
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For Tai, Ash and Pinky.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Epilogue

            	Announcement for THE RIGHT SWIPE
            
            	Chapter One

            

            
            
            	About the Author

            	By Alisha Rai

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Some women were seduced by a voice or a touch or a look. For Sadia Ahmed, it was hands.

         
         Or, at least . . . His hands.
         

         
         They were big, the perfect size to grasp her ass and grip her tight. Or to wrap around her neck while his thumbs settled into
            the hollow at the base of her throat. Or to cup her breast and lift it to his mouth.
         

         
         Sadia picked up a glass and started drying it, her actions precise and unhurried. She was certain her face didn’t give away
            the fact she was fantasizing about sex with a patron sitting in the dive bar. Her libido might be hot, but her facade was
            stone-cold. She was a mother, a widow. To a lot of people, she’d discovered, those two titles took precedence over being a
            woman.
         

         
         She didn’t mind letting people keep their illusions. It made her life easier and she wasn’t a disruptive person by nature.
            Someone else could shock the world, so long as she could dream about what she pleased.
         

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, she contemplated what she could see of the anonymous man’s hands. He wore a baseball cap pulled
            low, and the bar was dark, so his body was all she had to moon over. His body was enough.
         

         
         His fingers were long and elegant. They were big enough to fill her up with one, but she’d demand two. Hidden under the soft
            cotton of her shirt, her stomach clenched. He could play her like a violin, which was appropriate. He had the hands of an
            artist. Attached to a body that belonged to a fighter.
         

         
         Her gaze drifted over what she could see of the rest of him. Wide chest, broad shoulders, thighs like tree trunks, biceps
            like whoa.
         

         
         Unf.

         
         Sadia carefully replaced the dry glass and picked up another one. Over the past week, she’d gotten really good at surreptitiously
            peeking at her mystery man during each of her shifts. On Monday she’d noticed him for the first time, sitting in a darkened
            booth in a far corner. On Wednesday he’d chosen a seat which was better lit, enough for her to grow obsessed with thoughts
            of his fingers on her and in her.
         

         
         Though it had been busy earlier tonight, she’d consciously kept an eye out for him. Once the Thursday crowd had thinned out,
            her gaze had been drawn to him like a magnet to metal. Another dark booth, another dark cap pulled low to hide his face. Alone,
            nursing the ginger ale he’d ordered. His quiet stillness set him apart from the rowdy people who usually filled this bar.
         

         
         “Hey, Sadia.”

         
         Sadia started. She regrouped quickly and gave her boss a cheerful grin which hopefully masked the filthy thoughts in her head.
            “Hey, what’s up?” Michael had owned O’Killian’s for at least as long as she’d been working here, off and on since her twenty-first
            birthday.
         

         
         “I wanted to thank you again for picking up so many shifts this week.”

         
         She tossed her towel over her shoulder. “No problem. You know I’ll take the hours.” The tips were good. With a young son,
            she could always use extra money. She wanted to keep her bartending skills sharp.
         

         
         Those were all the reasons she gave people when they asked her why she was still tending bar when she had her hands full with
            the café she’d inherited from her husband. They weren’t false.
         

         
         They weren’t completely true either, but the whole truth would cause more than a few raised eyebrows.

         
         My husband had debts he didn’t tell me about. The tips give me grocery money.

         
         I’m terrified the café will go bankrupt on my watch. I need a fallback career.

         
         And there was one other good reason, but she really couldn’t share that one with anyone. That reason was her secret.

         
         “I know, you’re so great about being flexible.” Michael ran his hand over his bald head. He was an older, short, squat man,
            kind and soft-spoken. It was nice to take a break from being the boss at the café and work for someone else, especially when
            that someone was a decent person. “Listen, I have something to ask you.”
         

         
         She nodded, hoping he wasn’t planning on changing next week’s schedule. Between child care and staffing the café, she needed
            her shifts set in stone as early as humanly possible. Last minute changes were a nightmare for her to manage.
         

         
         His eyes darted around, and he inched closer. “Well, my wife’s been bugging me to ask you, and I know it’s a little unprofessional
            but . . . is it true Nicholas Chandler hired a skywriter and a marching band to try to win Livvy Kane back?”
         

         
         Sadia puffed out her cheeks, relief and amusement and annoyance mingling.

         
         All week. This had been going on all freaking week. The Kane/Chandler drama-llama was a staple of this town, so of course
            everyone was curious.
         

         
         She and Livvy were going to have some words when the woman got back from wherever she’d run off to with her old flame. The
            problem with being the best friend and former sister-in-law to half of the town’s most infamous couple was that everyone assumed
            she knew what the hell had happened to take Livvy and Nicholas from sworn blood enemies back to the lovebirds they’d been
            in their youth. Sadia kept having to disappoint them. “I’m pretty sure there wasn’t any skywriting or a marching band involved.”
         

         
         Michael looked disappointed. “He did whisk her off to France, though? My wife heard that from her hair stylist.”

         
         Sadia shrugged. For all she knew, her best friend was in France. She’d received a text from Livvy which said she and Nicholas
            were going somewhere private to work through their issues. Sadia had been worried, until she’d spoken to Livvy’s aunt Maile.
            Livvy had called Maile, citing terrible reception, but saying she’d be in contact as much as possible.
         

         
         So long as Livvy was letting someone know she was alive, Sadia supposed she could wait for a full explanation. Sadia had texted
            back that she was happy if Livvy was happy and she was available to talk if her friend needed her.
         

         
         And she was trying really hard to keep that attitude up. It was just difficult to not feel a little slighted she’d found out
            about their romance with the rest of the town, when Nicholas had publicly declared his love for the woman.
         

         
         Livvy was her best friend, damn it, even if they hadn’t been in close proximity to each other for the past decade. Sadia should
            have known what was going on in her life.
         

