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ABOUT THE BOOK

Jessa:

 

He was there when I needed him.

 

He showed up like some kind of hero and saved me.

 

I wanted him to stay, I wanted to get to know him… I wanted him.

 

But he always left without a word.

 

The last time I saw him, he was in the backseat of a police car for a murder that I committed.

 

 

Ty:

 

She looks at me like I’m special.

 

She thinks I have something to offer her, but she’s wrong.

 

I don’t have anything more than street cred and my fists.

 

But for her, I’ll take the fall.

 

Even though I’ll never deserve her, I’ll sacrifice it all to make sure she can breathe easy, even if I suffocate in the process.

 

 

 

For bonus scenes, exclusive content, a freebie, and more, sign up for Anna’s mailing list

 

 

 


DEDICATION

To Crystal.

Thank you for cheering me on, making me laugh, and spending so much of your time helping me. You don’t have to do what you do, but know that I appreciate it more than words can say. I am so, so grateful. Thank God for takeovers!


PROLOGUE

Ty

twelve years old

 

The undercover security guard thinks he’s being sly by following me with a cart in tow. I purposely make eye contact with him, my practiced sad face a mask I wear to scam people. He looks away and grabs an item from a shelf. Stupid amateur. As he turns the corner, I grab a jar of peanut butter and shove it under my coat, then grab another one and toss it into the basket I’m carrying.

I head to the checkout and set the basket on the conveyer belt. The clerk takes out the items and slides them over the reader. Like a starved child, I watch as she scans the bread, oatmeal, two cans of corn, four packages of ramen noodles, and peanut butter.

“That’s eleven fifty-nine.”

“Oh, I only have ten dollars.” I pout and shift on my feet, acting embarrassed. My hands shake as I hold out a wrinkly bill. “Can you take the peanut butter off, please? Will this be enough then?”

She looks at me sympathetically, and her eyes become wet. “Oh, umm—”

“I’ll pay for it. Just add it to my bill,” an elderly woman says from behind me as she pats me on the top of the head.

I turn to her and use my best thankful face. “Oh, ma’am, thank you. Thank you so much.” Then I hold out the money to the cashier again.

“No. You keep that. I’ll take care of it, sweetie,” the elderly lady insists.

“Are you sure?” I ask. She nods and smiles, her wrinkles becoming tight on her worn face.

“Thank you!” I reach over and hug her, and she pats my back. “You’re welcome, dear.”

I shove my dirty money back into my pocket and take the two bags the clerk hands me. I walk outside, around the corner, and then down the street and through an alley to get to my apartment building. I don’t even bother to turn the knob to the main door, since it’s broken. Instead, I use my foot to kick it open.

When I make my way down the hallway to lucky number thirteen, I set the bags down and grab my key out of my jeans pocket to open the door. As soon as I’m inside, I lock the door, set the grocery bags on the kitchen table, and then go to my room.

My mom’s not home, so I quickly unzip my jacket and watch as the jar of peanut butter and a bag of M&M’s fall out and onto the carpet. I rush to my closet, lift the broken floorboard, and tuck the items into my hiding spot. I return the wood back where it belongs and go back to the kitchen to unload the groceries. I’ve learned to hide some spare food since the men who come around always end up eating everything in the kitchen.

The jingle of keys startles me, but when I recognize her cough, I relax. Mom walks in with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth. She spots me right away. “Do you have my money?”

“Yeah, all ten of it.” I fish it out of my pocket and hand it over.

Her shaking hand wraps around mine. “Such a good boy. You never let me down.”


CHAPTER 1

Jessa

sixteen years old

 

“Jessa, I asked you a question.”

My attention snaps back to my teacher Mr. Russell, and I divert my attention from the infatuation with the new kid.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear.”

“If you can’t pay attention to the lesson, Ms. Crew, then perhaps you would like to spend the rest of class in the principal’s office.”

I gape at him, and my neck and face become warm; I’m sure I’m bright red by now. My mouth opens to speak, but nothing comes out.

“Twenty-nine to thirty-nine.”

I whip my head over to the boy, the one who caused my distraction in the first place. He’s new here, and I can’t take my eyes off him. He’s bigger than most of the kids in the class, even the ones who play football. He wears a black t-shirt and worn jeans along with a pair of ratty Converse. His eyes are what got to me, though, what drew me in. Even from two rows over, I can see the amber specks in the middle of the light green irises. He’s beautiful. Rugged and dangerous, but beautiful.

“Excuse me?” Mr. Russell asks him.

“The Great Depression began in October of nineteen twenty-nine. By nineteen thirty-three, approximately thirteen million Americans were without jobs. Roosevelt helped lessen the effects through relief and reform in the thirties, but it wasn’t until the Civil War in thirty-nine that the economy turned around.”

Mr. Russell’s eyes widen, and he nods at the boy … no, not a boy, but not yet a man, although he will be soon. Very soon. Faster than everyone else. Not only is his body an indication of that, but his eyes are also wise beyond his years.

“Very well. Now, if everyone would turn to page eighty-three …” The teacher’s voice fades as I continue to watch him. Eventually, the new boy will look at me, right? I want to see his eyes again.

When the bell rings, I jump and look down to grab my books, pissed he hasn’t looked at me again. Maybe I’ll thank him for saving my ass, so then he’ll have to look at me, right? Yeah. That’s what I decide to do. But by the time I stand up, he’s gone.

My friend Kat loops arms with me in the hallway. “OMG, Jessa, what was up Mr. Russell’s ass? He was so mean to you!”

“I don’t know.”

