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      May 2017…

      

      “Low-ee! Up.”

      Rolling my eyes, I flopped over onto my side and glared at my half-brother. He was two and couldn’t say Chloe, so I’d become Low-ee. I refused to admit that his mispronunciation was adorable because I was determined to hate everything about being here—including my father’s shiny new family.

      When I’d arrived almost a month ago, everything suddenly made a whole lot more sense. He’d disappeared from my life because he was too busy creating a brand-new one for himself, complete with a hot, young wife—a certified MILF according to the guys at my new school—and a precocious, bouncing, baby boy. Yup. My father was living the dream. A picture-perfect family. Wealth. Power. Status. All thanks to his new wife. He’d even taken her last name.

      “Low-ee!” Little Frank—original, huh?—grabbed my arm with his sticky fingers.

      “Ew.” I jerked away and rubbed my arm, my fingers coming away with a gooey honey colored substance. “What is all over your hand?”

      Larissa, my stepmother, rushed into my room. As usual, she was dressed like she was about to step onto a fashion runway in Paris—hair and nails done, clothes perfectly matched and wrinkle free. She was even wearing heels. Who wears heels around the house just because?

      “I’m sorry, Chloe.” She scooped up Little Frank and held him on her hip. “I made the mistake of giving him waffles with syrup this morning.” She frowned. “It’s about time for you to get up for school anyway.”

      When she left the room, I forced myself out of bed. Thanks to the little monster, I was going to have to shower now, too. Gathering my clothes, I headed to my private bathroom—one of the very few perks of living here.

      According to my father, Larissa “came from money,” whatever that meant. I didn’t speak rich. But based on the whispers at school, that was the worst kind of money to have. I didn’t know the difference, and I didn’t care. I was simply biding my time until my eighteenth birthday, and I had exactly one month and three days to go.

      After showering, dressing, and rushing through an under-toasted bagel, I grabbed my bag and chased Larissa out the front door. She was always running late, and I hated it.

      There was nothing quite like running across campus and barging into class ten minutes late, disheveled and panting like a dog, and having everyone stare at you. I missed the days of a five-minute drive to school, arriving in enough time to linger at my locker and talk with my friends. I never thought I’d say so, but I missed everything about Keene Valley.

      “C’mon, let’s get going.” Larissa waved at me from the driver’s seat.

      Her long, blonde hair was pulled into a tight, sleek ponytail. Designer sunglasses were perched on her nose. She was a poster child for a typical California girl.

      I climbed into her cherry red convertible coupe and hooked my seat belt. The air was chilly, and I was glad she didn’t have the top down.

      “Don’t you have to take Little Frank to daycare?” I asked.

      She shook her head, put the car in reverse, and backed out of the driveway. “Your father’s working from home today, so he’s watching Little Frank while I drive you to school.”

      My father was home? And he hadn’t bothered to show his face or say good morning? I didn’t know why I was still letting his actions disappoint me. I angled my body away from her and stared out the window.

      “Your father and I have a charity ball this weekend. Little Frank will be with my parents. Would you like to go with us?” She turned toward me, and from the corner of my eye, I could see her smile. “It could be fun to get all dressed up and go out. Fancy dinner. Dancing.”

      “No thanks,” I said.

      Larissa let out a frustrated sigh and didn’t speak to me again until she pulled into the school parking lot—or as I liked to call it, my personal hell. I opened the door and got out.

      “Have a good day, Chloe,” she called as I shut the door and waved at her.

      She’d been nothing but nice since I’d arrived, and I tried not to be mean to her. But she represented everything I’d lost—my mother, time with my father, the family I never truly had.

      I pulled my phone from the front pocket of my backpack—the phone Aunt Beth and Uncle Dean still paid for—plugged in my headphones, and headed across campus. I was actually a bit early today, and the quad was crawling with Malibu’s richest heirs.

      When my father had enrolled me at The James da Vincente Preparatory School, I’d thrown a tantrum worthy of earning the “Worst Behaved Toddler” award. Starting at another new school was bad enough, but starting at one of Malibu’s most expensive, elite, private schools was the absolute worst. The campus was a sea of pressed white shirts, sweater vests, and plaid skirts. Any teenager’s worst nightmare—a uniform.

      To make things even worse, everyone knew everyone else, and not in the small-town way like they had in Keene Valley, but in a who’s-who sort of way. The more well-known your last name, the more friends you had. And I was a nobody. An outcast. A fact made glaringly obvious by my severe lack of friends.

      I scrolled through my music until I found my favorite Black Veil Brides album. Pressing play, I picked up my pace and made my way to my first class before anyone else. I slipped into my assigned seat and put my head down.

      My music paused for a brief second, just long enough to alert me to an incoming message. Probably Abby again. She’d been calling and texting almost non-stop for more than a week now, but I’d been avoiding her.

      I missed her like crazy. I missed everyone back home, but I couldn’t handle hearing about life in Keene Valley and how everything was so wonderful while I was so miserable. I’d call her tonight, though.

      There was a firm tug, and then one of my earbuds popped out of my ear. I jerked upright, eyes wide. “Hey—”

      A cocky grin stared back at me. “Listening to anything good?” He put my earbud to his ear and listened for a moment. “BVB. Nice choice.” He smiled and handed the earbud back.

      My heart stopped. Was he talking to me? He had to be because no one else was in the room. Hesitantly, I reached for my earbud.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “I’m Simon,” he said.

      “I know who you are,” I said before I could stop myself.

      Arrogance flashed behind his dark, chocolate brown eyes. Everyone knew Simon Parker. Popular. Gorgeous. British. Ridiculously rich. And the object of every girl’s desire. Tall, athletic, and oozing self-confidence, his hair was too long for a buzz cut but too short to run your fingers through, causing a natural spike. The tips were frosted blond, a stark contrast to the otherwise dark brown color.

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a breathtaking, crooked smile. “I know who you are, too,” he said.

      I swore my eyes were going to pop out of my head. “You do?”

      “Yeah. You’re the new girl from New York. Chloe Madison.”

      The way he said my name, his accent twisting the sounds into something exotic, gave me a tiny thrill. “That’s me,” I said.

      Not a single person had bothered to talk to me since I’d arrived—until now—and the first person that did was none other than Simon Parker.

