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Prologue

LILY

I REMEMBER THE WIND.

The house we were in was sturdy, but that night, I thought it might tumble down. There wasn’t any storm, no pitter-pattering of raindrops against the roof ’s shingles. No thunder to accompany the hole being ripped open in the middle of my chest.

But there was wind.

And it was howling.

Thinking back, I like to pretend it was Mother Earth’s way of crying, guttural groans against the brick, while a meaty hand that smelled like beef jerky and stale cigarettes muffled my voice.

Not that I would have made any noise anyway. My older brother, Chase, was right next door, and I knew that if I woke him up, he’d come charging in, getting us both in trouble.

And more than anything else, I was terrified of being separated. Chase always told me it was us against the world. Forever. But I heard our caseworker say we were one of the lucky ones, that usually siblings were split apart.

If I didn’t have Chase, then I wouldn’t have anyone.

So instead of letting out a sob, my fingers dug deeper into my stuffed bunny rabbit, gripping it as tight as possible, while my foster father stole my innocence.

I was nine years old.

We were with them for over a year.

I’ve blocked out a lot from that time, and the memories I do have, I’ve doused in black tar and liquor, but there’re some things that just can’t be erased—tattoos that get etched beneath the surface, carved so deep they brand your soul.

And I remember the wind.




Chapter 1

LILY

“JOHNNY, THERE’RE A COUPLE OF GUYS WHO JUST walked in. I’m about to send some orders,” I holler at my manager.

He sighs, leaning back in the rickety office chair, his normally spiked blond hair matted against his head, and his Dina’s Diner shirt crinkled and stained. Our cook never showed up today, so Johnny was stuck on the line, frying up eggs and overcooking bacon for the truck drivers that stop on their way through.

We don’t get a lot of regulars here—other than Barrie, a man in his seventies who shows up every morning like clockwork, sipping on his coffee and working on his crosswords.

We’re close enough to the big city for a night on the town and far away enough to be considered the middle of nowhere. But we’re right on the edge of State Route 60, so we get plenty of people passing through on their way to Phoenix.

My foot cramps against the linoleum floor, and I cringe, the tray of Coke tipping slightly in my hands. Pasting on a smile, I rebalance the weight and make my way over to the table of three grungy men who stumbled in fifteen minutes ago. They’re the only ones here, other than a lone customer in the back booth, tucked away in the corner.

My eyes flick to him. He’s been drinking coffee and reading The Art of War since he walked in three hours ago, and he hasn’t said a single word since he asked for the drink when he first got here.

“Y’all ready to order?” I slide the Cokes down the table, grabbing my notepad from my apron and smacking my cinnamon gum.

“That depends, sugar. Are you on the menu?” The man closest to me leers, his stringy black hair falling over his bushy eyebrows, his mud-caked nails scratching against his forearm.

I smirk, playfully rolling my eyes, pretending like I haven’t heard some variation of the clichéd phrase a million times. “Did no one teach you how to read wherever you’re from?”

His smile drops and his hand stops scratching against his raw skin long enough to reach out and wrap around my wrist.

My body freezes, ants skittering up my arm and dropping into my gut—thousands of tiny legs crawling around inside of me. Just his touch has transferred the itch, and now I’m the one who needs to be scrubbed clean.

“You’ve got quite the mouth on you, bitch,” he spits. “I’ve got a nice way to shut you up.” His free hand gropes at his crotch, humping the air lewdly. His friends break out in raucous laughter.

I swallow, glancing around, not wanting to cause a scene. Whether I like it or not, I need the tip this guy and his friends will hopefully still leave.

Besides, it’s not the first time someone unappealing has thought to take advantage of me.

My eyes lock on the lone stranger in the corner, and my stomach flips. He’s intimidating, and for the first time since he walked in, he’s staring right at me. My breath catches in my throat at the intensity in his gaze, his eyes almost an unnatural golden brown, and I watch as they drop to where the greaseball’s slimy fingers are wrapped around my wrist.

The man’s grip tightens, drawing my attention back. I lean in close until my lips are just a breath away from his ear. “Sorry, sugar, but I’m a special service. Only available for those who know how to eat me properly.”

His muddy-brown eyes flare, his mouth opening to say something, but before he can, a shadow falls over the table. I glance up, my breath sticking in my throat as I crane my neck to see who’s towering over us.

It’s the stranger from the corner. He’s taken off his black leather jacket, and my eyes trail along the rainbow of colors that cover every inch of his tan white skin.

Who is this guy?

He still doesn’t say a word, the veins in his forearms popping as he crosses them and continues to stare down the table. Slowly, I feel the grip on my wrist loosen until it disappears completely.

“Whatever. None of this is worth the trouble. The food or the used-up pussy,” the wrist-grabber huffs. He jerks out of the faded red booth, shouldering past me and stomping out of the door. His friends follow, and as I stare after them, the only thought that rushes through my mind is who will end up paying for the Cokes? No way Johnny lets it go. Money’s tight enough around here as it is.

Just fucking great.

