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Prologue

Life laughs at you sometimes. Perhaps people like me are boring to watch, so every once in a while life goes, Hey, why don’t I mess around with Amelia a bit? Don’t you think that’ll be funny?

And then life’s friends, drama, pain, uncertainty, and unfortunate events, say, Hell, yeah, dude! We got your back. Watch the shit storm we can cause.

And they all get to work inserting themselves where they don’t belong, stirring up the pot. Then they sit around with cold beers clutched in their hands and some boxes of pizza shared between them and laugh uproariously. At least, that’s how I think it happens, because sometimes it seems like my time here on Earth is just one long episode of let’s see how we can screw with Amelia today.

There’s a man out there intent on murdering me: Tony. He has hurt and killed other people in the name of revenge. And I care very deeply about someone I’m destined to end up hurting—someone who discovered that he was being deceived from the start, and then was promptly arrested for murdering his stepfather, whom he’d been worried about harming his brothers ever since Greg was released from jail. Aiden is not a murderer; he’s not capable of doing something like that. Or is he? He’s a fierce protector of those he loves, and he would do anything to protect his brothers … but murder?

Aiden hates Greg with a burning passion—I’m pretty sure he abused Aiden as a child. But I can’t see Aiden taking his life then coming over to my house to watch movies like it’s any other day.

Why do the police think Aiden did it? He was at my house all night, and he was with Mason before that … right? When did Greg die, anyway? He’s been out of prison for a couple of weeks—wouldn’t he want to spend some time with his son, Ryan, and not bother with Aiden?

Ryan.

I wonder if Aiden’s stepbrother has heard about the death of his father. I wonder if he’s heard Aiden was arrested for Greg’s murder. Ryan hates Aiden for being Aiden; I don’t want to know what he’ll do if he thinks Aiden’s responsible for the death of his father. Before, this was just a petty rivalry, but now someone’s dead and Aiden’s in jail accused of murder.

I can’t lose Aiden. Not right now, not when he’s come to mean so much to me. Everyone here in King City has. All my friends are the people I never thought I’d ever have in my life; people who make me feel like I belong, like I have a family. I can’t let anyone, not Ryan, not Tony, and not even the police, take that away from me.
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The police station hums with activity. Men and women in uniform are all over the place, either walking around like they’re in the middle of some important task or standing around talking like they have all the time in the world. An odd combination of disinfectant and dirt scents the air, and the constant ringing of a phone drills at my head. We’ve been sitting here for hours. No one has told us anything, as the only interaction between us and the officers has been them occasionally glaring at us for taking up practically the entire waiting area.

I hate police stations. I’ve been in plenty over the past year and it never gets better—the anxiety never goes away, and neither does the pit of dread that sits in the middle of my chest. Police stations remind me of Tony, and every person an officer leads past us in handcuffs makes me cringe. The only reason I’m sticking rooted to my seat instead of flying out of here as fast as my legs can take me is Aiden.

After the arrest, Julian, Mason, and Annalisa picked up the twins from their friend’s house like Aiden asked, and took them to Julian’s house for his mom to watch. Everyone else came to the police station, and Julian showed up a bit later with Annalisa and his father, Vince. Julian clearly got his height from his father, as well as his broad shoulders, but Vince has a stern face, and there’s a commanding presence about him that makes him feel trustworthy. Of course Julian would go to his dad for help, since we clearly need a responsible adult and it’s not like Aiden has another one to turn to. Plus, Aiden practically grew up with Julian.

A bit after Vince showed up, Mason arrived with his dad, Brian. The adults went to talk to the police about Aiden while the rest of us sat worriedly in the tiny reception area.

Mason gets his good looks from his dad, as their dark hair and tanned olive skin are almost identical, but Brian’s a bit shorter than his son. Brian’s dark eyes also lack that certain spark of mischief that Mason’s often hold—but then again, this isn’t a happy situation.

As the two dads talk to the officers, I sit straight up and study them intently, and it doesn’t look like it’s going well. Brian’s running his hand through his hair like Mason does when he’s frustrated, the gold wedding band sparkling brightly in comparison to his dark hair. My heartbeat hasn’t slowed down to normal since we sat down.

After a while, Vince is led by some officers to the back, and Brian comes to sit with us.

“What’s going on?” Mason asks his dad.