      “So, you’re a fan, yeah?” He nodded at the earbud I still held in my hand.

      I nodded. “How did you know I was listening to BVB?”

      “Your music was loud. I recognized the beat.”

      I tilted my head, slightly confused. “From the hallway? I mean, I know it’s loud, but not that loud.” I laughed.

      “No, when you walked by me in the quad. You didn’t even notice me. Figured I needed to fix that.” He winked.

      My face flamed with embarrassment. Simon was the type of guy who was hard to miss, and normally, I did notice him. But I’d been lost in my own head this morning.

      “So, you’re a fan, too, then?” I asked.

      Standing, he began to unbutton his shirt, and I stared, unsure if that was horror or desire spiking in my veins. Why was he taking his clothes off? I gripped the edge of the desk, my entire body tense, unable to look away.

      With a grin, he opened his shirt to reveal a Black Veil Brides T-shirt. I laughed, the tension easing from my body.

      “You ever seen them live?” he asked as he quickly rebuttoned his shirt. Anything with a band logo was against dress code, so the fact that he was hiding the contraband shirt beneath his uniform wasn’t all that crazy.

      “No,” I said.

      “Want to?” He returned to his seat and raised a brow, waiting. The tiny silver hoop that graced his eyebrow drew my attention. Piercings were against dress code, too, but he wore it well and without concern for the rules.

      “Yeah, someday, I guess.” I shrugged.

      His crooked grin returned, and he stood. “Perfect. Friday at six. I’ll pick you up.”

      The first bell rang, drowning out his words, but his words sounded an awful lot like he said he was going to pick me up Friday night.

      “Um, what?” I said.

      “I have an extra ticket to their show on Friday. I’ll pick you up at six.” He headed for the door as students began filing in.

      What the heck was going on? Had he seriously just asked me to go to a concert with him? I laughed at the absurdity. Of course, he hadn’t. I was a nobody. Simon was the most eligible bachelor on campus. We were like oil and water.

      “Yeah, right.” I barely contained a snort of disbelief.

      “What? You don’t want to go?” His expression turned somber, and a small frown pulled at his lips. I wondered how often anyone told him no, especially a girl he’d asked out.

      Olivia Parker, Simon’s sister, younger than him by only a year, shoved him out of the doorway. “Get to class,” she said.

      She was just as stunning as her brother. I’d heard rumors that she’d finished her first modeling job. I didn’t know if that was true, but the rumor was easy to believe. Her hair resembled the color of a rich cherry wood—deep red woven against dark brown locks.

      “Aw, Livi, love, you’d miss me if I wasn’t around.” He made a kissy face at her, which caused several girls to stop and watch.

      I had to admit, I was momentarily memorized by the sight of his lips puckered, his lashes fluttering in mockery.

      Then, he turned his attention to me. “Think about my offer, Chloe from New York.” He sauntered out of the room.

      I slouched down in my chair, but no matter how hard I tried to disappear, I didn’t. And I couldn’t stop the looks of complete shock and anger that the other girls hurled at me.

      Class progressed, and the dirty looks continued. Olivia kept slicing her gaze in my direction, like she was trying to figure out what her brother could possibly be doing talking to me. Or what offer he’d been talking about. Knowing my luck—and how much she obviously disliked me—she probably assumed his offer had something to do with favors in exchange for money.

      When the bell rang, I rushed out of the room, but I wasn’t quite fast enough.

      Olivia caught up to me before I reached my locker. “What’s the story with you and my brother?” Her accent was the same as Simon’s, making her sound cool but intimidating.

      “There’s no story,” I said.

      “Then what did he mean about his offer?” She crossed her arms and glared down at me.

      Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how tall she was, but she had to be a good foot taller than me. I stared at her a moment before my gaze shifted to a random spot behind her. Why couldn’t she just leave me alone?

      “Listen, Chloe. I don’t know what sort of deals you’re making with Simon, but he’s off limits to a slag like you.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder, gave me a disgusted look, then spun on her heel and walked away.

      I blew out a breath. Hitching my backpack higher on my shoulder, I reluctantly headed to my next class: Media Communications. That was the only good thing about this school—they offered a lot of extra electives and encouraged us to take them so we’d be well-rounded by the time we graduated. I was just grateful I didn’t have to take all the normal, boring classes, like World History.

      My steps faltered, and I frowned. Why did the thought of that make me sad? The feeling coursing through me was so strange, like that class was somehow important… Only, I had no idea why. Or why the thought of a random class affected me so deeply. I shook off the sudden melancholy and rushed across the courtyard to get to the technology building.

      Kids hung out in groups in the courtyard, seemingly unconcerned with being late to class. Me, on the other hand, wanted to get there early. I loathed walking into a full classroom, hated the way people still stared at me like I didn’t belong here. If only I could shout at them that I agreed. I didn’t belong here.

      The toe of my shoe caught on a bag that had been carelessly tossed on the ground, and I tripped. I held out my hands to break my fall, but my backpack slipped off my arm, knocking me off balance even more. My shin slammed against the edge of the concrete walkway, and I cried out in pain.

      Adjusting to sit on my butt, I peeled my sock down and winced. A large and very noticeable scrape covered my shin, the flesh red and angry. Blood oozed from the wound and trickled down my leg.

      Tears stung my eyes as I stood, snatched my backpack, and sprinted to the closest bathroom. I locked myself in a stall and unrolled a wad of toilet paper that I gingerly pressed against the scrape.

      “Ow.” I cringed.

      I hated this place so much. All I wanted to do was go home, back to Keene Valley where I had family and friends who were nice. I dug my cell phone from my backpack and opened my messages with Abby.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I can’t stay here another day. I need to come home now!!! Please. Beg your mom and dad to come get me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I quickly deleted my text and rested my head on the wall. If I sent that, Abby would want to know what was wrong, and I really didn’t want to explain how much of a loser I was around here—and not by choice. I didn’t need to add her pity to the list of things weighing me down.

      Drying my tears, I wiped the blood from my leg. The scrape wasn’t as bad as I thought. I pulled my socks up a little higher to cover as much of the cut as I could. Then I headed to class.

      My usual seat was occupied—because of course someone had taken my spot—so I searched for an empty one. Simon waved to me from the back of the room. I tried to pretend I didn’t notice, but when he called my name, I couldn’t ignore him.

