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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“I can smell it,” Ward says, his eyes lighting up and his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “Fuck me, I can smell it!”

He’s wearing one of those grins that makes my insides feel like mush and tilting his head toward the open window of the car. The wind pushes his auburn hair up in every direction, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He’s too busy breathing in that unmistakable briny scent that means we’re getting closer to our destination, that we’re almost to the ocean.

I smile to myself and reach my hand out my own window. The air presses against my palm, and the sun beats down on my skin. I wiggle my fingers, trying to soak up the warmth. Some of my curls have come loose from my ponytail again, and they whip across my face. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, following Ward’s example and tasting the first hint of our destination on the wind. By my estimation, we’re still an hour away from the beach, but the evergreens on either side of the highway have already started to give way to palm trees and marshlands. I hear the screech of a bird overhead, and I don’t even have to open my eyes to know it’s a seagull.

I love the beach. Always have. But my current excitement has nothing on Ward’s. He’s been grinning like that all day, and I doubt he can even feel his cheeks anymore.

I lift my lids slightly and peek at him from beneath my lashes. He’s still leaning toward the window, and I bet it’s taking all of his willpower to keep his head inside the car and his eyes on the road. It melts me, this strangely boyish side of him—or maybe it’s just the way the afternoon sun is hitting his face, setting off the strong line of his chin and the thin layer of red-brown stubble that’s sprouted along his jaw and cheeks. Something flutters in my chest. Back at Huntington Manor, he kept himself clean-shaven, but there wasn’t exactly time to grab toiletries during our mad escape from the estate I once called home. While this new look of his is different, there’s something undeniably attractive—undeniably rugged—about it, and my whole body warms as my gaze lingers on him.

He turns his head slightly, his eyes flicking to me before returning to the road. “What?”

I’ve been caught. I open my eyes fully.

“Nothing,” I say lightly. But he catches my smile.

“What?” he asks again with a laugh. “Come on, Lou.”

I prop my feet up on the dashboard and push my hair out of my eyes. We’re starting to pass billboards for beachier places now, and I try to focus on the pastel-colored advertisements—Charlie’s Crab Hut! Aquatic Funland! Spotter’s Dolphin Tours!—and ignore the heat flooding my neck. We’ve been on the road together for a few days now, but he still manages to make me flustered sometimes. Like when he uses my real name.

Back at Huntington Manor, he knew me as Addison Thomas. I had to lie about my identity to get a job there. If anyone had known I was Louisa Cunningham—of the disgraced Cunningham family who once owned the elaborate estate—well… things would have gotten complicated.

I wince. At the end of the day, things did get complicated. Not only do they know who I am, but they know I caused substantial damage and chaos at the property. Even if they were willing to forgive the fact that I lied about my name, they’re not going to forget the stunt I pulled with the sprinkler system. I’m sure I cost them substantial amounts of money.

And not only that, but I ran away from my brother. Calder and I haven’t exactly been on easy terms since our father’s death, and I know he won’t understand why I felt the need to trick my way into a job at the estate. Or why I didn’t want to see him when he showed up at the gate to drag me off. He’s never really understood any of it.

But I don’t want to think about the stupid things I’ve done. Not right now.

“Well?” Ward says, reminding me that I’m supposed to be answering his question. “Don’t think I’m letting you off the hook.”

I look back at him—at the wide curve of his mouth, at the hard muscles of his body that are only barely contained by his flimsy T-shirt, at every bright, sexy inch of him—and all thought of Huntington Manor slips away.

“I just think it’s cute how excited you are,” I say.

He makes a face. “Cute?”

“What’s wrong with ‘cute’?”

“So I’m… what? A baby bunny? Exactly what every guy wants to hear.”

I laugh. “You know what I mean.”

“All I know is that if you think I’m cute, I must be doing something wrong.” He shoots me another look. “Maybe I should fix that.”

“You’re taking this way too seriously.”

He doesn’t answer. Instead, he reaches over and puts his hand on my thigh.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Fixing this.”

“Oh, yeah?” I say. “And how exactly do you plan to do that?”

