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        I’ll keep it quick

      

      

      This book has mature and extremely dark themes which may be disturbing to some readers. This is an interracial romance with a black female lead/white English billionaire.

      
        
        But if you want to know more…

      

      

      Be warned that this book contains disturbing dark romance content including the possibility of the mention of various topics including: abduction, captivity, power imbalances, violence, toxic dynamics, impregnation, pregnancy related topics.

      
        
        When it comes to interracial romance, be warned…

      

      

      Racism is never condoned or portrayed as a positive aspect of a character’s existence, however, like in the real world, it does exist in my stories in various shades.

      There may be mention of social power dynamics, cultural/family disapproval, expressions of external and internalized racism — along with other explicit discussions surrounding race.

      
        
        Read with care [image: warning]

      

      

      This book explores dark psychological themes and may not be suitable for all readers. This is an adults only read, not intended in any shape or form readers under eighteen.
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      Chapter #58 Trigger Warning: This chapter has content that some readers may find disturbing surrounding details of rape/sexual assault.
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            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Darkest Devotion is a spicy BWWM dark romance about sworn enemies on a boarding college campus — a talented hip-hop dancer and an English billionaire.

      

      

      Clover Robinson came to an elite boarding college to escape her past — not to become the center of every rumor on campus. When a ruthless, tattooed crew captain sets his sights on her, walking away isn’t an option.

      Thomas Bainbridge is danger wrapped in privilege: cold, obsessive, and used to taking what he wants. Clover challenges him in a way no woman ever has.

      Their clash ignites a volatile enemies-to-lovers spiral filled with jealousy, secrets, and a possessive attraction neither of them can control.

      As whispers about Clover’s reputation grow and the school’s power games turn darker, Thomas’s fixation shifts from torture to tortured yearning.

      He did everything in his power to ruin her before… can she trust him now?

      
        
        Tropes in this story: Dark romance. Touch-her-and-die hero. Possessive bad boy. Black female lead. Interracial boarding college drama. New adult romance. Enemies to lovers. Grumpy/sunshine trope. Elements of a bully romance.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        This is a 90,000+ word novel which was previously published as a serialized romance and has never before been available on eReader.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Thomas Bainbridge

        

      

    

    
      I have to appreciate my mum’s commitment to the holidays. She loves a fête, that woman. I tap my feet impatiently as I wait for word from her. She’ll come in person to deliver me here and then I’ll have even more holiday festivities to handle when I really just want one person…

      Oh, mums. We have to find a way to live with them, don’t we? Violet’s just as bad as she is, even if she pretends that she isn’t. I’ve been in jail for fifteen days. Maybe sixteen. I lost count at one point because I’ve been in solitary confinement. I don’t mind being alone. I had too many siblings growing up not to appreciate some alone time. Mum pulled some strings to get me a memory foam mattress and earplugs too, so I don’t have to hear other inmates screaming.

      It’s rather lovely, for a jail. I’ve never cared much for stripes honestly, and my hair has been unbearable to contend with, but other than that, mum arranged a very nice deal for me – she’s going to have me out well in advance of Christmas. I don’t have to miss a single party on the scene, although I wouldn’t mind missing the Fox party. Molly’s family accepted the money, but I’m sure they would prefer staying away from me. She was her mum’s only child but just another Fox bastard. I can’t remember which one, even if mum told me in a letter. Mum doesn’t understand that no one my age can read cursive, nor do we care to.

      In her last letter, she left instructions regarding my social calendar that I have little intention of following. I’ll grab a slice of the gourmet Christmas ham and disappear to Clover Robinson’s house the moment I get a chance. I miss her so much it hurts.

      I can’t imagine what she’s been up to in my absence. I imagine she’s been hating me for hurting her, for promising her that I would love her and disappearing without a trace. I probably should have said something, but how do you tell the woman you love that you’re handling a civil trial for murder.

      Things were finally going well for us. There’s this thing in me that I don’t want Clover to see, this part of me I want to keep hidden from her. I want her so fucking badly, it hurts… I would do anything to be with her again.

      It takes everything in my power not to break out of prison and run away to see her. It takes everything in my power not to make love to her each time I touch her. She’s a lesson in the restraint I need. Without restraint… This is where I end up. Jailed.

      I spend my last day behind bars arranging my drawings. I placed a call to Benjamin Fox, expressing my heartfelt contrition for my actions, and he suggested I pass the time drawing as well as that he couldn’t care less what happened to his cousin Molly. I took his advice to heart and found myself to be quite good at it.

      “Rape is deplorable,” Benjamin responded that fine Tuesday afternoon. “Get a pencil and draw. Keep your mind busy. Chin up.”

      There’s a reason our family stayed close over the years. Dad and Arthur, Ben’s dad spent many autumns hunting together with the horses and dogs. They were best friends at Rapetti Academy and roommates at Oxford. It’s only recently they had a falling out which I never quite understood. Still, the Fox boys are like brothers to me. I even share their hatred of Jude… a man I haven’t ruled out as a suspect.

      I’m not just drawing in there and having a grand old time. Solitude has given me plenty of time to think about the events of last semester, the girl who paid the price, and the mysterious people behind the scene who raped, blackmailed and made life a living hell for women on campus.

      In fifteen days, I have one hundred and twenty three drawings of Clover and a list of potential suspects.

      I’ve been working from memory and in my memory, Clover has glorious tits and she constantly lies in my bed with her legs spread and her hand playing with her sweet lower lips. I miss her body. It’s not just fantasizing about sex with her, it’s the satisfaction I’ll have when she’s finally ready. It will be knowing that her cunt belongs to me and only me and it won’t matter who else has fucked her, because I will be the only one she loves.

      Love makes sex better, not worse. Most men would do better to know that. I can’t ask her for what I really want unless we love each other. It’s too intense for strangers to share. In some of my other drawings, I focus on her face. I love her heart-shaped cheeks and her long red dreadlocks that she constantly twists and fusses with and shakes out of her face. Her lips are the best part of her face – soft, large, perfect for sucking on…

      Fuck, jail is lonely.

      Clover will love the drawings when I see her again and can share the passion I’ve felt locked away from her. I miss her too much. I don’t feel like myself. I tuck my erotic drawings into my thick black journal and count down the minutes until mum and my lawyer arrive.