      Slipping my bag off my shoulder, I took the seat next to him. The room was set up like a typical science lab with tables that sat two people, but instead of microscopes, we had computers.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “About Friday…”

      “Yeah, about that.” I ran my finger along the edge of the keyboard, refusing to look at him, knowing if I did, I’d be swayed from my decision. “Your offer was sweet, and really generous, but I’m not going to be able to go.”

      “If it’s a problem with your mum and dad, I can ask them. Parents can never say no to me.” He laughed, and my heart tripped over itself.

      Despite my better judgement, I faced him. “You’re used to getting your way, aren’t you?”

      “It’s the Brit in me. Everyone loves it.” He lifted a single brow and gave me a cocky grin.

      Shaking my head, I smiled. Who cared what Olivia thought? If I was stuck here, I might as well have some fun. And really, Simon was the only good thing about being here, and I desperately needed a little bit of good right now.

      “So, six p.m.?” I asked.
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            Homesick

          

        

      

    

    
      I had the luxury of Larissa driving me to school in the morning, but because of her charity commitments, she couldn’t pick me up at the end of the day, so she arranged for a personal driver to bring me home. His name was Declan, and he was nice—funny, too—but I always felt so awkward in the car with him, like I was some sort of celebrity who needed to be pampered.

      I’d never had a car of my own—Mom could never afford to buy me one—and I hadn’t expected Aunt Beth and Uncle Dean to buy me one. Though, I did secretly hope Dad would eventually give me a car, but he hadn’t mentioned anything about that.

      Declan pulled up in front of the house and quietly came around to open my door for me. I climbed out awkwardly, the scrape on my leg making getting out of the low-riding car a little difficult.

      “Thanks, Declan.” I waved at him over my shoulder. “See you tomorrow.”

      I headed into the kitchen to find Little Frank at the table eating a snack. Larissa wasn’t home, but Dad was. He sat at the opposite end of the table, laptop open, and papers spread out around him.

      “How was school?” he asked, not bothering to look away from his computer screen.

      He asked me that same question every single day, but I wasn’t convinced he actually cared. I was convinced he was asking because he thought he had to, like he’d read the tip in some parenting book or something.

      “Fine.” I searched in the fridge for a bottle of water.

      “The other kids treating you well?”

      “If by well you mean ignoring me and pretending I don’t exist, then yeah. I’m getting the red-carpet treatment.” I twisted off the top and took a long drink, hoping the cold liquid would cool my rising anger.

      He took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Honestly, Chloe. You could at least try to make an effort.”

      “So could you,” I shot back.

      Dad sighed but didn’t say anything else.

      I ruffled Little Frank’s hair and headed upstairs. Once in my room, I dropped my bag to the floor and took my mother’s urn from the dresser. “I miss you. And I hate it here. So much. I—”

      My cell phone rang. Setting the urn carefully on my nightstand, I dug through my bag until I found my phone. It was Abby. Again. I swiped my finger across the screen.

      “Hey,” I said, faking as much cheer as I could. “What’s up?”

      “You’re seriously going to act like nothing’s wrong? You’ve been avoiding my calls for days and not answering my texts. What gives?”

      I sighed. So much for small talk. “I know. I’m sorry. School has been crazy, and the people here suck. I hate my classes and my teachers and my father and the sun and…” Running out of breath, I inhaled deeply, prepared to keep unloading about how horrible my life was when Abby laughed.

      “You felt that way when you first moved here, too, and things got better. Give it time.”

      “Time’s not going to help,” I grumbled.

      She just couldn’t understand what it was like to have her life—her security—ripped away from her. Twice.

      “Sorry to be so miserable.” I stood and stretched. “What’s been going on at home?”

      “Mom and Dad are still trying to figure out a way to get you back here with us.”

      “And?” Butterflies battled in my stomach. Something about her tone was off. Total silence met my question, and for a moment, I thought we might have been disconnected, but then I heard her wary sigh. “Abby?”

      “Don’t tell them I told you, okay?”

      “Just tell me,” I snapped.

      “Their lawyer said they don’t have a case, and even if they did, it would take months just to get through the court system, so if you want to come home, it’s best to just wait until you’re eighteen, but that’s okay because that’s not too far away. Just another month. You can make it that long, I know you can, and then you can come home and do your senior year here,” she said on a rush of breath.

      I stood near my closet door, letting her words sink in. Deep down, I’d known this was a likely possibility, but to have my fear confirmed sucked. Big time.

      “Chloe? I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.” My father was to blame. Everything sucky about my life was his fault.

      “I miss you.” Her voice was sad, and that only made me more upset.

      “I miss you, too. How’s everyone else doing?”

      I never thought I’d miss anyone as much as I missed Mom, but it was a close call with Abby, Aunt Beth, and Uncle Dean. And all my friends. I wandered back over to my bed and flopped down, causing my pillow to topple over onto my face. I didn’t bother moving the pillow. Maybe I’d accidentally suffocate myself.

      “Good. Ellie and Nick finally hooked up,” she said.

      My eyes widened. “No way. Seriously?”

      A stab of guilt pierced my chest. I was supposed to talk to Nick, but I’d never gotten the chance. I’d have to return Ellie’s call later and get all the details—and I sort of missed her incessant rambling.

      “Mm-hmm. You should see them together. They are so adorable.” She sighed. “I think Gina is jealous, though. That, or she’s mad because Ellie’s been ignoring her.”

      I tossed the pillow to the floor and sat up. That didn’t sound like Ellie. Or Gina. Not that I knew Gina all that well, but she didn’t strike me as the jealous type. I was definitely going to call Ellie later.

      “How are Tonya and Luke?” I asked.

      “Okay, I guess. I really don’t talk to them much.”

      Guess I’d have to ask Ellie about them. At least that would give us something to talk about other than my “glamorous city life.” Ellie’s words—not mine. She thought that living so close to Hollywood was awesome, and every time we talked, she’d ask if I’d met any celebrities. Maybe that’s why I’d been avoiding her. I was tired of pretending everything was okay when in reality, I was dying inside.

      “Malibu can’t really be that bad, can it?” Abby asked.

      That was another question I was tired of answering. Malibu wasn’t as great as everyone seemed to think.

