
  
    [image: You’re the Con That I Want]
  


  
    
      You’re the Con That I Want

      

    

    
      
        MARY FRAME

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        If I Could Turn Back Time

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 by Mary Frame

        Cover design by Enni at

        www.yummybookcovers.com

        Editing by Elizabeth Nover at Razor Sharp Editing

        www.razorsharpediting.com

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination and have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.

        All rights are reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the author.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to you, dear reader.

      Thank you for continuing this story, despite that terrible cliffhanger on the last one.

      I know, I hate me, too.

      But I still love you all <3
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      “Paige?” I’m frozen in the doorway to Jared’s house.

      She’s here. But she’s not supposed to be here, she’s supposed to be at the rendezvous point. My brain stutters to a stop, failing to work through the implications, but my wicked, traitorous eyes keep going, taking in every detail and presenting the scene to me with malicious glee.

      Illuminated by the porch lights, she’s standing at the bottom of the short flight of steps that leads to the gravel drive. She’s still in the new dress she wore to the dance. Her eyes are red and mascara streaks down her face like charcoal tears.

      And she’s not alone.

      “You can have her back as soon as you fix our little problem.” Red-tipped nails grip Paige’s shoulder like talons. It’s a voice I recognize. A voice I’ve gone to great pains to never hear again.

      Shock pulses through me.

      They’re here.

      At Jared’s.

      He’s sleeping peacefully less than a hundred feet away.

      And the parents, the people I’ve been running from for months, have found me. And they have Paige.

      “You see,” Mother says, “you stole a bit of money from us, and now you’re going to pay it back. With interest.”

      That’s why they’re here? Money? What we took was a mere trifle to them, a two-bit con.

      My brain struggles to process the scene in front of me.

      Mother looks the same as always: hair pulled back into a neat chignon, white blouse and dark pencil skirt perfectly pressed, face smoothed with Botox, and a slight smile that masquerades as friendly and unassuming and in reality is anything but. She could be a secretary for the CEO of a million-dollar company, or a wealthy heiress dressed to volunteer at a benefit gala.

      But appearances are deceiving. She’s none of those things. And she’s standing in front of me with everything I hold dear in the palms of her hands.

      I have to get Paige away from her. Nothing else matters.

      I glance behind Mother and into the darkness.

      Where’s Father?

      There’s a car parked behind the station wagon, a new-model black Mercedes, its interior dark as midnight. It’s running with its lights on, and I have to assume Father is watching everything unfold.

      What do I do? Maybe if I just agree . . . I shut the front door to Jared’s house behind me so our voices won’t filter inside and wake him up. I step closer, stopping at the top of the stairs. “Fine. I’ll pay you back. We took, what, three thousand dollars? I’ll give you six grand if you give me Paige and leave us alone.”

      She laughs.

      It’s not a happy laugh. It’s more of a Cruella De Vil, “I want to kill your puppies” kind of cackle.

      I grit my teeth.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about, but then you have always been on the slow side. You were supposed to seduce Wallace, and you left before we could finish the con. I think he was worth quite a bit more than what you took from us.”

      The voice I remember so well, laced with condescension, makes my jaw clench.

      I had almost forgotten how much I hate it. It’s worse than nails on a chalkboard. It’s more like metal on a cheese grater.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “It’s quite simple. We don’t have time for a long con, but since you’re so cozy with the locals, you can help us. All you have to do is introduce us to the new friends you’ve made here. Tell them we’re your aunt and uncle, the only family you have left. If you trust us, so will they. You can start with your little boyfriend here.” Her eyes flick behind me, taking in the large house.

      A con in Castle Cove? On Jared?

      My heart thumps a death knell in my chest. I mean, really, it’s what I’ve been doing already but . . . what exactly are they planning?

      It doesn’t matter. I have to get Paige away from her. For that, I’ll promise anything and deal with the consequences later.

      My eyes flick from Paige’s tear-streaked face to Mother’s narrowed eyes.

      “You have a problem with that?”

      “Not if you let go of Paige. And she gets to stay with me while we run the con.”

      I know I’ve overstepped when she laughs again, the sound louder and even more grating than before. “Why, exactly, would we do that? If you have Paige, what’s to keep you from running away again? We need collateral.”

