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Believe nothing you hear,

and only half of what you see.

—EDGAR ALLAN POE




PROLOGUE
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Phoebe

EIGHT YEARS AGO

THE RIP DEAL

Malibu, California

I stare wide-eyed at a pink, a black, and a bright neon-green bikini splayed on the king-sized bed—a bed that I’ve called mine for four whopping whole days. “Why is this so hard for you?” I mutter to myself. “It’s an outfit, not a math problem. Get your shit together.”

Don’t talk to yourself out loud, bug. It’s a bad tell. Keep that up here. I hear my mom’s tip and imagine her tapping her temple with a wink. These four walls don’t need to know I’m an anxious, nervous mess. Lest I slip up in front of the things that do matter.

The four-poster bed!

The joke falls flat in my head, and I let out an audible wheezy laugh. Am I really this pathetic?

No.

I’m adept. Savvy. Confident.

I won’t slip up in front of any mark. Not for this job.

Seduce a self-absorbed, self-proclaimed “rich kid” from Malibu. In the ever-moving career of swindling the rich and handsy assholes of the world, I’ve been granted a new project. Hailey’s mom and my mom are trusting I can knock the pants off Kellan Fields while they handle more complicated threads to the larger Rip Deal, which involves screwing his father out of half a million via an under-the-table cash deal and sleight of hand. I know I have one of the easier roles.

It shouldn’t be that hard.

I’m sixteen.

This really isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve batted my lashes at boarding-school boys, and they’ve fallen for every trick in the temptress handbook. I’ve made out with an older guy in his Lambo, too, even if the actual act of being lip-locked with him is hazy in my head. I can’t remember what I did.

My short time here in Malibu has been going . . . okay. Day one, I “accidentally” bumped into Kellan on the pier. Day two, I went on the most boring coffee date where he name-dropped A-listers and spent a solid hour listing off the specs of his Ferrari and yammering on about his father’s yacht.

It’d been fine.

Until the end of the date when we kissed, and he reacted . . . strange. It caught me off guard. He thinks I’m eighteen like him, and I’m afraid my mere persona screamed adolescent! at some point. This con can’t unravel because of me.

Now he’s invited me to a beach bonfire with his friends, and I’d like to open the sliding glass doors to my new bedroom, step onto the porch, fling all three bikinis at the million-dollar ocean view, and hope the wind carries them into the Pacific.

Then my decision would be made for me.

I could just go naked.

Problem solved. The fact that I’m a second from Googling whether this is a nude beach means I’ve really lost it.

A knock sounds before my door creaks open. A second opinion. Thank God. I exhale. “Hailey,” I say without turning. “I need your help. Please, please rank these from classy slut to trashy slut. I can’t figure out what I should be wearing tonight.” I pick up the black bikini with the low-cut top and G-string bottoms and whirl around to . . .

My face flames. “Not Hailey.” So much for keeping my inner thoughts to myself.

Rocky raises his brows. “Not Hailey.”

My entire body roasts on a spit at being caught in a distraught state about an absurdly dumb thing like clothes in front of my best friend’s older brother.

After shutting the door, he strides farther into my room. My heart flip-flops as the space between us depletes.

His gaze falls to the bikini I’m holding. “That one is fucking trashy.”

“You haven’t even seen it,” I combat. It’s balled in my fist.

He extends a hand. “Pass it then.”

Heat bathes my face ten times more, and it’s not like I haven’t worked a con with Rocky. I’ve worked most cons right alongside him, but I would greatly like to default to his sister’s advice right now because A) Hailey is a beautiful genius and B) she’s not the one I have a crush on!

Except, the idea of not giving him the bikini, of not reeling him closer and finding out what happens next—that sounds boring. My pulse speeds as I place the bikini in Rocky’s hand, and I bask in the adrenaline rush.

It’s me, deciding my fate, my next move.

It’s him, his eyes on mine for an extended beat. Like he sees who I am before he sees the shape of my body.

Our fingers brush as I retract, and a weird sensation pulsates inside me and tickles my skin. I try not to wobble at his closeness or how he’s touching the string that might go between my legs tonight. You don’t like him. He’s annoying. He’s ugly.

Yeah. Right.

He needs to do something supremely aggravating right fucking now, so I can ignore the Jupiter-sized crush I have on him.

He lifts the skimpy bottoms with one finger, almost suggestively. That’s my job, I want to say. I’m the one who’s supposed to be alluring and sexy, but the role reversal piques my interest enough that I stay quiet.

He glances at the bikinis on the bed, then back to me. “Yeah, I stand uncorrected. This is the trashiest.” His voice is coarse.

“Thanks for the assessment.” I plop down on the bed beside the pink and neon-green bikinis. “You know, some guys like it.” I’m trying to mask how attracted I am, but he’s so good at reading people, the best I can do is fuss over the clasp on the pink halter top. “Kellan might.”

Rocky tosses the black G-string to me. “He might be the kind of guy who’d be angry or mortified if his girl went half-naked to a party among his peers.”

“I’m not really his girl,” I shoot back.

“No shit.” The words are biting, but not at me. His jaw muscle tics. He cuts his gunmetal eyes to the wall. I’d like to think the idea that I could be anyone else’s girl grates on him. Disgusts him. That really, I am his. But this feels like the bigger make-believe.

It’s my stupid fantasy.

Because when has Rocky ever made a real move on me?

My face burns with more frustrations, and I exhale them out to say, “Kellan could see me like a prize. He might want to show me off.”

The award for farthest eye roll distance goes to Brayden Tinrock. He lets out a low groan that sounds sensual yet animalistic. His entire being balances between fuck and fight. Like he’s a second from doing both to me.

It’s extremely hot, but I avoid blatantly checking him out. He knows he’s attractive. He does not need my stamp of approval. I ball up the bikini and say, “I take it you’re the angry or mortified kind of guy.”

“No, I’m the kind of guy who doesn’t bring the girl I like around insufferable pricks like Kellan and whoever the fuck his dumbass friend is.” Rocky never forgets a name.

“Jackson.”

“Right.”

I smile at his dry tone.

He sees, and his lips just barely twitch upward, then he peers over at the glass double doors. The sky is a stormy gray. Aggressive sounds of gathering waves fill the quiet.

While Rocky stands only a couple feet from me, I envy his demeanor. How his navy-blue suit never wears him. How his broody disposition can’t cloud his real confidence. He presents himself like he’s powerful enough to be elected Roman consul at seventeen. It’s not manufactured. It’s not fake.