      One week until Christmas. One week to explain to Clover and everyone else where I’ve been. I bloody hope she hasn’t moved on. I’ll have a hell of a time explaining where I’ve been. I don’t want Clover to worry about this.

      I don’t want her to look at me and think only about what wrong I’ve done. I don’t want her to look at me and see my father’s wickedness. Mum worries that I’m just as cruel as he is, but she’s dead wrong about our similarities. I only hurt Molly because she hurt Clover. I didn’t mean what happened with Amelia. I’m not completely fucked up. I have a lot of power and I simply want to use it for good.

      A chubby bald chap in a police uniform enters my cell right on schedule. You never mess with a Bainbridge’s schedule – especially not mum’s.

      “Your mother and your advocate await your release. You may come with me, sir.”

      He sounds deferential to me, something I’ve never adjusted to. Mum says it’s my height but everyone really knows it’s the money. It’s just dirty to talk about how rich we are.

      I’m the only prisoner they call Sir in here and I’m the only rich prisoner that everyone else fears touching. My family’s reputation runs almost as deep as the monarchy’s.

      Mum stands besides my lawyer, a new hire with help from Kit Barclay, Leonora Hargreaves. I had my doubts about Theo’s sister, not because she’s a woman, but because I’ve seen her drunk out of her mind more times than I can count despite our decade or so age difference. She enjoyed many of the Fox Christmas parties snorting lines in the back room with Junior and Arabella, rest her soul.

      Mum stands besides Leonora in a stiff black Chanel suit like she’s attending a funeral. She dyed her hair recently, because there are no more gray streaks, just a short chestnut colored bob, the exact color of Violet’s natural hair. Mum sniffles and makes a dramatic whimper the second she sees me,  pressing her kerchief to her cheek as well timed mum-tears roll down her face.. Fuck’s sake. Does she have to do this?

      I want to hug her, but sixteen days on my own makes me wary of touch. I mumble a greeting at both of them, but mum only crumples further into her kerchief, leaving the greeting to Leonora. My new lawyer stretches out her hand to shake mine stiffly, as if we don’t know each other. I don’t think Leonora likes me, but she got me a little over two weeks for murder, so I don’t particularly care. Our people don’t have to like each other to look after each other. If we don’t look after each other, we risk losing a generations long legacy of wealth and power, not to mention Britain’s future.

      “Congratulations, Thomas. You’re a free man,” Leonora warbles with a complete lack of enthusiasm.

      The Fox family might have forgiven me but surely anyone in our circles who has heard of this will warn their daughters away from the dangerous Bainbridge boy. I hate that I have this reputation, but carrying a reputation is worth it if that reputation keeps Clover safe. Whoever did this to her will know that she stands protected and I’m mad enough to hurt anyone who touches my girl.

      “Cell phone please,” I demand, gesturing toward both my mum and Leonora. I don’t care who gives me the cell phone, as long as I can contact Clover instantly. She must think I’m the worst sort of bastard and I can’t bear for her to think so horribly of me.

      Mum pushes her way between me and Leonora, wrapping her arms around me, squeezing me like she’s trying to suffocate me.

      “Mum!”

      Her perfume might drown me. Seriously.

      “My precious boy…” she blubbers in an extremely humiliating manner. I pull her arms off me and shake my head.

      “Can you relax? I need a cell phone.”

      “Your mother misses you, Thomas,” Leonora says with more than a tablespoon of judgment in her voice. Like she’s miss perfect…

      “I understand that,” I say as sharply as I think I can get away with. “I really need to call my girlfriend. Please.”

      “Girlfriend?” mum squeaks. Fuck. I don’t want her to know about Clover. I don’t want her to know I’m dating at all. Mum can get excessively involved in my life and well… there’s the race thing. I don’t want to think about the race thing.

      “I’ll get the phone. Mrs. Bainbridge, take all the time you need with him.”

      I hug mum back finally once Leonora leaves. Mum smells like she’s been drinking which never ends well with her. I didn’t notice at first, but now the cool juniper scent of gin lingers on her breath and it seems obvious that this is how she would cope. It’s either drinking or pills for her. At least it’s not cutting herself anymore.

      “Mum, I’m fine,” I grumble. “Seriously.”

      She realizes that I got off rather lightly, didn’t she? The Fox family accepted a cash settlement for Molly’s death. Her parents took £10 million. I’m not completely spoiled either – that came from my trust fund.

      “You killed someone, Thomas. You are not fine. You need therapy.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do! Murder isn’t normal!”

      She searches through her bag for her keys and I hear the distinct sound of her lipstick tapping against glass. I suppose that’s the source of the gin. She probably shouldn’t be behind the wheel like this, but I don’t want her to know I noticed the drinking.

      “I served my time. I learned my lesson, mum. Promise.”

      She’s heard this from me almost as many times as she’s heard it from dad. This time, I mean it. I’ll find the rest of the blackmailers and then I’ll be done. Next time, I’ll do it without help so she won’t have to get like this.

      Mum keeps glaring daggers at me in a way that definitely reminds me of my sister Violet. I grin in hopes that my winning smile will diffuse her, but it appears to have little effect.

      “This semester, I won’t have you running amok like this.”

      “Mum, I’ve told you the story one million times. She hurt someone I loved. I was being heroic.”

      My mum rolls her eyes.

      “What sort of trashy girl will have you running around committing murder?”

      “She’s not trashy at all.”

      “She’s not English, or I would have found out who she was. Believe me, I’ve asked around. No one knows her, so she mustn’t have land or titles or anything.”

      “Who cares if people have land or titles?”

      Mum finds it impossible to go a day without reminding people that she’s a duchess. Technically. It’s a useless title and she refuses to allow any of us onto her private lands or into the details of any of her holdings. Why the hell should we care about her stupid titles? She’s made it clear that Arnold’s the only one getting access to her ancestral lands.

      Before mum can give me her typical stiff response about good English breeding, Leonora returns with a cell phone. I thank her and start walking out of the building towards mum’s car. I told her to bring the keys to mine during our last phone call, but she refused because she insists we need to spend time together. Sigh. I’ll have to take drastic measures to escape her.