The corner of his mouth curls up, and I know I’m in trouble even before he slides his hand forward. His fingers only brush lightly against my jeans, but it’s enough to send a shiver all the way up my leg. I start to pull my feet down off the dashboard, but he clamps his hand down on my thigh.

“Stay there,” he says, and there’s a wicked edge to his tone that I don’t want to disobey. His grip loosens, and his fingers dance across the inside of my thigh before drifting slowly up my leg.

I try to ignore the heat that’s already building in my lower abdomen. After all, we’re in a moving car. It’s not exactly a place I want to get worked up.

But it’s hard to resist Ward’s touch. Or to keep myself from wishing I’d been wearing a skirt when I ran from Huntington Manor. I escaped with only the handful of things on my body: my jeans, a tank top, a single set of undergarments, and—thank goodness—my wallet, which I’d shoved in my pocket. The only thing protecting me from the full force of Ward’s skilled hand is the pair of jeans I’ve been wearing for the last several days.

But as his hand continues to move up my leg, I’m forced to admit that the denim is a pretty useless barrier. The fabric presses against my skin, doing little to protect me from the heat of his fingers, and crazy sensations move through my body. The higher he goes, the closer he moves to the place where my legs meet, the dizzier I get. By the time his hand reaches its destination, my breathing is shallow, and I can’t help but let out a whimper as he presses his thumb against the thick seam that runs just over my most sensitive spot.

“So I’m cute, huh?” he says, his voice low. His fingers move back and forth over the denim, rubbing the seam against me, and I wiggle in my seat.

“No,” I manage to choke out.

“Mm. I’m not sure you’ve learned your lesson yet.”

This is getting increasingly dangerous. I don’t know how I feel about him getting me off in broad daylight in the middle of a moving vehicle. I shoot a glance out the window. There’s no one in the lane next to us right now, but that could change very quickly.

“You’re not cute,” I say breathlessly. “Not cute at all. You’re very s—ahhhh.” Ward is pushing his knuckle against me. I shift, trying to get away from that delicious pressure, but I can’t seem to find the right position, buckled in the seat as I am.

“You don’t sound very convincing,” Ward says with a dark laugh. He moves his hand again.

“You—oh—aren’t cute. You’re hot. Sexy. Mouth—ahh—mouthwateringly gorgeous.”

His hand pauses. “Mouthwateringly gorgeous. I can deal with that.”

I relax slightly, thinking his assault is over, but he throws a devilish look at me.

“Take off your pants.”

I stare at him. “What?”

“You heard me. Undo your pants.”

It doesn’t matter that we’re in a car. Or that Ward should keep his attention on the road and that I should probably be worried about passing drivers getting an unexpected show. Heat pulses through me at the command, and I find myself reaching for my fly. I undo the zipper and push them down. I’m not wearing any panties. I washed my only pair in the sink this morning, and they’re currently drying on the backseat.

He doesn’t even wait for me to get the jeans to my thighs. He slips his fingers between my legs as soon as I’m showing skin. I squirm on the seat, parting my thighs to give him better access. My head falls back against the headrest and my hand closes around the handle on the door, as if somehow that’ll keep me grounded. The wind continues to whip my hair across my face through the open window, but I don’t bother trying to push the strands out of my eyes again. I hardly notice anything but the growing ache between my legs. It doesn’t matter that we spent last night devouring each other. My body already longs for his again, and I won’t deny him.

I should have known a handyman would be good with his fingers. I’m tempted to ask him to pull over and do this properly. Or even stop at another motel, somewhere where we can take the time to explore each other fully again. Since running from Huntington Manor, neither of us can seem to get enough of each other. And I don’t just mean physically—some nights, after he’s fallen asleep, I find myself staring at him, just watching him breathe in and out. I don’t know what he’s doing to me.

I whimper as his finger brushes against my clit, and my core clenches. It’s not fair that he can bring me to this point so quickly, so easily. That my body reacts so completely. Times like this, when he’s touching me, he could ask me to do anything and I know I wouldn’t have the strength to refuse him. I’m under the influence of the world’s most dangerous, most addictive stimulant. He glances over at me again, and just a single piercing look from those blue eyes sends a bolt of pleasure through me.

I don’t want to be at the brink of madness by myself.

