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Prologue

When I was in elementary school, I thought being normal was the worst thing I could grow up to be. Maybe I was six or seven. We had to imagine ourselves as a grown-up, pick a career from a preapproved list, and then do a project. There wasn’t an option I wanted, so I picked doctor and went straight home to complain about it. My dad was thoroughly confused when I explained that I didn’t want to be a doctor or lawyer or teacher, but wanted to be a hairdresser exclusively for gorillas, who also juggled part time while in a traveling ukulele band.

He tried throwing logical facts at me but I was undeterred by the fact that gorillas probably didn’t need hairdressers, or that I didn’t know how to juggle or play ukulele, and that no one even wanted to see a juggling ukulele band in the first place.

Then he hit me with the that’s not a normal career path speech. I replied, in my cutesy, little-kid way, that being normal sounded boring, and I’d much rather have interesting things happen to me, even if they made my life harder. Looking back now, I would do anything to slap six- or seven-year-old me silly and eat my words out of existence.

My dad wanted me to have a normal, boring life without hardship. I scoffed at the idea. It’s ironic how in the end he was the one who set into motion a chain of events that ensured my life would never be completely normal again.

There have been multiple attempts to end my life made by two different men, all within in the last year. There’s Tony, the man who’s quite possibly a real psychopath, and the reason I’ve had to move three times and change my identity each time in order to keep myself safe.

Then there’s my boyfriend Aiden’s biological dad, Andrew Kessler, who’s ruthless and clearly has no problem getting someone to murder a teenage girl in order to send a message to his estranged son, who’d threatened to blow the whistle on his true, shitty past and ruin his chances of becoming governor.

My mother is having an affair with the father of one of my best friends, and I have no idea if or how I should tell Mason. Plus, there’s the whole Mason’s most likely in love with me thing that I really don’t even want to think about addressing right now.

Annalisa’s half brother, Luke, is going to stand trial for murdering Aiden’s stepfather, which he claims he doesn’t remember doing because he wasn’t sober at the time, and Annalisa is just now realizing that she can’t bear to not have Luke in her life.

Noah and Chase are in a weird we’re friends but not really stage because Chase walked in on Noah in bed with the love of Chase’s life, Charlotte, who really doesn’t know if she even likes either of them as more than friends.

My middle (and favorite) finger is dislocated from punching Ryan, Aiden’s now ex-stepbrother, in the face. My nose is swollen and bruised from walking into Mason’s elbow, and there are a bunch of cuts and bruises on my body from Aiden’s dad’s attempt to murder me.

And to make all of that worse, I’m being relocated as soon as the agents assigned to my case finalize our new location and identities. King City is the one place that feels like home, where I have friends I adore and a boy I love. But Aiden already knows all about me, and I decided to break some small rules so that I don’t have to completely give him up—namely the no contacting anyone from your old life rule. But what my mom and the agents don’t know won’t hurt them, and I’ll be supercareful. When the time comes to leave, I won’t feel like my heart is being ripped out; I’ll still have Aiden.

But in the meantime, while I’m still here in King City, not only do I have Kaitlyn and Ryan trying to make my life miserable, but my best friends are all in the middle of their own dramas, and I still have two grown men trying to kill me.

Nice.

Honestly, Julian’s the only one in this group who has his shit together and is living a relatively normal life—except for the fact that he hangs out with all of us.

After the accident when Aiden and I were run off the road by Harvey, Andrew’s right-hand man, Aiden and Mason gave the cops a pretty convincing story about what had happened, mostly sticking to the truth but omitting any mention of me or Julian. As far as I know, the detectives don’t see any discrepancies in their story.

Harvey, the man who ran Aiden and me off the road and tried to shoot me, wasn’t found, but “Aiden” didn’t deliver a kill shot, so authorities believe Harvey is injured. They ran the prints on the knife that he held to Aiden’s throat and they were matched to a Harvey Vedenin, who, to no surprise, has been arrested before. It’s also not a shock that Harvey Vedenin is a known associate and bodyguard of Andrew Kessler, which gives validity to Aiden’s story. Of course, there’s no evidence that actually proves Andrew Kessler was behind Harvey’s actions, but we know the truth.

Aiden and Mason stayed at the beach house for an extra week to sort everything out, and the rest of us returned home, Noah driving Jason and Jackson back to Mason’s house. During that week they stayed back, I didn’t dare go to school. While I couldn’t really afford to miss any more of it, I felt guilty returning to school and pretending everything was fine when it was anything but.

Aiden did end up speaking to Vivienne Henfrey, the reporter who’d made it clear she was not a fan of Kessler’s, and who’d practically begged Aiden to go on air. I watched Aiden on the news from home, my heart exploding with pride at seeing his handsome and determined face as he shared a part of his life that I knew he’d rather bury so far inside of him that his subconscious didn’t even know it was there. I know how hard it was for him to share his past, but he was confident as he told the world about how he is the son of Andrew Kessler. He explained how Andrew left when his mother was sick and pregnant, and how he hasn’t tried to contact his family since she died.