      “Before you call!” Leonora says to me, chasing after me as I swiftly exit the door attempting to punch in Clover’s phone number from memory. “I have some important news. During the case prep for the situation with Molly, I uncovered more information about the group blackmailing you.”

      “I see.”

      “It’s not entirely legal to give this to you but… we’re family.”

      “Are we?”

      “Yes, you moron. We’re third cousins.”

      “That’s hardly family.”

      Leonora has my attention, which she bloody knows judging by the smirk on the buttoned-up blonde woman’s face.

      “Here,” she says, handing me a brown manila folder. “This is everything you need to give to a private investigator who can conduct a complete investigation.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Cheers.”

      I still think she hates me, but Theo’s girlfriend was one of Molly’s victims, so there must be a vested interest there. Not like I could pull that out of a Hargreaves if I tried.

      Mum clings to Leonora’s arm, thanking her profusely for “securing my freedom” and I pull out the new cell phone again. My heart races with fear that I won’t remember her American phone number, or that the call won’t work. I punch the numbers in slowly, but Clover doesn’t answer.

      My throat tightens, and my gut feels like a nervous wreck. Mum approaches me after a tearful goodbye to Leonora.

      “Ready for the holiday?”

      “Mum, I’m going to America.”

      She scowls. “I don’t think so, Thomas. Get in the car. We have a lot to discuss.”

      I sit in the car next to her unperturbed by her protest. I slit the manila envelope open and pull out the information Leonora brought to me. Interesting.

      

      I knew Molly wasn’t working alone, but what I didn’t realize was just how many people she had working with her.

      

      Or who they were…
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            Chapter Two

          

          Clover Robinson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I’m going on a date.

      

      

      I have a boyfriend who dropped off the face of the earth, and I can’t do anything but go on this date my mom set me up on. I begged her not to make me do this again. I told her I wouldn’t after I turned eighteen, but she has the perfect blackmail to keep me working for her, even now, even if I’m too old to be doing this.

      She won’t let me take Lil Cee to the dentist unless I go on this date and she’s been holding his health care hostage at home since I returned from England. He drinks too much Mountain Dew and his back teeth look fucked up. He has pain in one of his canines and a sugar addiction that he’s obviously using to cope with how much mom controls him.

      Am I fucked up for not staying here to protect him? If he can just make it a year and a half without me, I swear I’ll get him out of here.

      Until that magical day when I’m no longer a part of my mom’s media empire (or what she perceives as her media empire) I have to obey her wishes and work on my hustle for the business. It’s the only way for me to earn my tuition money, she reminds me. She trained me to do this from the time I was a little girl.

      Mom picked my outfit for me – a slutty black dress and six-inch heels. She wants me to get Todd Rathburn in bed and “show him what the Robinson women are like”. I pray tonight doesn’t get that far. I can get away without doing that stuff with some guys and others are really persistent. I have a boyfriend. I don’t want to show Todd Robinson anything but the back door. It’s just a date. I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to anymore.

      I’m still living in denial. Thomas doesn’t want me anymore, but I instinctively pull my phone out and attempt to text him. The text messages show that little red exclamation mark, like he blocked me. I asked Sylvia if she heard from him, but he’s ignoring her too.

      I kept texting Thomas for hours before the date, but he didn't reply to me. I don’t get what happened between us. He promised we would talk every day. He said that he would come find me here…

      I’m alone, up to my mom’s same old tricks and forced to comply with her role for me. Maybe I should have told Thomas about this part of my life, but how the hell could I? He already thinks I’m a slut. This would only make it worse.

      Todd Rathburn honks his horn as he pulls up to the house. My mom stops me at the front door, blocking my way before I can leave and giving me a critical once-over. I can tell she’s looking for a snide comment to make, so I speak up before she can criticize my “weird” boobs or my lack of lip filler.

      “I’m only doing this so you let Cee go to the dentist. His tooth hurts, mom. It’s important for him to go.”

      I can’t believe I have to explain to her why she should care about her own kids’ teeth?

      “He needs to learn how to listen before I fix his teeth. Where’s your lipstick? I told you to wear lipstick tonight,” she says. “Your brown ass lips make you look like a horse. Blame your black ass daddy for that.”

      “I’m not wearing lipstick tonight.”

      I hate wearing makeup anyway and I don’t want this Todd guy thinking that I have any real interest in this. I’m doing this because my own mother wants to blackmail me into selling out my coochie to this guy. I can’t even remember why she wants to impress this guy or why she set this up.

      “You look a little less like a man than normal,” my mom says. I think this is her idea of encouragement.

      “Thanks, mom.”

      “If he asks you for head, you do it, okay? He can get you a role on a streaming show or something. You need to think of something successful you can do after college.”

      “Mom!”

      “Seriously, girl. And don’t forget to handle a man’s jewels while you’re doing it.”

      I don’t believe that even deserves a response. I wish Thomas would text me back. I wish I could get out of here and take Cee somewhere far away from this horrible bullshit.

      I fling the front door open and burst outside to see this “Todd Rathburn” character leaning against his car. My mom peeks her head out of the door behind me, completely giddy. I never asked her how much this man paid to take me out, but I know he paid.

      My stomach flips. I glance over my shoulder at my mom to see her waiting in the doorway, blocking my re-entry and grinning at me as if I should be appreciating her matchmaking skills more than anything else.

      “Hello, Clover!” Todd booms with a voice that sounds like a preacher. “Damn, honey, you look fine.”

      He waves to my mom who sticks her hand out to wave back.

      Todd calls to her, “I’ll bring her back safely, ma’am.”

      “You take her for as long as you need and try not to bring her back pregnant.”

      “Ha! We’ll see! We’ll see!”

      He looks at me for the first time. Not at me, really… at my boobs. This geriatric man stares right at my boobs and then licks his lips like a coyote. He stands there for a full minute, staring at my chest until I feel like I’m a literal piece of meat. Fuck. Now I know what type of guy he’s going to be, tonight won’t be easy. How could she make me do this? She just bought this mansion so she doesn’t need the money to take Cee to the dentist.

      “You have a nice set of titties,” he says in a quiet voice. “I can’t wait to put some nice barbecue sauce on these little girl titties.”