It’s a part of him.

He never really acts like being rich is a façade. He is rich, and why should I feel any different? I have the same safety net of wealth as him. I’ve grown up in the same affluent social circles. Fabrications of our own making, yes. But is it an illusion if it’s our reality?

Then why do I feel like a fake rich girl? Is it because I’m in more positions that feel . . . degrading?

No, no.

My mom says there is power in screwing over egotistical, vain men. The ones who act like we’re accessories to their expensive cars and overpriced toys. I don’t feel humiliated at the end of a con. There’ve been several times where I’ve felt triumphant.

In this second, with Rocky taking a seat on my bed, I feel . . . confused.

“Why’d you come in here?” I ask him.

“To see if you needed help.”

“Seriously?”

He gives me a hard look. “No, I wanted to take a bubble bath and braid your hair.”

I scrunch my face. “Like I’d let you touch my hair.”

Rocky leans his hands back on the mattress. Getting comfortable. He’s zeroed in on me, but I’m not his prey. I don’t care if he thinks I’m full of shit either. He can believe I have the hots for him—he wouldn’t be wrong. But I’m not going to melt all over him like ice cream on a sweltering summer day.

“Where’s your martini glass?” he asks. “The strawberry one?”

“Why? You plan to drink out of that while you’re in my bathtub and doing a piss-poor job at braiding my hair?”

“The hair you won’t let me braid,” he points out.

“Exactly.” I go to stand, but Rocky catches my wrist. He’s sitting up now, and he keeps me seated next to him on the bed.

My heart rate pitches up at the warmth of his palm on me. He lets go, and my skin goes cold. I don’t let him speak. Instead, I say fast, “You’re not allowed to touch my martini glass. I went to great lengths to secure that one.”

“You steal it from a little old ‘quirky’ lady in her brownstone?”

“I didn’t steal it.”

“I don’t really care if you did.”

I feel another smile pull at my lips. “You wouldn’t,” I mutter.

We are lawless, caustic things. Our ethics are twisted, and I like Rocky because he’s someone who will choose immoral paths when needed. Dark shadows aren’t something to avoid but something he’ll walk into.

Tension thickens in the silent beat—it’s not awkward. There is a pulsing heat that burns me alive. That tempts me to move closer to the scorch. To him.

Ignoring it, I end up explaining, “The martini glass was an online purchase. And we were on the road. It was complicated. I had to get it shipped to the front desk of the Motel 6 and it almost didn’t arrive before we left.”

“You never even drink out of it.” He combs a hand through his hair while maintaining supreme eye contact. It’s intense. Intrusive. The way he stares so deeply into me, as if he’s carving out chunks of my soul and inscribing himself there. If I weren’t stubborn, maybe I’d be shy. Maybe I’d blush.

But I want to intrude on his soul, too.

I stare him down. “It’s decoration, and martinis are gross. I hate when guys order them for me.”

“Yeah, well, maybe they should fucking ask first.”

“Ask what I like to drink?” I raise my brows.

“It’s not a novel concept, Phoebe.”

I shrug. “It is when they really don’t care about who I am. They just want to sleep with me, Rocky.”

He’s radiating with hotter heat. “Are we talking about marks or about guys you’re actually dating?”

I’m not dating anyone. Not for real. None of us have the luxury of keeping a relationship with anyone when we pack up and go so frequently. We’re basically nomads.

“Marks, I guess,” I answer.

He smears a hand down his mouth. It doesn’t wipe his anger away. He hates all marks. The people we deceive and scam. They’re not good people. Most of them would never receive one-way tickets to the pearly gates.

I hate them, too, but my anger isn’t a constant dark passenger like Rocky’s. My rage appears, then dies. In a vicious cycle of rebirth.

Rocky won’t mention my age. He won’t say how I’m only sixteen. How guys shouldn’t be ordering me alcohol. He’s been in similar situations even younger. At gentleman’s clubs with sons and fathers, he’s had to smoke cigars and sip whiskey to assimilate to wealthy elite culture.

Drink young. Ages aren’t restrictions when you’re rich. They’re just yellow caution tape, and you better have the expensive scissors that can cut it. Or else, maybe you don’t really belong.

Belonging is what we’re taught to do.

I check the tag on my pink bikini. He’s so close, hairs rise on my arms. Will he inch nearer?

He’s studying me, his eyes dipping up and down me. “Phoebe—”

“You want to help?” I ask fast.

“Yeah. That’s why I’m here.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “Hailey had to leave with the godmothers.” Our moms, he means.

I can’t even remember when we started calling them the godmothers. Was it before or after we nicknamed his dad the godfather?

“Right.” I nod.

Oxygen seems thinner in Rocky’s presence, but I must like the feeling of being asphyxiated. That’s mildly disturbing, Phoebe.

“I can help you pick out a bathing suit, but I need to know more about this guy,” Rocky says. “The insufferable prick.”

“Kellan.”

“Whatever the fuck.”

I want to smile, but Kellan’s face flashes into focus, and I cringe. “He’s a show-off. He likes flaunting his family’s money, and he’s not discreet about it. It’s tacky. I think he’s overcompensating because his two friends come from inherited wealth, and his dad is just a hedge fund manager.”

“He sounds riveting.”

I reexamine the neon-green bikini. “Glad you think so, maybe you can kiss him for me.” I’m not looking forward to this cozy beach bonfire. At all.

“Is he into guys?” Rocky says casually, like he’d consider taking him off my hands.

“Straight.” I wince at myself as I reimagine my first and only kiss with Kellan.

“Phebs?”

I bury my hot face in my hand. “Ugh, the kiss. It was so bad, Rocky.” I’d rather be admitting this to Hailey and not her brother, but it looks like I’m getting this off my chest with him. So far, I don’t hate it.

“Bad how?” He clasps my wrist and lowers my arm.

My palm slips off my burning cheeks. Dark concern shadows his gaze, and I wonder if he thinks there was full-face grabbing and ass groping.

It wasn’t like that. “After the coffee date, we got up to say goodbye and we kissed. Then Kellan looked at me like I gave him a juvenile noogie to the head.”

He’s confused. “That doesn’t explain the actual kiss.” He rotates more to me, his thigh and knee on the bed now.

“Well that’s because it’s . . . hard to explain,” I say pointedly. I’m partially distracted by him caring about me enough to be here right now. He’s trying to understand me and this strange situation.

“So you got up to say goodbye, and in that moment, who kissed who?”