I spin, my eyes narrowing. “You scared them off.”

The tattooed stranger smirks, his golden eyes sparking, and it makes me want to smack the pretty right off his face, watch his cheek grow pink from the sting of my hand.

“I did you a favor,” he responds.

My breath stutters, not expecting the deep rumble of his voice. Like it scraped over gravel before it passed his lips, creating a rough but oddly enticing sound.

I scoff. “I’ve had enough favors to last a lifetime.”

“Is that your way of saying thank you?” he asks, arching his brow.

“That’s my way of saying mind your fucking business.” I smile wide as I hiss through my teeth.

He cocks his head, and I lift my chin, refusing to fidget under his gaze.

It’s absolutely ridiculous how tall he is. I feel small enough on a normal day—barely passing five foot two—but with his frame, he could pick me up and put me in his pocket or break me in half without even trying.

“Whatever,” I say after a few moments of awkward silence. “I’m adding their drinks to your bill.” I slip my pad of paper back in my apron.

He grins slightly before something passes over his face, making his entire demeanor change. With a sharp nod, he spins, walking back to his table and picking up his book.

Good. Prick.

An hour later, he finally leaves. I walk over to his booth, cleaning up his dirty mug and wiping down the table. He was the last person here, but he never said another word after our encounter, and now that my irritation has died down, I feel like I was being rude. He was only trying to help.

That guilt triples when I lift his mug and find a crisp one-hundred-dollar bill underneath.

My chest squeezes, and maybe I should feel some type of way for taking what is clearly a sympathy tip, but I don’t, because this means I’ll be able to put food on the table. Real food.

Realistically, I should be putting that money straight into savings. There isn’t a bill that exists in this town without my name on it. But I can’t stop myself from dropping by the twenty-fourhour corner store and picking up some treats—ingredients for homemade pancakes, Cool Whip, and chocolate chips. And then I grab some cookie dough ice cream, too.

Just because.

My legs ache as I walk the six blocks home, and there’s a crick in my neck from the long hours and the lack of adequate sleep, but I ignore it as I knock on my next-door neighbor Susan’s front door.

“Hey, Susan. Sorry it’s so late.” I speak low.

Susan yawns and then purses her pale lips, making small lines form around them, most likely from years of smoking. “No worries, honey. Good night?” Her brow raises as she glances at the few bags dangling off my arm.

I shrug, the corner of my mouth twitching. “Yeah. It was a good night.”

“Well, he was an angel, as usual.” She yawns again before disappearing.

My heart swells three times its normal size when she reappears with my baby boy, my gaze soaking him up. I miss him so much when I’m gone. His little fists rub into bleary eyes, his black hair and porcelain skin, identical to mine, sticking up in random patches. His gaze swings around and locks on to me.

“Mommy!” he squeals, jumping into my arms. I stumble back, trying not to drop the bags as I wrap my hands around him.

“Hi, baby.” I kiss his forehead.

“What’s that?” He peers down at the bags on my arm.

“It’s a surprise.” I widen my eyes. “Only good three-year-olds who brush their teeth and go straight to bed get to find out what it is.”

“I’m thwee!” he whisper-shouts.

I nod, juggling both him and the bags in one arm, unlocking our front door with the other. “That’s right. I guess you better be good.”

“Okay!” He shimmies down, racing to the bathroom, water turning on before I even make it to the kitchen.

After brushing his teeth, I settle him into bed, picking out our favorite bedtime story. The one I’ve read every single day since we came home from the hospital. He snuggles under his Spider-Man covers, his fluffy head resting against my side. He’s asleep before we even hit the fifth page.

“I’ll love you forever, I’ll like you for always. As long as I’m living, my baby, you’ll be.” I whisper the last lines of the book, Love You Forever, closing the pages delicately as his soft snores fill the room, and just like that, everything drains away.

My throat swells with gratitude. I may have been a bitch to the stranger, but I’m not too proud to acknowledge help when I get it. I don’t know who he was, but he’s the reason my kid is smiling tonight and the reason he’ll be smiling tomorrow, with a full belly and chocolate-chip smudges on his face.

A treat we don’t ever get to have.

In moments like these, in the deep dark of night, right after I put my baby down to sleep and am feeling the sting of loneliness—that’s when I miss my brother the most. When I regret running away the way I did all those years ago.

Thoughts creep into the forefront of my mind and I wonder where he is, what he’s doing…if he still thinks of me.

I wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t.

Running my hand over my baby boy’s hair, I lean down, kissing his forehead.

“Good night, Chase. Sweet dreams.”




Chapter 2

MASON

THAT WAS STUPID.

And I had been doing so well. Keeping my distance. Watching her. Taking notes. Collecting data. Hiding in the shadows, the way I’m supposed to. The way I’m being paid to.

But today, something fogged my logic. This stupid need inside of me, wanting to see Lily Adams just a little bit closer.

When I took the job six months ago to find her, I expected some drug addict on her last leg, needing to be saved. That’s what her brother, Chase, made it sound like at least. But what I’ve actually found is someone completely different, and after watching her for the past two months, I’ve formed a bit of an infatuation.