“They have Aiden in holding right now. He’s still a few weeks shy of eighteen, so they can’t question him without the presence of an appropriate adult and a social worker, and we’re trying to sort out who that is, exactly,” Brian explains, pulling out his phone and going through some contacts.

“But they can’t question him without a lawyer! Shouldn’t we be getting him a lawyer?” Annalisa exclaims.

“He doesn’t need a lawyer because he didn’t do anything!” Noah defends Aiden. “He has, like, seven alibis! Eight if you count the guy working the counter at the pizza place!”

Brian ignores Noah and stands up. “I’m calling a lawyer now. Hopefully, he’ll be here soon.”

And with that, Brian walks away to find a quiet place to make his phone call, leaving the rest of us to our unproductive worrying.

Half an hour later, a professional-looking man in a pressed suit enters the police station, and Brian gets up to shake his hand. They talk to some officers, who then hustle the man I’m assuming is Aiden’s lawyer into the back room.

Charlotte is sitting beside Chase, and they’re talking in hushed tones between themselves. Annalisa glares down everyone in the police station, and looks like she’s trying very hard to not punch anyone who looks at her the wrong way. Julian’s beside her, talking to Mason and Brian about what could possibly happen to Aiden and what’s going on in the back. Noah’s beside me, his foot rapidly and incessantly tapping the floor, the sound slowly driving me crazy.

Since moving to King City, I’ve been lucky enough to meet all these incredible people—friends who have become like a family to me. I’ve never had friends like this, who have your back no matter what, and who stick by you through hard times. We’re all in a police station on a Friday night instead of out enjoying ourselves, and it’s all because we care about each other, about Aiden.

While I’m grateful to have my friends, I hate that I’m stuck in an uncomfortable chair in a beige room with awful lighting, incapable of doing anything except try really hard to ignore the pit of anxiety and worry building in my stomach.

After a while, I can’t take it anymore and slap my hand on Noah’s thigh. “Stop!” I snap.

“I know I’m irresistible, Amelia, but now is not the time or place to get frisky,” Noah says.

I pull my hand back, in no mood for his Noah-ness at this particular time. His foot has stopped incessantly tapping, but I don’t feel any better. What’s taking so long? Aiden didn’t do anything. All of this all should’ve been sorted out already. Right?

The minutes tick by painfully. Charlotte’s strict parents call, and then her older brother comes to pick her and Chase up, who has his own worried parents to get home to. We promise we’ll keep them both updated.

We’ve been here for how long now? Hours? It’s past ten o’clock. Why has the activity in the police station not slowed down? The phone hasn’t stopped ringing. I have half a mind to rip every single phone off its cord and chuck them all out the window. The last time I was in a police station this long was when Tony found me for the third time, and I’d had to go from the hospital to the station to give my statement, which was useless, clearly, since he’s still out there, searching for me. And just like that night, my flight response is kicking in—I want to run as far away from here as humanly possible, but I’d never leave Aiden behind.

It’s just after eleven o’clock when the lawyer and Vince come back out, unfortunately without Aiden. Brian goes over to talk to the other men, and we all sit up, ramrod straight, straining to hear the conversation. The dads talk for a while with some detectives, and then the lawyer and Brian depart with two other police officers, leaving us all staring after them, confused.

Vince heads over to us, looking tired but less frustrated, which I hope is a good thing. We get to our feet as he approaches.

“They’re going to hold Aiden overnight,” Vince says before any of us can interrogate him. “While they check his alibi.”

“Aren’t we his alibi?” Julian asks.

Julian’s father motions us over to the side of the tiny waiting area for some privacy from the other people here.

“Here’s what we know: Greg’s body was found dead in front of Aiden’s house, and he was pretty badly beaten. They found Aiden’s cell phone at the crime scene. Right now the cops have a tentative time of death around six in the evening. Aiden had been at Mason’s house since four thirty, and they were there until they left to pick up the pizza around ten to seven, and then they went straight to Amelia’s house. The security footage from the cameras in front of Mason’s house can prove the times are correct, and Brian just left to get the police the tapes to clear Aiden.”

We all look at each other, stunned. Greg’s body was found in front of Aiden’s house? With Aiden’s cell phone?

“His cell phone? I know for a fact that his phone was with him at Amelia’s house,” Mason chimes in.

