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Prologue

 


Brendan—or Dan to all of his friends—Archer
winced as he watched his baby sister and her best friend come
riding down the hill. At ten years old, his sister was a fucking
menace, and he was getting tired of babysitting them. In fact, he
couldn’t remember a time he ever liked having a sister. She was a
pain in the ass. Not that he’d ever tell her that, and if anyone
tried to hurt her, he’d fucking kill them. She was his
sister. He could hate her, but that didn’t mean anyone else could. She
was family, and his father was a big believer in taking care of
their own.

Now, his sister was never
alone. Nope,
Penelope had a lifelong best friend in the form of Violet Robinson.
They’d been friends for as long as Dan could remember. They were
inseparable. From the day they went to daycare to now, they were
always together. Neither of them could be apart. In fact, the
Archers and the Robinsons had even gone on vacations together.
Being the lonely older brother, he was allowed to bring a friend,
but there was no way in hell he was ever going to allow that to
happen.

Penelope was always saying
stupid stuff that made his friends laugh, and besides, who wanted to invite
someone along to witness his torture?

Like now, he had studying to do, but
instead, he was watching Penelope and Violet to make sure neither
of them broke their neck. At eighteen years old, he’d already
settled on a university in England rather than a college close to
home. He didn’t want to rely on his parents.

This was his time to get out there, spread
his wings, do his own thing. All that was left was a few more
months and he’d be gone.

“Look at me, Dan,” Penelope
screamed.
She was no longer holding onto the handlebars as she threw her arms
into the air.

Violet was sailing down the hill, and he
wondered if she saw the small hole in the earth. He’d been caught
by it many times himself. It was like a horror movie moment waiting
to happen.

They went right into that damn hole, and
he heard both of their screams. Before they’d even landed on the
grass, he ran across the road, heading toward the hill. So many
kids used it to sail down during the summer. When winter came and
the first snowfall, the entire street would be sledding down it
without a thought.

Sinking to his knees beside his sister, he
rolled her over and saw a cut on her head where she’d hit a
stone.

“Damn, that was our bad,”
Penelope said, grabbing her head. “I wasn’t supposed to do that. Vi said
not to. Damn.”

Then he heard a moan. Glancing across the
grass he saw Violet wasn’t in such good shape. The bike was tangled
around her, and he saw her left leg was at an odd angle.

“Shit, you
okay, Pen,
you good?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m good. I
promise.”

“Go home, phone the ambulance.
Tell them where we are and then come straight back out here.” He
checked his watch. “I’m counting. Five minutes.”

His sister got to her feet and started
rushing across the street. He kept his eye on her until she was
inside the house before looking at Violet. He didn’t want to move
her in case there was more damage than he could see.

She’d passed out, and as he pressed a hand
to her forehead, he didn’t have a fucking clue what he was
doing.

“Violet, come on, honey, wake
up.” He spoke as he recalled his mom doing to Pen when she passed
out at the first sight of blood. That had changed with her and
Violet constantly going out exploring all over town. They had come
home sporting many cuts and bruises.

She opened her eyes, turning her head
toward him. “Pen was supposed to keep an eye on it.”

“What?”

“I told her there was a hole in
the hill. Ow.” She ran her hands down her body. He saw tears spring
to her eyes, and he hated seeing her in pain.

“You’re going to be okay.
What you did was fucking stupid.”

“You told me not to go on the
handlebars. You said I was too big to fit. Pen wanted to go down
the hill together, and I didn’t want to say no.”

Damn it. He’d been angry at her the last
time they’d tried this, and he’d yelled at her then as
well.

“It hurts,” she
said.

“Where?”

“Everywhere.” She sniffled, and
before he could stop her, she attempted to move the bike, only she
screamed out instead.

Checking the time on his wrist, he was
tempted to just pick her up and carry her to the car.

No, he couldn’t do that.

Watching her in pain wasn’t an
option.

Pen charged out of the house. “They’re
coming. I called Mom and Dad. They’re coming home.”

“What about the
ambulance?” he asked.

Just then, he heard the sound of
sirens.

“I’m so sorry, Vi. I
should have told you. I thought we’d go past it.”

“You fucking saw it?” Dan
asked. He was so pissed right now.

“Well, yeah, it’s not hard to
miss.”

“You could have hurt her,
Pen. She’s in pain. Look at her.”

“I can see
her!”

“Please stop fighting,” Vi
asked. “I can’t … don’t fight. It’s not right. We shouldn’t have
done it, Pen. Please, don’t fight.”

He wiped away the tears, trying not to
think about the kick in the gut he was getting. This wasn’t
supposed to happen. He shouldn’t have been playing on his damn
phone waiting for Nancy to pick up.

