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This book discusses adoption, the loss of a parent, unexpected pregnancy, abortion, cancer, suicide, suicidal ideation, and financial stress, and it contains scenes with an aviation emergency, emotional abuse from a parent, sexism, and misogyny. Any readers who believe that such content may upset them or trigger traumatic memories are encouraged to consider their emotional well-being when deciding whether to continue reading this book.
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THIS IS MY first time in a single-engine airplane, but I’m almost certain the propeller isn’t supposed to stop moving in the middle of the flight.

And the pilot isn’t supposed to mutter, “Fucking hell.”

“Is something wrong?” My voice sounds far away, fed back to me through the borrowed headset I fit over my ears before we took off.

The pilot’s hands are busy on the controls, and he ignores my question.

That’s George Bunsen’s normal approach to interacting with me, but I would hope an emergency might warrant a brief break from his cold shoulder. And he can’t claim not to have heard me. Not only does my microphone transmit my words directly to him, but with the propeller gone still, the world around us is suddenly, jarringly quiet.

“This is a joke, right? You’re messing with me.” Which, coincidentally, is exactly what I said to my half-brother when he informed me about this outing. Shawn discovered my pilot’s license study materials a few weeks ago and took it upon himself to arrange this one-on-one flight. As an early birthday gift, he insisted.

And this would have been a perfectly thoughtful present if the pilot and I didn’t hate each other.

Okay . . . “hate” might be a strong word. “Intensely dislike for reasons we have never voiced because his are ridiculous and mine are valid” sounds more accurate.

I wonder what Shawn threatened George with to make him agree to this? I guess a lifetime of friendship gives a man a lot of dirt.

But back to the plane I’m in that is no longer working.

For a brief, blissful moment in time, I convince myself that I was right and the aloof George Bunsen has a secret, dark sense of humor. He’ll switch the propeller back on, laugh at the gullible flying-newbie, and go back to pretending I’m as bothersome as a stain on the upholstery.

“We’re good, right?” I gasp, still waiting on an answer from the aggravating man. “This is normal?”

Again, George doesn’t respond to me as one of his hands tightly grips the yoke and the other moves with determination on the knobs of a radio that looks completely foreign to me. I thought I had a firm grasp of what a Cessna 172 instrument panel would look like. I know enough to see the oil pressure gauge is on zero, as is the engine RPM. But my petrified brain cannot figure out what those readings mean.

When George speaks, it’s to the local airport tower, the words tinny but clear in my headset.

“Mayday. Mayday. Engine failure.”

“It’s failing?” Blood roars in my ears, drowning out the conversation happening between George and people outside this plane. People safe on solid ground where they don’t need an engine to work to keep them alive.

My mouth opens again, ready to babble out a string of panicked questions, but I snap my jaw shut when I realize George is still talking, giving them all of our information combined with jargon I half understand.

Don’t distract him! He needs to concentrate!

The guy in charge of our safety can’t comfort me, so I try to soothe myself, double-checking the clasp of my seat belt is latched before wrapping my arms tight around my body, my normally pale knuckles turning bone white with my grip. I breathe deep and think calming thoughts.

You’re not going to die today. You will land safely. You will not spend the last moments of your life with a man who wishes you never existed.

George Bunsen has never been subtle about his disdain toward me. He has a habit of leaving rooms I enter and avoiding my gaze when we’re forced to interact, which is why I was shocked he agreed to take me up in his plane at all.

But there’s no saying no to Shawn Newton.

Shawn and George have been friends since childhood, their fathers two heads of a luxury transportation company. They formed a bond before I even knew I had a brother. I’ve always lived with my mother instead of the father Shawn and I share.

The few interactions I’ve had with George before today gave me the undeniable knowledge that the man finds me to be a waste of space. An annoying gnat that occasionally hovers around his best friend.

Not someone he’d want to spend a couple hours with in the compact quarters of a cockpit. Especially not when he’s lost control of said cockpit and everything attached to it.

The lack of plane sounds is eerie. The rumbling roar of the engine quieted at the same time the propeller slowed. The cacophonous noise and vibrations are simply gone. There’s a stillness, as if we’re suspended, and I mainly know we’re moving—that we’re descending—from the weightless lift in my stomach.

Shouldn’t there be alarms blaring? Lights flashing? Some mechanical indication that this is a big freaking emergency?!

Needing something to distract myself, I watch George work.

The man is tense beside me, but he’s not frozen in panic. He holds the controls in a firm grip as he steers what is now basically a glider. His voice is urgent but steady as he continues to communicate with people on the ground. Every muscle in his body appears strung tight and ready for action, his thighs two taut cannons of muscle that I could almost believe capable of launching us to safety.

If I wasn’t struggling against sheer panic, I might admire this version of my brother’s friend.

Though, probably not. Because I still intensely dislike him and do not want his irritatingly handsome, Jason Statham–looking face to be the last thing I see before I plummet to my death.

“We’re too far from the airport,” he says. “We’re going to land on the highway.”

“What?” I yelp, then clap my hand over my mouth as the tower responds.

Why did I ever want to fly an airplane? The silently screamed question forms from my terror and not the logical part of my brain that knows emergencies like this are rare. Moments before everything went wrong, I’d been euphoric. Even with a pilot grumpier than a trucker without coffee, I couldn’t stop smiling. This flight teased me with a dream I’d harbored since I was seventeen years old.

Now everything is a nightmare.

I know it’s a bad idea, but I glance out the window anyway. I mean the glass is right there. It’s kind of hard not to peek at my impending doom.