      “We’re going to dinner, right?” I aks him, ignoring his lewd comment and praying that I don’t have to kick this man in the balls to escape him tonight. Legally, he can’t get anything more than a date out of me. I’ll have to deal with mom’s punishment later for refusing him, but I can at least get Cee to the dentist before that.

      “Yeah, we’re going to dinner,” He says. “I like watching pretty little girls eat.”

      Great. He’s a fucking weirdo.

      I walk towards his car and count to ten silently in my head. I can cope. He’s not the worst of the guys I’ve been out with, just a sex freak who doesn’t have a clue how to talk to women and who seems to have some fantasies bordering on illegal.

      I’ve been through this before. Mom scheduled my first date when I was fourteen. I went out with a man who was twenty-seven and he got me drunk. Really drunk. I don’t remember much about what happened that night, but I learned that I have to keep my wits about me when I’m out with men. Todd squeezes my ass before holding the door open for me and makes a low growl in his throat. I glare at him, but he just chuckles.

      “Sorry, little lady. I like the feel of a nice black ass.”

      He’s black too, but he’s talking about me like I’m an object.

      “Where are we going tonight?”

      I hold my clutch tightly against my body as I slide into the front seat. Todd gets into the driver’s seat before he answers.

      “We’re going to get steak and after that steak, I’m going to take your tight ass home and give you some good dick. Got it?”

      My stomach turns. I don’t want to do that anymore. I told her when I turned eighteen I wouldn’t do it anymore.

      “I can’t tonight. I got my period today.”

      Todd’s face scrunches up with visible disgust. It’s funny the things the grossest men on the planet find themselves disgusted by.

      “Can you suck dick?”

      I don’t answer. He starts the car and I consider jumping out. I always consider jumping out of the car, but I never do. What happens when I try getting out of these dates might be a story for another day.

      “Answer the question, girl. I paid a lot of money for tonight.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “Good. Good. Tell me about that.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I can’t fuck, so I want to know how you give head.”

      My legs are shaking. I feel myself wanting to cry, but I know I can’t. I have to push through this. Cee has a toothache and mom won’t let me take him to the dentist and she won’t let me get him new shoes for school and she won’t even let him leave the house to hang out with any of his friends. Thomas doesn’t care about me anymore. He ghosted me…

      “I guess I go real slow,” I mutter. I don’t want to do dirty talk with a complete stranger before we even get to the restaurant. Todd makes a low growling noise in his throat.

      “I bet you got a nice pussy. Do you have a nice pussy?”

      “I guess.”

      Maybe I’ll bore him to death. Maybe I can poison him over dinner. Thomas’ face flashes into my head, making me want to cry even more. He wouldn’t want to be my boyfriend if he knew the shit I’ve done. He wouldn’t want to hold me against his chest or kiss me like I was precious if he knew that his first impression of me was completely right.

      I’m not just a slut, anyway. I’m something even more fucked up than a college girl who enjoys sex. Enjoying sex… ha. The only time I came close was with Thomas in my bedroom. The only time I ever enjoyed a man near me was with him, the boy who ghosted me.

      Maybe this is my destiny – guys like Todd. I have to wash them away with guys like Jude and Kit, and pretend that they’re the biggest assholes I’ve ever dared to know when they’re just spoiled ass rich boys who haven’t yet turned into the wealthy sexual predators that scope the world around for young women and justify their violation by saying that they paid for it.

      Todd laughs. “Don’t worry, little lady. I’ll get you comfortable over dinner. You look like you have nice lips for that. Nice juicy little girl lips.”

      I throw up a little in my mouth and try not to release the contents of my stomach all over this guy’s leather seats. Who knows what the hell he’ll do to me if I make him pull over.

      Where did my mom even find this fucking scumbag? We get to the restaurant and Todd wraps his arm tightly around my waist. I can’t escape him on the way into the restaurant and he makes things worse by sitting next to me instead of across from me. He gropes my thigh under the table as the waitress approaches and orders a bottle of tequila for the table.

      I haven’t said a word since we got here, and several minutes pass after the waitress leaves.

      Todd leans over, taking his hand off my thigh for a moment.

      “Were you young the first time you had those titties sucked?”

      This man doesn’t rest.

      “Could you talk about something else over dinner?”

      Todd chuckles. “Damn, girl. Your mama said you were eager to please. Don’t you know talking back ain’t gonna please a damn man?”

      Thomas. I don’t know where you are, but I know whatever we had, however little time we had together, you would have never treated me like this. Maybe it was only a taste of what real love was, but that taste was enough to make me incapable of going through this again.

      “Okay.”

      “Do you take it up the ass too? You got that period going on, but I could cum in your ass.”

      This man just met me and he’s talking about cumming in my ass before the bottle of tequila even touches the table. He’s older than my mama and he smells like mothballs, overpriced cologne and whiskey. I want to throw up just from his proximity to me.

      

      I fought off a blackmailer with a knife.

      I fought off 6’6” Thomas Bainbridge.

      

      I can’t let this asshole get away with this. I’m not the same girl I was before college.

      

      “You are such a pig,” I snap at Todd, a little too loud because other people in the restaurant turn to look at us. I know I’ll have to pay for this.

      “Excuse me?” He gives me a stunned expression as if no one has ever said no to him in his life.

      I get up, towering over him at a height I’m unaccustomed to. I prefer chucks to high heels a thousand percent. I fold my arms and give Todd my best “take no shit” face before I tell his gross geriatric ass off.

      “You are a fucking pig and I’m not staying here. Fuck this stupid date and fuck you and fuck your old dirty ass dick that you have to pay to keep wet. You’re a scumbag piece of shit and I am not a little girl.”

      He grabs my arm instinctively, squeezing as hard as he can. My heart beats a million miles a minute and I act without thinking at all. I take off one of my heels, slamming the heel into Todd’s hand hard. He screams and I slam my heel into his hand until he lets go of me. I get some distance between us as he shuffles like he’s going to take off after me.

      Hell no.

      I take my other shoe off and fling it at his head before I grab my purse and sprint out of the restaurant. I don’t know where the hell I’m going, but I have to get the fuck out of here. I run like hell and turn down the first corner I come to, running barefoot through the streets of Newport, Rhode Island looking like a sight to behold amongst the coiffed white women taking their golden retrievers for an evening stroll or the bands of preppy white girls wearing matching Vineyard Vines half-zip sweaters and gossiping loudly over stuffed shopping bags.