And that is a fucking problem.

But she’s just so…different from what I was expecting.

She whips around the dingy diner she works at with a smile on her face, jabbering people’s ears off, acting like there’s nothing that can bring her down. But I see her as she counts her money at the end of the night. I watch the world settle on her shoulders when no one is around to notice her slump from the weight.

There are secrets in her eyes and hidden behind the tattoos on her arms.

I haven’t told Chase that I’ve found her. Unprofessional as hell, but honestly, I don’t really care. Instead, I’ve been collecting as much information as possible, so that once I pass it along to him, I can leave and never come this close to the West Coast again.

He’s lucky I took the job in the first place.

There was desperation sparking off his skin, and I could tell his need for finding her was genuine, and I respect that.

I’m not like other private investigators. Most work within the parameters of legality, running alongside the law. But I’ve spent too many years of my life living within boundaries, while watching the people who make them dance outside of their edges.

Rules for thee and not for me.

It’s all bullshit.

That’s not to say I’m a bad guy, because I don’t think I am. I’m just someone who knows how both sides work, and I know that just because we don’t see the cage, doesn’t mean we aren’t chained inside of it.

Meeting my mentor, Don, ten years ago was fortuitous. He took me under his wing and taught me everything I know. How to find people. Like Lily. And how to make them disappear from the grid. Like me.

Don taught me that you can see the soul of a man by looking in his eyes, and I’ve been a big believer in only helping those who I know are pure in their intentions.

Chase’s intentions are honest. And the heat spiraling through my insides as I watch his little sister lets me know that, suddenly, mine are not. And while normally, I would drop her location and be on my way, my loyalty to the paying customer is skewed by whatever this thing is swirling inside of me.

But going in and meeting her was fucking stupid.

I perk up from where I’m slouched on my Harley, slipping off the seat and standing, my coffee cold in my hand as Lily walks out the front door of her apartment.

Her complex is in the worst part of this do-nothing town—a small, run-down building with faded yellow siding and garish red front doors, the cement hallways that line the apartments stained with dirt and memories from a thousand different struggles.

She lives on the second floor. It’s a shithole.

But there’s a smile on her beautiful lips as she grabs her little boy’s hand, his face beaming up at her as they head down the street. It’s Wednesday morning, and I know without following that they’re on their way to the playground.

She doesn’t have a car, and she doesn’t really have any friends, so she rarely travels outside of the two-mile radius between her home and her work, but every Wednesday morning, like clockwork, she takes her little kid to the park on the edge of town. It’s not kept up well by the state—no surprise there—the colored metal of the monkey bars chipped and faded and the swings squeaking with rust, but that boy’s face lights up when they go like it’s the best thing in the world. A simple type of joy that we lose somewhere along the way. Either because we become conditioned to view the world through a certain lens, or because it’s beaten out of us by the harsh realities of our lives.

Maybe it’s a little bit of both.

My chest tugs as I follow them. and I grip the coffee in my hand tighter, teeth grinding visions of a different little kid running around a playground, looking at me the way this boy looks at Lily swim through my head.

When I come back to myself, Lily’s staring right at me.

Fuck.

That’s twice in two days now that I’ve messed up.

Her brows draw in, and I could swear recognition flickers in her eyes, which isn’t a big surprise really, I don’t exactly blend in. But still, I meant to keep to the shadows today.

She was never supposed to know who I was.

Lily glances back at her kid before taking a hesitant step toward me and my mind races trying to figure out whether I should turn tail and leave or play it off like a coincidence.

It’s not usual for a grown man to be watching a playground on a Wednesday morning. I cringe. This doesn’t look good.

Sure enough, her eyes narrow, body growing rigid as she stares me down.

Blowing out a breath, I make my way over, and while I know I shouldn’t be talking to her again, the thought of her thinking the worst is a dull blade prodding down my middle.

I don’t want her to think of me and feel disgust or fear.

I shouldn’t want her to think of me at all.

Taking a slow sip of my cold coffee, I walk toward them, noticing quickly how her back straightens as she moves her body to face me full-on, her chin sticking out. Despite how small she is, she looks intimidating. But most of my life was spent under intimidating people’s gazes, so it doesn’t have the intended effect.

I reach her, stopping when I’m a little over a foot away.

“Hi.” I say, trying like hell to come across friendly.

Her eyes are weary, face tilted high, and even though I’m six-six and she is barely over five foot, with the aura she’s radiating, she feels bigger than life.

She tilts her head. “Hi back.”

“Funny running into you here.” I smile.

“Is it?” She crosses her arms, glancing behind her.

Internally sighing, I realize this truly does come off as creepy. Borderline stalker. And while technically, I have been stalking her for the past two months, it’s not the way it looks.

Not that I can tell her any of that.

“I like to get outside in the mornings, get some coffee.” I lift my cup. “Some fresh air. Saw you over here and thought I’d come by. Apologize for yesterday.”

She sucks on her teeth. “You get your fresh air around playgrounds a lot?”