         
         There are things you never confided to Livvy about your marriage.

         
         Because she’d been married to the woman’s older brother, with whom Livvy’d had an already rocky relationship. Sadia hadn’t
            been about to add to it. “I really don’t know where she or Nicholas are. Or whether they’re even together,” she tacked on.
         

         
         “Oh, I get it. Don’t want to gossip. Admirable.”

         
         Sadia nodded, ready to accept this excuse, since it was the, what, fifteenth time she’d had this conversation?

         
         Livvy, you owe me a couple nights of child care for leaving me behind without even a public statement to spread.

         
         Michael patted a handkerchief over his forehead. “Anyway, again, hate to even ask you, the missus was curious.”

         
         Yeah. The missus.

         
         “You can take off, if you like.”

         
         “Are you sure?” She was already whipping the towel off her shoulder.

         
         “Yup. Closing time soon and it’s quiet. Go get some rest. Your son will probably be up early.” Her boss smiled, and it was
            only through sheer force of will Sadia didn’t physically cringe at the trace of pity she saw there.
         

         
         Her late husband had told her more than once not to lecture him about how much pride he had. He’d tap her spine. This right here, made with pure steel.

         
         Fine, she was proud, and accepting pity wasn’t something she was good at. Unfortunately, since Paul had died over a year ago,
            she’d had to get used to the sad looks and understanding pats and special treatment. They came from such a well-meaning place,
            so she appreciated them as much as she could when they made her so wildly uncomfortable. “Yes, Kareem’s an early riser. Will
            do.”
         

         
         Michael moseyed away to talk to the other bartender, Jason. Probably to see if Sadia had shared any juicy gossip with him.

         
         As she was finishing signing out on the computer, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

         
         Someone was watching her.

         
         Casually, hoping against hope it was who she thought it was, she glanced over her shoulder at Mr. Perfect Hands. Who whipped
            his head away to stare at the wall.
         

         
         Her palms grew damp. It could mean nothing, of course, but this was the first sign of interest she’d gotten from him.

         
         Sadia glanced at her watch. It wasn’t quite two. She could steal some time for herself.

         
         Her body flushed hot, getting ready for the chase. Her chases were short by necessity, but she liked the excitement of the
            pursuit almost as much as sex itself.
         

         
         She glanced around. The few patrons left in the place were all busy with their own conquests or thoughts, the staff occupied
            with getting ready for closing.
         

         
         She moved quickly, pouring whiskey, fresh lemon juice, and maple syrup in a shaker with ice and then straining it into a glass.
            She garnished the cocktail with a lemon peel.
         

         
         With each step toward Mr. Perfect Hands and away from the bar, her brain calmed, her walk becoming more confident.

         
         This. This was the secret reason she kept this job, the one her family, her in-laws, the employees at the café, and the PTA
            moms at her son’s school could never know.
         

         
         I can find adults I don’t know who can take care of my physical needs with little to no emotional demands.

         
         Sure, lots of locals came here, but she’d lived in Rockville all her life, and she knew how to avoid them. There were more
            than enough strangers for her to flirt with. Have sex with.
         

         
         She hadn’t realized how hungry she’d been for human touch until a few months ago. She and Paul hadn’t slept together for almost
            a year before his death, and she’d been starving. The visiting nurse who had broken her dry spell had seemed startled by Sadia’s
            enthusiasm, but she’d quickly gotten on board.
         

         
         After her, Sadia had found more men and women, the ones she felt safe and comfortable with—she was a good judge of character
            and no assholes were allowed to apply for bed privileges. She never took them back to her home, no. It was usually their place,
            which tended to be hotel rooms.
         

         
         The encounters were quick and hurried, long enough for them both to get off, and then Sadia booked it. This was a necessary
            physical itch she needed to scratch, and she scratched it as quietly as she could, at a time when she wouldn’t feel guilty
            about not being with her son. Kareem was asleep when she was working at the bar, tucked safely into his bed with one of her
            sisters sleeping over in the same house.
         

         
         No one could know about this. This was for her, and her alone, the one thing she took for herself.

         
         As she drew closer to the man in the booth, he shifted, his arms bunching and releasing. On another guy, she might suspect
            that he’d bought his red Henley a size too small. On him, she wondered if he could even find a size that fit him. Getting
            dressed was probably a daily battle of him versus fabric.
         

         
         That was a battle she would pay to see.

         
         He kept his head down even when she came to stand next to the booth. She cleared her throat slightly, and placed the drink
            on the table in front of him, next to the now-watered-down glass of ginger ale. “Hi there,” she said, and made sure her voice
            was as low and husky as she could make it. Though that dumb baseball cap was pulled so low it obscured most of his face, what
            she could see of his profile was perfect: full lips, sharp jaw, blade-like nose.
         

         
         She wanted him to look up so she could check out the rest of him, but he didn’t. He didn’t acknowledge her at all.

         
         “I made this for you. I hope you like it,” she tried again, and nudged the glass closer to his pinky. Up close, she could
            spot tiny scars on his flesh, little white marks marring the toasty light brown of his skin, like he’d been nicked a number
            of times. They didn’t detract at all from the beauty of that goddamn hand.
         

         
         She shifted, disappointment coursing through her when he didn’t so much as move. She was about to walk away when he spoke.
            “I didn’t order anything.”
         

         
         A shiver ran down her spine. Oh damn, that voice. It was a voice made of fine sandpaper wrapped in velvet, raspy and low,
            like he didn’t use it much.
         

         
         She could have an orgasm with that voice whispering filthy things in her ear alone, not even touching her. In fact, she might
            make him do that, if he was game. Flustered, she fiddled with the ends of her ponytail. “On the house.”
         