“His old phone. Remember, he lost it a few weeks ago, at the Tr—school.” My awkward cover-up isn’t at all cool, but I’m not going to narc on anyone by saying “Tracks” in front of a parent.

“How did Aiden’s phone end up at the crime scene?” Annalisa asks, even though no one knows the answer.

“Never mind that, how did the dead body of Aiden’s despised stepfather end up in front of his house? Was it moved there?” Julian ponders.

Vince rubs his eyes. I seriously doubt that he ever thought that being a dad meant having to deal with a murder charge. “Forensics determined that it was the primary location, meaning that Greg died in front of Aiden’s house.”

“That does not look good for our boy.” Noah grimaces.

“He didn’t do it, Noah!” Annalisa snaps.

“Geez, I know. I’m just saying …” he replies, then under his breath adds, “Why do I always forget that she’s crankier than usual without sleep?”

“Noah’s right though,” Vince says. “With the location of the crime, Aiden’s phone, and the bruising on Greg indicating a recent fight—it doesn’t look good. Plus, Aiden and Greg’s past doesn’t help—it’s on record that Aiden petitioned against Greg’s parole. It could be reasoned that he had a motive. Even if we have an alibi for him, we have to prove that’s enough for them to let him go.”

This whole situation is ludicrous. I explain, “Aiden is one of the smartest people I know, book- and street-wise. He has one of the top GPAs not just in the school, but in the entire school district. I think if he was going to kill a guy, he wouldn’t leave the dead body in front of his house.”

Everyone smiles tiredly and nods at the truth behind my statement. I mean, really. No one can actually be so dumb as to kill someone and leave their dead body chillin’ in front of their house like no big deal while they go eat pizza and watch movies at their friend’s house.

But if Aiden didn’t kill Greg, who did? Why was the primary crime scene in front of Aiden’s house? Is someone trying to frame him? But why? There are so many more questions than answers, and that makes me uncomfortable. Oh God. What if they need to question me? He was at my house when he was arrested. What if they need to dig into me? What will they find?

“Listen, everyone,” Vince commands. “They’re going to clear all this up and Aiden will be out of here before you know it. You should all go home instead of sitting here worrying about him. He wanted me to assure you all that he’s fine, to go home, and that it’ll all be okay.”

Aiden’s literally in jail (or in police holding, whatever, there’s still bars) and still his first priority is his friends? That man cannot make me like him any more than I already do.

Vince lightly slaps Julian’s back. “Come on, son, let’s go home and get some rest. Everything will be sorted out soon. Annalisa, I’m guessing you’re staying at our house tonight?”

Annalisa nods and pulls on her jacket, and Vince looks at the rest of us. “Do you guys need a ride home?”

“Yeah, I do,” Noah says, looking up from his phone. “Maybe I should stay at your house too. I have nineteen missed calls from my mother and don’t feel like dying tonight.”

Noah’s humor breaks the tension. We’re all exhausted. “Tough break, kid. Judy’s one tough woman when she’s angry.” Vince looks at me and Mason. “Do you kids need a ride home?”

“I drove here,” I say, leaving out the part that I have absolutely zero intention of leaving.

Mason looks at me as if he can read my mind. “I’ll catch a ride with Amelia.”

“Okay, then, you guys get home safe,” Vince says. “Try not to worry, everything will be all right.”

We say good-bye to everyone and when they’re out of earshot, I turn to Mason. “You know I’m not leaving anytime soon right?”

He rolls his eyes at me and plants his butt firmly in the chair in the waiting area. “Of course I know that. I messaged my dad and told him that I’m hitching a ride with you once this is all sorted out.”

Taking the seat beside him, I slouch back, tired. Despite our rocky start, Aiden’s been here for me every moment of the last few months. He’s helped me out whenever I needed it, even if I didn’t ask him, even when I pissed him off or antagonized him. Like when he got Ethan Moore to take down the video of me that he had posted on the internet, without asking any questions about why I panicked so much. Or when he put up with all my attitude and tutored me in calculus, helping me pull up my failing grade. Or when our archenemies Kaitlyn and Ryan trashed my car and he brought me to Charlotte’s to sleep while he dealt with the tow truck, the mechanic, and all the repairs, refusing to accept any money. Or like when he won $4,000 racing Ryan at the Tracks and gave it to me to spend however I wanted. Or how he’s basically raising his twin brothers by himself. Aiden’s such a good person with such a genuinely kind soul. The thought of leaving him in jail is unbearable. He might have told us to go home and stop worrying, but I can’t leave knowing that he’s here. I’d be abandoning him in a way, especially after he just found out the real truth about me and wasn’t scared away.