      And now I argue for my life. “If you take Paige now, I have no reason to help you. I won’t work with you or do anything you say unless she’s with me. And as you’ve said, you’ll need me if you’re going to con this town.”

      She pauses, which I hope is a good sign. “That’s how you’ll treat us, after we’ve been helping you this whole time?”

      “What do you mean, helping me this whole time?” Even as the words leave my mouth, my stomach sinks with suspicion.

      “Who do you think got you your most recent job with the PD? If it weren’t for us staging a little B and E at your place, you wouldn’t have gotten so close to your little boyfriend.” She smirks. “Something you seem to be taking full advantage of.”

      “So it was you who broke into Ruby’s.” I make it a statement, knowing she won’t answer a question. The rose was too much of a coincidence, so I already knew they were involved somehow. Plus, Ruby’s was the only place that didn’t fit. It wasn’t in line with the senior center and the bluffs, and Miss Viola didn’t have keys for it. Thankfully, no one else has pieced that together. But why would the parents do it in the first place? And how did they know to stage it to match the other incidents around town?

      She shrugs. “Of course it was us. It wasn’t hard to figure out what was happening around town and take advantage of it, even without the police scanner. People around here are only too eager to gossip.”

      “So you did it to get me involved with the cops?”

      “We’re going to need your connections in the community if this con is going to work.”

      “No. It’s only going to work if you leave Paige with me.” My eyes keep drawing back to Paige. She’s not speaking, barely moving, her eyes focused on the ground. My stomach lurches. I have to get her away from them.

      “And why would we do that?”

      “If you really want my help, you’ll have to. I won’t do it any other way.”

      “You know, there isn’t a court in this land that would take her from us if we claim her.”

      Exactly what I’ve been thinking. I can’t let it come to that. “If you take Paige, then I won’t run your con. What exactly is the scam you want to do?”

      “For now, your job is to tell your little boyfriend here that your aunt and uncle, David and Leah Hampton, are in town for a bit.”

      The same names they used at the hotel.

      “We’re here to visit with our nieces. And if anyone asks, we’re retired but we volunteer and do a lot of charity work.”

      Charity. Really?

      “Now. If you want to take Paige, we’re going to need some other kind of collateral to make sure you don’t run.”

      If you want to take Paige. So maybe she’s realized we’re at an impasse and something’s got to give to get us what we both want. “What kind of collateral?”

      She jerks her head to my newly purchased station wagon. “Both of you get in the back seat.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. Where are you planning on taking us?” I try to keep the edge of panic out of my voice but fail.

      “Stop being so dramatic. We’re taking you to that hovel of a shop you’re calling home.”

      “How do I know that’s the truth?”

      “Would you rather wake your little boyfriend in there instead? We could introduce ourselves now.”

      What do I do? Wake Jared and deal with the fallout, not knowing what they’ll do or say to explain their presence here, or go with them?

      Where else would they take us? What would they do with us?

      “If you want us to trust you not to run off with your sister, you have to trust me right now. Otherwise, we’ll leave you here and she’s coming with us. And neither of you will make a noise about it because you don’t want anyone waking up now, do you?”

      I swallow. She’s right. I don’t have a choice. Will they really leave Paige with me? Even just for now? Until I can figure something else out . . .

      My eyes go back to Paige, who’s still standing there with Mother’s hand on her tense shoulder, her gaze focused downward.

      “Fine.”

      Mother hesitates for a few seconds. Her eyes bore into mine, trying to read me. “Here.” She releases her grip on Paige’s shoulder. “As a show of good faith.”

      Paige stands stock still for a few long seconds, her eyes wide like a trapped bird who can’t quite believe it’s been sprung.

      I can’t believe it either. Mother let her go. Why? There’s always a reason. She intended to release Paige to me this whole time, I’m sure. What is their real plan?

      We meet in the middle of the porch steps and she throws her arms around my waist.

      “Now that I’ve shown I’m willing to compromise, it’s your turn. Get in the car.” Mother opens the back seat door and waits.

      With my arms around a trembling Paige, I consider my options. Go inside? What if they come to the door and expose me? The only other option is leaving with them. What if they have something else up their sleeve and it’s not going back to Ruby’s?

