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        When Libby fell into Benjamin’s arms, she knew he had a dark past -- murder rumors, multi-million dollar scandals and worse.

      

        

      
        Ben’s next secret rocks Libby’s trust in him completely.

      

        

      
        Pulling away from Benjamin isn’t easy.

      

        

      
        He isn’t willing to lose Libby, or let her go.

        And there’s nothing he won’t do to keep her in his arms.

      

        

      
        When Ben said “forever” to Libby, he absolutely meant it.

      

        

      
        Nothing can keep them apart.
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      Thank you for picking up this story. I must warn you that these books are dark and delicious with a morally grey but emotionally perfect alpha hero. I hope you find your Ben — the one who never gives up on you.

      — Jamila
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      Ben’s dead. I believed that when I woke up. I didn’t move. I didn’t say a word. My head hurt like hell. A nurse came up to me.

      “She hasn’t spoken in two days. Her vital signs are okay, but she won’t tell us her name,” the nurse said in a distinct Baltimore accent.

      Didn’t they have our IDs in the car? Mine. My mother’s. Ben’s. Kerri had to be dead too. I thought I’d lost the two people closest to me, and the thought made me feel cowered by despair. I stared at the nurse with wide, sorrel eyes, and her eyes swam. A pulse of anger flowed through me. How dare she cry? I’m the one who lost my mother. I’m the one who lost Ben.

      I was awake, but my brain was still foggy and heavy. I couldn’t move my limbs, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I was hurt or because I simply didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to exist in a world where Benjamin Fox died in a horrible car accident.

      “At least she’s looking at us now,” the nurse said to her friend, or maybe just her coworker. I couldn’t see her and nothing made sense.

      “We have some news for you, Miss. But first, we need to know your name.”

      “Lucy, think she’ll tell us the name of the other Jane Doe?”

      “Miss, we’re here to help you. You’re safe. You’re at George Washington University Hospital.”

      I am not safe here. I’m not safe anywhere. A car careened out of nowhere and stole my life from me. A life I didn’t want anymore.

      “We’re trying to keep the police out of here, but the fact of the matter is, we can’t hold them off for long and once they’re here, they won’t leave until they get answers and we won’t be able to hold them back. Nod if you understand.”

      I nod.

      “Progress,” Lucy muttered, “Finally.”

      She sounded relieved, and she was definitely a nurse. The other nurse spoke to me slowly, “Can you tell us your name? I’m Renee and this is Lucy.”

      She wanted me to feel safe with her. She used that soft, gentle voice that you use on scared animals.

      “Liberty,” I breathed unwillingly. Saying my name made it all so real. Here I was: Liberty Jones. In a hospital with a dead boyfriend. Or a presumed dead boyfriend, which wasn’t much better since I didn’t know if he’d made it at all.

      “Last name, dear?”

      “Liberty Jones.”

      “Very good,” Lucy sighs with relief, “Thank you, Liberty. You’ve been here for about two days since the accident. Do you remember the accident?”

      “A little.”

      “We have news for you that might be difficult to hear, so I want to know if it’s okay to tell you.”

      “Ok.”

      “First, can you help us out and tell us the names of the people with you in the car?” 

      “Kerri Williams. Benjamin Randall Fox.”

      I choked back a sob and then my chest shuddered and the crying spilled out. Lucy wanted to hug me but I thrust my sheets off and yanked my knees up to my chest, rocking and crying on my own. I winced as I moved because I hadn’t noticed the IV drip thrust into my arm and the awkward movement of the needle sent a pulse of pain up my forearm.

      They’d died, hadn’t they? Kerri Williams and Benjamin Fox were dead.

      “Liberty. Are you related to any of the people in the car?”

      “Yes. Kerri’s my mom.”

      “Okay. Very good. Now, your mother’s doing just fine.”

      “She is?”

      Last I heard, they couldn’t find a pulse. She was bleeding. Was that what I heard? It had all been a blur and damn, my head hurt. I lay back down, holding as still as possible as the room spun around me. Sitting up too fast and crying made me instantly nauseous.

      “Benjamin... he had serious injuries. He’s in an induced coma now.”

      I tried to sit back up, but I groaned and flopped on my back.

      “A coma?” I whispered.

      “Unfortunately, you aren’t family, so we can’t permit you to visit, but if all goes well, we’ll release you tomorrow.”

      “Okay.”

      Where was I supposed to go when they released me? I didn’t know my mom’s home address yet, and I didn’t have any money or anywhere else to go. Except Rita. The thought of having to deal with feeling like this and Aunt Rita in the same afternoon was almost worse than the bright lights blinding me overhead.

      Renee continued, “You have a moderate concussion and a fractured clavicle, but other than that, you’re fine. We can’t do anything about the clavicle, so we’ve got you on painkillers, Liberty. Okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m glad we had this chat,” Renee said, “All you need to do is rest, young lady. Lucy will go talk to the police and give them your names. That should give you more time before they question you.”

      “Question me? Why?”

      “Oh honey, I guess nobody told you,” Renee said, possibly breaching every code of ethics and conduct for nurses that might exist, “That car accident was no accident. Someone took your passports and identification, all your money, and rifled through your luggage before the ambulance got there. That crash was intentional, and don’t worry, the police will find out who did it.”