It takes more energy than it should to move my hand. Even more to reach over to him. My fingers brush against his thigh, then move slowly up his leg. He’s already partially aroused by the time my hand finds him through his jeans, and he hardens further as I curl my fingers around him through the fabric.

“Lou…” he says. His hand tightens on me, and I let out a little gasp. He takes advantage of my distraction, shifting his thigh away from me and slipping his fingers deeper between my legs.

“Just trying to—mmm—return the favor,” I manage as my nerves react to the new explorations of his hand.

“Do you want me to crash?” he says with a laugh. “I’m having enough trouble keeping my eyes on the road as it is.” He looks back in my direction. “Slide your pants down some more.”

They’re already around my hips. Does he really want me to strip further?

“Go on,” he says when I hesitate.

Like I said, I can’t deny him. From the moment I first saw him back at the estate, back when he was just a nameless handyman, something about him stuck with me. And as I got to know him, as I was drawn back to him again and again, that feeling only grew. When he decided to flee with me, when he gave up his job—and his other ties at Huntington Manor—to take me away, it nearly broke me. I can’t even look at him now without my entire body flooding with a feeling I’m afraid to name.

I push my curls out of my eyes and look out the window. There aren’t any cars on this side, so the coast is clear for the moment.

Ward laughs again. “No one is going to see you.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who—ahhhh.”

“Go on.”

I don’t hesitate again. I let my feet drop from the dashboard to the floor of the car and I push the jeans down past my knees. Ward chuckles and nudges my thighs farther apart with his wrist. I shouldn’t be surprised when he manages to slip a finger inside of me, but I still cry out in shock and pleasure. I clamp my lips shut immediately and throw another worried glance out the window.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “No one else can hear you. Just me.”

Just me. The way he says those words sends a shiver up my spine. The next time he thrusts his finger inside of me, I don’t try to hide my moan. I let my head fall back and give my body over to the glory of his touch. My breath comes in short bursts and my body starts to tense. I tighten my grip on the door handle and lift my hips once more.

Ward understands me. Not just what brings my body to life—though he figured that out pretty quickly—but who I am beneath all the screw-ups and the recklessness. He’s stuck with me when another guy would have called me a ‘crazy bitch’ and run the other direction. He’s supported me through the madness, even sacrificing his own needs for me. Even now, I can’t forget the thing he confessed to me on our final night at Huntington Manor: that Edward Carolson, the estate’s new owner, is his biological father. Ward took a job at that place in part because he saw it as an opportunity to forge some sort of relationship with the man.

He gave that up for me. There’s no going back to that job now.

His fingers move, and I moan again. I ache, and not only for release—I need this connection to him, this physical link to support the emotional one that seems to grow more intense every day.

The car drifts slowly into the next lane, then toward the shoulder of the highway. My heart leaps, thinking he’s going to pull over to finish the job—and kiss me, and look me in the eyes as he makes me come—but then my belly lurches with the truth. The drifting isn’t intentional. Ward just isn’t paying attention. He seems to notice the second after I do, and his fingers freeze between my legs. He jerks the wheel to the left, swinging us back onto the highway again. Behind us, someone lays on their horn.

I sit partway up, my pulse thumping. “Do we need to—”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got it.” He straightens—though his right hand is still between my legs—and tightens his jaw. For a moment, he doesn’t do anything but drive, and I can see from the tension in his shoulders that our near accident has shaken him. But he keeps his fingers on me, and after another quarter mile, he relaxes slightly. His mouth curls up in a grin.

“You’re going to kill me one day,” he says with a laugh. “I got distracted by those sounds you were making.”

He twists his finger, and I bite down on the cry of pleasure that rises in my throat.

“Don’t fight it,” he says, his voice growing rough again. “I want to hear everything.”

“I don’t want us to end up in a ditch on the side of the road,” I say, then gasp as he brushes my clit in just the right way.

“Do you have any idea how hard I am right now?” he says. “Fuck, you should hear yourself.”

“God…” I moan as he strokes me. It doesn’t matter that we paused briefly. My body is more than ready to pick up right where we left off. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears.

“Spread your legs some more,” he tells me.

I obey.