“God, what a jerk.” She pops a bubble from her gum and pulls me into the bathroom with her. I apply more lip-gloss while she pees. “Did Derek ask you to the dance yet?”

“No.”

“He will.”

“I suppose.” I shrug. “Although I saw him walking with Ashley after school yesterday, so he might ask her.”

The toilet flushes, and she comes out and washes her hands in the sink next to me. “He’d be an idiot not to ask you.”

I shake my head at her words.

“I’m serious, Jessa. You’re pretty, funny, smart, and your dad’s the superintendent of the school board.”

“That’s exactly why he’d want to go with Ashley instead of me.” I’ve learned the hard way that people in my school usually use me to get something—a grade changed, an exception to a rule—or they stay far away from me to avoid being around my father.

“Whatever. If he asks Ashley, it’s his loss.” She rolls her eyes, and we walk out together, heading to our lockers to stow our books so we can go home.

“Honestly, I don’t really even want to go, Kat,” I admit.

“What? Why?”

“It’s just not my thing. I don’t like dancing. I’d rather be at the animal shelter.” I prefer solitude when I’m not in school. I like to watch movies or read or spend time with my animals. I’m not a recluse, but I just prefer it that way. Why would I want to hang out with people I don’t particularly like?

“Ugh, God, Jessa, don’t be so lame.” She walks across the hall to my locker and shoves me lightly. “It’s homecoming. You have to go.”

I shut my locker door and blow some of my long bangs out of my eyes, ignoring her. We make our way to the parking lot where her older brother, Vaughn, is waiting for us in his truck. Kat slides in first, and I squeeze next to her.

“Hey,” he says before I close the door.

Kat and I both reply with a, “Hey,” and he tears out of the lot to take us home. On the way, I roll down the window and let the wind blow through my hair. Then I see him. In the street, walking, and as we pass him, I turn my head so I can see his face.

He looks up; our eyes connect, and I don’t blink … I can’t. He mesmerizes me. He’s unlike anyone I’ve met, and I haven’t even talked to him and don’t know what his name is. All I know is that I want to. I want to talk to him. I want him to look at my eyes so I can get lost in his.

As we drive farther past him, he begins to fade away, and I close my eyes to try to keep him there, to try to burn him into my brain.

Vaughn pulls up to my house a few minutes later, and I thank him, hug Kat, and then head inside my house. My dogs, Sparrow and Finch, are waiting for me. They jump up and down, Sparrow on three legs, excitedly waiting for their walk.

 

* * *

 

“You look pretty,” Derek says, holding my hand as we walk into the dance. He asked me to go with him last week, and even though it was short notice, I was able to get a dress. I really didn’t even want to go, but Kat insisted and begged—something about making memories—so I relented.

“Thanks.”

Once we get inside the crowded gym, I realize the noise from the DJ is deafening, and the lights are blinding … strobes flash and reflect off the rotating disco balls hanging from the ceiling. Derek pulls me into the center of the gym and turns me around so my back is to his front. He grabs my hips and pulls me into him tighter, then begins to dance. I feel his hardness poking at me, but I try to ignore it and have fun, letting my body move to the beat of the music. But as the night goes on, I realize just how much I don’t want to be here. I’m not really friends with him, so I feel awkward.

I’m so glad by the time they call last dance, and Derek and I sway together slowly. His hands rest at the small of my back, and I give him a hug when the song ends. “Thank you for asking me. I had a good time.” Lie. It wasn’t the worst night of my life, but had I known all he was going to do was grind his dick on me, I would have suddenly come down with the flu before he picked me up.

“Let’s get out of here. Everyone’s going to the hotel on the river.” He tugs on my arm, and I pull back.

“I just wanna go home.”

“Come on, Jessa. It’ll be fun.”

“What’ll be fun?” Kat throws her arm around my neck, her almost white blond hair in a delicate updo and her blue eyes bright. I really want to tell her what a bitch she is for guilting me into coming, but she’s my best friend, and I know she only has good intentions.

“The party at the Riverfront,” Derek chimes in.

“Yes! Come on, Jessa, everyone’s going. You have to come!” She gives me a puppy dog face, and I shake my head.

“Fine, but only for a little while.”

“Sweet.” Derek wraps an arm around my waist and steers me out to the limo he rented. A few more couples pile in, and someone takes a bottle of booze out of a bag and begins passing it around. I shake my head when he offers me a drink, and Derek shrugs then takes another swig before he passes it on.

On a quiet road out of the way, the motel’s location is known for its shady activity. My irritation turns to fear, and I hesitate to get out of the limo. Our whole group walks to the back of the building and then enters a pitch-black room. The light comes on, and I’m shocked to see a keg sitting in the middle of two queen beds.

“Woo-hoo! Party!” someone yells as they pass me.

Derek ditches me and goes straight for a red plastic cup to fill with beer. I sit on a chair and slowly slide back as more and more people enter the room. When Kat enters the room, she spots me right away.

“What are you doing by yourself in a corner?” she yells over the music.

“I don’t want to be here,” I tell her flatly, biting back tears. The bodies in the room are beginning to make me feel claustrophobic, and I just want to go home. “I hate this shit.”

She scrunches her brows at me, now fully understanding just how uncomfortable I am. “Then let’s get you home.”

“No, you stay. I’ll see if Derek’s limo driver can take me home.”

“Vaughn’s just a few rooms down; he’d be happy to take you.”

“I don’t want to bother him, but if the limo can’t, I’ll ask him.” I trust Vaughn but don’t want to ruin his night by making him take the big baby home.

Kat’s date comes up to her and kisses her neck then pulls her away. “Come find me if you have trouble,” she yells as she’s swallowed into the packed room. Seriously, it’s like a can of sardines in here. How is this fun to anyone?