      I swallow past a lump in my throat, panic threatening to spill out and overwhelm me entirely.

      I have to stay calm and think. Panic won’t help Paige.

      If they truly want to use my connections here to run a con, it wouldn’t be in their best interest to do anything harmful. Besides, if they just wanted Paige, they could have taken her by now and run without coming to find me at all. They must really want this con; otherwise, why show up here, now, dangling her in front of me?

      With my arms still around Paige’s slight form, we walk together to the car.

      Mother slides into the driver’s seat and I get in the back with Paige.

      Our getaway bag is on the floor and I grab it and hold it tightly in my lap. All of the money I’ve been saving is inside. If we ever have any hope of leaving Castle Cove and the parents behind, we’ll need it.

      “Keys.” Mother holds her hand up in the air.

      I pull Ruby’s house key off the loop and drop the car keys into her hand.

      The engine turns over with a shudder and a groan and she makes a derisive noise. “This car is a hunk of junk. You couldn’t do better?”

      Not without breaking a law or two, but I hold my tongue.

      The ride is quiet and tense. Paige is stiff as a rock, leaning against me in the back seat of the car. I focus on my breathing, in and out, in and out.

      We’re both in shock, I think. The Mercedes follows us the entire way.

      We pull up in front of Ruby’s, and Paige and I scramble out of the back seat like the devil is on our heels.

      I hand Paige the house key and murmur for her to get inside.

      She doesn’t even question me, just takes the key and runs to the front door. I stay on the walkway, halfway between the car and the house.

      Mother is still in the running station wagon.

      Father climbs out of the Mercedes. He looks the same as always, dressed in expensive but comfortable slacks and a button-up shirt that fits like it was made for his lithe frame. He stops next to Mother’s open window and leans in to tell her something I can’t hear.

      Then he turns toward me. “We’re taking your car so you won’t be tempted to leave.” He moves in my direction, stopping a few feet away. “Where are you keeping the money you were planning on using for your little getaway?”

      “I don’t have any money.”

      He laughs, the sound dark and unbelieving. “We all know that’s a lie. Hand it over or I’ll go inside and get Paige right now, and you won’t be able to stop me.” His eyes are hard.

      He could overpower me, break into the house. They’ve gotten into Ruby’s before, after all. Is there no safe place?

      Swallowing, I reach into my bag and pull out the wrapped wad of bills, placing it quickly in his open palm to avoid any physical contact.

      “Good girl. We’ll be in touch.”

      He gets back into the Mercedes and then they both drive away, Mother taking our newly acquired station wagon with her.

      Still reeling from the entire experience, I head into the house, locking the door behind me like it will protect us from anything.

      Paige is sitting on the couch in the living room. I go to the kitchen and make tea, needing to do something with my trembling hands and buzzing thoughts. It doesn’t take long. When the tea is done, I find Paige sitting on the couch in the living room and sit next to her, handing her a mug.

      “This is all my fault.” Her voice is full of tears.

      “What happened?”

      “They found me when I left school.” The words waver slightly as they leave her mouth.

      We had planned on meeting on a quiet street between the school and Ruby’s an hour into the dance. The parents, having bugged our phones and listened in on our last conversation about Paige staying until the very end, were supposed to have taken the bait and gotten occupied by the crowd of people picking up their kids at the school. Paige was supposed to have been long gone by then. Nothing is going as it was supposed to.

      “Did they hurt you?”

      “No. They told me if I came with them and did what they said, they wouldn’t turn you in. Then they were completely silent the rest of the ride here.” She shivers. “It was so creepy. What are we going to do?” Her small frame, already huddled on the couch next to me, droops even further. I rub her shoulder.

      I don’t have an answer yet. “It’ll be okay.”

      How can it ever be okay? I don’t know. The words are meaningless, but I can’t stand to see Paige hurting. It makes me want to punch things. Or cry. Or throw myself onto the floor and have a tantrum, wailing about the injustice of it all. But I can’t do any of those things. If we’re going to find our way out of this, I have to stay strong and sharp.

      I have to protect Paige.

      “This is all my fault,” she says.

      “It’s not your fault, Paige. They would have found us no matter what.”

      They would have. They were onto us the entire time.

      But how?

      How did they find us?

