glad you’ve put adequate thought into my purchase agreement.” 
She nods and flashes me a smile. “I only have one daughter to auction off, I’ve gotta make sure you fetch a good price and the terms are to my liking.”
I dip a piece of chicken into my sweet and sour sauce. “Good thinking.” 
A few seconds pass, but instead of dropping the playful topic altogether, Mom looks over at me and asks, “Speaking of Hunter, have you heard from him today?”
I nod, but I take a bite of my chicken so she won’t expect me to talk right away. 
Yesterday when I came home in the middle of the school day, Mom was understandably surprised to see me. Given how emotionally exhausted and upset I was, I also didn’t have the composure to pretend nothing was bothering me. 
I ended up venting to her about everything—the gross picture being texted around to virtually everyone in our grade, what Sherlock did to Valerie’s car in retribution, and Hunter being a jealous, emotionally exhausting jerk. 
It still doesn’t feel natural to talk to Mom about Hunter, though. If I’d been more in control of my emotions, I probably wouldn’t have shared so much. 
Once I’m finished chewing and I have no more excuse not to answer, I say, “He texted me earlier to ask why I wasn’t in school. I told him I was playing hooky and spending the day with you.”
“How’s that going?” she asks before taking a bite. 
I shake my head, looking down at my rice. “I don’t really want to talk about it right now. I’m taking a day off from all that chaos.”
“Okay,” she says easily. “Well, I just want you to know you can talk to me about him if you need to. I know he’s been a sore subject in the past, but I told you I’d be open-minded, and I mean it.”
“I know. I appreciate it,” I assure her. “You know what else I appreciate?”
“Hm?”
“Hugh Laurie in a comedic role. I was skeptical when you first suggested we watched this. I wasn’t sure I could ever look at him and not see Dr. House, but I find lighthearted Laurie quite acceptable.”
Mom grins at me. “See? I told you.”
“Don’t get me wrong, I still prefer him as House,” I say, before she gets too carried away with her gloat. 
Mom rolls her eyes. “Well, of course you do. You’re drawn to troubled men.”
I cock a disbelieving eyebrow at her. “And you’re not? How’s Ray’s loan situation these days? Still resisting dirty money, or…?”
She sighs, her shoulders slumping forward with defeat. “We’re too alike in ways I don’t find convenient.”
I crack a smile, but don’t pursue this line of conversation. I don’t want to talk about either of our relationship issues today, I just want to kick back, eat some delicious Chinese food, and focus on the hijinks of Wooster and Jeeves.
 
___
 
Spending the day blowing off steam with my mom was exactly what I needed. 
By the time I crawl into bed that night, I’m much more relaxed. 
If I allow my thoughts to drift to tomorrow, I do still dread going back to school, but I try not to think about it. It’s not something I can control. 
Yes, I loathe high school, especially now that Hunter’s back, but at least I’m almost finished with it. As long as I don’t get caught up in the bullshit, I can finish this year and move on with my life. 
I’ll be starting college soon, and college will be completely different.
College will be amazing.
I sigh happily thinking about it. I drift off to sleep with a smile on my face, fantasizing about a picturesque campus in autumn, classes with brilliant lecturers, and all the culture of Boston. I bet there are a lot of great coffee shops, too.
I don’t know what time it is when I jerk awake from a dead sleep to someone climbing onto the bed behind me.
My bed.
Nobody should be climbing into bed with me. 
My heart explodes as a hand clamps over my mouth before I can do more than gasp in surprise. 
“Shhhh.”
It’s a sound, not a voice, so I can’t make out who it is. I tell myself it has to be Hunter, and I believe it, but I still feel unsure when a hand slides across my hip and his fingers slide into the waistband of my panties to push them down.
“Hunter?” I murmur against his hand, just to make sure. 
No answer.
I’m only wearing an ugly nightshirt and panties, so once he shoves those down around my knees, he has a lot of access to me. He uses it, sliding the hand that isn’t clamped over my mouth between my thighs, hooking his leg around mine and spreading them open so he can tease me better.
A jolt of arousal courses through me as he forces my legs open and pulls me back against him. My eyes drift shut as his fingertips lightly brush my entrance. 
He slides his hand up my abdomen, then pushes it up under my nightie and fondles my breast.
“Don’t worry, baby.” Relief pours through me at the sound of Hunter’s voice. “You don’t have to say yes. I just need to use your pussy tonight. I won’t be able to sleep until I do.”
Arousal trickles through me at his naughty words. 
I love this game. I don’t know how he got into my locked house, and I certainly wasn’t expecting to be played with tonight, but my guards are down enough from being woken from a dead sleep, and besides that, I missed him. If we can play under the dark blanket of night and then pretend nothing happened in the morning, I can live with that.
My body comes alive as he plays with my breasts and teases my nipples. They harden at his touch. 
He hardens, too. I feel his hard cock pressed against my butt as he touches me. Feel it harden even more as he slides his hand between my legs and I moan against his palm. 
“Fuck, Riley.” He kisses the side of my head, then shifts his body. Since I’m lying on top of him, I shift with him. 
I hear him unzip his pants so I know he’s taking his cock out. He keeps his hand sealed over my mouth, but his grip has eased. It’s not tight as he shoves into me, so my sharp cry is louder than I intend it to be.
His hand on my mouth tightens and he rolls me onto my stomach, crushing me beneath him as he pushes more of his cock into me.
“Shhh. You don’t want me to get caught, do you?” 
I grab my pillow and squeeze the life out of it as he pushes so deep inside of me, it feels like he’s gone too far. I’m too full of him. It almost aches.
It feels good to be that full of him, though. I can’t help moaning as he eases back, and then drives into me again. Once more, he goes so deep it feels like he’s in my guts, but it’s a heady feeling, being possessed like that.
He doesn’t talk to me much tonight, just buries me in the mattress as he fucks me. It’s not a punishment though, so despite bruising my flesh with his greedy hands and filling my bedroom with the sounds of his skin slapping mine while he fucks me, he makes sure it’s good for me, even though he said he just needed to use me tonight. 
He uses the hand that’s not covering my mouth to squeeze my pussy like he’s claiming it, to play with my clit while he fucks me. As a result, my pleasure builds and builds.  
I hope he doesn’t do another one of those double whammy orgasms that melted my whole mind... but I kinda hope he does, too. 
I want to warn him, to remind him that my mom’s upstairs asleep and if he makes me come as hard as he did that one time over the weekend, I might not be able to hold back a scream. 
But when I go to warn him, I realize he has my mouth covered. Even if I do scream, he can probably muffle it.
“Your pussy likes to be used doesn’t it, Riley?”
His filthy words make me moan, but his hand over my mouth saves me from having to answer, makes it almost a taunt.
He slams into me so hard, my whole bed moves. 
“You’re not going to be able to sit down tomorrow without thinking about me.” He murmurs the words in my ear like he’s whispering an endearment, but the words themselves are greedy and possessive. He doesn’t want me to be able to sit down without thinking about him. He doesn’t want me to breathe without thinking of him. If he could leave an impression of his dick in my lungs so I wouldn’t be able to, he damn well would. 
Jealous, possessive jerk. 
There’s no sting in the words when I think them right now, though. I reach back and run my fingers through his hair, cradling his head and pulling him closer as he fucks me. 
He’s a lot to deal with, but I love him so much. 
His lips find my neck. I dig my fingers into the soft pillow, my eyes drifting closed. He pounds into me harder and faster every time he pulls out. He wants to make good on his promise. He wants me to ache for him tomorrow. 
I ache for him all the time. Surely he knows that by now. 
As if he doesn’t and he still has a point to prove, he fucks me harder and harder, forcing me deeper and deeper into my mattress. It gets harder to breathe, especially with his hand covering my mouth, but he never moves it. Not even when my cries and whimpers grow more and more frequent, and he knows I must be getting close. 
He shoves a finger in my pussy and starts to flick my clit again as he fucks me and kisses my neck. Butterflies break loose in my tummy, flying over eroding, sinking land. I feel like I’m coming apart. 
Desperation to break away from him takes over. I’m too afraid I can’t take it and keep quiet, but he has me trapped, pinned down to the bed. I can’t go anywhere even if I want to. 
That ratchets up my arousal even more. 
I try to cry out his name, but it’s smothered against his palm. 
I can’t breathe. 
My heart feels like it’s going to explode.
My insides feel like they’re going to explode. 
And then they do. 
My broken, euphoric cries are muffled against Hunter’s palm, but even so, he presses my face into the pillow to further smother the noise. 
The orgasm rocks me, my pussy squeezing his cock and pumping his cum into me as he lets go, groaning and cursing through his own orgasm.
Tremors of pleasure continue to rock me as I curl up on my side. 
Hunter settles in behind me, locking an arm around my waist and pulling my body snugly against his. Tears have gathered in the corners of my eyes, but I’m not sure why. I’m not sad. I’m too fucking satisfied to be sad. 
I feel a little shattered, just like I did last time he did that to me. I don’t know how he does it, makes the orgasms more intense. I don’t know if it’s a blessing or a curse, because my mind is literal jelly. 
Hunter takes advantage, holding me close and kissing me tenderly, whispering reassurances and endearments and all sorts of lovely words as I try to pick up the fractured pieces of my mind.
He’s not covering my mouth anymore, so I’m able to say, “You’re so good at that.”
Hunter chuckles, pressing another kiss to the side of my neck. “Am I?”
“You know you are,” I murmur, closing my eyes. “Don’t pretend to be modest. We both know you’re not.”
“I wasn’t being modest, just pointing out your limited expertise on this subject. You’ve only ever fucked me,” he points out. “You don’t really know if I’m good at it or not. Maybe all sex is that good.”
“Is it?” I ask.
“No,” he murmurs back, reaching around to take my hand and press it against the mattress. 
I snuggle up in his arms like a contented kitten, but I’m not content at all. “I love you.”
“I know.”
“I wish I didn’t,” I mutter. 
His voice a touch more solemn, he says, “I know. I haven’t made it easy for you. I’m sorry.”
We don’t say anything more for a while, he just holds me and I enjoy his warmth while I have it. 
When I feel close to drifting off, I rouse enough to roll back and tell him, “You should probably go. I don’t want us to fall asleep again. If my mom catches you in my bed, it’s going to be weird.”
“I’ll leave before she gets up,” he promises. “I have my alarm set on my phone just to be safe. Just let me sleep with you for a while.”
“Okay,” I murmur sleepily as he snuggles me closer. “One more thing.”
“Yeah?”
“How did you get into my house?”
“The key that was in your purse the night you left it at Valerie’s. I didn’t think she should have it, so I made her give it to me.”
That’s a relief. I completely forgot to tell Mom we might want to consider changing the locks, but after a while, I assumed Valerie must have thrown it away. 
“I was actually worried about that for a while. You could’ve given it back to me,” I tell him. 
“Nah. Wanted to hold onto it in case I ever needed it.”
I shift, finding a comfortable place to rest my head on his muscular bicep and closing my eyes. “Stalker.”
Amusement thick in his tone, he says, “I’m too hot to be a stalker, remember?”
“Mm,” I murmur sleepily. “It’s courting when you do it.”
“Exactly.”
I smile faintly, shaking my heavy head. “You’re so crazy.”
“You love me anyway.”
“I do. I must be crazy, too.”
 



 
Chapter Fifty Five
Riley
 
 
Hunter fucks me again before the sun rises, but true to his word, he’s gone by the time my alarm goes off for school.
I’m almost a little sad about it, though. I didn’t hear him leave, so I didn’t get to say goodbye. 
I know I’ll see him at school, but it’s different there. 
I go through my morning routine, more tired than usual. Mom remarks on it as I pour myself a second cup of coffee, but I can’t exactly tell her Hunter snuck in the house and kept me up half the night.
I’m more prepared for the bullshit as I make my way into school today, so it doesn’t bother me as much. Plus, there are no surprises today. 
I make it through my morning classes, and Hunter is there waiting for me when I get to English. I slide into my seat next to him and open my notebook.
“Did I miss anything important yesterday?” I ask him. 
“Just me.”
I roll my eyes. “I’m serious. Playing hooky is your thing, not mine. Did you take any notes I can copy?”
Clutching his heart theatrically, he says, “Are you saying you didn’t miss me?”
I smile faintly. “I saw you, remember?”
Hunter smirks as he opens his own notebook. He flips to the page he must have taken notes on and passes it to me. “Oh, I remember.”
I shift in my seat, feeling the ache between my legs as I do. Remembering the words he wielded in the middle of the night, I flush and murmur primly, “Thank you for the notes.” 
Hunter catches my movement. His eyes glint with amusement as he teases, “A little sore?”
My cheeks warm with embarrassment. “Shut up.”
He smirks, looking pretty satisfied with himself. 
I roll my eyes, but I can’t help myself: I smile. 
 
___
 
The rest of the day goes smoothly. The only time I’m really tense is during lunch when Hunter and Sherlock are not only in the same room, but sitting at the same table. 
I don’t sit with them, I sit at my table alone, but I can’t even focus on the book I brought to read today. Between bites of food, I steal glances at their table to make sure Hunter is behaving himself. 
I don’t know what I missed yesterday, but today they seem fine. They keep a couple of guys between them and don’t really talk, but it’s far less violent than I was afraid it might be. 
After that, the day flies by. I head home and do as much homework as I can before my night shift at the diner.
Just like that, it’s Thursday and the week is nearly over. 
I stay after school for the newspaper meeting. To my absolute shock, Hunter walks in. 
I look to Mr. Lohman expecting him to be surprised, but he just flashes Hunter a smile and says, “Welcome back, Mr. Maxwell.”
“Glad to be back,” Hunter says, stopping beside me and taking a seat. 
“What are you doing here?” I ask, wide-eyed. 
“Changing the world,” he says with feigned enthusiasm. 
“I’m serious. I thought you quit so you could focus more on football.”
“Ah.” He nods. “Don’t have to do that anymore. I quit the team.”
“You… what? Why?”
He shrugs like it’s no big deal. “I like this more. Besides, I can do this with you. Football’s with Sherlock. I guess he’s all right, but you have a much better ass.”
I choke.
Hunter’s eyes gleam with amusement. 
It’s like a million pounds fall off my shoulders, and I don’t even know why. “You’re done being crazy, then?”
“Nah, never,” he says lightly. “Just done being the kind of crazy that stresses you out.”
“I very much like the sound of this.”
“I thought you might.” He pulls his notebook out and drops it on the table. “What are you doing tomorrow night?”
“Working.”
“So, if your work suddenly decided they didn’t need you tomorrow, you’d be free?”
My eyes widen. “No, and I meant to ask you about that last weekend. I assume it wasn’t a coincidence my employer decided to give me the weekend off so I could spend it with you?”
Hunter shakes his head, but appears entirely unashamed of his interference. 
“How did you even pull that off? You don’t have sway with Deb, do you?”
“Riley, I’m not trying to be an asshole here, but I can get sway pretty much anywhere I want it. The only thing I want that I truly can’t have is you. Whatever else I set my sights on, I can usually make it happen.”
I sigh. “You’re so spoiled.”
He flashes me a charming smile. “You keep me grounded. See, I need you.”
“Well, don’t do that again. I know you’re used to your bubble of privilege where people fall all over themselves to give you whatever you want, but I don’t live in it with you. If you keep demanding special treatment for me, even if Deb gives it to you because she can’t say no to those big brown eyes or the wad of money you throw at her, it’s going to end up hurting me in the long run. Eventually, she’ll decide employing me is more trouble than it’s worth, and I’ll be out of a job.”
“Then you can come to work for me,” he says, smiling. 
“I am not going to be your professional girlfriend.”
Mr. Lohman grabs a dry erase marker and starts writing on the white board. “All right, guys, I think everyone’s here. Let’s get started.”
Leaning over toward Hunter, I whisper, “And I want my house key back, too.”
Hunter leans over and whispers back, “I’ll give it to you if you come over tomorrow night after work.”
“It’s my house key,” I remind him. “You can’t hold it hostage.”
“Possession is nine tenths of the law,” he informs me. “The key’s mine now. If you want it back, you’re gonna have to earn it.”
I shake my head at him. “You’re something else, you know that?”
“Actually, why don’t I pick you up from work? I have my mom’s car. Will you be hungry? I can make dinner.”
“It’ll be too late for dinner,” I mutter. 
He nods. “Good point. Maybe a snack. How about a charcuterie board and a nice bottle of wine? I make a mean charcuterie board. Afterwards, you can take a nice hot shower. We never did get to all of them last weekend.”
“Has anyone ever told you no before?”
Hunter smirks. “Only you.”
I shake my head at him, but I can feel the indulgent gleam in my eyes. “Spoiled rotten.”
He leans over and steals a quick kiss. 
I gasp. 
“Mr. Maxwell,” the teacher says sternly. 
Holding his hands up in playful surrender, Hunter says, “Sorry, Mr. Lohman. This one’s a temptress. I’ll try to control myself.”
“Oh my God,” I say, hiding my face in my hands. 
Mr. Lohman tries to remain firm, but his eyes gleam with amusement. “See that you do.” 
The teacher turns back to the rest of the class while I wait for the floor to open up and swallow me. 
The newspaper kids are nicer than the average Hawthorne High student, so when I finally peek at them between my fingers, there’s no malice on any of their faces. They’re all entertained by Hunter’s antics, same as Mr. Lohman.
I shoot Hunter a narrowed look, but he’s completely unashamed about embarrassing me.
“What? You wanted to be kissed,” he whispers. “I was just obliging.”
Sighing heavily, I open my notebook and focus my attention on the teacher so we can get started on the actual work we have to do during this meeting.
I guess I should just be glad he did it in front of a nice teacher. If he’d have kissed me in front of Mrs. Dowd, she’d probably flunk me on the spot. 
 
___
 
Stepford night is upon us. 
To the rest of the world, it’s Saturday. 
To Mom, it’s the end of living her life without a man. 
Even though she loves Ray and she’s being a trouper about him moving in, I can tell she feels a little weird about it. It’s not that she’s having second thoughts or anything, it’s just that I’m the only person she has lived with for half of her life. 
It’ll be an adjustment for both of us, but probably more for her than for me. 
To distract her from her move-in anxiety, I proposed we make it extra fun. When we went on our shopping spree, she bought herself a floral dress and costume pearls to wear next time we watched The Stepford Wives. 
So tonight, while Ray moves his stuff in, Mom and I are all dressed up. We made a nice dinner, and we’re going to make Ray watch The Stepford Wives with us after we’re finished eating—at the table, of course, like proper ladies.
Ray definitely thinks we’re dorks, but it’s nothing he wasn’t already aware of, so he doesn’t complain.
While dinner cooks and Mom and Ray unpack upstairs, I sit on the couch and scroll through the college course catalog on my phone. Ever since college crossed my mind the other night, I’ve spent a lot more time thinking about it. 
Interrupting my scroll, Mom suddenly flops down on the couch beside me and sighs.
“Moving in with a man is strange.”
I lower my phone to my lap and look over at her. “How so?”
“It just is. I was just giving Ray his new toothbrush—”
“Was he surprised?” I interrupt. 
“He was.”
“Does he love it?”
“He does. But, he’s weird.”
I chuckle. “What?”
“He thought we would share a toothpaste tube.” She makes a face. “Why would we share a tube of toothpaste? Can we not afford the extravagance of each of us having our own? Is that a thing couples who live together usually do?”
I frown. “I don’t know. What if you don’t like the same kind?”
“Exactly! I enjoy my white, minty paste. What if he goes for those crazy gel ones that are three different colors? Or what if he squeezes the tube from the bottom and gets mad that I squeeze it from the middle?”
“You can’t just stop squeezing from the middle. It’s a lifestyle choice.”
“See? You get me. We should’ve lived alone together for the rest of our lives. We could’ve become mother-daughter spinsters—each of us with our own toothpaste.”
“I think life as a spinster would suit me quite well, actually,” I confess. 
She drapes her arm around my shoulder and gives me an affectionate squeeze. “You make your mother proud.” 
Ray comes down the stairs, flicking a gaze in our direction. “Is she still complaining about the damn toothpaste?”
“It’s weird,” Mom insists as she lets me go.
“It isn’t weird, and a simple no would’ve gotten the point across,” he says, stopping in front of the couch. 
Mom looks over at me. “I asked if he was a psychopath.”
“A fair question,” I say. 
Ray rolls his eyes. “Since your daughter’s in the room, I won’t remind you of all the other ways we exchange bodily fluids.”
Mom gasps and dramatically covers my ears. “Not in front of these virgin ears.”
I slide her a look, because she knows I’ve slept with Hunter. 
“It’s part of Stepford night,” she tells me. “All daughters must remain virgins until they’re married.”
“Ah, right. Well, at least you’ve already been paid a bride price and negotiated the terms of my sales agreement. Maybe my wanton ways can be excused.”
Mom uncovers my ears. “Speaking of your wanton ways…”
I blink. “Wait, what?”
“You came home late last night.”
I flick a glance at Ray, instinctively wondering why she would bring that up when he’s still here before remembering he lives here now—he’s not leaving. 
Weird. 
“Oh. Yeah, I texted you,” I say, looking back at Mom. “I told you Hunter was picking me up from work.”
“Is he your boyfriend now?”
“No. He just gave me a ride home from work and made us a snack. We had a glass of wine.” Her eyebrows rise, so I explain, “He lived in Italy, he does wine with meals now.”
“Right, of course. Well, the fact remains, you came home super late.”
“I didn’t think you’d care,” I say with a shrug. “You knew where I was, you knew who I was with. I don’t have a curfew. What’s the problem?”
“The problem is I didn’t get to talk to you after work last night and I was already gone when you woke up today, so I didn’t get to tell you I need you to request off work tomorrow.”
I blink at her. “Tomorrow?”
She nods, cringing a bit. “Short notice, I know.”
“Very short notice. I need to know like a week in advance if I’m going to request a day off, Mom. When Hunter doesn’t know that, I understand because he’s never held a blue collar job, but you know I can’t just request the next day off. The schedule is already set. I’m supposed to close tomorrow.”
“I know,” Mom says, pulling a face. “I’m sorry, I would’ve given you more notice, but—”
“It’s my fault,” Ray interrupts.
I look at him. 
“I’ve been talking to this potential investor for the gym. I found someone who’s really interested and has the capital, he’s even got social media marketing experience and some good ideas about advertising the gym. He knows how to do the stuff I don’t, and it seems like it would be a really good fit, but we haven’t signed the paperwork yet. He wanted to come over one night this weekend to have dinner with the family, get a feel for me, talk everything over, and hopefully sign the papers so we can get things started.”
“Oh, wow, that’s really great,” I say, trying to think how I could get out of work. “Hmm… I guess I could see if one of the other waitresses would take my shift.”
“I hate to put you out,” Ray says. “I just wanted the whole family here. I want to make a good impression, you know?”
“Yeah, of course. I’ll find a way. If none of the waitresses say yes, I’ll… figure something else out.”
Maybe I’ll ask Hunter to work his magic. I know he’ll gently blackmail me for the favor, but… well, I don’t mind.
 