The ambulance crew came
over, and he
told them without getting in their way. He held Pen back as they
watched the paramedics work. They got the bike from between
Violet’s thighs, but she screamed out in pain. Pen burst into
tears, and he wanted to tell them to stop.

Their parents
arrived, and
he watched as Violet’s went with her in the ambulance.

There was no reason for him to follow her,
so he made his way inside, waiting to hear the news.

Pen got
grounded, as
she’d been told not to go riding down the hill. A couple of other
kids in the street had been told not to do it, but she insisted on
doing whatever the hell she wanted to.

He got blamed for not keeping a
proper eye on them, which annoyed him. They were still alive, so what more
did they want? Of course, he felt guilty as well because he’d not
stopped them. In the back of his mind, he still saw Violet crying
out in pain.

Later that night, he made his way
downstairs to get a drink where he saw his mother sat at the table.
The phone was in front of her.

“Is Vi okay?”

“Yeah. She has a broken leg, and
they had to set it. Liv is not happy.”

Liv was Violet’s mother.

“She going to be
okay?”

“Yeah. We’re all going to see
her tomorrow. You want to come along?”

“Nah, it’ll be a bit lame.
Her best friend’s older brother stopping by.”

His mother chuckled. “You do know she
has a crush on you.”

“She doesn’t.” There’s no way
she did. Vi rarely spoke to him. In fact, she often stayed silent
in his company while he was the one doing most of the talking. He’d
then feel like shit at talking all the time and end up saying
something bad to her about something.

“She does. I’ve seen the
way she watches you. Whenever you’re around, she always goes red in
the face. It’s so cute.”

He rolled his eyes. “Enough, Mom. She’s
ten years old.”

“True.” She blew out a
breath. “Speaking of age, do you have everything for
college?”

“Yep. The apartment is already
secured. I travel there a month before classes start. I’ve also
arranged a job as well. It’s nothing big. I’m starting in a law
firm, the mail room. I’ll work my way up.”

“And you’re sure you don’t
want to stay close to home?”

“I’m sure of it. I need to do
this, Mom. Get away. Find myself, and I can’t do that with Dad
breathing down my neck wanting me to follow in his
footsteps.”

“Just remember that he’s the
reason you got the job and your apartment. Getting you a work visa
wasn’t easy.”

“I know, and I am
grateful.”

“Good. Tomorrow you’ll be
on your best behavior. You’re coming to the hospital whether you
like or not.”

When his mother gave an order, there was
no backing out.

****

Vi ran fingers through her
hair, biting her lip to try to look natural. She couldn’t believe her mother
had only just told her that Pen and the others were coming to visit
her. She’d not even had a bath after last night’s fall. She didn’t
even want to think about the pain in her leg, or being held down as
they set it. That had hurt, and she’d passed out from the
pain.

Now her leg had a
cast, and it
would be like that for a few weeks. No more riding the bike. She
shouldn’t have been riding it anyway.

She knew Pen would never tell her what
that hole was, but she’d been so distracted by Brendan—no, Dan. He
hated being called Brendan. She adored Pen’s brother. Her feelings
for him made her ache. When she’d been younger, he’d been the
prince in all of her stories. The one guy she imagined would always
save her when she fell. Then she thought about what it would be
like to kiss him, to hug him. To maybe have him look at her the way
she’d seen him look at other girls.

None of them were like her. They were
all his age or older. Staying over at Pen’s house when he was
babysitting, she’d sneak downstairs and catch him making out with
other girls, and it hurt to see him.

It would never happen.

Not with her.

She was just Pen’s annoying best
friend.

And so, she vowed to never let him
know that she had feelings for him, or that she even
cared.

Pen knew she had a crush, but her best
friend had told her that her secret was safe. There was no one she
could trust other than Pen.

The door to her room opened, and in ran
Pen, who jumped on the bed. They both squealed, and Pen threw her
arms around Vi.

“I’m so sorry. Look, look, I got
a war wound too.” Pen pulled back to show off her head. “See? We
can be broken together.”

She giggled.

“Girls, there will be
punishment for your disobedience,” Vi’s father said.

“Jim, she’s in the
hospital. I think she’s learned her lesson,” her mother
said.

“We can’t keep letting her
get away with things,” her father said.

She watched as the four adults went
outside and she saw them all talking.

“That’s going to be bad
for us,” Vi said.

“They’ll probably send us
to a camp or something. I don’t want to go.”

“How are you?” Dan
asked.

Vi didn’t think he’d come, and as she
glanced toward her door, her stomach fluttered. “I’m doing okay.”
She patted the cast. “You want to sign it?”

“Hell, yeah,” Pen said. “I’ll
get a marker. Be right back.”

Left alone with Dan, Vi didn’t know what
to say, so she settled for the easiest thing to do: stay silent.
She glanced all around the room, trying to think of something funny
to say or cool. She’d settle on anything right about now, but
nothing came to her.