Before the engine cut off, the cars beneath us were smaller than ants, barely discernible on the tangle of roads. Now they’re the size of raisins, slowly approaching almonds. Soon I’m going to run out of trail mix large enough to compare them to. I can make out colors but not the horrified faces of drivers who soon are going to have to share a lane with an airplane.

Landing on a road is good, I try to convince myself. Better than water. We’d have to fight our way out of a sinking plane. I can’t swim in jeans!

“Beth.”

At the sound of my name, I tear my mind away from thoughts of fighting for my life in wet denim. I meet George’s stare, his gray eyes holding mine, unrelenting.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

What the hell?

Now I’m not only panicked, I’m pissed.

“Don’t apologize,” I snap through the headset. “If you kill me, Shawn will kill you.” The logic doesn’t add up too well because there’s not exactly a scenario in which I perish but George walks away from this. But I keep going. “You know how to fly a plane. So fly it. Land us on the highway. Sooner rather than later, please.”

Because I’m about to pee my pants in fear, and I really don’t want to end my life covered in urine.

George gives me a short nod, refocusing on the space in front of us. The next five minutes are not the worst of my life, but they’re definitely the most intense. I sit helpless in the copilot seat of a plane I wish I knew how to fly while relying on a man who doesn’t like me to save my life.

And the ground keeps getting closer.

“Here we go,” George grits through his teeth. I try not to whimper, but the cars and trucks are unnervingly close.

Do we have to? I have the sudden urge to ask him. Can’t we just glide for a little longer?

But without a working engine, the only way is down.

I want to close my eyes, but I keep them open. If this is the end of my life, I should see the finale, right?

Oncoming traffic finally realizes we’re not just a low flier, and they veer off to the shoulder. Who knows what’s happening with traffic flowing the same direction we are?

Is there a car underneath us?

Hopefully they have a sunroof.

The wings wobble on a stray air current, and I yelp.

Please don’t let me die today. I want more time. I haven’t done anything yet.

“Come on,” George grunts. The aircraft trembles, then straightens. “Hold right there. That’s a good girl.”

My mind stutters as his words feed to me through the headset.

Is this man talking dirty to his plane?

Or am I getting horny on the verge of death?

Whatever. I don’t care if George gets kinky with his aircraft as long as he can land it without smashing us to pieces. My fingers press into my sides, my nails digging through my shirt into my skin.

And just when I think I might tear my own flesh off to relieve the tension of the moment, there’s a squeak of wheels on pavement and the plane gives a dramatic bounce.

Once more.

Again.

Then the ride smooths out, and we’re rolling down a highway, cars pulled off to the side of the road, drivers gaping at us as we pass.

We . . . landed?

As my brain tries to reorient to the fact that today is not the last day of my life, George manages to use the final bit of momentum to steer us toward the shoulder, where we eventually rumble to a stop.

Everything goes still. All I can hear is the thrumming pulse in my ears and the panting breath dragging in and out of my lungs.

A set of large hands carefully removes my headset, and I feel like I’ve been underwater for a while and my head just breached the surface. Callused palms cup my cheeks, turning my face until all I can see is George. George with his five-o’clock shadow and closely shaved head. George with his silver eyes that currently have pupils so wide I’m tempted to ask if he’s on something. And if he’s willing to share because, holy hell, I need a medical-grade substance to ease my lingering panic.

“You’re on the ground,” he says, his voice solid enough to hold on to. “It’s over.”

“We’re alive?” I have to be, right? The afterlife wouldn’t force me into an enclosed space with an arrogant d-bag unless I’d been a terrible person, and I’m pretty sure I’ve been a semi-decent person for most of my life.

George nods, using his thumbs to push back the sweaty hair sticking to the sides of my face. The crimson strands are so damp they’ve darkened to a deep burgundy.

“We’re alive,” he confirms. “And we need to get out of the plane. Now.”

“Is it going to explode?” I rasp the question, my throat raw as if I’ve been screaming.

There’s a flicker in his expression, but I’m too off-balance  to try to decipher it.

“Unlikely. But if traffic picks up again, they might hit the plane.” George drops his touch from my face, one palm landing on my jean-covered thigh, the other going to the buckle of my seat belt. Once the click sounds, he leans over my lap, reaches across me to unlatch the door, and pushes it open.

As George bends in front of me, something shifts in my body. My heart continues to pound, and my nerves all remain on edge, but other parts react in totally inappropriate ways.

My nipples tighten.

A tingle races up and down my spine.

A pleasurable clench squeezes my lower belly . . . 

“Holy hell,” I whisper, horrified when I realize what’s happening. That the dampness in my underwear is not because I pissed myself, which I’m kind of wishing was the case now.

George straightens in his seat and nods toward the exit. “Let’s go.”

Yes, let’s, my body purrs, pulsing with want. With need. All for the man next to me.

Horrified by my reaction, I slap away his hands that still linger by my waist and scramble out of the cockpit. When my sneakers touch the blacktop, my knees buckle and I would’ve face-planted on asphalt if I didn’t grab hold of the door handle. Sucking in a few steadying breaths, I lock my knees and will strength into my legs until I feel steadier on my feet.

Then I run.

Not far, just to the edge of the road and then a short distance into the litter-strewn grass on the side of the highway. There’s a stand of trees in front of me, and I wonder if I could disappear into them. Keep on going. Outrun the weird, uncomfortable reactions my body is having to what just happened. Sprint all the way home and forget this disastrous day.

“Beth!” George’s deep shout sends my shoulders to my ears. “Don’t go far. Emergency responders are on their way.”

Reluctantly, I turn back toward the plane. But as odd as the sight of a Cessna 172 parked on the shoulder of the highway is, my eyes immediately seek out the man who just managed an amazing feat of flying.