 
Chapter Fifty Six
Riley
 
 
“So, what do you know about this investor?” I ask Mom as we stand at the kitchen counter, preparing side dishes to go with dinner.
Ray is outside assembling the new grill he bought since he’s making steaks for the main course.
Mom shakes her head as she tosses the salad. “Nothing, really. Why?”
“I’m just wondering what we should be expecting. I mean, it’s not gonna be Tony Soprano at the dinner table tonight, right? We’re sure this is a legit investor?”
“I don’t think Tony Soprano would be a social media marketing whiz,” she says. “He said the guy knows about marketing, so it sounds legit.”
“But what if by ‘marketing’ he means, ‘Maybe you should join our gym. It sure would be a shame if you didn’t and something were to happen to you…’?”
“Well, that would certainly be interesting,” Mom says. “I’ve never entertained mobsters before. Do you think they’ll be upset that we don’t have a dessert course? Maybe you should run out and grab some cannoli, just in case.”
“Maybe they’re not Italian.” I shake some seasoning over the olive oil I’m about to coat the potatoes in before we roast them. “Maybe they’re Russians, or Irish.” I gasp, delighted, and look over at her. “If it’s an Irish gangster, I hope he has an accent.”
“Maybe you should grab a dessert from every country dangerous men might hail from, just so we can be sure not to offend. Although,” she says, pointing her tongs at me and pursing her lips, “they might not even be mobsters at all. There are gangs in prison. I don’t know which serious criminals he could get money from. Maybe they’re less organized, just a pack of standard Americans with dirty money.”
“What’s a standard American dessert?”
“I don’t know. We’re standard Americans. This shouldn’t be a hard question for us.” Mom frowns. “Why is ‘Jell-O’ the only answer I can dig out of my brain?”
“It’s Sunday. Our brains are tired.”
She nods, opening a container full of grape tomatoes and dumping them out on a cutting board so she can slice into them. “I guess I’ll accept that excuse.”
The back door opens and Ray comes back in the kitchen. 
“Hey, what’s a dessert Americans like?” Mom asks him. 
He stops and looks at her, uncomprehending. “Is this a joke?”
I look back and explain, “Our brains are tired.”
He shoots us both funny looks, then resumes his trek to the fridge. “I don’t know. Cheesecake? Cookies? Pumpkin pie at Thanksgiving.”
“Mmm, pumpkin pie,” Mom says longingly. “Is your investor Italian? Does he like cannoli?”
“I think he is Italian, actually.” Ray looks back at us and frowns. “Why does this matter?”
To save him the long, long road we took to get here, I sum up. “We were wondering if we should’ve planned a dessert course.”
“Oh.” Ray frowns. “Nah, I don’t think he has much of a sweet tooth. I mean, I could be wrong, but he seems pretty into fitness, so.”
Mom looks over at me as if enticed. “A sexy Mafioso—and he’s not bringing a wife to dinner. Maybe he’s single. Maybe you’ll like him and we can finally get you married off.”
I shake my head as I coat the potatoes. “Being a mob wife is not high on my list of potential life goals, sorry.”
“You sure? You like troublemakers, at least this way he’d be rich.”
“Hunter is rich,” I remind her. 
She smirks. “Thought he wasn’t your boyfriend.”
I roll my eyes at her smugness. “He’s not. I’m just saying, if you’re determined to marry me off to a troublesome rich guy, we have an easier option than selling me to the mob. And, hey, Hunter is even half Italian.”
Mom nods, smoothly segueing. “Out of curiosity, how come you don’t want to be his girlfriend?”
“Mom.”
“I mean, you clearly like the guy, right?”
“It’s complicated,” I tell her. “And absolutely not something we should talk about right now when we’re about to have a business dinner with a potential colleague of Ray’s. Let’s keep our eyes on the prize here.”
The doorbell rings, alerting us to the arrival of our dinner guest. 
“All right, you two behave yourselves,” Ray says, pointing at us. “I can see you’re in one of your moods, but I don’t want the guy to think you’re nuts.”
“If he doesn’t have a sense of humor, do we even want his money?” Mom calls after him. 
“Yes,” Ray calls back as he heads toward the door. 
Mom shakes her head, a disgruntled look on her face. “I say no. I don’t want stodgy money.”
“Let’s behave ourselves, just in case he’s boring,” I suggest. 
Mom sighs. “Lame. If dinner gets weird and quiet, I can’t promise I won’t haul out obscure Wooster and Jeeves references.” Theatrically, she uses a hand to cup her ear as if listening for something. “Do I hear cats in your bedroom?”
“I can almost guarantee he would not understand those references. I don’t think anyone but us has ever seen that show.”
“I’m sure the British have seen it.”
“Are we expecting him to be British now?”
“If he is, I’m set. I’ll talk to him about Wooster and Jeeves, he will love me forever, and then he’ll give Ray all the money he needs.”
“As long as we have a plan,” I say with a nod. 
“And hey,” she says brightly, “if he’s British, he’ll have an accent for you.” She pauses. “Now I’m kinda hoping he’s British.”
I smile faintly and dump the potatoes into their baking dish, then I walk them over and put them in the oven. When I straighten back up, I hear footsteps and murmuring from the entryway, so I paste on a polite smile, preparing for Ray’s guest to walk in. 
Ray walks in, but he doesn’t have an investor with him—he has Hunter Maxwell. 
My smile slips. An unfair reaction since he looks absolutely gorgeous in a crisp white button down and a pair of black slacks with a matching belt. 
He looks like he expects to take me out, but he really should have texted me first instead of just showing up. 
“Hey,” I say uncertainly, taking a step toward him. “What are you doing here?”
Before Hunter can say anything, Ray steals my attention, frowning as he glances from Hunter to me. “Uh… it seems like you’ve already met.”
I blink. “Um… yes. This is… This is my Hunter,” I say, since I’m not about to get into a label discussion right now. 
Ray’s frown deepens. “Your Hunter?”
“He’s not her boyfriend like you’re not my boyfriend,” Mom explains. 
I shoot Mom a quick glance before looking back at Ray. “Not exactly like that, but… yeah.” I look back at Hunter. “I can’t hang out tonight. We’re about to have a dinner with…” My words slow to a halt as it hits me. 
Hunter smiles. 
Ray sighs. “He’s the potential investor I was telling you about.”
“There it is,” Mom says flatly, shaking her head and looking over at me. “And, judging by the stunned look on your face, I can see you didn’t know anything about this.” She looks back at Hunter. “I think I would’ve preferred if you were a gangster.”
Hunter’s eyebrows rise in surprise. “Sorry to disappoint.”
“Well, you can’t win ’em all,” Mom says. “So, are you actually a potential investor, or is this some elaborate trick? I don’t really know how to proceed here.”
“I’m really a potential investor,” Hunter assures her. 
“We were hoping you were British,” Mom tells him. 
Hunter frowns. “What?”
“At least I can assure you he isn’t boring,” I tell her. “And you can make references he doesn’t understand—it won’t annoy him. I do it sometimes.” Despite reassuring my mom that everything is fine, I approach Hunter. Stopping in front of him, I demand, “What’s your game, Maxwell?”
His beautiful eyes glint with mischief. “Do I get a kiss hello?”
“No,” I say sweetly. 
His smile only widens. “I think we should talk alone for a few minutes.”
“I don’t know about that,” Ray interrupts, looking to me for some sign of how to proceed. “What’s going on here, Riley?”
“This is the Scorpio,” I tell him, since that he’ll understand. 
His expression clears, understanding dawning and shifting his vibe from businesslike, to… well, a different kind of businesslike. “Ah.”
“Wow, I’m known as ‘the Scorpio’ in this house? That sounds ominous,” Hunter remarks. “No wonder your mom doesn’t like me.”
“Yeah, that’s why,” I say dryly, but I don’t want anyone to mention any of the other reasons in front of Ray, so I move on quickly. “It’s your fault for sending that damn necklace.” I take his hand and start dragging him down the hall toward my bedroom. “We’ll be right back,” I tell Mom and Ray. 
“The walls are thin,” Mom calls as a reminder, making me blush. 
“Oh my God, we’re just going to talk,” I tell her. 
“Are we?” Hunter whispers. 
I shoot him a look over my shoulder as we walk. “We’re certainly not going to do anything else with my parents in the other room. You have a lot of explaining to do, mister.”
“Ray’s not your real dad, is he?” he asks, trying to piece together our odd family portrait. “His name’s not on your birth certificate.”
I stop walking outside my bedroom door and stare at him. “You’ve seen my birth certificate?”
Hunter pauses for a suspicious length of time, then says, “No?”
“My God, you are such a stalker.” I push open my bedroom door and he follows me in. 
“I wasn’t trying to be, I was just trying to figure out how permanent a fixture this guy was before I approached him about investing in the gym. It would only accomplish what I needed it to if you and your mom had strong ties to him.”
I close my bedroom door and turn around. Given the clear calculation in what he just said, I prop a hand on my hip and look at him expectantly. “And what, exactly, were you trying to accomplish?”
Instead of answering, Hunter closes the short distance between us. Once he’s near enough, he drags my hand off my hip and slides both of my arms around his torso.
With a faint sigh, I let him distract me for just a moment. I wrap my arms around him for a hug and let him pull me into his strong arms. 
“I like this dress you’re wearing tonight,” he tells me. 
“Oh yeah?”
“Mm-hmm.” He kisses the side of my head, one of his hands dropping to the small of my back. “White lace. So innocent.” His hand slides lower, grazing the curve of my ass right before he cups it and squeezes. “Are you wearing panties like a good girl, or are you feeling a little naughty tonight? If I reach under this pretty lace dress, will I have access to your bare pussy, or is there something in my way?”
A breath rushes out of me. Between his words and his touch, heat begins to spread through my veins. I certainly don’t feel innocent. 
I try to pull away, but his embrace tightens, keeping me close. 
Regarding him with open suspicion, I demand, “Are you trying to tempt me, Hunter Maxwell?”
“Maybe.” He dips his head, brushing his perfect lips across my temple. “Do you feel tempted?”
Yes. 
I try harder to pull away from him. “Let me go. I am not going to hook up with you when my mom is almost certainly straining to hear what we’re talking about in here—and keep your voice down, you dirty talker.”
“Is that the only reason?” he teases. 
I shoot him a look. “And then there are the other dozen or so, but I wasn’t even going to mention those.” He finally lets me go. I take a step back to help clear my head. “What is this, Hunter? What are you doing?”
“Playing with my girlfriend,” he says, his whole demeanor more relaxed and playful than I’ve seen him lately. 
“I am not your girlfriend,” I tell him. 
He smiles. “Oh, yes, you are.”
There’s something I don’t like about the way he says that. He sounds suspiciously sure of himself, so I lift my chin in faint defiance, but I don’t argue. I wait to see what else he says. 
“See, you told me to be creative.” He takes a step toward me and grabs my hip, pulling me close again. 
I let him, since at least I can be sure he’ll keep his voice low if he’s right on top of me. 
“You told me to find a way around your resistance. Well, I have, and I think I’ve done better than you expected me to.”
The way he says that sends a slight chill down my spine. “What do you mean?”
He’s warm and loving despite the declaration he just made. Gazing down at me fondly, he caresses my jawline. “You’re mine, Riley. I want everyone to know it. I want to effectively own you,” he murmurs, bending to press his lips against mine. 
I let him kiss me, but I don’t kiss him back. 
I swallow, my heart racing. I have a sinking feeling I know where this is heading. 
“And you want something, too,” he murmurs against my lips. “Your motivation is much nobler than mine, but that doesn’t matter.” He pauses, then says, “Your family needs my money, and I’ll give it to them. But I’ll want something in return.”
“What do you want?” I ask warily. 
“You,” he says simply. 
I don’t trust that answer. It’s too simple. “You have me.”
“No. Not the way I want you. I want full access. I want all of you. I want the word no to fall out of your vocabulary. You’re going to be my girlfriend—no asterisks. No holding back. I also want you to quit your job at the diner.”
“Hunter!”
“Sherlock knows you work there,” he says before I can argue. “I don’t want him to know where to get you alone.”
My heart sinks. I hadn’t even considered that. 
“Now, I think you should take advantage of not having to work right now. Use that time to focus on your studies, and your last year at home with your mom, and your boyfriend. But if you’re dead set on working, I have a better idea. Once Ray opens the gym, we’ll need people to work reception. You could work there a couple of days a week. It wouldn’t be a terribly demanding job; half the time we’d probably be paying you to sit at the desk and do your homework or read a book.”
My eyebrows rise with interest. “That does sound better…”
“In the meantime, I’ll give you a credit card. You can use that to pay for whatever you need.”
His insistence on fostering dependence on him still makes me uneasy. “You’re asking for a lot of power over me, Hunter.”
“I’m not asking for it.” He lifts my hand to his lips and kisses it, holding my gaze. “I’m demanding it. But I won’t abuse it,” he promises. 
“You have before,” I remind him. 
“I won’t again. Remember I told you about my dad and his wife?” 
I nod. 
“She told me that a relationship is like a bank account. The more you invest, the more you’ll get out of it over time, and I like that. But she also told me you can’t afford to make too many big withdrawals.” 
I look down at our hands as he spreads my fingers to make room for his, then intertwines them. 
“She said when he fucked up with my mom, it was a turning point in their relationship, but it wasn’t the same for both of them. His mistake made him love her more, but it made her love him a little less. And he couldn’t take back what he did, so he could never get that love back. He could deposit more into the account and try to make up for what he cost them, but she’ll always love him just a little less than she could have, and he’ll always have to know that.”
I’m not sure why, but that story brings a lump of sadness to my throat. I try to swallow it down as his beautiful eyes bore into mine. 
“I can’t afford to make you love me any less, Riley. I’m too greedy for it. I know I’ve made some withdrawals, and I’m sorry for that. But that’s done. Now I need a chance to show you how it can be between us if you’ll just let it, and you’re not going to give me that chance, no matter what I do. I have to take it. So, I found a way. Sure, it’s technically blackmail, but I’m not entirely trapping you. My terms have an end date. If you still want to be with me after that—and I hope you do—then great, that’ll be your decision.”
“What’s the end date?”
“Graduation. If I haven’t changed your mind about me by then, I’ll…” He hesitates. “You can leave me.”
My heart contracts painfully at the mere idea. 
I pull a little closer to him, but I focus on his chest so I don’t have to look into his eyes. 
“But you have to really mean it,” he says. “I want a real chance. No half-measures. No holding back from me. I know I can’t control that, only you can, but if you don’t give this a real shot, you’re not holding up your end of the agreement. I know how you are about rules; you won’t feel good about that.”
My lips curve up. I splay my hand against his bicep, caressing his arm through the coarse material. “Some would argue there’s no honor in honoring a dishonorable agreement.”
“How is this a dishonorable agreement?” he demands. 
I try to bite back a smile as I finally look up at him. “You said yourself it’s blackmail.”
“Light blackmail,” he says. 
“Ah, right. Well, if it’s light blackmail…”
Playing like I’ve agreed with him, he says, “See? Completely honorable.”
I sigh, sliding my arms around his neck and leaning my body against his. “I’ll agree to your terms.”
Hope lightens his eyes. “Yeah?”
I nod. “It’s official. You’ve got yourself a girlfriend.”
Hunter grins, locking his arms around my waist and pulling me tightly against him. “I like the sound of that.” 
“You better. You paid enough for me,” I tease. 
Hunter shakes his head. “Nah, I got a bargain. I’m going to have to teach my lovely girlfriend about the art of negotiating. When you have what they want, never take the first offer. You could’ve asked for more.”
I tilt my neck as he buries his face there and starts to kiss it. “Like a pony?”
“I was thinking a car.” He kisses my neck, then murmurs against my skin, “I’ll buy you one anyway. We’ll call it a signing bonus.”
I grin as my eyes drift closed. “I told you, you’re not buying me a car.”
Hunter stops kissing my neck. He straightens and looks down at me, cocking an eyebrow. “Riley Bishop, was that a no I just heard from your pretty little lips?”
Startled, I open my mouth to deny it, but I can’t. It was repackaged in different words, but it was a no. “I’m not even allowed to…? I have to let you buy me a car?”
Hunter nods, then resumes kissing my neck. “I’ve made your life terrible. I know.”
“But I didn’t think…”
“I’ve bought the rights to your resistance. Those rights will revert to you on graduation day. Until then, you don’t get to say no to me. Whatever I want, I get.” His lips find a particularly sensitive nook, and a thrill shoots down my spine. “If I want to buy you a car, you say, ‘Thank you, Hunter.’ If I want you to peel your panties off and stuff them in my pocket so I know all the way through dinner you’re sitting across from me, squirming, your pussy wet and wanting…”
A breath rushes out of me. Arousal makes me squeeze my thighs together, protecting my panties. “Okay. Wait a minute. We need to back up a little. I don’t think I fully understood the terms…”
“Too late. You already accepted.” Straightening again, he looks down at me, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “You’ve really gotta get better at reading that fine print.”
 



 
Chapter Fifty Seven
Riley
 
 
After a tense attempt at renegotiation, Hunter and I finally emerge from my bedroom. 
My panties are in his pocket. 
It’s possible I’ve made a mistake. 
I take his hand anyway, letting an easy smile grace my lips as I haul Hunter back to the kitchen. 
As expected, Mom is waiting as if on tenterhooks. 
She breathes again when I enter the room, but I can feel the change in her. Whatever good will she’d been prepared to offer Hunter, it has been suspended until further notice. 
“Ray and I talked,” Mom says. 
I hold up a hand to stop her. “It’s fine.”
“We don’t need the money,” she says, shaking her head. “He can wait. He can apply for the loan another time—”
“Mom,” I interrupt firmly. “He doesn’t need to apply for another loan. Hunter’s set to invest. We’re good.”
She shakes her head, shooting Hunter a dirty look. Her gaze drops to my hand in his, then she looks back at my face, her eyes pleading. “Now I need to talk to you.”
I let go of Hunter’s hand and tell him I’ll be right back, then I follow Mom into the living room. 
“I think I may have put my cart behind the wrong horse,” she says in a rush. “But to be fair, there weren’t any good horses. You only like bad horses, so I just had to—Well, I guess I didn’t have to, I could have just let you figure it all out for yourself, but I couldn’t. I saw you heading straight for a train wreck and I had to try to stop it. Liking boys is one thing, I figured we’d have to deal with that eventually, but I panicked. I thought ‘Hunter might not be perfect, but there are worse boys she could like,’ and apparently, you were ready to! So, I thought maybe I should give Hunter a chance, but he’s a manipulator. I knew that. I—”
I take her hand to get her attention. “Mom. Stop. I don’t know what you’re ranting about.”
“I rescind my tentative approval of Hunter Maxwell,” she says, cutting to the chase. 
I shake my head, offering her a little smile. “Don’t do that.”
“He’s a manipulative, spoiled jerk.”
“Yes. A little bit. But he has a lot of great qualities, too. You’ll like him once you get to know him. And you’re going to get to know him, because he’s officially my boyfriend now.”
This does nothing to reduce her horror. “Remember when we were joking around about me selling you to Hunter? That was a joke. I don’t want you to marry a mobster, either. Maybe I should be more careful about the jokes I make. I thought we were on the same page.”
“You haven’t sold me to Hunter,” I assure her. 
Technically, I’ve sold myself. 
I don’t add that part. 
“You said he wasn’t your boyfriend. Now he is. I’m not an idiot, Riley. He’s holding this money over your head to get what he wants from you.”
“No. I mean… kinda, but it’s not how you’re imagining it.”
“It is. This is exactly the kind of thing I saw coming when he first started sending you gifts four years ago. I shouldn’t have let my guard down.”
“Mom, stop. Please,” I say, pleading with my eyes. “I don’t need you to protect me, not from Hunter. It’s complicated and I don’t really want to explain why, I just want us all to start here. Let your impression of him be a good one. He’s not doing anything bad to me, I promise. He was just tired of being my boyfriend, but not really my boyfriend. Yes, he used giving Ray money as leverage, but it’s honestly not a big deal. And I’m not trapped in it. If I don’t like being his girlfriend, I can dump him. It doesn’t change anything between him and Ray. That is solid, it’s separate. There is no ongoing obligation on my end to keep that going.”
That is a massive revision of the truth, but I can’t tell her I’m technically stripped of my ability to say no to Hunter until graduation if Ray takes the money. She’d never agree to it.
Regarding me with enduring uncertainty, she says, “Are you sure?”
I nod. “Positive. Tell Ray to take the money. This is the break he’s been waiting for. And Hunter does have social media marketing experience. He models for his dad’s clothing line, but he runs the social media, too. I bet he could even model for some pictures to promote the gym. His body is… Trust me, it will do the job to convince people they should join his gym.”
“Yes, I’ve seen his Instagram,” she mutters. 
“He’s perfect for this, honestly. And you know what? He’s not even out the money he’s investing. He said his dad was planning to buy him a starter business as a graduation present, anyway. Hunter spoke to him about the gym, and he’s agreed to finance this instead, so it’s really a win-win for everybody.”
“A… starter business?”
“He’s very entrepreneurial,” I explain. “He believes hands-on learning is the best teacher. Hunter will still go to college, of course, but his dad thinks you take things more seriously if there are real stakes—real people depending on you to make your business a success. One of his friends started doing it for his kids, so he borrowed the idea and decided to do it for Hunter since… well, he’s illegitimate and gets the short end of the stick in a lot of ways.”
Mom shakes her head. “Rich people are so weird.”
I crack a smile. “They have a different set of problems, that’s for sure.”
“Anyway, I wasn’t worried about if this is a good deal for Hunter,” she says, rolling her eyes. Focusing all her concern back on me, she says, “I only care that it’s a good deal for you.”
“It’s a great deal for me,” I assure her. 
“But you didn’t want to be his girlfriend. Surely you have a good reason.”
“I do. I did. But…” I sigh, trying to think how to explain. “My hands were tied. I wanted to say yes, but I needed to say no. Now… Hunter has made it so that I can’t. He really just freed me up to do what I wished I could do anyway. We’re all good. I want this.”
“You’re sure?” Mom asks. 
“Completely sure. And, how’s this for a bonus? We’re all invited to Italy for spring break.”
Mom blinks. “What?”
I nod, taking her arm and gently leading her back toward the kitchen. “Hunter comes with perks. But also costs. He wants my Friday nights from now on. Like, not just a date night—he wants me to spend the night with him at his place every Friday night.”
“His place?”
“His mom’s dating some guy in Miami, so she’s never around anymore. Hunter basically has the whole place to himself.”
“How comforting,” she says wryly. 
I pat her hand. “It’s all worth it, trust me.”
She doesn’t appear to be entirely convinced, but I’ve ushered her through the worst of the doubt. I’ll let Hunter do the rest. 
Ray looks between us as we come back into the kitchen. “Everything good?”
I nod, flashing him a smile. “Yep.”
He looks to my mom for confirmation. 
Less enthusiastically, she nods. “You can start the steaks. I guess Hunter’s staying for dinner, after all.”
Ray accepts this and goes to grab the meat and head outside, but Hunter looks to me. 
I wander over to him, sliding my arms around his neck and leaning against him. I’m not entirely comfortable with such public affection, but I think it’s important for my mom to see me loving on Hunter to ease her guilt about the money. 
“Everything okay?” Hunter asks, draping his arms around my waist and holding onto me. 
I nod. “I only wish I had known you were the investor. We wouldn’t have cooked at all. I would’ve made you do it.”
Hunter’s apprehension eases, an easy smile tugging at his beautiful lips. “Oh yeah?”
I nod more vehemently, then pull back so I can turn around and look at my mom. “We’ll have to have Hunter over for dinner one night and let him cook.”
“Hunter can cook?”
“Hunter can cook,” I assure her, with feeling. “I’m not talking boil boxed pasta and heat up jarred sauce, either. He can cook with real ingredients. His talents are pretty much boundless. It’s ridiculous. But the cooking I’m very happy about. If all of his other career options fail, he can open a restaurant and he’ll do very well for himself.”
Mom regards us skeptically. “I do like good food…”
I nod eagerly. 
Hunter slides his arm around my waist now that we’re side by side and regards my mom. “And, I don’t know if Riley told you, but I’m buying her a car. Soon, it’ll be too cold for her to walk everywhere. I don’t know if you enjoy car shopping, but I do know you like spending my money, so if you want to take her out this week to help her pick one out…”
Mom’s eyes narrow in consideration. “I do like spending your money…”
Hunter looks over at me. “Did you tell her about Italy?” 
I nod. 
He looks at Mom.
She sighs. “I like Italy, too. I mean, I’ve never been there, but I imagine I’d like Italy.”
“I’m sure you will. It’s beautiful. Obviously, I spent some time there. I’d be happy to take you guys around, show you the sights.” 
Mom still looks a bit conflicted. Her concern doesn’t ease when she looks at me and her gaze drops to my neck. 
I’m wearing the Scorpio necklace Hunter sent over on the first day of school. He saw the box on my dresser and put it on me after I agreed to his terms. 
Partially, it’s a pretty gift and technically his initial. Partially, it’s a symbol of ownership. 
She wouldn’t have any sense of that part if I hadn’t let her read that note, but since she knows this necklace wasn’t given to me as a nice gesture, its presence around my neck does little to ease her anxieties. 
I don’t try to ease them right now. I’m not sure how. My own anxiety about the arrangement hasn’t even eased yet, but Hunter seems pretty confident that this is the right course. He said I’ve gotten in the habit of saying no to him, and we need to break it so we can get back to our natural rhythm. 
He might be right, but it’ll take some getting used to.
 
 



 
Chapter Fifty Eight
Riley
 
 
As it turns out, life is a whole lot easier with Hunter running the show. 
Monday morning, I get a lovely bouquet of flowers. 
They’re not delivered to my house, though. They’re delivered to home room. 
The flower delivery man looks a bit curious at the venue change as he puts them on my desk, but with so many people gazing at me with looks of envy or delight on their face, I don’t have it in me to banter with him today. 
“Thanks, Ted,” I say simply. 
The teacher smiles pleasantly, looking at the lovely arrangement on my desk. “Aw, that’s nice. Is it your birthday?”
“Nope. Just Monday,” I murmur, leaning in to smell them. 
Since I don’t have a car yet and the bouquet is too big to shove in my locker, I have to haul the damn things around with me all day. 
I’m pretty sure Hunter knew that would be the case, because when I show up to English class still toting them around, he gets a big grin on his face. 
“Well, look at that. Who was so thoughtful as to send you flowers on this lovely Monday morning?” he teases. 
I sink into my seat and place the vase on my desk. “My crazy boyfriend. Normally, he sends them to my house. Today, he wanted to make me parade them around the whole school.”
“He sounds like a keeper.”
I roll my eyes. “Mrs. Dowd better not figure out these are from you. She’ll flunk me, for sure.”
Hunter leans over so he can lower his voice. “If you really want to get your teacher’s pet on, you could pluck out the card and give them to her. I bet she doesn’t get flowers very often. Might get you some brownie points.”
My eyes widen. “I can’t give your flowers away.”
“It’s not like I won’t send more next week,” he states. 
I bite down on my bottom lip, looking at the flowers in consideration. On one hand, I hate to give them away because they’re from Hunter. On the other, I don’t want to carry them with me to lunch, and I could definitely use some brownie points with Mrs. Dowd. 
Before she looks over here and notices the flowers on my desk, I quickly pluck out the card and tuck it into my notebook. Then I grab the vase and stand, making my way to the front of the room.
Mrs. Dowd looks up, her expression pinched until she sees the vase bursting with beautiful flowers. 
She sits up, a bit startled. “What’s this?”
“For you,” I say, offering them to her. 
Her stunned gaze rises to meet mine. “For me?”
I smile and nod. “To brighten your week.”
“Oh.” Too surprised to hide it, she looks back at the flowers. “Well, that’s very nice. Thank you, Miss Bishop.”
I flash her another bright smile, then turn around and head back toward my desk. 
Hunter lends a hand, checking out the flowers like it wasn’t his idea and saying, “Look at those pretty flowers.”
Mrs. Dowd leans in to smell them. “Miss Bishop brought them in for me.”
“She has good taste. Pretty flowers for a pretty lady,” Hunter says with a devilish grin. 
Mrs. Dowd actually blushes. 
“Sorry, sorry.” Hunter shakes his head. “Inappropriate, I know. I’ll try to control myself.”
I bite back a smile, stealing a glance over at him as I open my notebook. 
He smiles and winks at me. 
He’s a scoundrel sometimes, but his plan worked like a charm. 
Mrs. Dowd is decidedly more pleasant for the rest of the class. 
 
