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Synopsis

Vivian Cooper and Reese DiGiovanni just found out
that falling in love is hard. It's even harder when you're running
for your life.

Cooper, Reese, and Ryan have escaped to Mexico. But
they aren't safe. The DiGiovannis want their money and their
progeny back. And Cooper doesn't feel like letting the money or the
twins go. That is until she realizes exactly what she's up
against.

In a moment of anger, desperation, and fear, Cooper
makes a mistake that will cost her. First, the gold disappears.
Then the twins abandon her. Cooper is left broke and heartbroken.
And the only person she can turn to is the man she has been running
from.

Second in the Dirty Trilogy.
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Chapter One

It was fucking hot. Like dripping sweat, eyes
watering, dry mouth, burning hot. We didn’t have any more water,
just a couple Mountain Dews, one of which I was drinking. The warm
carbonation was a surprising reprieve from the syrupy sweetness
working its way down my throat.

We had the windows down, of course, and the stereo
bumpin’ Mexican rap at a deafening volume. I couldn’t understand
most of it, except I caught the words dirty and rich, and I was
pretty sure we qualified. In the backseat, my best friend Ryan was
sprawled on the sticky leather wearing only his boxers with his
feet out the window. His sunglasses had slid far enough down his
face to show that he was totally crashed. Evidently, his sister
Reese took that as an invitation.

She leaned close enough to be heard over the stereo.
“Does he still sleep like when he was little?” Her fingertip traced
along the edge of my sweat-soaked boxer briefs.

“Huh?” I brushed her hand away and studied the
shimmering road. “Don’t touch me. I’m gross.”

“When he was a kid, it was impossible to wake him
up.” Her fingers moved over my thigh again.

“So?” I picked up her wrist and set her hand in her
own lap. It was already too hot and I didn’t have any more clothes
to take off. Her skin felt like it was burning mine. Not good.

“Just wondering.” She pushed my ribbed tank top up
and licked the sweat from around my belly button.

“Stop it.”

The tank top was lifted high enough to expose my
nipples to the hot wind swirling through the car. Reese sucked one
into her mouth, not hard, just playing with it, just fucking with
me.

“Babe,” I said.

“I’m trying to help you cool off.” She captured my
other nipple between her fingertips.

Automatically, my hips jerked. “Really, really not
working.” I forced myself to concentrate on driving.

“Oh, sorry.” She twisted my nipple. My spine started
to tingle. “I mean, I’m trying to relax you.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” My eyes flicked to the
rearview mirror. Ryan hadn’t moved. “What if he wakes up?”

“That would suck.” Reese stopped playing with my
nipples. I started breathing again, not sure if I was happy that
she was giving me a reprieve. She jacked up the stereo. I didn’t
know it could go any higher. Turned out that was good though
because as soon as I looked back at the road, she reached over,
grabbed my cunt, and squeezed enough to make me groan.

Reese laughed and said something I couldn’t hear.
She started massaging me through the damp cotton, finding that spot
at the base of my clit that felt so fucking good.

I tilted my hips forward without meaning to. I just
wanted to come so bad, didn’t want her to stop. The girl was evil.
She was just watching the road and smiling.

Through gritted teeth, I murmured, “Harder. Please,
babe. Do it harder.” She couldn’t hear me so I placed my hand over
hers and pressed her fingers into my pulsing flesh. The rough
material of my underwear scraped against my clit bringing me that
much closer to release. My head started to swim, and I didn’t think
it was from the heat. Fuck, I wanted to come.

Reese slid her thumb into the opening of my boxer
briefs and started squeezing, releasing, jerking me off until
finally, fucking finally, I came.

“You bitch,” I murmured. Reese started laughing. The
stereo drowned out both of us.

*

 


“Let me out.” Ryan tried the door handle and,
finding it locked, climbed out the window one-handed. He stood in
the dirt parking lot and stared up at the adobe archway marked San
Felipe Storage Co.

“How is he not burning his feet?” Reese asked as if
I would know why Ryan was such a freak. Ryan still wasn’t wearing
anything except his boxers and sunglasses. The strip of duct tape
was still on his arm, peeling slightly at the edges, but holding up
okay. We probably needed to clean that.