      I thought I was so careful . . . but they’ve always been two steps ahead of me.

      My jaw clenches.

      I hate them.

      “We would have had to deal with them eventually. They would have found us, even if we had managed to leave Castle Cove. They’ll never give up. Maybe it’s better to get it over with now. Confront them and get them off our backs for good.”

      “Really? How is it better? You know what they’re going to want you to do.” Her hair—which had been fashioned into an intricate bun for the dance—is now in disarray, strands flying around her shoulders like wisps of frayed ribbons.

      I do. Mother said as much. A con here. In Castle Cove.

      My stomach clenches and my heart hurts.

      We sit on the couch, staring in silence at the blank TV.

      “I’ll think of something, Paige. I will. I promise. We’ll get out of this.” I mean the words, but even as I say them, I have no idea how to pull one over on them. I never have.

      “How?”

      “I . . . don’t know. Yet. But I will. I’ll think of something.” I inject as much confidence into my voice as I can. I have to think of something. “In the meantime, there’s not much we can do except wait and see. Why don’t you go get some sleep?”

      She nods uncertainly, her eyes red and bleary. Her steps are slow as she makes her way upstairs, her bag still on her back.

      Once her door shuts softly, I close my eyes and slump back on the couch.

      My worst nightmare has come true.
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      The sound of muffled voices pulls me from sleep.

      Bleary-eyed, I blink my eyes open. I’m on the couch. There’s a blanket over me. It’s from my bed. It wasn’t there when I fell asleep. I sit up. And wince. There’s a crick in my neck, and the smell of flour and syrup wafts through the air.

      Is Paige cooking? Curious to see such an oddity in action, I turn my head toward the sounds, moving carefully when my neck twinges.

      I can’t see who’s in the kitchen, but I can hear Paige’s voice. She’s not alone, and she’s definitely not cooking. It’s Jared.

      He asks Paige if she wants to go to the beach, maybe eat lunch on the boardwalk to celebrate the end of the school year, chatting as if our entire world hasn’t just imploded.

      Paige’s affirmative response sounds normal, if a bit subdued.

      The previous night comes rushing back, raging in my mind, filtering down into my stomach. I’m going to get an ulcer. What I really want to do is curl up in a ball and forget the world. But I can’t. I’m not ready to face Jared, though. Not yet.

      Why is he here anyway? I stand up and nearly step on Gravy. The cat hisses at me and takes off, claws scraping against the floor as he flees down the hall into the front of the shop.

      Jared must have come over to bring the devil cat home.

      I pause, listening. They’re still talking in the kitchen, so they must not have heard Gravy. The cat apparently hates me again.

      Keeping my footsteps light, I sneak upstairs to the bathroom to freshen up.

      The woman in the mirror looks like she’s been through a tornado. My eyes are puffy, my hair is tangled, and the mascara smudges under my eyes make me look a level below zombie and maybe half a step above corpse.

      I clean up and brush my hair, my brain shuffling the entire time. With all of the craziness of last night, I haven’t had a chance to think about Jared and what happened with him before the world exploded in my face.

      What am I going to do?

      We slept together. But it was more than that. We had . . . everything between us, for a few glorious moments. I opened up because I never thought I would see him again, and now he’s downstairs with Paige like nothing has changed.

      But it has.

      I imagine, for a minute, pushing him away. Again. Making some excuse about why we can’t be together.

      It’s what I should do.

      It’s what’s best for him.

      But I can’t.

      Mother’s words haunt me. You can start with your little boyfriend here.

      The entire time I’ve known him, he’s thought of me as Ruby. That alone is bad enough to twist my insides and make me groan in frustration every time he calls me by her name. But it’s also something that I could possibly, maybe, if I got caught and had to do it, rationalize and defend. But now . . . now I have no idea what’s going to happen with the parents, but I doubt it will be something I can easily explain. The vines of my lies will grow into a forest of deception, and all for what?

      For Paige.

      They want me to introduce them to everyone as my aunt and uncle, allude to their charity business, but what else? How much will they demand?

      I don’t want to do what they say or go along with their scheme, but there’s a small part of me that revels in the ruse. With Jared, it won’t be a deception at all to continue our relationship. My time with him is limited. If I do as they say, I get to keep him, if only for a little while longer. I’ll have pretend feelings for him that aren’t pretend at all.