I spot Derek talking to Ashley and make my way over to him, saying excuse me to everyone in my way. What a jerk; he’s supposed to be here with me, and he ditches me to hang around the school slut. I have to inch my way between everyone since nobody hears me when I ask them to move.

“Hey, I’m gonna go. Do you think your limo driver could drop me off at home?” I ask Derek when I finally make my way to him.

“Don’t go,” he pleads.

I don’t get it. Why the hell does he want me to stay? “I’m tired.”

He looks at Ashley then stands from the window ledge he’s leaning against. “I’ll walk you to the limo.”

“Thanks.”

When he sees me struggling to get through all the people, he pushes me aside and grabs my hand then pulls me through everyone, making me feel like a damn ping pong ball. Once we get to the hall, my feet take me left, but he tugs me to the right.

“I thought we came in that way.”

“We did, but he parked around back.”

“Oh.”

The cool air slaps my heated face, and I sigh, finally feeling like I can breathe now that I’m outside. My eyes scan around the dimly lit space, but I don’t see a limo. “He must not have come back here.”

“No, he’s around the corner,” Derek says. He turns my body and takes a step forward, forcing me to take a step back. My sequin dress scrapes against the brick. “Get me off, Jessa.”

“What?” I gasp.

“Come on, I bought you a ticket, bought your dinner, and danced with you all night. Least you could do is give me a bj as a thank you.” He brings my hand to his crotch and presses my palm against the hardness there.

“No.” I try to rip my hand away, but his grip gets tighter.

“Come on, Jessa. Don’t be so frigid.” He leans closer and pins me to the wall, his hips against mine. “I’ll settle for a hand job.”

He licks my lips, and I turn my head to the side. “Stop, Derek.”

“Jessa, please. Jack me off.”

“No! God, what is wrong with you?” I try to push him off, but apparently my actions anger him, because he puts a hand around my throat.

“Nothing is wrong with me, Jessa. You’re the stuck-up one who thinks she’s better than everyone else. Now, fucking jack me off.”

What the fuck is wrong with him? He was kind to me but treated other people as if they were beneath him. Even still, I never thought he’d do something like this. “No.”

“Fine.” He squeezes my throat, and when my air supply begins to diminish, I gasp, trying to scream. He squeezes harder, and I thrash around.

“You gonna do it?” he asks.

I nod my head, and he lets go. “Get on your knees. I want a blowjob since you’ve made me work so hard to get it.”

My head shakes. “Please don’t make me, Derek. Please,” I beg. Tears roll down my cheeks, and my breath shudders from fear.

“I’ll be fast.”

I sob as I drop to my knees but take the opportunity to punch him in the balls. When he reaches for his sore extremity, I run. He curses behind me, and just as I’m about to round the corner, I’m yanked back by my hair. My expensive updo was a complete waste.

I scream as I fly to the ground. Derek’s large, muscular linebacker body lands on top of mine, knocking the air from my lungs as his hand wraps around my throat again.

“Bitch,” he spits.

Attempting to gasp for oxygen proves futile as he pushes my dress up to my stomach. While he undoes the button of his suit pants, I realize the black pupils of his eyes are larger than normal. I’m finally able to speak, and I sob and plead for him to stop, but every time I do, his hand tightens, telling me how easy it would be for him to strangle me.

His zipper slides down, and I turn my head to the side so I can’t see when it happens. A scream of terror leaves me when he rips my underwear off.

“Shut up, Jessa. Fuck.”

A grunt sounds from above me, and since I’m not looking, I don’t see why Derek’s not on top of me anymore. All I know is he’s not and I can finally take a full breath, so I push myself up and scramble away. What I see both scares and comforts me.

It’s him. His black t-shirt is the first thing I see, and then it’s his fist flying into Derek’s face. His knee comes up, and when it connects with Derek’s crotch, Derek screams. I wonder if being hard made it worse.

He doesn’t say anything but continues to hit Derek with a fury I’ve only seen in an action movie… something I thought was fake, but this guy is proving me wrong.

Derek’s face is split open in several places, and he has blood running down to his crisp white shirt. After one final punch to the gut, he falls to the ground.

My savior stands over Derek’s still body, watching, waiting for him to flinch. After a minute with no movement from Derek, the guy turns around and looks at me. His eyes rake from my head down to my sparkly silver toenails and then back up again. “You good?” he asks.

I nod. Now that you’re here. “Yes. Thank you.”

He grabs my tattered panties and hands them to me. “I’ll walk you home.”

He begins to take off, and I scurry to catch up to him. We’re not far from my home, but it’s not that close either. I could easily call my parents to come and get me, but I don’t want to stick around here and wait for them. I feel safer with him, as if nothing could touch me because he won’t let it.

I have to work double time to keep up with his strides, and after a few blocks, my feet begin to burn. I am wearing heels, after all.

“I need to slow down,” I tell him.

He turns to me, looks at my shoes, and then slows his pace.

“So, uh. Thank you. Again.”

All I receive is a nod in acknowledgment. No “you’re welcome” or anything.

“Why were you there? I didn’t see you at the dance.”

He doesn’t answer, so I try again. “What’s your name?”

“Ty.”

I take his short or non-answers as my cue to be quiet and just follow him. I don’t know how he knows where I live, but I’m too overwhelmed to think much about it right now.

We’re only two blocks from my house now, but my feet are killing me. I stop by a tree and slide my heels off, then walk on my bare feet. Ty waits for me to catch up with him then turns and scoops me up in his arms.