My eyes glance around, quickly taking in our surroundings, snagging on the Motel 6. I nod my head toward it. “I’m staying right over there.”

Her eyes follow, her right hand absentmindedly rubbing the wrist of her left arm, right over one of her tattoos. Finally, her eyes soften and she nods.

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” she sighs. “I was in a mood yesterday, and you were only trying to help. I was being a bitch.”

My lips twitch as I lean back in my boots and take her in.

“I’m Lily, by the way. If you’re gonna be stalking me, you might as well know my name.” She grins.

“I know. You told me yesterday when you poured my coffee. I’m Alex.”

Shit.

The name slips out before I can stop it, my mouth speaking before my brain can finish the thought.

She runs her fingers through her silky, dark hair. “Alex.” She bobs her head. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Alex. Maybe I’ll see you around again.” She glances to the motel before looking back at me, a cautious smile on her face.

I can take a hint. She’s ready for me to leave, so I stifle the amusement trying to break free at the thought and tip my head at her. “Only so many places around here to get hot coffee and good service, so I’m sure you will. Have a nice day.”

I spin, walking across the street toward the Motel 6 that I definitely am not staying at, and tell myself that I didn’t just monumentally fuck up. That this might work in my favor. Chase seems like the kind of guy who won’t be satisfied with a simple location, and this will allow me to get closer, gather more information to pass off. This woman is so different than what I expected, and I’m a fucking moron for letting her see my face. But I’m nothing if not adaptable. Technically, my job is done. I found her. And if I were smart, I would leave the West and everything that comes along with it as quickly as possible.

Go back to Nashville where it’s safe.

But as I look back one last time, there’s a burn simmering low in my gut, and I know I won’t be leaving.

Not yet.

Lily Adams is still too much of a mystery, and I’m desperate to uncover her secrets.




Chapter 3

LILY

THERE’S BEEN A CHILL STICKING TO MY BACK EVER since I saw that stranger from the diner staring at us from across the playground.

Alex.

He doesn’t look like an Alex.

I should have asked him what he’s doing here in Raindale, Arizona. It’s not exactly a place people come to stay. Other than a few gas stations and fast-food restaurants off the highway, plus a small church in the middle of town, there isn’t much else. Which is exactly why it’s the perfect place for me.

Gripping Chase’s fingers tightly in mine, we walk the few blocks back to our apartment. After giving him pancakes this morning, I knew the playground would be the only way to get out his energy. We go every Wednesday, since it’s my only morning off work, and even though there aren’t many kids around his age in this town, I find myself continually hoping that one day, we’ll show up and he’ll be able to make a friend.

It hasn’t happened yet.

But at least we have each other.

A pang hits the center of my chest as I look down at his smiling face, blooming with the innocence that only exists when experience hasn’t railroaded its way into your life and smacked you upside the head. I bask in his naivete, gripping on tightly and praying he never lets go, because once it’s gone, there’s no getting it back.

I lost mine far too early. And so did my brother.

Shaking off the thought, we cross the street.

“Mommy, who was dat man?” he asks.

My stomach flips. For a three-year-old, he’s very aware of his surroundings. Inquisitive. Not afraid to walk up to someone and ask them a million questions before they can even get a word out. I don’t have enough experience with kids to know whether that’s a normal toddler thing or if it’s something that was passed down from me.

Growing up, I always had a problem with being too nice to strangers, and it’sterrifying having him so easily trusting people the way I did. My chest pulls tight as I think about the example I set today. Having someone walk up on the playground and me engaging in conversation like it was no big deal.

It’s always a big deal.

“That was Mommy’s friend,” I rush out quickly. “Someone I know from work.”

“Oh.” He nods his head. “He didn’t wanna say hi?”

I glance down at him. “To you?”

He nods again.

“Well…” I pause, trying to think of something to say. “He didn’t want to scare you. Some people are afraid of him because of his size and the drawings on his skin.”

Chase’s chest puffs out as we stop at the crosswalk. “Not me.”

“No?”

“Uh-uh. His skin looks like yours. And he looked nice. I can tell.”

“Oh?” I grin, my chest warming as I glance at the tattoos scattered along my forearms. I’m not covered like Alex, but I have enough to hide what I don’t want to show. “Well, you’re pretty brave.”

He’s right—Alex does seem nice. Almost too nice. But any man will act friendly to get what they want.

Glancing at the clock when we get back to our apartment, I put on a cartoon and go to make an afternoon snack. We don’t have too much, just some apple slices and peanut butter, but it’s enough to get Chase through until I make his lunch.

I never knew that having a kid meant they ate you through house and home. My stomach squeezes as I think back to my earliest memories. The ones that are foggy and scattered because of how young I was, not because of the drugs I used to shade them.

There were so many nights my brother gave me the only thing we had in the cupboards and went hungry himself, just so I could eat. Countless times, he would hold me in his arms—while our mom was in the living room with a man or with a needle stuck up her arm—and promise that everything would be okay.

“It’s us against the world, Lil. Forever.”