He was the same Aiden as usual—cold, stoic, and deadly beautiful, looking even more intimidating with the bruised jaw and ten stitches on the side of his forehead. And the world couldn’t help falling in love with him, right then and there. That’s the thing about Aiden. He has that presence and charm—even on camera, even when he’s not trying—that just makes people gravitate toward him, that makes people like him, makes them want him to like them, even when everything about him screams don’t mess with me.

Vivienne took Aiden’s story and old family photos and ran with it, destroying Kessler’s platform and family-friendly agenda with it. She basically proved that Kessler is the biggest hypocrite on the planet and doesn’t actually care or live by any of the issues he campaigned on. Obviously, Kessler denied everything. His team worked quickly and efficiently at his response and recovery from this new revelation, and as far as I know, he has no plans of dropping out of the race for governor.

We were all together when we heard Kessler say as much, and Charlotte asked, “He’ll never recover from this, right? People will think he’s an awful person or a phony or a hypocrite and won’t elect him if he chooses not to drop out? Right?”

Annalisa snorted as she replied. “You never know—worse people have done worse things in this country and have still been elected to high places of power, so …”

We all deflated a bit after that, knowing it was true, but at least Andrew’s under more public scrutiny and won’t make any attempts to take my or Aiden’s life anytime soon.

Hopefully.
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No matter how many times I’ve seen my face and body all bruised and scraped up, I’ve never gotten used to it. Even though it’s been just over a week since Aiden and I were in the car accident, I feel like the bruise on my cheek is taking way too long to go away; like it’s stubbornly remaining just to mock me, to remind me of what I’ve been through. My nose has healed from the accidental elbow to the face Mason dealt me at the beach house, but the rest of my bruises are taking their sweet time. Aiden’s injuries were worse than mine—I didn’t need stitches, at least—but every glance in the mirror reminds me of Harvey, of Andrew, and of how they’re still out there, getting away with their crimes, with their attempt to kill us.

A few days after school started, while I was stubbornly refusing to attend until my friends could join me, Makayla Thomas, Kaitlyn’s best friend, saw me at the grocery store, still banged up and bruised from the accident. She told everyone that my face is fucked up from botched plastic surgery, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes when Charlotte told me about that rumor going around the school. This means everyone’s going to try to get a look at me when I return today with Aiden, but that’s nothing in comparison to what he’s going to face when he steps in the building.

He doesn’t normally open up—it was a miracle when I got him to tell me even the most insignificant detail about himself, and he liked me. Having a bunch of stupid teenagers knowing your business and openly staring at you and stage-whispering as you walk by isn’t something he’ll especially enjoy. I haven’t seen him since the accident because he and Mason just got back last night, but I wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d decided to skip the next few days. But he’s not; he’s going to meet me at school, and while I missed him and am so excited to finally see him properly after a week apart, I’m also dreading it, because it’ll start the countdown to when I leave. Technically, the countdown started last week when school started, but I can’t bring myself to think about that, about how I wasted a week of my life here in King City before I’m relocated without Aiden, without my friend group. I don’t know how much time I have left before I’m forced to leave and become someone new, but I know I don’t want to throw away another single second. I’m going to make the most of it, even if it means going back to school and facing the gossip mongers who have nothing better to do than gawk and stare at us.

As I walk into the school for the first time since the break, I already feel the stares on me. I fidget with the necklace that Aiden got me for Christmas, feeling calmed by its weight. The necklace with a secret button to release a hidden blade has been around my neck since we left the beach house. Obviously, I know I shouldn’t be wearing it to school, but I can’t bear to take it off now. Besides the fact that Aiden got it for me and that its presence is comforting, I didn’t wear it the night Aiden and I went to meet with Vivienne Henfrey, and we were run off the road and almost killed. I could’ve really used it then against Harvey, so I’d much rather have it on me now, just in case. Besides, it doesn’t look like a switchblade, so I’m sure I won’t get in any trouble since no one will know. Either way, I keep it tucked under the collar of my shirt when I’m not fidgeting with it.

I meet Annalisa in the front hall, and she holds her head high as we walk, a scowl on her face as she stares down the people who gawk at us without shame until they bow their heads in submission. If I wasn’t her friend, I’d be terrified of her. We round the corner to get to my locker and I stop short. Leaning on my locker with his arms crossed, looking perfectly at home but still managing to appear menacing, is Aiden. Talking on the phone and FaceTiming this last week hasn’t done him justice; it’s nothing in comparison to him in person. A sense of peace washes over me at seeing him standing there, waiting for me, looking at me with hunger and impatience. Everything fades away as I walk over to him. Aiden pushes himself off of my locker and studies me as we approach him.