      

      Don’t stop running, Clover. Don’t stop until you’re sure you can be safe.
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            Chapter Three

          

          Sylvia Richards

        

      

    

    
      Crispin and Amina pet their horses, Jelly and Barcelona, while I gingerly hold a cube of sugar out to the horse Amina just bought for me to ride. It’s the first half of my Christmas present which is really generous considering Amina pays my tuition. I’ve been attempting to make myself useful around here when mom doesn’t need me at the restaurant, and I’ve been organizing the files of the other missing kids from Hurricane Katrina so that Amina can focus on being pregnant. She’s still not allowed to ride, but she walks the horses around the fields daily and spends lots of time with them.

      I never imagined I would ever have a real horse. I used to dream of being one of those horse girls as a kid because of some kid version of Black Beauty I read from the library with my dad. I don’t know how much riding I’ll be able to do without lessons, but I still want to get to know Doodle, my new chestnut mare. Crispin seems to think I’ll pick up riding easily.

      Doodle’s tongue sticks out and she licks all over my hand, making me squeal from how ticklish her tongue is. Going riding was a ploy to get endorphins into Amina and Crispin before I tell them the secret I’ve kept for the majority of the holiday so far.

      Mom’s getting close to figuring me out, but I don’t want her to be the first person I tell. I want it to be Amina. Crispin already suspects I didn’t make my house call today just to hang out. He has a very suspicious gaze and it’s not just the one eye thing.

      One of his visiting younger cousins broke his glass eye, so Crispin wears a patch until his eye returns. He doesn’t need two eyes to make you feel like he’s watching you closely. Amina kisses Barcelona on the snout until Cripsin clears his throat.

      “Amina,” he drawls in his incredibly posh voice. “I believe Sylvia brought us here as a ruse to make some sort of announcement. Perhaps she’s finally starting her business?”

      I bite my lip and let Doodle lick the rest of the sugar cube off my hand.

      “Since when are you a mind-reader?”

      “Since you started hiding things from your sister, like your relationship with Theodore Hargreaves.”

      Crispin puts his arm around Amina who leans instinctively into her husband’s embrace. They’re perfect together. How could I see that and not want something similar?

      “They broke up already. Chill,” Amina says, nuzzling her hair against Crispin. “My sister is simply enjoying the beautiful New Orleans weather. For once my hair isn’t a big puffball from humidity…”

      Crispin doesn’t take his scary blue eye off me. It’s weird how that part of him reminds me so much of Theo. There’s no point in holding this back from them. Amina keeps rambling about her hair’s puffiness and how hot it makes her neck, so I have to clear my throat and interrupt her.

      “Fine. Crispin’s right. I’m pregnant.”

      “What?!” Amina shrieks, leaping away from Crispin’s chest until his hand fastens around her wrist and he pulls her back against him.

      “Pregnant?” Crispin says, his thick eyebrows raising suspiciously. “Elaborate.”

      “In what way?” Amina asks, which is kind of a weird question.

      I don’t really know how to answer either of their questions so I answer the question I know they’ll want to ask eventually.

      “Theo’s the dad and no, I haven’t told him yet.”

      Crispin lets go of Amina and pulls out his cell phone. He calmly responds. “Not to worry, I’ll have someone assassinate him. Perhaps Thomas Bainbridge has some free time…”

      Amina elbows Crispin. “Stop it. And that isn’t funny about Thomas. Violet’s very disturbed at the turn his life has taken.”

      “What turn? What happened to Thomas?” I ask, not because I want to change the subject but because I’m still investigating why the hell he’s ghosting me and Clover.

      Crispin scowls. “You’re not getting out of this easily. What is the precise date and time that Theodore Hargreaves impregnated you?”

      He reaches into his pocket for a pen like he’s going to take notes, but Amina shrieks and snatches the pen from Crispin.

      “Ew!” Amina yells, elbowing Crispin in the side. “I don’t want to know that and you don’t need to know that.”

      “I ordered you to break up,” Cripsin says sternly.

      Amina rolls her eyes. “Well that always works.”

      “It happened before,” I answer weakly, but Crispin can definitely tell that I’m lying. Amina sighs with disappointment. That’s the worst part of this. I want my cool kinda-Texan older sister to think I have my shit together. I don’t know how this happened with me and Theo. We were being careful.

      “It was an accident. Please… Can you help me? I don’t want Theo to be upset. I know he’s very old-fashioned–

      Amina scoffs, interrupting me. “Old-fashioned? Sylvia… He’s a bisexual British man who spent most of his life finding new ways and places to smoke marijuana.”

      “He doesn’t do that anymore.” I have to say something to defend him.

      “He’s going to be your teacher,” Crispin says. “His ex-boyfriend is your headmaster.”

      “The headmaster doesn’t even work on campus anymore,” I mutter weakly.

      “Sylvia,” Amina replies softly, in a voice that makes me feel equally guilty and stupid. “How could you let this happen? I thought you wanted to go to college. I thought you had dreams.”

      “You settled here with Crispin and had kids. You still have dreams.”

      “I know,” Amina says as kindly as she can muster. “I know that. But you’re my sister and Theo… He’s never shown signs of settling down or wanting to be a dad.”

      I feel sadness tightening in my chest.

      “I want help,” I whisper. Doodle senses my distress, or at least I assume she does, and she presses her nose to my neck, making a low whinny in the back of her throat.

      “I’d love to help you, Syl,” Crispin says. “I tried to help you. Theo’s my cousin. I’ve known him my entire life. He had no business dating a girl your age and he doesn’t have any business getting you pregnant and forcing you to drop out of school.”

      “I don’t want to drop out of school,” I promise them. “I swear.”

      “The school doesn’t allow pregnant students,” Amina reminds me. “You can’t hide a baby for the entire year. Not like I would advocate breaking school rules under any circumstances.”

      “You can’t have an abortion,” Crispin says, stating it simply. Amina shoots him a glare.

      “It’s her body and she can do whatever she wants, but the good thing is, she doesn’t have to choose right away.”