George stands off to the side enough that he’s not in danger of oncoming vehicles. His forehead is wrinkled above a set of aviator sunglasses he slipped on, and he has his phone pressed to his ear, exchanging tense words with whoever is on the other end of the line.

All this he does while facing me. Despite the shades, I can tell his eyes are on me. Paying me more attention than he ever has before this day. Probably working out how the engine failure was my fault.

He’s not that much of an asshole.

But even if he is, my libido doesn’t care. The endorphins-drenched part of my brain is already crafting scenarios of George storming up to me, growling my name, then taking me in a passionate embrace and kissing me senseless.

What in the ever-loving hell is wrong with me?

I just survived a near-death experience, and I’m thinking about making out? With George Bunsen?!

The guy thinks I’m an annoying bother at best and an embarrassment that never should’ve been born at worst.

I hate—intensely dislike—him.

At the start of this flight, all I longed for was a way to go up in the air every day. My worries revolved around my mom’s health and my looming debt. A brush with mortality is supposed to make a person reevaluate their life priorities, not want to bang the closest ill-tempered asshole!

I cannot have lived through that harrowing experience only to develop a crush on George Bunsen. Turning my back on the disconcerting pilot, I decide not to look at the man again until my body remembers that as much as he dislikes me, I’ve decided to loathe him more.

This random horniness will pass.

I’m sure of it.
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Dear Beth,

What you went through yesterday must have been terrifying. I’m so glad you’re okay. This close call really got me thinking about the future. The future of us. Why don’t we get dinner soon? Pick the place and the time, and tell me to meet you there.

Sincerely,

Billy

PS: Please don’t mention this note. I’m shy.

I reread the handwritten message that was stuck under the plate of eggs for booth five and try not to laugh. This is both horrible and entirely too good.

Exactly what I needed today.

After stuffing the letter in my pocket, I serve lunch to the table in the back corner with a smile that comes easier now that I have something to laugh about.

As a waitress, I know the importance of maintaining a constant cheery face. No matter what. No matter if my new shoes have rubbed a stinging blister on the back of my heel, or if I’m having demon cramps because my satanic uterus is once again mad that I didn’t put a baby in it, or if I survived a near-death experience less than twenty-four hours ago.

No smile means no tips, so paste on your happy face until your cheeks hurt.

“Oh, Beth dear. How are you?” Mrs. McGuire stares up at me with round eyes behind her bejeweled glasses. “Are you traumatized? I saw the report about the crash on the evening news. I can’t believe you didn’t die!” She gasps out the last line even as her eyes give off a delighted sparkle. I suspect Mrs. McGuire would have found a perverse joy in my death if only it meant the gossip was juicier.

“I’m glad I lived through it, too, but it wasn’t a crash.” My pleasant expression stays firmly in place. “The pilot was able to land the plane.”

And damn, did he do that with a level of calm and skill I still cannot fathom.

My mind replays the final few moments of the flight on a nonstop loop in my head.

The unwavering stern note of George’s voice. The steady grip of his hands on the controls.

The way he spoke to the plane . . . 

“Come on. Hold right there. That’s a good girl.”

Hell. I’m in freaking horny hell.

George was trying to land a plane in an emergency situation, but now my vagina just wants him to talk dirty between my legs. Despite my conviction to get over my infatuation immediately, the bothersome flutters in my stomach hung around even after the police arrived and gave me a ride back to the airport.

What’s wrong with me? The guy treats me like a jury duty summons. Annoyed resignation is not hot.

At least now I think I know what happened. After a night of zero sleep and many tangled sheets, I came to an obvious conclusion.

This is an adrenaline crush.

My brain confused fear chemicals with damn-that-guy-is-a-hottie chemicals, and now my lower belly clenches whenever I think about George’s close-cropped hair and how I want to drag my nails over his skull as he groans my name.

Solution: time.

My body is still recovering from the stressful situation, and George Bunsen will be off my mind once I’m steady again. Then we can go back to mutually avoiding each other’s existences.

“But what happened? Did the engine catch on fire?” Mrs. McGuire searches my face, no doubt looking for terrifying scars on my skin.

“No, and I don’t know yet. But I’m sure the newspapers will find out.” I’ve already been called by three, all leaving messages asking for an interview. If I had picked up any of the unrecognizable numbers, today’s papers would’ve been full of quotes because I have the hardest time getting off the phone with people. I learned my lesson about ignoring unknown callers after too many drawn-out conversations with telemarketers. Luckily, I have enough self-restraint not to buy what they’re selling, but that doesn’t stop me from listening to the entire sales pitch.

Needless to say, I don’t plan on calling the newspaper contacts back.

From the way Mrs. McGuire starts to open her mouth again, I can tell she’d rather consume gossip than her lunch. If I don’t get out now, I’ll be stuck here for the rest of my shift.

“I’ll come around with coffee. Enjoy your meal!” Trying not to look like I’m running away, I escape the table.

All morning it’s been like this. The locals that frequent the Cornfield Diner are making a point to come in and gawp at me.

Come one, come all! See the waitress who landed in the middle of the highway and survived!

If I could step out of this spotlight, that would be great.

On the other hand, I do appreciate the influx in tips. In the past two hours I’ve earned double what I usually make during my entire shift. If every day were like this, I might not dread the impending deadline of my loan coming due.

I owe my brother money. A lot of money.

And he, the poor trusting soul, still thinks I’ll be able to pay him back easily.

Shawn has yet to discover that I am a terrible sister, but in a few months, he will. There will be no hiding the fact that I took money from him under false pretenses.