“I came in for the kiss. He looked at my lips. His hand was in mine.” I recite this with little to no emotion. The event was as mundane as toasting bread. In fact, watching Starbucks baristas pop a bacon-and-gouda in the toaster would elicit more excitement within me than kissing Kellan.

“And?” Rocky asks.

“And then I did this . . .” Without thinking, I lean into him, and I kiss Rocky. My lips are on his lips, and my pulse explodes.

I can’t gather enough breath in my lungs. I pull back fast—to where it lasts two seconds. Tops.

His brows arch.

Oh my God. “I’m so sorry, that was . . .” Unconsented? Abrupt?

“A peck,” he states.

“What?” I’m whiplashed, out of breath.

“You pecked him on the lips,” Rocky says, but that’s not what has me so flustered.

“I just kissed you,” I say, needing him to acknowledge this like right fucking now.

He gives me a narrowed look. “We’ve kissed a thousand times, Phebs.”

Am I making this weird? “On jobs, Rocky.” I force myself not to grab a bed pillow and hide—or throw it at him.

“This is about a job.” His chest rises and falls a little heavier, and he avoids my gaze for a tenser second. I’m just his partner in crime. He’s not going to pursue anything real with me. Clearly.

Stop getting your hopes up, Phoebe.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I say, and tuck a piece of my hair behind my ear. “This is basically con adjacent.” Disappointment sinks my stomach, but I try to push the awful feeling away. Especially as our eyes latch.

As a slight acknowledgment passes from him to me and from me to him. As our gazes flit a little more carelessly over each other.

There is attraction.

That is real.

But like hell am I acting on it for real. Being rejected by Rocky sounds like utter hell, and if he wants me, then maybe I want to be chased. Maybe I’d rather reject him. How about that?

I cross my arms hotly. “How should I have kissed him, anyway? It was a goodbye kiss in the middle of the afternoon in public, you realize that? I couldn’t go for tongue.”

His gray eyes lift back to mine. “I’m you,” he says, and my heart rate goes from sixty to two hundred realizing he’s going to show me.

He cups my cheek, as lightly and softly as I would another guy, and with his gaze fastened on mine, he bridges the distance slowly, gradually, and the unbearable, inescapable tension winds inside of me. His lips close against mine as he kisses me, making it feel deeper, then he nudges into a more forceful, sensual kiss. With his hand against my jaw—he draws me closer.

Holy shit. His touch sends a shock wave down my neck and arms and legs, thrumming my pussy. Lighting my core.

He pulls back, both of us searching for breath. “Like that.”

I don’t want to catch my breath—I don’t want this to end. “Like this?” I clasp his face with the same softness, and our gazes dive into one another as I drag myself closer. My lips ghost over his, and I sense his muscles contracting, his body shifting nearer. Then I kiss him with the same sensual undertones, and my heartbeat skyrockets.

I nudge into a deeper kiss without tongue, like he did.

His hand claws at the side of my face, and I feel his fingers sliding to the back of my head. Yes. I think he’s going to grip my hair. I think he’s going to plunge his tongue into my mouth. I think he’s going to push me to the bed and do dirty things to me. Please.

He cuts the kiss short.

I internally groan. Why, why, why? No, no, this is good. We shouldn’t be together. My mom will be intolerable about it. She’s obsessed with the idea of us—more than even I am.

This is just for a con. It’s exactly what it should be.

Rocky exhales hard and looks me over. “You okay?”

“Just waiting for my review.” I lean farther back and brush hair off my tight shoulder.

He forces a smile. “Adequate.”

“My kiss was better than yours.”

“True.”

The sudden compliment eases me, and maybe he knew it would. My joints loosen and shoulders slacken.

He checks the door. “We could keep practicing.”

Who would turn down a make-out session with their biggest crush? Not me. So that’s how I spend fifteen minutes in heaven with Rocky. I taste him on my lips. His chest melds against my breasts, but we sit upright. Never lying down.

We teeter on the edge of self-destruction, toying with the idea of French kisses and hair pulls, but we crumble under the parameters we’ve set.

Practice a public goodbye kiss.

Somehow, the tension amasses to new heights from our self-control, and these become the hottest goodbye kisses of my entire life. My lips sting against his, and my skin hums, like with one simple brush against my elbow, I might release a sudden moan.

“Brayden!” his dad calls from outside my room, and we break apart. Rocky shoots to his feet, his lips reddened, and he combs two hands through his hair. We hear his dad again. “Brayden!!”

“I’ll be there in a sec!” He’s about to glance over at me when the door just whooshes open. No knock. No true warning.

Everett Tinrock graces my bedroom like the jute rug and modern bed and beechwood dresser belong to him. I mean, they’re only temporarily mine. This place in Malibu came fully furnished, and he did help find it. So maybe they are partially his, too?

Rocky is pissed. “Whatever you want, we can do it outside her room.”

“No. Stay.” He holds up a stern hand.

“I’m not a fucking dog.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t respond to Rocky.”

I glare.

Everett dislikes the nickname and has tried to dissuade his son from choosing it more than once. The number of times he’s brought up Rocky Balboa—and not lovingly—has made me never want to watch another Rocky film again.

Still, Rocky . . . my Rocky . . . hasn’t discarded the name. Sometimes I wonder if he loves it more because his dad hates it.

Everett and Addison prefer to call him Brayden. It’s what they called him as a baby, and Rocky has let them continue to use it.

Rocky forces an acidic smile. “And maybe you shouldn’t barge into Phoebe’s room without knocking first.”

“You were in here. Don’t act like I’m invading her privacy when you two were doing . . . what exactly?” He focuses on me now like he’s a strict senior detective with polished loafers and the rich stench of eight-grand cologne.

Which I actually smell on him from five feet away.

I’m pretending like Rocky and I didn’t just make out. Thanks to my above-average acting skills and my interest in these bikinis, I’d say I’m doing a damn good job, but conning a con artist takes advanced skill that I might not have yet.

“I was helping her for the job,” Rocky bites back. “That’s it.”

Everett is staring at my mouth. God, I hope my lips don’t look just kissed. I make a great effort not to lick them or chew them or draw any more unwanted attention to them.

I lift the neon-green bikini. “I was just having trouble with my outfit for the bonfire tonight,” I tell him.

He slowly nods. “You shouldn’t scowl like that when you’re with Kellan. You’re a beautiful girl, but that’s unattractive.”

I try to take the pro-tip with grace. He’s just ensuring I don’t screw up, but Everett isn’t exactly my favorite person. “I won’t scowl on a job.”

