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      They say he's the wrong guy...but he's the only one for her … A Friends to Lovers, Good Girl + Bad Boy Romance.

      

      Ava

      Ronen O’Shea—the hot, tattooed bad boy from Boston—is my life-long crush.

      And he’s got a bucket list this summer with one thing on it—me in his bed for one night. As for me, I’ve got a problem, and Ronen might be just what I need to get over it. Besides, I figure the real thing can’t match my fantasies. Crushes get crushed, after all.

      But this bad boy is too good at uncovering my secret—the dark truth I haven’t told a soul.

      And he insists he can help.

      

      Ronen

      Ava Sparks isn’t the one who got away. She’s the one who won’t leave my damn head.

      Ava’s beautiful inside and out, and she deserves better than a Boston boy from the wrong side of the tracks.

      I tell her what I want. But she needs me for something too. And I won’t turn her down. I figure I can help her out and let her go at the same time.

      But I’m not leaving town until I chase that demon out of her head for good. What I don’t plan on…is her chasing my demons away. That’s when I know I’m totally screwed…

      

      Trigger warnings: off-scene suicide; depression; PTSD

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Five Years Earlier

        

      

    

    
      Ava

      Hotel Anchor is packed with a full house tonight, but the Manhattan Lounge stage provides perfect protection from the crowd gathered for the town’s annual Sailors Ball. I hold the microphone in one hand and wave to my schoolmates with the other. My blond hair hangs loose over my shoulders, and I’m sporting my classic red lipstick.

      “Thank you, Hotel Anchor!” I slide the microphone into the stand in front of me and lightly strum my guitar. “Today is my sister Madison and my seventeenth birthdays,” I say into the microphone. “Happy birthday, Madi Sparks!”

      “Happy birthday, Ava Sparks,” Madi corrects me as the crowd laughs.

      I strum the chords on my guitar and smile over at my twin. James plays background piano in the corner until Madison, with her Joan Jett style vocals, starts to sing. My sister’s black leather pants and crop top match the dark silk ribbon holding back her short hair. Her outfit calls out the rebel inside of her I always wish I had more of.

      She finishes the first verse, and I start in on my part. As I sing, my usually shy demeanor falls away. I hang on every word like it’s the last verse of the world’s greatest unrequited romance story. My tight little red skirt, matching lipstick, and three-inch platforms mask how tethered I truly feel inside.

      I search the crowd until I find Ronen standing next to Charlotte and Ethan. His arm’s around Chelsea, but he’s singing along to the song. I relax when I remember I’m not the only one who stands out here.

      My skirt may be too short for Puritanical Ships Crossing, but Ronen O’Shea always looks like he’s giving a middle finger to the world just by breathing. His jeans are so worn you can see skin, and his blue t-shirt shows off his plethora of tattoos and muscles.

      His messy but perfectly gorgeous dark hair frames his crystal aquamarine eyes, eyes that always manage to be both beautiful and haunted, and his facial hair adds to his rough exterior.

      My eyes lock with his, and he gives me the thumbs-up. Chelsea tries to say something to him but he ignores her like she’s an annoying gnat in his ear. I sing to him like he’s the only person in the room. He’s the only one who matters, anyway.

      As Madison and I join in the chorus together, I see rather than hear Mom sigh in the back corner of the lounge. She looks paler than normal tonight, and she’s clutching onto my father’s arm. She’s got a forced smile on her tight face, but the clench in my gut tells me she’s not having any fun.

      As the crowd erupts, Madi and I exit the stage to the left.

      “You were amazing tonight, Madi,” I say to her as she hugs me.

      “You were,” she says to me.

      “I could never get up there without you,” I say. “You’ve always been the brave one.”

      “And you’ve always been the light behind me, Ava. You’ll never believe me, but you are.”

      “What’s up with Mom? She looks more unhappy than usual.”

      Madison rolls her eyes. “Who knows? Bad hair day? Bad weather? Skipped an antidepressant? Anything could be an excuse to threaten to off herself.”

      I swallow. Hardy walks right by us without a second glance, and I raise my eyebrows at Madison.

      “What’s going on between you and Hardy?” I say in a whisper.

      “He cheated on me,” Madi says, and my mouth drops open. “Oh, don’t look like that, Ava. You never trusted him.”