“I don’t know.” I grabbed my flips-flops and got out
of the car. It wasn’t any cooler outside. My sweaty clothes clung
to my skin all hot and wet. Reese tossed me a pair of board shorts
so I pulled those on too.

“Are we sure this is a good idea?” Ryan asked as I
joined him.

“Nope.”

“Who is going inside?” Reese came around the front
of the car.

Ryan and I looked at ourselves then back at her. We
were tore up. Three hours of driving through a desert will do that
to you, and since the border, that’s all we’d seen. Dry, hot dirt.
Not to mention the fact that my face was still every single color
of the rainbow from my beating and Ryan could barely move his left
arm from being shot. Reese, on the other hand, looked like sunshine
and fucking daisies in a flowy white skirt and sexy little tank
top. Not even sweating. Girl was impervious to heat.

“You,” we told her simultaneously.

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes and flounced into the
office. Five minutes later, she came back out and got in the car.
We stared at her. “What?”

“Did you get a unit?” I thought that was a normal
question.

She glared. “Yeah.”

“You want to show me where it is?” I got back in the
driver’s seat. Ryan got in back with a loud sigh.

“No. I’m going to make you guess.” Sarcastic
bitch.

She directed me through the gate and pointed out the
correct door. After I stopped the car, I watched her climb out. I
could almost see her pale underwear through the skirt. Okay, maybe
it was my imagination.

“So this is just temporary, right?” I asked as I
followed Reese into the building. Air-conditioning hit me so hard
my breath caught in my chest and my eyes started to water.

“Yeah.” She graced me with a backward glance and the
hint of a smile. “Just until we figure out where we’re going and
find a plane to take us there.”

“You sure it’s okay to leave it here?”

“Better than leaving it in a motel room.” That was
reassuring. Reese stopped at a door and typed a number into the
keypad set on the handle. “The code is your mom’s name. It was the
best I could come up with.”

“It doesn’t need a padlock? Shit. That’s fancy.”
Where the hell were we?

“Why do you think I chose this place?” The door
popped open.

“You’re smart.”

“I know.”

We started back as Ryan rounded the corner with the
first bag of gold. Reese told him the number of the storage locker.
He nodded. We passed him again on the way back in.

“Door’s still open,” he let us know.

Reese went ahead of me into the storage unit,
shouldering the door open wider. With the weight she was carrying,
the muscles in her arms stood out. She looked fucking good.

“Babe,” I said before she could set the bags
down.

“What?” She turned to look at me. A single line of
sweat trailed down her chest and disappeared into her cleavage. So
she was human.

“You’re kind of ripped.”

“Right.” Reese stared at my arms. “I’m toned. You’re
ripped.”

“For real?” Slowly, I raised the bags I was carrying
so my muscles would tense more. She rolled her eyes. “You into
that?”

“Shut up.” Reese set her bags on the floor and
crossed to where I was standing. A ripple went down my spine as she
drew a fingertip across my bicep. “You know I’m into it.”

I dropped the bags and slammed her back into the
wall. Reese tilted her hips forward into mine.

“Tease.” My whispered word echoed faintly through
the cement chamber.

In response, she bit me. The scrape of teeth on my
neck went straight to my cunt, burning everything in its path. Then
she kissed me sweetly. All lips and nothing else. Girl really was a
tease. Her hands were already under my shirt playing over my
shoulder blades and down my spine. Just as she shoved her tongue
into my mouth, Ryan sauntered in with his load.

“Oh, come the fuck on.” His bag crashed to the
floor. A wrapped gold bar fell out and slid a couple inches.

Reese and I broke apart looking guilty. She smoothed
her skirt. I fixed my shirt.

“I’m really, really trying to be cool here.” He
rocked forward until he was standing on his bare toes, then back
onto his heels. “But it’s just not working.” He tossed his hands
into the air in surrender. “Just keep it where I can’t see it, all
right?”

Yep, we should have told him sooner. Sleeping with
your best friend’s sister is a terrible idea. Not telling your best
friend about it is an even worse idea. Ryan was taking it well
though. He’d known for almost twenty-four hours, and he hadn’t shot
either of us. Okay, my interpretation of taking it well might have
been a little warped.

“Sorry, bro.” I studied the ground, unconsciously
reaching for Reese’s hand. Smooth, warm fingers slid into my palm.
“We’re not trying to screw with you.”