“How’s your face?” is the first thing he says to me once we’re close enough.

Wow. He’s so romantic. The corner of my lip turns up. “Not as bad as yours.”

He smiles at me as he shakes his head and immediately pulls me in for a hug. I melt as he rests his chin on the top of my head.

Yes, FaceTime cannot compare to being in his arms, to feeling the tight muscles in his back. It cannot compete with the feeling of my head tucked into his chest, with hearing his steady heart beating in time with mine beneath my ear, with the feeling of safety and assurance that comes with being in his arms. I can say with absolute certainty that nothing can substitute for the feeling of actually being with him in person.

“Are you okay?” he whispers.

There’s something about sharing a traumatic, life-threatening experience with someone that brings you immediately closer to them. When you think about it, Aiden and I kind of saved each other’s lives. Actually, not kind of. We did. After the car crash, when Harvey’s gun was pointed at me and he pulled the trigger, the shot went wide because of Aiden’s quick thinking. And when Harvey started slicing Aiden’s throat, he only stopped when I shot him. I’m so grateful my aim was good that day. Being with Aiden now, I instinctively know that no matter what happens in my life, he’ll always be close to my heart.

“Yes. Are you?”

He pushes a piece of hair behind my ear and pulls back to meet my eyes. “I’m better now.”

My heart flutters, and I remember when he said something similar to me after we got separated at the Tracks when the cops busted the races, which seems like forever ago, even though it’s only been about a month.

Annalisa clears her throat. “I wanted to know how you were, too, in case you were wondering.”

I laugh and separate myself from Aiden so Annalisa can have her turn with him.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” she says when they stop hugging.

Noah and Julian come around the corner and grab Aiden into one of those bro hugs.

“I knew we’d find you here,” Julian says to Aiden with a quick glance in my direction.

“But would it kill you to answer a text message every once in a while?” Noah complains as he gives Aiden a shove.

Aiden steps aside so I can open my locker.

“Hey, how are the twins handling all of this?” Annalisa asks. “Have you explained everything to them yet?”

Aiden runs his hand through his hair, which is getting kind of long. “Just like with the whole finding Greg dead outside our house thing, I didn’t exactly tell them everything. But they know who Andrew Kessler is now, and they don’t really care for him. So since we’re staying at Mason’s for a bit, Brian and Natalia have been really good with keeping them occupied and getting them ready for back to school.”

Ever since Aiden’s arrest, Mason’s dad has had legal custody over him and his brothers, Jason and Jackson. Once Aiden turns eighteen this week, he’ll file for custody. I’m guessing the current situation’s working out pretty well for now—since Aiden’s been dealing with a media frenzy, it’s helpful to have actual adults you can depend on around.

The warning bell rings so we all start moving toward class. As we walk, Aiden grabs my hand in his bigger one.

“Hey, just a heads-up, don’t make plans this Friday.” Noah grins, not so innocently.

Aiden sighs, apparently already knowing what Noah’s talking about. “I told you, I don’t want a birthday party.”

“You’re turning eighteen in two days! You’re getting a birthday party! My. House. This. Friday. Be. There,” Noah says.

“Noah, the last time you threw a party, you ended up in the hospital,” I point out, and I know none of us wants a repeat of that. Especially right now.

“You can’t just stop trying to live because something bad happened,” Noah says thoughtfully. “We’re just gonna pull up our big-boy and -girl pants and throw the best damn party that Aiden deserves. And no one is going to talk me out of it.”

It’s Aiden’s party, so really, he gets the final say. He mumbles something that sounds like “Fine, whatever,” under his breath, making Noah cheer triumphantly.

Bad things happen in life—especially mine lately—and we can’t let that stop us from living. I am going to get through senior year and have a normal life if it kills me, which it honestly just might. With my new resolution coursing through my veins, I feel more determined than ever to not let the bad things bring me down; to make the most of my time here in King City with my friends.

“What classes do you have after lunch, again? History, spare, then math with me?” Aiden asks me as we walk up the stairs.

“English, spare, then math. Why?”

“We have a sub for math.” His eyes light up mischievously. “What do you say we get out of here after English and go do something?”

“Like what?” I ask. Alone time with Aiden? Don’t have to ask me twice! We haven’t had any real alone time since before the accident.

“Your choice.”

“So if I wanted to get pancakes …?”

“Then you’re getting pancakes,” he replies, making my heart squeeze.

“Then how can I say no?” I’d never say no. Who knows how much time I have left with him?

“Good. I’ll meet you at your locker after fourth period.” He kisses my forehead quickly, an act that for some reason feels so much more intimate and sweet than a kiss on the lips, and leaves in the opposite direction with Julian.