      “No, but …” I pause, not sure what to say. “I’m sorry, Madi. I know how much you liked him. Did you take your meds today?”

      She looks away from me and over my head without answering my question. “Oh look, it’s Ronen and his new bedfellow, Chelsea. How perfectly gross.”

      “He met Chelsea here at Hotel Anchor,” I say. “I was hostessing at the restaurant, and Ronen was on break. Chelsea came in for dinner while he was hanging out with me. So I guess you could say I set them up.”

      “Lucky you.” Madison shoots me a look that says the opposite.

      Ronen walks up to us and gives me a hug. “You two rocked it tonight.”

      As his strong arms wrap around me, I inhale the masculine, heady scent of his cologne. I hug him back, and we each hold on a second longer than is appropriate considering we’re both spoken for.

      “Happy birthday, Sparks,” he says softly into my long hair before pulling away.

      Madi taps my foot with her toe and clears her throat.

      “I think you’re gonna win tonight,” Ronen says to us both.

      Hotel Anchor is a four-hundred-year-old massive Victorian structure built in the shape of a giant ship vessel. It towers over our seaside hometown of Ships Crossing like a beacon signaling you home. It’s helped our town to rank as the top place to visit in Maine for decades now, and the Battle of the Bands contest held at the Sailors Ball every year brings in a ton of tourism dollars. Madi and I set our sights on this competition three years ago, and with us about to be high school seniors, this year is the best—and last—chance we’ll ever have to win.

      “It’s our shot to meet with music executives in New York City,” Madison says to him. “And a ticket to get the fuck out of New England.”

      I glance at Ronen. “Only one more year of high school,” I say in an attempt to lighten Madi’s mood.

      The sympathy’s in his eyes, but he doesn’t say anything except to touch my hand lightly with his and whisper, “So who do you wager, Mr. Woods and Ms. Henry, or Allie Walden and any guy in this room?”

      “Definitely Allie Walden and any guy in this room,” I say back.

      “Me too. How come?” His mouth quirks up.

      “Because I saw her with Trent while I was singing, and his hands were already on her ass.”

      “I saw her with Jack Wilkens a few seconds ago, and they looked pretty cozy.”

      “Well, either way, I win that wager,” I say.

      Ronen puts his arm around my shoulders. “We both win that wager.”

      I shiver at his touch and smile back at him. “Sure.”

      Noah races up to me. “Ava, you were so awesome!” He steps closer to hug me.

      Over Noah’s shoulder, I catch Ronen staring at Noah with a dark look on his face before he abruptly turns away. He heads over to Chelsea and shoves his tongue down her throat. She wraps her arms around his neck and pulls him even closer.

      And my heart plummets.

      Ronen and I are best friends—have been best friends—since his mom moved here with him and his brother when Ronen was thirteen. And being friends with Ronen means I’m different than all the other girls. That means he can’t flirt with me, or date me, or sleep with me, because that would mean that eventually, he’d have to leave me. Because everyone knows that Ronen O’Shea’s the town bad boy, and he burns through girls like cigarettes.

      I grab Noah’s hand and lead him away.
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      Charlotte tells me that she and Ethan are going to his parents’ empty cabin in Wells.

      “They’re going to sell it next year. But Ethan took the key before he left tonight.” She giggles. “I swear, I’d be happy being with Ethan forever. What are you and Noah doing after this?” Charlotte’s curly red hair is even curlier from being styled, and her dark eyes are wide open and curious.

      I glance over at Ronen. “I don’t know. You and Ethan are meant for each other, Char. We’re not all like that.”

      Charlotte follows my gaze. “I see Ronen and Chelsea are getting cozy,” she says. “What is it with that boy’s taste in girls? He always picks the wrong girls. Chelsea used to steal my erasers in the third grade.”

      “Well, Ronen’s a bad boy,” I say. “So he likes himself, I guess.”

      “If that were true, he’d be best friends with Madison instead of you,” Charlotte says. “You and Ronen are total opposites.”

      I turn and smile at Madison as she approaches us. She’s got her backpack that she’s never without strapped to her back. “What are you up to?” I ask her.