      “Ugh.” I groaned. “You have no idea. I swear, everyone at my school has more money than brains, and they are so stuck up.” My mind flitted to Olivia. “Let’s just say it’s nothing like Keene Valley.”

      A loud rustling noise filled my ear followed by a crunch. “Sorry.” Clearly, she had a mouthful of food. “Maybe you can come here after school lets out. Think Frank will let you? I mean, you’ll be eighteen a couple weeks after school ends anyway, so maybe he won’t make you wait.”

      I smiled at how Abby used his name rather than calling him my father. But her words reminded me of how he was responsible for yet another crappy thing in my life…

      When he’d abandoned me and Mom, I hadn’t handled his disappearance very well. I’d started acting out in school, not doing my work, pretending to be sick so I could stay home, just being an all-around brat. My teacher, the principal, and my mother all decided to hold me back a year so that I could properly deal with everything. And now, I wouldn’t be graduating until I was days away from nineteen.

      “I don’t know. I can ask him,” I said.

      Although, I’d probably have better luck asking Larissa and having her convince Frank to let me go. Then she’d probably invite me to that charity ball again, and I’d be a jerk if I said no twice. Ugh. This day kept getting worse.

      “Ask him.” Another loud crunch.

      I held the phone away from my ear. “What are you eating?”

      “Pretzels.” She laughed. “Hey, I gotta go. Mom is calling me down to help with dinner.”

      “Okay.” Sadness settled like an anchor on my chest.

      We typically had family dinners here, too, but they were nothing like the family dinners with Auth Beth and Uncle Dean. Those were warm and loving and safe. The meals here were stiff and done more out of obligation than want.

      I shook my head and clutched my phone, debating whether to text Ellie. I wasn’t sure I could emotionally handle talking to her right this second.

      Tossing my phone on the foot of the bed, I lugged my backpack closer and pulled out my school issued tablet. Even though my new school offered a lot of cool classes, I still couldn’t get out of taking math.

      After an hour of solving differential equations, the numbers started to blur together. I straightened, and my back protested. So did my legs.

      “Ouch.” I stood and stretched, mentally scolding myself for sitting hunched over on my bed like I had been.

      Snatching my phone, I checked for messages. I had one from Ellie. I opened the text and was greeted with a picture of her and Nick. He had his arm around her, and they were both smiling.

      I sank down onto the mattress, tears stinging my eyes. I was happy for them, but the wave of homesickness that crashed over me washed away any joy I felt. I hit reply.

      Me: so happy for you!

      And as soon as I hit send, I shut off my phone.

      Not that I didn’t want to talk to her—I did—I just couldn’t handle her high energy pep right now. Once I had my emotions in check, I’d turn my phone back on and face my friends. Until then, I was going to pretend Keene Valley and everyone there didn’t exist. Probably wouldn’t be successful, but it was worth a shot.

      I spent another two hours buried in a mound of homework—not because I had a ton of assignments due, but because I had nothing fun to do. No friends. No hobbies. No job. I froze with my pen poised above my paper.

      That wasn’t a bad idea. My heart beat faster at the possibility. A job would get me out of this house, away from my father, and a paycheck would give me money to get back to Keene Valley, because I was not expecting my father to help.

      Stuffing my papers into my notebook, I slammed it closed and shoved everything into my backpack. Then I opened my laptop, found the website for the local newspaper. The “help wanted” section linked to a job search site. I created an account and searched for local jobs.

      “Whoa,” I whispered when the results popped up.

      I scrolled through them, quickly dismissing any that required skills I didn’t have and any that were too far away. I’d have to be able to walk to a job… Unless I could convince Declan to drive me. Although, getting a job that I’d have to quit a month later was probably a silly thing to do. Oh, well. I needed to do something to get out of this house.

      “Chloe?” Larissa’s voice rang through the hallway outside my room.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah?”

      “Please come downstairs for dinner.” She paused, and I stared at my door, expecting her to walk in. Instead, she said, “There’s something your father and I would like to discuss with you.”

      Groaning, I closed my laptop. “Yup.”

      My stomach knotted. I was positive whatever they wanted to discuss was nothing more than another lecture about how I was a part of this family, and I should start acting like it. They’d had that talk with me shortly after I’d arrived, and I bluntly pointed out that I never asked to be here. Larissa had gotten up from the table, crying, and my father scolded me like I was seven not seventeen. We hadn’t had that talk since.

      Until now, apparently.
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      I stood and stretched my tight muscles. My stomach grumbled as I headed downstairs. Frank and Larissa were seated at the table.

      “Where’s Little Frank?” I asked.

      He was normally strapped into his highchair and situated next to Larissa.

      “He’s already been fed and is with the nanny,” Frank said.

      His gaze was on the food in front of him. For a man who claimed to want to repair our relationship, he barely looked at me. And he spoke to me even less.

      “We felt it would be better to talk without any interruptions.” Larissa smiled and nodded at the seat across from my father.

      Reluctantly, I sat. A perfectly roasted chicken surrounded by tiny, red potatoes mixed with colorful, sautéed vegetables sat on a platter in the center of the table. Scents of butter, garlic, and a myriad of other spices wafted toward me.

      My mouth watered. I had to give Larissa props for her mad cooking skills.

      Frank carved into the chicken like some regal patriarch, setting a large chunk on his plate before giving Larissa and I some. He was such a fraud.

      “So.” I cleared my throat. “I was thinking… I’d like to get a part-time job after school.”

      My father looked up at me, eyes narrowed. “You don’t need the money, Chloe. I provide everything you need so that you can focus on your studies.”

      I clenched my hands into fists and put them in my lap. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly parading friends through here. I want something to do.”

      “I think it’s a great idea.” Larissa offered me some potatoes, and I nodded. “It will be good for you to meet some new people, and it’s a great way to learn some responsibility.”

      Learn some responsibility? Had she forgotten that I’d been the only one to take care of my injured mother? Or that I’d been responsible enough to agree to take her off life support? I snorted with disgust.

      “Chloe,” my father warned.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. I shouldn’t be so mean to Larissa. She hadn’t done anything to me, and she wasn’t really that bad. “I just disagree with the idea that I need to learn responsibility. But you’re right, Larissa. I do need to get out of this house and meet new people.”