Rocky is grinding his jaw. He moves to the door. “I’m leaving, Dad, so whatever you want to tell me, you can do it in the hall—”

Everett grips his elbow, stopping him, and Rocky slides easily out of the hold. His father says, “It’s not important. You can stay here.”

“It’s not important?” He’s skeptical. “You called my name like the fucking house was on fire.”

“Later,” Everett says. “You should help Phoebe. That matters more.” So Rocky helping me is most important to him. If his dad believes we were hooking up, is he suggesting we should continue? My head pounds, and I try not to think too intensely about it.

Especially when my mom calls him and he puts her on speaker. They’re discussing logistics for tonight, and it’s all pretty routine. Things we’ve been through. I’m not shocked that Everett isn’t advertising how he caught Rocky in my room. For one, it’s not that unusual for us to be alone together when our roles are often intertwined.

For another, Everett is all business, and that reeks of soap-opera-level drama.

Mom sighs. “. . . this would be easier if one of them were a little younger. I miss the days when you were a baby, bug.” She’s speaking to me.

“I don’t,” I say with a rising smile. “I like being older.” When we were kids, they gave us so little responsibility, and I like being valued enough to hold the rope and be the one to pull.

“You were so cute, though.” I hear the smile inside her words, and it makes mine grow. “And babies are the best social proof. No one doubts a single lie with a cute little squishy baby on your hip.”

She’s not wrong, and hearing her voice makes me wish she were physically here and not Everett. When I see Rocky’s intense glare at the phone, I wonder if he’s thinking about his little brother.

Poor Trevor. He’s aged up out of the adorable, innocent, doe-eyed phase, but he hasn’t really locked down a specific role outside of sleight of hand—which we all can do. Every time he wants to be paired with Rocky on a job, they say no and just put Rocky with me.

I’m pretty sure Trevor hates me for it, and I can’t really blame him. But it’s not like I’m calling those shots.

Once my mom hangs up and Everett is gone shortly thereafter, Rocky stares at the shut door like he’s throwing daggers with his eyes.

“Thanks for the assist. Earlier, I mean. Us practicing,” I tell him, and I mean it. When I kiss Kellan, maybe I can imagine I’m kissing Rocky. Would that be a bad thing? Who cares, as long as I succeed tonight. That’s all that really matters.

I won’t fail the team.

He nods but says, “I can’t stay.”

“I didn’t ask you to,” I remind him. “Your dad did.”

Rocky eases a fraction. With a hand on the doorknob, he glances back at the bikinis on the bed. “The pink one.”

“What?”

“It’s my vote.”

I eye the halter top and high-rise bottoms. It’s probably the best route. “It’s the safe choice,” I say out loud.

“It’s pink.” He’s out of my room too quickly for me to ask what he means.

Then it dawns on me.

He knows my favorite color is pink. In a world of deception and aliases, Rocky is one of the few people who truly knows the real me.




ONE
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Phoebe

NOW

I’m so far from normal, I should probably give up on figuring out the true meaning of the word. But what’s happening right now in the dining room of a snobby country club with hundred-grand membership dues—it’s not even my normal. The normal of a so-called “daughter” of a con artist—raised to rip off egocentric assholes and board fancy yachts and live lavishly until the money runs dry. Then do it all over again.

No, this right here is not my normal at all.

It’s bizarre.

Terrifying, even.

My mom is in Victoria, Connecticut, with her best friend, Addison. And they’re pretending to be fucking matchmakers. Probably to matchmake me and Rocky for a payout. They’re here without warning. Without a text or a smoke signal.

And to pile it on, my mom might not be my mom.

It’s been a literal day since I learned that we might not be related. She might’ve kidnapped me and my brothers.

Addison most definitely isn’t biologically Trevor’s mother. So where the hell did he come from?

There is a foundational rule to what we do. We deceive other people. We never deceive each other. Yet, our parents lied to all six of us.

They conned us.

I didn’t realize how mad I was, not until this moment. Seeing them here. Facing them. An inferno builds in my lungs and combines with extreme levels of unease. I’m crawling out of my skin, but no one can see the alarms going off in my entire body, telling me to evacuate from this fucked-up situation. To find Rocky. Find Hailey. Find my brothers.

While I stare right at Elizabeth Graves and Addison Tinrock, the country club doesn’t fall hushed. No spotlight is shining down on little ole me—the blue-haired, drama-filled server at Victoria Country Club.

The midafternoon lunch crowd has packed the dining room, and everyone is absorbed in their own social sphere. Pickleball-clad ladies chitter-chatter as they stab forks into shrimp Louie salads. Full-bellied laughter bellows from rich men over their tuna tartare. Clinks of silverware on plates sound obnoxiously loud, and flames roar in a fireplace behind my mom.

I’m the only one who knows two con artists have just slithered their way into this town’s cracked foundation, and they’re going to sink their poisonous fangs into someone.

Not me.

They won’t trick me?

My pulse won’t slow. Because that’s never been a question before. Now all I have are furious questions for them. The most pressing one: Why the hell are you here?

“It’s so nice to meet you, Phoebe,” my mom says with a charismatic smile. She brushes her blonde hair off her shoulder and extends a hand to me. “I’m Isla Rivers.” Aka Elizabeth Graves. Do I even call her Mom?

Do I want to?

Not really. She doesn’t deserve that, does she? Even if I’m biologically her daughter. Even if I am a triplet with Nova and Oliver. Even if this is all true—she’s an accomplice to something nefarious with Trevor. That makes her just as guilty for duping us.

What else could she be hiding? Would she ever admit to the truth? Can I trust anything she ever says?

My head spins, and I wish I were holding a serving tray right now—something that’d give me an out from shaking hands with a . . . devil? I don’t know what she is.

I always figured if my mom were a devil, then so was I. The Graves and Tinrocks—we were all just a merry little gang of heathens in hell together.

I loved it that way.

Everything is off-kilter now. My world is tipping at the axis.

I shake her hand and try to throttle myself out of this hot stupor. “Sorry, I missed what Stella said about you being . . . professionals?”

In my peripheral, I catch Stella bristling in her Chanel getup. “It’s Mrs. Fitzpatrick, sweets.” Her tight, acidic smile deserves one in return, and I could force one back—but I like this job.

I want to keep this job. And I’m clearly not on a first-name basis with Mrs. My Shit Doesn’t Stink. I am still just the lowly server who happens to be “dating” town aristocracy, and Stella is the rich best friend of Claudia Waterford.