Noah and I have the same subject, and we’ll drop Annalisa off along the way, continuing along to room 341, the class that started all of this, these friendships that mean so much to me.

“Well, damn. I’ve never felt more like a fifth wheel in my life,” Noah grumbles. “Anna and Julian were on one side of me making out, and Amelia and Aiden were on the other side of me making out. But no one’s over here making out with me before first period.”

“We were not making out.” Annalisa and I defend ourselves at the same time.

“Yeah, yeah.” He dismisses us. “Maybe it’s time I find a nice girl and settle down. Any suggestions?”

“Kaitlyn,” Annalisa says flatly.

We both swing our heads over to look at her.

“That’s not even funny,” I deadpan.

“No, I’m not talking about Noah,” she explains, tilting her head in the direction she was looking. “I meant Kaitlyn is coming.”

Sure enough, the she-devil herself is marching right in our direction.

I can practically feel the excitement coursing through Kaitlyn’s veins at getting to pick a fight with me. She must have gone stir crazy over the break without having me to annoy the shit out of. She and Makayla stop in front of me and cross their arms over their chests in what seems like practiced synchronicity, barely even noticing Annalisa and Noah at my side.

Kaitlyn has the same icy, blue eyes and permanent scowl etched on her face as always, but she looks different somehow.

“I’m glad you tried to fix your face over the break, it needed a lot of work done.” Kaitlyn sneers at me. “But I thought people get plastic surgery to make themselves look better, not worse. You should consider suing your doctor.”

Back at it again. Is it bad that I’m almost excited to trade insults with her? This feels somewhat normal, innocent even—at least in comparison to what we’ve just been through. “You must’ve sued the shit out of your doctor, then, Kaitlyn. I mean, I’d be pissed if my face came out like that.”

“Kaitlyn’s face came out great!” Makayla jumps to her defense, earning her a glare from her friend and an amused eyebrow raise from Annalisa, Noah, and me.

“I didn’t get plastic surgery, dumbass,” Kaitlyn hisses at her second-in-command before turning back to me. “Either way, that monstrosity you call a face is distracting everyone here. I could get you a paper bag to wear if you’d like?”

I narrow my eyes at her. “My face was good enough to steal your man.”

Ohhhh shit.

Boom.

Mic drop.

I didn’t actually steal Aiden from her, he’s made that abundantly clear. But damn, that felt good. I swear her eye twitches and a vein in her forehead pops, but she does a good job trying to remain calm and unfazed. Wow, maybe her New Year’s resolution is to try not reacting explosively. Annalisa’s laughing beside me, and Noah is practically glowing with pride.

“Ryan is twice the man Aiden is.”

Doubt it. “Not that I don’t thoroughly enjoy our time together, Kaitlyn, but is there a reason I’m spending my morning talking to you?”

Her blue eyes laser focus on me. “I hate you. I more than hate you, I despise you. You’ve had a good first semester, running around thinking you’re the queen of the school. But that ends now. This is my school. I’m running the show.”

She takes a step closer to me, and I force myself to square my shoulders and stay where I am, to not back down. The shadows under her eyes that she’s concealed with makeup are more prominent this close, and she seems different. Older, maybe. But still the same, entitled attitude.

“Ryan thinks there’s something off about you, more than in the sense of you being a stupid little bitch, and I agree. Andrew Kessler is going to ruin Aiden’s life, and we’re going to ruin yours.” She gets even closer to me, if possible, and this time I do step back. “Secrets don’t stay secrets forever. Stay out of my way.”

I open my mouth to lob back one of my patented snarky comebacks, but my mind draws a blank. Honestly, I’m a bit rattled. All the time she’s spent hanging out with Ryan has clearly changed her. She seems more focused and calculating, less likely to explode. She’s always been kind of scary, but now she seems more threatening, if possible.

Something on my face must give away how much her words affect me, because Noah steps in and gently pushes her away from me. “Lay off, Kaitlyn.”

She gives him a calculated look. “Don’t act like I killed someone. I’m not the one who has a murderer for a brother, am I, Annalisa?”

Oh. No. She. Didn’t.

Annalisa’s head snaps over to Kaitlyn so fast I get whiplash. “What?” she asks lowly, almost as a warning.

“Ryan said the Luke Montley who’s going to rot in prison for killing his dad comes from your white-trash family,” she basically sings, loud enough for the whole hallway to hear.

Annalisa and Luke have different last names, so when his came out in the news, no one harassed her since they didn’t know he was her brother. Even though Annalisa doesn’t have the greatest relationship with her brother, we all know how much this is affecting her, and how bothered she is by her brother being in this kind of trouble. I put a hand on Annalisa’s arm, warning her not to react the way Kaitlyn wants her to.

“Does your brother get his jollies from killing innocent old men? Is that what you do in your spare time, too, Anna?”