I gasp and grab his shirt. He looks ahead, not at me, but I stare at him. His thick eyebrows, the three freckles on the right side of his nose, and his black eyelashes. How his eyes constantly scan his surroundings.

Beneath the shirt, his heart beats against my fist. Strong and steady. Just like him.

He sets me on the bottom step of my porch, turns, and starts to walk away. He gets to the sidewalk before I shout, “Wait!”

I run down the walkway, ignoring the pain in my feet. “You can’t just leave.”

“Go inside.” He turns me by my shoulders and gives me a slight shove. “Now.”

I turn around. “No.”

He sighs and crosses his arms. “What, Jessa?”

“You know my name?”

“Yeah.”

“What were you doing there?”

“Meeting friends.”

“Why haven’t you been in school?”

“Listen,”—he widens his stance as he glances around—“I was in the right place at the right time. That’s all, okay? Hopefully, that prick won’t mess with you again.”

“I don’t know—”

“I’ve gotta go.” He turns and jogs away before I even have the chance to reply.

I have so many questions, and so much more to say to him. His presence helps to take away from what just happened with Derek, and I’m afraid that when Ty’s out of sight, the terror of what happened and what could have happened tonight will hit me. I’d rather just sit with Ty all night, but since I don’t have the chance, I hang my head and go back to the porch. When I turn around, he’s disappeared.


CHAPTER 2

Jessa

eighteen years old

 

“You ready for tomorrow?” my mom asks, joining me on the front porch.

“Yes, I’m so glad high school is done.”

“What’s on your mind?”

Leave it to her to know something’s up. Motherly instinct, I suppose. “He was there that night, Mom.”

“I know, honey. I believe you.”

“I think about him all the time. I just don’t understand how I can barely know him, but he’s already such a big part of me.” Ty’s constantly on my mind. It’s more than a teenage crush. He’s more than that … He’s everything.

She pats my knee and gives it a squeeze. “Sometimes, there isn’t a rhyme or reason for things, Jessa. But I hate to see you so hungup on someone who has appeared to vanish.”

“I know.” I sigh and rest my head on her shoulder. “I just can’t get him off my mind. He’s always there. He left my life, but he never leaves my heart, and it hurts.”

“Oh, honey.” She runs her fingers through my hair. “I wish I could say something to make you feel better, but the truth is mending a broken heart is easier said than done. One day soon, you’ll move on, but until then, try to remember him for what he was, okay?”

“And what do you think that was?”

“He was your savior, honey. He saved you from a horrendous situation. Maybe he wasn’t meant to be more than that.”

She kisses the top of my head and heads back inside, leaving me reeling. No, she’s wrong. He was meant to be so much more. I just fear I’ll never have the opportunity to know for sure.

 

* * *

 

Our entire graduating class tosses their caps in the air, and I smile when I catch mine. Finally. Done. I’m done with this hellhole. I’m done with these judgmental people. Done with the stupid politics of this community. I’m fucking done.

Kat, my only true friend, winds her arm through mine, and I hug her with my other arm. “Yay!”

“I know, right. Yay!”

We head over to where our parents and family sat excitedly through the two-hour ceremony. Everyone heads to a local restaurant downtown, and we park in succession in a parking garage. Our early dinner is happy and cheerful and celebratory. Kat’s leaving to go to New York to college, but I’m going to California. I need to get out of town for a while and see what else is out there. I’m sure I’ll come back eventually.

Kat’s grandparents leave the restaurant the same time mine do, and her parents are quickly behind them. Mom and Dad stay a little while longer, but when Dad yawns, we all walk out together.

“Oh, let’s go to that new yogurt bar! Ice cream sounds great!” Kat says excitedly. Vaughn just shakes his head at his little sister’s sweet tooth.

“You three go on ahead. We’re tired, and he needs his blood pressure medication,” Mom says, tilting her head at my dad.

“I actually have a date tonight, so I’ve gotta take off,” Vaughn says.

“Of course, you do,” Kat teases. “My brother the player.”

“Hey, I can’t help it; the ladies can’t resist me.” He hugs all the girls then shakes hands with my dad and heads to the parking garage.

“Guess it’s just us.” I wink at Kat, and she smiles big; her beautiful white teeth are front and center, thanks to having an orthodontist for a dad. She could seriously be in a toothpaste commercial they’re so pretty.

We walk to the little shop on the corner and indulge in a delicious treat. Kat gets chocolate on top of chocolate, and I get vanilla ice cream with Oreo.

My mouth hurts from smiling so hard because I can’t believe we’re finally graduates. The past couple of years have been tough for me ever since that night with Derek. I told my parents as soon as I got home, but since it was his word against mine, and because his father was a judge, he didn’t get in trouble.

He claimed that while we went outside to get some fresh air, we were mugged, and he fought off the attacker so I could run home. Ashley said I left willingly with him, and since she was the one who found him in the alley, the police believed their story.

It didn’t make sense, though. Wouldn’t I have called the police? Wouldn’t I have been worried for Derek’s safety? They tried to tell me I was in shock.

People started talking about me behind my back, labeling me a liar, a snitch, and a prude. I didn’t care—nobody was ever my friend aside from Kat anyway—but it still hurt that people, especially other girls, were so quick to judge me.

Ty never came back. I didn’t see him after that day, and as far as anyone could tell, he’d vanished. My dad used what resources he had to find him, but since he was apparently in a group home at the time, it was easy for him to run away unnoticed.

I think about him constantly. His beautiful eyes and the way he cradled me in his arms. How I never felt more happy and secure than in those few short minutes with him carrying me. God, I want more of it, too.

Regardless of what happened that night and no matter what everyone called me, I know that he believed me. Ty believed me, and he saved me. If it weren’t for him, who knows what would have happened. I know I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to play the what-if game. I just want to move on.