I’m going to come right here in the passenger’s seat, right here while we whip past palm trees and while the wind is thick with the smell of the ocean. I’m throbbing between my legs, and every new intrusion of his hot, eager finger draws me closer. I know I must be making all sorts of noises because Ward continues to murmur encouragements to me, but honestly I hardly understand a word he says. I hear only the rush of my blood in my ears, blaring like a siren.

It takes me a moment to realize that it actually is a siren. And that’s only because I suddenly catch sight of flashing red and blue lights in the side mirror.

I bolt completely upright.

“Ward,” I say. “The cops.”

Ward’s hand jerks away from me. I throw a glance over my shoulder, praying that the police are just rushing toward a call or chasing down a speeding teenager, but the cruiser is right behind us.

“Shit,” Ward says.

I hurriedly yank my jeans back up around my hips. Ward pulls over onto the shoulder of the highway, and all of the humor of a moment ago is gone from his face. There’s a knot in my stomach as I button my fly and straighten my clothes.

They write tickets for stuff like this, don’t they? But let’s be honest: a couple-hundred-dollar fine isn’t the only thing at stake here. I caused a lot of damage at Huntington Manor. I wouldn’t be surprised if Edward Carolson wants me arrested. And he’s definitely rich and influential enough to have the cops chase me down.

Breathe, I tell myself. Breathe. You’ll figure this out.

I should have known this day was coming, that I couldn’t just run away and escape the consequences of what I’ve done. I screwed up. Badly.

And if I’m being completely honest with myself, I’ve been screwing up for a while now. I’ve made more than my share of bad decisions over the past couple of years or so.

Sleeping with my project manager while working at my father’s nonprofit organization in Thailand? Yeah—done that.

Continuing to lead on that project manager for the better part of a year instead of dealing with my grief? Yup—done that, too.

Assuming a false identity to take a job at my family’s former estate?

Completely flipping out and causing massive damage at said former estate?

Seriously, the list goes on and on.

Of course, I can only get in legal trouble for those last two things. But I’m pretty sure I don’t have the emotional stability to deal with jail right now.

My stomach twists as we wait for the officer to come to the window. I feel like I’m going to hurl, but I fight it down. Acting like a nervous mess is just going to make me look suspicious.

I’m not even sure what happens next. Will they just handcuff me and take me away?

Ward is rolling down his window. The officer outside looks like your everyday, generic cop: dark sunglasses, bad mustache, a few extra pounds around the belly.

Breathe, I tell myself again. You don’t even know why you were pulled over. Maybe it’s just a routine traffic stop. I pray that I don’t throw up on myself.

“Good morning, officer,” Ward says cheerfully. He has his usual grin on his face, like there’s absolutely nothing wrong. “What’d I do?”

The officer doesn’t share Ward’s good humor.

“Sir,” he says, sliding his sunglasses down his nose, “are you aware you’ve been swerving?”

Ward laughs. “Oh. Yeah. I had a little sneezing fit back there. Allergy season.”

The officer glances past Ward to me. My stomach tightens again, but I manage to flash him a smile.

“Hay fever,” I say with a shrug. It sounds like a lie, even to me, and I don’t think the officer buys it even for a minute. He pushes his glasses back up his nose.

“Well,” he says to Ward, “I’m going to need to see your license, registration, and proof of insurance.” He looks back at me. “I’m going to need your ID, too, ma’am.”

I dig my nails into the seat. “Why? I wasn’t driving.”

“Standard procedure,” he replies. And it’s clear from his tone that arguing won’t help my case.

Several days ago, I’d considered myself lucky—lucky that even though I’d left my laptop, my entire wardrobe, and all of my other belongings back at Huntington Manor, I’d managed to escape with my wallet. I might not have a cell phone or a way to brush my hair, but at least I have my ID and my credit and bank cards. Right now, though, I’m kind of wishing I had an honest excuse for why I can’t just hand over my driver’s license.

Of course, I could just lie and tell him I left it at home, but honestly, I’m not sure whether that would help or hurt me right now.