He was going away soon, and then she
wouldn’t have to think about him.

“Did it hurt?” Dan asked,
putting a hand on the cast.

He was touching her.

“Nah, it was okay.” It was a
total lie,
but she didn’t want him to stop touching her. She loved the way he
always looked so serious, like he didn’t want to care but he did.
He was going away soon. She wouldn’t be seeing him every single day
as he’d be in England, training to become a lawyer. She’d sat on
the stairs in the Archers’ house listening while they argued about
what was good for him. They wanted him to stay close to home while
he wanted to find himself. His mother was happy with him finding
his own path.

“You don’t have to lie to me,”
he said.

“I cried.”

“I can
imagine.”

“It hurt a
lot.”

“Next time be more
careful.”

“Next time I won’t be on
the hill.” She glanced up at him. His hands still hadn’t left her
cast. “Do you have to leave? Why England?”

It was the first time she’d spoken of
it with him.

“Are you on Dad’s
side?”

“No. I’m on your side.
I’ll … I’ll miss you.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, and from
the serious look on his face, he was about to give her a talk. Her
mother had told her it was fine to have crushes but to know nothing
was going to come of it.

Brendan Archer was eight years older than
she was, and in adult talk that seemed to mean a million
years.

“Vi, I know you’ve got feelings,
but you need to understand. You’re my sister’s best friend. You’re
ten years old, and there’s no way that anything is ever going to
happen between us. It’s not possible. I don’t have feelings for
you. I don’t want you. You’re a kid. I’m going to England, and I
won’t think about you. I won’t remember you, and you’ll find
another guy to have a crush on. I’m not that guy. Never have
been.”

“I got them,” Pen said,
coming in at just the right and wrong time.

Violet’s heart had just been crushed,
but she forced a smile to her lips for her friend.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m
fine.”

“I’ve got to take these back.
The nurses said they’re really, really important.” Pen handed one
of the markers to Dan. It was on the tip of Vi’s tongue to tell him
no, but she didn’t want her friend looking a little too closely at
the reason why she’d told him no.

Clenching her teeth, she waited as he
finished signing her cast.

“‘Listen to me, take care, Dan.’
That is so lame,” Pen said.

Vi knew what it meant.

She would listen to him.

It was just a stupid crush, and with the
way he’d shattered her heart, she’d never have feelings for him
again.

“Mine rocks, Vi. ‘Had an awesome
day. Broke a leg, and now I rock the cast. Love you always,
Pen.’”

“That one’s
awesome.”

 



Chapter One

 


Eight years
later

“I need something to be perfect.
You know. That screams I’m my own person without looking like a slut but
also that it’s my choice.” Pen came out of the closet dressed in
her favorite white summer dress. “What do you think?”

“You’re wearing black underwear.
It looks a little trashy.” Vi flicked through the catalogue,
checking out a few items they may have in her size. At eighteen
years old, her best friend could eat whatever she wanted without
putting on any weight while she looked at a cake and put on a
couple of pounds. The injustice wasn’t lost on her.

Still, her friend was so
beautiful.

Pen disappeared, only to return seconds
later.

“Did you even bother to
change underwear?”

“I don’t need it. It’s the
summer.”

“And if everyone wants to go for
a swim? You’re going to go skinny dipping?”

Pen rolled her eyes. “Where is your sense
of adventure? Come on, we graduated. In a few weeks we’re moving to
England ourselves and heading to college. This is the time of our
lives. When we’re in our twenties, we’re going to be looking back
and screaming about how we should have partied more or done more
stuff.” Pen bumped her shoulder. “You’re not upset about us moving
to England, are you? I thought you were all on board.”

She was on board with moving eight years
ago and following Pen’s brother, Brendan, around. In the past eight
years since his very honest talk, she did everything she could to
avoid him. If he was around, she stayed at home, only seeing him if
she had to and she never stared anymore. Her mother said she had
“the thousand-yard stare,” which she didn’t have a clue what it
meant until she explained it.

“It’s like you’re looking
at someone but you’re not. You’re looking through them. It’s like
they don’t exist.”

And so she practiced that.
Getting it right so when Brendan came around, she wasn’t
adoringly looking
at him. Also, he was no longer “Dan” to her. Nope, he’d stayed as
Brendan. Tonight, their graduation party, which their parents had
organized at the country club, was going to be the first time that
he was there and she wouldn’t be able to get away from
it.

By party, it was a Friday
night, so
there were other classmates there with their families to
celebrate.

“Come on, it’s time for you to
get dressed.” Pen played with Vi’s blonde hair. It was the one part
of her that Pen was envious of—also her tits, which no matter how
many times she tried to tape them down, they wouldn’t stay that
way.

Big tits and blonde were her
curse.

Oh, and curves. Yeah, she had to
adjust most of her clothing to fit her size
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