And Claudia—she’s the mother of my fake boyfriend, Jake Waterford. Oh, and they all despise the idea of a Phoebe and Jake union. Which should be fine. Just fine. Because today, I was supposed to be ending this fake dating scheme so I can truthfully (and finally) date the guy I actually love.

Rocky.

Now, whatever boat I’ve boarded is being capsized, and I’m used to it. I’m also used to having backup—where people wait in a life raft and pull me from the rough ocean. Then we flee unseen together.

None of them are here. I am alone.

Drowning.

Leave, Phoebe.

“She can be a little slow,” Stella tells Elizabeth into a sip of mimosa. They’re all appraising me like I’m a pet project. Great, I’ve become the fascination of the bored elite.

“This is Wendy St. James.” Elizabeth motions to Addison at her side. “We own the northeast’s most prominent and exclusive matchmaking service. Eros. It’s designed for individuals who require a similar lifestyle to their own.”

Similar lifestyle is code for the rich just wanting to date rich. Tempering my feelings, I plaster on the world’s fakest smile and ask, “And you think I fall into that category?”

“Absolutely not,” Stella answers first. “You could never afford them or even qualify, but these lovely women have so graciously agreed to extend their services to you at the request of Claudia.”

Correction: Claudia is paying these women because she hates that I’m dating her son. Eros isn’t real, and Elizabeth and Addison are already profiting from this scam. How long have they even been setting this up?

Elizabeth smooths out one of her blonde curls and looks me over with a slow, excavating gaze like she’s hollowing out bones from beneath the earth. “Hmmm,” she muses. “We might need to work on some things to make you more . . .” Her eyes hit mine. “Just more.”

Heat bathes my cheeks, and a memory floods me.

I was thirteen.

My mom had slipped into high social circles in Charleston and landed on the cotillion’s board of directors. She’d pretended to be my wealthy aunt who was presenting me to society at the upcoming debutante ball. She examined the length of my thirteen-year-old body with the same intrusive gaze, and she said, “We might need to work on some things to make you more . . . just more.”

This is a way for her to tip me off. To let me understand this is a ploy like in Charleston. An act. She might as well be winking at me.

It just makes a wave of sudden grief roll over me, and my eyes burn. I’m trying not to glare like I have gnarled, rooted history with her.

Stella fingers her teardrop diamond earring. “Like I was telling you”—she speaks to Elizabeth and Addison—“Phoebe is a work in progress, but if you’d seen how rough around the edges her ex-husband is, you’d understand how perfect they are for each other.”

Little does Stella know, my mom has always drawn hearts around me and Rocky and tried to smush us together like two slices of PB&J.

Nausea flips my stomach. Rocky. I need to find Rocky.

The urge grows tenfold. At least Hailey is safe from our moms. If she was at work serving with me today, she’d go sheet white seeing Addison. I rest easy remembering she’s at the loft and taking care of Trevor after the Halloween horror story from last night.

He was stabbed.

I feel like I’m being metaphorically stabbed, so there’s that.

Stella adds, “Grey makes much more sense than pairing her with Jake Waterford.”

“She has good bones,” Addison announces, pushing her tortoiseshell glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. “We can work with it.”

I don’t want them to work with anything that belongs to me. Not my body, not my mind, and stay the hell away from my heart. It already feels pulverized from one betrayal. Before anyone can stop me, I say a quick “I’m not interested” and beeline for the exit.

Katherine Rhodes, the manager of guest relations and my boss, intercepts me. “Where are you going?” Her red eyebrows arch in both panic and disapproval. “We’re swamped, and ladies are waiting at the bar.”

“I don’t feel goo—”

“No, no. You leave now, I’ll have no choice but to terminate you.”

I use the only card I have. “Jake won’t be happy about that.” It comes out sharper and more threatening than I intend.

She bristles.

Jake Koning Waterford is a Koning boy. It’s Claudia’s maiden name and often touted over Waterford since Koning is the true source of their wealth. Jake is an heir to one of the oldest beer companies in America, and his family owns this country club.

I might be two seconds from breaking up with him, but Katherine doesn’t know that.

Surprisingly, she waffles. I thought it’d be a knockout punch. An ace in the hole. What the fuck? “You’ll be suspended then,” she snaps. “He’ll compromise with me on this.”

“Will he? I’m his girlfriend.”

“I’m his godmother.”

I blow back a little. I did not think they were that close. “Jake never said . . .”

“Well, I’m not shocked. You’ve barely been dating.” Not wholly untrue. She’s eagle-eyeing the restless ladies at the bar. “You leave, you’re suspended for two weeks. No pay.”

I need the money.

I’ve been trying to make an honest living in Connecticut with Hailey, and that also means relying on my paycheck to cover rent. She took off today, and I don’t think we can both afford to skip.

Money wins over my emotional state, and I hightail it to the bar. Thankfully I’m not being approached by Stella and her new matchmaker—sorry, I mean, con-artist friends.

While assisting the four women in pickleball skirts, I practice patience as they ask for mimosas. Being short-staffed really sucks. There is no bartender I can tag in, and so I quickly pour champagne into the polished flutes.

“I’m telling you, Jem, he made an appearance this morning. Early. We were the only ones here.”

“She’s right,” a freckle-cheeked early riser named Laura vouches. “You can’t blame him for not wanting to be a part of the afternoon rush. He’s so sweet and tenderhearted, and after what happened . . .” They let out a collective pity sigh.

I’m . . . so lost.

I’d love to soak in the juicy gossip, but my head is already crammed full.

“Did you see him, Phoebe?” Jem asks. So much for staying out of this.

“Who?” I splash orange juice in the glasses.

“Trent Koning Waterford,” Laura tells me like she’s introducing Angelina Jolie. Full name status.

Trent is Jake’s oldest brother. A brother that I’ve never met.

“Huh,” I say, my interest piquing. “I did not happen to see this specter of a man.” Hailey thinks Trent doesn’t exist. He’s been the Bigfoot of Koning brothers, rarely appearing at town gatherings. Always spoken of in hushed settings.

Case in point.

“Well, he was here,” Laura defends. “He even said hello to Anika.”

“He did.” Anika smiles proudly while I hand her a mimosa. “I just wish he felt like he could be a part of the community. We’re all here for him after . . .” She leaves the sentence hanging.

They’re waiting for me to ask. They’re not going to leave until I do.

Fine.

Admittedly, I kind of want to know. “After what?”

“His wife’s passing,” Laura says solemnly.

My brows jump. “He was married?”

“He’s thirty-two, dear,” Jem tells me, sipping her mimosa. They all now have their drinks.