He knows my name isn’t Amelia—he found the shoe box that holds reminders of my past lives; he found out that I am a lying piece of garbage. He opened up to me, something that’s extremely hard for him to do, and I betrayed him. I’ve been lying to him while he’s been completely honest and transparent with me. He was so incredibly hurt when he found out that my entire identity is a lie. The look on his face, that flash of realization that I had been lying, loops around my mind like a car on a racetrack—his complete disbelief and betrayal.

But he understood. He wasn’t mad and he kissed me. He said that he’s all in—so I’m not going anywhere until he’s released. Because I’m all in, too, no matter what happens.

“What do you think he’s thinking about?” I ask, trying to distract myself from my thoughts.

“Probably his brothers,” Mason answers.

“He loves Jason and Jackson more than anything.”

“Do you think Ryan found out about his dad?”

“I don’t know. But I’m completely certain that this is only going to make the hatred Ryan holds for Aiden so much stronger.”

“You don’t think—” Mason pauses, hesitating like he can’t even say the words out loud. “You don’t think Ryan had something to do with this?”

Mason and I catch each other’s eyes for a second, letting the suggestion sink in, before shaking our heads to dismiss that notion.

“No way,” I say. “Why would Ryan kill his own father at Aiden’s house to frame him? Even he’s not that psychotic.”

“You’re right. Ryan might be crazy, but he’s not murder my own dad just to frame my archnemesis crazy.”

Slinking down into my seat, I lean my head on Mason’s shoulder, his familiar cologne giving me some semblance of peace. I’m glad Mason decided to wait here with me. There’s got to be an explanation for what happened. And none of us will stop until we know who really killed Greg.
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When Brian finally strides back into the waiting room with the officers and lawyer he’d left with, Mason and I sit up with hope. But our hopes are dashed as he disappears almost immediately into the back with barely a glance at us.

Forever passes until Brian comes back out, alone, and sits with me and Mason. We’ve been here for hours now—it’s just past midnight. I’m exhausted, still paranoid every time an officer looks at me as they walk by, my head is pounding from the phones ringing shrilly, and my ass is numb from this stupid chair. If it was up to me, I’d ban this chair from every retailer across America—they’re literally torture.

“What’s going on?” Mason asks. “Where’s Aiden?”

Brian grimaces. “It’s all more complicated than we thought.”

Mason and I share a look. More complicated?

“When Aiden was arrested, they contacted his legal guardian,” Brian continues, “which was Greg’s wife, Paula, who informed them that she hasn’t seen Aiden in who knows how long now, and wants nothing to do with him. She painted an awful picture of Aiden, saying he stole from her, did drugs, ran away from home with his brothers, and so on.”

Liar. Sure, she wants nothing to do with him, but she absolutely wants something to do with the government’s child support checks.

“That obviously led to the question of where Jason and Jackson are, which Aiden refused to answer.”

And risk them going into foster care? I didn’t blame him. Every minute that goes by means that we’re closer to the police calling social services, if they haven’t already.

“Not only did my friend Alan have to get Aiden off a murder charge, but also a kidnapping charge.”

Mason and I must have matching panicked looks on our faces, because Brian quickly adds, “Don’t worry! It’s all been sorted out. Aiden’s been cleared of murder.”

I breathe for the first time since Brian started talking. The weight that’s been on my chest since Aiden was arrested lifts and my heart no longer feels heavy. He’s not going to jail for killing Greg!

Brian doesn’t wait for us to bombard him with questions, but just starts explaining. “His alibi checks out. He’s with Alan back there signing release papers and stuff.”

“What about the kidnapping charges?” I ask.

“Alan talked Paula into relinquishing legal custody, something about getting her charged with child endangerment for not reporting the twins missing since she said Aiden kidnapped them. I’ve agreed to be the legal guardian for all three Parker boys until Aiden turns eighteen in a few weeks and can file for guardianship over his brothers. Social workers are going to be checking up on us, though.”

Mason throws himself at his father and wraps his arms around him. “Oh my God, Dad. You’re the coolest.”