Guilt and anxiety twist together in my gut whenever I imagine the fast-approaching confrontation.

I’ll get another job.

It’s the only solution. Even if it means working eighty hours a week, I’ll pay Shawn back while covering my portion of the mortgage and household bills. Mentally, I prepare for a diet of peanut butter sandwiches for the next ten years or so.

And maybe in another decade, I can circle back to my dream of earning my private pilot’s license. When I have time to fly and money to pay for sessions with an instructor. A point far in the future when I can work in the sky rather than in this diner.

Don’t get me wrong, I love the people here at Cornfield’s, and this is a good job to have. But it’s not what I’ve longed for since the moment I went up in a plane for the first time. That day when I sat in the seat of a small jet and felt myself pressed backward as we rocketed down the runway. When I realized I was above the clouds instead of underneath them, I was euphoric.

The pilot dream was born.

When I was old enough to get a job at Cornfield’s, I worked and saved, then I graduated high school and kept on waitressing and researching how to pursue a pilot’s license. Was the cost of classes and flight time with an instructor daunting? Hell yeah. Did the fact that every contact I found was a man over forty intimidate me? Totally. Could I do without the head of the local flight club calling me “Sweetheart” when I called to ask about membership? Most definitely.

But I took the money and misogyny into account and made a plan. I was determined to live the life I’d fantasized for myself. One in which I spent as much time in the sky as I did on the ground.

But then Mom got sick. Everything changed after that.

Sometimes dreams have to wait awhile.

I head to the food pass and get there just as Billy is setting down my next order.

“Hey,” I call out to the cook as I slide the slip of paper from my pocket and unfold it, trying to wear an earnest expression. “I never knew you had such kind words in you. I’m also interested in, what was it . . .” I glance down at the note and then back up at the confused man. “The future of us.”

Billy frowns, wrinkles forming in his normally pale forehead that’s flushed red from the heat of the stove. A backward baseball cap keeps his blond hair off his face, and he studies me with striking blue eyes. “What are you talking about?”

“Your letter.” I hold it up for him to see. “I know you said not to mention it, but I just had to thank you.” I overplay the sincerity, barely managing to keep from laughing.

Billy reaches a long arm through the window and snatches the paper from my hand. I let him, enjoying the way his face scrunches into a scowl as he reads.

“Mom!” he bellows.

Sally Cornfield flips a chestnut ponytail threaded with silver over her shoulder as she glances our way from her spot at the register, brows raised and expression innocent.

“Yes, dear?”

“I’m too shy?” Billy growls at her, his head stuck through the pass, hand waving the note. I snatch up the plate for my customer to save it from the impending argument and slide the grilled cheese across the counter to Mr. Fraser, one of my regulars. The older man seems more interested in the cook’s outrage than his food. Guess everyone wants drama added as a special menu item today.

“Oh, you are?” Sally presses a hand against her chest. “That’s good of you to acknowledge.”

I bite my lip to keep from chuckling.

Billy breathes through his nose like an angry bull. “Stop writing love notes to Beth from me! It’s creepy. She’s basically my sister.”

Personally, I think Sally’s blatant attempts at matchmaking are hilarious. But I agree about the sibling-like relationship. The Cornfields began fostering Billy and his twin sister, Darla, when they were ten, and the three of us grew up in this diner together. Sally’s parents built the place, and my mom started waitressing here while she was pregnant with me and stayed all the way until I graduated high school.

The idea of kissing Billy . . . no thank you.

Mrs. Cornfield bats her lashes, peachy cheeks not even darkening with the slightest touch of embarrassment at getting caught. “Well, goodness. I have no idea what you’re referring to.”

“Of course not. And this certainly isn’t your handwriting, either.” He gives the paper another vigorous wave before retracting his arm. “No more meddling at work.”

“At work?” Sally clasps her hands under her chin, eager expression in her eyes, likely planning to ambush her son with a dating show the moment he steps out of the diner.

“No more meddling period! I can find my own dates. And I’m sure Beth can, too.”

I choose to keep my mouth shut following this declaration. Whether I can find dates is a questionable assertion, seeing as how I haven’t looked for one in a long while.

Thinking back, I try to recall the last time I went out with a man. I must have been . . . nineteen. Right around the time we found out about my mom’s diagnosis. The guy—I think his name was Don—looked terrified when I broke down crying on one of our dates. He never called me after that.

And I got too busy to think about romance.

Even though Mom hasn’t had a health scare in almost a year now, I still haven’t considered getting flirty with anyone. Not until yesterday. Not until . . . him.

George Bunsen.

Go away, crush! You are not wanted!

“If you both can find your own then why are you still single?” Mrs. Cornfield sidles up to me and clasps me around the shoulders, unaware that my heart is fluttering for a man who is not her son. “Don’t you think Billy is handsome?”

Currently Billy is wearing a twisted scowl, transforming his normally good-looking features into a sour mask.

“Oh yes,” I agree readily. “A sight to behold. But like he said, Billy’s basically my brother.”

Sally scoffs. “You two are just close, that’s all. Sounds like the perfect start to a love affair to me.”

“Who’s my sister in a love affair with?”

We both turn to spy a grinning man leaning on the counter. He must have snuck in during our conversation. Normally my brother is not so easy to ignore.

Today he’s dressed in his businessman attire, wearing a designer suit, his red hair—the same shade as mine—perfectly styled, and a watch that’s probably worth a month of my paychecks hugging his wrist. Shawn Newton and I live very different lives. But he’s always insisted our one shared parent means those lives need to overlap sometimes.

And what Shawn wants, Shawn gets.