Suddenly, whatever was holding me back before disappears from my mind since it’s no longer me Kaitlyn’s threatening, it’s my friend. Brushing past Noah, I get so close to Kaitlyn that I can count each eyelash.

“Tread very carefully here, Kaitlyn,” I warn, my voice low, making sure she understands every word I’m saying. “I know your mom’s the principal and you think you’re untouchable, but I promise you, push the wrong buttons and nothing’s stopping us from pushing back.”

“I’m just stating facts,” Kaitlyn says confidently, no fear in her eyes at all.

Annalisa moves around Noah, assuring him she won’t do something stupid, and I step back so that she can stand in front of Kaitlyn. It takes Annalisa a great deal of strength to stand so near Kaitlyn and be somewhat calm. I can tell she’s fighting every instinct in her body that tells her to destroy Kaitlyn.

“Talk about me or my family again, and I will find you, and I will make sure that no amount of reconstructive surgery will be able to fix your face.”

The tone that Annalisa uses sends shivers down my spine, and she’s not even talking to me. To Kaitlyn’s credit, she looks completely unfazed by Annalisa’s promise. It’s probably something she’s heard plenty of times before from Annalisa. Kaitlyn actually smiles, as if she just won some game that Annalisa and I weren’t even aware we were playing.

“Just stay on your shitty side of town and we won’t have a problem.”

Satisfied, she turns around and struts off, shoving a freshman out of her way and into a locker without a thought as she continues down the hall, Makayla at her side.

“Whoa, someone took an extra dose of their evil psychopath pill this morning,” Noah says as Kaitlyn disappears around the corner.

I don’t hear what Annalisa replies, my brain focusing on what was just said. Secrets don’t stay secrets forever.

Here I was, excited to trade insults with Kaitlyn like the good old days and feel back to normal in our routine, our simple, safe routine in comparison to murder attempts and political scandals, but obviously Kaitlyn’s stepping up her game. Does she know something? Is she close to exposing me? If she doesn’t already know and digs deep enough, she’s going to stumble onto a secret that’s much bigger than she, or anyone, could’ve ever imagined.
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As I go through my morning classes it’s impossible to keep Kaitlyn’s words out of my mind. I don’t know how much time I’ll have at this school before I’m relocated, and even though it hasn’t all been pleasant, I’m going to miss it. I’m going to miss the shrieking toll of the bell, the beige color of our lockers, the fading GO LIONS! mural in the hallway, and as I walk through the halls after English and spot Aiden leaning against my locker, I know I’ll miss that sight most of all.

“Did you drive this morning?” he asks when I’m near enough, pushing off the locker.

“Nope, my mom’s home today so she dropped me off.”

“Perfect. I’ll drive then,” he says as we walk to the parking lot instead of to our next class.

“You got your new car already?” I ask.

Aiden’s beautiful Challenger was destroyed when Harvey ran us off the road. They wrote it off, which I know is heartbreaking for Aiden because he loved his car.

“No, my new car won’t be ready for another week or two. I’m driving a rental right now,” he answers, not quite looking at me as he adjusts the collar of his shirt.

I frown at him as my mind goes crazy trying to figure out what kind of car Aiden would pick out as a rental. Something fast, for sure. And definitely something pretty.

We exit the school and weave through the parking lot. “Where is it?” I ask, looking around for the fast and pretty car I’m imagining.

We’ve been walking for quite a bit, and we’re almost at the end of the parking lot. He stops walking and points to the automobile right in front of us. I look at the car and back at Aiden with wide eyes, then burst out laughing.

It’s a minivan.

“Aiden Parker, street-racing champion and all-around cool guy is driving a minivan? And not even one of the nice ones!”

I really don’t even have anything against minivans, but Aiden is just not the kind of guy you’d imagine getting out of one.

“Yeah, yeah, it’s the only car they had,” he murmurs, but there’s a ghost of a smile on his lips.

“This is why you parked all the way in the back, isn’t it?” I tease as he opens the passenger-side door.

“Just get in,” he grumbles adorably, and I laugh as I do. The seats aren’t leather like his Challenger, and I don’t see a bum warmer button anywhere. It’s not a stick shift either. Do they even make stick shift minivans? This must be killing him.

“Are you still craving pancakes?” he asks as he starts the car, scowling when it quietly purrs to life, decidedly lacking the customary roar of his Challenger.

It’s definitely killing him. I try not to laugh. “With strawberries. No, with Nutella. No! Strawberries and Nutella.”

“Where do you think we’re going to find a breakfast place open at 1 p.m. on a Monday?” he asks, as if trying to stump me.

Grinning arrogantly, I hold up a list on my phone with the location of at least thirteen breakfast places in the area.

“I did some research instead of paying attention in calculus.” I pass my phone to him to check out the options.

He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t look surprised. “Maybe that’s why you’re failing calculus.”