My throat swells, and I push the thought away, but it doesn’t go far. It never does. My brother Chase is always there in the back of my mind, drowning in the well of guilt that I also keep hidden in the shadows.

It’s been almost a decade since I’ve seen him. Spoken to him. Ran away from him and the life that we always promised each other.

But I was young and stupid and desperate to forget. Blinded by the demons that crawled into my throat and blackened my lungs, swirling poison through my veins. Even the thought of it now makes my insides cramp, an uncomfortable itch skittering along my skin, chest tightening as my body tries to trick my mind, whispering to just give in to the craving.

I don’t think there will ever be a day I don’t have a physical reaction to the thought of drugs. But all it takes is one look at my baby boy, and the feeling is capsized and washed away by my love for him. I would do anything to give him the life he deserves. The life I never had.

He’s why I got clean in the first place.

And he’s why I can never go back home.

A few hours later, I’m fresh out of the shower and about to wake Chase up from his nap. I need to get him ready to go next door to Susan’s, so I can head to work for the night shift. I wish like hell that I could call off and curl up on the couch with him instead to watch silly movies and roll around in his giggles, let them serenade me into being happy with my life.

I grab the Play-Doh off his toy shelf, glancing down at the lid, popping the top and reaching in until I’m squeezing it through my fingers. Over and over again, I mold the dough, allowing the feel of it pushing between my palms to calm me.

The shock of seeing that man Alex at the playground has my nerves frayed and on edge. The fact that my child saw him, and the way my memories are playing like a TV show when all I want is to see static, has my mind desperate to find a way to numb the pain.

And when it gets like this—when the cinnamon gum and the thought of being the best mother I can be isn’t enough to curb the craving—I grab on to my son’s Play-Doh and squeeze it between my hands. Something about focusing on the silky texture as it molds under my fingers reminds me that everything is reshapable. Nothing is permanent. Things are always under my control, and I can choose to do things however I want.

That’s all anything is, really. A choice.

Breathing deep, I shake off the ache that’s filtering through my bones, whispering a want so visceral that, even after almost four years, my muscles stiffen and my lungs lock up tight.

Grabbing my phone, I pull up the only number I have in time of emergencies, when the feeling becomes too much and I think I might drown from its weight.

Derek.

“Hello?”

I breathe out a sigh. “Hi, Derek. I’m sorry to call, but—”

“Lily,” he breathes. “Don’t you ever apologize for callin’. Talk to me.”

Derek Andrews is my sponsor, of sorts. I’ve never been to rehab. But I have been to a meeting. Just one. And that’s where I met him.

He’s saved me countless times from falling off a deep, dark ledge. Picked me up off dirty bedroom floors in rotting, drug-infested houses when I couldn’t stand to stay sober, and he’s talked me down every single time I’ve wanted to relapse—my body speaking lies to my mind, making me feel like I’m not strong enough to survive the words they spit.

He lives in Tennessee, and he’s one of the only people who knows where I am.

“I just…” I blow out a breath, watching as the red clay oozes between my fingers. “It’s a rough day,” I whisper.

“So make it unrough.”

Laughing, I lean back against the shelf of hand-me-down toys and stare up at the popcorn ceiling. “Your amazing ability to see through bullshit astounds me, Derek. Calling you is me making it unrough.”

He chuckles. “Listen, you’re a strong woman. And you’re a hell of a mother. The urges that are spinnin’ through you right now? They’re liars, and they’re testin’ your strength. But just like you do every other time, you’re gonna prove them wrong.”

Closing my eyes, I swallow around the knot lodged in my throat and nod. “Okay.”

“You’ll choose to be strong today just like you did yesterday, and the day before, and every day before that since the moment you walked into that clinic and realized you had someone else to live for.”

I close my eyes, memories of when Derek took me to the walk-in clinic four years ago flashing through my mind. I had tried at that point—unsuccessfully—to get clean. But my boyfriend at the time, Darryl, always managed to drag me back. And like flycatcher’s mud, my vices wrapped around my legs and sucked me down until I was covered in their thick, wet dirt, unable to pull myself out.

I was scared, desperate, and high. Living on the streets of Tennessee, hiding in plain sight, making sure that my family and friends could never find me.

But I remember waking up that morning, throwing up the bile and acid that lined my stomach. I assumed it was withdrawal. It’s how I usually woke up—with the shakes setting in, desperate for the chemicals I had trained my body to need. So while it seemed a little aggressive, I did what I always did to take away the pain.

Two hours later, with half an eight ball of coke swimming through my veins and a rock inhaled into my lungs, I still felt like death. So my friend Amy grabbed up all the spare change we had and went with me to the store to get some medicine. And when we were there, I walked past the feminine aisle, and something made me stop, a sledgehammer knocking against my insides, threatening to smash everything to bits.

I knew it before I even took the test. Even with snow flowing through my veins, my intuition was rarely wrong.

Pregnant.

And a junkie. Just like my mom.