___
 
By the time lunch rolls around, I’m well on my way to having the nicest day of high school ever. 
Not a single person has mean-mugged me in the halls, the teacher that didn’t like me was easier on me today due to Hunter’s interference, and even though lunch is my least favorite part of every school day, I’m not dreading it like I usually am. 
Barring any totally unforeseen drama, it should be an altogether pleasant day. 
I unpack my lunch and open my book, but I don’t make it past the first page before my solitude is interrupted. 
Filled with dread, I look up to see who it is this time. 
Surprise grabs me as Hunter Maxwell, rightful king of the popular table, takes a seat across from me at the social outcast table. 
“What are you doing?” I ask. 
Hunter looks at me across the table. “What does it look like I’m doing?”
“Upsetting the social order.”
A faint smile claims his lips as he grabs a spork. “I was going to say sitting with my girlfriend, but I guess you can call it what you want.”
I glance past him at his usual table. “If you sit over here, people will be confused.”
“It’s good to push people outside their comfort zones every now and then.”
I look back at him. “What if they follow you? I kinda like not having a bunch of people sitting here at lunch. I know it was originally intended as a form of ostracization, but after four years, I’m really used to having my space.”
Hunter is blasé about the grand gesture he’s making, telling me, “If anyone follows, I’ll tell them to leave. It’s not a big deal, Riley.”
But it is a big deal. The confusion I predicted spreads around the popular tables. People keep looking over at us uncertainly, like they’re not sure how to react. Should they grab their trays and come sit over here with us? Do we want our privacy? What can they do that won’t make Hunter mad? His expectations of them aren’t as clear right now as they usually are, and they’re definitely uncomfortable with that. 
I shake my head. “If you’re not careful, someone else might take advantage of your empty throne and try to take it from you.”
“Let ’em,” he says, as if genuinely untroubled by the prospect. 
I frown. “You sound like you mean that.”
“I do. I’ve been thinking about what you said, how my popularity is more of an annoyance to you than a perk. It’s all I’ve ever known so I didn’t realize it, but lately it feels that way to me, too.” He looks at me across the table. “I can’t promise my life won’t always be a little like this, I tend to fall into certain roles no matter where I go, but it won’t always be this place, these people. Maybe we’ve outgrown high school.”
My relief at hearing him say that is so immense, I’m bowled over by it. “Really? I’ve been feeling that way, too. Not about the popularity stuff—obviously, I’m never going to be popular—but I’m so over high school at this point.”
Hunter nods. “That’s probably my fault. No part of the high school experience has been good for you. I’m sorry about that.”
I shrug. “College will be better.”
“Yes,” he agrees vehemently. “College and beyond will be infinitely better than high school.”
“I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. Daydreaming is probably more accurate terminology,” I admit, smiling faintly as I peel back the foil lid on my applesauce. 
Hunter smiles at me. “Yeah?”
I nod. “I’m excited. I love to learn, and I feel like when I get to college, there will be more focus on that, less on the cliquey bullshit.”
“I’m sure there will still be cliquey bullshit, but you can stay out of it. We’ll be living on our own, embracing adulthood. Things will be different.”
“Yes.” I grin. “The only thing that could ruin next year would be if Valerie went to an in-state school and we still had to cross her path on occasion.”
Hunter shakes his head. “She wants to go to the west coast.”
I sigh happily. “Music to my ears.”
“And Sherlock has his sights set on Columbia,” he says, glancing up at me. 
“Everything you’re saying right now is good.”
He smiles. “Boston’s all ours.”
I smile back, but I can’t pass up the opportunity to ask something I’ve been thinking about since all of this came up. “Do you really want to go to school in Boston, or are you just looking there because it’s where I want to go?”
“I don’t care where I go to school, Riley. You know stuff like that doesn’t matter to me.”
“I do. I also know your life is charmed,” I say, dunking the spoon into my applesauce. “You’ll probably casually make a friend at the gym and it will be some big deal at Harvard who rolls out the red carpet and literally begs you to attend their school.”
Hunter smirks. “You never know.”
I roll my eyes. “If I didn’t love you so much, it would be so easy to hate you.”
His smirk grows more devilish. “I’d just tell you ‘no’ and you’d have to stop.”
I take a bite of my applesauce, then narrow my eyes as I deliberately entice him with my lips and tongue as I pull the spoon out of my mouth—just to remind him what I’m capable of. “Don’t mock me, Hunter,” I say sweetly.
His heated gaze meets mine. “Don’t tempt me, Riley.” Patting his thigh threateningly beneath the table, he says, “I’ll tell your pretty little ass to come sit on my lap while you finish your lunch.”
I open my mouth to tell him I’d never do it, but then I remember I’m not allowed to tell him no. 
He looks so smug as the realization hits me, but I have no choice but to simmer down and shoot him a look. “You don’t play fair, Maxwell.”
Looking not one bit ashamed, he says, “Correct. I play to win.”
 
___
 
 
Around midweek, Mom and I start shopping for cars.
It ends up being pretty easy. The blue Lexus Hunter sent me the link for is still available, and the price dropped by a few hundred dollars. It’s still way outside of my budget, but since Hunter said it was within his, we go to look at it. 
The inside is so pretty and it drives so smoothly. I’m still hesitant to let him buy me such an expensive gift, but since I’m technically not allowed to refuse it, I say yes. 
On the way home, Mom teases me about having a nicer car than her, but I can tell that whatever reservations she has about Hunter, she can’t deny that he must be pretty serious about me if he actually bought me a car. 
I’m glad she’s feeling a little friendlier toward him, because I have to follow that up with the news that I’ve quit my job. 
Her expression freezes. “You… quit your job? I thought you liked your job.”
“I did,” I say cautiously. 
“Hunter didn’t?” she guesses. 
“He suggested maybe I could work reception at the gym once it’s open,” I tell her. 
Her facial expression doesn’t change.
“If I want to,” I add with less certainty. “I don’t have to work at all while I’m still in school. He said if I want to, I can just enjoy this last year at home with you.”
Mom sighs, looking like she knows what she’s about to say won’t be received well and she doesn’t want to say it, but she has to. “That’s really controlling behavior, Riley.”
“It’s not like that,” I tell her. 
“If it looks like that and sounds like that…”
Conflict keeps my lips sealed shut for a moment longer than it should. I want to run to Hunter’s defense, but the only way to do that is to cast Sherlock in a villainous light once more. 
I guess it doesn’t matter. Mom will never meet him. Hunter is the one I need her to like.
I’m still reluctant, but I chase the words out of my mouth. “He’s not without his reasons. Remember Sherlock?”
Her brow furrows slightly and she nods. 
“Well, before everything happened with him, Hunter brought Sherlock up to the diner one night when I was working. I don’t think it’s a big deal, he’s probably being overprotective about it, but Hunter doesn’t like the idea of Sherlock knowing where I work. Where I close late at night sometimes. Where… he could maybe show up and get me alone.”
Mom’s frown deepens. “Should we be worried about this guy? Is he dangerous?”
“No. I don’t think so. I don’t even think it was necessary to stop working at the diner, it’s just something Hunter insisted on out of an abundance of caution.”
Mom is still frowning, so I keep talking.
“It’s not a jealousy thing,” I rush to assure her. “It is a safety thing, but Sherlock’s not dangerous. I mean, not really. It’s hard to explain. He’s slippery. I don’t know what it is about him, but he’ll have you doing things you’d never ordinarily do before you even realize it’s happening. He’s just… he’s tricky, and persuasive, and… when you’re with him, everything seems fine until it isn’t—then all of a sudden you’re in trouble, but you don’t even really know how you got there...”
Since I’m struggling with how to explain Sherlock, Mom interrupts. “I think I get it.” Her smile is a little pained, but she tries. “Hunter might be onto something. And you know what? I need to learn to butt out a little bit. You’re growing up, it’s up to you what you want your relationship with Hunter to look like. As long as you’re comfortable with it, you have my full support.”
Her words fill me with relief. “Thanks, Mom.”
This time when she smiles, it’s a little bittersweet, but no longer pained. “Anytime, kiddo.”
 
 



 
Chapter Fifty Nine
Riley
 
 
Before I know it, it’s Friday, and the week appears to be coming to a peaceful end. 
Since Hunter has claimed my Friday nights for the foreseeable future, I pack a small bag and prepare for another relaxing, romantic night with him. I figure we’ll make dinner together, maybe dance in his kitchen while dinner cooks. Afterward, maybe we’ll watch a movie, or go to bed early and keep each other up half the night. 
All of my lovely Friday night visions come to a crashing halt when Hunter informs me he’s having a party. A small one, he assures me, but he wants to have one last get-together while it’s still warm enough for a bonfire.
I don’t enjoy spending time with his friends, but since Valerie won’t be there, I suck it up. 
One party won’t kill me. 
Well, the last one nearly did, but I’m sure this one will be fine. 
Until he tells me Sherlock is coming. 
On one hand, I’m glad Hunter isn’t holding a grudge and they’re still friendly. I wouldn’t like to live in a world where they were enemies.
On the other hand… well, last time I was with both of them at a party, it was a pretty weird night for me. 
I tell myself there’s no reason to be anxious about this one. I’m Hunter’s now, so he has no reason to act like a jealous idiot, and Sherlock has no reason to cause trouble. 
I’m still a little worried about it. 
When the dreaded night finally arrives, it’s weird for a lot of reasons. 
First, Sara shows up with Wally. 
Hunter’s other friends wander in, all of them as friendly toward me as the night of homecoming—even stupid Melina Eggers, who glared at me last time I had my back turned to her. 
Maybe she doesn’t hate me anymore now that I’m officially with Hunter. If rumors are to be believed, for a minute, she saw me as a rival for Sherlock’s affection—although I’m not sure he actually has any for her. 
He doesn’t come to the party with her. He comes alone. 
I’m sitting on the couch with Sara as he strolls past. Even though he doesn’t so much as look our way, our conversation dies abruptly and we both watch him saunter into the next room. 
Once he’s gone, Sara looks over at me and whispers, “I never did get the sordid details about all that.”
I smile faintly, but demure. “No sordid details to share.”
“He blew up a car for you,” she says, cocking an eyebrow in disbelief. “That’s not exactly a small thing.”
“He didn’t blow it up for me, he just doesn’t like Valerie. He has good taste like that,” I remark. 
“I don’t believe you,” Sara says. “Something happened between you two.”
I shake my head, but talking about all this makes my stomach rock, so I latch onto another topic and veer away from this one. 
 
___
 
As it starts to get dark, the party mostly relocates outside. Some people linger inside for privacy or to continue whatever interactions they were already wrapped up in, but most of us head out back. 
Hunter has a fire pit, so he builds a big bonfire to provide a little light and warmth as it gets colder. 
Plus, bonfires are just fun to watch. Everyone agrees at first, but it doesn’t take long for everyone to wander off into their natural social groups, which I am not part of. 
I don’t move away from the fire, so eventually, I get it all to myself. 
Hunter didn’t abandon me, but he is drinking, and when he’s not being a jealous caveman, alcohol makes him even more sociable than he is naturally. He’s goofing off with his friends and being adorable. 
I’m happy to hang back and watch him do his thing, but I’ve only had a single drink, so I’m not ready to join in.
Honestly, I don’t think there’s enough alcohol in the world to make me want to join in.
It’s okay, though. I like watching the fire alone. It’s peaceful.
As it gets later, the temperature drops. 
Hunter grabbed me a navy blue hoodie from his room to wear, but as I sit on one of the chairs set up around the bonfire and play with the white drawstrings, I’m still a little cold. 
Even though it means sitting on the ground instead of one of the chairs, I move closer to the fire, craving the heat.
Ah, much better. 
Contentment washes over me as I watch the flames incinerate the wood, turning the once formidable timber into little more than ash. 
While watching the flames dance, I become aware of someone walking toward me from the other side of the bonfire. Since I’m sitting on the ground now, I have to look between the flames. They cast a foreboding image, like the man is walking right through them. 
I’m not surprised when Sherlock squats down on the other side and tosses some wood on the fire. Sparks fly and the flames jump as if summoned by their master. 
I pull my legs back away from it, not wanting to get singed by burning wood. 
Sherlock doesn’t budge. He’s not afraid of the fire. 
Clearly. 
He’s entrancing enough without the warm glow of the fire bathing his handsome features with menace, but as he gazes at me across the flames looking like the worst mistake someone’s ever going to make in their life, I can’t resist telling him, “You’ve got mad super villain vibes, you know that?”
His plump lips pull back into a little smirk and his eyes gleam with amusement. “Oh yeah?”
I nod, hugging my knees a little tighter. I don’t feel as tense around him as I did before, though. Now that things with Hunter are more settled than they’ve ever been, his hypnotic friend holds no power over me. 
At least, that’s what I tell myself until Sherlock takes my speaking to him as an invitation to come over and sit by me. 
The tension inside me grows just a little as he sits down, but it’s not because of any conflicting feelings this time. It’s him. He’s a predator, and it’s hard to completely relax in his presence. 
I was able to before, but only out of sheer ignorance. I was like a child playing with a cobra; I didn’t know he was dangerous. Now I do, and it’s a lesson my body won’t soon forget—even if the immediate threat has passed. 
“What color are your eyes?” I ask him. 
I feel him look over at me, so I turn my head to meet his gaze. 
“What?” he asks, like that’s an odd question. 
“Are they hazel? Green? Gray? Blue? I feel like they’re a different color every time I look. It’s vexing.”
He smiles at me, knowing there’s no way I’ll get a clearer look at them now with the glow of the fire in front of us. “I’m not telling you.”
“Why?” I demand, wide-eyed.
Mischief dances in his eyes. “Maybe someday you’ll get close enough to figure it out for yourself.”
My stomach tumbles. I look away from him, redirecting my gaze to the fire. “No. I’m Hunter’s girlfriend now. It’s official.”
“I heard,” he says, and I see him nodding from the corner of my eye. Gesturing around us, he says, “Not gonna lie, I feel like this whole little coming out party he threw you was for me.”
I know I don’t really owe him any explanations. Neither of us ever meant to have a single shred of interest in one another. We were both thinking of Hunter when we crossed paths, and then we just… took a little detour. 
I don’t even know if he ever really liked me at all. Maybe it was just a rumor, as untrue as the rest of them. 
Just in case it wasn’t, though…
I bite down on my bottom lip, looking down at my legs. “I’m sorry you blew up Valerie’s car for no reason.”
I feel his eyes locked on me, but I don’t look at him. After a few seconds, he says, “Wasn’t for no reason. It was for you.”
I didn’t expect him to say that. I’m surprised enough that I look over at him. 
His lips curve up. He leans over, knocking his shoulder into mine. “We’re friends, right?”
I don’t know about that. 
I’d like to be his friend, it just seems… dangerous. 
“We’re friendly, at least,” I offer back. 
“There you go.” He meets my gaze again, his dancing with amusement. “We’re good, Riley. Don’t worry about it.”
“I just… I wouldn’t have wanted to hurt your feelings,” I say, even though I feel awkward saying it. “If I did, I didn’t mean to.”
He smirks. “Don’t worry, buttercup. My feelings can take it.”
My heart does a jump that warns me I should probably wrap this up and get back to Hunter.
“No regrets, then?”
“Not one,” he says, and that’s more telling since he didn’t just set Valerie’s car on fire—he kissed me. 
I bite down on my bottom lip, my teeth sinking in right where his did that night.
A shiver dances down my spine.
I look away. 
My stomach knots up. I think it’s okay for us to be friendly, but I still think it’s safest to avoid being alone with him. 
I lean forward, looking around for Hunter. His yard is so big and spread out, we’re over here by ourselves and they’re… pretty far away. 
I know Hunter doesn’t want me alone with Sherlock. 
Just when I’m about to give up my spot by the fire and go find Hunter, Sherlock says, “He’s behind you.”
“What?” I twist around and my heart leaps when I spot Hunter in the shadows. I don’t know how he snuck over here without me noticing… or how long he’s been standing there. “Hunter.”
“Buttercup,” he says wryly. 
My stomach twists. That feeling comes back, the not quite guilty, but definitely not innocent one. 
Swallowing, I start to push myself up off the ground, but Hunter cuts me off before I can stand. 
“Stay where you are.”
I do, but I look up at him warily. My heart beats erratically. Is he mad? I can’t tell. 
The fire plays weird tricks, making my beautiful boyfriend look a little evil, too. 
Fear dances down my spine as he walks around to stand in front of me, then drops to his knees. 
Anxiety tightens in my chest. I don’t want to have hurt him. I don’t think I crossed any lines, but maybe I was flirting with one. I wasn’t trying to start anything. Quite the opposite, really. I was establishing closure, saying goodbye.
“Are you mad?” I ask worriedly, looking at Hunter. “I didn’t mean to be alone with him, I was just watching the fire and he came over.”
“Mm-hmm,” Hunter murmurs, but he doesn’t look mad, exactly. 
He places a hand on my chest and pushes me back. 
I’m confused, but I let him lay me down on the ground. 
Then he straddles me. 
A breath rushes out of me. He’s on top of me like he would be in bed, but we’re not in bed. I’m on the cold ground, we’re outside, and worst of all, Sherlock is still sitting right beside me.
Hunter leans down and kisses me. 
Like always, his kiss brings a wave of butterflies to my already nervous tummy. I bring my hands up and cradle his face as I kiss him back, but I’m not into PDA, so making out like this in front of Sherlock… It’s pretty far outside my comfort zone. 
I figure Hunter just needs to make a point, assert his dominance. I expect him to leave it at a kiss to mark me in front of a perceived rival. 
But then his hands slide under the hoodie he gave me. I gasp against his mouth as he palms my bare breasts under my shirt. 
“Hunter,” I say, breaking away. 
“Yes, Riley?”
I feel heat climbing my body, heat that has nothing to do with the fire. “Maybe we should go inside,” I suggest. 
Hunter shakes his head. He remains on top of me, straddling me, and almost defiantly starts to play with my breasts. 
Mortified, I look over at Sherlock. “Maybe you should go.”
“Should I?”
I gasp as Hunter’s thumb runs over my nipple. Nodding fervently, I explain, “I can’t say no.”
Sherlock frowns, not comprehending. 
“We’re playing a game,” I say, in a rush to explain before Hunter draws another breathless response out of me. “He can do whatever he wants—” I gasp again as Hunter squeezes my nipple, then flattens my breast against his palm and leans down to claim my lips. When he breaks away, I try to finish quickly. “He can do whatever he wants to me. I can’t stop him.”
I don’t know what I expect to see on Sherlock’s face as he watches my boyfriend toy with me, but all I see is dark interest. “Sounds like a fun game,” he remarks, glancing at Hunter. “Do I get a turn?”
Hunter smiles, meeting his friend’s gaze. “No. But feel free to watch me play with her.”
I swallow, not at all liking the sound of that. “Hunter…”
He looks down at me, cocking an eyebrow as he defiantly tweaks my nipple. “Riley…”
“This is a bad idea.”
 
 



 
Chapter Sixty
Hunter
 
 
I’m no stranger to bad ideas. 
Riley’s probably right. In some ways, this is one. 
In other ways, it’s the best fucking idea I’ve ever had. 
It rubs me wrong, being a jealous guy. I’ve never encountered that before Riley. Never really looked at other men and saw much of a threat, either. 
Sherlock, though. Fucking Sherlock.
He’s a different breed. A predator. A threat, even if you think you’re above that kind of thing. 
And he called my fucking girl a pet name.
Buttercup. 
His affection for her ignites something inside me. Anger courses through me thinking about it, but I channel it. Rather than lose my shit on Riley, I squeeze her tits a little harder. 
Fear and uncertainty flicker across her pretty face, but there’s something else there, too. 
I know she’s not comfortable, but that’s all right. People don’t need to be comfortable all the time. 
As long as she’s at least a little bit titillated underneath that barrier of fear, we’re all right. 
And she is. She squirms beneath me, her teeth sinking into that bottom lip this fucking bastard bit.
Oh yeah, it’s on. 
I pull one of my hands out of her shirt so I can graze her bottom lip with my thumb, then I slide it between her pretty little lips. “Suck it, baby. Pretend it’s my cock.”
She squirms again like she’s in agony, like I’m killing her by making her do this. It’s too dark to tell, but I’d bet my trust fund she’s fire engine red. 
Still, she wraps her warm, wet lips around my thumb and sucks like a good girl. 
A smile claims my lips. I glance over at Sherlock and see his hot gaze locked on her mouth as she sucks me. 
He’s not the only fucker who’s not afraid to play with fire. All he did was douse a car in gasoline and light a match. I’m gonna mess with him.
I couldn’t do this if I didn’t know Riley was mine. 
I’m gonna show the bastard just how mine she is. 
Shy, reserved bookworm Riley doesn’t fuck with an audience. 
She will for me, though. 
She’ll do anything for me. 
Well, just about anything. 
I’m not sure right now how far I’ll take it, but I get so much enjoyment out of seeing Sherlock want something he absolutely can’t have, watching Riley squirm like I’m torturing her as I play with her in front of him. Every bit of it’s fun, so I don’t see it stopping soon. 
I take my thumb out of her mouth. I think I should show him how good she is at sucking my cock next. 
“Hunter, what are you doing?” Riley asks nervously, looking down as I unzip my pants. 
“You know what I’m doing.”
Her big blue eyes widen. “Can we please go inside?”
I smile, caressing her face. “I like when you say please.”
“I’ll say it more,” she promises. “I’ll do anything you want. Please, Hunter.”
I take my cock out, moving closer to her face. I can see she’s flushed, even in the dark. I graze her bottom lip with my thumb one more time, but this time it’s not just to remind her of the kiss. This time it’s to coax her lips open as I bring my cock to it. 
I see the moment she gives up hope that this won’t happen. 
It’s the moment she gives herself over to the inevitability and her eyes gleam up at me with an appreciation she doesn’t understand. 
“Christ,” Sherlock mutters as I shove my cock into Riley’s mouth. She makes a noise caught between a moan and a whimper, struggling to fit all of me. She doesn’t have any control of how deep she takes me right now. I’m on top of her, it’s all up to me. All she can do is lie there and take it. 
Her eyes water as I push deeper. I caress the side of her face to let her know she’s doing great, and the reassurance gives her the confidence boost she needs. 
Riley is fucking incredible at sucking cock. I don’t know how or why, I don’t know if it’s something in her nature or if she’s done more research on this than she cares to admit, but once she finds her rhythm, I get so sucked in, I can’t remember ever being mad. 
I slide a hand through her hair and firmly grip the top of her head, holding on while I fuck her face.
For all her reluctance, Riley gets into it. I can tell by the delicious fucking suction of her mouth as she sucks my swollen head like it’s her favorite flavor of lollipop. In the way she grabs my ass and pulls me closer. I oblige, pushing into her throat. She gags around me, but doesn’t stop. Even her gag reflex feels fucking incredible around the head of my cock. 
I love this girl to the ends of the fucking Earth, I really do. 
I let her work me for another minute, but then I pull out of her mouth.
Riley is so pretty lying there, breathless and teary-eyed from choking on my cock. “So fucking pretty,” I tell her. 
She’s embarrassed as hell, but she still flushes with pleasure at the compliment. 
It’s her turn for some pleasure, so even though I know she’s going to resist at first, I pull up her top, exposing her bare tits to the cool night air—and Sherlock’s hungry gaze. 
“Hunter!” she cries, reaching up and trying to pull it back down. 
I shake my head, meeting her gaze to remind her of our deal, then I pull her shirt back up. 
She looks away as if the humiliation is all too much, but I know how fast she’ll change her tune. 
Maybe it’s the cold, maybe she’s just that turned on, but her nipples are already hard. I lean down to kiss the swell of her breasts, running my thumb over the hard little buds and drawing helpless noises out of her. She writhes beneath my ministrations, and I’ve barely used my mouth. 
It’s him watching. It makes her more sensitive—and she’s already so sensitive. 
When I get my mouth on her, she’ll probably come in about a minute. 
Even though I know she’s already warmed up—I could shove my cock in her right now and make her come—I can’t resist tasting her first. I love the sounds she makes as I lock my lips around her nipple, love the desperate way she threads her fingers through my hair and arches back against the ground. 
I kiss my way lower. I run my mouth over her tummy, still squeezing her tits. I let go and drop lower, kissing her hip bone as I unbutton her jeans. 
“Hunter, what are you doing?” she agonizes, but it’s the good kind of agony. She can’t believe I’m doing this, but she’s gonna love it. 
I unzip her jeans and tug them down, careful to leave her panties. She fights me a little when I start to pull her pants all the way off, but I only have to cock an eyebrow to remind her about the rules. 
She covers her face with her hands. 
Her fit of bashfulness only lasts a few seconds. When I start stroking her pussy through the fabric of her panties, her hands drop to her sides and she grabs desperately at the dirty ground beneath her. 
I slide my finger underneath the fabric and she gasps, arching off the ground. My cock is so hard it hurts, but I want to eat her pussy first. 
Instead of teasing her as much as I want to, I drag her panties off and toss them. 
Sherlock catches them, looking at me with a dangerous gleam in his eye. “Careful, Hunter.”
Just to show him how much he scares me, I give him a little smile, then I drop my face between Riley’s thighs and latch onto her pussy. 
She cries out sharply, lifting her hips and grabbing at the ground again. “Hunter,” she cries.
The needy sound of her voice only makes me hungrier. 
Her hips jerk as I flick my tongue over her sensitive clit. I place a hand on her tummy to anchor her and feel her muscles tensing and tightening as I devour her. 
I can tell by the way her legs shake she won’t be able to hold on long, and I am not wrong. I’ve barely had an adequate taste of her before she cries out sharply, using her own hand to smother her cry. Her legs tremble before giving out on her altogether, and she cries out more sharply as I keep eating her. 
When she squeezes her thighs together, I finally let up. 
I look up at Riley, panting and sated as she lies with her back flat against the ground, her hand still covering her mouth. 
I know she’s a screamer, but she shouldn’t have to do that. 
Rising back up on my knees, I spread her legs so I can position myself between them. 
“I’m gonna fuck you now,” I warn her, just in case I’m wrong about how far I can push her past her comfort zone. 
She turns her head to look up at me, but I can see the lusty haze clouding her gaze. She’s lost in pleasure, she doesn’t have it in her to object—even if I’d let her. 
“Do you want it, Riley?” I taunt. 
Too depleted to pretend otherwise, she nods. 
I smile, caressing her face. “Of course you do. You’re such a good girl.”
She smiles, closing her eyes and nuzzling into my touch. 
I let go and slide both of my hands under her ass so I can tilt her hips and position her where I want her. Then I grab my aching cock, line it up at her entrance, and push the swollen head into her slick pussy. 
She moans, reaching out and grabbing at nothing. Her fingers sink into the cool Earth beneath her hands. She squeezes her eyes closed, arching and trying to stifle another cry. 
Flicking a glance at Sherlock, I tell him, “Cover her mouth.”
“What?”
Riley’s eyes pop open. “What?”
“She likes it,” I tell him, though I don’t know why I bother. He doesn’t fucking care if she likes it. “She’s noisy. Put your hand over her mouth to muffle the sound.”
He doesn’t have to be invited twice. He moves above Riley, grabbing her hands and pinning them over her head.
“Hunter,” Riley says warily, stealing my focus. She’s much more alarmed about this as she looks up at me. 
“I know what I’m doing,” I assure her, meeting her gaze. 
She still looks worried.
I don’t want her to worry. I know I’m not the one she’s wary of, but she needs to let go and trust that I’m in control of this situation, and I won’t let anything happen to her that she won’t enjoy.
He can hold her down for me. He can cover her mouth to muffle her cries. But I’m not gonna let him do anything I’m not okay with. 
She doesn’t need to worry about him. She needs to put her trust in me. 
I know I’ve shaken the trust she once had in me, but I’m going to rebuild it, and once I do, I’ll know we’re unsinkable. I’ll get her to the point that she trusts me so much, she never questions me, even when I nudge past her comfort zone and take her into uncharted waters. 
“It’s not like he hasn’t touched your mouth before, buttercup,” I remind her. 
Her eyes flash, but if she has a verbal response, she doesn’t get to utter it. Sherlock clamps a hand over her mouth and pushes her head back down against the ground. 
“Be gentle,” I warn him. 
“I always am when I’m playing with someone else’s toys,” he assures me lightly. 
Not fucking always. 
I want to remind him about biting her, but now’s not the time. Besides, the fucker remembers.
 