“I know, I know. Fuck. It’s just icky for me.”
Seemingly at a loss for what to do, he slapped his arms down to his
sides and started worrying the material of his boxers. He still
wasn’t wearing pants.

“Icky?” Reese asked.

“Shut up,” he said. “I’ll get used to it. I swear.
Just go easy on me.” Reese opened her mouth to respond. “If you
don’t,” Ryan cut her off, “I’ll shoot Coop.” Like that, the mood
changed from bickering children to the mocking boy I loved. A grin
broke out across Ryan’s face.

“I can’t help that your sister’s hot, dude.”

“Don’t push it.” He lost the grin. “I’ll drop you
like a bad habit.”

“Darlin’.” I let go of Reese’s hand so I could shove
past him. “That’s my line.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

Hey, at least he was coping.

 


*

 


San Felipe was a town full of retired Americans,
windsurfers, and caravans of dune buggies. Not really my scene. We
all had one thing in common though. Booze. It was the same as El
Dorado Hills where we were willing to put aside our differences
over inconsequential things like abortion and gay rights and taxes
for the shared joy of mainlining tequila and shotgunning beers.
Sadly, Reese didn’t appreciate my alcohol guzzling ability. She
did, however, let me look up her skirt. Then she went back to
dancing with a super pretty boy with better moves than me. I went
to find Ryan.

“This place is full of bros,” Ryan told me.

“Don’t worry. I won’t let them beat you up.” He was
right though. The cantina was filled with dudes who were half frat
boy and half surfer and not successful at either. A lovely breed of
stupid guy whose vocabulary consisted of “Cha-way” and not much
else.

“Tequila?” Ryan pushed one of two shots toward
me.

“Thanks.” I reached for the shot and brushed up
against him in the process. He hissed and moved away. “What’s wrong
with you?”

“My arm.” He kind of looked like he was going to
hurl. “It hurts like a fucking bitch.”

I’d thought he was drunk. Well, he probably was, but
I realized his murky eyes and the slightly nauseated look were from
pain.

“Shit. I knew we needed to clean that.” I grabbed
his uninjured arm and helped him off the barstool.

“Where are we going?” Ryan leaned into me so I was
supporting most of his weight.

“Bathroom.” I led him carefully through the crowded
cantina trying to make sure no one hit his arm. We pushed inside
what functioned as a bathroom and locked the door. “Don’t touch
anything,” I warned him. It smelled like booze and piss. There were
stains on the floor and walls that could have been any one of many
bodily fluids.

“’Kay.” Ryan immediately leaned back against the
wall. Great listener.

I rolled the sleeve of his T-shirt up and picked at
the edge of the tape. “You want me to go fast or slow?”

“Don’t care.” He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed
his head back into the wall. “Just do it.”

“All right.” In my head, I counted to three then
ripped the tape off.

Ryan screamed and dry heaved a little, but he didn’t
throw up. Slowly, he started to sink to the ground.

“Shit.” I caught him before he fell to the
questionable floor and hauled him back up to face me. “Ryan.” No
response. “Ryan, look at me.”

“That really hurt.” He raised wet eyes to mine.

“Shit, I know. I’m sorry.”

“’S okay. Thought I was going to hurl.” He still
looked like he might. Beads of sweat were gathering on his face,
and I’d never seen him look so pale.

“Are you all right now? Can I look at your arm?”

“Yeah. Go for it.” Again, he closed his eyes and
leaned his head back.

There was a good amount of pinkish custard color pus
seeping from the wound. Both fresh and dried blood streaked the
edge of the gash. His arm wasn’t swollen, at least not much. It
didn’t look great.

The last week had been filled with quite enough
horror for my appetite. I really didn’t feel like looking at the
physical, oozing remnants of that horror.

“Superglue was a shitty idea,” I told Ryan.

“Isn’t that what they use for stitches now?” He
still had his eyes closed.

“Sort of. Sometimes. I guess for smaller cuts.” We
should have taken him to a hospital. “We need to get out of
here.”

“Where’s Reese?”

“Dancing.” I considered taking him out there with
me, but I decided it would be easier with Reese helping. “How drunk
are you?”