         
         Banter. Flirt. Dance. She took another step closer. Getting married to her high school sweetheart meant she’d never really had much of a chance
            to hone her flirting skills, but at the ripe age of almost thirty, she was getting pretty good at this whole dance. “It’s
            called a revolving door,” she said, making sure her voice was as intimate as his. She could have given him the exact year
            of origin of the drink—1929—but she was never sure who would appreciate her drink-based nerdery.
         

         
         If she wanted to sleep with the guy, she didn’t need him to adore all of her. She just needed him to physically want her as
            much as she wanted him.
         

         
         “I don’t drink.”

         
         That stymied her. Who came to a bar and nursed soft drinks? “You hang out in strange places then.”

         
         No answer. No eye contact. Ah, balls. Well, she’d shot her shot, and if he wasn’t receptive, there was nothing she could do
            about that.
         

         
         Her lips twisted and she picked up the glass. “Well, have a good night.”

         
         She froze when his hand wrapped around hers. Her stomach dropped at the callouses on his palm. Ah god. They would feel so
            good on her body.
         

         
         She licked her lips. “Is there a problem, sir?” She made that sir as seductive as she could, trying to promise untold delights
            and sexual pleasure.
         

         
         Well, as much delight and pleasure as could be packed into forty-five minutes or so, of course. It was late, and she did have
            an early morning tomorrow.
         

         
         His hand tightened on hers. “Sadia.”

         
         She jolted, staring down at his cap. She should be uneasy he knew her name, except she was more concerned with how he said
            it.
         

         
         Like he’d said it a million times, in a million different ways. Like he knew her.

         
         A suspicion niggled awake at the back of her brain, and she rejected it with a single shake of her head. No, it couldn’t be.
            This man was so much bigger than the boy she’d known and loved. He’d been tall then, yes, but lanky, long hair hiding features
            that were a little unfinished.
         

         
         That boy had left town following a string of tragedy and never looked back. Not even for her. Not even when she’d begged him
            to.
         

         
         Livvy said he’d been in town, that he’d be back.

         
         But Livvy wasn’t here now, right?

         
         She catalogued his beautiful, perfect hand. The nicks were new, and so were the callouses. But those fingers, now that she
            was really looking at them . . .
         

         
         His wrist twisted. There was a scar there. She’d been there when he’d gotten it, the first time they’d met on the playground
            in third grade. He’d taken down a bully for her, and the kid had shoved him against a fence. A nail had sliced into skin.
         

         
         His head raised, and suddenly she was peering into a pair of dark eyes she knew better than her own.

         
         They were remarkably similar to Paul’s eyes. Which made sense, because this man, the man she’d been lusting after, whom she’d
            mentally undressed and fucked over the past week, was her late husband’s brother.
         

         
         “Jackson?” she whispered. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Jackson Kane hadn’t planned this.

         
         If these last few weeks were chapters in his life story, that was probably what they could be titled: I Didn’t Plan This.

         
         He hadn’t planned on staying so long in this town. He definitely hadn’t planned on remaining here when his sister, the reason
            he’d come home, wasn’t even here. And he certainly hadn’t planned on engaging in some light stalking of his sister-in-law.
         

         
         Ex-sister-in-law? Former sister-in-law? What did you call your brother’s widow?

         
         Off-limits.

         
         “Jackson?” she repeated.

         
         Since his cover was blown anyway, he took advantage of Sadia’s shock to drink her in. The glances and peeks he’d limited himself
            to hadn’t been nearly satisfying enough.
         

         
         She looked softer, like someone had taken the picture he’d had in his head of nineteen-year-old Sadia Ahmed and blurred the
            edges. Her hair had once been so long she could sit on the straight dark strands, but it was shorter now. The straight brown
            mass was pulled into a high ponytail, the end curling over her shoulder. Everyone who worked at the bar wore black pants or
            jeans and a tight-fitting black shirt. Her pants were some stretchy material that molded to every curve. Her top slipped down
            over her shoulders, baring golden-brown skin a couple of shades darker than his.
         

         
         Other employees showed more flesh but it was hard to register other women when Sadia was in his vicinity. It always had been.
            That hadn’t changed.
         

         
         Every moment he’d spent spying on her, he’d told himself he was only curious, that this was no different from looking up people
            from your past on social media, but that was a lie. Because a long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away, he’d loved Sadia with
            all his soul.
         

         
         She’d loved him, too. As a brother. As a best friend.

         
         Not anymore, though. He hadn’t loved anyone in so long, he barely knew how. His relationship with his sister was proof of
            that. And judging by Sadia’s face, she wasn’t exactly brimming over with love for him.
         

         
         She moved her head from side-to-side, and he frowned, realizing she was shaking. “Sadia.” Without being fully conscious of
            it, he changed his grip on her hand, stroking her fingers. Her skin was so soft.
         

         
         She was one of the few people he’d ever been okay with touching and being touched by. He slept with women, yes, but they didn’t
            hug. They fucked, rough and without emotional engagement, and then they walked away, neither of them glancing backward.
         

         
         “Hey.” He ran his thumb over hers, but her shaking only intensified.

         
         Her eyes glinted, and his hand fell away. If he was unused to talking and hugs, he was massively unaccustomed to women crying
            on him. 
         

         
         But nothing startled him as much as the low growl that erupted from her throat. “Hey? Is that all you can say to me? Hey?”

         
         He glanced around, but the place was loud enough and dark enough that no one was paying attention to them. “Calm down.”

         
         Her eyes opened so wide he could see the whites all around her pupils. “You. Did. Not. Just tell me to calm down.”

         
         He eyed her. He had told her that, but she seemed to be getting angrier. The opposite of calm.