Brian pats Mason’s back before they pull away. “I wish Aiden hadn’t felt the need to shoulder all of this alone. If we had known before about the custody situation, Vince or I would’ve stepped in sooner.”

Mason and Julian’s dads are such good people. It makes me wonder what my dad would’ve done in this situation if he hadn’t died. It gives me comfort to think that before the fighting with my mom and the drinking started, he would’ve done the same thing.

“How long will the paperwork take? Is Aiden almost done?”

Brian doesn’t need to answer me, because Mason abruptly stands up, focused on the hallway ahead of us, a giant grin on his face.

I practically jump out of my chair, and am beside Mason in an instant. Aiden, in all his intense, tall, confident, broad-shouldered glory, is being led toward us by an officer, Alan the lawyer following them. Even though he’s spent a large chunk of the night in jail, Aiden looks irresistibly gorgeous, and my breath stops when his piercing gray eyes meet my hazel ones, his facial expression giving nothing away. Seeing him now, it feels like it’s been ages since I’ve seen him, even though our kiss was only a few hours ago. They stop just behind the reception desk, where the officer says something to Aiden, who still hasn’t broken eye contact with me, and the officer gestures that he’s free to go.

Aiden takes a few steps toward us and is barely able to rub his wrists where the handcuffs must have been before I launch myself at him. A feeling deep down takes over, demanding I hold him, to make sure that he’s actually here and okay. He doesn’t hesitate and wraps his strong arms around me, pulling me close. With my head against his muscled chest, listening to the calming sound of his steady heartbeat, I assure myself that he’s actually here.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

He releases me and gently tucks a piece of my hair behind my ear. “Of course I am. Why are you guys still here? I told you all to go home and not worry.”

He and Mason do their bro hug. “We couldn’t just leave you here, man,” Mason says. “Everyone else was waiting, too, but in their defense, they were kind of forced to go home.”

“You guys didn’t need to come. No one needs to worry about me.”

This must be weird for Aiden. He’s the one who’s there for everyone else, making sure that they’re okay and taken care of. He’s the strong one, the one who holds everything together; having other people worry about him is something I’m sure he’s not used to.

“We care about you, Aiden. So we stayed.” My cheeks heat up because of the way he looks at me.

“And we never want to see you in handcuffs again,” Brian says, and then he hugs him too. A giant, comforting dad hug.

“Thanks for your help, Brian. You, too, Alan.” Aiden shakes hands with the lawyer, who tells him that it was no problem, and to call him if anything else happens.

“Come on, man.” Mason lightly slaps Aiden’s back while his dad talks to Alan. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Aiden agrees, and we leave the place that almost turned more than one life upside down. As we walk out the exit, I can tell both Mason and I want to ask Aiden about what happened, but we’re too scared to. Despite his exhaustion, Aiden notices, and he knows exactly what we’re thinking.

“I’m too tired to answer your questions right now,” he says. “I’ll tell everyone what happened tomorrow.”

Makes perfect sense. He was interrogated for hours straight; we don’t need to subject him to even more interrogation.

“Need a ride, Aiden?” Brian asks. “Your house is still a crime scene, right?”

Mason’s about to offer his house for Aiden to stay at, but before he has the chance to say anything, I blurt: “You can crash in my guest room.”

I need the chance to sort everything out with Aiden—alone. He just found out literally a few hours ago that my name is Thea and that I’m hiding my real identity from a man trying to hunt me down. We didn’t get to talk about it, even though he said he was all in, that he understood, that he didn’t hate me. But I still remember how betrayed he looked, how betrayed he must have felt. Aiden said that he accepted me, the real me, but it’s only fair to him that I tell him my story—the whole story. He deserves that.

“Plus,” I continue before anyone can object, “your car is already at my house. It’ll make things easier for you.”

“Are you sure?” Brian asks. “If it’s a problem, Amelia, Aiden can stay with us.”

“No problem at all. What time is it? One a.m.? My mom will have just gotten home and will be asleep by the time we get there since she has an early morning flight. She won’t have time to object.” I don’t add that I sent her a text saying we were all out watching a movie and that I’d volunteered to drive, and her only reply was K.

Either Aiden is so tired he really doesn’t care or he’s burning for answers, because it only takes a few moments for him to agree to come to my house.