Kat and I get into our cars, and she waves as she drives away. I put the key into the ignition and get nothing when I turn it. What the hell? I try again with the same result. I take out my cell to call Kat to come get me, but I have no reception here in the lot. Climbing out of my car, I move around trying to find service. As I’m almost to the sidewalk, a man jogging comes close.

He’s tall, wearing gray sweats and a gray hooded sweatshirt with the sleeves ripped off to show off his large biceps. His head is down, but when he senses me, he looks up.

“Ty,” I whisper, my heart stilling in my chest, and goose bumps cover my skin.

He slows his jog and stops in front of me, his heaving chest inches from mine. He’s not a boy anymore. I knew he would grow up nice, but I didn’t expect him to still be so beautiful.

His eyes trace over the features of my face, they glide lower to my breasts, which have grown since the last time I saw him, and then slide down to my shiny pink toenails before they come back up. I suck in a breath and rest a hand on my chest, willing my heart to beat again.

He has to feel that. The connection. The spark. It’s undeniable, and it’s something that I don’t think will ever be comparable with anyone else. How can it when it’s stayed with me for years?

“Why did you disappear?”

“I’ve been around.”

“Where?”

“Why are you here?” he asks as an answer.

“Stop being so mysterious, Ty. God. I just want to talk to you. You can’t tell me I’m the only one who knows there’s something here.” I motion between us.

“Nah, you’re right.” He nods. “But a sweet, innocent little girl like you and a guy like me don’t belong together, babe.”

“How do you know I’m sweet and innocent?”

His tongue darts out and moistens his lips, and then he takes a couple of steps toward me. My breath hitches, and when he runs a finger down the side of my face, I close my eyes. He lowers his head and runs his nose along my ear before his lips replace it. “Damn, you smell good.”

I swallow loudly, and he chuckles. “Nervous?”

“No.”

He sighs and steps back then runs his hands through his hair. “Why are you here?”

“Why did you leave me that night and never come back? I missed you.”

“I need you to trust that it’s better for you if we’re not together, okay? Hell, I missed your beautiful face so damn much, but fuck … Just, why are you here all alone?”

I cross my arms over my chest and give in. I might be attracted to him, but he’s probably right. He screams naughty boy while I’m the naïve girl. But that doesn’t mean I still don’t want to get to know him. Something exists between us on a level I don’t understand quite yet. I need more time with him. “My car won’t start, and I don’t have reception in there.”

He nods and walks to my car, leans in, and then pops the hood. “Try to start it again.”

I don’t question him, since he seems to know what he’s doing, and I turn the key with the same result.

“It’s your spark plugs. I can change them. Just gotta go to the shop and get them.”

“Okay.”

He slams the hood then starts to walk away. I watch him, not sure what to do. He’s so intriguing, so quiet, yet so evasive. The reasons my heart pounds. He’s the bad boy with the soft heart. The guy your parents don’t want you to date. The man who would protect you until his last breath.

He turns his head so he can see me over his shoulder. “You coming?”

Locking the door behind me, I hurry and catch up, having to practically run to keep up with him. My flats are much more comfortable this time, and when we get to a shady neighborhood a half a mile away, I automatically reach for his arm.

He glances down at me. “Don’t be scared.” His Adam’s apple moves slightly, and his eyes darken before he looks away from me. Again, his eyes are all over the place, looking for something or someone. I don’t know — don’t want to know — but whatever it is, I wouldn’t want it to be me.

With a quick stop, he opens the door to an old beat-up pickup truck and ushers me inside, holding my hand to help me. I get in without hesitation. Normally, I’d be skeptical of any other guy, but not him. I feel like I’ve known him my entire life. He comes around to the other side, grabs a key from under the floor mat, then climbs in and starts the big rumbly truck.

“Where are we going?”

“To fix your car.”

“How have you been?”

As he’s turning a corner, he grunts.

“Really?” I reply sarcastically. “That’s fantastic. I’ve been swell myself, thank you so much for asking.”

His lips tilt up on the side, and I sigh at how handsome he looks when he’s happy.

“You should smile more often,” I suggested.

“I didn’t smile.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Did not.”

“Did too.”

“Whatever.” He smiles even bigger.

I do an exaggerated raise the roof motion. “You totally did. I love it, though. Makes you look less of a criminal when you do.”

In a millisecond, the mood changes in the cab, and the small upturn of his lips has transformed into a hard line. Fuck, I’m an idiot.

I shut my mouth and look out the window. A short five minutes later, he pulls into an auto body shop and kills the engine. I hop out of the truck with him and hurry to his side since we’re in a worse neighborhood than before.

He unlocks a door and then hits some lights to illuminate the place. I stick by his side as he grabs some tools and car stuff, and then follow him back out to his truck. He sets his stuff on the bench seat between us as we climb back in, and we take off.

By the time we get back, the sun is beginning to set, and a chill is in the air when I jump down from his truck. He nods at the hood, and I unlock the door with my key fob, and then pull the lever to pop the hood.

I sit on the curb watching him work. He’s quick and confident, only stopping to grab a different tool or set something down. After about forty minutes, he slams the hood, picks up his stuff, and then tosses it back in his truck.

“Keys,” he says, holding out his greasy hand.

I toss them at him, and he leans in to start the car. He steps back and points in the general direction of my vehicle. “You should be good now.”

“Thank you.” I stand up, bend down to pick up my purse, and then turn to ask him if I can see him again, but he’s already in his truck.

The roar of the engine echoes as he pulls out of the garage, and when I blink, he’s gone.