         
         “You want me to calm down.” She nodded. “Why don’t I do that, Jackson? Why don’t I calm down? Because what’s there to be upset
            by? You only disappeared from the face of the earth for ten years. Ignored every single email I sent you. Ignored your nephew’s
            birth, your sister and mother’s pain, your own brother’s funeral.”
         

         
         He flinched. There had been something ironic about being in a jail cell when his brother had died a little over a year ago,
            but processing that irony had been far beyond his capabilities.
         

         
         She wasn’t saying anything but the truth. Only a monster would have ignored every word she’d written to him over the past
            decade. Only the most uncaring of people wouldn’t have at least called her when her husband—his brother—had died.
         

         
         That’s what he was, what he’d aspired to be. Alive, but unfeeling. His heart beat, his blood pounded, his organs functioned.
            That was it. That was enough.
         

         
         Or he’d thought it was enough.

         
         “But I should calm down. No need to be upset.” The tears trembled on her lower lashes. “Fuck you, you selfish—”

         
         “Useless, assholic dick,” he finished, softly quoting her last email to him.

         
         The tears spilled over. “And fuck you for never responding to me. Not even when I begged you.” 

         
         Oh.

         
         His frozen heart hadn’t been tested by Sadia’s tears. Every single one that slipped down her face flicked against his defenses
            like acid. “Sadia. Stop crying.”
         

         
         Her eyes grew even bigger. Ah, shit, he’d said the wrong thing again. “Don’t you ever tell me what to do.” And then she grabbed
            the drink she’d made him, and with a flick of her wrist, dashed it in his face.
         

         
         She whirled away and stomped off, jerking at the knot of the apron strings tied right above her ass. Her round, cuppable,
            squeezable . . .
         

         
         He jerked his gaze away. God, no. He couldn’t think of her ass. Or her thighs, jiggling with every step.

         
         He licked his upper lip. The alcohol was dripping down his neck, into his collar. He wasn’t much of a drinker anymore, but
            whatever she’d given him was smoky and sweet. Like her.
         

         
         God, if he’d ever wondered what a flirtatious all grown-up Sadia would be like . . . no, he had to scrub that from his memory
            like he’d scrubbed so many other things.
         

         
         Jackson mopped up his face as best he could, tugged his hat lower and came to his feet.

         
         His bike was hidden at the far corner of the parking lot, far out of the spill of light cast by the bar’s broken neon sign.
            He leaned against the metal and chrome, and waited. After about fifteen minutes, a car engine sounded from behind the café,
            and then a tidy crossover drove out of the parking lot.
         

         
         He was imagining the wetness on Sadia’s cheeks as she drove away, right?

         
         He sagged against his bike and burrowed his head in his hands, scrubbing his eyes. There were no tears there. He hadn’t cried
            in . . . well, since he’d been a kid, in this very town.
         

         
         Slowly, he put on his jacket and his helmet, got on his bike and headed in the opposite direction. He wanted to follow her,
            but his motorcycle would be too obvious in her tidy residential neighborhood. And he knew that because he’d already cruised
            by her place a few times.
         

         
         It’s a wonder no one’s called the cops on you yet.

         
         He was playing it pretty fast and loose with surveillance in a place where local law enforcement didn’t exactly have a great
            opinion of him.
         

         
         Jackson revved his engine and took a sharp left turn, his headlamp slicing through the post-midnight gloom. The streetlights
            were spaced few and far apart, but he didn’t need them. He could maneuver the roads in this town with his eyes closed. A decade
            of self-imposed exile couldn’t change that kind of muscle memory.
         

         
         He’d been born in Rockville, the second son of local royalty, the grandson of a man who had helped carve civilization out
            of a patch of frozen land in upstate New York. Growing up here had been idyllic. Until the last couple weeks he’d lived here.
            A jail cell was never pleasant, especially for a kid who had grown up privileged.
         

         
         He hung a right, barely glancing at the library where he’d whiled away most of his after-school hours or the high-end florist
            where he’d bought a corsage for Sadia when he’d taken her to the junior prom.
         

         
         For the first time since he’d come back, he inhaled deeply. The air smelled like wood chips and apples, firing up some long
            dormant part of his brain. It smelled like home. The last place he wanted to be, and the one place in the world that didn’t
            want him.
         

         
         Jackson slowed as he approached the town’s main square. He looked left, then right.

         
         A single car zoomed through the intersection, and he knew he was imagining the driver surveying him, but he hunched his shoulders
            anyway, trying to make himself smaller. The last thing he wanted was to be recognized by some longtime resident.
         

         
         Jan, you’ll never believe it. I think I saw Jackson Kane on the road. No, Paul’s younger brother. Remember? He burned down
               the C&O. Well, he was never tried, but everyone knew he did it. He left town right after and guilty men don’t run.

         
         He could leave again, now.

         
         If he went right, he’d hit the on-ramp for the highway. It would take him about seven hours, give or take, to get to New York
            City. He had a gig scheduled there in less than a month. His duffel and all his shit was still back in his seedy hotel room,
            but he had no attachment to any of the stuff he carried. Abandoning them here wouldn’t matter.
         

         
         A car drove up behind him and he waved the vehicle around him. Jackson held his breath. The car cruised by and took a left.

         
         He looked after the red taillights. Left was not an option for him. Going left meant he’d head deeper into town. In three
            minutes, he’d reach the supermarket his family had once owned. The café Sadia now owned.
         

         
         Jackson shivered. The wind was cutting through his leather jacket, and dry leaves whirled in the street. He wasn’t cold, though.
            On the contrary, sweat was gathering on his upper lip.
         

         
         He turned his right turn signal on. Looked around the empty intersection, like someone else would come rolling up to tell
            him what to do.
         

         
         The tick of his turn signal echoed the pounding of blood in his veins. He eased off the brake. Skated forward a foot. Then
            another.
         

         
         Then he hung a left.