For some reason, he’s always wanted a sister.

“Well”—Mrs. Cornfield smiles at my brother—“Billy’s got his eye on her. Wrote her the sweetest note—”

“Mom!” Billy growls. “So help me god, I will walk out of this kitchen and apply for a job at Beefies Steak House if you don’t quit it with the notes.”

Mrs. Cornfield’s mouth snaps shut, and she turns a set of horrified eyes toward the kitchen. “How dare you make such a terrible threat?”

As mother and son continue to bicker, I slip out from under her arm and lean my elbows on the counter across from Shawn.

“What brings you down from the big city today?”

My brother has a luxurious condo in DC—well, technically Arlington, Virginia, but it all seems like one city to me—that is walking distance to plenty of five-star restaurants. Still, he tries to make it to Cornfield’s at least once a week. It helps that we’re on the way to the private airfield his company flies him out of for business trips. But I like to think he’d still come by even if I were out of the way.

Shawn reaches over the counter to clasp the top of my skull with his huge hand until I swat him away.

“You may have heard,” he says, his voice overly casual, “that there was this wild plane that landed in the middle of the highway yesterday.”

“Hmm, sounds vaguely familiar.”

“Yeah, well”—his eyes narrow as he scans me from head to toe—“I wanted to make sure you’re all in one piece.”

Of course, he’d come in here and immediately be the sweet big brother he is. There’s a tiny part of me that wishes he wouldn’t. Because every bit of love and care Shawn offers makes me feel worse.

Because I’m a terrible sister who lied to him.

I hated misleading Shawn. But I was desperate.

A few years ago, I got a bill in the mail from the hospital—the first of many—that revealed just how expensive it is to keep a person alive when their body starts to grow cancerous cells.

At first, I was able to cover the costs with my savings and by taking on extra hours at Cornfield’s. Then Mom married her long-term partner, Marge, and got on her insurance. That coverage kept us afloat. For a while, we were managing.

But Mom had complications. Surgeries. ER visits. Unexpected expenses that insurance didn’t cover. Then her mental health dipped along with her physical health. All the while, the house the three of us lived in needed a lot of repairs we hadn’t expected.

My savings disappeared. The credit cards maxed out. Marge and I tried to keep the financial situation to ourselves so Mom could focus on healing, but I knew we wouldn’t be able to hide it forever.

Terrified that an unpaid bill would mean my mom would be denied lifesaving treatments, I sought out Shawn and asked my beloved big brother for a loan. He agreed before I’d finished half of my rehearsed speech. He wrote me a blank check and hugged me. I swore to him I’d work out a payment plan. He told me I could pay him back when I turned twenty-five and got access to my trust fund, like he did.

The one our father set up for me with a few million dollars inside.

The same type of trust Shawn came into on his twenty-fifth birthday.

My trust that . . . doesn’t exist.

I don’t know if our father lied to Shawn and said there was a fund, or if my brother assumed the money existed simply because he couldn’t fathom that his dad might want nothing to do with a daughter born from the affair Karl Newton had with his assistant.

Either way, worried that Shawn might rescind his offer, I let my mouth ramble.

“Of course,” I’d played along. “I’ll pay you back with my trust fund. When I’m twenty-five. This is just a loan.”

My twenty-fifth birthday is now four months away.

Four months until my loving brother finds out I’m a liar who took his money with no clear idea for how to pay him back.

I should’ve worked harder these last few years. Saved up more. Had a large chunk of my debt ready to pay off to soften the blow of my deception. Then I would be closer to reimbursing what I owe Shawn and wouldn’t have to wait until half of my life is gone before I pursue a career in flying.

But things kept coming up. Mom’s appointments and unplanned hospital visits and bouts of depression. The anxiety of never knowing what else might go wrong fogged my mind until I could barely write food orders or wear my tip-earning smile, much less fill out applications for other jobs. The weight of that terrible time even managed to smother the joy of reading aviator memoirs. When I think back on the last five years, all I can remember is helping Mom, working at Cornfield’s, and making sure our house was livable. Anything other than that involved me vegging out in front of the TV so my mind could melt to mush and I wouldn’t have to think about my mother possibly dying or the lies I told my brother so I could keep her alive and comfortable.

I’m going to fix things, I silently swear. Flying is not the priority. Mom and Shawn are.

Mom, Shawn, and the house. Can’t forget that mortgage.

I’ll get a second job. I repeat the plan to myself. Apply to other places in town—hopefully somewhere other than Beefies Steak House—and work the days and evenings I’m off at the diner.

When Shawn learns the truth, it’ll take time for him to trust me again—if he ever does. He’ll probably stop visiting me at work. He won’t want to do our monthly book club. He’ll choose to spend all of his holidays with his mom and dad instead of having fried chicken on Thanksgiving with me and Mom and Marge. Maybe he’ll block my number, denouncing me as a money-mooching relative. He’s done it before to former friends and ex-girlfriends. Most recently he separated from his ex-fiancée, Tiffany.

People who only took from him.

People like me.

The thought of losing Shawn because of my betrayal makes my rib cage ache.

So for now, I bask in his concern and try not to count down the days to when it disappears.

Straightening, I give him a twirl. “Limbs attached and accounted for. You can thank your buddy George for keeping a cool head.”

“Hear that, George?” Shawn turns and glances toward the doorway. “Beth says I should thank you. So maybe it’s time to stop beating yourself up, huh?”

Turns out my brother isn’t the only new arrival I briefly overlooked.

My eyes collide with a gray stare, and I take a deep swallow as my body floods with my adrenaline crush.

George Bunsen is here. Looking at me.