      “I’m going to hang here and help clean up,” she says. “You worked all week; tonight’s your night off. And Ronen just said he’s off also, so I guess he’s got other plans with what’s-her-name.”

      Madi doesn’t look right, and I say to her quietly, “Don’t let Hardy get to you, honey. Guys are jerks. You know that.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “And so are mothers. Always making everything about her. Always has to win. I don’t know how you stand her, A.”

      Noah walks up to us and pulls me over to the side of the dance floor. Once we’re alone, he takes a keycard out of his pocket and waves it in my face.

      “What is that?” I say to him.

      “What’s it look like?” he says. “A key to a room. Just for two.”

      He kisses me on the lips slowly and then looks into my eyes. “You said you were ready, right?”

      I look at him and then back at Ronen and Chelsea. “Um, yeah. Definitely.”
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      Noah and I go in the wrong direction when we get to the second floor, so we turn around in the hall and walk all the way back where we came from. We’re laughing and joking with each other, and I don’t notice at first that another couple is just ahead. We stop right across the hall from them, and they turn at the same time we do.

      “Ronen?” I say to him as he stares back at me. “What are you doing up here?”

      His gaze narrows in on Noah, and he looks like he may kill him on the spot. “Same thing you are,” he says to me. He steps across the hall, stopping so close to me I instinctively lean into him.

      He reaches out and brushes a loose tendril of hair off my cheek. I wish he would take me in his arms and kiss me. But he backs up abruptly and harshly, and I feel the force of his retreat.

      “You drive me crazy,” I say as I shoot him a death look.

      “He doesn’t have to drive you crazy,” Chelsea says cheekily.

      Ronen and I turn and look at her like we forgot she was even there.

      “Your mother’s already nuts—the whole town says so,” Chelsea says to me. “Rumor has it that it’s genetic.”

      Ronen glares at her, looking like he wants nothing more than to walk away from her, but she turns to him and says sweetly, “You coming to bed, baby?”

      With one last look at Noah and me, Ronen turns and follows her inside their room.

      Seething at Ronen, I take the keycard from Noah. Hand shaking, I open our room door. I slam it shut behind us as best I can, hoping Ronen hears every bit of it.

      Then I walk over to the hotel bed and climb onto it while Noah raids the liquor cabinet. He ends up with nothing once I tell him how much everything costs, and then his parents call, and he talks a good lie to them for about fifteen minutes.

      When he finally joins me on the bed, I start taking off his clothes while he kisses my neck. We go slowly but purposefully, with him sliding his hand up my skirt and taking it off. I’m breathing heavily, but inside my heart’s saying no, no, no, this isn’t how you want to do it.

      I sit up abruptly and look into Noah’s eyes and, for just a second, I see Ronen’s instead. Ronen’s beautiful eyes that always see all the important parts of me, that never let me lie to him no matter how much easier it seems sometimes.

      I stand up.

      “I just have to tell somebody something,” I mumble nonsensically. “I don’t care if he doesn’t want to hear it or if he doesn’t feel the same way. I just have to say something before it’s too late, you know?”

      But Noah reaches for my panties and slowly drags them down off my hips. I freeze in front of him, stunned at the cool breeze blowing between my legs, and I push closer to him. And closer, until he kneels down and puts his mouth softly onto me. Onto the part of me that’s wet and swollen and aching for Ronen O’Shea. I close my eyes, pretending Noah’s somebody else. I feel terribly guilty doing it, but his mouth on my sex is the closest I’ve ever been to an orgasm, and I don’t want him to stop.

      Picturing Ronen in my mind, I cry out while Noah grips the back of my thighs with his hands and licks me harder.

      Oh God. I’m so close to something. I can feel a sensation building in me like I’ve never felt before, and the throbbing between my legs gets stronger and more painful until I’m begging Noah to touch me more. He obliges by sliding one finger slowly inside me, and the sensation starts coiling, harder, stronger, faster…

      The bloodcurdling sound of a single gunshot jerks me backward. Noah’s finger comes out, his mouth detaches from me, and I immediately feel all the blood drain from my face.

      Grabbing my panties, I pull them on and reach for my skirt. I put it on backward the first try, and I’m still trying to fix it when the banging begins on our door.

      “Ava!” Ronen only says it once, but his tone is laced with panic.

      I run and open the door.