I pull the wallet out of my pocket. I have two IDs inside: my official Louisa Cunningham driver’s license and my fake Addison Thomas one. I’m tempted to pass the officer the one for Addison Thomas, but though it’s good enough to trick potential employers—or, I’m guessing, the strictest bouncer at the most cautious of bars—any policeman will know it’s fake as soon as he tries to run it through the system. But if I give him my real license and he finds out I’m Louisa Cunningham… well, he’ll have a reason to arrest me either way.

What the heck am I supposed to do? The car is starting to feel too small, too cramped. Don’t freak out. You’ll get through this.

Ward has leaned across the console toward me, and now he’s digging through the glove compartment—probably hunting for his car registration. But he brushes the back of his hand against my knee. It’s a subtle gesture, small enough that the cop probably doesn’t even notice it, but it comforts me.

“I knew I’d regret just shoving my insurance card in here,” he says to the cop as he sifts through the dozens of papers and receipts in his glove compartment. “I swear they design these things to be black holes.” He flashes a grin at the officer, but our new friend doesn’t seem to find the joke all that funny.

I fumble with my wallet. I consider just closing my eyes and picking one of the cards at random—at least that way I can’t blame myself later for making an outright stupid decision—but my fingers land on the Louisa Cunningham license. I’m done being Addison Thomas. I don’t want to lie anymore.

“Look, officer,” Ward says, sitting up suddenly. “I’m going to be honest with you. I definitely have insurance, but I can’t find the card. I can call them if you want. But I’m going to warn you, the last time I tried that they put me on hold for—”

A pickup truck races past us on the highway, so close that the officer actually has to leap out of the way. Three police cruisers with flashing lights zoom after it in close pursuit.

The cop’s radio crackles. It’s a request for backup.

My hand is frozen, my fingers curled tightly around the proof of my identity. The officer clears his throat.

“Well, sir, I guess this is your lucky day,” he says to Ward. “Make sure you pay more attention to the road.” His eyes move to me. “Or take some allergy medication.”

And with that, he’s trotting back to his car. Before I even have the chance to exhale, his lights are on and he’s back on the highway, joining the chase of whatever idiot is driving that pickup truck.

That stupid, amazing idiot. Maybe I should send a muffin basket to his jail cell after all of this is over.

I’m so relieved that I practically melt back against my seat.

“Well, that was a close one,” Ward says with a laugh. “I haven’t had car insurance in four years.” He turns toward me, his eyes bright, but when he sees my expression, his eyebrows snap together. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

I feel like an idiot, getting as nervous as I did. I still feel a little queasy. But even though I know I probably overreacted, that my anxieties got the better of me, my voice is still tight when I say, “He wanted to see my ID.”

That’s a pretty vague way of explaining it, and it takes Ward a minute to get it. But then his eyes darken with understanding.

“You thought he’d arrest you,” he says softly, reaching out to touch my cheek. “For everything that happened back at Huntington Manor.”

I close my eyes so I can focus on the caress of his fingers. “It’s possible, isn’t it?”

He lets out a sigh. “I don’t know. I mean, you didn’t hurt anyone or anything like that. They’re not going to send the FBI after you. It might all depend on how Carolson decides to handle the situation.”

“That’s the problem.” I slowly peel open my eyes, meeting Ward’s deep blue ones. “I can’t imagine Carolson would just let this go. Why would he let me get away with any of it?”

“To protect the reputation of Huntington Manor. I can’t imagine having a disgruntled employee trying to destroy the place a week before the grand opening is exactly good press.”

“I think it’s a little too late to hide anything from the press,” I remind him. Not when I had my meltdown during the project’s Press Week. I sigh. “Do you think there’s any chance I can just walk away from all of this?”

Ward gives a small shake of his head.

“I don’t know,” he says.

He sits back against his seat. His fingers drop from my cheek. I have a lot of reasons to hate Edward Carolson, and his behavior toward Ward and Ward’s mother definitely isn’t the least of them.

It’s impossible to miss how conflicted Ward is about the man. Carolson might be a bastard and a ruthless businessman, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s Ward’s father. After all these years, Ward finally got the chance to meet the man. He got the chance to build something, however slight, out of the broken pieces of their relationship. Ward might claim to hate Carolson, but he can’t completely hide the complicated feelings beneath that—even if he’s not willing to admit those feelings to himself.