         
         Two and a half minutes later, he maneuvered between the two legacies of his parents. On one side of the road was a huge building.
            The last time he’d seen it, at least half of it had been burned out.
         

         
         A Molotov cocktail could do a hell of a lot of damage when that cocktail hit a gas line. They’d rebuilt it bigger, and the
            name on the front was different now.
         

         
         Chandler’s.

         
         It used to say C&O. His mother’s father, Sam Oka, had laid the first brick of that store, alongside his best friend John Chandler.
            The Chandlers and the Oka-Kanes had been intertwined in business and family for two generations, until one icy night ten years
            ago, when Jackson’s father had driven headfirst into a tree. Maria Chandler, Nicholas’s mother, had been in the passenger
            seat. Robert and Maria had both died.
         

         
         Instead of playing the grieving widower, Brendan Chandler had taken the opportunity to swindle a depressed Tani Oka-Kane out
            of her half of the C&O empire.
         

         
         And, as gossip would tell it, in revenge, Jackson had burned down the flagship C&O.

         
         He turned his bike away, into the café’s empty parking lot. Kane’s Café was spelled out in red backlit channel letters, the
            neon colors spilling onto the pavement.
         

         
         He killed the engine of his bike and took off his helmet, swiping his hand over his hair, unused to the short strands. Unlike
            the new building that had taken the place of C&O, this small, squat building was homey instead of grandiose. His father’s
            parents had been popular, gregarious individuals who had moved here from Hawaii when Robert Kane had been a baby. The townspeople
            had been delighted when the Kanes’ only son had fallen in love with the reigning princess of the C&O empire.
         

         
         Jackson got off his bike and walked toward the building. With a quick glance around, he circled the place and went to the
            back door. The black magnetic key holder under the drain pipe was still there, all these years later. His grandfather had
            been forgetful as hell.
         

         
         He opened the back door and stepped inside, holding his breath for an alarm, but all was quiet.

         
         He walked to the front, careful to keep the beam of his phone’s flashlight away from the windows. It looked exactly as he
            remembered it: the red booths, the white counter, the cheerful, ever-changing local art on the wall.
         

         
         He ran his fingers over the gold lettering of the café name on a menu stacked next to the register. Jackson bet Paul had gotten
            a kick about keeping their family name on a small part of this town, directly opposite Chandler’s. No one had been angrier
            about losing their stake in C&O than Paul. Until the night their mother had signed their shares away, Paul had been the golden
            heir-apparent, the future co-CEO of the grocery store empire.
         

         
         The sharp prick of pain took Jackson by surprise. He’d gotten too good at avoiding the ghosts of his past. Not much happiness,
            yes, but no pain either.
         

         
         He rested his hand against the lettering of the name, against that apostrophe in Kane’s that denoted it a possessive. Even
            though he was dead, this was Paul’s, Jackson reminded himself, perversely eliciting that painful kick. The business, this
            town. The woman he’d been spying on like a fool.
         

         
         
            I miss you.

            I think about you all the time.

            I love you.

            Come back.

         

         Without conscious thought, he rubbed his finger over the screen of his cell. Every single email his former best friend had
            sent him over the past decade was housed in that phone, and he knew them by heart. They were the reason he had any electronics
            at all, so he could carry that inbox with him wherever he went. The modern-day equivalent of wrapping a stack of letters with
            a ribbon. 
         

         
         They’d started shortly after he’d run. Sometimes she’d sent multiple notes in a week; sometimes there would be a long stretch
            between them. They’d finally stopped over a year ago, with a few words. Jackson. Paul’s dead.

         
         And then, a couple weeks ago, he’d woken up in Hong Kong, grabbed his phone, and nearly rolled off the bed when he’d noticed
            Sadia’s name in his inbox. So, motherfucker, I want you to know your sister is back home and dealing with all sorts of shit on her own: your mom, Nicholas,
               his dumb family. If you care about her at all, maybe you could check in with her. Though I know that’s a long shot, because
               you’re a selfish, useless, assholic dick who doesn’t care about anyone but yourself.

         
         If you care about her at all . . .

         
         When he’d exiled himself from this town and everyone he’d once loved, he’d thought he excised every soft part of him he possibly
            could. It had been a necessary protection. Feelings could be manipulated. Stone could not.
         

         
         But that had been an illusion. He’d learned exactly how much he still cared when he discovered Livvy was going to be in arm’s
            reach of Nicholas. His fear for his twin had been palpable. The man had once devastated her so badly, she’d wanted to die.
         

         
         He’d thought he’d played his part well, that she wouldn’t go back to Nicholas, that she’d be fine, and they could all go their
            separate ways, but he’d been wrong. He didn’t have to play his voicemail to recall the message his twin had left him a week
            ago. “Hey, it’s me . . . Livvy? I, um, wanted to tell you that Nicholas and I are going away for a bit. Maybe a couple of
            weeks. I know this seems like a sudden about-face, but he, um . . . anyway, we’re talking, is all. I’ll call you when I’m
            able. Don’t worry about me.” Her voice softened. “I don’t expect you to stick around for me. I know you may even already be
            gone, and that’s okay. I love you, Jackson.”
         

         
         He stared out the front window. I don’t expect you to stick around for me.

         
         And why should she? He might have held Livvy all those years ago when she screamed she wanted to die, but he’d been scarce
            since then. She’d had another depressive episode after Paul had died, she’d told him last week. He hadn’t even known.
         

         
         Isn’t that what you wanted? You can leave now. There’s no one for you here. No one who expects you to stay. No one who needs
               you.

         
         His gaze drifted over the window, to the Help Wanted sign there. He could easily read the mirror image text reflected in the
            glass.
         