Up until a few minutes before Aiden got arrested, I’d been avoiding him like a kid who’d received a bad report card dodges their strict, high-standards-holding parents. And now I’m practically begging him to come home with me so we can talk alone. Funny how things change in a matter of hours.

After saying good-bye to Mason, Brian, and Alan, we all head in different directions in the quiet parking lot, which is a stark contrast to the loud craziness of the police station. It’s a calm, cool night, but I feel anything but. Now that I’m alone with Aiden, sneaking glances at his broad frame as we walk, my stomach squeezes. Will my stomach always do somersaults when I’m around him? Will my heart ever beat normally when I look at him?

Before I can open the driver’s side door, Aiden’s behind me. Suddenly, we’re chest to chest, and he’s looking down at me, a lightness in his eyes and a tension in the air.

His deep voice is low and even. “We were interrupted.”

His closeness makes it hard for me to think. “We were?”

“Mmm-hmm.” His hands tug my hips to his. “I have no problem refreshing your memory if you forgot.”

He leans down and kisses me, roughly and fiercely, like it’s been ages since we’ve seen each other and all he needs to feel whole is his lips on mine. I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him closer to me, needing to feel him against me. All the worry and tension I didn’t even know I was holding vanishes as we come together. He’s here. He doesn’t hate me. I didn’t lose him. The kiss ends way too fast, but I’m still left breathless when he pulls away.

I’m all in, Thea Kennedy. His words play in my mind, making me shiver. His grip tightens. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” he says, his warm hands vanishing from my waist as he walks around the car to the passenger side.

As I pull out of the parking lot, Aiden calls Julian to see about picking up the twins, but Julian says they stayed up all night asking questions about Aiden and playing video games, and only now fell asleep.

Aiden rubs his temples. “Okay, let them sleep. I’ll pick them up in the morning and explain what’s going on. Thanks again, Julian.” He pauses, listening. “Yeah, I’m okay. See you tomorrow.”

We don’t talk, and the soft hum of the radio acts as background noise. The road has that late-at-night quality in which the lights are hazy, and Aiden leans back against the headrest, his eyes closed and body relaxed.

His presence fills up my small car, and he almost looks ridiculous with his long legs barely sitting comfortably under the dash. He’s sitting right there, and he’s not pressing me for answers. Not pushing me about Tony. Not asking me about the three people Tony killed. It’s equally hard for me to not ask him how he’s feeling. I tap the steering wheel and force my vision to stay on the road, not to drift over at Aiden, too nervous to ask him any questions despite the fact that he just kissed me.

“Thea,” he says, breaking the silence, his head still relaxed against the seat.

“Yes?” I answer, my heart skipping a beat at hearing my real name in his deep voice.

“The tapping is driving me crazy,” he says, eyes still closed.

I stop immediately. “Sorry, I’m just …”

“Anxious?” He lifts his head. “I know. How are you holding up? We didn’t have enough time to talk about your secret. You know I’d never tell anyone—you don’t even have to ask. But I was worried about you being in a police station.” He shifts in his seat and runs his hand through his short but messy dark-blond hair. “If those articles are a snapshot of what you went through, then being there must not have been the easiest thing for you.”

How much time did he have to go through the news articles of my past lives that I keep hidden in a shoe box? He’s either really good at puzzles or he got a really good look, because he’s spot on about my hatred of police stations.

“Normally, it would’ve brought up some bad memories, and I definitely wouldn’t want to be there for as long as I was. The smell. The phone ringing. God, even the stupid chairs are all the same. I’ve been let down so many times … but I was only worried about you.”

My voice erupts awkwardly, and Aiden asks, “Why are you laughing?”

“You literally spent hours in jail being questioned about a murder. You went through that whole traumatic experience of being arrested and interrogated and potentially going to jail. Your stepfather is dead and your house is a crime scene, and the first thing you do is worry about me?”

“I knew I didn’t do it, and I knew my alibi would check out. I didn’t have anything to hide so I wasn’t worried about being charged. But since I had nothing to do but wait, my mind wandered, and I’ve got to be honest with you—thinking about everything we’ve been through, I was mad for a moment. After opening up, trusting you, telling you things I’ve never told anyone. I was pissed thinking that you didn’t care, that my feelings weren’t being reciprocated.”