      My palms sweat when I think about seeing him again. About being with him again.

      For now, I have to act like everything is normal. What else can I do? I need to come up with a plan. How am I going to get us out of this mess? I’m back to having no car, no money, and no means of escape.

      Back downstairs in the kitchen, Jared is flipping pancakes at the stove and Paige is leaning against the counter.

      She looks okay, although there’s a wilt in the line of her shoulders. At least Jared has put a bit of sparkle back in her eyes.

      She’s so resilient.

      “Do you want to go to the beach today?” she asks when I enter the kitchen.

      My eyes are on Jared, eating him up. Apparently he can put the sparkle back in me, as well.

      Despite everything else.

      Last night, I never thought I would see him again. But here we are. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      He’s in a pair of swim trunks with a plain T-shirt and sandals on his feet. The clock on the oven shows nine o’clock. He missed his morning run to come by.

      I’m totally checking him out and he knows it—and likes it—if the smirk on his face is any indication.

      “Ruby?” Paige interrupts my not-so-subtle perusal.

      “What?”

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Um. Yeah, sure. Beach good.”

      I’ve devolved into a caveman. The things this man does to my brain.

      “Good morning,” Jared says. He’s not fooled at all by my lack of speaking ability. “Do you want coffee?”

      He made me coffee. My already melting heart melts a little more. “Yes.”

      The coffee pot is right next to the stove. He opens the cabinet and gets me a mug, placing it on the counter.

      When I step up beside him to get my cup, he stares down at me, his eyes heavy with the weight of the night before.

      “Naomi is leaving for camp today, so I’m glad we’re doing something,” Paige says from seemingly far away. “It’s going to suck to be here without her all summer.” That’s not the only reason this summer is going to suck, but we can’t talk about that now.

      Normalcy.

      We can do it.

      Jared rips his eyes away from mine to glance over at Paige. He clears his throat and turns back to the stove. “That’s too bad. Where’s she going to camp?”

      I pour my coffee in silence as they talk about some summer camp up in the middle of the forest next to a lake, a few hours away.

      What would he have done just now if Paige weren’t here?

      “Are you ready for pancakes, Paige?” Jared expertly flips one onto a plate.

      “Yes.” She walks up on the other side with her plate and then grabs the syrup off the counter. “I’m eating in the living room.” With an eye roll worthy of her age, she bolts into the other room.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks once she’s gone.

      “Yes.” But not for pancakes.

      We turn toward each other at the same time and then his mouth is on mine, the heat burning between us.

      He bites my lower lip as he pulls away, his arms still around me. “Why did you leave me the note?”

      Shit.

      Oh, yeah. I left a note.

      “I . . . had to leave to pick up Paige from the dance.”

      “Why would you apologize for that?”

      Thankfully, it was a vague note. Two words, I’m sorry. Sorry for lying, sorry for leaving, sorry for getting him involved at all. He would have understood if Paige and I had disappeared like we had planned.

      All of the emotions of last night come rushing back, the pain of having to leave him, knowing we only had one night together, mixed with the pleasure of being with him and the anxiety from the parents’ sudden arrival. What a mess.

      At least it’s an easy thing to explain.

      “I felt bad that I had to leave you.” And it’s not even a lie.

      He smiles, a small tilt of his lips that I could stare at forever. “We could have a redo. Tonight.”

      We could. I mean, we really could. “Okay, but what about Paige?”

      He shrugs and rubs my shoulders. “You could just tell her about us.”

      “Too late,” Paige says from the doorway.

      I jump away from Jared, like we’re guilty teenagers caught necking in the family room, but he manages to snag my hand and hang on.

      She frowns, her face stern. But then she breaks into a smile. “Seriously, like I didn’t see this coming? Adults are weird. Can I have more pancakes?”

      Jared turns to the stove, pouring more batter into the pan. “Of course.”

      While his back is turned, Paige gives me a side-eye with raised brows. I know she’s asking, Are you sure about this?

      I shrug.

      It might be the only thing in my life, besides Paige, that will get me through this crisis. Or it could make everything epically worse.
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      The beach is bright and happy enough to almost make me forget about our troubles.