         
         
            Chef Needed

         

         He narrowed his eyes and switched to the web browser on his phone. It took about five seconds to discover a chatty reviewer—Sally
            R. from Rockville—sadly lamenting that the longtime chef had left Kane’s and the owner’s cooking left a lot to be desired.
            Jackson checked the date. Two weeks prior.
         

         
         Rick had left? The man had taught Jackson how to cook.

         
         Jackson scrolled through a few other reviews, his frown growing as he noted the complaints about burned baked goods and subpar
            lunches. Unless things had changed drastically, Sadia wasn’t a chef.
         

         
         But he was.

         
         He’d wondered why was she working at the bar. The café would never have the income potential of the C&O, especially without
            upgrades, but it had pulled a comfortable income for his grandparents, and he assumed, for Paul and Sadia. Did she need the
            extra money?
         

         
         He could picture Livvy with her arms crossed over her petite frame. She always stood by you. You owe her, Jackson. She needs you.

         
         Oh fuck.

         
         A couple of things were blindingly obvious:

         
         Sadia needed a chef.

         
         He was a chef.

         
         She hated him, quite rightly, because he had wronged her. Which meant . . . he did owe her, in ways Livvy didn’t even know.

         
         It was practical and logical for him to stay and lend a hand here, in his family’s old café, while he waited for Livvy to
            come home. He was probably the last person alive who knew this place as well as his grandparents.
         

         
         And, goddamn it. He wanted to stick around.
         

         
         He stuck his phone in his pocket and rolled his neck. It was a good thing he didn’t require much sleep. A scout of the kitchens,
            a shower, a shave, and he’d be back, ready to do battle with Sadia to win the privilege of helping her.
         

         
         He licked his upper lip, tasting the whiskey she’d thrown in his face. He had no doubt it would be quite the fight.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Sadia gasped, her eyes flying open. Before she could even fully see, she had her phone in her hand, rescued from the pillow
            no one slept on. She squinted at the time, bringing the phone close to her face so she could make it out.
         

         
         She let out a breath, some of her panic subsiding. She’d once luxuriated in waking slowly and carefully, making her way through
            each layer of sleep. Since Paul had died, that had changed. Now she woke up every day in a jolt, fearful of oversleeping.
         

         
         There were only so many hours in a day, and so many things she needed to accomplish. Wasting time on sleep could be disastrous.

         
         She turned off the alarm that wasn’t scheduled to go off for another twenty minutes and stared at the ceiling, the predawn
            light from outside creeping through her curtains. Her eyes were gritty and tired. It had been a while since she’d had a sleepless
            night. She was so exhausted lately, sleep was almost always guaranteed. Especially on nights she pulled the late shift at
            the bar.
         

         
         But then, last night had been a bit of an anomaly.

         
         Don’t dwell on it.
         

         
         She’d tossed and turned for a long time, her anxiety ratcheting up every time she’d noted the time and her brain had automatically
            calculated how much sleep she would get. Three hours, then two, then one. Finally she’d dozed, her eyelids overpowering her
            mind.
         

         
         She’d hoped she could wake up and pretend Jackson had been a dream, but that wasn’t possible. Two minutes. She’d allow herself
            two more minutes of dwelling, and then she’d get up. She could spare two minutes in her schedule.
         

         
         Sadia stretched, the muscles in her shoulders aching from days of hunching over a stove and a desk. She’d been operating in
            fight-or-flight mode since Paul had died, and it had only grown more intense any time she had a tiny setback. Seeing Jackson
            was a setback.
         

         
         She’d tried to be understanding when Jackson had fled town after he was released from jail, but he’d been a part of her life
            for so long, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from talking to him. After she’d received no response after the first year
            or so, she’d assumed she was emailing into a void. Those letters had become an outlet for her, a place to store some of the
            thoughts she didn’t or couldn’t say out loud. She’d only stopped when Paul had died because she couldn’t justify the time
            she’d spent on writing frivolous notes no one read.
         

         
         But then she’d discovered he was responding to Livvy’s emails to that same address. Which meant he must have gotten hers,
            too.
         

         
         Ignored every single email I sent you. Ignored your nephew’s birth, your sister and mother’s pain, your own brother’s funeral.

         
         She hadn’t confessed what had really caused her the most pain, though. He’d ignored her.

         
         Rage and hurt swirled inside her. She’d loved him so, and she thought he’d loved her. But in the end, she’d been easy to ignore
            and delete.
         

         
         She hugged the anger close to her. It was good and honest, and quite frankly, she’d rather be mad than think about how many
            hours she’d spent imagining his hands on her body when he’d been some anonymous hot person in her bar.
         

         
         Nope, nuh-uh. She slammed that door shut. She could only hope he hadn’t realized she was flirting with him. That would be
            mortifying.
         

         
         She glanced at her phone again. Her two minutes were over. There was nothing she wanted more than to pull the covers over
            her head like she had when she was a child dreading school, but she was an adult now, and had to be an adult.
         

         
         It was the worst.

         
         Reluctantly, she rolled out of bed and stripped her leggings and T-shirt off, dropping them into the laundry basket on her
            way to the bathroom. Crack of dawn wasn’t her specialty—especially after a sleepless night—but until she found someone as
            trustworthy and reliable as Chef Rick, who had been employed at Kane’s since its opening, she’d be making this early morning
            trek.
         

         
         Her shower was brief and barely long enough to wash the sleepiness or her disquiet away. Paul had always intended to install
            a larger water heater in this home, but they’d always been short on time and energy, and she balked on spending the money
            on it now. There was enough hot water to fill Kareem’s bath at night. Good enough.
         

         
         Her hands slowed as she ran the soap over her breasts. She looked critically at her body. Jackson had gotten jacked over the years. Like, muscles on top of muscles and then another layer of muscles. His arms might have their own zip code.
            She’d never been completely svelte, but having a child had only made her softer. She poked at her squishy belly and frowned.
         