      She beamed a smile at me, and I returned the gesture. “If you need help with the applications, let me know,” she said. “And if you need a ride, Declan will be happy to drive you after school.”

      “Thanks.” Relief settled on me.

      Having a ride opened up a lot more opportunities. Although, having my own car would be better, but I hadn’t gathered enough courage to bring up that idea, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask my father for something so big when I had no intentions of staying here a day longer than necessary.

      Frank took a bite of food and nodded. When he swallowed, he said, “Now that we have that settled…” He took a drink of water, then gave me a pointed look. “Larissa says she invited you to the fundraiser Saturday night and you declined. Rather rudely.”

      Larissa hung her head, refusing to look at me. Did she feel guilty for tattling on me? Probably not, or else she wouldn’t have said anything to my father in the first place.

      I took a deep breath and forced myself not to be rude now, either. If I wanted to go to the concert with Simon on Friday, I was going to have to play nice and pretend to be a happy, well-adjusted daughter.

      “I’m sorry I was rude this morning, Larissa.” I took another drink. “I’d be happy to go to the fundraiser with you two.”

      Frank froze with his fork halfway to his mouth. Skepticism played across his face, and I held my breath. Had I gone too far with trying to be nice?

      “What do you want in return?” he asked.

      I laughed, then clamped my lips shut. Surely, he wasn’t expecting me to be so easily agreeable. “I’ve been invited to a concert Friday night, and I’d like to go.” I kept my tone calm.

      “What concert?” Larissa asked.

      “Where is it?” Frank asked.

      “Who invited you?” Larissa set her fork down and folded her arms on the table.

      “How much is it going to cost?” Frank reached for more chicken.

      My head spun with their rapid-fire questions. “Um. It’s Black Veil Brides. I’m not sure where it is, but it shouldn’t cost anything. A friend from school offered me a ticket, and he’ll pick me up.”

      “He?” Frank raised a brow. “So, it’s a date?”

      I shook my head. “No. It’s two friends who like the same band hanging out. Trust me. This is not a date.”

      If he only knew how ridiculous that was, we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.

      “You still haven’t told us who you’re going with,” Larissa said.

      I swallowed a piece of chicken and washed it down with a mouthful of water. “His name is Simon Parker. We have a couple classes together.”

      “Simon Parker?” Larissa’s eyes widened. “Son of Raymond Parker? Owner and CEO of Parker Motion Pictures?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”

      I had no idea who Simon’s father was, and I didn’t care. But based on the grins she and my father shared, Raymond Parker was a big deal. I should’ve known that Larissa would know of Simon and his family. She seemed to know everyone in this city. That was the only reason they’d gotten me into The James da Vincente Preparatory School, because Larissa knew the dean—he was a friend of the family.

      “He’ll come here to pick you up?” Frank asked.

      I nodded. “Six o’clock.”

      He looked to Larissa, who smiled again.

      “I’m fine with you going,” he said. “But you have to go to the fundraiser with us on Saturday—no backing out—and we expect Simon to come to the door to get you. We’d like to meet him.”

      Jaw clenched, I gave another nod. This wasn’t the 1950s where a guy had to meet a girl’s father and get his approval. And, most importantly, this wasn’t even a date. If a girl was coming to pick me up, I guarantee they wouldn’t insist on meeting her. I so badly wanted to point that out, but if I caused trouble, they wouldn’t let me go.

      “Okay,” I agreed begrudgingly.

      “Good.” Frank resumed eating.

      So did I, and we fell silent for a while.

      When he finished, he pushed his plate away and leaned back in his chair. “I’m glad you’re making an effort to be more involved with this family, Chloe.” He reached over and took Larissa’s hand. “We really want you to be happy here.”

      I forced a smile, not bothering to tell him that the only reason I was being agreeable was so I could get what I wanted. But I’d let him think otherwise. For now. I’d have to wait to ask him about Keene Valley, though. I didn’t want to press my luck.

      “Do you have any idea where you might like to work?” Larissa asked.

      I shrugged. “Not really. I don’t want to wait tables or anything like that. Working in a coffee shop might be fun. Or at an ice cream stand.”

      “Have you considered tutoring?” Frank rubbed his hand over his stomach. “Your grades are excellent. I’m sure you could make decent money, especially around here.”

      Was he for real? I was already a loser as far as my classmates were concerned. Asking for their money so I could show them how academically superior I was wouldn’t gain me any popularity. In fact, the only thing I’d probably get out of tutoring was more dirty looks and nasty rumors. And knowing my luck—a flashy lawsuit for something ridiculous. Olivia was already under the impression I was “trading favors” with her brother.

      “No,” I said after a moment. “I don’t have the patience to teach.”

      “You should think about it.” He nodded as if that were the end of the conversation.

      I didn’t bother to respond. He wouldn’t acknowledge me if I did, and I wasn’t going to fight with him. Though, his suggestion was burrowing deeper into my brain.

      Being a tutor didn’t mean I had to tutor kids from my school. I could work with younger kids from the elementary school, or even kids from other local high schools. Maybe I should post an ad online, see what happened.

      “Oh, you know what we should do, Frank?” Larissa placed her hand on his arm, her eyes bright with excitement. “We should pay Chloe to go through all those boxes of pictures and documents in the attic and scan them into the computer.” She turned to me, smiling. “What do you think? It would give you something to do and a little bit of spending money.”

      “Yeah, but it won’t get me out of the house.” I mentally cringed and took a deep, calming breath. “I mean, how many new people am I going to meet in the attic?” I laughed despite the sinking feeling in my chest.

      She sighed and nodded. “You’re absolutely right.”

      “It’s a great idea,” Dad said before pinning me with a stern glare. “If you don’t have any luck finding a job, you can take Larissa up on her offer.”

      “Yes, sir.” I gritted my teeth and clenched my hands into fists under the table. I had to find a job, and I no longer cared what kind of job as long as I got out of this house.

      “Great!” Larissa pushed away from the table and stood. “I bought a cheesecake for dessert. Would either of you like a slice?”

      “No thanks. I still have homework to finish.”

      That was a lie. I needed to finish going through the job listings, post an ad for tutoring services, and call Ellie. I took my plate to the kitchen, and then headed upstairs.