Chapter 4

MASON

GLANCING AROUND THE MOTEL ROOM, I SIGH. After telling Lily that I was staying at the Motel 6, I felt like a piece of shit for not actually staying there, so I checked out of the room just outside of town and checked into this shithole instead.

Lily’s morning shift started two hours ago, and I want to give her a couple hours before I head in to see her. At this point, I know her waitressing schedule like the back of my hand. It never changes. She works Thursday through Tuesday, taking Wednesday mornings for herself.

Flicking on the TV while I get changed and ready, I turn it to the local news—not because I actually give a damn about what’s going on in the world but because the quiet is stifling. Sometimes the silence allows ghosts from the past to whisper in my ear, and the noise takes it all away.

Usually.

Grabbing my rings from the counter and slipping them on my fingers, I plop down on the stiff mattress, sighing again when I realize I’ll never be able to get a decent night’s sleep with a bed that’s half the size of my body. But that’s all right, I’ve slept in much worse places for longer.

The bed frame creaks under my weight as I lean forward to lace up my black boots, rolling a toothpick between my lips.

“In presidential news, there are a few surprising hopefuls putting their name into the ring.”

The TV drones and I roll my eyes. Of course this is what they’re talking about. Fucking politics. I’ve never understood why we have to start hearing about presidential candidates nineteen months before they actually become president. Who fucking cares?

Blowing out a deep breath, I push down the disgust crawling through my stomach.

This is why I never watch TV.

Before leaving to head to the diner, I grab my phone and check my email, seeing one from Don, asking how things are going. It’s vague, because he knows better than anyone that we can’t speak about anything work-related on an unsecured email. Besides, I wouldn’t know what to tell him anyway. No way in hell I’ll let him know I’ve found the mark and am doing fuck-all with the information, choosing to stick around and get to know her instead of collecting my cash and moving on.

Don is the one who taught me about this business, and I owe him…everything. He retired two years ago. Fell in love with a dime piece from Nashville, whisking her away to some small tropical island off the Caribbean, and hasn’t been back since. But every once in a blue moon, I’ll get an email or a phone call. It’s nice to know that he still cares, because whether I want to admit it or not, sometimes I miss the hell out of him. This life is a lonely gig.

Most of the time though, I’m okay with solitude.

Grabbing my wallet and keys, I swing my leg over the seat of my bike, revving the engine and heading to the diner. As I ride, a new plan formulates in my mind over how to handle the Lily situation.

I can’t believe I told her my name was Alex. Fucking ridiculous.

If I were a smart man, I would stay away. My line of work—my life in general—demands it.

Parking my bike, I glance up, Dina’s Diner flickering in yellow against the faded lime-green sign, my new plan slotting into place in my brain.

I’ll watch Lily in plain view from now on. Just for a little bit, so I can make sure that giving up her location is what’s best. Normally, I wouldn’t give a damn. My loyalty only lies with the person who’s paying me, but there’s just something about this girl that I can’t let go of. I need to make sure that calling her brother won’t be detrimental to what she’s got going on here.

And that’s yet another glaring red flag blowing in the breeze. Don would tell me to get my shit together before things come back and bite me in the ass. I don’t do personal relationships. I don’t feel things for anyone. It’s the only way to ensure everyone’s safety. The last thing I’d want is to drag somebody into my murky past—get them tangled up in webs they have no business being in. The same webs I’ve tried to keep from being caught in for the past decade.

I don’t even know this girl, yet here I am, my chest pulling tight as I walk through the doors and she comes into view. Her eyes narrow as she notices me slipping into the booth in the corner, pulling my paperback from my jacket and laying it next to me.

She walks up, a fresh pot of coffee in her fist, her dark hair contrasting vividly with the mustard yellow of her Dina’s Diner polo shirt.

“Back again, I see.” She props her hand on her hip, smacking the gum in her mouth.

I smirk. “Is that a problem?”

Her eyes trail down my body, lingering on my exposed arms, her gaze like a needle, reopening my scars until the ink bleeds. I shift, suddenly uncomfortable under her scrutiny.

“That depends. Coffee?” She lifts the pot and I nod, flipping over the mug that’s upside down on the table. She hums as she pours and I attempt to keep my eyes on the steam that’s swirling from the liquid, instead of on her.

Finally, I tear my eyes away and glance back to her face. She fidgets and pastes on a grin. “You gonna eat today or just lurk in the corner reading that old paperback?” She nods toward my book on the table.

The Art of War—the first book I read after leaving home and the only one that has stuck with me years after. “Maybe you should read it. It’s a good book.”

She shrugs. “I’m not much for reading.”

“What are you much for?”

Her lips twitch and she bounces a bit on her toes. “Plenty of things.”

My brow raises, and I grab a toothpick from my pocket, unwrapping it and rolling it between my lips. “Care to share with the class?”

She tilts her head, blowing a bubble with her gum, the faint scent of cinnamon wafting from her mouth and into my nostrils.

“Nah.” She shakes her head. “I don’t tell my life story to strangers.”

I take a sip of my coffee, the heat scalding my tongue. “And we’re still strangers?”