         
         What are you doing?

         
         She shook her head and finished soaping up. That’s right. She’d already used her two minutes to think about Jackson, and this
            snap of insecurity was not like her. Her body was healthy and capable, and, as she’d discovered time and again, capable of
            giving and receiving pleasure. She was happy to have it, squish and all.
         

         
         She barely paid attention to what clothes she put on. Her wardrobe had slowly evolved to clothes she could wash and wear and
            could be easily mixed and matched. It was more efficient, and she had tried to become as efficient as humanly possible. She
            wielded lists and journals and pens the way other people might wield swords.
         

         
         If she had to organize her life down to the last minute, she’d do it. It was one of the many tools she used in her never-ending
            quest to prove to herself and the world that she was Sadia Ahmed, Official Non-Failure of a Person.
         

         
         Once she was dressed, she opened the small box she kept on her vanity. This time, too, was scheduled in her morning routine.
            Inside the top lid was a picture of her and Paul from their senior prom. Paul was handsome and looked smug in that carelessly
            arrogant way he’d had. She was beaming in a silver sparkly dress. Kareem loved this picture, and she did too. They were madly
            in love and secure in their places in the world: her, the middle child of successful, doting physicians; him, the heir to
            a fortune and the future co-CEO of a national corporation.
         

         
         Three years after this, they’d eloped. Still madly in love but their roles in the world turned upside down.

         
         She caressed the only other object in the box: his and her wedding rings. She and Paul might not have had the picture-perfect
            marriage, but his death had left a hole in her life. She’d been told more than once by well-meaning people that she needed
            to grieve, and she smiled and nodded. They didn’t understand. She didn’t have uninterrupted time to grieve. Just minutes here
            or there. “I miss you. I’m doing my best,” she whispered. After a beat, she put the box down, snapping the lid shut.
         

         
         She was putting on her socks when she heard a door open down the hall. She quickly grabbed the backpack that held her stuff
            for the day and her clothes for the night. If she was very lucky, she’d have time to run home after school so she could help
            Kareem with his homework and feed him a snack. In case she couldn’t, she needed to be able to transition into her bartending
            uniform, like Wonder Woman spinning into her crime-fighting outfit. Only the tired, single mom version of the superhero.
         

         
         She jogged downstairs and raised an eyebrow to find Ayesha reading at the breakfast table and Jia popping a pod into her coffee
            maker. When she worked at the bar at night one of her younger sisters stayed at her house. Lately, since she’d been heading
            out to the café before Kareem even woke up, they’d also been coming by or staying in the morning, until he got on the bus.
         

         
         They were lifesavers. “Hey,” she whispered. “Jia, when did you come over?” When she’d left last night, Ayesha had been the
            one ensconced on her couch, quietly studying and eating chips. Jia and Ayesha’s medical school wasn’t far from Sadia’s house,
            so they were the ones who usually slept over.
         

         
         Ayesha closed her textbook, rolled her eyes and answered in a similarly quiet tone. “This one”—she pointed a finger at her
            twin sister—“killed her car battery. She just got here. Took a cab so I wouldn’t have to go get her.”
         

         
         “I don’t understand why the trunk has a light inside it. It’s so easy to forget to close it.” Jia glanced up from the coffee
            maker. Her kohl-lined eyes widened. “Whoa, rough night?”
         

         
         Sadia’s eyes narrowed on the twenty-four-year-old’s guileless, smooth face.

         
         Ayesha blew out her breath. “You can’t say that. That’s rude.”

         
         Jia blinked at them both. “But she normally doesn’t look like that. So it’s kind of a compliment, I thought.”

         
         “Nope,” Sadia said. “Definitely rude.”

         
         “It’s mostly the bags under your eyes,” Jia added helpfully.

         
         Ayesha rose. “Jia, stop talking.”

         
         Sadia rubbed her finger under her eye. “Had a bit of insomnia.”

         
         “I can help you with that. I got my makeup kit with me.”

         
         Sadia hesitated. Normally she’d demur, but then she thought about her flash of insecurity in the shower. A tiny boost in confidence
            might be in order. She glanced at her phone. “Can you do it in three minutes?”
         

         
         Jia scoffed. Most med students probably didn’t look like fashion plates at five in the morning, but her little sister could
            have stepped off a magazine cover in her pretty, long blue-and-white dress and black faux-leather jacket. Her hijab matched
            her dress, two scarves wrapped to create a zigzag pattern over her scalp. “I can do a full face in two and a half.”
         

         
         Sadia didn’t doubt that claim. In college Jia had started a blog with makeup and fashion tips, and it had grown into videos
            and podcasts. She dropped into a chair at the counter while Jia rummaged through her designer backpack.
         

         
         Ayesha went to the fridge and pulled out a carton of milk, then grabbed the Raisin Bran Sadia kept in stock for her younger
            sisters. “So, listen,” Ayesha started. “We need the dirt on the Chandlers. Everyone at school has been asking us about it.”
         

         
         Jia approached with a small makeup pouch. “And we have to say we didn’t know, even though our sister is related to them.”
            She dabbed a hefty amount of concealer under each of Sadia’s eyes, then carefully smoothed it into her skin.
         

         
         “I’m not related to the Chandlers.” She closed her eyes when Jia pulled out her black eyeliner.

         
         “You’re related to Livvy, and Livvy is apparently with Nicholas again, so it’s basically the same.” Ayesha clinked two bowls
            on the island.
         