      Ronen stands before me. His face is ashen. His shirt is fully unbuttoned with no more t-shirt to hide his perfect body. He takes my hand without a word and pulls me out of the room. Together, we run down the hall, but when we reach the stairs, Ronen darts in front of me. I know he’s trying to get there first so he can shield me, or warn me.

      He doesn’t have to. I know what I’ll find—my mother finally making good on her third suicide attempt.

      But as we enter the lobby, we run into my mother. As alive as Ronen and I are.

      I stare at her, relieved at first, but then I see her ghostly-white face.

      And I start to scream my sister’s name. “Madison! Madi!”

      I push past Ronen and hotel security into the Manhattan Lounge. The EMTs on hand for the event are trying to block the area, but I run right through them as they’re carrying a stretcher into the lounge.

      That’s when I see her. Madison’s lying in a pool of blood on the stage. All I can think are crazy thoughts like how her blood’s the same color as my lipstick. My twin sister’s first suicide attempt, and she’s one for one. She beat my mother all right.

      “Nooooo!” I hear my own screams like they’re coming from outside of me.

      I feel Ronen put his strong arms around me, and I hear him whisper words of comfort into my ear. I lean into him, feeling like he’s the only safe place I have left in this world. His body is warm and solid and alive, and I can’t bear to be separated from him.

      I hold onto Ronen even when my parents crowd close to me.

      I hold onto him even as the man on the loudspeaker, who must be locked up in an insulated box somewhere, picks that moment to announce: “The winner of the Grand Prize for Battle of the Bands this year is Heart of Stone! Congratulations Ava and Madison Sparks—the first all-female band to win in Hotel Anchor’s history!”

      And I keep holding onto Ronen while Madison’s body is wheeled out of the hotel.

      I’m now the sole winner of Battle of the Bands.

      I could leave town and make a record.

      But none of it matters.

      All my dreams now mean nothing. My whole world has come to a screeching stop.

      Because Madison is gone.

      At seventeen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Ava

      “He’ll come. It’s the annual Sailors Ball. He’ll be here.”

      I look at Charlotte’s hopeful smile as she leans against the counter of Hotel Anchor’s gift shop.

      “Ronen O’Shea never does the expected thing,” I tell her as I close up my cash register and grab my purse.

      “But that’s partly why you love him.”

      Yes. It is partly why.

      And today, I plan to tell him. Ronen always comes back to Maine for the ball. But I haven’t seen him around; haven’t heard from him in weeks; and for all I know, he’s still in California. I know he graduated from culinary school, but that’s all I’ve heard.

      “Well, he’s not here yet.” I take a deep breath. “I have to drive down to Boston. I’ll be back to Ships Crossing for the ball, and I’ll meet you and Ethan there.”

      “Have fun at Joy’s birthday party.” Charlotte gives me a hug. “You deserve to have a good time, Ava.”

      I wave goodbye and head for my car. I share a birthday with someone again. And I don’t want to admit to anyone, most of all myself, how much that affects me.
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      Ronen

      Prisons give me the creeps.

      Coming here always makes me flash back to how close I came to getting locked up, and I…

      “Son.”

      I step forward as the guard brings my father into the room. I let him hug me.

      “You look good, Dad,” I say like I always do. “A little thin but good.”

      We take seats opposite each other at the barren table in the middle of the otherwise empty room.

      The guard is just outside the room, watching us through the window. We’ve graduated to this type of visit. At first, I had to talk to Dad through a phone and a window. He was so proud when he was able to sit across from me, and hug me, and talk without a panel of glass between us. Then, I went to California for culinary school, and our visits were sporadic at best. I kept up the contact with regular phone calls, but sometimes I missed a time or two.

      And once I graduated, the guilt set in. Shane had been doing the prison visits on behalf of both of us while I was away. I told him I’d make up for lost time. So, before going home to my mom and brother—and Ava—in Maine, I shacked up with my cousins in Beacon Hill.

      And for the past six weeks, I’ve been seeing my father twice a week.

      I don’t psychoanalyze the relief I feel at being able to see my father. He’s a criminal who nearly ruined my life, and yet I enjoy hanging with him.

      “Hemingway’s my favorite,” Dad says immediately as he pulls out The Sun Also Rises and returns it to me.