She frowns. “Yes, Alex. We are.”

The name splits my chest and twists my heart, showing me just how right she is.

I nod, leaning in. “Well, what do I have to do to not be a stranger?”

Her eyes narrow. “Are you hitting on me?”

I grin, amusement swimming through my veins. “You’re cute as hell, but no, I’m not hitting on you.”

She purses her lips. “I don’t need a friend.”

“Everyone needs a friend.”

“And you think that person is you?”

I shrug. “Why not?”

“Lily. Order’s up. Let’s go.” The gruff voice cuts into the moment, and she glances behind her, cringing before twisting back to face me. “Gotta go. Let me know if you get hungry.”

And with that, she bounces away, a lightness in her step and a grin on her face that hides the history of someone who ran from their family.

A history that I’m suddenly dying to know. And once my curiosity is sated, then I’ll tell her brother and get the fuck out of Dodge.




Chapter 5

LILY

I DON’T HAVE MANY FRIENDS, UNLESS YOU COUNT Annabelle, a server who works with me at Dina’s Diner. But we’re more acquaintances than anything, and we honestly have nothing in common other than living in the same town, running away from everyone we know back home. Although her idea of running away was going thirty minutes outside of Phoenix, where she’s from, and mine is disappearing for good and hoping they think I’m dead.

Other than her, I’m all alone. And even though growing up, I surrounded myself with people and parties, I’ve come to appreciate the solitude. Besides, working my fingers to the bone just to put food on the table doesn’t leave a lot of room for things like going out and meeting people.

And I’m okay with that.

There’s not much you can say to convince me that friends are worth it in the end, anyway. So when Alex decides he wants to be my friend, I’m taken aback. And I’m not going to let it happen. There’s no point. I don’t need friends, and he’s really nothing special, other than the fact he’s the first man in years who doesn’t make my skin crawl just by looking at me.

I’m not really sure what to do with that realization other than acknowledge it and let it go. But he’s the first man that I’ve felt that way about ever. Even when I was dating Darryl, it wasn’t because of his good looks or his charm.

I was groomed by him.

A naive fourteen-year-old girl who was desperate and stupid. And Darryl was a twenty-year-old drug-dealer pedophile who knew he could drag me down and keep me in chains. My stomach rolls as I think back to how we met and all of the years after. All of the years before.

I must wear my weakness like armor—my shield a magnet, drawing up evil that lurks within everyone who dares to get too close.

And it’s not just men. My childhood best friend’s greed and selfishness sprouted wings and took flight whenever I was around too. I was just blind to it, fooled just like the rest of the town with her girl next door act.

But instead of being loyal to me, she used me to get to my brother. She pushed me out of the chambers of his heart, made him forget all the words he said to me growing up. Made him forget that he was my home. Until suddenly, he didn’t see me at all.

He only saw her.

So fuck having friends. Been there. Done that. Bought the getaway ticket. I have zero interest in uncovering Alex’s fatal traits.

It’s a few hours later when I’m refilling the sugar caddies, getting ready to be off my shift for the night, that I hear it.

Annabelle’s tinkling laughter coming from the corner booth.

My head snaps up, my chest pulling tight when I see her standing next to Alex with a hand on her hip and a beaming smile on her Maybelline-caked face.

Good. Maybe his attention will leave me and end up on her, and I won’t have to focus on how much he unsettles me.

He grins at her, his expansive arms stretching against the back of the booth. My heartbeat picks up speed, my breath lodging in my throat as my eyes flick back and forth between them.

Her hand reaches out, her bright pink press-on nails wrapping around a laminated menu, her breasts practically grazing his face, when suddenly his eyes snap over to me.

I jerk, the sweetener packets falling from my hand and onto the table. Heat rushes into my cheeks as I clear my throat and glance down, scrambling to pick up the pink and blue packets and place them in the caddie.

Great. Quit looking, Lily.

But a few seconds later, I can’t stop myself from glancing up again. Annabelle’s hand has now latched on to his forearm as she leans across the table and points to something on the menu.

Oh, so now he’s hungry.

Finishing up the rest of the table fills, I head over to where Annabelle is standing, knowing that I shouldn’t interrupt. That I shouldn’t care. But I do it anyway. I feel weirdly possessive over this stranger that I’ve shared nothing more than a few moments with.

But they were my moments, and my chest squeezes at the idea that maybe she’ll get them too.

“Annabelle, I’m off for the night. Everyone’s cashed out except for the guys at table three, but I’ll just transfer them.”

She turns to me, her auburn hair swinging in a high ponytail, a genuine smile gracing her face. “You don’t want the tip?”

I shrug, feeling Alex’s eyes burn holes into the side of my face. “I want to go home more.”

She nods. “I get it. No problem.”

Alex’s voice cuts in. “You never cashed me out.”

Annabelle glances at him. “Oh, I have zero problem taking you over.”

His eyes flick to hers before coming back to meet mine. “Well, that wouldn’t be very fair. I was hers first.” He smirks like he’s teasing, and a nervous twinge spikes low in my belly.