I feel like shit for upsetting him but also infuriated and frustrated that he just left — again. So I go back to where we got his truck from, assuming it’s his house, but it’s not there. I drive to the garage, even though being alone in this neighborhood scares the shit out of me. Of course, he’s not there either.

My heart sinks and tears burn my eyes. I thought I’d never see him again, and when I do, he saves me for the second time and then takes off as if I don’t mean shit to him.

 

* * *

 

Ty

 

God, she’s fuckin’ pretty. With her big blue eyes and long blond hair that frames her angelic face. The freckles that dance across her angelic face make me want to kiss every one of them. Her pouty lips beg for mine. Her skin pleads for the tips of my fingers to trace every inch of it.

But I can’t. I’ll never be able to. She’s too good. Too pure. Too innocent.

I’m nothing but a liar. A thief. A hustler. A criminal … just like she said.

My world and hers don’t mix. I’m not bitter about it, not crying about the fact I’ll never get the taste of heaven. I’ll never know what purity feels like.

My life is my own, and she doesn’t belong in it. For her own good, she needs to stay far away from me and not look at me with those eyes. She wants more than just me; she looks at me and sees beyond the exterior. She burns a hole straight to my stone cold heart, and I can’t have that. She can’t distract me if I want to stay alive, or if I want my mom to stay alive. Because they will kill us.

But fuck me, Jessa makes me want to say screw it all to everything else and run away with her. Take her someplace where I can be with just her. Where it’s only us. Nobody but the two of us. No drugs, no money, no lies.

Unfortunately, I can’t do that. I can do nothing but stop someone from raping her behind a hotel and change her spark plugs. I haven’t stopped thinking about her since that night. Hell, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since the first time I laid eyes on her.

No matter what I’ve been through and no matter what’s to come, I know I’ll never feel the level of ferocity I felt at that moment I first saw it was her again.

The moment I had sat down in my seat in class all those years ago, she made her presence known to me. She stared holes into the side of my head. I thought she was looking at me because she was wondering about the new kid … but she wasn’t like everyone else. When I finally glanced at her, she didn’t look at me with disgust and repulsion.

Not like I’m the dirt poor kid whose mom taught him to steal when he was five and who lived in a car for four years.

Not the little boy who had to clean up his mom’s puke and stay up all night to make sure she didn’t die.

Not the kid going through puberty who shot a man in the knee when he tried to force his dick in my mouth.

Not the teenager who had to kill a guy when he was fucking my mother in the ass while she was passed out with a needle in her arm, then clean her up afterward and burn the guy’s body to get rid of the evidence.

Not the man who now runs drugs to keep his mom’s debt low enough so that her pimp won’t kill her.

No, Jessa doesn’t look at me like that man. She looks at me like the man who could be the daddy to her babies. The one who would hold her every night and wake up with her every day. The one who would stand out at the grill while friends and family hung out in the backyard. The guy who would bring her a puppy home as a surprise anniversary present.

I wish I could be him. But I’m not, and if I make her think I am, I’d only let her down. And I can’t have that.


CHAPTER 3

Jessa

22 years old

 

“This seat taken?” A man puts his hand on the seat across from me.

“You can have it,” I answer without looking up. I’d rather continue staring at the text on my phone and wallowing in my own misery.

“Can I sit with you?”

“No,” I snap. When I raise my head to warn him off with daggers, he holds his hands up in surrender.

Once he turns his back to me, I take another sip of my cranberry vodka. I rest my forehead on the table and allow my hair to act as a shield while I cry. My tears fall silently, and the sound of the chair sliding out and a body plopping into it makes me snap my head up.

I’m not in the mood for stupid men tonight. Assholes. Each and every one of them.

When I snap my head up, though, Ty’s green eyes bore into me from across the table. He chews on a toothpick, and like his usual MO, he doesn’t say anything.

When he raises an eyebrow at me, I snap at him. “What do you want, Ty? Gonna swoop in and save me then vanish without a fucking word again?”

“Who made you cry?”

“Why do you care?

“You know why.”

“So you can go beat him up?”

He shrugs. “Among other things.”

“Why are you here?”

Another shrug. “In the neighborhood.”

I’m not even surprised to see him anymore. He manages to just pop up like a Jack-In-The-Box. I sip my cocktail and grab my phone when another text goes off.

Del: Don’t be a bitch.

My fingers fly furiously over the keyboard.

Me: Fuck you, you fucking asshole. You wanna see me be a bitch, try to keep my dog away from me.

I toss my phone back on the table and then slam my drink. Ty reaches for my phone, and I don’t even try to stop him from grabbing it. His brows scrunch when he reads the words. “Who’s this prick?”

When I moved back here two years ago, I did it for the sole purpose of finishing school. I tried to tell myself that wanting to see Ty again had nothing to do with it, but after a year and a half went by with no sign of him, I finally accepted Del’s offer and went to dinner with him. “He was my boyfriend up until about two hours ago.” I wave at the waitress and hold up my empty glass. “But when I walked into his apartment and found him balls deep in his neighbor, that was the end of it.”

Ty grunts. “He’s a fuckin’ idiot.”

“Yup.”

He tosses my phone back on the table and turns his ball cap backward. “What about the dog?”

“My dog. Mine. My baby. She stayed there sometimes, and in my haste to get away earlier, I forgot to grab her since she was in a different room. When I got here, I texted him to make sure he’d be gone tomorrow so I could get my dog, but he’s trying to say I can’t take her.”

“I’ll get her for ya. Just tell me his address.”

Of course. Why wouldn’t he be the damn knight in shining armor again? I’m sick of talking about Del. I’d rather talk about Ty, the man I can’t stop thinking about. “Ty, what’s going on between us?”