A tear slips out as my reply comes out in a rush. “I’m sorry. I kept those secrets because I had to. I wanted to tell you so many times, but I couldn’t.”

“I’m not mad at you, and I mean it,” he assures me. “But the more I think about it, the more pissed I get. Not at you, never at you, but at the circumstances. You shouldn’t have to go through all of this, not alone. What can I do to help? There has to be something we can do. Please.”

I feel like laughing and crying all at once. “You can’t help.”

“I can help. I’m Aiden Parker.”

“Not this time, Aiden.” I’m staring straight ahead because if I look at him, my heart will surely break. He can’t change what’s happened, what I’ve been through. The suburban houses all blend into one another, looking like one generic, mediocre house; every town I’ve been in the last year just like the others, none of them feeling like home until now, and only because I have Aiden and my friends. We’re almost at my house and I need to get out and breathe the fresh air before I burst out in tears.

“I can. If you would just tell me—”

“You can’t help!” I snap, instantly regretting my tone. “I’m sorry—it’s just—there are some things that even you can’t fix.”

“Why don’t you tell me and we’ll take it from there?” he says softly, placing his large hand on my forearm.

I pull into my driveway and shut off the car, then turn to look at him in the dark, his face illuminated by the glow of the headlights that have yet to turn off.

“It’s late. You’re exhausted. Why don’t we get some rest and I’ll tell you the entire story tomorrow, okay?”

“That’s fair.” He nods.

I quietly unlock the front door and we make our way up the stairs without making much noise. I’m not sneaking him in, per se, but I’d rather not wake my mother. I’m sure she’ll be suspicious when she sees Aiden’s car in the driveway when she leaves for work in the morning, but what’s she going to do? Move me to a new state? Oh wait, she’s already doing that.

Once Aiden’s set up in the guest bedroom, which has its own bathroom attached, I leave him so he can have a few moments of privacy, and find him something to change into. When I get back, I give a courtesy knock on the door and he opens it for me.

“I brought you an extra toothbrush and some toothpas—” I stop talking and openly stare at Aiden, who is standing in the doorway in nothing but his boxer briefs.

This is not a drill. Aiden Parker is in my house at night in nothing but his underwear.

My God, please tell me I am not salivating.

I force my head up so fast I probably give myself whiplash, and awkwardly thrust out my hand to give him the toothbrush and toothpaste. Geez, Amelia, can you be any more embarrassing?

“Thanks,” he says, an amused look on his face. Dammit, he knows how hot he is and enjoys torturing me.

“I … couldn’t find anything for you to change into … unless you think you can squeeze into my pj’s.”

“I’ll just sleep in my boxers, it’s fine.”

“I have a sweater of yours, though. I never gave it back to you after that night we got locked out of the school,” I admit sheepishly.

I’ve been wearing it around the house (in a noncreepy way) mostly because it’s nice and big and comfy and warm. But also because it reminds me of him (again, totally not creepy).

He looks at the sweater in my hand but doesn’t make any motion to take it. “Keep it. I’m hot anyway.”

Hell yeah, he is.

“If you’re sure.” I am not going to fight that hard to give it back to him. It’s a really comfy sweater.

“I’m sure. Good night, Am—Thea.”

My breath hitches in my throat. “Good night, Aiden.”
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In the morning, I sit at the kitchen island, not really eating the cereal in front of me. I’m alternately staring at the bowl then using the spoon to lift up the cereal and drop it back into the milk unenthusiastically. My mind isn’t on food but on telling Aiden about my past. What if he thinks I’m a coward for running and letting other people get hurt? What if he thinks I have too much baggage for him and decides he wants nothing to do with me? I have no idea how to tell him my mother’s forcing us to leave in the new year, and that means he’ll probably never see or hear from me again—because whatever my new name will be, I will have to leave Amelia in the past. She’ll cease to exist like Hailey Johnson and Isabella Smith before her. When Amelia Collins disappears, she can’t bring anything or anyone with her. I can’t bring anyone with me, and I can’t stay here. The court case and everything with Aiden’s stepfather is going to be in the news, which will make my mother even more nervous about staying here. She said as much in a few quick words before she left for her flight very early this morning.

Footsteps come down the stairs and I look up to see Aiden, unfortunately fully clothed.

“Hey.”

“Morning,” I reply as I slide the box of Froot Loops toward the bowl I set out for him earlier.