      “Right. She can celebrate the holiday and then I can serve Theo’s balls at New Year’s dinner…and then she can decide.”

      Amina elbows Crispin again. “Testicles are not a holiday food, Crispin. Sylvia… Why Theo? Seriously. Can you at least explain how the hell you two got together?”

      “Aren’t you both in love with each other?”

      “Yes, but we’re age appropriate. I fell in love with Amina because she’s a beautiful little pixie with a heart of gold and a really foul attitude when she’s cross.”

      “Wow, what a stunning compliment, white boy…” Amina grumbles, poking Crispin in the sides with her index finger.

      “Then there’s that,” Crispin adds. “The race thing.”

      Amina elbows him again. “Crispin, it’s weird when you say you’re attracted to me because of my race.”

      “But it’s fine for people to prefer blondes?”

      Amina rolls her eyes as Crispin gives her a cheeky kiss on the top of the head, and turns her attention back to me. “Thanks for trusting us, Sylvia. Crispin and I will help with whatever you need.”

      “Can you help me find a way to tell Theo?”

      “If you can’t tell him you’re pregnant, you’re too young to be in this situation,” Crispin says gruffly.

      I hate when he makes me feel all guilty like that. It’s intimidating enough standing in the presence of a gorgeous 6’6” pillar of blond muscle. Hearing Crispin’s disappointed voice reminds me of how shitty it would feel to disappoint daddy. I thank them for the ride and stay for dinner before mom calls me back home. I haven’t heard from Clover in a few days but I think her mom’s forcing her to go out on a date tonight.

      Thomas ghosted her, which makes him an asshole. I’ve sent him 30 mean as hell texts about how he’s treated her, but he hasn’t responded which makes me feel like the asshole now. I know Thomas and he’s not the type to leave everyone in limbo like this. He hasn’t even spoken to Violet and they text every single day. No one will tell me what’s wrong and I’m starting to think I need to get out of my mama’s house and investigate on my own.

      Unfortunately, I won’t be going anywhere tomorrow night because business will be booming and mom needs help with hostessing again ever since the last girl gave a customer’s husband a blowjob in the bathroom and got caught. New Orleans can be messy like that sometimes. I think some of us down here take the “Big Easy” thing too seriously.

      When I get home, my mom and sisters aren’t back from the restaurant yet. I text Denise to ask if she needs any help and she messages me that they have it all together. No need for me to make it to the end of the late shift. Phew.

      I head to my computer and check my email, hoping that Thomas’ phone was just broken and he can reply to one of my apology emails for the mean texts. I worried he would hurt Clover and now that he actually has, I’ll have to tell him off. I search my inbox carefully for once and there’s nothing from Thomas, but an email in my inbox from an address I don’t recognize.

      

      My heart sinks into my stomach. I recognize that writing style. I recognize those words… This can’t be possible. She’s dead.

      

      
        
        Dear Sylvia,

        Miss me?

        You didn’t get away scot-free.

        I know your sisters Denise Richards and Teresa Richards are very “internet famous”.

        It would be a shame if I exposed the truth about those dirty sluts.

        Do what I say in my next message or I’ll leak their nudes to everyone.

        Goodbye college. Goodbye career. Hello, OnlyScams.

        XO Spicy Freak’s Bestie
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            Chapter Four

          

          Clover

        

      

    

    
      Fuck this. Fuck everything. I don’t care if this costs mom some money or some stupid deal. I’m tired of having to do this just to make her happy. I’m tired of having to do shit like this just to help my little brother get some basic medical care or to get application money for college or a little cash to fix my car.

      I run like hell until I find an alley a few hundred feet away from the restaurant, even if Todd Rathburn never put in the effort to chase me even ten feet. I want to get as far away from that nasty ass old man as possible. He reminds me of the type of ‘fan’ who would have wanted a date with me when I was even younger. I never told Thomas about this side of things. I couldn’t tell anyone, not even my best friends at the Fox Academy about how truly fucked up I am.

      I fight the urge to try ringing Thomas’ number again. He didn’t pick up the last dozen times I called him and calling him more will only make me seem desperate. He’s over me. I have to get myself to accept that. My mom might be right about me. I’m too dark, too big around the hips and I don’t look like beautiful rich British girls. Aside from my vintage Adidas sneaker collection, I’m basic. Tears well in my eyes. I’m not just basic — I’m damaged.

      I can’t believe I let myself fall for him. I can’t believe I thought he would be different from any other guy. I can’t call Thomas and I don’t want to call my mom yet, so I call my dad, expecting him not to pick up but half hoping that he would.

      “Clover!” Court Robinson booms once he answers the phone. “Your mother said you were out with a date tonight. What happened? Did you have fun?”

      “He was an asshole.”

      My dad blows me off like he usually does. This time is stings even harder knowing that Thomas, at least the Thomas who pretended to love me, would have done anything to protect me from Todd.

      My dad continues talking without wanting to know a single thing about my date gone wrong. “You know men. How are you and Chaos doing?”

      “We need to get out of here, dad. Cee needs to get out of here. Please. I don’t want to spend the holiday in Rhode Island with mom. She told me I wouldn’t have to date these guys again and then she blackmails me into going out with Todd. You have to do something.”

      “She’s your mother. She knows what’s best.”

      “Don’t you care that Cee’s had a toothache for months?”

      “He’s his mama’s problem at his mama’s house.”

      “Can’t we just… come out to L.A.?”

      I must be desperate to beg my dad like this, especially when I know good and well that he won’t listen. Just because he’s a different kind of annoying from my mom doesn’t mean he’s any better than her. I don’t even want to be in the shitty ass city of Los Angeles with its smog, shallow people and my mom’s constant parade of men who want to “date” me.

      My dad throws these fantasies of escape right on their ass. I try to act like it doesn’t hurt but of course it hurts.

      “I thought your mother told you that you couldn’t come out to LA.”

      I hate how desperate I sound. Kids shouldn’t have to beg to get their parents to give a crap about them.

      “Why not? You’re our dad. We have a right to be with our father.”

      “Clover, honey,” my dad says calmly, like he’s announcing the price of coffee or something equally banal. “I don’t want you out here because I have a new situation going on. La’Quanya doesn’t want kids and she has to focus on decompressing from her latest rhinoplasty. She doesn’t have time for y’all running around the house.”