 
Chapter Sixty One
Riley
 
 
My heart pounds as I lie here, rendered absolutely helpless. 
Hunter didn’t tell him he could, but Sherlock gathered my wrists and pinned them over my head. 
Now he pins my wrists with one hand and covers my mouth with the other while Hunter slides his cock deeper into me. 
My pussy throbs around him. 
My heart feels like it’s going to explode. 
My stomach has been overtaken by so many butterflies, I should be soaring through the sky. 
Reckless does not begin to cover it. 
I’m not sure Hunter is thinking it through, letting Sherlock hold me down while he fucks me, but I don’t entirely understand the game they’re playing. I don’t know if anyone is really losing, I only know that I’m definitely winning. 
My God.
Hunter rocks his hips back then thrusts into me again. 
Since Sherlock is holding me down for him, Hunter’s hands are free to roam. He caresses my face while he fucks me. He lifts my shirt and toys with my breasts. He bends down to suck on them for a few seconds, then rises back up and grabs my hips, his fingers digging into my flesh as he drives into me more brutally. 
I cry out, but the sound is trapped under Sherlock’s strong grip. 
It’s the craziest thought to have, but with his hand over my mouth like this, I can smell his natural scent on his skin.
He smells so good. 
I’ve tried to avoid it until now, I wasn’t sure I could bear it, but as Hunter fucks me and my exposed tits bounce, I can’t help noting that of all the things Sherlock could be watching… he’s looking into my eyes. 
Finally, I look up at him. 
That ring of fire in his eyes dances like the flames just a couple of feet away from us. 
Gray. His eyes are gray. 
Hunter slams into me harder, splintering my concentration. I cry out, instinctively trying to free my hands so I can grab for something, anything to hold onto, but Sherlock doesn’t let me. 
Wordlessly, he shakes his head, denying my request. 
Fuck. 
Delicious tension builds in my core as Hunter drives his cock into my pussy, more merciless with every thrust. As I start to get closer and closer to my orgasm, he slides his thumb inside me and goes after my clit. 
Oh, no. 
I cry out in glorious agony, a long, lingering sound that’s mercifully smothered against Sherlock’s hand. My eyes roll back, and my tummy jumps when Sherlock growls, like he’s feeding off my growing pleasure. 
Between the two of them, I’m trapped in a pleasure prison. Hunter teasing and fucking me until I feel like I’ll lose my mind if I don’t cry out, Sherlock trapping my cries and my hands so I can’t ground myself. 
When the pleasure comes, it hits with the dizzying suddenness I’ve grown used to when Sherlock is around. One second it feels fucking incredible but it’s steady and I can handle it. The next, the world is upside down and I’m exploding.
My pussy convulses, squeezing Hunter as I cry out against Sherlock’s hand. I’m so grateful for his firm grip right now—without it, everyone at the party would hear how hard I’m coming. 
My whole body shudders in the aftermath. I feel exposed, but also blissful. Grateful. 
Hunter knows how I am right after an orgasm, so he barks at Sherlock to let go of me. He does, just in time for Hunter to let go with a groan and fill me with his cum.
I lie there, breathing heavily, but feeling weightless.
The chill in the air hits me, but Hunter comes down on top of me and warms me back up. 
He looks into my eyes, and I look into his. 
“I love you,” I tell him.
His perfect lips tug up in a tender smile. He bends down to kiss me, and murmurs against my mouth, “I know.”
I need more time to come back down, but I don’t have it. Lying here when I was aroused and all wound up was one thing, but the cool bite of night air isn’t the only thing I’m more aware of now that I’ve come. 
I’m aware that Sherlock hasn’t, and he just watched me get fucked. Held me down while Hunter possessed me. 
Hunter and I got satisfaction, but he didn’t, and he was clearly aroused. 
Still a bit boneless and foggy, I make quick work of gathering my clothes. I locate my jeans easily, but when I look around for my panties, I can’t seem to find them. 
“Looking for these?”
I turn around at the sound of Sherlock’s voice.
He’s dangling my panties from his fingertips. 
My stomach sinks. Blushing furiously, I snatch them from him and quickly step into them.
Sherlock smiles faintly as I do—like he hasn’t already seen more of me than he had a right to. 
Turning back to Hunter, he says, “I’ve gotta hand it to you, Maxwell. You sure throw one hell of a party.”
 
___
 
Sex is in the air tonight. 
We can’t satisfy it fully, can’t chase it away. 
We sure have fun trying, though. 
Once Hunter chases all of the guests away, it’s just the two of us—exactly how I like it. 
Tonight was fun, though. More fun than I thought it would be. 
To warm me up, and maybe to wash any grime off me from Sherlock holding me down while Hunter fucked me by the fire, we christen another shower. 
We don’t even bother to get dressed afterward. We lie to ourselves that we’re going to watch a movie to wind down before bed, but we don’t even manage to get the TV on. Hunter bends me over the couch and fucks me, then we collapse on the floor and hold each other for a while. 
Once we’ve recovered enough to move, we grab some cold water and head to bed. 
We don’t sleep, though. Our tongues tangle, our bodies strain to get closer. He fucks me again and again. I’ve lost track of how many times he’s made me come.
Breathing heavily as he collapses on top of me in his bed, I wrap my arms around him and ask, “Was that seven or eight?”
“What?” he murmurs. 
“Orgasms. You made me come so many times tonight, I’ve lost count.”
Lifting his head just enough to look down at me, he asks, “Why are you keeping track?”
“I’m getting two for every one you’re getting. I’ll want to repay this debt eventually. I need to make sure my tally is correct.”
Hunter smirks and shakes his head at me. “You’re crazy. You don’t owe me any orgasms. Making you come makes me happy.”
I sigh, locking my arms around him even more tightly. “How did I get so lucky?”
He rolls off me so he doesn’t crush me, then tugs me into his arms on his side of the bed. “I’m the lucky one.”
I snuggle up close to him and close my eyes. “I love you so much.”
Hunter kisses the crown of my head. “Not as much as I love you.”
I smile. “I love this argument. Let’s only ever have this one.”
“I don’t know,” he says, his tone teasing. “I kind of like fighting and making up with you in the bedroom.”
“I like everything we do in the bedroom,” I murmur in sleepy agreement. 
“And in the back yard?” 
His taunt is playful, but it makes my tummy flutter. My eyes pop open and I look up at him. “Was that… okay?”
“Of course,” he says easily. “It was my idea. It wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t okay with me.”
My heart still pounds just thinking about it. “I never thought I’d have sex with someone watching like that.”
“I didn’t think it was on your to-do list,” he says, lightly amused. 
“I don’t even like to kiss in front of people.”
His amusement deepens. “I know.”
“I can’t believe I liked that.”
He slides a hand down my arm, letting it drift around to the small of my back so he can caress me there. “See? It can be fun to try new things.”
“What other new things do you have in store for me?” I ask, a bit cautiously.
“Lots.” He leans forward and kisses the ball of my bare shoulder. “I look forward to giving you many, many orgasms over the years. Some you’ll see coming, others… maybe not.”
I smile as he starts to kiss the swell of my breast. “I’ll never be bored with you, will I?”
He flicks his tongue over my nipple, even though we’ve just barely finished. “Nope,” he says, squeezing my ass and grinding me against him. 
His cock is already hard again. 
“You’re insatiable,” I say, sliding my fingers through his hair. 
“I think that was eight,” he tells me, referring to the orgasm tally I lost track of. Spreading my thighs, he lifts me, then eases me down onto his cock. Voice strained, he says, “Let’s go for a nice, even ten.”
 
___
 
We don’t wake up until around 11 the following morning. 
Hunter nailed his goal of giving me ten whole orgasms last night. As a result, my whole body is sore. 
My arm muscles ache as I roll over and reach for him. He got away from me in the night, but he looks so gorgeous sprawled across his bed, only his cock and part of one leg covered by the stray edge of the white bed sheet.
Mm, he’s delicious. 
Feeling a little raw and needy after the night we had, I pull myself closer and snuggle up against his side. 
Stirred awake by my touch, Hunter shifts and slides his arm under me, pulling me even closer. “Good morning, beautiful.”
I love the rough, husky sound of his voice when he first wakes up. 
“Good morning,” I murmur, kissing his chest. “How is the best boyfriend in the whole world doing this morning?”
He smiles. “Pretty goddamn good.”
I splay my hand across his muscled abdomen and lean in to steal a quick kiss. I’m tempted to deepen it and invite him into my body again, but I keep my mouth closed since I probably have morning breath. 
“What should we do today?” Hunter asks. 
Thinking of all the sex we had last night, I quip, “Probably go to church.”
He chuckles. “I’m serious. This is your first official day as a professional girlfriend. We should commemorate it somehow.”
I groan. “I want to complain about you calling it that…”
He slides my hand up his abdomen, then claims it and lifts it to his lips so he can kiss it. “But then you remember I’m allowed to do whatever I want to you, up to and including calling you my professional girlfriend.”
“Your deals are the worst,” I say playfully, not meaning it at all. 
Not buying it for a second, he pulls me into his chest like he’s gonna give me a noogie, but he gives me a kiss on top of my head instead. “You love my deals.”
I wiggle around in his embrace until I can look up at him. “Fine, I love your deals, but not your terminology. Professional girlfriend makes me sound inept.”
“No, it doesn’t,” he disagrees. “Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you have to. You’re one of the most adept people I know, Riley. I know you can take care of yourself. That was never up for debate. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to.” He caresses my face and slides his fingers through my hair as he looks down at me. “I want to take care of you. I don’t just mean financially, either. I told you I wanted all of you, and I meant it. I want to take care of you, heart, body, soul. There’s no limit to what I’ll do for you, Riley. I’m yours completely. I want you to be mine the same way.”
 Since he has forcibly bulldozed the barrier I had up, I tell him, “I am yours completely.”
His lips tug up, but he doesn’t look entirely satisfied. 
Maybe his lack of satisfaction is rooted in knowing that our relationship has an expiration date. How can he believe I’m completely his when he knows there’s a chance I’ll leave him as soon as I’m allowed to?
I know he’s hoping that by the time that day comes, my doubts will have passed. I hope for that, too, I’m just not as sure as he is that we’ll get there. 
Since we’re near enough to this subject, I risk raising it even though I know it could go badly. “Can I ask you something?”
He looks down at me. “Of course.”
“I need you to be completely truthful, no matter what you think I want to hear.”
His brow furrows a bit, but he nods his agreement. 
“Do you have any lingering feelings for Valerie? I don’t just mean romantic feelings. I mean any fondness whatsoever.”
“No,” he says, without hesitation. 
“Did your Gatsby paper have anything to do with her?”
His frown deepens. His confusion does more to ease my mind than anything—he doesn’t have a single clue what I’m talking about. “My Gatsby paper?”
“You said you’re her Daisy, and you made such a passionate argument about Gatsby pulling his head out of his ass and finding someone else to love. I know it’s… maybe a little mean, but honestly, after the way she has treated me, I don’t care. If you’re going to be mine, I have to know… Do you think about her happiness? Do you want her to move on from you so she’ll leave you alone, or because you want better for her than unrequited interest in you?”
Hunter stares at me so hard for so long, my nerves begin to strangle me. I almost wish I hadn’t asked this question. For all that Hunter can be a jerk sometimes, he can also be deeply caring. If he cares about Valerie even a little bit… that’s too much for me. 
“Riley… let me explain something to you.”
My heart thuds with dread. Is he really going to drag this out? I’m dying here. I just want him to answer my question so I know one way or the other.
He lifts my hand and settles it in his, then he locks our fingers together and looks into my eyes. “Imagine Valerie Johnson is on fire. Literally being consumed by flames. She’s screaming in torment, her cries for help hurt your ears. You’re standing right next to her in perfect health, but feeling mildly thirsty. I happen to be in possession of the only glass of water in the world.” He gives me a look as if to say, are you following me? “I walk right past her to give you the water, because I care more about quenching your thirst than saving her life.”
My eyes widen in horrified delight.
He lifts my hand and kisses it, still holding my gaze. “I don’t give a single fuck about Valerie Johnson. I only care about you.”
That might be the most twisted thing that has ever turned a person on, but my heart fills to bursting, and all I want to do is get as close to him as humanly possible. 
Hunter looks mildly surprised as I mount him, leaning in to kiss him and reaching down to rub his dick. 
“Whoa,” he murmurs against my lips, but his surprise doesn’t inhibit his enthusiasm. He locks a muscular arm around me, grabbing my hips and positioning me where he wants me. Amusement lightens his tone as he asks, “I take it that was the right answer?”
Eyes closed, I sigh against his mouth. “Above and beyond the right answer. Get your cock inside me now, please.”
“Well, since you said please,” he teases against my lips, reaching down to guide himself between my thighs. 
Sighing with pleasure as he sinks inside me, I lock my arms around his strong shoulders like I’ll never let go. 
And maybe, just maybe…
I never will. 
 



 
Chapter Sixty Two
Riley
 
 
Standing beside me in the juice aisle at the grocery store, Mom eyes me suspiciously. “Why are you buying cranberry juice?”
I grab a big container of it off the shelf and put it in our shopping cart. “If I say it’s because I wanna try a vodka cranberry, will you believe me?”
“I would prefer to believe that than the alternative.” She looks over at me, cocking an eyebrow. “You know the last time I bought cranberry juice?”
“I remember. You had just started dating Ray. So if you’re about to say something dirty…”
Mom sighs, wrinkling up her nose. “You’re trying to ward off a UTI. You and Hunter must have had some Friday night.”
“Yes, we had lots and lots of sex. There. Are you happy?” I shake my head, stopping to grab a case full of bottled waters. “Why can’t you be normal?” I ask as I lug the water over and shove it under the cart. 
Mom beams at me. “You love me just the way I am.”
I stand and look at her. “You’re right, I do.” Wanting to redirect away from the subject of my sex life, I ask, “What’s next on the grocery list?”
Mom scans it. “I think we got everything.” She looks up at me. “You know, I realize this isn’t super romantic to think about, but even though you are on birth control now, it would probably be a good idea to make him use condoms. Assuming he didn’t live like a monk while he was away… he could still give you something.”
“He’s clean,” I assure her 
“And what if the birth control failed? If you take antibiotics, that can throw everything off. No form of birth control is perfect except abstinence, and the cranberry juice in the cart tells me that’s not likely.”
“The cranberry juice is correct.”
“If you want, we can run over to the family planning aisle and grab a pack while we’re here. My treat,” she offers. 
I shake my head. “Thank you, but no. Hunter hates condoms.”
She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, most men do. You know what they hate more? Accidentally knocking up their girlfriends.”
I remain firm. “I’m on birth control. I’m not taking any antibiotics. We don’t need condoms.” Looking back over my shoulder, I tell her, “I do need to do a little more shopping, though. After we take this stuff home, do you want to go with me to pick out a dress?”
“Ooh, what kind of dress?”
“I need a pretty blue ballgown.”
“It has to be blue?”
“Well, it doesn’t have to be, but Hunter requested blue. It’s his favorite color, he really likes me in it. And it has to be a really nice gown, nothing cheap-looking. I have Hunter’s credit card, so price doesn’t matter. Maybe we could go to Nordstrom?” I suggest. 
“Why do you need a ballgown? Oh, for winter formal?” she realizes. 
“Not exactly.” 
As we walk toward the checkout, I explain that Hunter’s dad is throwing a ball in New York close to Christmas, and Hunter really wants me to go so that I can meet him. 
Mom stares at me hard. “He wants to take you to a ball?”
I nod.
“Like you’re Cinderella?”
“I believe there will be fewer pumpkin carriages and hopefully no evil stepmothers, but otherwise, yes.”
Mom sighs heavily. “Does this kid not understand you’re still in high school? He can take you to winter formal, but he’s not supposed to whisk you off to New York for a royal ball. That’s… I wasn’t prepared for that.”
I crack a smile. “I wasn’t either, but life is different for him. We’ll only be gone for the weekend,” I assure her. 
She pouts a little. “Only the weekend, she says. This ‘you growing up’ thing is terrible. I want you to stay with me forever. You won’t miss Christmas if you go, right?”
“No, we’ll definitely be home for Christmas. And, actually, speaking of Christmas, I want to make sure we include Hunter in all our festivities this year. He doesn’t think his mom will be back for it. I guess she’s totally wrapped up in this guy she’s seeing, and I don’t want him to feel like he’s alone for Christmas.”
Mom’s expression shifts with distaste. “Ugh, that woman.”
“I know,” I murmur in agreement. “She’ll never be my favorite person, either. Hunter still loves her, of course, but I actually think his time in Italy gave him a lot more perspective than he had when he left.”
“Not being 14 also helps with that,” Mom puts in lightly. “I get what you’re saying, though, he seems like a sharp kid.”
“He is. He’s a fast learner—almost too quick. I’ve thrown him a lot of curveballs this year, he’s found a way around every one of them.”
Mom smiles faintly. “Whatever else I’ll say about Hunter, he’s certainly devoted.” 
“He’s like an indestructible heat-seeking missile. Once he locks onto his target, he’ll blow through whatever he has to in order to get to it.”
“Things are going well between you, though?” she questions. “You’re happy?”
I look back at her with a smile as I help guide the cart into the checkout lane. “Oh yeah, things are great. We’re both really happy.”
Mom smiles. “Good.”
 