Laura bows closer to ask me, “Doesn’t the staff here call him the ‘unofficial fourth widower’?”

“Um, I haven’t heard it if they do, but I’m sort of still new.” And maybe the other servers wouldn’t want to talk about Jake’s brother in front of his “girlfriend”—so I’ve been left out of the staff gossip, too. Maybe Hailey has as well, just by association with me.

Being ostracized by both the elite and the service is not a great feeling. I wipe down the counter. “Why is he an unofficial widower and not just official?”

Jem says, “I suppose it’d be more official if Trent stopped by the club more than once in a blue moon.”

“Right.” I toss a towel under the cabinet.

“He married his prep-school sweetheart right after graduation,” Anika fills me in. “She passed away suddenly.”

“Aggressive stage-four melanoma. It was four years ago,” Laura chimes in. “He’s sworn off dating ever since. He’d be the most eligible bachelor in town, but Scarlett was his truest love.”

They all admire his devotion to his late wife, and I’d be more touched by the story if I weren’t so confused.

I’ve gotten the strong impression that Jake hates Trent. He not-so-lovingly has Trent’s ringtone set as “Highway to Hell” by AC/ DC. He grumbles Trent’s name under his breath. Groans whenever he has to answer his calls.

Surely Jake, who’s empathetic toward his little sister’s plights, would have a soft spot for his grieving brother?

It’s starting to feel like Jake is the actual asshole. But I can’t worry about the Koning boys. I have a bigger mess to trek through.

After I entertain the ladies for another few minutes, they take their mimosas to the sunroom, and I check on the status of my boss. She’s on the phone at the hostess podium and jotting on a notepad.

All clear.

I hustle out of the dining room, and my soles squeak on the marble floor in the rotunda. I spy the cucumber water. For guests only. Fuck it, if I’m suspended, then I’m going to be a hydrated suspended bitch. I pour a glass and chug the water on my route to where I believe Jake probably went.

I can’t believe I’m hunting for my fake boyfriend before even contacting Hailey and Rocky. This feels so wrong.

But finding Jake seems imperative. And not just so he can reason with Katherine and help me take the day off with pay.

He said he’d call Rocky, and he’s likely pitching the extension of this fake dating scheme to him—and things have just drastically changed.




TWO
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Rocky

Sixty miles out of Victoria, I’m in a drugstore stocking up on bandages and other shit my teenage brother might need to recover from a stab wound. Just a regular Friday afternoon for a Tinrock.

I’m tossing antiseptic cream into a basket at my feet when Jake calls me.

Phoebe. She’s the first person I think about.

Phoebe is at the country club today.

Phoebe is with Jake.

Phoebe is supposed to break up with Jake.

Raw concern for her is a shot of adrenaline, and I answer on the first ring. “Hi, Jake.” I narrow a glare at bottles of supplements. Magnesium. 250 mg. Melatonin. I calm down so my voice isn’t caustic. “This better be about my new equestrian purchase.”

I hope this has absolutely nothing to do with Phoebe. But it doesn’t hurt to remind Jake of two things. One, that I’ve recently done him a solid by buying his dead sister’s horse. And two, that I know he helped fake her death.

So if he fucks with Phoebe, I will bury him.

“It’s not about that.” Jake sighs like talking to me isn’t on his top-ten list of daily desires. He wouldn’t even make my top one hundred, so why the fuck is he calling me? “Listen, Grey . . .” He lets his voice taper off.

I wait and wait for more. There’s nothing.

“You afraid to talk to me, Jake?”

“I just want you to think about what I’m going to say rather than react,” Jake explains. “Please.” His voice has lowered to a whisper.

I scan the wellness aisle and smile kindly at an older woman who passes by. She beams back, and I tell her, “Have a good day” before she leaves for a beauty supply section.

“Where are you?” I ask into the phone.

“The country club.”

“But where?”

“The hall . . . outside guest locker rooms.”

Interesting. He wants something from me, but if he didn’t want anyone to overhear, he should’ve gone to the bathroom or slipped into a closet. While I read the label on the melatonin, I say, “I’m listening.”

“I know you want Phoebe to break up with me.”

“She wants to break up with you, too.”

“She also expressed that,” he says. “But I really need this to continue, at least until my family dinner.”

Hell no. “We’re together,” I force out. “Me. Phoebe. We got back together.” So fuck off.

I couldn’t care less that he’s the first to know. I want it to be vitally clear that she’s mine and she’ll never belong to him.

“Yeah, Phoebe told me,” Jake whispers.

A smile tries to pull at my lips. She already told him we’re together.

Then I realize Jake likely couldn’t accept Phoebe saying “We’re breaking up right now,” and so she had to throw out the truth to get him off her back. Or half-truth—considering this isn’t two divorcés mending a relationship.

The entire town and Jake believe Phoebe is my ex-wife. When in reality, we’ve never actually been together outside of a con. Not until now.

I just hate that he’s pressuring her to keep this shit going.

Jake adds, “She even warmed up to the idea of staying with me—which is why I’m calling you. She told me I needed you to say yes, basically.”

Why would Phoebe want this to continue? What’d he pitch to her?

I return the melatonin bottle to the shelf. “I’m saying no.”

“Hear me out, please.” He’s desperate. Then I hear the pitch that Phoebe likely got. He goes into this whole spiel about his overbearing mother pairing him off with Julia Kelsey, a shy twenty-two-year-old who’s susceptible to manipulation and won’t survive the cutthroat nature of the social elite. He’s protecting Julia—a girl I’ve met briefly in town.

And yes, she’s quiet. Yes, she will be chewed up and spit out.

“But what about Phoebe?” I ask him.

“Phoebe’s different. She can handle this family dinner.”

Fire brews in my chest, burning my lungs. “Your mother hates her.”

“Phoebe can hold her own. She’s capable and something of a spitfire.”

Hearing him describe Phoebe to me like I don’t really know her is aggravating on several accounts. “She’s capable,” I repeat. “You want her to take shit from your mom while you protect soft little Julia. Just because Phoebe can take it.” Fuck him.

“Phoebe wants to help,” he counters. “She cares about Julia, too.”

“The answer is no.” While he’s out here protecting Julia, all I care about—all I can think about—is protecting Phoebe. She’s not his tool, and it pisses me off that he’s trying to use her under some moral pretense.

“Can you please think about this?” he whispers. “Please. Phoebe is okay with it. Why can’t you be?”