      Little Frank’s room was across the hall from mine, and I could hear the nanny’s muted voice followed by Little Frank’s giggles. Despite myself, I smiled and debated peeking my head in to check on him. Allowing myself to get attached to him would only make leaving harder. Best to keep my distance.

      I veered off into my room and closed the door. My laptop was still on my bed where I’d left it. After changing into pajamas, I climbed into bed and opened the job listings site I’d found earlier. I applied to a few places, but I wasn’t really excited about them. Working at the local shelter would be fun, and an unbidden smiled tugged at my mouth. Mom would have encouraged me to go after that job. I decided to apply.

      An hour and six applications later, I’d exhausted my possibilities. I quickly wrote and posted an ad for tutoring services, noting I specialized in English, some math, and Biology. I included my name, cell phone number, and email, though I doubted anyone would actually hire me.

      Closing my laptop and setting it on the floor, I grabbed my cell phone. I had two text messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Abby: Sorry I bailed earlier.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Abby: What’re you doing? Call me!

      

      

      

      

      

      I also had a voicemail from Aunt Beth. Heart racing, I listened. “Hi, Chloe. I hope you’re doing okay. When you get a chance, please call me back. There are a few things I need to go over with you. Dean says hi. We love and miss you.”

      I closed my eyes against the threat of tears. Since I’d been here, my father hadn’t once said he loved me. Opening my call log, I easily found Aunt Beth’s number. My finger was poised over the call button when my screen lit up with a notification.

      Simon Parker has sent you a friend request.

      A tiny thrill shot through me. I quickly accepted his request and then called Aunt Beth.

      She answered on the second ring. “Chloe.” She sounded genuinely happy to hear from me. “How are you?”

      “Okay.” My voice was shaky, but I didn’t know why. Abby had already given me the bad news. “Been keeping busy with school, and I’m looking for a part time job.”

      “That’s great.” She paused, and I could picture her smiling, her eyes alight with pride and excitement. “Dean and I met with our lawyer.”

      “I know,” I said, then cringed. “I mean, Abby already told me. She knows she wasn’t supposed to, but I begged her. Please don’t yell at her.” I frowned.

      Silence.

      “Aunt Beth?”

      “That child.” She sighed. “I’m sorry I don’t have better news for you, but I promise we’re not giving up.”

      “It’s all right.” My shoulders slumped with defeat. “It’s not much longer until I’m eighteen.”

      Plus, if I got a job, being stuck here would be slightly more bearable. And I had one friend now, so that was cool. At least, I thought I did. I still wasn’t sure what Simon’s motives were.

      “Well, you can guarantee that the day you turn eighteen, we will be there to bring you home,” she said.

      My chest seized at her words and the intensity of her tone. “You’d really do that?” I expected to have to find my own way back to Keene Valley.

      “Of course, we will. You’re part of this family, Chloe. You belong here with us. Besides, I’ve always wanted to see California.”

      I laughed. “Thanks, Aunt Beth.” I leaned back against my pillows and closed my eyes. One more month… I could survive that long.

      “You bet.” She sighed again.

      She seemed unusually agitated. I hoped telling her that Abby had already given me the bad news hadn’t upset her too much. And I really hoped Abby didn’t get into trouble—she’d never forgive me.

      “Well, I’d better get going. I’ll call again tomorrow, okay?” Aunt Beth said.

      “Okay. I’ll talk to ya tomorrow. Love you,” I said, then ended the call.

      Blowing out a breath, I rubbed my hands over my face. Even though I had to wait only a month to leave this place, that month felt like an eternity. Tears spilled down my cheeks, and I hastily wiped them away. Calling Ellie would have to wait until tomorrow because I couldn’t handle her rambling right now, and I didn’t want her to know how miserable I was.

      I slid beneath my blankets and pulled them up to my chin. But my not-so-brilliant plan to sleep the next month away was interrupted by another notification. Simon had sent me a message.
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            Social Pariah

          

        

      

    

    
      I snuggled deeper beneath the blankets and opened the messenger app to read what Simon had sent.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon: I want ice cream.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shook my head. That was totally random. I typed a reply, deleted it, then typed another one.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: So go get some.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send, then bit my bottom lip. Was that rude? Maybe that message wasn’t even meant for me. He was going to think I was a jerk. Or a freak. I groaned. Why did socializing with new people have to be so hard?

      A moment later, I got a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon: Want to come with?

      

      

      

      

      

      My eyes widened. First, he asked me to the concert, and now he was asking me to go have ice cream with him? What on earth was happening?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Sorry. already in my pjs.

      

      

      

      

      

      I added the frowning emoji and hit send.

      Instantly, I receive a grinning emoji followed by:

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon: Tell me more.

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a surprised laugh. Before I could type anything, he sent another one.

      
        
          
            
              
        Simon: Sorry. That was rude. I’ll bring you ice cream tomorrow. Have a good night.

      

      

      

      

      

      And then the little green circle indicating he was online disappeared. I stared at my phone in disbelief. Disappointment crept up. I should’ve said yes.

      But then I would’ve had to ask Frank and Larissa, and I did not want to have that conversation with them again. Plus, I wanted to give Simon a heads up about meeting them and give him the chance to bail. I would not force him to meet my dad and stepmom; although, I had a feeling he wouldn’t mind.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I shoved my books into my bag, stuck my earbuds in my ears, and cranked up the volume on my phone. The opening cords of Faithless filled my ears and calmed my nerves. Head down, I hurried out of the classroom and across the outdoor quad that was now full of students.

      This place was tolerable during classes, but lunch was what I imagined prison must be like. Normally, no one bothered me, and I’m hoping that stayed the same, but ever since Simon talked to me yesterday, people have been whispering and snickering. And I knew the gossip was about me.

      Hitching my strap higher on my shoulder, I stayed close to the building and ducked around the corner. The technology and English buildings were too close together for any tables, which made the area a great hideaway.

      I headed for the small tree about halfway down and tossed my bag to the ground before lowering myself to the grass. Then I took a deep breath. Only two and a half more hours to go.

      Opening my email on my phone, I scrolled through my messages until I got to one from the local animal shelter. I’d applied there last night.

      Sitting straighter, I opened the email and read so fast I couldn’t comprehend anything. I forced myself to slow down and read the message again. My hopes were dashed when I realized they’d only emailed to let me know the position had already been filled.