         
         “Don said—”

         
         “Ugh, I hate that guy. He can’t even tell us apart yet.” Sadia didn’t have to open her eyes to feel Jia’s sneer. Though the
            twins were identical, they were perpetually baffled anyone could ever mistake them for each other. Ayesha was quiet and contained
            where Jia was brash and loud, Ayesha cautious where Jia was impulsive. Jia favored brightly colored clothes and vivid makeup
            while Ayesha tended to choose more neutral garments and rarely wore makeup or jewelry. Today, Ayesha wore a beige sweater
            and dark jeans, a simple black scarf covering her hair.
         

         
         “Anyway, Don said Nicholas closed the Chandler’s out on Main, put up a huge banner announcing he was in love with Livvy, and
            asked her to marry him with a Super Bowl ring he won in a poker game.”
         

         
         Jia stepped away and Sadia blinked her eyes open, the eyeliner foreign on her usually naked lids. “Why a poker game? He’s
            a CEO, not a poker player.”
         

         
         “Because all rich manly men play poker?” Jia guessed.

         
         “And happen to possess Super Bowl rings?”

         
         Jia shrugged. “I’m just passing the rumors on, I’m not saying they make sense.”

         
         Sadia relented. “I can confirm the first of those two things is true.”

         
         “But they did fly to a private island in the Caribbean, right?” Jia whisked a brush in powder.

         
         “They’re off somewhere. I don’t know where.”

         
         “Are they together then?” Ayesha asked.

         
         “Guys, I don’t know. Tell Don and all your other friends you’re clueless. We’re not gossips, and we’re certainly not talking
            about Livvy behind her back.”
         

         
         “Sadia—” Jia began in a cajoling tone.

         
         Sadia shook her head firmly, forestalling her. “Nope. You’re right, Livvy’s my family. And your family, by extension.”

         
         As she’d expected, that quieted both of her sisters. Family was everything.

         
         Sadia softened her tone. “Are you done yet?” she asked Jia, hoping to distract her sister. “I don’t want anything heavy.”

         
         Jia pursed her bright red lips at her. “I wouldn’t give you heavy makeup. You need something light, which won’t wear off during
            the day. A touch of eyeliner and some of my super long-wearing lipstick . . .” She rummaged through her backpack and pulled
            out a tube of mauve liquid lipstick. “Hold still.” She carefully lined and filled in Sadia’s lips, then stepped back. “Et
            voila.”
         

         
         Sadia ducked her head and glanced at her reflection in the toaster. “Oh. Not bad.”

         
         Ayesha grinned. “You’re the prettiest of all of us, MashAllah.”

         
         It had been so long since she’d put any makeup on, Sadia wanted to steal another second to admire her face, but she was already
            over the three minutes Jia had promised her. “Pshaw. It’s Jia’s skills.”
         

         
         Jia winked. “My skills are good, huh? But this time I had solid source material.”

         
         “You are a pro.”

         
         “I know. I should do this full-time.”

         
         Sadia gave a distracted smile. “Ha, yeah. Okay, I have to go.” She came to her feet. “Kareem ate all his vegetables last night,
            so he gets a bag of chips in his lunch today.”
         

         
         Ayesha’s lips twitched. “Seems like a good balance.”

         
         Sadia checked her phone and shoved it in her pocket, mentally calculating this delay into her schedule. “Thanks, both of you.
            I swear, I’m going to hire someone any day now.” Mentally, she crossed her fingers. She had to find a chef soon. She simply
            couldn’t afford a nanny or daycare. Since Paul had died, between her four sisters, her parents, Aunt Maile, and Paul’s mother,
            Tani, she’d somehow managed to cover most every gap when she couldn’t be with her son, but this early morning business was
            a bit of a challenge.
         

         
         “No problem. We’re up. I gotta do some reading anyway.” Jia replaced her makeup pouch in her bag and pulled out a textbook.
            All four of her sisters were conscientious to a fault when it came to homework. Not Sadia, for whom school had been a constant
            form of torture.
         

         
         “Thanks. I’ll see you both tomorrow night?” Her family tried to get together once a week or so for dinner. With the five sisters
            and her parents’ own busy life, it wasn’t always easy.
         

         
         Ayesha shoved one bowl toward her twin and dug into her cereal. “Yup. See you then.”

         
         The road was empty for her drive to the café. She turned on public radio, her favorite. Kareem always whined when she put
            it on, so she took advantage of the times he wasn’t in the car.
         

         
         She relaxed, listening to the segment on baseball players. She’d never cared much for sports, but she liked looking at baseball
            players. And their butts.
         

         
         Her fingers twitched on the wheel, and she overcorrected, swerving back to the road. Maybe she should just not think about
            sex or butts or hands for the indefinite future. Her libido was clearly a problem lately.
         

         
         She parked in her spot behind the café, then pulled her journal out of her bag. She liked to make a quick outline of her day,
            carrying over the tasks from the day before she hadn’t had a chance to get to.
         

         
         She surveyed the list, then added one more item. Only think about Jackson for a cumulative one hour today. Do not email him or read your past emails to him. This was the first time Jackson had ever made her official to-do list. He’d traditionally been reserved for times she’d been
            playing hooky from her actual responsibilities.
         

         
         At the very bottom, she wrote the words she wrote on every day’s to-do list. You can do this, and if you can’t do it today, you’ll do it tomorrow. You are not a failure.

         
         She made sure no one in her family ever saw her journal. They wouldn’t be cruel about her affirmations, but self-care wasn’t
            a concept her parents were hugely familiar with.
         

         
         Sadia was so focused on running through her mental to-do list it took her a moment after she entered the café to realize that
            the lights were on in the kitchen. Had she not shut them off the night before? That was weird, for her. She didn’t like to
            waste a dime more on electricity than she had to.
         

         
         A pot clanged against metal and her eyes

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780062566744_coverimage.jpg
gorbidden earts

ALISHA RAT /

“I know she will make me\laugh, cry ... and hug the book.”
—Courtney Milan, New York Times bestselling author
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