___
 
 
Even though it’s Sunday and that’s supposed to be Mom’s day—she has taken a page from Hunter’s playbook and demanded one day a week when she knows I’ll be available to her—I drive over to Hunter’s house after shopping to show him the gown I picked out. 
He’s coming over for family dinner tonight, anyway. We’re cooking, so I told Mom I’d go pick him up and show him the dress while I’m at it so he knows what it looks like when he’s planning his own outfit for the ball. 
The dress I bought is absolutely gorgeous. It’s a blue off-the-shoulder ballgown fashioned out of this beautiful, shimmery satin. I love the way the fabric sways when I walk. To make it sway even more dramatically, I sashay into Hunter’s bedroom once I’ve changed into it. 
The fabric feels great against my skin, but what feels better is the way Hunter’s face lights up at the sight of me. The slow smile on his beautiful lips, the affectionate gleam in his gorgeous eyes. 
“Wow,” he says. 
I can’t help grinning. “Yeah?”
“Oh yeah.” He sits forward and reaches for me. 
As if it’s the most natural thing in the world, I step forward so he can grab my hips and pull me closer to his perch on the edge of the bed. 
“Damn,” he says, shaking his head. His gaze travels the length of the gown, taking in my bare shoulders. One hand drops from my hips so he can run it down the soft fabric against my left leg, and when he does, he finds the sexy split that leaves my leg exposed all the way to the middle of my thigh. 
“It’s not too high, is it?” I ask.
“No.” He slides his hand beneath the fabric and squeezes my thigh. He looks up at me, a gleam of mischief in his eyes. “This is going to make it very hard for me to behave myself while we’re at the gala. You realize that, right?”
Smiling down at him, I reach out and caress his jawline. “It’s good for you to experience hardship every now and again. It builds character.”
Hunter wraps his arms around my hips, dragging me close and lightly squeezing me. “I’ll show you ‘builds character.’”
“Don’t you dare pull me onto this bed, Hunter Maxwell,” I say, since I know that’s coming next. “If you wrinkle my dress, I’ll be so mad at you.”
Growling in faint annoyance at having to wait to play with me, he grabs my hips and spins me around. “I guess I’d better take it off you then, huh?”
I move my hair aside so he has better access to the zipper. “You like it, though? It’s good enough for the function? I’ve never shopped for anything like this, so I wasn’t sure.”
“It’s perfect,” he assures me. “You look like a princess.”
I beam and glance back at him. “That’s what I was going for. Mom, too. She was trying to convince me to buy a tiara because she’s a crazy person.”
Hunter smirks, his gaze on my back as he drags down the zipper and exposes more and more of my bare skin. “She’s gonna love your wedding look then,” he remarks. 
My eyes widen slightly and I look back at him. “What?”
My dress is open now, so he lets it go. I let the fabric drop gently and step out of it, careful not to wrinkle it too much as I do. 
Hunter leans back with his palms braced on the mattress. I feel his appreciative gaze rake over me now that I’m standing here in only my panties. “My family has a collection of jewels.” 
I nod. Given what I know about his family, that’s not surprising. 
But then he goes on, “There are a couple of diadems that brides typically wear on their wedding day.”
I freeze on my way to hang up the dress. “Diadems?”
“Crowns.”
“I know what a diadem is.” I blink. “Your family has crowns.”
Amusement tugs at his lips. “Yes. When we get married, you’ll wear one to keep with tradition. There are a couple you can choose from. I think I have pictures, actually,” he adds, shifting so he can pull his phone out of his pocket. 
 I’m not sure about this wedding business, or this crown business, but I am intrigued. “Italy pictures?” 
Hunter nods. “Wanna see?”
I sure do. I hastily hang up my dress in his walk-in closet since it’ll be safer there than stashed in my much smaller one, then I hurry back out and climb into bed with him. 
I’m excited to actually see pictures of his time in Italy. I saw the ones on his Instagram and Hunter has told me stories about his time there, but he hasn’t shown me his personal photos before. 
Now he lies in his bed scrolling through his camera roll, one arm bent with his hand behind his head. I snuggle up close and rest my head on his bicep, so he moves his hand and wraps it around me instead to keep me close. 
“What’s that?” I ask. 
He stops scrolling. “What?”
I reach over and tap a picture. It’s a pretty brunette with big sunglasses lying on a pool float, sipping a beverage and making a face at him. The face she makes is the goofy kind you’d only make with someone you were super comfortable with. 
My heart contracts, my stomach dropping. I knew Hunter had physical experiences with girls when he lived in Italy, but I never thought he’d forged any kind of close connection with any of them. Certainly not the affectionate familiarity I pick up on in this shot. 
And he kept it. 
Sure, it has probably been a while since he scrolled through these pictures, but the thought that he wanted to keep that memory of some other girl… it makes my heart ache. 
I swallow, tempted to pull away from him. 
Before I can, he says, “That’s Vittoria.”
Vittoria. Even her name is lovely. “She’s very pretty,” I murmur. 
Hunter glances over at me. His face is etched with light amusement, but I don’t find it very funny. “She is,” he agrees. 
My face reacts before I can stop it. Shooting him a dirty look, my tone much less pleasant, I ask, “Was she one of your model friends?”
Hunter smirks, his eyes glinting with mirth as he pulls me closer. “She’s my sister,” he informs me. 
Oh. 
He shakes his head at me, but now that the jealousy has gone out of me, I snuggle close again. 
“I did know a model named Vittoria,” he teases. 
“I don’t want to hear about it,” I inform him. 
“Hazel eyes. Plump lips.”
“I’m never going to fuck you again if you keep talking.”
Dragging his thumb across my bottom lip, he adds, “Nothing compared to yours, of course.”
“I hope you enjoyed them,” I tell him sweetly. “They’ll never be wrapped around your cock again.”
Hunter smirks, giving me a little squeeze. “You’re cute when you’re jealous.”
“It’s not funny,” I tell him, shooting him a look. “Do you have pictures of other girls in your phone? We’re gonna fight if you do, I’m warning you now.”
Hunter grins, leaning over to give me a kiss. “I don’t,” he assures me. 
I kiss him back, but then I pout at him. “You’re mean.”
He pulls me against him. “Riley, baby, it’s crazy for you to be jealous. I’ve never cared about anyone but you. Never even been tempted to. I’m single-minded when it comes to you. Other women have nothing that interests me. In my eyes, no one can hold a candle to you. It’s a waste of their time to even try.”
I’m slightly mollified, but I still shoot him a look. “That’s all fine and great, but if you ever taunt me with the plump lips of your past lovers again, I’ll go have a photo shoot of my own with Sherlock.”
“No the fuck you will not,” he says, his amusement dissipating.
I raise my eyebrows. “Watch me. In various states of undress. It’s modeling, baby,” I say sweetly. “You can’t be mad.”
“I’ll beat his fucking ass, then I’ll beat yours, too,” he says, dropping his phone and grabbing me, yanking me on top of him and grabbing handfuls of my ass. 
“I am one hundred percent not fucking you right now,” I inform him. 
Rolling me onto my back, he hovers over me. His eyes darken as he looks down at my bare breasts and reminds me, “You are one hundred percent doing whatever the fuck I tell you to. Remember our deal?”
“There should be an asshole clause,” I say, but I slide my arms around his neck anyway. “Whenever you’re an asshole, I get to say no.”
Hunter smirks, leaning down to kiss my breasts. “That would never work.”
“I’m building it into our next agreement,” I inform him. 
“No, you’re not,” he says, letting his tongue dart out to taste my nipple. 
“I should have put my clothes back on,” I realize, already growing short of breath. “You distracted me with the promise of Italy pictures and I didn’t want to take the time.”
“An honest mistake.” My arms fall to my sides as he kisses his way down my abdomen. My stomach muscles tighten in response. 
“Which I never got to see,” I remind him, grabbing onto the bedding as he moves lower and kisses my hipbone. 
He grabs my panties and drags them down. “Plenty of time to show you pictures later.”
“Hunter,” I murmur as he lifts my legs and drapes them over his shoulders. 
“Riley,” he mimics, looking up at me with those dark, beautiful eyes of his. 
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“I think I’m about to devour your pussy,” he tells me, spreading me open and gazing right between my legs. 
I squirm and try to squeeze my legs together, but I can’t. He doesn’t let me. As soon as I try to draw my thighs closer together, he grips them and pries them apart. 
“Nope,” he says, shooting me a look of warning that gets me hot. “Play with your tits.”
I narrow my eyes at him, but since I have to do as I’m told, I also bring my palms up to squeeze my own flesh while he watches. 
Approval gleams in his gorgeous brown eyes. The mere sight of it makes my tummy tighten with lust. 
Damn him. 
I deserved to be mad, but here he is, draining me of my righteous anger and making me want him instead. I drag a thumb over my hardened nipple, holding his gaze as I exhale sharply. 
“Tell me you want me to eat your pussy, baby.”
The knot of arousal tightens inside me, making it impossible to remain still. 
Before I can comply, Hunter goes on, his voice smooth and sure, thick with his own growing arousal. “Tell me how much you want my tongue inside you, lapping up every delicious inch.” As he speaks, he leans closer. He gets so close, I can feel his hot breath on my bare pussy. 
“Hunter,” I whimper, my fingers digging into the sheets. 
His tongue darts out and he licks my opening. I gasp, throwing my head back into the pillow. 
“Say please, Riley.”
Defeated, I close my eyes. “Please, Hunter. Please eat my pussy. I need it. I need you inside me.”
“Good girl,” he purrs.
His approval sends a shiver straight through me. 
Then he spreads me open with his fingers, and my whole body lights up as he pushes his tongue into me. 
It’s exquisite torture, trying not to buck as he explores every silky inch. When Hunter eats me out, he’s not just there to do what he has to in order to get the job done—he wants his mouth on every crevice of me. He wants to explore me, mark me. He eats me like he loves doing it, and it’s so fucking intoxicating. 
When I arch against the bed and grab desperately for his hair, his grip on my hips tightens, his mouth on my pussy grows greedier. I ride his face, crying out with abandon as tremors wrack my body. 
His mouth never leaves me as I ride wave after wave of pleasure, until finally, I need him to. My grip on his hair eases. I let go and fall back against the bed, completely boneless. 
Hunter could take his cock out and fuck me right now, I certainly wouldn’t complain, but instead he climbs back up the bed and pulls me into the protective shelter of his embrace. 
I’m so vulnerable right after I come, and he knows it. He holds me close and pets my hair. I hold onto him tight, listening to his strong heartbeat. 
“That was lovely,” I murmur, once I can trust myself to speak. “Thank you.”
Hunter tips my head back so he can bend to kiss my lips. “You never have to thank me for making you come, Catnip. It’s my favorite thing to do.”
I smile against his lips, then wrap my arms around his neck and hug him. “I love you.”
His arm tightens around my waist, keeping me pulled snugly against his body. “I love you, too.”
 



 
Chapter Sixty Three
Riley
 
 
New York is absolutely beautiful at night. 
It was beautiful earlier in the day, too, but as the limo drives us down Fifth Avenue, I can’t help admiring the great architecture and the bright city lights. 
I’ve never really been anywhere before. One summer when I was little, Mom took a temporary position on Nantucket so we could spend our off days on the beach, but I certainly haven’t traveled far. 
Hunter places a hand on my thigh, exposed by the slit. His touch draws my attention and I look back at him. 
His eyes gleam with affection. “Are you excited?”
Beaming back at him, I nod. “It’s so pretty here.”
He points up ahead. “That’s the club, so we’ll be getting out in a minute.”
There are cars on the street, likely from other guests, so our driver has to wait to turn. “We shouldn’t have brought a limo,” I tell him. “It’s too big, the city’s too busy.”
Hunter shrugs, not all that concerned with taking up more space than he needs to. 
As traffic moves a little bit, our limo turns onto the street where the entrance to the building is. I can see it up ahead, a big building with ivory columns and wrought iron gates. It’s a building from another time, meant only for a certain class of people. 
I don’t belong in a place like this.
My awe begins to fade, replaced by the inky grime of intimidation. 
If Hunter’s dad belongs in a place like this, what if he realizes right away I’m not the caliber of person he’d want to be with his son? 
At home, it’s easy to forget who Hunter is. Sure, he has money, but there isn’t a huge disparity in our lifestyles. He’s perfectly comfortable coming over to my two bedroom house to have dinner with my working class family. There’s no sense that he’s better than us just because he has more than we do. 
This building… this building was constructed to let common people know the people inside are better than them. 
Looking over at Hunter, I ask what might be a ridiculous question. “Is your dad nice?”
“What?” 
My heart starts to pound as the driver puts the car in park right in front of the entrance. It’s a manned entrance with gates that have been opened since there’s an event here tonight, but it looks anything but welcoming. 
“I just… we’ve talked about him a little, but I’ve obviously never met him. Your mom said he can be a bit intense and volcanic, but you seem to like him. I’m just not sure what to expect.”
“Nah, that’s nothing you have to worry about. This is an important event, so he’ll have his public face on tonight. But he’s a good guy, and he knows I’m bringing you. He’s looking forward to meeting you.”
“What if he takes one look at me and thinks I’m trash?”
Hunter rolls his eyes like I’m being absurd. “He won’t think that.”
“But what if he does?”
“Then fuck him,” Hunter says simply, like it doesn’t matter. Squeezing my thigh, he meets my gaze and says seriously, “You’re my family, Riley. Anyone who doesn’t approve of you can fuck right off.”
The limo door opens. I look up at the driver. I’m closest to the door, but Hunter climbs out first.
Once he’s out on the snow dusted sidewalk, he extends his hand, reaching in for me. 
Shoving down my nerves, I gather the soft hem of my dress and take his hand as I climb out of the car. 
There’s a chill in the air even though I’m wearing an expensive fur coat. I mostly feel it on my legs, especially my left one since the slit opens when I walk.
Self-consciously clutching the coat closer to my body, I gaze up at the imposing building and take Hunter’s arm. 
My heels click against the ground as we make our way to the entrance. I’m not used to wearing heels, but Hunter took me out for lunch and shopping when we first got into the city today. He offered to buy me a pair of black Louboutins for a classic look, but I didn’t think the red soles would look right with my blue dress. 
I found a designer who suited me much better and grabbed a pair of black suede slingbacks that had the added advantage of being on sale. The heel is much lower so I can walk in them more comfortably, but suede maybe wasn’t the best choice for winter. 
Thankfully, the sidewalk is clear but for the few snowflakes that have fallen. On the drive over, it began to snow, but they’re light, pretty snowflakes, so most of them don’t even stick to the ground. 
I breathe in the fresh scent of the falling snow and a smile touches my lips. I love snow. 
Hunter tugs on my arm, keeping me on track as we walk past the security guards and under the covered walkway into the building. We move at a leisurely pace since people are up ahead of us. 
“I like the fountain,” I tell Hunter, pointing to what appears to be a courtyard. 
He looks over and nods. “That’s the carriage entrance.”
My eyes widen and I look up at him. “It is not.”
His eyes gleam with amusement. “Cross my heart.”
“There’s a carriage entrance?” I demand, lightly smacking his muscular arm. 
“What kind of royal ball doesn’t have a carriage entrance?” he teases. 
With a forlorn sigh, I look back at it. “You should’ve warned me so I could take my phone out. I would’ve taken a picture for my mom. She’ll never believe me.”
“We can always take one on the way out. It’s not used for that anymore, but yeah. Back in the day, all the big deals in New York would come by horse and carriage. It’s a very old building,” he remarks, glancing up at it. 
“I see that,” I murmur, looking ahead.
As we’re ushered inside, I’m hit by a welcome blast of warmth. I’ve barely taken two steps in, and already my surroundings leave me a little breathless. 
The building’s interior is gorgeous—white marble opulence with gold ceilings. Everything about this main hall is too much—a fireplace taller than I am, ceilings so high I can’t help but feel small. 
I wonder if this is how Cinderella felt when she first entered the palace. 
I look over at Hunter as he escorts me to the coat check line. He seems much more at ease in a place like this than I am. He doesn’t look small, he certainly doesn’t seem to feel it. 
Maybe I’m biased, though. Hunter could never look small to me. 
My personal Prince Charming looks incredibly handsome in his debonair tux. Since I wore blue, he did, too. His is a darker shade—midnight blue with black lapels and black pants. 
In a sea of mostly black tuxes, he stands out a bit, but I think it’s impossible for Hunter not to stand out. 
He looks over at me as we walk away from the coat check, “Want to get a drink?”
“Are we allowed? We’re not in Europe, you know,” I tease.
He wraps an arm around me, grabbing my waist and pulling me closer as we head for the bar. “This isn’t the kind of function where many attendees are underage. Those that are won’t be treated like they are.”
“Not the kind of place where you get carded, huh?” 
Hunter smiles faintly and shakes his head. “We’re all adults here.” He starts to lead me toward the bar, but on the way we realize there are waiters circulating, carrying gold trays full of drinks so no one has to wait in line. 
We stop by an enormous Christmas tree and Hunter grabs two drinks from the white-gloved server. 
“Thank you,” I murmur, since Hunter didn’t think to.
The server—who reminds me so much of Jeeves from the show Mom and I watch, I’m tempted to try to get a sneaky picture—gives me a tepid, close-lipped smile.
“I wish I could’ve brought my mom to this,” I tell Hunter as I take a sip of my champagne. 
“Maybe next year I can get a couple of extra invitations.”
Next year. 
He says it so naturally, like it’s a given that I’ll come to this with him every year for the rest of our lives. 
I suppose since he’s shown me my options for my wedding tiara, I shouldn’t be surprised. 
It still feels a little crazy. 
I continue to look around the great hall as I finish my first glass of champagne. It went down so smoothly, I finished it faster than I meant to. 
As we get the lay of the land, Hunter looks around for his father, but I follow the trail of people who seem to know where they’re supposed to be going. 
After coat check, some of them linger and drink champagne or talk to friends, but most people seem to be ascending the marble staircase and heading to the upper levels. 
Hunter and I decide to go upstairs, too. There’s a literal red carpet on the marble staircase. The older woman ahead of me is wearing white gloves.
I’m wearing a ballgown, but I still feel like I stick out like a sore thumb among this set. 
When we reach the floor we’re supposed to be on, it becomes immediately clear. There are flags on display to represent three different countries, and two very regal-looking men standing on the staircase greeting guests on either side. 
“Is that your dad?”
Hunter nods. “The better-looking one is,” he jests, but not really. “The other guy’s his cousin. This will probably just be a quick hello, he’ll have to keep the line moving.”
“Oh, God, I’m so nervous,” I tell him. 
His grip on me tightens protectively. “Don’t be.”
Despite his advisement not to worry, my heart thrums furiously in my chest as the couple in front of us finishes up their greeting. 
Butterflies fill my stomach as Hunter puts a hand on the small of my back and gently pushes me forward. 
My feet don’t want to move. I hope I don’t look as nervous as I feel as I force myself to smile and move forward.
Hunter’s dad smiles as he looks from Hunter to me, his demeanor friendly. 
“Hunter, so good to see you,” he says, wrapping an arm around his son and giving him a brief hug and pat on the back. 
My heart fills up, but I’m not sure why. I don’t feel like I’m meeting a “big deal,” I feel like I’m meeting my boyfriend’s long lost dad, and that’s a little less intimidating. 
Hunter takes a step back and gestures to me. “This is my girlfriend, Riley Bishop.”
His dad takes my hand between his and pulls me forward. “Riley. Splendid to meet you. Hunter has told me so much about you.”
That makes me grin. “Has he? All good things, I hope.”
“Only the best,” he says warmly, pulling me in for a hug. 
My tummy flutters. I hug him back, then move to stand beside Hunter with a big, stupid grin on my face. 
As Hunter predicted, his dad can only speak to us for a moment since he has more guests to greet behind us, but I still can’t stop grinning as Hunter takes my hand and leads me toward the ballroom entrance. 
“He likes me! Your dad likes me,” I tell him, beaming.
Hunter shakes his head, amused by my excitement. “I told you he would.”
I’m still so hyped up, I turn to steal one last look at Hunter’s father before we enter the ballroom, but when I do, my attention is snagged by a pair of predatory blue eyes that are not only locked on me, but narrowed in careful consideration. 
My heart leaps in my chest. The man staring back can’t be much older than me and Hunter. I didn’t realize how close he was behind us. I thought nothing of what I said to Hunter, but now, as the handsome stranger carefully regards me, then lets his speculative gaze drift to Hunter, I realize…
He may have just heard me refer to Hunter’s dad as… well, Hunter’s dad. 
My smile disappears. 
The intense look drops off the man’s face, replaced with what should appear to the world as a friendly smile, but as he turns to be greeted by Hunter’s dad, I can’t keep my stomach from rocking with dread. 
I should be buzzing with excitement as we enter the opulent ballroom. It’s a magnificent space, truly incomparable. The ceilings are painted beautifully as if we’ve just stepped inside the Sistine Chapel. The room is massive and well-decorated, similarly to if there was a wedding. Round tables with immaculate centerpieces are set up around the perimeter of a dance floor. There’s a massive Christmas tree in the corner, and a seated orchestra performing live music. 
Everything is so beautiful, but all I can think about is the man in the hall. 
“Hunter,” I say, looking over at him anxiously.
He looks down at me, smiling faintly until he sees the look on my face. Sobering quickly, he says, “What’s wrong?”
My lips suddenly feel bone-dry, so I lick them. “I think I might have messed up.”
Hunter frowns. “What are you talking about?”
“You know how people aren’t supposed to… how your exact parentage isn’t necessarily public knowledge?” I ask carefully. 
Still frowning, he nods. 
My stomach sinks. Anxiously glancing back toward the hall to make sure no one is behind me now, I lean in closer and tell him, “I wasn’t thinking back there, I was so excited to meet your dad… I called him your dad.”
“Oh.” Hunter’s expression clears. “It’s fine, don’t worry about it.”
“No, but, Hunter.” I stop walking to look up at him. “There was a guy behind us. I think he heard me.”
He scowls and glances back. “What guy?”
Enough moments have passed that I’m sure the blue-eyed stranger is no longer greeting Hunter’s dad and his cousin, but when I turn around and look toward the entrance, I don’t see him lingering behind us anywhere, either. “I don’t know where he is. I don’t see him now.”
Hunter frowns, pulling me close and doing a cursory sweep of the room. “Well, if you see him, point him out to me, okay?”
I nod, swallowing. Looking up at him with remorseful eyes, I tell him, “I’m so sorry. I should have kept my big mouth shut.”
Hunter shakes his head. “Don’t worry about it.”
He tells me not to worry, but I know he’s just being nice. 
Hunter’s father is a powerful man. The knowledge that he has an illegitimate son that the public doesn’t know about… That’s information that could be very dangerous in the wrong hands. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter Sixty Four
Riley
 
 
I try to enjoy the amazing dinner that is served, try to pay attention to the remarks being made at the podium by Hunter’s dad and other important people. I realize that, while I’m more of a bookworm than a history buff, just being in the same room as all these people is an insanely cool opportunity. There are so many people parading around with medals, sashes, and regalia denoting them some sort of foreign dignitaries, it’s a bit dizzying. 
This ball isn’t just a who’s who of New York—it’s an international affair, and nothing I could have ever dreamed of attending in my whole life.
Here I am living it, but I’m so anxious about what that man overheard, it’s hard to fully enjoy myself. 
Every table seats 10. Obviously, I don’t know any of the people at ours, but Hunter seems to know one of the couples. I don’t think he knows anyone else, but he’s good with people, so he ends up chatting up everyone at the table while I sit there all quiet and reserved, making myself sick with worry. 
Once dinner and the speeches have wrapped up, the dance floor opens up. Our table empties as everyone hits the floor in pairs, leaving me and Hunter with a moment more or less alone. 
“Riley, you’ve gotta stop worrying about it,” he says, looking over at me. “You should be having fun. We’re at a ball, for Christ’s sake.”
I smile faintly. “Your dad doesn’t have a dungeon he’ll throw me in for spilling state secrets, does he?”
Hunter rolls his eyes. “No one’s throwing you in a dungeon, and you didn’t spill any secrets. It’s loud in here, that guy probably didn’t even hear you. And it’s not like this is a well-kept secret. Among this set, yes. No one in my dad’s world knows. But there are people at home who do—people I’ve given reason not to like me, in fact. There are other ways it could get out.”
“I know, but there’s a difference between local gossip that could be denied and written off as a rumor, and me saying something like that to you in a place like this,” I say, gesturing around. 
As if to illustrate my point, some royal-dignitary-looking dude in a fancy green sash goes strolling past our table. 
I look at Hunter and raise my eyebrows as if to say, “See?”
Hunter shakes his head, pushes his chair back, and stands. “Come on.”
I look up at him, but don’t move. “Where are we going?”
“To dance,” he states, offering me his hand. 
I take it, reluctantly rising from my seat. “I do like dancing with you.”
“Mm-hmm,” he murmurs, drawing me closer and escorting me to the dance floor. 
Once we’re on the dance floor together, some of my cares fall away. There’s something about dancing with Hunter that I really love, and dancing with him in a place as lovely as this… I shouldn’t squander the evening worrying about some strange man I may never see again. 
I feel like a real princess dancing with her prince in a fairy tale made just for me. Hunter holds me close to him and we dance through several songs, then we take a break to grab champagne and watch the other guests milling about. 
We don’t go back to our table right away. Preferring to spend a little time alone, Hunter leans against an empty stretch of the ornate, gilded wall and drags me against him. 
“Are you having more fun now?” he asks. 
I nod happily, taking a sip of my champagne and gazing up at him. “I am. And I know I’ve never really had champagne except when I’m with you, but personally, I think this is the best champagne I’ve ever tasted.”
A voice I don’t recognize suddenly steals my attention from Hunter. When I look up and see the man from the hall, my heart stops. 
“I prefer Cristal myself, but I can’t very well complain about Dom, can I?”
Perhaps because I’ve stiffened in his embrace, Hunter scowls at the stranger instead of being friendly like he normally would. “And who might you be?”
I tug on Hunter’s arm. He looks down at me, and I lean up to whisper. “This is the guy from the hall.”
Hunter’s confusion clears. His eyes harden ever so slightly, but his lips tilt up in a deliberately casual smile. 
The man from the hall steps forward, meeting Hunter’s gaze and extending his hand. “Caleb Grant. We haven’t met, but I think we’re going to be fast friends.”
Hunter extends his hand toward Caleb. “Oh, do you?”
Like Hunter, this man opted not to go with a traditional black tux tonight. Unlike Hunter, he made the daring choice to wear a rich green velvet tuxedo jacket—not a look a lot of men could pull off, but he’s pulling it off quite well. 
He’s undeniably attractive, lean but well-built with golden hair, secretive blue eyes, and a mischievous smile. 
His mischief doesn’t feel like Hunter’s, though—mostly playful and harmless. No, there’s much more calculation in the man standing before us, but if he’s grown up in this world, I can imagine why. 
And it feels like he has grown up in this world. I found it so daunting to step into tonight, but this man has never been an outsider here. To him, this was his playground. I bet he knows every nook, every cranny, every dirty little secret. 
And now he knows who Hunter is, because I opened my big, stupid mouth and told him. 
Out of all the people at the party, I wonder if he’s the absolute worst person I could have shared that information with. 
My stomach rocks with nerves, but Hunter shakes Caleb’s hand, sizing the man up. 
“What makes you think that?” Hunter asks casually. 
Rather than answer him, Caleb’s gaze shifts to me as he drops his hand. “And you are?”
I don’t answer. I instantly dislike him, and I make it no secret as I narrow my eyes at him. 
Hunter squeezes my waist. “This is my girlfriend, Riley.”
I look over at Hunter uncertainly, but he nods for me to go ahead, so I try to be a little less cagey as I look back at the stranger. Since he shook Hunter’s hand, I offer mine, too. “Riley Bishop.”
“Lovely to meet you, Riley.” He takes my hand, but he doesn’t shake it. He brings it to his lips and kisses it. 
I jerk my hand away, regarding him even more warily than I did before. 
He smiles, his eyes dancing with amusement. 
“There you are!”
My gaze darts away from him as a beautiful girl with long blonde hair in a tight red dress stops next to Caleb. She hands him a glass of champagne, keeping one for herself, then glances at us as she takes a sip. 
Her expression is open and friendly, not at all measured and calculated like his. She has blonde hair like him, but if I had the impression for even a moment that she might be his sister, he eliminates it when he slides a hand around her waist a little too intimately for her to be a relation. 
“Sorry,” he says to her. “I didn’t mean to leave you holding the alcohol. I saw someone I wanted to say hello to.”
The girl must not be into public displays of affection. She peels his hand off her almost absently as she flashes us a smile. “Hi, I’m Zoey. Are you friends of Caleb’s?”
The girl has a faint southern accent that makes her sound even sweeter, so I don’t think she’s from New York originally.
Without giving us a chance to answer, Caleb introduces us to her. “This is Hunter Maxwell and his girlfriend, Riley Bishop.”
Hunter regards Caleb carefully. “I didn’t tell you my name.”
“Didn’t you?” Caleb takes a sip of his champagne, holding Hunter’s gaze.
The girl he called Zoey frowns, looking over at him with a look of mild disapproval on her face. “You’re not makin’ trouble, are you, Caleb?”
“Would I do that?” he asks, looking over at her. 
“Yes,” she answers without hesitation. Her gaze flickers to us as if mildly concerned. 
Before she can say anything else, Caleb assures her, “I’m just making new friends.” To us, he says, “I make it a point to familiarize myself with all the interesting people in my city, but I haven’t seen you two around.” As he says it, he gestures between us with the hand holding his champagne glass. His gaze lingers on Hunter. “Not from New York?”
Hunter shakes his head. “Boston. Just in town for the charity ball.”
“First time?” Caleb asks conversationally. 
“Not for me,” Hunter answers. “It’s her first time.”
Caleb’s gaze flickers to me. “How are you enjoying your first visit to my fine city, Riley?”
I cross my arms, still not liking this guy despite his feigned friendliness. “It’s… cold.”
A smile grazes his lips. “Boston isn’t cold?” 
Hunter slides a hand up my back, then casually pulls me in so he can kiss my forehead. As he does, he murmurs, “Relax.”
I’m too tense to relax, but since he wants me to, I make an attempt to be less chilly. “I like your Christmas colors,” I murmur, gesturing from Caleb in his green velvet jacket to Zoey in her tight red dress. She looks spectacular. They both do, really, though I’m reluctant to pay him a compliment—even in my head where he can’t hear it. 
I thought I was being friendly, but her expression shifts with alarm. “Us? Oh, God, no. We’re not…” She shakes her head, frowning. “The Christmas colors are a total coincidence. We’re not here together. I mean, we are, but we’re not a couple. Caleb’s my boyfriend’s friend, we’re just sittin’ at his table.”
Caleb smirks. “I like how you put as much lingual distance between us as you possibly can.” Looking at us, he says, “She’s my friend, too.”
She doesn’t argue with him, but she looks at me and mouths “not really.”
I crack a real smile. I may not be a fan of his, but I do like her. 
“Anyway,” Caleb says, settling a hand on Zoey’s hip and drawing her closer to him, “I was just about to tell my new friends here they should stop by my restaurant while they’re in town.”
Zoey peels his hand off her hip, but she does it so naturally, she’s not even mildly distracted as she tells us, “If you do, make sure you get the chocolate cake for dessert—it’s to die for. Don’t get a piece to share, either. It’ll be your biggest regret in life.”
“We’ll each get our own piece,” I promise her. 
She gives me a thumbs up, then steps away from Caleb before he can get handsy with her again. “I’m going back to the table.” Turning to us, she says, “It was nice to meet you guys. I’m serious about that cake.”
I offer a tiny wave before she walks away, but I’m kinda sad to see her go. I’m rarely drawn to people this way, but I feel like I want to be her friend. 
Drawing my attention back to him as he reaches into his pocket, Caleb asks, “Will you be in town for long?”
Hunter shakes his head. “Just the weekend. We fly home tomorrow night.”
Caleb extends a business card. “Well, if you find yourselves hungry before you leave, I own the best steakhouse in Manhattan. You won’t be able to get a reservation for tomorrow, but I have a separate list for my friends. Just tell the hostess you’re my guests and she’ll give you one of our best tables.”
Hunter glances at the card, then tucks it away in his pocket. “Maybe we’ll take you up on that. Thanks.”
Caleb smiles, but it’s carefully measured and maybe a touch wolfish. “Lovely to meet the both of you. I look forward to our paths crossing again.”
I don’t know if his parting words only sound like a threat because I know what he knows, but there’s something about him I just don’t like. I think he’d be as likely to eviscerate someone he calls a friend as someone he calls an enemy, so I’m not confident there’s any benefit to his friendship. 
Well, there are probably benefits, but not the kind I would care about. 
Once Caleb is gone, I turn to Hunter. “He’s not a good guy.”
Hunter shakes his head in agreement, but he doesn’t look concerned. “It’s all right,” he says, settling his hand around my waist. “That’s done and over with, so you can finally relax and enjoy the rest of the ball.”
“He heard me.”
“I know, but it doesn’t matter. He won’t tell anyone.”
“How do you know?” 
Hunter glances down at me, his expression genuinely relaxed and a little fond. “He just told us.”
I frown. “He did?”
“He wants to be my friend. Powerful men keep each other’s secrets. As long as we go to his restaurant tomorrow and he doesn’t think we’re snubbing him, all will be well.”
“But…” I glance back in the direction Caleb went.
Hunter turns my face back to look up at him. “It’s not a big deal, Riley. We’ll need to eat something, anyway.”
Unable to entirely banish my anxiety, I tell Hunter, “I just don’t trust him.”
 “You don’t have to trust him. That guy looks out for his own best interests, and it’s in his best interest to keep his mouth shut. It gives him leverage. A guy like that knows that a secret is much more valuable when it’s kept. Trust me, Riley. He’s not going to say anything.”
I’m less confident about it than he is, but I suppose I am the worrier between us. 
If Hunter thinks there’s nothing to worry about, he’s probably right. 
 