My cheeks roar with heat, and I do my best to mentally punch my hormones into submission. But they fight back. There’s a burning sensation on the top of my thigh in the phantom shape of his hand from where he briefly rested it yesterday. My body is branded with his touch.

Unaware of my inner turmoil, George holds my gaze, his brow furrowed as he studies me, his jaw tense and his lips in a firm, unhappy line.

Well, one thing hasn’t changed.

George Bunsen still wishes I didn’t exist.
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WHY DID SHAWN have to bring him?

My brother and his friend settle at the counter, technically in Darla’s section. But this place is small and open, which means I have a clear view of the man my body is still doing a lusty square dance for.

Turns out, I need more than a day to drain the adrenaline crush from my system. If a month had gone by, I’m sure I could look at George with the same dismissiveness I’ve used in the past.

He is the last guy I want to be interested in.

Not only does my existence offend him, but George Bunsen is also a BnB spawn.

The luxury transportation company doesn’t actually go by BnB. That’s my fun little inside joke I tell to me and only me. A way for me to pretend they’re a small, poorly run hospitality business set up in a creaky old house serving disgruntled guests runny scrambled eggs every morning that earn them one-star reviews.

Also it makes the “n” small. Because screw you, Karl Newton.

In truth, they use the more illustrious BBN. All caps. All shiny. All way above my pay grade.

Baylor, Bunsen & Newton is the transportation business that Ethan Baylor, Richard Bunsen, and Karl Newton started thirty-five years ago and have built into a powerhouse, with an entire fleet of private jets, million-dollar yachts, and literal bulletproof vehicles politicians ride in to events. BBN likes to sell the story of three broke college kids scraping together a company in a garage with some secondhand limos and natural business instinct. The rags-to-riches, we-only-got-here-because-we’re-super-smart story. They are intelligent men; I’ll give them that. But I would love to be the kind of broke they were. Working in a five-car garage next to your parents’ Porsche and utilizing your family connections for clients isn’t exactly what comes to most people’s minds when they picture “broke.”

But that’s what Baylor, Bunsen & Newton do. They sell an image, and they make a shit ton of money doing it. My brother followed in my father’s footsteps, working at BBN since he graduated college. I don’t blame Shawn for it. At least he never lies about having a rough start in life. Shawn has always had money, and he’s honest about that fact. In my experience, he’s also generous with his bank account and doesn’t treat people who make less than him like they’re subhuman.

George is the only son of the Bunsen line, another legacy. I don’t know what part of the company he works in, but Shawn mentions seeing him all the time, so I’m betting they’re in the same department. There’s the Baylor legacy, too. A woman named Tasha who’s around Shawn’s age who I don’t know well.

In another universe, I might have known her. Maybe been friends with her. In a world where my father wanted a relationship with his daughter.

But no, Karl Newton was content to have his former assistant fade into the background with his illegitimate offspring.

One of the many reasons Shawn works for a billion-dollar company and I work for a diner that requires I wear a turquoise waitress uniform.

I don’t want to switch lives with him, but sometimes I wish the brother I love so much could exist in the same tax bracket as me. There always seems to be this crevice between us. One that he has no trouble hopping over, but that I fear falling into and never climbing out of.

The same gaping social pit sits between George and me, but we’ve never needed to attempt to cross it. He stays on the rich side, and I stay on the will-I-be-able-to-pay-my-mortgage-this-month side.

But now he’s here.

And he’s staring at me.

Wait . . . no . . . now he’s staring at his coffee mug. But he was staring at me. I swear.

Maybe he thinks I’m going to sue him for the plane incident.

I’m not. Even if I have a case against him, that seems like a shitty thing to do. George’s life was in as much danger as mine. And he was . . . not a complete asshole afterward. In his brisk, no-nonsense way, he checked on me.

Unfortunately, that fed into my fear libido. If only he’d been his normal aloof, dickish self.

Ever since I first met George at my brother’s housewarming party, I’ve known the man didn’t like me. I’d walked in the front door of the luxury condo in my best sundress—still many steps below the designer outfits Shawn’s other guests were wearing, but I thought I looked nice—holding a plate of spicy dark chocolate brownies because I figured my brother liked them after eating nine in one sitting at Thanksgiving. The first person I encountered was a handsome man with a shaved head and a frown, who looked at me with an air of discomfort. He’d muttered, “I didn’t know you were coming.”

Then he left. Just brushed by me on his way out the door. Not even an hour into the party.

I thought maybe the guy had somewhere to be, but then Shawn showed up with two beers in hand and, after greeting me, asked if I’d seen George Bunsen. I’d heard of the BBN legacy but didn’t know what he looked like. Shawn described him to me, and I told him George had just left.

Apparently, he departed moments after asking my brother for a beer.

The only connection I could see? Shawn Newton’s low-class half-sister arriving in her department-store clearance-rack dress, holding a plate of brownies made from a box mix.

George’s exit wasn’t the only judgment passed on me that night, just the most dramatic. Inevitably conversations turned to work, and when the mainly BBN attendees learned about my lack of a college degree and full-time gig as a server, their friendly interest turned into dismissiveness. As long as Shawn wasn’t nearby, they abandoned the conversation altogether.

For most of the party, I stayed in a corner by the window, pasted on my waitress smile, and tried to give no indication of how inside all I wanted was to retreat to my car and cry. When I decided to attend the party, I knew Shawn’s friends and I might not have much to talk about. They were all career-focused professionals in the big city while I was taking a night off from my diner job and caring for my ailing mother.

But I hadn’t considered any of them would treat me like my father does.

Like I’m someone whose very existence is offensive.