He bites back a smile at our little inside joke about Froot Loops, but doesn’t make a move to pour his own, instead taking a seat beside me at the counter. He’s sitting right beside me but he still feels so far away. I pretend to be superinterested in my now-soggy cereal.

“How are you feeling?” I ask, trying not to shift nervously in my seat.

“Better with some rest now. I talked to the twins. They wanted to know why they had to stay at Julian’s last night instead of at their friend’s like they usually do on Fridays.”

It takes me a second but I connect the dots pretty easily. Friday is when Aiden goes to the Tracks and races, which is how he makes most of his money. The twins probably spend that night at their friends … free babysitting for Aiden, I guess.

“What did you tell them?” I ask.

“I said I had to go out of town last minute and wanted Julian’s parents to watch them. They don’t seem to mind, though. They said Julian’s mom is making homemade waffles for breakfast and I’d better come quick to get some before they’re all gone. I’m so glad they weren’t home when Greg showed up, or when whoever killed him was there.”

His shoulders tense and there’s a tick in his jaw that appears whenever he mentions something that could harm the twins. It’s hard, thinking of something terrible happening to someone you love more than anything in the world. He’s practically the only father those boys will ever know, and them getting hurt must be Aiden’s biggest fear.

“They’re okay, Aiden,” I say, not knowing how to comfort him. “They’re safe.”

“There are so many unanswered questions. Why was Greg in front of my house? What did he want? Why did he have my old cell phone? Who killed him?” Aiden rubs his hands through his hair and I refrain from reaching out and soothing the tension from his brow.

“I’m sure the cops are working on it. This isn’t really the right way to say this, but at least you don’t have to worry about Greg ever again.”

“Good fucking riddance.”

The loud vibration of my phone against the hard counter interrupts us, and I pick it up to check what’s going on. “You probably haven’t been checking the group chat, but it’s basically been blowing up.”

All our friends have been wanting to know if Aiden is okay, how he’s feeling about the death of his loathed stepfather, and if he’s free and clear of any charges.

“We should all get together and have a conversation after I get the twins,” he suggests. “I doubt sending I’m fine back in the chat will go over well. Ten bucks says Anna punches me.”

I’m glad he’s finding humor in the situation. I poise my fingers over the phone’s keyboard. “What should I tell them? We can use my house if you want.”

“Tell them to come around seven, with some food.” He sighs and rubs the back of his neck. “I’m going to go check on the twins, see if I can come up with something to say to explain why we can’t go home for a while. Maybe I’ll see if they can stay at Tyler’s, that way it’s more fun for them.”

That conversation isn’t going to be easy, but neither is the one I’m going to have to have with Aiden, preferably sooner rather than later.

I can’t look at him as I say, “We’re going to have to have a serious talk too.”

“You don’t owe me anything, Thea.”

But I do. The guilt sits in a pit right in the middle of my chest. I’m leaving this town, leaving Aiden, and if I’m going to go, I need to leave him with the truth. Aiden’s been nothing but honest with me. He let me in when he really doesn’t let anyone in, so I want him to know me, the real me.

“It’s not about owing,” I say. “I need to tell you. All in, remember?”

I look away from him, willing my face to not turn bright red from his intense and unwavering gaze.

“Before everyone gets here tonight, you and I will talk,” Aiden says.

[image: ]

The rest of the afternoon moves slowly while I try to keep busy and not overthink. My mom sends me another text, just like her first one earlier this morning, reprimanding me again for letting Aiden stay the night, but what’s she going to do from Canada? I’m not really worried about getting on her bad side since she’s already ruining the semblance of a normal life I have by relocating me. When was the last time I had a boyfriend? When was the last time I felt as close to someone as I do to Aiden? The only boy who ever got somewhat close to me was Hunter, which was a few months ago when I was Hailey, but even he never got past a few dates. He never gave me mammoth-sized butterflies like Aiden does. He never made me feel safe and secure and completely at peace with who I am like Aiden does. In comparison to Aiden, Hunter was a blip on my radar while Aiden takes up the whole damn thing.

By the time Aiden texts me to let me know he’s on his way, I’ve vacuumed and mopped the entire house twice.

“Hey,” I greet him as he enters my house. “Where are the twins?”

“They wanted to stay and play with Bubba. We’re going to stay
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