 
Chapter Sixty Five
Hunter
 
 
After a long night of dancing with Riley and socializing with the New York elite, I’m more than ready to head back to the hotel. 
We’re staying so close to the club, we walk. It’s actually much faster. I only brought her here in the limo earlier because I thought it would add to the experience and I wanted to take her around the city first. 
Now all I want to do is get her clothes off her and watch the look of rapture on her face as she comes for me. 
The door clicks shut. Out room is dark, lit only by the city lights shining in through the window. I don’t bother turning on the lights. Once I’m done fucking her, we’ll want to go to sleep, and I don’t feel like getting back up to turn a light off. 
I take off my coat first, then I peel off Riley’s, kissing the exposed skin of her shoulder as I do. 
It was cold outside, but her skin is warm beneath the heavy coat. I’m glad I bought it for her. She balked a bit, both because of the fur and the price tag, but all I had to do was remind her of my trump card and she had to let me buy it for her. 
She steps out of her heels and kicks them aside. I encircle her waist with one arm, tugging her against me and burying my face in her neck. 
Her arm drifts behind my head. She starts to play with my hair as I kiss her neck and reach for the zipper of her dress. 
Wordlessly, I take off her pretty gown and lay it across the upholstered bench at the foot of the bed. 
“I should probably hang that up so it doesn’t wrinkle,” Riley remarks. 
“We’ll get it cleaned when we get home,” I assure her. 
She’s down to her black strapless bra and matching lace panties now. I unhook the bra and catch her tits in my hands, palming them and pulling her closer to my body. 
Riley sighs with pleasure, her eyes drifting closed. 
I let go and slide my hands down her torso, hooking my fingers into the scanty black lace. I’m just about to push them down, but I reconsider, leaving them for a moment longer so I can cup the globes of her ass in my hands, squeezing and caressing her smooth flesh with the lace still on her skin.
I slide a hand around her front, pushing my fingers down the front of her panties so I can cup her pussy inside the fabric. Riley moans softly, letting her head fall back against my shoulder. 
God, I love her. 
I kiss her shoulder softly as I push a finger into her. She’s slick already, and that makes me smile. I play with her clit for a minute, but I don’t mess around for long. Before I get her too worked up, I pull my hand out of her panties and push them down.
Riley steps out of them and turns around to face me. 
In no mood to waste time, I shove her back onto the bed. Since I was being so tender with her, she wasn’t ready for it. She lands with a gasp, grabbing at the mattress and scooting back to make room for me. 
Before she makes it far, I drag her back to the edge, drop to my knees on the floor, and pry her legs apart. 
She sinks back against the mattress. She’s still a little shy about me looking at her pussy, so she starts to fight me. 
My firm grip on the soft flesh of her thighs reminds her to behave. 
Her muscles relent and she lets me spread her legs as wide as I want them so I can look at her needy pussy on display for me. 
Beautiful. 
I lean in, darting my tongue out and tasting her. The soft sound of her moan heats my blood even more. Slowly, I work my way up to devouring her with unrelenting greed. 
I love eating Riley’s pussy. I love every jerk of her muscles, every sound that emanates from her throat. I love the way she grabs my hair and holds on for dear life right when she’s about to come. 
It doesn’t take me long to get her there tonight. 
Her cries of pleasure fill the room, and her grip on my hair eases as her body relaxes. The muscles in her legs seem to melt. 
She’s boneless and completely malleable as I stand and reposition her how I want her on the bed. 
“Roll over, baby,” I tell her, crawling across the bed on my knees and lightly smacking her on the ass. 
She’s hazy with pleasure, but she does as she’s told. Now that she’s tummy down on the bed, I straddle her and run my hands over her ass. “Good girl.”
She makes a little murmur of satisfaction, but she’s still too spent to move. 
That’s okay, I don’t need her to move. I open her legs so I can climb between them, then I grab my aching cock and guide it between her thighs. 
Riley grabs a pillow to prepare for the intrusion she knows is coming, then groans faintly as I push my swollen cock into her tight little pussy. 
Fuck. 
I grab her hips, holding onto her as I rock mine back and forth, in and out of her until her body finally eases up a little. I don’t want to hurt her, and I know I do sometimes when I go too far, too fast. 
She still fits me like a fucking glove, but I’ve stretched her enough that I shouldn’t hurt her now. As I shove deeper into her wet heat, she moans with pleasure and grips her pillow. 
“Hunter,” she cries softly, just a senseless murmur. She loves to call out my name when I’m fucking her. 
I love it, too. 
“I love your pussy, you know that?” I ask, letting go with one hand so I can squeeze her lovely ass while I fuck her. 
She moans, burying herself in the pillows and squeezing. “And my pussy loves being fucked.”
Jesus Christ. 
I let my head loll back, momentarily swept up in this fucking goddess I am lucky enough to call mine. Looking back at her and squeezing her ass, I say, “That’s right. And who gets to fuck this pussy, Riley?”
“Only you,” she says breathlessly as I drive into her. “I only want to be fucked by you.”
I let go of her ass, coming down on top of her so I can smash her lovely breasts against my palm. “That’s right,” I say, kissing her shoulder.
As I lift my lips from her skin, I catch sight of her left hand resting against the pillow. Her nails are painted with a clear polish, her fingers otherwise bare. 
For now. 
I smile, sliding my fingers between hers and holding her down as I continue to fuck her like I’m trying to leave an impression her body can never recover from. 
I guess in a way, I am.
Once we’ve both finished and she’s full of my cum, I settle in behind her, pulling her body flush against mine. 
Contentment washes over me. 
Riley fits me so perfectly, all of her soft spaces molding to my harder ones. Our bodies are like interlocking puzzle pieces that hate being left in the box alone. 
Mine fucking hates it, anyway. Maybe she sleeps all right without me, but I sleep like shit without her. 
She snuggles up with my arm pressed against her tits. I try to pull her closer, because I can never seem to get her close enough to me. 
“I love you, Riley.”
She mewls like a kitten. I don’t have to see her pretty face to know she’s smiling when she tells me, “I love you, too.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Sixty Six
Riley
 
 
Winter formal is upon us. 
After dancing with Hunter at a royal ball in New York City, it really feels like an afterthought to go to our high school dance, but I already have a dress and shoes, and I know Hunter probably wants to go. 
I also know this will be a much different experience from homecoming. 
Hunter still picks me up in a limo, but it’s just us this time. We ride around town drinking champagne before the dance, then show up fashionably late and miss all the traffic. 
I feel so much happier walking into the gymnasium tonight with Hunter on my arm. 
The gym has been transformed into a winter wonderland with blue uplighting, a snow cone station, and lots of glittery snowflake décor. 
It’s a bit over the top for a school dance that isn’t even prom or homecoming, but Valerie is on the planning committee for all the dances, and she doesn’t believe in casual formals. To excuse the higher ticket prices on even this dance, all proceeds are being donated to a local food bank, but she spent so much planning the event, I doubt there will be much left. 
The backdrop for pictures is much nicer tonight than the one we had for homecoming. I’m glad, since that picture was with Anderson and the picture they take tonight will be with Hunter.
The backdrop looks like a castle balcony in winter time, with snow-covered trees and big palace arches behind us. The blue and white hues compliment our outfits well, and with Hunter’s strong arms wrapped around me, I don’t have to worry about a dim smile for this picture. 
After we get our picture taken, Hunter takes my hand and we check out the lit display case right after the picture station. 
“Wow, really?” I murmur, looking at it. 
Valerie actually had the “snow queen” and “snow king” crowns and sashes put on display for this event.
Hunter smirks. “How pissed do you think she’ll be when she doesn’t win?”
I shrug. I don’t like talking about her with him at all, but in this capacity, I guess it’s okay. “Maybe she will.”
Hunter shakes his head. “Nope. That crown’s yours. You can add it to your collection,” he teases as he comes up behind me and locks his arms around my waist. 
I smile contentedly as he pulls me against his strong body. “Oh, I’m going to have a collection?” 
“I’m gonna make sure you’re prom queen, too. We’ll campaign and everything, win it straight.”
“You know how much I hate being the center of attention,” I tell him. 
“More than you hate me being crowned someone else’s king?”
I pause to consider. “Hm… no. Not more than that.”
His hold on me tightens and he bends to kiss the shell of my ear. “It’ll be easier going up there with me at your side.” 
That’s probably true, but I still don’t think there’s any chance I’ll win. Unless… “When you say we’ll win it straight next time, are you implying we aren’t winning it straight tonight?”
“I will not confirm or deny these accusations,” he murmurs, running his perfect lips along the sensitive column of my neck. “All I’ll say is you better get ready to win.”
I sigh. “You shouldn’t fix elections, Hunter.”
“Because it’s against your precious rules?” he teases. 
“It’s illegal,” I inform him dramatically. 
“You know what’s illegal? You being so damn sexy, but that doesn’t stop you.”
I grin, my face heating with horrified delight. “You say the craziest things.”
“I should’ve fucked you in the limo. Now I have to wait a good two hours. I didn’t think it through.”
I can’t stop grinning as I pull away from him so we can walk over to the snack and drink tables. “You have a problem, Hunter Maxwell.”
“My only problem is that you’re wearing clothes,” he says, taking my hand. 
We grab snacks and drinks, then walk under an arch of pearlescent white balloons into a forest of white paper trees. 
There’s a park bench set up in the “enchanted forest,” so Hunter and I have a seat there to eat our snacks. I got a deli meat pinwheel, a snowflake cookie, and a blue cake pop. 
There are tables set up around the dance floor just like there were at homecoming, so we could eat at one of those, but since I’m here with Hunter tonight, I know if we sit at a table, people will join us. 
I’m happy with it just being the two of us for now. 
As I polish off the delicious cake pop, I shake my head and tell Hunter, “You know, I don’t like her, but Valerie could have a very promising career as an event planner.”
Lightly amused, he says, “That must be some cake pop.”
I nod eagerly. “We should have these at our wedding.”
His smile widens. “Thinking about marrying me, huh?”
I spread my fingers about a half inch to indicate just a little bit. “Just for the crown, of course.”
“Of course.”
“I’m dedicated to this collection you’ve started for me. After I collect all the high school dance crowns, the next step up is the real deal, and I hear your family has diadems.”
Hunter grins as he stands up, then he takes my hand and hauls me off the bench. “Come here, you.”
I smile, careful to keep the stick from my cake pop away from his nice tuxedo as I give him a hug. 
“I hate to break this to you, but you don’t get to keep the crown after the wedding,” he tells me. 
I look up at him, feigning dismay. “I have to give it back?”
He nods grimly. “Sorry.”
“Well, forget it, then. The wedding’s off.”
Hunter takes my hand and leads me out onto the dance floor. “I’ll just have to offer you additional incentive to marry me,” he says. 
I slide my arms around his neck and gaze up at him lovingly as his hands settle on my waist. “I’m glad the chaperones at these things are so bad at their job,” I tell him. 
“Are we dancing too close?” Eyes flashing with mischief, he pulls me even closer. 
I roll my eyes indulgently. “Way to flout the rules, Mr. Maxwell.”
“Any rule that dictates our bodies shouldn’t be close together is a rule that needs to be broken,” he replies. 
I can’t really argue with that. 
 
___
 
As long as homecoming felt, this dance seems to fly right by. 
Hunter was right. When the snow king and queen are announced, our names are called. He takes my hand and hauls me up on stage with him, and while I’m still not comfortable with so many eyes on me, it doesn’t feel as frightening as the night of homecoming. 
He was right about the other thing, too. 
Valerie must have been holding out hope that she would win, because when my name is called instead of hers, she stands at the front of the crowd in her tight silver dress and seethes with rage. 
I don’t pay much attention to her, though. I’m not worried she’ll pull anything tonight. Whether she likes it or not, she knows I have Hunter’s protection now. She knows he’ll retaliate if she does anything to me. 
 Once Hunter and I have our crowns and sashes, we get to take another photo with them on while the principal finishes up his announcements. 
Then it’s time for the king and queen to dance. Hunter takes my hand and hauls me out on the dance floor. 
The music that begins to play isn’t like the rest of tonight’s playlist. It’s Christmassy and classical, the kind of music you imagine people waltzing to at a real royal ball. The kind of music we did dance to at the ball in New York. 
The music brings me back to that night—the better parts of it, anyway. Being held in Hunter’s arms and whisked across the dance floor. Hunter must be feeling it, too, because he leans down and kisses me. 
I’m so swept up in the romance of the moment, dancing with my perfect man, it would be really easy not to notice anything else. 
But even though I’m not worried about Valerie like I was at homecoming, that whole awful experience trained me to keep an eye on her. Even though I’m thoroughly enjoying this moment with Hunter, I’m very aware of where she’s standing. 
She’s right up front watching us. Her silver dress is shiny so it catches the light. She’s hard to miss if you’re as aware of her as I am. 
So I don’t miss it when she reaches beside her and grabs Wally by his tie. I don’t miss it when she yanks him close and crushes her lips against his. 
My heart falls. Not only because she’s kissing him, but because of his response. He doesn’t pull away, stunned. He doesn’t break the kiss and demand to know what the hell she’s doing. 
He grabs her around her tiny waist and pulls her flush against him, deepening the kiss with the kind of easy familiarity that makes me think this isn’t the first time they’ve kissed. 
“Oh, God.” 
Hunter’s grip on me tightens protectively, even though he doesn’t know what has upset me. He turns to look in that direction, and his face freezes with shock. 
Next to Wally, white as a sheet and looking as if she can’t breathe, is Sara. 
We stop dancing, but the train wreck isn’t over. Before I can break away from Hunter and run over to Sara, Anderson inexplicably gets involved, shoving Wally away from Valerie and asking what the hell he’s doing. 
Valerie takes a step back, her gaze jumping to Anderson. He looks at her as if he’s wounded. I can’t tell what she says to him, she says it too quietly, all I know is he raises his gaze back to Wally and says something else to him. Wally doesn’t back down and takes a step toward him, and then Anderson lunges at Wally and takes a swing at him. 
Finally catching on to something happening, people in the crowd start to part to give them space. There are gasps and murmurs as people realize a fight has broken out, but I’m not looking at any of that. All I’m looking at is Valerie, because she’s looking at me with a little smirk on her face. 
I shake my head at her, my face twisted with disgust. “You’re pathetic,” I mouth, so she knows I’m not impressed by her bullshit. 
Her smile slips, but I don’t give her any more of my attention. Teachers and chaperones have broken through the crowd to pull Wally and Anderson off each other. Sara is still standing there in her purple dress. She hasn’t moved an inch. It’s like her feet are rooted to the ground. 
I go to her, grabbing her arm. “Come on.”
She doesn’t say anything, just numbly lets me pull her away from the fight.
 