      Ugh. I yanked my earbuds out and shut off my music. I lifted my head to see Simon standing above me, grinning.

      “I promised you ice cream.” He held a second ice cream bar in his other hand.

      “Thanks.” I took the stick and smiled.

      He sat beside me and licked at his ice cream.

      I quickly looked away, not wanting him to catch me staring. “How did you know I was here?”

      “You always sit here at lunch.” He took a bite of the frozen, chocolate concoction.

      Should I be flattered or upset at how much attention he paid to my habits? Clearly, I wasn’t as invisible around here as I thought.

      I took a small bite of my ice cream before it could start to melt. Would Simon insist on sitting here with me from now on? If he did, I wouldn’t object—unless he decided to invite his friends. Or his sister. I frowned.

      “I can see why you like to hide here.” He looked around. “It’s quiet.”

      “I’m not hiding,” I said, but I couldn’t make my lie convincing to my own ears—no way Simon believed me.

      “I get it.” He nudged my shoulder with his. “I’m just sorry I didn’t find this place first.”

      I laughed. “Well, as long as you don’t tell anyone, you’re welcome to sit here with me.”

      Embarrassment snaked up my neck and exploded on my face, and I focused on my ice cream, praying he wouldn’t notice. Just because he’d been nice and invited me to a concert didn’t mean he wanted to hang out all the time.

      “Just you and me, yeah?” He nodded. “I like that even more.”

      I took another bite of my ice cream to stop from grinning like an idiot. We finished our treats in silence.

      “So, about Friday…” I picked at the grass. “My dad and stepmom said I can go, but you have to come to the door so they can meet you.”

      “That’s all?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, I already planned on that. My mum would give me a proper arse kicking if I didn’t.” He laughed.

      My body slouched with relief. But then my heart kickstarted, and my limbs tingled with nerves. What if Frank and Larissa didn’t like him? What if they said something super embarrassing? Maybe I could come up with a believable excuse to get out of going.

      “We’re going to grab food after the concert,” he said.

      The ever-present knot in my stomach tightened. “We? As in, you and me? Or are there others going with us?”

      “Livi and her bloke of the week.” He leaned back, propping himself on his hands, and rolled his eyes.

      My ears burned with both anger and disappointment. Why hadn’t I thought to ask him that before I’d agreed to go? Because having that information would have changed my answer.

      “I don’t think your sister likes me.” I continued to pick at the grass. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

      “She doesn’t like anyone.” He chuckled, the sound so easy and carefree that he made being serious a hard feat. “Honestly, Livi is a nob who’s all mouth and no trousers.”

      Head tilted, I stared at him, confused. “What?”

      He straightened and wiped the grass from his hands. “All bark and no bite,” he said with a dramatic snap of his teeth.

      I laughed nervously. I wasn’t so sure about that. Glancing at him, I caught him staring at me expectantly.

      “So, you’re going, yeah?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      I wasn’t going to let Olivia ruin the only friendship I had—this wasn’t going to be another Rachel situation. I froze. I hadn’t thought about Abby’s dead best friend in… I didn’t know how long.

      But the way she’d always looked at me like I was disgusting, and the way she’d speak to me like I was a snot-nosed child not worthy of her attention came flooding back to me. And then she’d died in a tragic hiking accident.

      “All right, then.” He stood and slipped his backpack over his shoulder. “Ready?”

      His words were cut off by the bell ringing. I cringed at the sound. With a sigh, I fell into step beside Simon. Part of me wished he’d take off ahead of me, but he was keeping pace.

      My heart rate steadily increased, and the tips of my ears burned. We walked past Olivia, and she gave me a dirty look.

      “Simon, love,” she said sweetly. What a fraud. She approached, her designer handbag dangling from her wrist. “I thought I told you last night to get rid of the trash.” She glanced at me, one perfectly trimmed eyebrow lifting with contempt.

      “And I told you to bugger off.” He scowled.

      “Do you realize how your friendship with her is affecting me? People are talking, Simon, and I will not have my reputation destroyed because you want a quick romp with the charity case.”

      I gritted my teeth, my hand curling into a fist. A charity case? Who did she think she was? I opened my mouth to tell her she could go sit on a cactus, but her boyfriend—Ethan—arrived and draped his arm around her shoulders.

      “C’mon, Livi. Play nice.” He kissed her cheek.

      I turned on my heel and walked away. They could say whatever they wanted about me, but I wasn’t going to stand there and listen to them bash me. I marched into the English building, anger burning through my veins.

      “Chloe!” Simon caught up to me and gently touched my arm. “I’m sorry about her.”

      “Look.” I stopped and gripped the strap of my backpack, squeezing harder than needed. “It’s really not a good idea for me to go to the concert with you, so feel free to invite someone else.”

      “What? Why? Because of my sister?” His tone was incredulous.

      “Yes.” I swallowed hard, refusing to show him how much the situation bothered me.

      “Really. Don’t worry about her.” A slow smile pulled at his lips. “I told her if she wasn’t nice, I was going to tell Mum and Dad that she was shagging Ethan in the hot tub.”

      My jaw dropped, and my eyes widened. “Why would you do that?”

      He laughed. “Because she doesn’t get to be mean for no reason. And I’m tired of her telling me what to do.”

      “Yeah, but…” I licked my lips. “Why are you sticking up for me? I mean, there are so many girls in this school that you could hang out with. Why me?”

      He tilted his head slightly, his brow furrowing. “Why is it so hard for you to accept that I like you?”

      I shrugged. “You know I’m not sticking around for long, right? As soon as I’m eighteen, I’m going back to New York,” I said.

      I couldn’t explain why, but I had to get back to Keene Valley. There was a reason I needed to be there—I just didn’t know what that reason was. Not yet. But whatever the reason was, the need was soul-deep, and I would never be the same again, not until I made my way back home.

      “When’s your birthday?” he asked.

      “June twenty-eighth.”

      He began to walk toward class, and I once again fell into step with him.

      “I’ll throw you a huge birthday bash before you go, then.” He winked and then disappeared into his class.

      I spun on my heel to head toward my own class when my phone buzzed. If I answered, I’d probably end up being late to class, but if someone was calling about my ad or one of the jobs I applied for, I needed to know. I pulled my phone from my bag. I had a text message from a number I didn’t recognize.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Saw your ad for tutoring services. I need help in a few of my classes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wow. I honestly hadn’t expected to get any responses. I hesitated, though. What if someone from this school saw the ad and decided to mess with me? But if this wasn’t just a sick joke, I had the potential to make some extra cash.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: What school do you go to? And what classes?