He sighs and waits for the waitress to set down my drink. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Why do you do this?”

“Do what?” He reaches into my empty glass and grabs an ice cube, chewing it in place of the toothpick he just took out and set on the table.

“You always know when I need you,” I whisper. “Is it a coincidence or are you following me?”

Those full lips tilt up again. “I’m not following you.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” I slur the end of my sentence and then grab my new drink and slam it.

“Baby, you’re drunk. Let me take you home.”

Baby. I really like that. Maybe he’s right and I am drunk. “Okay.” I should be home instead of at a bar. “I need to use the bathroom first.”

He answers with a head lift, and I walk on wobbly feet to use the toilet. As I’m washing my hands, I use the cool water to help calm me down. Taking a few deep breaths, I collect myself.

When I open the door, he’s waiting for me. I don’t know what it is about him. This makes the what, third, fourth time I’ve spoken to him, but it feels like we do this every freaking day. Or maybe I just feel like that because I think about him every day. I feel so much around him.

When he holds his hand out for me, I take it. I follow him, and when we approach the table we were just at, I tug on him. “I need to pay the bill.”

“Already did.”

“Thank you.”

He nods and continues to walk with me out of the bar and to his truck. Opening the door, he helps me in, and when he starts the engine, I roll the window down. Since I go to school in the city, I have an apartment halfway between my hometown and the college.

I don’t even think to give him directions, so when he pulls up to my place, I turn and cross my arms. “How did you know where I lived?” I’m suddenly more sober and, for the first time ever, a little afraid of him.

He puts the vehicle in park, tosses his hat on the dash, and then runs his hand through his hair. “I have this … insane attraction to you. It’s fuckin’ magnetic. But it’s more than your beauty. God,”—he reaches up and cups my face in his hand—“you’re the most beautiful woman to ever exist.” He says it more to himself than to me. “It’s more than that, though, right? I mean, fuck, Jessa, I can’t stop thinking about you. I always think about you.”

“Why do you always leave?”

As if I threw ice water on the fire, he pulls his hand back. “I can’t be with you.”

“Why can’t you be with me?”

He shakes his head slowly. “It’s not safe.”

“Not safe from what?”

“Not what. Who.”

I’m the one shaking my head now. “What?” I undo my buckle and turn to face him. “I don’t understand you, and I want to so badly, Ty. I want to get to know you, I want to make you laugh, I want—”

“You don’t need to understand me any more than you already do. The only thing you need to know is you deserve better than what I could give you.”

I blow away a stray strand of hair, completely fed up. “That’s the most cliché line I’ve ever heard. Just like fucking Del tonight. ‘It’s not you, Jessa’.” I reach for the door and yank on the handle. “You men are all the same. Assholes.”

He grips my arm, and I freeze. God, just his touch makes everything else fade away. It makes my heart warm and my pulse race.

“Fuck, baby, I’d treat you so good. I fuckin’ dream about your smilin’ face and what I’d do to keep it there. But for as badly as I want to see you happy, there are men out there who want to see me bleed. They’d use you against me.”

“Are you in danger? Should I call the cops?” I reach for my bag, but he shakes his head and laughs.

“These guys don’t exactly have respect for the law. We don’t involve the police.”

“Oh.” I bite my lip.

“Can I …?” He trails off, shaking his head, almost embarrassed.

I reach up to his face and run my fingers across the stubble on his jaw, unable to keep my hands to myself anymore. A spark passes between us. Literally, I shocked him. My lips don’t move, but he smiles with his eyes. “Can you what?” I whisper.

He looks at my lips then my eyes. “I just wanna … Can I hold you?”

“Yeah, Ty. You can hold me.”

He turns and hitches a leg on the bench seat. I snuggle against him, my back to his front. He’s stiff for a second, but I pull his arms tighter around me. I soak up the warmth and strength and security that is Ty. His hard body becomes soft, and he puts his face into my hair and sniffs. “You smell so good.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you for letting me do this.”

“I’d let you do this anytime, Ty. Something’s between us and if you’d just let it—”

“Maybe in another life, baby. But this is what I’m workin’ with now, and if it’s all I get from you, I’ll take it, and I’ll die a happy man.”

“If we could live in another life, what do you think it would be like?”

He sighs, thinking. “Well, we’d meet as kids. Preschool. Then we’d be best friends until you realized you belonged with me. That I’ve wanted you since I first saw you. That you’ve been mine since I could say the word.” His voice holds humor, something I’ve never heard.

Instead of acknowledging it, I keep that tidbit to myself. “How long would that have been for?”

“Forever.”

“Hmm.”

“It’d have to be, because I would never give someone else the chance to be with you. You’d be mine. Only mine.”

God, he’s sweet.

“We’d live together and have a lot of land so you could have as many dogs as you want.”

“How do you know I like dogs?”

“I know a lot about you, Jessa.”

“That’s so fucking creepy.”

His chest shakes behind me. “Not for the reasons you’d think. I swear.”

“Hmm.” I snuggle into him, loving how it feels to be in his arms. “Remind me again why we can’t have that now.”

“Because even if it’s only in our dreams or in our imaginations, it’s going to have to be good enough. I’m not saying this to be mean, but baby, you wouldn’t survive in my world, and I wouldn’t ever ask you to. I want you, so fuckin’ bad, but I can’t have you. And even if you think you want me, and even though I know you’d be the sweetest thing I’d ever have, we can’t. I will not, I will never, put what I want before you.”

His words are soft but firm. Final. I melt into him and close my eyes, enjoying the fact that I finally get this with him, no matter how short-lived it will be.