And I’ve made it even harder for him, I think. I’m the reason he’s here. Rather than working at Huntington Manor—where he’d at least have some chance of working through things with his father—he’s helping me, the girl who sabotaged Carolson’s largest and most public business venture to date.

It’s easy to forget, when I’m caught up in my own issues, that other people have problems, too. That Ward has problems. He might put on a strong face or a wide grin, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t suffering, too.

I reach out and brush my fingers against his arm. He smiles over at me, and I lean forward and kiss him. He seems surprised by the initial touch of my lips, but then his mouth opens beneath mine and he pulls me against him. I want to fall deep into him and never leave, all the more because I know that I can’t take back what I’m about to say.

I break the kiss and pull away—but not far enough to look into his eyes. I don’t want to see his expression when I speak.

“I want you to go back,” I whisper against his cheek.

His arms tighten. “What?”

“Go back. To your father.”

He draws back. “We’ve had this conversation. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I’m not asking you to stay,” I say softly. “I’m asking you to go.”

He grips me by the chin and tilts my face up toward his, forcing me to meet his gaze. His eyes search mine.

“No,” he says finally.

I blink. “No?”

“You asked. My answer is no.” He releases me and cranks the keys in the ignition.

I just look at him as the engine whirs to life. “If your father finds out you’re helping me—”

“We’ve talked about this. He probably already knows. And it doesn’t change anything.”

“Ward—”

“You can walk away,” he says. “You can get out of this car right now if you want.”

My voice is quiet. “I don’t want that.” He knows that. But he also needs to know that this isn’t all about me. “I just want you to be happy.” To have everything you deserve.

He looks over at me again, and his expression softens slightly. “Then let me decide what does that.”

He doesn’t wait for me to respond. He grips the wheel with both hands.

“Are you in or out?” he asks. “Because I’m going to the beach.”

I look out the window. At the palm trees. At the faded billboard for Sandy’s Surf Hut just ahead of us. I want him here. I want this man—this amazing man who makes my body sing and my heart swell with feeling—by my side for as long as he’ll have me. Even if it feels horribly selfish to admit it.

“Let’s go to the beach,” I say.

He nods, and then he’s pulling us back onto the highway. I let my hand hang out of the open window, let the rushing air push against my palm once more.

I’m not sure how long we’ve been driving—one or ten or twenty miles—when I feel the warmth of Ward’s hand on my leg. This time he doesn’t try to do anything. He just squeezes my thigh, and when I look over at him, he smiles without even taking his eyes off of the road.

There’s a lot of trouble behind us. There’s a lot of trouble here, sitting between us in Ward’s beat-up old sedan. Maybe I’ll be arrested. Maybe my brother will never speak to me again. Maybe Ward will come to regret choosing me over his father.

But I don’t want to think about Carolson. Or whatever trouble is waiting for us here or back home.

Home. I can’t really call it that anymore, can I? I mean, Huntington Manor—my family’s old estate—hasn’t technically been my home in almost two years. And even when it still belonged to my family, I spent so much time on the other side of the world, trying to find my purpose in life, that I haven’t had a real home in years. I have nowhere to go. Nowhere to be.

Except here. With Ward by my side. Figuring things out as we go.

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The water is cold. I stand just within its reach, right where the waves can lap at my feet and drag broken bits of shell around my toes as they attack and retreat. I don’t move. I let the ocean shift the sand beneath me. It leaves thick, off-white bubbles of sea foam clinging to my skin when it draws back.

I’d forgotten just how much I love the ocean.

I abandoned my shoes somewhere up on the dunes, and I’ve rolled my jeans up to my knees. I really, really wish I had my bathing suit right now. I’d love to dive headfirst into the waves.

Ward doesn’t have that problem. All he had to do was strip down to his boxers. He’s already in up to his thighs, and he seems to have forgotten everything but the expanse of dark blue-green water in front of him. I watch him from my place at the edge of the surf. He’s standing right where the waves are breaking, and he doesn’t even appear to mind that they’re splashing him well past his waist. If anything, that appears to be his goal—to get the greatest splash. A swell of water moves toward him, and he steps right into it, one of those big grins on his face.

This is his first time seeing the ocean, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so excited. He tries
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