 
Chapter Sixty Seven
Riley
 
 
My heart pounds as I shove my way through the crowded gymnasium. I find a little alcove in the back corner where there aren’t any people and stop there. 
I turn around to face Sara. She’s pale and expressionless. I think she’s in shock. 
“She kissed him,” she finally says. 
I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything. 
“He kissed her back.”
My stomach sinks for her, but I nod gently. “Yeah. He did.”
“Why is she so evil?” Sara asks faintly. “She acted like we were friends. She’s the one that... she’s the one that encouraged me to talk to him. She said he liked me.”
“I know,” I murmur, grabbing her and pulling her into a protective hug. 
“I slept with him, Riley,” she whispers numbly. 
Oh, God.
I close my eyes, my heart sinking even deeper. “I’m so sorry.”
I know how upset she must be, so I just hold her for a while. I only pull back when Hunter finally walks over to check on us. 
“Is everything okay?” he asks. 
I nod, but I’m surprised to see Sherlock trailing behind him. 
Looking back at Hunter, I tell him, “Sara wants to go home. Can we give her a ride?”
“Right now?” 
My eyes widen. “Yes, right now. You think she wants to stay after that?”
Sherlock steps forward. “I’ll take her.”
My gaze jumps to his, surprised. 
“No point in you guys leaving early,” he says. “I was about to bail, anyway.”
Pulling back, I look down at Sara. “Is that okay?”
She nods, swiping at her cheek. “I don’t care who takes me, I just need to get out of here.”
 I nod, but there’s still a tentative frown on my face. Turning back to Hunter, I lean in and tell him, “I’m not so sure about this.”
Sherlock is standing close enough to hear us, so he takes a step forward and invites himself into the conversation. “Do you really think I’m going to pounce on some sad girl, Riley?”
I roll my eyes. “No, that’s not what I meant. It’s just… she’s heartbroken. She shouldn’t be alone. I should really go to her house with her. She’ll need someone to talk to.”
Hunter and Sherlock exchange looks. 
I frown, not much liking the conspiratorial vibe I’m picking up between them. 
They don’t say anything, but as if they’ve spoken and decided without me, Sherlock looks back at me. “No. I’m taking her home, you’re staying here and enjoying the rest of the dance.”
“You’re not my boss,” I inform him. 
Hunter’s hand settles around my waist. My gaze darts to him, and I’m startled by the almost gentle look on his face as he firmly reminds me, “No, but I am. And we’re going to let Sherlock take Sara home.”
My mouth drops open. I can only stare at him. “Are you seriously pulling rank on me right now? This isn’t a game, Hunter. My friend is in pain.”
“Is she your friend?” Hunter asks, frowning. “Because, see, I’m remembering it a little differently. I’m remembering her ditching you and abandoning you every chance she got this year.”
I frown, wanting to argue with him, but… he’s not saying anything that isn’t true. 
“I don’t think she’s your friend, Riley. I think you have a good heart and you want to protect the people you care about even when they don’t necessarily deserve it. I can’t complain about that trait, I certainly wouldn’t have you if you didn’t have it, but…” He pulls me closer, looking into my eyes. “We look out for each other, right? It’s my job to protect you. You recognize when my so-called friends only want to use me, but you don’t always see it when it’s happening to you.”
“Can confirm,” Sherlock says with a nod.
I glare at him. 
He holds his hands up in playful surrender, but his steely eyes glint with amusement. His gaze flickers to Hunter. “We’re gonna head out.”
Hunter nods, but he doesn’t look at him. He keeps his gaze locked on me. 
I frown up at him, still not altogether sure about this, but I don’t argue as Sherlock collects Sara and starts to lead her through the crowd toward the exit doors. 
I feel a little like I’m abandoning her, but… well, as Hunter just reminded me, she didn’t seem to mind abandoning me. 
Pouting a little, I tell him, “I don’t like this.”
“I know,” he says reassuringly, locking his arms around my waist and pulling me close. 
Since I guess I don’t have to worry about Sara right now, my curiosity surfaces. I glance back at the dance floor where the fight broke out, but of course they’re not still standing there. 
“Do we know what the hell happened there?” I ask Hunter. “Why was Anderson involved?”
He shrugs. “No idea. If you want to find out, we can go find Melina. She generally knows what’s going on.”
I hate to engage in idle gossip, but I can’t deny I’m really curious to know why Anderson punched Wally. I haven’t paid much attention to what he was up to since we broke up, but getting into a fight with Wally for kissing Valerie? I have questions. 
When we catch up to Melina, I don’t even have to ask her to share the gossip. She’s positively bursting with it. 
“Oh my God, you guys, can you believe she did that? She’s crazy.”
Angelina shakes her head, examining her nails. “She’s so fucking crazy. Like Hunter would even care about her making out with his best friend. Everyone knows he only has eyes for Riley.”
Melina rolls her eyes. “She’s such an idiot.”
“She’s jealous is what she is,” Angelina says. Glancing at me, she says, “When he took you to that ball in New York, she lost her everloving shit. You might’ve noticed by the lighted display up front, but she has serious crown envy. She knows Hunter’s the closest thing to a real prince she’ll ever get her claws into. She could’ve killed you, honestly.”
“Like, of course he’s going to take his girlfriend to the ball, Valerie,” Melina says, rolling her eyes. “What did she expect?”
“It’s psychotic behavior, honestly,” Angelina says. 
I’m still uncomfortable with their serpentine natures and how easily they jump from team to team, but they’re not answering the only question I have. “Why did Anderson get involved?”
Melina’s eyes light up. She grabs my arm, like this morsel is too delicious and she can’t stand it. “Oh my God, they’re fucking. Did you not know?”
“Jesus, Melina, you don’t have to be so crass,” Angelina tells her. Her gaze flits to me. “But yeah, they’re totally doing it. It started because she was so mad about you sleeping with her boyfriend, she decided to do the same thing to you, but then it didn’t really work because… I mean, when you can have Hunter Maxwell, honestly, who cares what your exes are up to?”
“He wasn’t your ex yet, though,” Melina says quickly, searching my face for any sign that I might be upset. “The first time she blew him was after her party. It was her idea to get you two back together. He didn’t even want to date you, she made him do it.”
Angelina nudges her friend, eyes widening at her overstep. “Tone it down, Melina. God.” Looking back at me, she says, “Sorry, Riles. That was an ugly way to tell you. Melina needs to learn to check her gleeful schadenfreude.”
Gleeful schadenfreude is redundant.
Schadenfreude is, by its very definition, gleeful. And rooted in low self-esteem. No wonder Sherlock doesn’t like her. Melina should probably talk to somebody about her issues. Not for Sherlock’s benefit, but so she can be a happier person.
Wait, why is that what I’m focusing on?
My tummy feels a little rocky. My chest feels a little tight, but I’m not entirely sure why. It’s not like I have any feelings left for Anderson, but I can’t deny it’s a bit humiliating to hear. 
And I didn’t even suspect anything. I knew we weren’t talking much after we got back together, but I can’t believe…
“I guess that means she cheated on you, too, huh?” Melina poses, frowning at Hunter. 
He’s not fazed by this news at all, but he is watching me to see if I am. 
I’m thrown by it, I’m not gonna lie. 
Once the shock subsides, though, I can’t say I care all that much. If anything, I find it kinda sad that Valerie was so hellbent on revenge, she fucked someone she probably didn’t even like just to try to hurt me. 
I also think it’s a touch poetic that Hunter didn’t even have to take her down. She did it to herself. 
It’s hard to imagine her rebounding from this when Melina and Angelina have decided to frame it this way. People are viewing what she did with ridicule, and that might be the final blow to her popular status. 
She should’ve just let it go. 
Melina and Angelina keep gossiping, but Hunter grabs me and hauls me away.
“Are you all right?” he asks. 
I glance up at him. “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“The Anderson stuff…”
I shrug. “It’s gross, but I don’t care. It’s his business who he bangs. I did get suspicious that he was attracted to her at homecoming, but…” I look up at him, smiling faintly. “It only really bothers me to think that you are.”
“I’m not,” he says firmly, stopping me and grabbing my arm so he can pull me close. “You know that, right?”
I look up at him and nod. “Yeah, I know that.”
“Good.” He bends to kiss me. “You’re the only woman in the world as far as I’m concerned.”
I try to smile, but I know it’s not very bright. “Now I’m wondering if I ever kissed him after she did and thinking maybe I should just cut my lips off and try to grow new ones.”
Hunter smirks, grazing the sensitive seam of my lips with his blunt fingertip. “Gonna have to overrule you there. I love these lips.”
“I guess it doesn’t matter if he did or not,” I mutter, dropping his gaze. “It’s not like I haven’t kissed lips that have touched hers. I’ve kissed you.”
His brow furrows. I see it out of the corner of my eyes, but I don’t look up at him. 
Dammit. 
It’s like the ghost of Valerie Johnson is always lurking in the shadows, waiting for an opportunity to pop up and haunt me. 
“Hey,” he says, catching me under the chin and trying to force my gaze back to his. 
I still don’t look at him. “I shouldn’t have said that,” I say, not really wanting to talk about it. 
“It’s what you were thinking. I don’t want you to hold back what you’re thinking. I just… wish you weren’t thinking that.”
“I wish I didn’t have a reason to.” I finally let my gaze flicker to his, but I regret it when I see the guilty look on his face. It feels like a knife to the gut. 
I don’t want to keep making him feel bad, I really don’t. 
I know he feels bad for what he did. I know he can’t change it. I wish I knew how to stop digging up the grave, but… maybe I don’t. Maybe I can’t. 
I told him I’d never let it go. I knew it was beyond my capabilities, that’s why I warned him. 
Not her. 
Sighing heavily, I look up at him. “Do we really have to stay at this dance until it’s over?”
His dark gaze is much dimmer now as he shakes his head. “No,” he says softly. “We can leave if you want to.”
I feel even worse making him leave, but now I’m so caught up in frustration and disappointment… I really just want to go home. 
Hunter calls the car a little early.
Once we’re inside, I ask him, “Can you take me to my house instead of yours?”
He frowns. “I thought you were spending the night.”
I don’t want to. 
I know I can’t say no if he forces the issue, but I also know he won’t really make me do something I don’t want to do. I call our arrangement a game for a reason. It’s a loophole he found that we can live in, not a real prison. 
“I’d like to go home,” I tell him, my tone faintly apologetic. 
His mouth turns down a bit grimly, but he nods and gives the driver my address. 
“I’m sorry,” I say, placing my hand over his on the seat. 
He moves his hand, but only so he can wrap his arm around my shoulders. He pulls me into him and kisses my forehead. “You don’t have to be sorry.”
“This isn’t how I wanted this night to go.”
“It’s not a big deal,” he assures me, turning over my hand on my lap so my palm is facing up. Lightly dragging his fingertips down the center of my palm, he lights up my nerve endings, leaving me a little breathless. “I didn’t really want to spend tonight alone, but if that’s what you need…”
My heart contracts. He knew it would. I look over at him, narrowing my eyes. “I know what you’re doing.”
Feigning innocence, he continues with that featherlight touch, enslaving my body and tempting it to turn on me. “What? Telling my beautiful girlfriend how much I’ll miss her company tonight?”
“My mom’s right,” I mutter, letting my eyes fall shut. “You are a manipulator.”
He leans close, gently touching his perfect lips to the shell of my ear and sending a whole new wave of shivers dancing down my spine. “I have an idea.”
“What’s that?” I murmur, my eyes still closed. 
“What are you going to do when you get home tonight?”
“Probably make some hot chocolate and watch a Christmas movie with my mom. Possibly also with Ray.”
“Is your mom expecting you?”
“No, she thinks I’m staying with you.”
He murmurs a noise that sounds like satisfaction as he kisses his way toward my jawline. “Perfect. So, what if we do this? We’ll go to my house so I can change into something more comfortable. Then, since the only issue is that you don’t want to fuck me, I can come back to your house with you. We can watch a Christmas movie together with your mom and Ray. I have no problem with Christmas movies.”
We both know if he gets me inside his house, I’m not leaving until morning. 
We both know that, but… his featherlight caress is weakening my resolve. With a sigh of defeat, I tell him, “Fine. We can go to your house first.”
Hunter grins, leaning in and kissing me right on the mouth, then he says, “Driver. Slight change in plans.”
Slight change in plans is right. 
I sigh, turning my body slightly so I can lean against his muscular chest. “You always get what you want, don’t you?”
His hand covers mine against his chest. He kisses my forehead, but when he answers, his tone is more somber than I expect given his victory. 
“No. Not always.”
 



 
Chapter Sixty Nine
Hunter
 
 
I’ve always considered it funny that a man should ever feel nervous before proposing to a woman. 
After all, why would you ask someone to marry you if you weren’t sure what her answer would be? 
I understand it today. 
Graduation day. 
This year has been full of surprises, rife with twists and turns. 
There was a bit of a learning curve when it came to figuring out how to hold onto Riley. Ray had it right when he told me that getting a Bishop woman into a traditional committed relationship is like trying to nail down air. Didn’t stop either one of us from grabbing a hammer and getting to work, but they damn sure don’t make it easy. 
That’s all right. 
I don’t need Riley to be easy; I only need her to be mine. 
She has been, but today might be the last day. 
I knew I had until graduation to show her how it could be between us, and I think I have. We’ve made great memories and enjoyed the hell out of each other, I know that. 
I’ll always remember waking up with her in Italy with the sun shining in on her through the window of my dad’s estate. The way her cute little freckled nose wrinkled up as she laughed at something her mom said to Ray when we had dinner with them at the winery. I’ll never forget the way Riley lightly sucked on her fingertip after tasting a particularly delicious cube of cheese and her big blue eyes accidentally met mine across the table. The way my fingers dug into her flesh as I hauled her against me in the bedroom afterward, pulling up the fabric of her sundress, needing more than anything to get inside her. 
There are a lot of things I’ll never forget. 
I’ll never be satisfied with mere memories of Riley, though. 
I’m too greedy. I want more of them. I want her future, too. I want to be a part of every memory she ever makes.
She’s the love of my life, and I think I’m hers, too, I’m just worried that might not be enough. 
I look down at the blue jewelry box cradled in my hand as I sit on the bridge behind my house and wait for her. She was still taking pictures with her mom and Ray after graduation. Neither of my parents showed up, so once I took pictures with Riley and her family, I left. 
I asked her to meet me here after. 
She knew why. 
She knows she has a decision to make. 
She might not know I’m going to propose. I kinda hope she doesn’t, because while she did agree to meet me here after, her eyes weren’t bright with excitement. It was a nervous kind of look, like she knew… it might be the end for us. 
My chest tightens. I rub at it absently, looking down into the water. 
I should’ve picked a later end date. Given myself more time. Maybe I should’ve told her she had to stay mine through the summer, too. 
I fucking hate this feeling, this ache. I’m not afraid of much, but I’m fucking terrified right now. 
Riley’s quiet and unassuming if you don’t know her, so she should be able to sneak up on me, but I’m too aware of her. I feel it in the air when she’s near the bridge. I shove the ring box into my pocket so she doesn’t see it. 
I don’t stand up and meet her halfway, though. I let her come to me. 
She walks over and sits down next to me. 
She has finally changed out of her graduation robe. I teased her that she’d probably steal it. She was so happy to be walking around in that big, baggy thing, so proud of the bright yellow stole draped around her neck, proclaiming to the world that she was at the very top of her graduating class. 
Valedictorian.
She should be proud. She certainly worked hard enough for it. 
I know I’m proud of her nerdy little ass. 
“Hey,” she says, dangling her legs over the edge. She’s wearing a blue dress, so her legs are mostly bare. 
“Hey,” I say back. 
“Why’d you leave?” she asks. “We were still taking pictures.”
“Eh. I usually take a fee for that kind of work. You can’t afford me.”
She smiles, leaning over and bumping her shoulder into mine. “Girlfriend privileges clearly state that you have to waive your fee for me. If I want to shove a camera in your handsome face five hours a day, you have to let me.”
I shake my head, looking down at the water. “Sounds like a raw deal. What do I get out of it?”
“Me,” she says lightly. “Isn’t that enough?” 
She was joking, but I’m not. “More than enough.”
She smiles, looking over at me. She cocks her head, watching my face, then she reaches over to lovingly caress my jaw. “Why do you look sad?” 
“I am a little sad,” I admit. 
“Why?” 
“Graduation day.”
She nods, then leans her head on my shoulder. “Don’t be sad,” she murmurs, but I take it more as she doesn’t want me to be sad than I don’t have a reason to be.
I wrap my arm around her and pull her closer. 
She told me once that choosing to be with me now would mean sacrificing her own self-respect. I know Riley loves me. I know she loves me a lot. 
I do not know that she’s going to make that sacrifice for me. If she still feels that way… 
Well, then today is not going to be a very good day. 
I don’t want to draw it out, though. I want to get this part over and done with so I know where we’re going next. 
I reach over and touch her face, pulling her focus away from the water. She turns her head toward me, her big blue eyes meeting mine. 
She doesn’t look as anxious as I feel about all this, but she doesn’t have the sparkle I thought she would if she came here to tell me good news, either. 
I truly don’t know what to expect. I can’t tell what she’s feeling. 
I need to connect with her. 
I graze her bottom lip with the blunt end of my thumb, watching her face as her eyes close and she takes a big breath. I love her sighs of pleasure. 
I lean in to kiss her, but before I do, I rest my forehead against hers and just enjoy being this close to her. 
“Are you gonna kiss me, or do I have to do it?” she teases. 
A smile tugs at my lips. I open my eyes and look into hers. “Be patient, Catnip.”
“What are you waiting for?” she asks. 
I consider for a moment whether or not I want to answer. I don’t want to wipe the easy smile off her face, but I don’t want either of us to lie to ourselves about the significance of this moment, either. 
Finally, I tell her, “I figure if this is going to be the last time I ever kiss you, it better be a good one.”
Her face falls and it hits me in the gut. “Hunter,” she says softly, her hand rising to cup my face. 
I lean in, closing the small distance between us and tasting her lips. Maybe because I said that, the kiss is a little needier, a little more bittersweet. It tastes like fractured innocence. It has the tang of salty tears and heady regret. 
All I wanted was to build us a ship that couldn’t sink, but I know I splintered a lot of wood in the process. I know what it could cost me. 
Cost us, because whether she ultimately chooses to be with me or not, I don’t think anyone could ever love Riley more than I love her. It’s not possible. 
My lips leave hers, but our faces stay close. Riley blinks up at me, her eyes full of sadness I know I put there. 
I caused all of this, and I fucking hate that. 
Swallowing, I look at her pretty face, drag my thumb across her full bottom lip. 
Words usually come pretty easily to me, but right now I’m struggling with what I want to say, how I want to say it.
 “I want you to know that meeting you was the best thing that ever happened to me.”
Those words are harder to get out than I thought they’d be, so I stop, even though I don’t mean to.
“Hunter,” Riley says, her eyes filling with tears. 
I shake my head. “Let me say this.”
Her brow furrows. A big tear sneaks out of the corner of her eye, but she nods. 
I use my thumb to wipe that tear off her pretty face. “I know I hurt you. It’s the worst thing I’ve ever done. Certainly the most selfish thing I’ve ever done, and it has a lot of competition there, but…” I glance down, then look back at her. “When we were in middle school, you didn’t scare me. Maybe it’s because I didn’t know enough to be scared. I was young, I didn’t know anything.” 
I look down. 
Riley caresses my jaw, a comforting gesture I don’t deserve. 
Meeting her gaze again, I tell her, “I’ve done a lot of shit to you over the years, Riley. It’s crazy that you still care about me at all, let alone love me like you do.”
At that, she can’t help interrupting. “No, it’s not.”
“Yes, it is.” I caress her face, too, before getting back to what I wanted to say. “I never stopped thinking about you. I lived on the other side of the world, you weren’t even part of my life anymore, but still… you were there. And I kinda knew it was crazy. I even convinced myself you were only preserved in my memory, that if I came back, it wouldn’t be like that, you know? You were almost a fantasy, like a book I never got to read the end of.”
Riley sighs, but she doesn’t interrupt me. 
“And in my head, you’ve always been mine,” I tell her. “When I found out you were with someone, I didn’t know any details. I didn’t know if it was serious, if you loved him, if he treated you the way you deserved to be treated. I didn’t know anything, but I didn’t need to. I knew all I needed to know. Someone else might be taking up space in your heart, space that I thought belonged to me. I had to come back. I had to know if that connection between us was still there, or if it was some dead-end idea I just couldn’t let go of. I had to find out once and for all if you were mine.”
For this next part, I take her hand and cradle it in mine. 
“But I needed the truth. I’m not someone who lies to himself. I don’t want to live like that. I’ve done it before, and it only leads to heartache and disappointment. You were there, you know I convinced myself that my mom gave a fuck about me, and that wasn’t true. I needed it to be true, but it wasn’t.”
Riley’s eyes fill with tears again. She pulls her hand from mine and hugs me.
I hold her close, running a hand down her back. “You’ve always been there for me more than anyone else in the world, Riley. You’ve loved me at my worst.”
She hugs me tight, then peels herself away from me. She looks up at me, her big eyes shimmering with tears she hasn’t shed yet. “Hunter, I don’t want to interrupt, but your pain is killing me. Can I just stop you here?”
I meet her gaze. 
“I love you,” she tells me, almost desperate to end my suffering. “And you love me like… like I’ve never even dreamed of being loved.” Her blue eyes seem to brighten. Maybe it’s the tears or her belief that her next words will cure me of my sadness. “Hunter, I don’t want to break up.”
She looks up at me, anticipation written all over her lovely face. I know she’s waiting for my relief, my happiness, for me to grab her and squeeze her and give her one of many more kisses she’ll get from me.
Her brow furrows with confusion when none of that happens. 
When I still look at her like she holds the answer to a question that hasn’t been asked yet. 
“There’s more,” I tell her. 
I don’t know how to say this next part. I don’t know how she’ll take it. 
I don’t know how to explain I put her through pain she didn’t have to go through because I needed the answer to a fucking question. Because I needed reassurance that if I sunk everything into her, I’d never lose her, no matter what. 
I roll my shoulders, trying to work out some of my growing tension. 
I don’t know if she’ll understand. 
Her voice tentative and filled with dread, she asks, “What… what do you mean, there’s more?”
I draw in a deep breath and let it out. I look into her eyes.
Then I tell her, “I was never really with Valerie.”
 



 
Chapter Seventy
Riley
 
 
I stare at Hunter, uncomprehending. 
“What?” I ask, scowling. 
He looks tense. Worried. 
I don’t understand what he’s doing. 
“We were never really together,” he tells me. 
His words don’t make sense. On the face of it, simple.
But I was there. I know what he’s saying is absolute, utter bullshit. 
Shaking my head, I look away from him. “Why are you doing this? I just told you I forgive you. Why are you lying?”
Hunter grabs my hand, pulling my gaze back to his. “I’m not lying. I never slept with her. I never even kissed her. We were never together like that. When you came to my house that day, when you told me where your line was, of course I wasn’t going to fucking cross it, Riley. I’m not an idiot. I had too much invested in you to throw it all away on something that didn’t even matter, but you gave me an opportunity to see if we could’ve gotten through it if I had. I didn’t have to actually betray you with her, I just had to let you think I did.”
My mouth falls open. Horror blossoms in my chest. 
This is starting to make more sense to me. 
“You… you faked it.”
He nods, watching me warily. “It annoyed her, but it was never my heart she truly wanted. She wanted me as her boyfriend; she wanted the status, the bragging rights. She didn’t really want me. Yeah, she would’ve been thrilled if I liked her, but it didn’t matter if I didn’t, as long as she could pretend to herself and everyone else that she had me. I put in literally no effort to convince her I liked her. I was openly hostile more often than not, it just didn’t matter. When someone locks on to use you, you don’t have to treat them well. It’s like having a leach on your body, they’ll stay stuck to you as long as you let them.”
My mind is racing. My heart, too. 
“I… But I saw you kiss her. When we were posing for homecoming court pictures. You two were in front of me. You kissed her neck like you kiss mine. I saw you do it.”
Hunter shakes his head. “No, you didn’t. You saw me lean in like I was, but… I didn’t kiss her, Riley. I just wanted to punish you a little bit in that moment. You’d just said something to Anderson I didn’t like, I don’t even remember what it was now. Something about being a couple. I wanted to twist the knife a little, but I was always careful. I did what I did because I needed to see if I could get out of it, but I always made sure I left myself an escape hatch in case I couldn’t. I never did anything I knew you couldn’t get past.” His gaze drops. A flicker of shame darkens his features. “Well, that night Sherlock kissed you… I fucked up. I didn’t mean to do that to you.”
My stomach hollows out, hearing him reference what happened that night. It’s not something I’m hung up on or anything I hold against him, but I don’t like him bringing it up.
He goes on. “I hadn’t accounted for him. I thought I had everything under control, I thought if all of my attempts to get close to you again failed, I’d just come clean. I’d use the escape hatch I left for myself and I’d bail us out. But then I did start making progress with you. I did feel like I might be able to get you back, to get us back on track, so I didn’t use it. And I understand that now… that escape hatch has become more of a trap door. We got on stable ground, but we’ve built some of it around a lie. And not only that, I’ve… I’ve let you suffer when you didn’t have to just to satisfy my own fucking curiosity. I almost told you the truth a few times, but at a certain point I felt like I’d gone too far to turn back. I was afraid if I came clean, I might actually lose you over it. I’m still afraid of that.” 
He looks down, shaking his head. I can tell he feels bad for what he did. All of what he did. 
“You manipulated the fuck out of me,” I say. 
He raises his turbulent gaze to mine. His brown eyes glint with remorse I know is real and he nods. “I know.”
I stare at him for a long moment. He doesn’t look back up. 
I reach over and push my fingers through his hair. 
That gets his attention. 
He looks up, almost startled by my tenderness. 
I smile softly, then I let go of his hair and climb onto his lap. 
“Whoa,” he says, looking up at me, still a little lost. 
My smile widens into a grin. I lock my arms around his neck and gaze into his eyes. “You wonderful, wonderful man.”
“What?”
I don’t answer him. I crush my lips to his, moving on top of him and pushing him back on the bridge. I pull up my dress, reaching under it to shove my panties down. 
I am going to fuck him right here, right now, and if he gets a splinter, I’m not even sorry. 
With all the shifting around I have to do to get my panties off and my body properly situated on top of his, I knock something out of his pocket.
Hunter looks down, his eyebrows rising slightly, but he doesn’t grab for it urgently, so I don’t think much of it until my gaze hits it. 
My stomach drops. 
It’s a fancy-looking jewelry box, midnight blue with HW engraved on the lid. 
“Is that…?”
Smiling faintly, he says, “Good job. You wrecked my proposal.”
I gasp, my gaze jumping back to his. “You’re proposing to me?”
“I mean, I was going to.”
“Yes!” I grin, lying on top of him and throwing my arms around his neck. 
Hunter grins up at me, settling an arm around my waist. “You didn’t even see the ring yet.”
“I don’t need to see the ring. I’ve seen the groom. You could propose with yarn and I’d say yes.”
Hunter shakes his head, looking at me with a mix of awe and pleasure on his gorgeous face. “I’ve gotta say, this is going a lot better than I expected it to.”
“You didn’t sleep with Valerie Johnson,” I state. “Do you know how happy that makes me? A million rings couldn’t make me as happy as that.”
To say he looks relieved would be a massive understatement. 
And I get it. He did manipulate me. 
But I’ve always known Hunter was a touch manipulative. It’s not news to me. Honestly, hearing him explain it the way he did, I’m not even entirely shocked that he took advantage of a unique opportunity to squelch one of his own fears about the durability of our relationship.
I understand wanting to know we could get through anything. I didn’t need that myself; I had enough faith in us without needing cold, hard proof, but… well, Hunter and I are different people. Complementary people. Two halves of a perfect whole. 
Threading my fingers through his hair, I look down at him lovingly as he lies on the bridge and looks up at me. “Just so we’re clear, you can never do this to me again.”
“No,” he agrees. “No reason to. I got the answers I needed.”
“Is it weird that knowing you did this… kinda turns me on?”
He cocks an eyebrow. “Does it?”
I nod, letting go of his hair so I can unbutton the top button of his shirt. “It’s kinda brilliant, in a diabolic sort of way.” I move to the next button. “Kinda hot.” I’m straddling him, so I have to shift my hips to get to the button underneath me. “I could only be more impressed if you had a back-up plan to keep me captured even if I would’ve been pissed off instead of relieved that you lied to me.”
“Well…”
My eyes brighten with horrified delight. “Did you?”
“Remember how excited you were when you got your Harvard acceptance letter, but how nervous you were about taking out loans for the tuition since your mom can’t afford it?”
I nod, smiling. 
“I figured if this all went bad and you rejected my proposal, I’d offer to pay your tuition and rope you into another exclusivity agreement. A four-year one this time. Surely at the end of five years you would’ve relented. And, hey, if not… maybe it would’ve been time for a baby.”
It’s a rather dastardly thing to find amusing, but I laugh anyway. “You’re the best.”
He smiles up at me, his arm tightening around me. “I’m glad you think so.”
I sigh, leaning down so I can kiss his perfect lips. “I can’t wait to spend my life with you.”
His hand slides up my thigh, catching the fabric of my dress and dragging it up my hip. The warm, early summer air hits my bare butt since I already removed my panties. 
“I can’t either,” Hunter says, cupping my ass and squeezing. 
Heat spreads through me at his touch. At the gleam of affection in his beautiful eyes. 
I know Hunter Maxwell loves me, maybe more than anyone has ever loved another person. His admission hasn’t harmed my ability to trust him; if anything, it has made me trust him that much more. 
When his cock sinks inside me, I close my eyes and arch backward. I ride him with abandon, feeling fuller than I’ve ever felt. 
And I am. 
Full of him.
Full of love. 
Full of hope. 
My heart, like my body, is full to bursting. When my body explodes with pleasure, my heart does, too. 
Breathing hard, boneless and vulnerable, I lie on the bridge next to Hunter. His arm is wrapped around me protectively, his free hand playing with mine as it lays splayed across his toned abdomen. 
I can’t get close enough to him even though I’m practically on top of him.
In a way I can’t explain, the whole world feels calmer now. 
I didn’t consider our life or our love especially chaotic before, but there’s a stillness now… it feels so strong, so solid. So comforting. 
I wonder if he feels it, too.
I tip my head back to look up at him. “What are you thinking?” 
His lips curve up wryly. “That I already want to fuck you again.”
I chuckle, burying my face against his chest and kissing his taut skin. “Insatiable.”
He pulls his arm around me a little tighter, snuggling me closer. “I’ll never get enough of you.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
His assurance is nice, but I didn’t really need it.
I know Hunter will love and protect me until the end of time. I hope he knows I’ll do the same for him. 
I fell in love with the boy on the bridge a long time ago, but now I know for sure… 
I’m his.
He’s mine.
We’ll never let each other go. 
 