“Maybe I’m failing calculus because I have an awful tutor,” I joke.

We may tease, but Aiden actually has helped me pull up my calculus mark so far. For a minute, I wonder if he’ll help me with calculus over the phone once I move to my new school. I need to pass to graduate, and like everything else, he’s a good tutor. He passes my phone back to me and pulls out of the parking lot.

“Not only do you have the greatest tutor to walk this earth, but he’s also funny, charming, and ridiculously good looking.”

“You left out incredibly humble.”

He nods. “Yes, that too.”

I laugh, staring at him as if I can memorize the details of his profile. “Simmer down. You’re not that great.”

He takes his eyes off the road. “Aren’t I, though?”

Maybe.

He turns the radio on and raises the volume when he realizes it’s a song from my favorite band, Siren of the Heart.

Okay, he definitely is.

He reaches across the center console and grabs my hand, the warmth instantly making me feel at peace. It suddenly feels like so long since I’ve seen him, since I’ve really talked to him—not about the shallow stuff, but about the heavy stuff. The real stuff. It hits me all at once how much I missed him. As the lead singer of Siren of the Heart sings in the background about needing to be closer to his love, the tightening in my chest tells me I feel the same way. He’s sitting right here, right beside me, touching me, holding my hand, but for how long? How much longer will I get to be with him, to touch him, to feel his arms around me?

“Pull over,” I say.

“What?” Aiden’s eyebrows draw together as he scans me, but he pulls over easily since the road isn’t busy, and engages the parking brake. “What’s wrong?”

I can’t unbuckle my seat belt fast enough.

“Thea?” he asks, and my real name on his lips sends shivers down my spine.

Instead of answering him, I attempt to climb over the center console. Pain radiates from the crown of my skull when I bang it on the roof of the minivan. It’s more spacious compared to the Challenger, but I may have overestimated just how spacious.

Aiden’s eyes are wide. “What are you doing?”

I grumble as I unsuccessfully attempt to clear the center console. “I’m trying”—I bang my foot on the glove compartment—“to be cute and spontaneous”—I slip off my shoes, which are too bulky for what I’m attempting—“but I’m failing miserably.”

The expression on Aiden’s face changes as he realizes my intention.

“Don’t laugh at me!” I huff, and he doesn’t bother hiding the amusement on his face.

“I’m not. Here.” He reaches beside his seat and the seat slides back, giving me space. “Better?”

I flop into his lap with as much grace as I can manage and straddle him on the seat. His hands come to my waist under my leather jacket and my hands grip his shoulders, the earlier awkwardness gone in an instant and replaced with an intense longing. Leaning closer, I press against his chest, my heartbeat speeding up with each breath he takes, with each glance at my lips. His are mere inches from mine, hovering there, teasing me. He’s so close I can feel his shaky mint breath against my skin.

“Much,” I whisper when I can’t stand the miniscule distance anymore and bring my lips to his. As soon as his lips meet mine, the unsettled feeling in my chest lifts, and every nerve in my body awakens. It’s rough and desperate and I know he missed me as much as I did him. There’s a deep groan from the back of his throat and his hands slip under my shirt and up my back, pressing me even closer against his hard chest. I can feel him everywhere, invading all my senses. The softness of his hair as I run my fingers through it juxtaposes the hardness of his body, and the warm earthiness of his cologne mixes with something that’s entirely Aiden. As he kisses me, all my worries and problems melt away as I lose myself to everything he makes me feel.
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Sitting across from Aiden now at an all-day breakfast place not too far from my house, stealing not-so-subtle glances at him, I’m glad we have some alone time to talk things through. I told him about what happened this morning with Kaitlyn, but he assured me that she and Ryan combined didn’t have two brain cells to rub together, never mind be able to uncover my secret identity, and it put me at ease.

“How’s everything between you and Mason?” I ask between bites of Nutella smothered pancakes. “He barely said a word at lunch.”

“We’re good. We just kind of pretend that night didn’t happen, which is fine by me.”

He doesn’t need to clarify which night he’s referring to: the one at the beach house when Mason basically told Aiden that he’s an asshole who doesn’t deserve to be with me, right before everything with Harvey went down.

“Have you guys talked since?” he asks me.

“He called me to apologize for the hundredth time about my nose, and we talked a bit, but not about that night. I guess we’re going to pretend it didn’t happen too. I didn’t get a chance to talk to him in first period.”

Mason knows how I feel about Aiden; all our friends know. So even though he technically didn’t come right out and tell me that he has feelings for me, Aiden and I know the truth, and I’m sure our friends aren’t oblivious to it, even if they haven’t outright said anything. Mason is my friend, and I’d never want to hurt him, but I love Aiden, and Mason deserves more than trying to fight a battle he knows he already lost.

“How are you feeling about everything with your dad?” I ask, and Aiden’s jaw twitches. Every time I asked about it on FaceTime he would brush it off and ask me how I was coping with everything.