“Because I don’t care about little fucking Julia,” I whisper coldly into the phone, then I eye a middle-aged man who enters the aisle. I exit with my basket and slip into a quiet section stocked with condoms and lube.

I don’t tell Jake that I care about five people. Just five. For that list to grow, I’d be more susceptible to manipulation. So I have no soft spots for these “damsels” that Jake is so adamant on shoving out of his social circle. And clearly, he hopes to save them from becoming distressed.

“Julia, who by the way,” I add with heat, “isn’t much younger than Phoebe.”

“Phoebe acts—”

“I swear to God if you say older, I’m hanging up on you.”

“I was going to say more mature,” Jake retorts. “Phoebe has clearly dealt with more in her life than most people her age.”

I clench my jaw. “You mean she’s had to deal with me.”

“A marriage and a divorce aren’t little things,” Jake reasons, like it wasn’t a personal slight. “And you’re not the easiest person to get along with. And still, she’s choosing you for whatever reason, and I’m not asking you two to split up.”

“What am I supposed to do?” I hiss into the phone. “Let you fake kiss my wife? You want to fake fuck her, too?”

“I . . .” His sigh turns into a frustrated noise. “Look, we can work out those details.”

I drop the basket so I can pinch my eyes. I wish he were here so I could punch him in the face. “How do I know this isn’t your way of convincing Phoebe she’s better off with you?”

“It’s not like that, Grey. I promise, I’m not trying to be with her for real or to win her over. I just need her help.”

I shake my head a few times. This isn’t happening. I partially believe he doesn’t really want Phoebe—only because I have enough dirt on Jake to sink him deeper than the Titanic. So he’d have to be head over heels, foolishly in love with her to risk lying to me right now.

And I don’t think he’s in love with Phoebe—or else he’d be the one trying to protect her from his family. “I heard you,” I say. “I listened to you. And the answer is still fuck no.”

The line goes quiet, and I frown at a box of Trojans. My ears catch muffled noises over the phone. Someone is with him.

“This conversation is over,” I tell him, about to hang up.

“No, wait. I’m still here,” Jake says with a heavy breath. “Your ex-wife just dragged me into a closet with her.”

My muscles contract in tensed bands.

At least Phoebe understands the importance of privacy, but I remember being crammed in the country club’s storage closet with her. I remember pulling her hair and the hitch of her hot breath up against my skin. I remember wanting to thrust my cock inside her so badly, I could’ve wished upon every star for the ability to fuck her without consequence.

I hear Phoebe in the background. “Can you put him on speakerphone, please?” And then more clearly, she says, “Rocky?”

“He’s not dating you—”

“It’s not about that,” she cuts me off, panting.

Alarm jars me, and I immediately go to the cashier to check out. I’m not in town, I’d tell her if she wasn’t around Jake.

“What’s wrong?” Jake asks her.

“We have a major problem,” Phoebe tells us. “Claudia Waterford hired two matchmakers to try to pair me with Rocky. She’s dead set on getting us back together . . . and now she enlisted the help of these . . . fairy godmothers like I’m their Cinderella.”

I freeze.

Godmothers is code for Elizabeth and Addison.

Our mothers are in town. We all figured they’d arrive sooner rather than later. I didn’t think they’d entrench themselves this quickly into the Waterford family, but it’s not shocking they chose a role that’d put me and Phoebe together for a quick payout.

I should’ve known our moms would insinuate themselves in the town before arriving, but I heard nothing about them. No whispers, no gossip. Which means, I’m not exactly in the inner circle in Victoria.

I haven’t really tried to be. It wasn’t such a necessity.

Now, though—it definitely is.

I lose track of where I am, and things come into focus when the cashier scans a box of tampons my sister requested. When I’ve paid, I’m out of the drugstore and slowing my heated stride. “Hold on,” I tell Phoebe.

An athletic-built man in track shorts and a Nike wick-away shirt is snapping photos of my parked black McLaren. It sticks out like a shiny new toy among hand-me-downs.

He’s admiring it.

I jog to the driver’s side, acting in a hurry, and collide with the man.

“Sorry, sorry,” I say, in a rush.

“My bad.” He’s flustered, and we fumble with my plastic bags.

“No worries.” I detangle from him, then slip into the front seat. Door shut, I unpocket the phone I just swiped off him, and I delete every photo he snapped of the car. I check his iCloud settings and see he has it disabled.

I’m cautious. Paranoid. I’m not taking any chances, and I don’t need him to post this shit on social media and for anyone to trace me to a drugstore out of town. Shouldn’t have taken the McLaren. It seemed like a minor risk before now.

Before knowing we’re several steps behind Elizabeth and Addison.

Once the man disappears inside the store, I roll down my window and toss his phone on the pavement where we made impact. He’ll think he just dropped it.

I peel onto the road and use my burner phone to text my siblings, Phoebe, and her brothers.


Godmothers are in town [image: ]



I have no idea where my father is, but if they’re here, it’s likely he’s not far behind.

“I’m in the car,” I tell Phoebe and Jake. En route to Victoria. “Who are the matchmakers?”

“Isla Rivers and Wendy St. James,” Phoebe says.

So our moms are using aliases. Phoebe’s voice sounds strained, and I hear a thump of a tennis ball or racquet.

I forgot they’re sharing a closet. “Let’s video chat.”

“You’re driving,” Jake says like it’s unsafe.

Jesus Christ. “I’ll pull over just for you, sweetheart.”




THREE
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Rocky

I drive into an old historic cemetery and park in the back where fog hangs over mossy headstones. It’s quiet and only filled with the dead. Then I switch to video.

Jake comes into the frame. Just his too-fluffy, light brown hair and uptight face. I think a bucket of golf balls is on a shelf beside his head.

I adjust my phone and see my scowl in the minimized frame. “Where’s Phoebe?” I ask.

“We’re in a closet,” Jake says, like that explains why I can’t see her.

I glare. “Hand her your phone.”

“I’m right here. It’s fine,” Phoebe says, trying to problem-solve. Only, her way of problem-solving involves slipping in front of Jake’s body. His long arms must wrap around her. How else would he be holding the phone and have Phoebe in the frame? Her back is flush against his chest.

What kills me is her expression. It’s flat. No fire. No flame. No anything. She’s dissociating from her body, and I crave to reach inside the phone and cup her face until her eyes wield more than an empty vacuum of nothing.

“Phebs,” I say slowly.

“What?” she snaps, blinking a few times. “We’re fine. We’re figuring this out. Right?”