      “It was good, right?”

      “Couldn’t put it down.”

      Like we always do, we spend three-quarters of our visit debating the plot of the latest book I brought him. I always dread when we wrap up that part of the visit because I know what’s coming next.

      “How’s Ava?” he asks me.

      “Haven’t seen her in a while,” I say casually. The less my father knows how much I care for Ava the better. Obviously, he’s wise to it, though, or he wouldn’t always ask about her.

      “Make sure you do,” he says. “Don’t spend time fucking girls who don’t matter, Ronen. It’s a waste of time. I learned that the hard way.”

      “I’m not fucking Ava,” I say with feeling. Maybe in a perfect world, but in my world? Not going to happen.

      “Son.” Dad looks at me in this way that makes time slow down. “Take a hard look at your life. Are you happy?”

      No.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen your face light up with joy since I’ve been put in this fucking cell. Once, when you told me you were learning to cook. Once, when you told me you were going to culinary school. And do you know what the third time was?”

      I brace myself.

      “Every fucking time you talk about Ava Sparks.”

      “Dad…” I growl.

      He puts up his hands. “You can deny it all the fuck you want to. But if you never do anything about it, you’re a dumbass. And I didn’t raise a dumb son. Did I?”

      I swallow and look away from him. “We can’t check off everything on our bucket list,” I mutter.

      “What if we can? I can’t because I’m stuck behind these damn bars. But you? You’re free, Ronen. Start acting like it.”

      Christ.

      Even my father knows when to change the subject. “So, I have a favor,” he says.

      Oh, here we go again.

      Just because some things changed doesn’t mean others have.

      Every time I come in, he’s got a favor. And they’re always the same—will you help this guy out, or what about this guy?

      I always say the same thing. No. I have to say no or I’ll end up caught on the wrong side of the law. But it breaks me a little every time.

      “No, Dad,” I say firmly. “You know I can’t.”

      ”But you’re my bad boy.”

      Not anymore, I’m not. “I left that life behind a long time ago. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      Dad just smiles at me like I’m ridiculously fucking naïve. “You’ll always be my bad boy, Ronen. You were born into this life. You can’t just walk away.”

      “I haven’t been involved with anything since you went to prison when I was thirteen,” I say. “Why would I need to start now?”

      “Because the O’Briens are involved. They’re asking for you and your brother specifically.”

      Fuck.

      “Christ, Dad. What did you do?”

      “I heard you’re going to be helping Mom out in Maine for a while,” he says.

      Confused at the change of subject, but not trusting his motives for a second, I hesitate. My dad has no idea that Shane and I have been planning to relocate to Boston and to take our mom with us. We decided it was finally time to return home.

      “Isn’t that right?” he prods me.

      “What does that have to do with this?” I ask him.

      “The guy who needs some help is in Ships Crossing.”

      Christ.

      I grit my teeth. “Dad, I’ve already told the O’Brien family I’m not in the business anymore.”

      I’m not giving him the whole story, although I’m sure he knows. He may be in prison, but my father has his ways of getting information a half-step ahead of Shane and me. But like always, he plays naïve.

      “Oh, yeah? What’d you do?”

      “I told him to back off.” Right after I knocked the oldest brother’s teeth out one night by the pier. And Shane took out his cousin.

      The O’Briens and O’Sheas go way back—the two families have banded together in criminal activity for decades. Turning them down felt like pulling myself out of a car wreck.

      “Well.” Dad shoots me that frown he always uses to get his way. “My bad boy’s changed.”

      “I’m not a boy anymore, Dad.” I stand up. “Maybe one day you’ll realize that.”

      I hug him goodbye and give him the book I just finished.

      “The Celestine Prophecy?” He looks it over.

      “It’s interesting.”

      “I’ll have it read by your next visit.”

      “Good. We’ll talk then.”

      I turn and stride out of the prison, not giving in to my urge to turn my head and watch my father being led back to his cell. As I walk to my truck, I clamp my jaw tight and push away my emotions, a habit I learned over the years.

      I’ve got somewhere I need to be.

      A little girl’s first birthday party.

      And I’ve got to make sure I put on a friendly face and shove this family crap aside for the afternoon.
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      Ava

      I was worried I’d be thrown off at Joy’s party. And I have been.