“You mean Andrew?” he corrects, and takes a sip of his coffee. “I’m fine. I haven’t heard from him since before New Year’s Eve, and it’s cool with me if I never hear from him again, unless it’s about him being arrested for ordering a hit on you.”

I hesitate. “And what about … everything else?”

“You mean the death threats from random people on the internet? As long as they leave my brothers alone, I don’t care.”

After Aiden’s interview exploded on the internet, he became semifamous. In addition to the whispers from kids in the hall, which didn’t faze Aiden at all today, he’s receiving both support and death threats from strangers. He doesn’t like talking about it, but my friends and I know it’s happening.

“Have they been getting worse?”

He shrugs, seemingly unaffected. “I’ve been trying to stay off social media. People can get really aggressive and I have other things to worry about.”

Being “Amelia,” I don’t have social media, but even I know the kinds of things people are saying about him and to him.

“Were these pancakes everything you ever wanted and then some?” he asks, biting into his crispy bacon.

I take his cue and we change the subject, continuing the conversation with lighter topics. We don’t talk about the past or anything that happened at the beach house. I think we may just need an afternoon where we don’t stress and can pretend everything is okay in our worlds. I’m not leaving him soon, and he’s not receiving death threats on the internet. We’re just two normal teenagers skipping sixth period, sharing a plate of pancakes.

“It’s still early, what should we do?” he asks me once the bill is paid and we’re making our way outside to the minivan.

“We can watch a movie at my house until you have to pick up the twins from school if you want?”

Aiden alone in my house? Please say yes, please say yes.

If he’s reading my mind, he doesn’t give me any indication. “Only if I can pick the movie.”

“Deal!” I agree and jump into the passenger seat. Geez, Amelia. Can you at least try not to look so eager?
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My house is quiet when I unlock the door and step over the threshold, Aiden following close behind.

“Mom?” I call as we close the door and take off our shoes and jackets. “Hello?”

No response. Guess she went out. I resist the urge to look at Aiden and let him see the excitement all over my face. We’re home alone.

“Did you pick a movie yet?” I ask Aiden as we walk down the hallway.

“Of course. But I’m going to keep it a surprise.” I already know it’s going to be a movie that scares the shit out of me.

“You set it up, I’ll grab some snacks.”

“We just ate,” he calls after me, but I ignore him. He’ll be the one who eats most of the popcorn, I already know it.

After I pop the popcorn and dump it into a bowl, I grab some drinks and find Aiden on the couch. As I suspected, the screen is full of movie options that all look terrifying.

“Admit it, you’re picking a scary movie so you can put your arm around me, aren’t you?” I tease as I settle beside him on the couch.

“I don’t need a scary movie as an excuse to put my arm around you,” he says.

Aiden puts his hand under my jaw and tilts my head up as his eyes draw me in like quicksand. They’re unguarded and readable, which is a treat from Aiden that I can’t get enough of. You can tell that he’s happy. He’s genuinely and truly happy, and that makes my heart soar.

He leans in and brings his lips to mine, and even though we spent a good chunk of this afternoon kissing, the way I feel when he kisses me still takes me by surprise. We can’t get close enough. The taste of his lips is addictive, and so are the shivers that run up my spine as he deepens the kiss and parts my lips, running his hands up my back under my shirt. My fingers tangle in his soft hair, so at odds against the rest of him since nothing else feels that way. He eases my shirt collar over to expose my shoulder and trails kisses across my neck, making me melt into a pile of nothingness at his touch.

The front door swings open, and my mom’s distinct laugh rings through the house before it’s suddenly cut off.

Aiden and I jump a foot apart on the couch, my heart racing frantically as I rearrange my clothes and make sure my hair doesn’t scream that we were making out. Why does Mom need to be home right now of all times?

As we glance into the hallway, toward the front door, my jaw drops to the floor. My mom is aggressively kissing Mason’s dad as she hops around and throws her heels haphazardly onto the floor. Mason’s dad just pulled my mom’s shirt off.

I’m going to puke.

Jumping up, I run into the hallway, making my presence known. “Mom!”

Brian Evans and my mom jump apart in surprise and stare at me, both breathless from earlier.

Gross.

“Oh … Amelia. Shouldn’t you be in school?” Mom asks, reaching down to find her discarded shirt on the floor.

Aiden comes to stand beside me, his expression neutral and not giving anything away, and I’ve never been as envious of his ability to hide his emotions as I am right now. My shock and horror are definitely written all over my face.

Aiden and I both know about my mom and Mason’s married dad, but they don’t know that we know. And we certainly haven’t ever witnessed them groping each other. That’s something I never, ever, ever want to see again. Ever.

Mom pulls her shirt back on and looks pointedly at us. “You skipped school to fool around with your boyfriend?”