I bite the inside of my cheek and smile big. “Oh, I don’t mind.”

His grin dims just a bit. “You sure?”

“You tipped me more than enough yesterday to last a lifetime.”

It’s not true. That money is already gone, sucked down into the hole I can never climb out from, but I need him to get the picture that whatever he’s trying to accomplish with me—whatever it is he thinks will happen, won’t.

The only reason someone comes to Raindale is so they can disappear. And he couldn’t disappear if he tried, so I’m wary of why he’s even here in the first place.

His brows draw in, a toothpick rolling back and forth over his lips, and my cheeks hurt from the strain of keeping a chipper face in place.

“Okay, Lily.” Annabelle’s eyes widen as she looks at me. “Have a good night.”

I nod, relief loosening the knot that was forming in my stomach, and I turn around to do my check out and get home to what matters. I’m just grabbing my purse from the back office when the door busts open, and Annabelle comes rushing in, her cheeks flushed and a smile high on her lips.

“Oh my God, Lily, can you believe someone that fine is here?”

I laugh, rolling my apron strings up and tucking it away in my purse. “He’s different, that’s for sure.”

“He’s a work of art. Fucking gorgeous.” She swoons. “I wonder if he lives in Phoenix. That’s not too far, I could totally convince him to let me come down for the weekend.”

I shrug, ignoring the pinch in my chest. “Says he’s staying at the Motel 6 here in town.”

“Oh, really? That’s even better.” She pauses. “Hey, speaking of Phoenix, me and some of my hometown girls are going out this weekend. You should come.”

I cringe. “Uhh…no thanks. I don’t have anyone to watch Chase.”

She pouts. “Can’t your neighbor do it? Just one night, Lily. You’re this big ball of energy, but you never do anything fun.”

I laugh, my brow rising. “You ever live with a three-year-old?”

Her nose scrunches as she shakes her head.

“Exactly. Try that first, and then come back and tell me my energy doesn’t have an outlet.”

“Well, whatever. I’m gonna keep pushing until you give in.”

“Good luck.” I walk out the door, waving at her behind my back.

As I head home, a tendril of sadness weaves its way around my heart because Annabelle isn’t wrong. I don’t go out at all anymore. Don’t have any money or any time to do it. Shots of my old life flash before my eyes, back when I used to be the life of the party. Before things got so bad I couldn’t fake it.

Sometimes I miss that life.

But then I shake my head, reminding myself of how far I’ve come, and I go home and pick up Chase, cuddling him on the couch while we watch an old Disney movie and fall asleep.

This is all I need.

Right here.

Friends are overrated.




Chapter 6

MASON

I WATCH LILY LEAVE JUST AS A PLATE FILLED WITH steak fries and a turkey club is plopped down in front of me. I wasn’t planning on eating here, but this new waitress, Annabelle, is persistent and I can’t survive solely on black coffee and the craving for nicotine running through my veins.

The toothpicks are my half-assed attempt to curb the habit, but I’ll be honest, they don’t really do the trick. I’ve always been one to give into my vices. One of which is being offered to me on a very obvious silver platter in the form of a curvy, redheaded girl who I’ve seen in passing but never paid any mind to until this moment.

I’ve always had a thing for redheads.

“So, what ya in town for?” Annabelle asks, leaning her hip against the side of the opposite booth.

“Work,” I grunt, diving into my sandwich and taking a bite.

Her face scrunches up and her head tilts. “What kinda work is here in Raindale?”

I arch a brow. “The work kind.”

“Oh. Okay then.” Her mouth thins. “Well…” She leans in, her polo stretched tight across her chest, and my eyes drop, my dick twitching at the sight. “If you need some company while you’re here, you know where to find me.”

Her voice is low and breathy, and my body reacts instantly. Fuck, I need to get laid.

Setting down my sandwich, I wipe my hands on a napkin as my eyes take her in, trailing up her curves and considering her offer.

I smirk. “I’ll think about it.”

The bell above the front door chimes, letting us know that customers are walking in. She clears her throat and straightens, running a hand over her ponytail.

Annabelle is occupied for the next few minutes, and after I finish my food, she comes back around to set down my bill.

She leans in much farther than necessary, her tits grazing against my forearm. “Don’t think too hard, handsome. Be a shame to miss out on a golden opportunity.”

I grace her with a wink and drop some cash on the table.

When I’m back at the motel, I fire up my laptop, pulling up the file I keep on Lily. Bypassing the photos I’ve taken—her walking with her son and working at the diner—I drop down to the bottom of my notes and type in the new information.

My phone vibrates across the desk and I pick it up without looking. “Yeah,” I bark.

“What’s up, kid?”

A grin twitches at my lips. “Don, you big bastard.”

“Only big where it counts.” Amusement lines his voice.

I chuckle. “How’s retired life?”

“Boring as shit.” He sighs. “But the lady likes it, and if she’s happy, then I’m happy.”

I lean back in the chair. “Sounds thrilling.”

He laughs. “You’re still young, Mase. You’ll learn. How
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