“As much as you.” Ryan opened his eyes. “I’ve had
maybe four shots.” He was one up on me. “And a beer.” Make that two
up.

“Can you stay here? I’m going to get Reese.”

“Yeah, okay.” He didn’t seem happy.

“Be cool,” I said as I let myself out of the dank
bathroom.

 


*

 


I deposited Ryan on the sofa in our rented bungalow.
Reese trailed behind me and deposited a bottle on the table. She
disappeared into the bathroom only to reemerge moments later with a
palm sized cardboard box and a first aid kit. They joined the
bottle.

“Ryan, how’s your stomach?” I took his hand and
rubbed it between mine. “Feel like you might heave?”

“No. I’m fine.” He reclined into the corner of the
couch.

“Ready to get shit faced?”

“Bring it on.”

Reese cracked open the bottle of tequila and handed
it to him. It was the best the bartender had, or rather, the
highest proof. None of the shops in town were open, so we were
working with what we had.

“Do I have to eat the worm?” Ryan swirled the bottle
and peered into its depths.

“Bottoms up,” was all Reese said.

“Water too.” I grabbed a couple bottles from the
small fridge and set them next to him. “Pace yourself.”

“I think I know how to get drunk, bro.” Over the
next half hour, he proceeded to gulp from the bottle. With each
mouthful, he would shake his head and swallow with a grimace.

Once his drinking was underway, we started pulling
out supplies. Reese filled a small cup with peroxide. I broke open
the sewing kit Reese had pulled from the bathroom and dropped the
needle into the cup. Reese poured a bunch of ibuprofen into Ryan’s
hand. He gulped them down with some tequila.

“You sober enough, babe?” Reese pulled me into one
of the bedrooms so Ryan couldn’t hear us.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I reached for her just so I could
feel better. “What if it is infected?”

“We won’t be here long.” Her delicate fingers played
over my wrists and hands. “We can take him to a hospital if we need
to when we get wherever we’re going.”

“All right,” I said even though I wasn’t sure about
it.

“The main thing is just getting it clean. He’ll be
fine. Don’t worry, okay?”

“Right.”

“I can do it if you want.”

“Guys.” Ryan appeared in the door of the room. “I’m
officially plastered.”

“Get more plastered,” I told him.

He gulped some more tequila. The bottle was half
gone. “How ’bout now?” As if one more mouthful would do the
trick.

“Depends. How do you feel?” Reese abandoned me for
his side.

“Drunk.” He unintentionally swayed in demonstration.
Reese slipped an arm around his waist before he fell.

“Can you finish the bottle?” I asked even though I
doubted he could.

“I don’t wanna.” Great. Now he was whining.

“All right, sweetheart. Come on.” Reese dragged him
back to the couch and sat him down. Then she rummaged in the
kitchen until she found two shot glasses. She sloshed tequila into
the glasses and handed one to Ryan. “I’ll help you drink it down,
okay? On three.” He looked queasy. “One.” Ryan sniffled. “Two.” He
frowned. “Three.” They tossed back their shots and smacked the
glasses back to the table.

Reese immediately poured each of them another, which
they slammed like water. She poured another. And another. After
that, I stopped counting.

They started slowing down, each regarding the bottle
as if it contained buttermilk instead of tequila. Two inches from
the bottom, Ryan finally protested.

“I can’t.” He rubbed his eyes. “No more.”

“We are almost at the bottom. Come on.” Reese
managed to sound encouraging even though she was trashed and
looking nauseated too.

“Uh-uh. Can’t see. Vision’s blurry.” Probably
because he had tears in his eyes that he wasn’t aware of. “And I
can’t, umm.” He pointed at his mouth. “There’s water in my mouth.
It’s watering. Can’t swallow. Yeah, swallow.”

“All right. You ready to do this?” I moved out of
the way so Reese could stumble with the discarded shot glasses into
the kitchen. Awesome. Now they were both going to be plastered and
belligerent.

“No. Wanna sleep.” Ryan scooted down the couch and
curled up on his side. “No more tequila.”

“Take off your shirt.” I slid an arm behind him to
help him sit up. Instead of taking his shirt off, he stared at
himself and plucked at the material. “Come on, Ryan.” I gripped the
bottom and started working it up. “Help me out here.”

“Coop?” He slurred.

“What?”