 



 
Epilogue
Riley
 
 
The man in the black suit stands there, holding a case that is handcuffed to his wrist. His face is stoic, his eyes hard. I don’t know if there’s a holster with a gun beneath the expensive fabric of his suit, but everything about him makes me think there is. 
“You can sit, you know.”
My gaze gravitates to the sound of Mom’s voice. 
She’s sitting on a velour couch in a white floral dress. The couch looks comfy enough, but she’s sitting on the edge. It’s not easy to relax with a man like this standing here all grumpy and imposing, like he’s guarding crown jewels. 
Well, I guess he is. 
All around us, the bridal shop is bursting with puffy white dresses intent on making the woman in them feel like a princess, but inside that case handcuffed to the guard’s wrist is an actual crown. 
Today is my appointment at the bridal salon to pick out my wedding dress. I’ve already picked which crown I’ll wear on our big day, so Hunter’s family sent it so I could try it on with the dress. Don’t want it to clash, after all. 
I don’t know how valuable the piece of jewelry actually is, but I know that Hunter’s father flew an armed guard over with the crown just so I could try it on, and tonight he’s flying him back to Italy. 
So, it’s clearly very valuable. 
The guard’s expression doesn’t change. He seems reluctant to speak at all, but my mom is a hard woman to ignore, so he finally says, “I will stand.”
Mom smiles. I think she just likes hearing his thick Italian accent. “I love listening to Europeans speak,” she tells me. “I should’ve married one. Not a man fluent in English, though. We should never understand anything one another says. Our marriage would be long and happy.”
I crack a smile, stepping forward and running my hand down the length of a satin gown. “Your marriage will be long and happy,” I assure her. 
She’s not actually married yet, but Ray took a page from Hunter’s playbook. They figured out that while my mom and I are shy about boyfriends, we’re just fine with fiancés. 
I told her she should schedule an appointment after mine and we could try on gowns back-to-back, but she didn’t want to. She said today should be just for me, and she’ll try on wedding dresses some other time.
“Hi,” the consultant says, approaching me with a big smile on her face. “I’m so sorry about that wait. My last appointment ran a little long.”
“Oh, no problem,” I assure her, turning away from the gown I’m looking at. 
Mom stands and walks over to me, a hand resting casually on her rounded belly. 
Another reason she doesn’t see any point in trying on gowns today. 
She and Ray aren’t getting married until after my baby brother is born. 
I resist the temptation to rub her belly and focus my attention on the bridal consultant. 
“So, which one’s the bride?” she asks. 
I raise my hand. 
She clasps her hands together. “Perfect. I should have guessed—you’re glowing. But you both are,” she says, with a pleasant smile at my mom’s protruding tummy. 
“This is my mom,” I tell her. “She’s here to help me pick out my dress.”
The consultant nods, then turns her bright gaze on the somber guard we have with us. “And is this Dad?”
“No. Um… my fiancé’s family is loaning me a piece of jewelry to wear for the wedding. They wanted me to be able to try it on with the dress, but… it’s quite valuable. It requires a guard. It can’t leave his sight.” I grimace. “Is that okay?”
Probably because this is an upscale salon with an illustrious clientele, she isn’t fazed by the news. “Of course, that’s perfectly fine. We only have to find a dress that pleases Mom, then? No one else is coming?”
“My bridesmaid and flower girl were supposed to meet us here. Unfortunately, the flower girl woke up with a fever today, so they had to stay home. It’s okay, though. I expect this to be an easy appointment. I’m pretty sure I already know what I want.”
“And I’m super easy,” Mom assures her. “Whatever Riley wants, I’ll love. No drama with us.”
“Oh, well, that’s perfect, then. You already have your eye on a certain dress?”
I nod, reaching into my purse and drawing out my cell phone so I can show it to her. 
“Oh, that’s a lovely one,” she says, looking at it. “I can definitely pull that for you, but while I’m pulling dresses, maybe I could pull a couple more, just in case it doesn’t look how you’re picturing it? I’ve been doing this for a while, and you’d be surprised how often that happens.”
“Sure,” I say. “I have no problem with trying on more dresses, that’s just the one I have my eye on.”
“Perfect. So, this is the look you like? A-line ballgown?”
I nod. “That tends to be my favorite. If I don’t look like a princess in it, I’m wearing the wrong dress.”
The consultant smiles. “Totally understand.”
“I like sleeves, too, or if not sleeves, some kind of… something. I’m not a big fan of strapless.”
“Got it. And what’s your budget?”
“Her fiancé is loaded,” Mom butts in. “There’s no budget.”
“There isn’t, but I would prefer not to go over $5,000,” I tell her. 
“Perfect. So, tell me a little bit about your wedding. When is it? Do you have a venue already? Do you have a theme? Color scheme?”
“I’m getting married in Italy. I don’t want the dress to be too heavy, because while the ceremony will take place inside a church, the reception will be outdoors at a beautiful Tuscan estate, so it’ll be pretty warm.”
She nods. “Got it.”
“For my color scheme, I’m doing pink and champagne. My flower girl is wearing a champagne dress with a little pink sash. My maid of honor,” I say, gesturing to my mom, “will be wearing a champagne-colored gown as well, and my bridesmaid’s dress is this sexy, pinkish champagne silk. We actually found her dress before mine,” I say with a smile.
“That sounds so pretty,” she enthuses.
I nod my agreement. “She’s a beautiful human, she would look pretty in a burlap sack, but yeah, the dress is great. Given the color scheme, I don’t want a blinding white wedding gown. Maybe ivory, but I’m open to blush tones, too. I’m pretty flexible. I just want to look really, really pretty. My groom is so handsome it’s stupid, so I want to be beautiful for him on our wedding day.”
“Oh, no,” she says, waving me off. “What are you talking about? You’re adorable.”
I wasn’t fishing for compliments or reassurances. I understand that it may have come off that way, so to more clearly illustrate my point, I pull up a picture of Hunter on my phone and show him to her. 
Her eyes widen. “Oh, my.”
I nod knowingly and lower my phone. “Now, imagine that in a tux. So, we need to really nail my wedding look.”
She shakes her head, still mildly off her game over the sight of Hunter. 
I’m accustomed to the looks he gets from other women. As possessive as I am, I don’t love the looks, but I do completely understand them. 
After a moment, she recovers her wits and asks me a few more questions about my taste in wedding dresses, then she leads me back to the dressing room while Mom and Carlo wait for me in the other room. 
When the consultant comes back, I’ve changed into the satin robe she left me with. She’s carrying three gowns in plastic casing. I brighten immediately at the sight of the one I fell in love with online. 
“Now, a lot of times with my brides, the first dress isn’t the most popular, so instead of putting you right into your top pick, I was thinking we could try out a different silhouette. You have a nice figure, and you want to look a little sexy for your fiancé, so I was thinking we could try a mermaid.”
I watch as she takes the gown out of its bag. “Works for me.”
She flashes me a smile. Moments later, she’s helping me into the dress. As she pulls the fabric up over my hips, she meets my gaze in the mirror. “So, tell me more about this fiancé. Does he have a single brother?” she jokes. 
I smile. “Only sisters.”
“Too bad,” she says lightly. “How did you guys meet?”
I shift as she pulls the dress around me and starts to clamp it closed down the back. “We actually met in middle school. We went to school together our whole lives, but he didn’t notice me until then.”
She regards me in the mirror with a pleasant smile. “You blossomed?”
“Not exactly,” I murmur, thinking about that first day I truly noticed Hunter. “Anyway, we got close. He gave me my first kiss.”
“Aw.”
I smile and nod, but my smile doesn’t last long. “Then he had to move away for a while. He came back for our senior year of high school, though.”
“And you reconnected?”
My lips tug up at the tidy summation of our messy history. “Something like that.”
“High school sweethearts,” she says, shaking her head. “I love that.”
I smile a little more easily at that. “Yeah, we were.” 
“Well, you are one lucky woman,” she tells me. 
“I am well aware.” 
Her gaze flickers to my ring, but she doesn’t remark upon it, just smiles and finishes up with the dress. 
I gaze down at the ring I was too excited to even look at when Hunter first proposed. It’s stunning, a classic Harry Winston with an emerald cut diamond that’s a little bigger than I would’ve picked out for myself. 
It’s perfect, though. A little too much, just like the man I’m marrying. 
“What do you think?” 
I look up in the mirror, somehow caught off guard at the sight of myself in a wedding gown. I knew that’s what I would see, of course, but… wow. 
This dress is tight but extremely flattering. It’s strapless, which I said I didn’t want, but I like the way the bottom flares out like a mermaid tail. 
“It’s really pretty,” I tell her.
“Yeah? You wanna show Mom?”
I flash her a smile and nod. I don’t think it’s the one, but I do think Mom will enjoy seeing me in it. On the way here, she was complaining about me already knowing what I want because she wanted a fashion show. 
I pick up the bottom and make my way out onto the shop floor. Mom’s face is turned away at first, but then her gaze hits me and her eyes get big. 
“Wow.”
I grin. “Yeah? It’s pretty,” I say, climbing up on the raised platform in front of the mirror. 
“It’s gorgeous. Oh my God, my baby is a bride,” she says, already starting to get emotional. 
“Oh no, this is only the first dress.”
“I know.” She dabs at her eyes. “I’ll try to keep it together.” Looking at the consultant, she assures her, “I’m not normally an emotional basketcase, it’s this pregnancy. I’m a very tearful pregnant woman. The other day I saw this commercial…”
“Don’t think about the commercial,” I tell her, since I remember the sobfest that ensued. 
“Pregnancy is terrible,” she concludes, shaking her head and reaching into her purse for her pack of tissues. 
I shake my head, looking in the mirror. “This is why I wanted Zoey to come with us. Maybe I do need someone less biased to give me feedback.” I turn around so Mom can see the front of the dress. “Can you take a picture to send her?”
Mom nods and digs out my cell phone. “You just look so pretty,” she says, sounding like she’s on the verge of tears again. 
I wish I could walk over and give her a hug, but I don’t want her to cry on the dress. 
Pregnant Mom is adorable. 
She sends Zoey the picture and I turn around to look in the mirror again. The consultant and I discuss the things I like and don’t like about it, then Mom tells me Zoey texted back.
“Chloe says ‘that is definitely the one’ and Zoey says that while she thinks it’s gorgeous, she still wants to see the one you sent her from the website.”
I smile. I know Zoey said she and Chloe were binge-watching episodes of Say Yes to the Dress in preparation for today, so I’m not surprised Chloe was so easily won over. 
“This one is pretty,” I agree, glancing at the consultant. “I don’t think it’s the one, though. I don’t feel very princessy.”
“Okay.” She nods. “Let’s get you in a ballgown, then.”
She hauls me back to the dressing room, but she still doesn’t put me in the dress I’m sure I’ll like. Instead, she puts me in a tulle ballgown with beaded lace. It’s still not what I want, but at least this one isn’t strapless. 
The back is gorgeous. The front is just okay, but it has a very sexy back, sheer with bits of beaded lace and a row of pearl buttons. 
“This isn’t it, but can you take a picture for me, Mom? I want to send Hunter a tease.”
Mom gasps. “He can’t see you in the dress!”
“This isn’t the dress,” I assure her. “He’ll like my back in this one. Just take the picture, please.”
She does, then the consultant hauls me back to the dressing room. 
“All right. I know, I know, you love the Eve of Milady dress, but while we were out there I spotted this gorgeous pink ballgown. You said you were open to pink… can I grab it?”
I shrug, sitting down on the chair and crossing my legs. “Go for it.”
The next gown she puts me in is very pretty, and much closer to what I’m looking for. The pink color would go with my wedding colors very well, but looking at it in the mirror, I’m not sure it will match the crown. 
There were two crowns to pick from, one with pink stones and one with pearl. I thought the diamond and pearl would be easier to match to a wedding dress, so that’s the one in the case. 
I can’t change my mind about the crown now. The grumpy guard is already here. I can’t send him back to exchange it for the other one. 
“I’m afraid to even send this one to Zoey. It’s princess pink and Chloe’s going to lose her shit over it,” Mom says as she snaps a picture of me. 
“Yes. She loves the princess gowns, and this is so princessy,” I agree, looking down at the lovely layers of tulle. “Very light, too. I like this one a lot.”
“Maybe if you don’t get it for your wedding, you should get it for the Christmas ball,” Mom suggests. 
“Pink for a Christmas ball?” I shake my head, glancing at myself in the mirror again. “No. I think it’s a bit much, anyway. I know Cinderella makes you think enormous ballgowns are in fashion at balls, but this would probably be overkill.”
“What’s the point of being a princess if you don’t get to wear big ballgowns?” Mom asks. 
“A question we must all ask ourselves.” I look at the consultant. “I think this is really pretty, but…” I’m about to tell her I want to change, but then I find myself looking in the mirror again. 
“It can be a maybe,” she suggests. “Let’s try on the one you’ve had your eye on now, see which one you like better.”
She walks me back to the dressing room and gets me out of the pink dress. 
Finally, I get to try on the one I walked in expecting to love. 
I wasn’t nervous trying on any of the other dresses, but I actually do feel a little excited as she brings this one over. 
It’s a stunning gown with hand beaded appliqués and a big tulle skirt. It has these pretty bow straps that are mostly sheer, very delicate and beautiful. I fell in love with it the moment I saw it online, and, well… once I fall in love with something, I tend to stick with it. 
My tummy flutters as she helps me into the big, beautiful gown. 
I’ve imagined myself in this gown dozens of times. 
I’ve imagined the gorgeous chapel train dragging behind me as I clutch my bouquet and walk down the aisle toward Hunter. Ray is giving me away, so I can envision him ceremonially offering me to Hunter, see him claim my hand, the soft fabric of my gown swaying as I move to stand across from him, but it’s my face he can’t look away from. His gaze is locked on mine, his brown eyes warm and glinting with affection. 
We’ll each say our vows, then he’ll clutch my waist, his greedy fingers digging into the delicate embroidery as he holds me close and kisses me for the first time as his wife. 
Emotion clogs my throat. I almost can’t speak as I gaze at my own reflection. 
“Are you okay?” the consultant asks, watching my face in the mirror. 
I nod, but I still can’t speak. 
“Wanna show Mom?”
I beam and nod again. 
This time when I pick up the bottom of the gown and make my way out to the main floor, I don’t feel like I’m playing dress up. I feel strong and sure and excited. 
I feel beautiful. 
I step up on the raised platform and look in the mirror. I still can’t find any words, but I don’t need them. Mom takes one look at me in this dress and bursts into fresh tears. 
This time I’m a little teary, too. I laugh at how stupid it is to cry over a dress, but it’s not the dress, it’s the feeling. It’s my wedding. I’m so excited to marry Hunter. I can’t believe I get to do this. 
I turn around to show Mom. She had that reaction when my back was still to her and she was only seeing the front in the mirror. 
“This is the dress,” I say when I finally trust myself to speak. 
She nods, dabbing at her tears and then taking a picture of me in the dress to send to Zoey and Chloe for approval. 
“Do you want to see it with the veil?” the consultant asks, smiling. 
I nod, remembering I need to try the crown on. “Carlo, can you open the case, please? I need to make sure the crown looks okay with this dress.”
The consultant’s gaze flickers to me in surprise. I told her my fiancé’s family was lending me a piece of jewelry, but I didn’t say it was a crown. 
She makes her way over to select a veil for me anyway, then comes back to style me. Carlo is on standby with the crown, but when the consultant first tries to take it, he mean mugs her. Reluctantly, he hands it over when she tries a second time, and the consultant positions it on my head. 
Wow. That’s… a crown. On my head. I know it’s only ceremonial, but it’s still pretty wild.
I thought he was done, but then Carlo takes out a matching pair of diamond and pearl drop earrings. “It’s a set,” he informs me. 
“Oh, okay,” I say, taking them and carefully putting them in my ears. 
“This is lovely,” the consultant murmurs, looking me over. “Now, you have to be careful with both a veil and a tiara, it can be pretty easy to get overwhelmed. I don’t know if you have your mind made up about your hair, but I would leave it down and just pull some back like this.” She pulls some bobby pins out of her pocket and makes quick work of making my hair look really pretty, then she attaches the veil and settles it around me. 
I feel a little breathless looking in the mirror at my own reflection. My heart begins to race and I can’t stop smiling. 
That’s how I’ll look when I marry Hunter. 
Mom chimes in, telling me my friend texted me back. “Chloe gasped and said, ‘That’s so pretty! She should say yes to that dress.’ Zoey concurs, she thinks you look absolutely amazing in it.”
I grin, glancing at Mom in the mirror. “You can tell Chloe I am definitely saying yes to this dress.”
 
___
 
Since we’re in New York for my bridal appointment, Hunter met up with one of his New York friends about some business venture they’ve been discussing. 
He texted me on my way back from the bridal store that his meeting was running a little late, but he’d be back as soon as he could—and he’d be immensely pleased to find me naked when he got there. 
Even though I know nobody can see me on this level when we’re facing Central Park, I’m still not going to walk around the hotel room completely naked. I take off my clothes and change into one of the white fluffy bathrobes the hotel provided for us. 
We’re staying at the same place we stayed for our first trip to New York together when we came to the charity ball, but this is far from our first trip. 
Hunter was right about Caleb Grant keeping his secret, but the unspoken price for his silence was Hunter’s inclusion into his social circle, his “friendship,” if Caleb is capable of such a thing. 
Hunter doesn’t seem to mind it. His whole view of it is a rather blasé, “This is just how these things work,” but I think lightly blackmailing someone into friendship is a bit odd. 
Then again, I got lightly blackmailed into a relationship with the man I’m ecstatic to marry, so maybe that’s a bit of a double standard. 
I know it comes from a place of protectiveness, though. Caleb knows something he shouldn’t about Hunter, and I still don’t consider him very trustworthy. The idea of anyone deliberately hurting Hunter fills me with rage. 
I don’t like Caleb because I know he possesses the tools to do it. 
Hunter tells me that in life, you need to keep your friends close and your enemies closer. 
I can’t imagine calling someone a friend when the delineation between whether that person is a friend or an enemy is quite so blurry. 
But Hunter and I are very different people. If it works for him, I suppose that’s okay. And, to be honest, I think all of Caleb’s friends are just one small step from enemy territory.
Whatever their arrangement, the friendship hasn’t been without its perks for either of us. Caleb seems to be the gatekeeper to the New York elite. Anyone who’s anyone knows him, and his contact list spans all walks of life. He can make you or break you with little more than a phone call. 
He’s your go-to guy whether you need to know where to get the finest suit in the city, or you have some money to invest in a risky venture that could potentially quadruple your net worth. If you’re seeking a fence to sell you stolen antiquities, or you want to auction off something that can’t really be sold. 
He knows royals and thieves, business magnates and models. He knows the kinds of people most of us aren’t even sure exist. 
Hunter told me once that some of Caleb’s friends are mafia, that they come to his card games and gamble away small fortunes and favors that surpass any possible price tag. 
Caleb Grant knows everybody, but I don’t get the sense that anybody truly knows Caleb Grant. 
I can’t trust a person like that, and I don’t like Hunter being too close to him.
In an attempt to keep my mind off Hunter’s business dealings with his troublesome friend, I curl up in the bed in my bathrobe and browse wedding cake designs. 
That’s what I’m doing when the door opens and my handsome future husband comes strolling in. 
He looks sexy as hell in a black button down and matching slacks. He’s wearing a burgundy sport coat because wherever he met Caleb was the kind of place that requires them.
“Hello, beautiful,” he says. 
I smile at him. “Hello, handsome.”
Flicking a gaze at my robe as he takes his jacket off, he tells me, “You better be naked under there.”
“Of course I am,” I tell him. He may not be my “boss” due to blackmailing anymore, but I do like when he bosses me around a little bit about sexy things. “I’m in full-on wedding mode over here. I found our perfect cake. Wanna see?”
He nods, kicking off his shoes and crossing the room. He’s still wearing clothes when he climbs on the bed, but as soon as he’s near enough, he reaches over and unties the belt keeping my robe closed. 
“See,” I say, showing him my phone. 
The wedding cake design I’ve fallen in love with is, perhaps predictably, a tower of books. The bride and groom sit on top dangling their legs over the edge of the top book, and that reminds me of how our legs dangle when we sit on the bridge behind his house. 
I think it’s perfect. I hope he agrees. 
A smile grazes his lips as he looks at it. “Yep, that’s the one.” His hand slides under my robe so he can caress my breast. 
My wedding planning interest swiftly disintegrates, replaced by a hastily growing interest in having sex with my fiancé. 
I shove my phone away, lying back against the pillow as he teases my nipple. 
“Um… how was your business meeting with Caleb?”
He smiles at my splintered focus and runs his thumb over my pebbled nipple again. “It went well. He sends his regards.”
“I bet he does,” I murmur. 
Hunter smiles. “I know he’s not your favorite person, but he’s very good at making money.”
“He’s good at making trouble, too.”
“He is.” Hunter releases my breast and slides his hand around my waist, his amusement ebbing. “But that’s why he’s a much better friend to have than an enemy.” Tilting his beautiful head to kiss my neck as he tugs me closer, he murmurs, “It’s not so bad being his friend, is it? Eating at his restaurant when we’re in town, lazing around his family’s Hamptons house in the summertime…”
Sighing with pleasure, I tilt my neck to give him better access. “There are worse fates, I suppose.” 
“I invited him to Milan for fashion week.”
“As long as he’s not flying there with us,” I say. “Your friends are too much trouble to spend much time alone with.”
Hunter smirks. “I won’t invite your buddy Sherlock to fly to Italy with us, how about that?”
My fingers tangle in his hair as he parts my robe and exposes more of my bare skin. “We should only ever go places with Mom and Ray, it would be more fun that way.”
“You can bring a book,” he promises as he kisses his way toward my breasts. “I’ll buy you a bunch of new ones for the trip.”
“I do like new books,” I say playfully as he drags the robe down my arms and peels it off me. 
Hunter shifts our positions, rolling me onto my back. Now that I’m completely naked, he climbs on top of me. 
Leaning down to kiss my breasts, he says, “And the plane has a bedroom. We can spend lots of time alone in there, no matter who is with us. I can give you lots and lots of orgasms.”
A shiver passes over me as he kisses his way lower, down my abdomen, past my hip bone… “I do like orgasms,” I say, a bit breathier. 
Hunter moves between my legs, spreading my thighs and placing a soft, tender kiss to the inside of each one. Looking up at me, his eyes glinting with tenderness, he says, “And I do like you.”
I smile down at him, my heart filling up. Nonetheless, I tease, “You better love me, Hunter Maxwell.”
“Oh, I do,” he assures me. 
“Yeah? How much?”
“Well, I could tell you, but…” With a devilish grin, he leans in and spreads me open. Right before his beautiful mouth reaches my pussy, he says, “How about I show you instead?”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Note from the Author
 
That’s all, folks! I hope you have enjoyed Hunter and Riley’s story! :) If you have, I also hope you’ll consider leaving a review—they don’t have to be long, just a few words about how you enjoyed the book and its characters would be immensely helpful, and immensely appreciated. ♡
Hunter and Riley’s book is a complete standalone, but at the end of their story I did cross over into my Untouchable world. If you haven’t read that book and you’d like to read more of my work, that’s a very good place to go next. Riley’s friend Zoey is the heroine. Most of my books take place in the same universe, so occasionally my characters cross each other’s paths. For example, the potentially troublesome collector of secrets Caleb Grant is a friend of Carter Mahoney’s (the “hero” of Untouchable), and Caleb will have his own book, Unbeatable. 
I’ll double down on recommending you read Carter’s book next if you were intrigued by Sherlock. They’re very different men, but they are somewhat similar hero types. Sherlock’s a better friend than Carter, but both men have pretty strong villain vibes and more apathy toward “right and wrong” than the average hero. In the vault of characters locked away in my brain, I think Sherlock and Carter must have been stored pretty close together.
If you like villains, you should also check out my Morelli family series—it contains some of those sexy mafia men Michelle was hoping to entertain at dinner, and my biggest troublemaker of all: Mateo Morelli. His story starts in Accidental Witness and runs through the whole series, so if you’re looking for a dark, twisty reading experience and a sexy villain with a penchant for mind games and mayhem, download that one and binge-read the whole completed series!
And if you’re looking for another angsty bully read with complicated family history, blackmail between conflicted, star-crossed lovers, and a whole lot of heart, you could also check out my oldest book, Because of You. It’s a duet, and that’s probably the last time I cried as many times as I did writing this one, lol. 
Thank you for reading! Until next time. ♡
 
-Sam Mariano 
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If you’re a series reader, be sure to check out her super binge-able Morelli family series! It’s dark and twisty mafia romance, and the first book is Accidental Witness
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House of Rinaldi, a dark royalty romance trilogy that will begin with Savage Prince.
 
 



 
About the Author
 
Sam Mariano has a soft spot for the bad guys (in fiction, anyway). She loves to write edgy, twisty reads with complicated characters you’re left thinking about long after you turn the last page. Her favorite thing about indie publishing is the ability to play by your own rules! If she isn’t reading one of the thousands of books on her to-read list, writing her next book, or playing with her adorable daughter… actually, that’s about all she has time for these days.
Feel free to find Sam on Facebook (Sam Mariano’s General Reader Group), Goodreads, Twitter, or her blog—she loves hearing from readers! She’s also available on Instagram now @sammarianobooks, and you can sign up for her totally-not-spammy newsletter HERE
If you have the time and inclination to leave a review, however short or long, she would greatly appreciate it! :)
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