      “Who the fuck is La’Quanya? Is she living in our house? Is that where you are right now?”

      I thought my mom was making shit up when she said dad was seeing someone.

      I wish I took that bottle of fucking tequila off Todd’s table with me. I’m so mad, I could spit and get really fucking drunk until I couldn’t feel anymore.

      I pace around the alley and then walk down the street towards… I don’t even know where. It doesn’t matter where I end up. Anywhere has to be better than here. If I stop walking, I’ll stop breathing and let out the loudest scream. I wait for my dad to respond and his response definitely makes me want to shriek in distress.

      “La’Quanya, for your information, is a beautiful exotic model who I met on a dating website because your mother refused to satisfy my kinks. She’s special to me and I won’t have y’all up in my business.”

      “We are your kids,” I remind him, ignoring the “kinks” comment. I had to edit countless of my parents’ “Sex Related Question & Answer” videos so it’s not the worst thing I’ve heard either of them say about their sex life or sex in general.

      “So what?” He answers dismissively. “I already raised you and you got a damn mama for a reason. I don’t want La’Quanya knowing I have a butch daughter. She don’t fuck with that shit.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Eating pussy. That’s what you girls get up to at those damn boarding schools. Carpet diving all fucking day.”

      “Dad!” I shriek into the phone. “That’s disgusting and homophobic and I’m not a lesbian anyway, not like it would matter.”

      I’m so angry I’m quaking. I hate him. I hate Todd. I hate my mom. The only reason I’m here is for Cee and even that feels like a big fucking mistake right now. I can’t save Cee from any of this shit the same way no one could save me.

      “Oh yeah? Then why you dress like one then? Maybe that’s why these men have to get aggressive with you. That bull dyke attitude won’t do shit for you.”

      I can’t take another second of talking to him.

      “Shut. Up!” I screech into the phone, although I promised myself I wouldn’t lose my cool with him. “Shut. The. Fuck. Up. I have a boyfriend by the way. And he’s white.”

      I don’t wait for my dad’s response before I hang up the phone and fight the urge to scream and throw my cell phone into the street. If there’s one person on this fucking planet more fucked up than my mom, it’s my dad. Tears stream down my cheeks as I walk around a few more blocks and realize that I’m all turned around and I don’t have any idea how to get back to my mom’s new house.

      Chaos-Shooter and I are only here because dad doesn’t want us. Mom barely wants us here herself. It’s Christmas and I’m going to be alone. I stupidly thought this year would be different from all the others. I thought that even if we were thousands of miles away from each other, I would have Thomas Bainbridge to love and that would be enough to keep me going through another miserable fucking holiday with the Robinsons.

      I find a small gas station after a few blocks and go inside to get help with directions using the few landmarks I remember and to buy one of those dumb vapes everyone back in L.A. got addicted to a few years ago in high school. I only tried them once and I know they’re terrible for you, but I want to spend the whole night doing things that are terrible for me.

      I get some possibly helpful directions about where my mom’s house might be and some pineapple coconut flavored nicotine vape. I unwrap the vape outside and take a huge puff that’s much too big for me. The sensation rushes to my head, the rush canceling out all my feelings about being a loser for trying a substance I know could easily get me addicted.

      Why should I give a fuck? No one gives a shit about me. My phone buzzes and in my stupid nicotine haze, I find myself wishing that it’s Thomas. It isn’t, naturally.

      
        
          
            
              
        Roger: You okay? I miss dance team. Mostly you, though.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s texted me every day of our holiday. I don’t get romantic with him, but I always got the vibe he was flirting. Now, he’s definitely flirting. I still have a boyfriend, don’t I? I can’t tell if Thomas is still my boyfriend because he won’t answer any of my messages. I guess it can’t hurt to text Roger back something friendly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Dance will be lit next semester. :)

      

      

      

      

      

      I hope my smiley face doesn’t come across as way too suggestive or anything. It’s not enough that Roger texts me, I get another one right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sylvia: Haven’t heard from you in a bit. All good?

      

      

      

      

      

      And another.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jude: Can we talk?

      

      

      

      

      

      What the hell could I have to say to Jude? I don’t want to talk to his ass. As for Sylvia… I don’t know what to say to her either. I’m too embarrassed to tell her how quickly my so-called relationship with Thomas fell apart.

      I definitely don’t want to tell her about tonight. Sylvia’s pure class and her sister married one of the wealthiest men in England. My mom loves pretending I’m a high-end escort and tries to make me act like one. I don’t want Sylvia to think I’m too trashy to be her friend. She doesn’t seem like that type of person but I can’t help my fears about people. My whole life, you never knew who could turn on you. It’s hard to trust people.

      Roger replies to me again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Roger: I want to see you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Roger: Bored. I’ve got Christmas money. Let me know.

      

      

      

      

      

      I want to reply, but my head feels all funny from the vape and it’s getting too late for me to keep wandering around. I apply more serious effort to retracing the route of Todd’s car and after forty-five more minutes, I find the long driveway up to mom’s new mansion. Her car isn’t there when I get back, but I can see blue light emanating from Cee’s room upstairs. He’s either playing video games or he fell asleep watching TV. I don’t want him to see me looking a mess like this – even if I bought cheap flip flops at the convenience store, I still look like a damn mess.

      My dreadlocks are hanging all out of place and they’re getting too long. I need to retwist them, but it’s always a headache when they’re this length. Ugh. I stumble upstairs, grateful that I don’t have to run into my mom tonight and deal with her wrath at the way I handled Todd. The last time I fucked up a date like this, she gave me bruises that lasted a week.

      It became easier to lie there and let shit happen to me than to get into a fight when I got home. I still don’t know if they were telling the truth — if everyone has to do this to get rich. I’m too afraid to ask, you know? You don’t want to find out that the people you grew up looking up to are complete monsters. I have to tell myself that they’re flawed, ambitious people and hey — look at my big fancy bedroom. It was all worth it. I’m safe. I can be safe because of the channel.