      But the sharing a birthday part that worried me? That takes a backseat the moment Ronen O’Shea’s cousins walk in.

      “Ava?” Killian O’Shea gives me his usual head nod. “How you been?”

      “Great,” I say, hoping he won’t notice my eagerness.

      His two brothers, Ryder and Emmett, come over and say hello.

      Ronen’s cousins have always lived in Boston where they run their family bar in Beacon Hill. A couple of times, I ran into them by coincidence when I was hanging out with Cali. She’s Joy’s mother and the reason I was invited today, but still—I didn’t anticipate the O’Sheas being here too.

      “London, Diego, and us go way back,” Killian says like he can clearly read the confusion on my face.

      “Oh.” God, this is weird and unexpected. “I had no idea. I’ve only been to your bar a couple of times, and I never saw you guys talking to them. And at London’s wedding, because you were running the bar, I just assumed…”

      “That it was a job.” Ryder grins. “That was our wedding present to them.”

      I smile. “That’s sweet.”

      Long pause before I go for it. “Um, have you guys heard from Ronen?” I ask them.

      “Sure,” Killian said. “He’s…”

      Whatever he’s about to say is drowned out by baby Joy shrieking with happiness as Diego swings her around in his arms.

      We’re all standing in the living room of the gorgeous townhouse that Diego and his girlfriend, Shohanna, have been living in for the summer. As Joy’s godfather, Diego offered to host the party for his best friend, London, and London’s wife, Cali.

      Cali and I met at a familial suicide support group before she and London were even dating. Now they have Joy, their beautiful daughter, who turns one today.

      Cali has no idea it’s my birthday too. That’s a date I keep private, and something those close to me know to pretend to overlook. Even my own parents ignore it.

      “Ava, I love your necklace!” Paris says to me. Paris is Diego’s cousin, and she and California are best friends.

      Shohanna nods. “It’s gorgeous.”

      I finger the green sea glass pendant around my neck. “Thank you.”

      “Where did you get it?” Shohanna asks, her eyes widening in admiration.

      “I made it,” I say. “I love making jewelry.”

      “That’s amazing.” Paris looks more closely at the necklace as I hold it off my neck for her. “You’ve got a secret talent.”

      Cali joins our circle, and Paris points out my necklace to her. “It’s beautiful,” Cali agrees. “Have you ever sold your work?”

      I shake my head. “I started doing it just for me as a stress release.”

      Paris elbows Cali. “Did you bring your tarot cards?”

      Cali gestures to her bag sitting on the couch. Paris grabs my hand. “Let’s go have Cali read our cards.”
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      “Hmmm.” Cali holds up the three cards she pulled for me. “A lot of energy around healing is coming up.”

      “What kind of healing?” I ask her.

      “Honestly?” She looks more closely at one of the cards, which has an angel on it. “I’m not completely sure. But I’m getting it involves two people, and one of them isn’t with us anymore. Someone who passed away and was very close to you.” Her eyes fill with concern as she glances at me almost like she’s afraid of saying too much. “This person was—is still—such a part of you that it’s almost like you share a soul.”

      Because she was my identical twin.

      I suck in a breath, and Paris puts her hand on my arm. “Are you okay?” she says gently.

      I force a nod. “I’m fine. Thank you for the reading, California.”

      “Wait.” Cali holds up the third card. It has a couple on it. “If you’ve been considering dating someone…”

      “Not likely,” I murmur.

      “Would you like to date someone?” she asks me instead, her eyes on mine.

      Ronen O’Shea flashes into my mind. “Maybe,” I admit.

      She smiles. “Well, this is what I like to call the go for it card.”

      Paris claps her hands. “I love that card! I got that before I got together with Caleb.”

      I smile at her enthusiasm. “You’re in love with a great guy.”

      “I haven’t always been,” she assures me. “Before Caleb, my love life was shit. Wasn’t it, Cali?”

      Cali concurs. “It was.”

      Shohanna smiles. “I’m familiar with a shitty romantic past myself. Things can turn quickly, Ava.”

      I shift my gaze past Paris and California to the room at large. Because her go for it card has me wanting more information about Ronen’s whereabouts. It’s hard to “go for it” with
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