“Right.” I rake a hand through my dyed-black hair and skim her again. Her dark blue hair is falling out of a pony, and pieces brush against her beautiful heart-shaped face. Her brows crinkle, and a scowl forms the longer I stare. She’s okay.

“I didn’t know about the matchmakers,” Jake says with a heavy, aggravated sound. “It is something my mom would do. She must feel threatened by my relationship with Phoebe.”

“Why?” I ask him.

“Because she can’t control her. Which means, she’s losing control over me.”

It’s a motive for Jake.

A desire. To be free from Mommy’s gilded prison.

Is Phoebe really the key? It doesn’t matter to me if she is. These are Jake’s interests. Jake’s hopes and dreams. But what about hers? What about ours? This has nothing to do with us.

“People in this town are too invested in our love lives,” I tell her. “You sure you don’t want to pack your bags, Phebs? Catch a one-way ticket to anywhere else?”

We could leave. Run. Start over again. But she’s expressed multiple times that she wants to stay in Victoria. To plant roots. Whatever the fuck that means.

So I’m not surprised when she says, “I’m staying here. We just need to decide what we’re doing next with the whole fake-dating thing.”

Jake shifts uncomfortably behind Phoebe.

She stiffens. “I can move to the side?”

“No, you’re okay,” he says. “I just need to shift my arms a bit. Can I touch you?”

I glare out at the headstones and breathe out fire from my lungs.

“Yeah . . . sure.”

Back to the phone, where my gaze darkens on Jake. “You touch her ass and you’re dead, Koning.”

“How about her collarbone?” Jake asks. “Is that off-limits, Phoebe?” He specifically asks her like he knows it’ll piss me off, and he’s probably reaffirming she’s the only one who can give permission over her body. Jake Waterford has a thick moral bone.

I’d like him to choke on it.

And I know exactly what that says about me.

Though, there is still a part of me that wishes I could be better. To have somewhat of a moral compass. But times like this, where he’s so goddamn infuriating, I would rather not take a single note from Jake’s virtuous handbook.

“The whole savior complex is tired,” I snap at him. “Get a new bit.”

“It’s not a bit. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand consent.”

I let out a dry laugh. This guy. He knows nothing about me. “You’re such a little—”

“Guys,” Phoebe cuts in, wide-eyed. “I thought we were friends.” She’s glaring at me like I have the power to play nice, and I do. I should. I need to.

Things have changed, I remind myself.

Jake cools off, and there’s a brief second where I remember our conversation at the horse stables, where he broke down. Where I broke him down. Where I agreed to help him.

Still, I don’t fully trust him. I’m too cynical. Too paranoid. I just can’t.

“We’re something,” I mutter as Jake wraps an arm around her collarbone and leans his other elbow on the shelf. He’s long limbed and cramped, and he exhales in relief at the new position.

Phoebe relaxes, but I think it’s mostly because she can’t see him—and her eyes are only on mine.

We watch each other while Jake talks. “Personally, I don’t want my mother to get what she wants, but for you two to be together, the matchmakers will have to succeed, right?”

“They’re not matchmaking us,” Phoebe says before I can. “I’m not agreeing to it, so your mom can fire them.”

It’d end their con, and it’ll raise red flags in front of our parents. They’ll wonder why Phoebe, the greatest team player of all fucking time, is sabotaging easy earnings.

Getting out from under them was always going to be a mess. I’d rather create it with her than keep living inside their lies.

Jake looks more hopeful. “Would you be willing to fake date for a couple more months then?”

She winces. “I don’t think I can, Jake.”

“It won’t be that long.”

I glare. “You’re not fake dating Phoebe while I’m with her. Break up with her within the week.” He’s lucky I didn’t say within two minutes.

I see Phoebe’s lips begin to rise.

Jake doesn’t notice her smile. “Phoebe?” he asks her.

She looks steadfastly at me. “I’m with Rocky. It’s over, Jake. Sorry.”

“I’m not sorry,” I say.

Jake rubs at his eyes, which causes the camera to shake. Then I hear Phoebe’s phone buzz. “It’s Hailey,” she says, and before long, she’s out the door to take my sister’s call.

I’m left with Jake.

He drops his hand off his face, and his eyes are noticeably reddened with grief. Like he’s lost a lot more than a fake romance.

“She’s not your meal ticket,” I tell him.

“You don’t understand,” Jake says in a pained laugh. “You can’t understand.”

I frown. “Then help me to.”

He considers but then slowly shakes his head.

“I don’t have many friends here,” I remind him. “It’s not like I’ll rat out your secrets to your brothers or your mother or anyone at the club.”

“You might not have many friends, but you’ve rubbed enough elbows. And locals, they love talking about you.” He sizes me up through the phone. “Grey Thornhall. The man who chased down his ex-wife in hopes of winning her back. It’s romantic to some.”

“Creepy to you,” I add.

He doesn’t deny it. I’d think he was full of shit if he did. “If you gave anyone here anything, they would fall all over you, Grey. They want to know you. They want to be close to you. They want to be the one you share everything with. You’re a part of the social ether of Victoria. And that is . . .”

Power.

He’s scared of me. Because he trusts me about as much as I trust him. Again, we’re on a trust teeter-totter, and I’ve never dealt with a situation this fragile. He’s not a part of a job. He’s not someone I’m supposed to manipulate. He’s just Phoebe’s fake boyfriend and my sister’s landlord.

“You’re going to have to trust me again,” I say to him.

Jake has a weighted frown. “I don’t know if I should.”

“I’m keeping your secret about your sister. What’s bigger than that?”

His long neck strains. His squared jaw noticeably tightens. He’s protective of her, and Jake on the defense is like a knight from King Arthur’s round table grabbing a sword. He looks like he wants to cut my throat. “And you keep mentioning Kate.”

“It’s leverage. Wouldn’t you bring it up if you had it on me?”

“Maybe,” he admits, and cools off at my honesty. “How’s your sister doing?”

I narrow my eyes. Tit for tat, huh? “Why do you care?”

“She didn’t show up for work today.”

“She’s fine, Jake.”

He nods.

I nod back.

We’re not getting anywhere I want to be. “Trust me or don’t. You’re the one with something to lose. Not me.” I give him a few seconds. His indecision is killing me, so I hang up. If he’s serious, he’ll call me back, but I have more important things to deal with.

The godmothers are in town.

I switch gears to the car. My life has been wrapped up in my parents’ plans, their jobs, their decisions. Phoebe and I and our siblings have always said yes, and we’re about to find out what happens when we finally try to take control.
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