      I crawl into bed without taking my clothes off because I just want to get out of the dark and the cold and stop thinking about what happened with Todd. Of course, it’s all I can think about. I can almost smell his stank ass cologne and there’s this weird underlying panic that he’ll just burst in through the front door and demand what he paid for…

      Men have done it before.

      I squeeze my legs shut and wrap my blankets tightly around my body, willing myself to fall asleep. Hours pass and I find myself no closer to sleeping, even if the sun’s almost up. A noise from outside startles me awake in that perfect, dark hour when no one’s awake.

      

      It’s been quiet since I got here so the sound gives me a good jolt.

      Pebbles on my window.

      

      It’s him. He’s come for me. Tonight, I won’t be able to escape.
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            Chapter Five

          

          Thomas

        

      

    

    
      Pebbles on the window. Not exactly the best way to get Clover’s attention, but she hasn’t responded to any of my text messages. I’ve been warning her of my pending arrival and even sent her emails, but she won’t reply to any of them or she hasn’t received them.

      Once she didn’t reply to my first text message, I called my people to fire up the jet and prepared myself for a hasty trip to Boston before hiring a private car to take me to Newport. There’s far too much driving in America. I’m too impatient for this sort of journey and I can’t wait until morning to knock on the door like a sane person. I tracked her all the way to America, right down to her bedroom window.

      I hope my people are right about where she lives. I could get in huge trouble for this and I really can’t afford more trouble right now.

      The rocks hit a window I hope belongs to Clover. The first set of pebbles provokes no reaction, so I search the side of the house for a place to climb. I aim to get a grip on the red brick when I hear Clover’s window fling open. She sticks her head out, but she doesn’t see me at first, calling my names a couple times before she notices me… and then flips the hell out.

      “Thomas?!”

      She’s wearing a tiny little dress and as she leans out of her window, her breasts almost spill over. That’s not the most interesting thing about her. Her hair’s longer. And I don’t know if it’s just something about standing beneath her window, but she looks gorgeous from this angle. I want to run away with her.

      “You didn’t respond to my texts.”

      “So you got on an international flight? I didn’t get any stupid text messages from you,” Clover snaps. She seems furious and distant, which I know I deserve. I still fucking hate it, though. I hate not having her against my chest. I hate that we spent so many days away from each other. I hate that I don’t know if she still loves me or if she’s moved on to one of the other men knocking down her door.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I grunt, getting a toe hold on another brick. “I’m here.”

      “I don’t want my mom to hear you. Hurry.”

      “Can’t you let me in the front door?” I grunt, even if I’m already twelve feet off the ground, Clover lives on the second floor and I’d rather not risk my life to scale the side of her house if it’s not necessary. Clover shuts her window and I drop to the ground, sneaking around the red brick walls to find the front door. I see the lights in the landing come on and hear Clover’s footsteps before she swings the door open and then swings her fist directly at my face.

      I catch Clover’s swift-moving fist in my hand and hold her in place.

      “Attacking me so soon?”

      “You deserve it,” she hisses, scanning my lower body for places she can kick me there. She’s so pretty. I don’t care that she’s launching an assault — Clover’s the prettiest girl I’ve seen. How the fuck have I kept my hands off her at all?

      “I didn’t mean to fall off the face of the earth. I swear.”

      “I haven’t heard from you in a month! Not a text, not an email, not a phone call,” she hisses.

      “Can I come in?”

      “I don’t know. If I let you in, I might not let you out.”

      “Are you suggesting that you’re going to murder me, Clover Robinson?”

      I want to kiss her so badly. Touching her hurts because I can feel it. I can feel every ounce of pain and betrayal she felt from my absence. I don’t want to be this cruel person to her.

      “Yes.”

      “You look great. Were you out tonight?”

      Clover’s face twists into the most forlorn expression I’ve seen.

      “Upstairs,” she whispers. “Can you please just come upstairs?”

      “I thought you wanted to kill me where I stood.”

      “I haven’t made up my mind about that yet,” she says, but the littlest smirk across her face suggests that I haven’t ruined everything with her completely. I don’t want to ruin things with her. I want to hold her and take her into my arms and make her forget all the bad shit that might have ever happened. Once she’s upstairs, she shuts her bedroom door behind her and exhales.

      “I don’t think my mom’s coming home tonight but she can’t find out you’re here.”

      “Won’t that be difficult?”

      “I can bring you food. I have an en suite bathroom. You don’t have any reason to leave.”

      “Are you suggesting that you hold me prisoner?”

      Clover nods. The thought of not having my freedom again fills me with dread. Mum points out that things could have been much worse considering what I did, but that doesn’t mean I relish the thought of captivity.

      “Fine,” I relent, because I owe Clover so much more. “But we can leave any time you want. Perhaps tomorrow morning.”

      “I can’t leave Cee. I told you that.”

      “Can I meet him?”

      Clover rolls her eyes and snaps, “Why are you here, Thomas? And where the fuck were you?”

      “Where were you? You look like you were on a date.”

      “I was on a date,” Clover snaps. She still has that fierce, uncomfortable look on her face like she’s holding something horrible back from me that she doesn’t want me to know. “Where were you?”

      “Legal troubles.”

      “For what?”

      “Personal matters.”

      “I’m your girlfriend. I know when you’re being secretive. Unless. I’m not your damn girlfriend anymore which is exactly what this feels like.”

      I knew I fucked up. I don’t want her to think I give a fuck about anyone else. She’s the only woman I’ve thought about for my days of imprisonment. I want to be with her and no one else.

      “Of course you’re still my girlfriend. I crossed an ocean to get here.”

      “With no luggage and no car?”

      “I got a hotel, obviously. I wanted to see you and I hoped I could convince you to run away. I understand you have a greater purpose.”

      “Legal trouble?” Clover finally asks, poking my chest, but then letting her hands linger against my chest. “What the hell does that mean?”

      She’s touching me through my shirt but it’s enough to drive me mental. To make me want her. She doesn’t know how hard it is to resist those little sensual movements of her body. A date. I don’t like the sound of her going on a date. But she doesn’t like the sound of my legal trouble so perhaps we’re even.

      “It’s about everything that happened. It’s not over, you know,” I tell her.

      “I thought you ended everything,” she says, her expression morphing from anger to guilt. I don’t know how to make her feel less guilty about
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