I was naive. Obviously, anyone connected to BBN would side wholeheartedly with Karl Newton and his dictate that my mother and I should disappear. Shawn was always the outlier.

Shawn was the only one who ate a brownie.

That was the first time, but not the last, that George made an abrupt departure when we ended up in a room together. I’ve watched him immediately vacate an elevator he’d just stepped onto in order to keep from being stuck in my vicinity for the length of time it takes to travel a handful of floors. Seriously, he jumped out of the thing just as the doors were closing like he knew the cord was about to snap. Most terrifying elevator trip of my life.

The guy could compete at an Olympic level in the sport of pretending I don’t exist. I’ve done my best not to let his next-level cold shoulder affect me, but the constant dismissal sliced deep enough to reach a sensitive center I previously thought I had well guarded. So I’d made up my mind not to like him, either.

George Bunsen landed himself a permanent spot on my shit list, right above the girl who kept hiding my bras in gym class junior year and right below the customer who thought it was funny to whip out his flaccid penis in the middle of me taking his order.

Billy was not gentle when escorting that man out of Cornfield’s.

So twenty-four hours ago, I would have confidently said I thoroughly despised George Bunsen.

But then the guy had to go and land our plane like he used a highway as a runway all the time. Pairing that with how he touched me . . . spoke to me with concern . . . whispered naughty words to the plane . . . 

Holy hell, vagina! Could you shut up already?

Needing time to pull myself together, I focus on refilling all the coffee mugs at my occupied tables.

My coworker and best friend Darla approaches Shawn and George, looking anything but enthused. Darla is Billy’s twin, and she has made it clear to everyone who’s ever sat in her section that she would rather be anywhere else than working in her family’s diner. The Cornfields don’t seem offended by their adopted daughter’s surly attitude, and lots of the regulars find her curt service charming.

I live to hear Darla say the things I wish I could. Whenever I struggle to keep a smile in place, I gravitate toward my friend and find relief in secondhand bitchiness.

Also, watching my brother try to charm her is prime-time entertainment.

“What do you want?” Darla asks, with zero of the sparkle I try to infuse my voice with when greeting customers. She sounds like a solicitor showed up on her front porch with an armful of roadkill.

My brother leans forward and flashes his expensive smile—he wore braces for three years and gets regular whitening treatments—at her.

“I’ll have the Shawn Special.”

The waitress’s lip curls in a silent snarl that looks out of place on her sweet, elfish face. “I don’t know what that is.”

“Come on, you gotta know.” He leans closer, maybe hoping his designer cologne will entrance her. “I get the same thing every time.”

Darla stares at my brother with undisguised loathing, unmoved by his charismatic smile.

“Beth.” He turns imploring eyes on me. “You know what the Shawn Special is.”

I do. I shouldn’t encourage him, but I don’t want to lie. Not when I’m sitting on a huge falsehood that’s about to burn me bad. Best to be honest in all other ways.

“A cheeseburger with extra pickles,” I supply as I top off Mr. Fraser’s coffee. With my rotation of the diner at its end, there’s no avoiding Shawn.

And George.

“Exactly,” Shawn crows. “See?”

Darla grips the pencil she uses to write down orders with white knuckles, and I can tell she’s imagining stabbing the dull point into my brother’s eye.

“Extra pickles is not enough to make a burger special. You don’t get to slap your name on something because of a slight increase in condiments. Is your life really that devoid of accomplishments?”

Sally appears then, as if she has a my-daughter-is-about-to-commit-murder radar. With one arm, the older woman pulls the waitress into a half-embrace, half-restraint.

“Darla,” she chides. “Remember what we talked about.”

The waitress growls. “But—”

“Darla.” There’s a note of warning that I fully expect my friend to ignore.

Instead, she glares at the tiled floor and mutters, “Don’t actively destroy the self-confidence of the customers.”

I have to bite hard into my bottom lip to keep from laughing, but I hear a snort somewhere else in the restaurant and realize Sam Cornfield has come out of the back office in time to hear her daughter attempt some personal growth. The silver-haired Black woman is one of the friendliest people I’ve ever met. Even kinder than her wife. And yet the pair adopted two children that lean toward grumpy at all times.

“That’s my girl.” Sally gives her daughter a proud little squeeze.

Darla pulls away from her mother, stomps over to the coffee maker, snatches a pot, and aggressively pours the steaming liquid into a mug before gently placing it in front of my brother.

“Here’s your one-of-a-kind totally original coffee. Because you’re a super-special boy. Now let me go see if the chef can handle your complicated food order that no one else in the world has ever thought of ordering.” She stalks away, so annoyed with my brother that she didn’t even ask George what he wanted.

Any other day, I’d risk permanent bodily harm by trying to flag down Darla.

But yesterday George took me up in an airplane and then saved my life, which I guess still counts, even if he was saving his own at the same time. With a sigh, I come to a stop in front of him and manage a smile because I’m a pro at faking it. “And what can we get you today?”

George’s eyes flick from the menu to my face and back to the menu. I wonder if he’s contemplating returning to his well-established habit of leaving without acknowledging my existence. The thought makes me itchy.

The truth is . . . I want George to like me.

The urge—probably—has nothing to do with me suddenly finding myself secretly horny for the man and everything to do with the fact that I am terrible at being disliked. I don’t know how to deal with it. Don’t know how to act around someone who’s found fault in me even if I’m not a fan of them, either. Making someone unhappy simply by being in their presence is as uncomfortable as working an eight-hour shift in a soaking-wet uniform—which I had to do a month ago when a three-year-old threw a full cup of water at me.