“I’m real drunk.” It was good he was pretty.

“I know. Hold your arm up.” I lifted his right arm
so I could get the shirt over his head. After that, it was easier
to pull it down his injured arm.

Reese staggered in to lean heavily on the couch. “Do
you want me to hold him down?”

“You can’t tie me down, girl.” Ryan was reclined
again and talking to the couch cushions.

“Let’s just see how the cleaning goes,” I said. I
put a folded towel under Ryan’s bicep and free poured peroxide into
the wound. It started to fizzle and the pus disappeared under white
foam. “How does that feel?”

“Cold.” For a second, I thought he fell asleep. “And
tickly.”

“Let it sit for a sec. I’m going to wash my hands.”
I’m pretty sure he did crash out then. When I got back from
scrubbing my hands pink, his eyes were closed and his chest rose
and fell in perfect rhythm.

Clumsily, Reese handed me a package of gauze as I
got on my knees in front of Ryan. He moaned when I wiped away the
mixture of chemicals and puss. When it was clean enough to see the
inside of the wound, I poured more peroxide on. It bubbled and
turned white, but not as much as before.

“Is it clean?” Reese leaned over my shoulder to
look. She lost her balance and had to hold on to me so she wouldn’t
fall.

“I don’t know. I guess.” I stood and guided her to
the edge of the couch so she was sitting between Ryan and me. “Sit
here so he can’t move.”

“Okay. I can do that.” Reese straightened and placed
her palm on his chest. She was taking this seriously. Adorable.

It was now or never. Fuck. I opened the sewing kit
and retrieved my needle from the peroxide.

“What color thread do you think he wants?”

Reese shrugged then giggled. “Is there any
purple?”

I couldn’t help laughing. Ryan hated purple. It was
his least favorite color.

“Yeah.” I unwound the purple thread and took a good
five minutes feeding it into the needle.

“Do you need some help with that?”

“No. I think I got it.” I didn’t.

“Do you even know how to sew?”

“Yeah.” No.

“You look a little lost.” She started to reach for
the needle.

“I got it.” I moved out of her reach. Her hands
weren’t clean. “Sorry if I never took home ec.”

“Neither did I. Your mom taught me how to sew.”

That threw me. “She did?”

“Yeah.”

Where the hell was I? “Oh. I, uhh, didn’t know
that.” The thread finally slid through that impossibly small hole.
“Yes.”

“So are you ready?” Reese stared at the threaded
needle I was holding.

“No. Why do you think I’m just sitting here staring
at it?” Dead serious. I had no desire to give Ryan stitches with a
hotel sewing kit. Then again, I really wished he hadn’t been shot.
I also wished a bunch of freaky, hairy, overweight dudes weren’t
after us.

“Suck it up,” Reese said. “If you do, I’ll let you
look under my skirt again.”

“Right,” I scoffed. “You’ll let me look up it
anyway.”

Reese just glared. Sexy.

 


*

 


During the entire process, Ryan moaned and whimpered
and tried to scoot away. Instead of holding him still, Reese kept
closing her eyes so she wouldn’t have to watch. I didn’t blame her.
I didn’t want to watch. It was disgusting. And difficult. I finally
understood why they used curved needles for this shit.

Once I was finished, Ryan immediately fell asleep
and Reese looked like she wasn’t too far behind. Great team. Unlike
them, I was wired, drenched in sweat, and ready to hurl. Stitching
up your best friend when you have no idea what you’re doing will
really set you on edge.

I stood, swaying from the rush of blood, and made my
way to the small kitchen where I washed up to my elbows like
before. Reese was in the same spot when I returned.

“Babe.” She raised her wavering gaze to mine. “Do
you think we should put him in bed?”

After a second of deliberation, she shook her head.
“No. Leave him here.”

I took her outstretched hands and yanked her to her
feet.

“Are you okay?” She threaded her arms around my neck
and pushed close.

Any response I might have had was lost in the feel
of her thighs, belly, breasts suddenly pressed against mine. The
fear and trepidation immediately became the need for her. Just
her.

“You’re shaking.” Reese kissed me lightly.

I didn’t say anything. I simply closed my eyes and
let the desire to feel her wash over me. There wasn’t anything I
could do about it. She was drunk. I was sober. That was just taking
advantage. Besides, I was fine as long as I was holding her.