“I’m not the one with my shirt off.” I provoke her with narrowed eyes.

“School ended about twenty minutes ago.” Aiden tries to smooth over the situation, but his steely eyes are locked on Mason’s dad. Brian took Aiden and his brothers in. He’s known Aiden for years. I wonder if he feels guilty now that Aiden, his son’s best friend, knows about his infidelity to his wife, who, from what I can tell from my only interaction with her before our vacation, is one of the sweetest women I’ve ever met. I try to fix my face to be neutral like Aiden’s.

“Yes, he’s right, Caroline. Time must have gotten away from us,” Brian says, adjusting his blazer and addressing my mom by her fake name, the one they gave her when I became Amelia.

Brian is a good-looking man, like an older version of Mason, with tanned olive skin and dark hair. I’d be proud of my mom if not for the fact that he’s married. He’s literally still wearing his wedding band as he’s cheating on his wife, the mother of one of my best friends.

“Listen kids,” Brian says, “I’m sorry you had to find out like this, but it’s complicated, more so than it may seem. Sometimes things just happen, and they need to be kept a secret for a reason. We wouldn’t want to start a lot more trouble for everyone unnecessarily, would we?”

Aiden and I stare at each other with the same is this guy for real look.

“We’re not five, Brian, don’t talk to us that way.” Aiden takes a step closer to him, this man, who before all this, was basically our hero. He stepped in when Aiden was arrested and got a lawyer for him. He managed to get custody of Aiden and his brothers so they wouldn’t be separated in the system when their stepfather, Greg, died. He suggested we get away for the break to de-stress from everything that went on and found us a beach house for free in the town Aiden suggested. He never gave us reason to doubt him—at least, not until I walked in on him with my mom when I forgot my sleeping pills. But I never told anyone about that, only Aiden.

Aiden continues, “You’re asking us to keep our mouths shut and forget what we all know. Mason is my best friend. I’m basically living with you and Natalia until I’m eighteen. You want me to lie to her for you?”

Brian locks eyes with Aiden, probably trying to decide how best to get his way. Before he can say anything to make this situation much worse, I exhale the breath I’ve been holding and look between my mom and Brian.

“We’ve both known for a couple of weeks and didn’t say anything,” I admit. “If you’re trying not to get caught, at least do a better job hiding it.”

It’s hard to keep the venom laced in my words hidden, and Mom opens her mouth then closes it again. They both look genuinely taken aback.

“You were spying on us?” she asks incredulously.

“As I said, you should do a better job hiding it,” I say flatly, then look over at Brian. “And you have a family. Your son is our best friend. The only reason we didn’t tell him yet is because we didn’t know how to do so without destroying his world. You need to figure your shit out, Brian.”

“I’ll have to take that into consideration, Amelia,” Brian says.

“This secret has been weighing on my conscience for two weeks now. I could barely look at Mason without wanting to puke the entire time we were in Torywood Springs. It’s not my place to say anything, but I will if I have to. I can’t keep living like this, running away every time he breathes in my direction because I can’t take the guilt. He deserves better. So—I’m going to say this once—either you tell him, or I will.”

Brian puts his hand on my mom’s lower back. “Like I said, this situation is … complicated. You’re right, Mason and Natalia deserve better, and it’s not our intention to hurt anyone. I’ll have to take some time to think about the best thing to do. Don’t say anything to Mason, I’ll figure out the best course of action.”

Aiden and I exchange a glance. Is he buying this? Am I?

Brian straightens up. “I should get going now. Good-bye, Caroline. Amelia. Aiden, I’ll see you at home later.”

He gives my mom a quick kiss and then turns to leave. Mom watches him go, then turns back to me and Aiden, trying to assume the Responsible Mom role instead of the Mistress one.

“I don’t think I like the fact that you two were here alone, doing goodness knows what. That’s not very responsible of you, Amelia,” she says, frown lines marring her mouth.

“And I don’t think I like the fact that you’re fucking my best friend’s married dad, so I guess we both can’t get what we want, can we?” I reply with as much attitude as I can.

Her mouth drops, and even I’m a little surprised. I guess to hell with a brain-to-mouth filter? But we did just catch her shirtless and making out with Brian, so she really can’t stand here and lecture me about being responsible. Such a hypocrite. We stare at each other in a standoff, our shoulders squared and eyes challenging the other to say something.

“I should go pick up the twins from school,” Aiden says. “I’ll call you tonight?”

Aiden slips out quickly to avoid the fight that’s about to happen. I don’t break the staring contest I’m having with Mom.

She’s the first to break. “I don’t think I want you seeing that boy anymore.”

“Who? Aiden?”

She turns and I trail after her into the kitchen, where she pulls some vegetables from the fridge and places them on a chopping board. I face her from the other side of the island.

“Yes, Aiden
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