I speak the words that are heavy on my heart. “So we just have now, then?”

“Yeah, we have right now.”

“If this is all we have, then I need to tell you something.” I don’t know why I’m whispering.

“‘Course.”

I want to be looking into his eyes—into who he really is—when I tell him this, so I turn and look up. “I think that our worlds were meant to collide.” He opens his mouth to speak, but I press my finger over his soft lips. “I just want you to know that what I feel for you—this deep, extraordinary connection we have—will never go away. I’ve tried, and you don’t ever go away. I don’t want you to go away.”

Tears brim my eyes. His face is pained; the hurt in his eyes reflects my heart breaking as every second leaves us. He leans forward and kisses me. Gentle and sweet—so unlike the hard and rough man everyone else knows. His tongue barely touches my lips, but I feel it down to my soul. The blood pulsing through my veins heats up, and he growls low in his throat before pulling back and resting his forehead on mine.

“You’ll never go away, either, Jessa. Never.”

I huddle back into him, and with his warmth and security, I fall asleep in his arms. The only place in the world where I want to be.

Hours later, when the moon is high in the sky, he carries me to the front door and then my bed, laying me down carefully. I pull him to me, but he backs up. “If I taste you again, I will never be able to stop, and I can’t … I wish I could, but fuck!” He rubs the back of his neck as he looks at the floor.

I wait. And wait. Then I give him the easy out. “Night, Ty.”

He whips his head up. “‘Night, baby.”

I listen as he walks himself out. Then I hear his truck start up, and he drives away. After I finally fall asleep, I see him in my dreams. They’re so real it scares me, but when I wake up in the morning without him, reality sets in. My dog cuddles next to me, and I hold onto her. I don’t know how Ty got her, but I don’t care. I hold on to her and cry because I fear I’ll never see him again.

I never thought I’d live my life going through the motions, but lately, that’s all it seems to be. I’m very embarrassed I’m letting a man control me without him even being present. The last time I saw him was three weeks ago, and each day gets worse and worse.

Resentment is slowly replacing my desire for him to stay and love me. How dare he continue doing this to me? How dare I allow it?


CHAPTER 4

Jessa

7 months later

 

My mind is playing tricks on me, because I can still feel him. It’s been over six months, and I close my eyes and see him clear as day. My emotions are on a bungee cord—high one minute, then low the next. Bouncing back and forth between anger, sadness, want, need.

“Congratulations!” Everyone cheers as Kat and I walk into the bar.

We’re having a joint college graduation party, and I smile big as my brother scoops me up in his arms. “You’re here!” I shout against his chest.

“Of course, I’m here.”

Landon’s shooting a movie in Canada right now, and I talked to him last night. He told me he couldn’t get away, so I’m totally shocked to see him right now.

“You big liar.” I wipe my tears, and he smiles his movie star smile.

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“No.” He pulls me to him again, and I wrap my arms around his waist. “I’m not.”

“How are you?” I hug him again and hold on a little too tight. He pulls me back and looks into my eyes then grabs my hand and pulls me into a hallway where we’re alone.

“Talk to me, Jessa.”

“I’m fine. Just surprised to see you.”

“You never were a good liar.”

“There’s a guy. He—”

“Did he hurt you?” Landon’s features tighten, and I put a hand on his arm.

“No. Not physically. He’s the same one who saved me from Derek that night. I saw him about six months ago, and he says it’s better if we’re not together … safer. Ugh.” I throw my hands up and shake my head. “It just sucks, ya know? Wanting someone you can’t have.”

Landon looks at his feet, shuffling them from side to side. He finally looks up, his face full of sorrow. “Yeah, sis. I totally know what you mean.”

“Who is she?” I ask, glad to have a distraction.

He shakes his head. “Someone I can’t have. But this isn’t about me.”

“I’m fine. I just have my moments. Let’s go celebrate.”

“Let’s go.”

We head back out by everyone else. Family and a few old friends all laugh, reminisce, and have a good time. I listen to Landon talk about his movie and the stunts he’s doing, so proud of his accomplishments. All the older people take off after dinner is finished. That’s when the music gets turned up a bit louder and the lights a bit dimmer.

We dance and drink; Vaughn and Landon sit at our table to keep an eye on us … doing their brotherly duty. After a couple of hours, we call it a night and go our separate ways. Landon and I pull up to our house just as my phone rings.

“Girl, turn your ass around and come to another bar.”

“What, why? Kat, I’m tired.”

“We were on our way home, and I got a call from Lindsey about another party. Come on, you like Lindsey.” She’s right, I did. Unfortunately, because her father was in the Army, she moved our freshman year. When he retired, they moved back.

“Hold on.” I hold the phone away and look at Landon. “You wanna go to another bar?”

“I’m dog-ass tired, Jessa.”

“It’s okay. I’ll just go by myself.”

He shakes his head. “No, I don’t want you driving to a bar alone. Let me at least drop you off. Can Vaughn give you a ride home?”

I put the phone back to my ear. “Can you guys give me a ride if Landon drops me off?”

“Yes!”

“Okay, what’s the address?”

“You’re coming?”

“Yeah, why not?” I need some fun time before going back to school for another four years.

“Oh, this is going to be so much fun!”

“Address, Kat.” I smile.

“Oh yeah, it’s on Lincoln. On the four hundred block across from the convenience store.”

“Okay, see ya soon.”

Landon pulls back onto the street and heads toward the bar. We arrive, and he pulls up to the brick building. The streetlight has burned out, and bars are on the window, but I overlook that. Since I don’t go out much, I’m sure this is probably a hole in the wall, and once I get inside it’ll be
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