“Let’s go to bed, all right?” Reese took me by the
hand into our room. Carefully, she started to undress me. Her hands
skimmed up my side to strip off my shirt leaving behind the smooth
tingling I felt whenever she touched me. A shiver went up my spine.
I kicked off my shoes and Reese dropped my pants and underwear to
the floor.

“Reese?” I asked.

“Sit down, sweetheart.” She guided me to the bed and
knelt between my legs.

“We should sleep.”

“We will,” Reese promised me.

Really, I wasn’t going to let her do anything. We
were just going to go to bed. But when she kissed me, so lightly
and right where I needed her, I lost all conviction.

“Fuck.” I moaned and dropped my head back.

“It’s okay.” Reese smoothed her palms up my thighs,
opening me wider.

“But,” I protested. “I should…” I couldn’t remember
what I should do. “We have to…” I wasn’t sure what we had to
do.

“Babe, just relax.” And then her lips were on me.
Not hard at first, just a light pressure, kisses, and small, light
bites. Her fingertips twitched on my flesh as she held me open. She
took her time, carefully sucking me off so I wouldn’t go too high
too fast. Like she was taking mercy on me instead of her usual
teasing, fucking with me until I wanted to cry. The smooth strokes
of her tongue took me higher and higher. She took both my hands.
Placed one on her breast. Held the other tightly. Her nipple got
hard in my palm.

She was moaning now. The slight vibrations echoed
into my flesh. When I came in her mouth, she just sucked me harder,
willing another climax from me. It didn’t take long. All I could
feel was Reese. I’d do anything that girl wanted.

I sobbed as I came again. She climbed up me and
straddled my thigh. I let go of her hand to grasp her hip. My
fingertips dug into her ass. She rocked hard against me. I pressed
my leg into her. She leaned down to kiss me. Her tongue tasted like
tequila and me, but with some Reese mixed in. I moved my other hand
from her tits, down the plane of her stomach, and slid a finger on
either side of her clit. Her breathing came in short, staccato
gasps. Then she came and collapsed on me.

I fell asleep covered by a blanket of Reese, the
warm wetness on my thigh turning cool, the taste of us still
lingering in my mouth.


Chapter Two

“Do you want to go out with me?” Reese asked as she
sat across from me with a cup of coffee.

“You mean, like going steady?” I injected as much
breathless sarcasm as I could into my question.

“Shut up.” Reese rolled her eyes and glared.

“Fine. Where are we going?”

“There’s an internet café in town so we can check…”
She hesitated, gauging my reaction. “The situation in Vegas.” I
nodded to let her know I wasn’t freaking out so she continued. “And
there’s a pharmacy. I want to get some antibiotics and painkillers
for Ryan.” We both looked to where he was still sleeping on the
couch.

“Umm, don’t you need a prescription for that?”

She looked at me like I wasn’t so bright. “We’re in
Mexico.”

“So?” I didn’t get it.

“You buy the prescription at the pharmacy. It’s like
ten bucks.” She shrugged. “Why do you think people drive to Mexico
for their prescriptions?”

“’Cause it’s cheaper?” I was still lost. “But don’t
you still need a prescription?”

“No, you buy the prescription,” she said all
exasperated. Hairpin trigger, that girl. “Like the little piece of
paper that a doctor gives you. It’s ten bucks. Then they fill the
prescription.”

“Gotcha.” I didn’t.

“You’re dumb.” Reese leaned over the table, cupped
the back of my neck, and kissed me deep and hard.

I didn’t care if she thought I was dumb. As long as
she kept sticking her tongue in my mouth like that, I was
happy.

“Let’s go.” She broke away from me.

“Uh-uh. No.” I reached for her again. “Let’s get
naked and rub up against each other.”

Reese glared. “Do you always have to sound like my
brother?”

“Your brother said that to you?” I grimaced like I
meant it. “That’s just not okay.”

“Move it, Cooper,” Reese demanded, annoyed enough by
my teasing. I decided to do what she wanted.

 


*

 


Warped. That’s what that shit was. Fucking warped. I
scrolled through the Web pages, the ads flashing at me, beautiful
people, perfect skin, white teeth, date your soul mate, just click
here, God is online now, eat this and live forever. I didn’t see,
though. I didn’t notice any of it. I could only see the articles as
they blazed out from the computer screen, changing my life while I
sat there doing nothing.