      Just kidding. I could never forget the looming threat of the parents, no matter how hard I try to act normal. Even if by some miracle they don’t take Paige and we get away, they’ve proven that they’ll follow us anyway. The last time we escaped, we had the element of surprise, a plan, and cash. This time, we have none of those things, and they have some ridiculous scheme that will get me arrested. Then who will take care of Paige? Jared flashes me a warm smile, but it leaves me ice-cold.

      What if Jared has to arrest me?

      We splash in the surf and eat lunch in the sand before heading back home. On the outside, we’re picture-perfect, except for my tendency to scan the area every so often. I can’t help it. Everywhere we go, I’m on the lookout. As a result, the few times Jared leans in for a kiss, I turn my head. And I don’t let him hold my hand for more than a few seconds.

      It’s probably ridiculous. It’s not like I can protect him completely from their machinations, or mine. They already know about us, obviously.

      Ugh.

      I don’t want them to see how much he affects me. It’s not safe for him. How can I protect him and still act normal around him? I can’t.

      And it bothers him.

      His lips turn down every time I shy away, and the crease between his brows gets deeper as the afternoon progresses.

      At the end of the day it doesn’t matter, because I don’t see the parents. Then there is a moment, a brief span where I think someone is tailing us when we’re heading back to Ruby’s, but when Jared turns down our street, they pass us by. It’s not a black Mercedes or the old clunky station wagon. It’s just a nondescript sedan like nearly every other car in Castle Cove.

      For dinner, Jared makes us spaghetti and we watch Gone with the Wind in the living room.

      Paige lounges on the floor on a couple of pillows while I sit with Jared on the couch, more comfortable leaning against him now since we’re not in public and the threat of malicious, watching eyes aren’t a potential problem.

      It’s almost normal.

      Jared doesn’t seem to feel the tension simmering in the air, an ever-present and lingering anxiety I can’t seem to shake.

      If I didn’t know Paige better, I wouldn’t be able to tell, but every now and then, I catch the slight crease in her cheek, the turn of her lip.

      She’s worried.

      So am I.

      Paige falls asleep before we even reach intermission, exhausted from lack of sleep the night before and then the day spent in the sun.

      Jared’s arm is around me, comforting and warm, and I could fall asleep, too, if it weren’t for the brush of his thumb on my shoulder sending zings of electricity straight to my core every time he moves.

      In silent accord—after Scarlett declares she’ll never be hungry again and the sweeping music signals the midpoint of the movie—I shut off the TV.

      Jared carries Paige up to her room, having trouble coordinating her gangly limbs up the stairs, knocking her into the staircase once. She sleeps through it, but we giggle like teenagers.

      After making sure all the doors are locked and the lights are off, I follow him up the stairs.

      Leaning in the doorway, the light shining in from the hallway behind me, I watch him tuck Paige in, pulling her covers over her sleeping form and silently turning off her lamp.

      He moves in my direction, and I take his hand, shutting Paige’s door gently before dragging him over to the master bedroom.

      This man.

      I wait until the door to the bedroom has shut before I grab his head and pull it down, the weight of the day still heavy in my heart but lightened by his hands down my back. He pulls me against him.

      “Jared,” I breathe, wanting to tell him everything I feel, everything I need, but unable to form the words.

      So instead, I show him.

      My hands paint my emotions across his skin, every caress, every glance, every movement, until we fall asleep in each other’s arms.

      The morning starts with pure bliss.

      I’ve never woken up with someone. Never experienced tangled limbs, quiet laughs, and secret smiles.

      I’ve never felt so comfortable in my own skin, with heated eyes and lingering glances that tell me more than words could how beautiful I am.

      I’ve never made waffles and laughed so hard my sides hurt. I’ve never had someone’s hands finding excuses to touch, excuses for mouths to taste.

      It’s amazing.

      And temporary.

      Paige leaves our annoying couple-ness for the sanctity of her bedroom.

      It’s Sunday, but Jared has to go to work, and I have to open the shop since we closed yesterday to go play at the beach. There are already a few customers waiting outside. After we eat I walk him to the door.

      “I’ll call you.” He presses a kiss, quick and soft, to my mouth before I open the door.

      He nods at some of the waiting customers. There are only a
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