That was a personal hell, but being disliked is still worse.

“Get whatever your heart desires,” Shawn offers his friend. “My treat.” He turns to loudly whisper to me. “They’ve grounded him after what happened yesterday.”

“What?” I gape between the two men.

George’s lips tighten, and a redness infuses his cheeks.

“Temporarily,” the pilot clarifies.

“Still . . .” Why would anyone ground him? What he did yesterday was amazing. The skill to handle that plane with a cool head when everything was going wrong was impressive. Every part of me—other than my vagina—resents the guy, and even I can admit that.

“Hold up one second. You’re the man who almost crashed a plane with our Beth inside?” Sam leaves off filling the napkin holders and strides toward us, her face thunderous.

Sam in a temper. Now there’s a sight I’ve rarely seen. The middle-aged woman usually lets her children handle the angry outbursts. I think I saw her yell once, and that’s when a customer left their dog in their car when they came in to eat. It was a ninety-degree day out.

As a proud dog mom to three rescue mutts, Sam has no patience for animal neglect.

But I’m not a Yorkie left to bake in the sun, so what’s up?

George drags a rough palm over his cropped hair, then nods.

My boss looks ready to commit murder. It’s kind of sweet.

“I am,” George admits.

“And what risky nonsense were you doing up there that had you almost crashing?” Sam crosses her arms over her ample chest and glares at the pilot. “Flips? Nosedives? Trying to break the sound barrier?”

Cessna 172s aren’t really fast, and I don’t think they’re built for aerobatics, but I don’t bother to correct the normally mild-mannered Cornfield.

“It was engine failure,” George explains in a matter-of-fact voice with no trace of defensiveness. “One of the cylinders threw a rod.”

Sam loses a touch of heat. “How does that happen?”

“It typically occurs when the engine was not overhauled correctly by the mechanic.”

“Are you the mechanic?”

George continues to frown. “I have aviation mechanic experience.”

“But,” Sam presses, “were you the one who did the overhaul? The one that made the cylinder go wonky?”

The pilot hesitates for a stretch before answering. “No.”

“Well.” All the heat from Sam’s expression evaporates as quickly as it appeared. Her smile is wide and stunning. “That sounds like you didn’t do anything wrong.”

George keeps quiet, but I get the odd sense he doesn’t agree.

“In fact,” Sam continues, voice rising, a grin growing, “sounds like you did everything you could. You saved Beth! You’re a hero!”

George looks horrified. “I’m not.”

But it’s too late. The diner owner is already dragging George off his stool to wrap him in a hard hug. The sight has me fighting another laugh, because Mrs. Cornfield is a tall, broad woman, and she can crush bones with her affection if she has a mind to.

“You eat free today.” Sam lets George go only to clasp his shoulders in a final squeeze. “Anything you want. Don’t forget the pie. Darla makes them, and she’s a wizard at getting the flaky crust just right.”

“Don’t tell them that!” The younger woman glares at her mother as she skulks past us, steaming coffeepot in hand.

“I’ll get the Reuben, please,” George murmurs as he gingerly sits back on his stool. “And I’ll pay. I’m not a hero.”

“That’s what the best heroes say.” Sam offers him a wink before jogging back to the kitchen. I think she might be planning to elbow Billy out of the way and make the sandwich herself.

My brother chuckles as he heads to the bathroom, leaving me alone with George.

How long can he stand to be around me? I wonder. Will he break out in hives from all his suppressed disdain?

More likely that I will.

I could wander away, find another task to busy myself. But this diner is my territory, and I refuse to give him an inch of it.

Other than those inches his well-formed ass is claiming on the stool, I guess.

George stares at the sugar packets, and I stare at his forehead, my eyes tracing over the short hairs. Randomly, I ponder if they would be soft or scratchy against my palms.

Does he shave his head himself? Does he crop it close to his head and let it grow out? Does he ever miss spots? When I overlook an area on my legs, the little tease of stubble annoys the heck out of me until I can take my next shower.

Does he use his razor in the shower?

A vision pops into my mind then, of George soaping his skull before dragging a razor over the skin. Steam billowing up around him, suds slipping down his neck . . . down his chest . . . down his—

Stop it! Bad brain!

I clear my throat and try to keep my thoughts from showing in my eyes. George Bunsen would be appalled to know I’ve started having dirty fantasies about him.

Still, as much as he dislikes me, he did save my life, like Sam said.

“Thank you.” My voice comes out only slightly strained. I forget if I ever spoke the words yesterday in all the wildness that followed our emergency landing. “You saved us both.”

George’s lips tighten to a straight, displeased line, and I bet Shawn had to physically drag the guy here. Even when I’m grateful, he doesn’t want to be in my presence.

“When are you going to fly again?” he asks.

I flinch, not expecting the question.

The surety that I will fly again.

Tomorrow! My heart begs. But my heart has never made the rules.

“I don’t know,” I say honestly.

George scowls. Unfortunately, the angry expression looks good on his face. “The longer you wait, the worse the fear will get.”

I huff an unamused laugh. Fear isn’t what’s keeping me grounded. “Yeah. I bet. But I don’t own a plane or have a license. And . . .” I trail off, not wanting to discuss my money troubles with a man who is so rich he hasn’t even considered that I can’t afford to take regular plane rides. But I throw my shoulders back, determined not to feel shame. “I don’t have the income I need to pay to use someone else’s to learn.”

George’s expression twists, as if confused by my explanation.

Does he think I work in a diner because I like to have syrup stains on my shoes?

“You’re twenty-four,” he says, like my age means something.

But realization comes quick.

He knows about the trust.

The trust that doesn’t
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