All Reese did was suggest I hang out in the café
while she got Ryan’s prescription, but no. I had to know. I had to
sit at that well-used computer and type in a few choice keywords
followed by the date of that damn night. I just had to keep
clicking links open. Did I want to know that I’d killed two of
them, not one? Did I really have to know that those men I left to
bleed out on a stretch of desert highway were suspected mob
enforcers? Really, did I need to go from there and type DiGiovanni
into the search engine?

Then I saw the articles, the stories, that blurb in
the obituaries, headlines like estranged daughter disappears from
crime family. The phrase “mafia princess” was on every page,
lashing out like so many blows to the head.

My heart sped. I told it not to. My hands were
shaking on the keyboard. I couldn’t swallow. Why couldn’t I
swallow? My vision blurred. Was it from the sweat in my eyes?

All I could think of was Reese. Any second, she
would come through the door into the stagnant heat of the café. She
would want to know what I was doing. What would I tell her? How
could she not tell me? Why did I have to be curious?

That was it. I was done. I pushed myself out of the
chair, sweating palms sliding away from me on the counter. When I
turned to seek the air outside, I stopped as if I’d been struck.
Reese was inches away, her smile losing altitude as she caught my
eyes.

“Babe, what’s—” But her question was already lost
because I was running out the door.

On the street, I turned and just started walking.
That was when I should have gone home, cried to my mommy, and lived
my half-scarred life alone. Alone wasn’t so bad. Problem with alone
was there were no DiGiovanni twins. I could handle alone, but I
couldn’t handle life without them. Without Reese.

Right there on the crowded street, I stopped and
waited. She didn’t take long.

“Cooper?” she whispered, though I heard her
anyway.

I spun to face her, searching for words. Only one
came to mind.

“DiGiovanni.” The loss hit me and I nearly gasped.
No longer did DiGiovanni mean warm memories of summer vacation and
notes in class and bickering with a sexy girl. Instead, moments
rushed at me, rising bitter and acidic, moments when they could
have, should have told me and chose to lie.

“But you knew.” Her eyes were pleading.

That hit a nerve.

“I knew?” The sneer came out a scream. I brought the
volume back down. “The biggest crime family east of the
Mississippi,” I quoted the newspapers. “And you think I knew?”

Her eyes became granite. Hell, her whole face did.
“Keep your voice down.” She glanced frantically around us. People
were staring.

“No.” I didn’t care about appearances. “You’re one
of them. You knew,” I accused her.

“Stop talking,” Reese commanded. “I won’t discuss
this on a street corner.”

“I don’t give a fuck. You’re part of the biggest
crime family on the East Coast.” I used my hands to punctuate the
words.

“I’m not doing this here.”

Just like that, she spun and walked away.

“Well, I am.” I went after her, still talking. “How
long have you known? When were you going to tell me?” No answer.
“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

“Away from you.”

That hurt.

“Right.” I pulled the keys from my pocket. “Get your
ass in the car, buttercup.”

“What?” Reese finally stopped walking.

“I said get your ass in the goddamn car. I’m leaving
and you’re coming with me.” Roughly, I grabbed her arm and dragged
her in the direction of the SUV. Reese yanked her arm away and
looked for a moment like she might slap me. I’d been there and
didn’t care to repeat the experience.

“Don’t fucking touch me.” She kept her voice very,
very low. “And don’t tell me what to do.”

We stared at each other waiting for the other to
back down.

Finally, I broke the silence first. “Do you want to
discuss your family here or in private?” That worked. Reese climbed
into the passenger seat without saying a word.

The silence continued as I started the car, drove to
the bungalow, and followed her inside. She went to the kitchen and
got out bread and peanut butter. After assembling a messy sandwich,
she grabbed a bottled water and set both in front of Ryan.

“Ryan,” she said. He continued to sleep. “Ryan,” she
screamed, all patience gone. “Get up.”

“Huh?” He opened one eye. “What, Reese? Why’re you
yellin’?”

“Eat the sandwich. Drink the water.” She handed him
two pills. “Take the pills.”

“What’s got your panties in
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