      

      

      

      

      

      Phone clutched in my hand, I raced down the now almost empty hallway toward my next class. I rushed inside and took my seat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Malibu high. All of them.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a frowning emoji.

      For some reason, that made me chuckle. Meeting with this person couldn’t hurt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Can you meet me today? 4:30 pm at Annie’s Bookstore Café?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: I’ll be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      Smiling, I shoved my phone back into my bag. I’d have to text Larissa to let her know what was going on, but she’d understand.

      When class was over, I checked my phone and found three new messages from whomever I was supposed to be tutoring.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Thank you for doing this. You have no idea how much it means to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Coffee is on me today, btw.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a smiling emoji.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: I’ll be the guy sitting in the back of the store. Tall. Dark hair. Blue eyes. Big muscles. You won’t be able to miss me.

      

      

      

      

      

      My eyes widened, and my heart slammed against my ribs. I was meeting a guy? For some reason, I’d assumed a girl had responded to my ad. Maybe I should text back and tell him something came up, and I couldn’t meet with him.

      I was being paranoid. I was meeting him in a very public place. Besides, Declan would be driving me, so if I needed help, he’d be there. And Larissa would know where I was, too. I’d be perfectly fine.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: See you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      And then my heart started beating for an entirely different reason—despite my nerves, I was curious to see him in person.
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            Study Buddy

          

        

      

    

    
      When the final bell rang, I rushed out of school and found Declan waiting for me. He had the back door open, and as I approached, he smiled. I returned the gesture, even though I was exhausted. And nervous. I climbed into the backseat, and he closed the door before rounding the car and sliding in behind the steering wheel.

      “Going straight home again today?” he asked just like he did every day.

      “Not today. Can you please take me to Annie’s Bookstore Café? I’m meeting someone about a tutoring job.”

      Declan caught my gaze in the rearview mirror and grinned. “Tutoring, huh?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Providing the guy I was meeting decided to hire me. Sighing, I rested my head on the back of the seat and closed my eyes.

      Since I’d gotten the text about tutoring, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what I was doing. What if this guy was a total creep?

      “Here we are, Miss Chloe.” Declan stopped in front of the bookstore.

      Nerves raged in my stomach, and I blew out a long breath. I can do this. Declan opened my door, and I got out, refusing to acknowledge how my legs shook.

      “I’ll be here waiting,” he said.

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      I straightened my shirt, made sure my skirt wasn’t twisted, and then headed inside. Air conditioning blasted me as soon as I stepped over the threshold. A shiver worked its way down my back.

      The store was quaint, which was exactly why I loved coming here. To my right was a small coffee bar, complete with handmade desserts and pastries. Directly in front of me were stacks upon stacks of books, neatly shelved by category and author name. I wound my way through the bookshelves to find the small cluster of tables in the back.

      A tall, dark-haired, skinny guy sat at a table near the window. Headphones covered his ears, and his attention was focused on the laptop open in front of him. That wasn’t who I was meeting, was it? In his text, he said he had big muscles, and I was sure that guy hadn’t lifted a weight a day in his life.

      My gaze swept the room and eventually landed on the guy sitting at the table in the farthest corner of the room. Whoa. I was pretty sure my jaw hit the floor. He sat in the chair, hands wrapped around a paper cup, face turned away from me, offering me a chance to study his profile.

      He had thick, dark hair, a strong jaw, high cheekbones, and he hadn’t been lying about the muscles. His long-sleeve gray shirt stretched across his chest. One long, jean clad leg stuck out from the side of the table. He looked incredibly comfortable.

      This was the guy I was supposed to tutor?

      A moment later, he glanced up and pinned me with the sharpest blue eyes I’d ever seen. My breath hitched, and I blinked fast, hoping maybe he wasn’t really that hot, and I was seeing things. But then he stood, the movement the most graceful thing I’d ever seen. He hadn’t been lying about being tall, either. He had to be pushing a few inches over six feet.

      “Chloe?” he asked.

      Good God. His voice was deep and rich.

      “Uh…” I cleared my throat. “Yeah. I’m Chloe.”

      That was smooth. If I couldn’t even form a coherent answer to his very simple question, there was no way he’d trust me to tutor him.

      He smiled, and I nearly threw my hands up in the air in frustration. Of course, his smile was as perfect as the rest of him. Seriously, where did this guy come from? Did he magically appear out of the pages of a romance novel?

      “Would you like to sit?” He motioned toward the table.

      I nodded. Yes, sitting was good. I reached for the chair opposite the one he’d been sitting in a moment ago, but he grabbed the back before I could. He pulled the chair out for me, and I stared at him. I didn’t realize guys my age did things like that. Hesitantly, I sat, dropping my backpack onto the floor near my feet, and he returned to his seat.

      “Would you like something to drink?” he asked.

      “No, thank you.” I shook my head.

      My entire body was on high alert, and I had the sudden urge to flee, to run out of this bookstore and demand Declan drive me home as fast as possible. But I had no idea why. This guy didn’t seem creepy at all—just the opposite, in fact. He was being a complete gentleman. Yet, something about him unsettled me.

      “So, how long have you been tutoring?” he asked, once again wrapping his hands around the mug.

      The action drew my attention, and some of the uneasiness drifted away. “Actually, you’re the first person I’ve ever tutored. I mean, if you want to hire me, that is.” I laughed nervously and twisted my hands in my lap.

      “I have every intention of hiring you,” he said, a hint of something more in his tone, something only he was privy to.

      “You do?” I asked, shocked.

      He chuckled, and like his voice, the sound was deep and rich. “Yes,” he said.

      “Why?” I folded my arms on the table and leaned forward. “You don’t even know me. Maybe I’m a fraud.”

      His lips curved into what was quite possibly the most arrogant smirk known to mankind. That smile was also one of the sexiest things I’d ever seen.

      “Call it a gut instinct,” he said, humor dancing behind his blue eyes. “Though, I do have a few… requests.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I knew this guy was too good to be true. Leaning back, I crossed my arms. “What
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