      The mystery had clearly gripped the hospital staff by storm. Two black women and a white man in a rental smashed to smithereens.

      “Someone tried to kill us?” I answered, terror gripping me with unexpected fierceness.

      “We don’t know that for sure, sweetheart. Why don’t we let you rest and you’ll talk to the cops later?”

      “What about Ben? Will he make it?”

      “I’m not free to say, Liberty.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, sure that I was doing a bad job disguising my disappointment.

      “No problem. You rest and don’t worry about it. Let us do our job and let the cops do theirs.”

      What the heck had cops ever done for me?

      The nurses left, but resting was easier said than done. Whatever painkillers they hooked up to my IV were turning my brain into soup, and I couldn’t close my eyes for more than a few minutes without remembering the crash. Everything was normal until that moment. Everything was going fine. Now, the three of us were in this hospital and the nurses were telling me that the single moment that changed everything had been intentional..

      Who could have done this?

      It would have been easier to go on thinking it was an accident. It would have been way easier. I must have fallen asleep eventually because when the cops entered my hospital room, it was dark. I could hear them and smell them before the lights came on. Renee was back, and she turned on a dim light which hurt my eyes. Cops always smelled like strong cologne, like they thought alcoholic aftershave will flush out a criminal like smoke flushes bees from a hive.

      After daddy and Niecy died, I had plenty of experiences with cops. All of them bad. I might have weaseled my way into believing British cops were different. But these were DC city cops. An entirely different breed, as far as I was concerned. I wanted to trust them, but after what happened to me, I couldn’t.

      These two partners decided on competing scents: citrus and sage on one cop battled with whiskey and tobacco on the other. Odd choices of cologne for officers. 

      “I’m Officer Strangeway, and this is Officer Glover. We’re here to talk to you about the accident that happened forty-eight hours ago.”

      “Okay.”

      “We tried to speak with Miss Kerri Williams, but she wasn’t too forthcoming.”

      “That’s my mom for you,” I muttered, wondering if my concussion had broken my verbal filter.

      “Right. So, Miss Jones, can you tell us what exactly the three of you were doing in that car?”

      Why did it sound like I was a suspect here? I guess that’s just cops for you. I explained my mom came to the airport to pick us up.

      “So you know Benjamin Randall Fox. An heir to a massive fortune abroad. How do you two know each other, Miss Jones?”

      How did they know so much about Benjamin already? My chest tightened at the mention of him. It was my fault Ben was hurt. It was my fault he was in… a coma. The frog in my throat expanded so my cheeks felt full and my teeth clamped anxiously shut.

      Strangeway cleared his throat impatiently, eager to have my answer, which I doubted he’d believe.

      “We go to boarding school together in England.”

      “You go to boarding school in England? You must be an awful kid then.”

      He chuckled to himself. Why don’t most people know that boarding schools aren’t some reform school stereotype and most of them are luxurious academic playgrounds for the elite, like Rapetti Academy? 

      “No, um. I have a scholarship to Oxford, but they required me to do two years of College in England to prepare me better,” I explained.

      I didn’t have to explain myself to Officer Strangeway. But he was looking at me like he knew everything there was to know about me. Like I was a liar or a scammer by default. Like I couldn’t have possibly been worthy enough for someone like Benjamin Fox to know. The way he moved his jaw when I said “Oxford” told me all I needed to know.

      “I see,” he answered tersely, all but confirming my suspicions of his personal prejudices.

      Cops made me uneasy. Cops killed my dad. They killed Niecy. Now I was alone with two of their kind, and they were asking me about the accident. I lost control of my breathing. My chest fluttered up and down and I gasped. I was choking. I couldn’t take this. 

      I grasped my throat and slammed my hand on the sheet. I couldn’t speak. Please... Get a doctor... Get a nurse… One of you do something. I couldn’t open my mouth to speak, and then everything went black again. 
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      The cops were still there when I woke up. I opened my eyes and then rapidly closed them, hoping no one would notice. I didn’t want to talk to them, but Nurse Lucy snitched like she’d been waiting for a chance to snitch on just anybody.

      “I think she’s awake!” She pushed on my shoulder and cleared her throat before nearly yelling into my damn ear, “You had a panic attack, Liberty. You’re fine. Officer Strangeway still has some questions for you. Would you like me to stay here when I answer them?”

      “Shouldn’t I get a lawyer or something?”

      Strangeway chuckled.

      “You have a right to an attorney, but you aren’t in trouble, Miss Jones. You’re the victim here and we intend to find out everything about what happened.” 

      “Okay,” I said distrustfully.

      “Is there anyone you know who might want to hurt you or your mother?”

      “No.”

      “What about Mister Fox?”

      Um, that was a different story. Sure, Ben had enemies, namely Malcolm McDaniel, but there was no chance in hell that a petty boarding school beef from the U.K. had crossed the seas and landed all three of us in the hospital.

      “I mean… he has some guys at school who don’t like him.”

      Strangeway snorted.

      “Problems at school aren’t what I’m thinking about, Miss Jones.”

      Yeah. I’m sure he wasn’t. But this guy didn’t have a clue about the crazy fucked up stuff that went on at Rapetti. It wasn’t all kittens and puppies over there. The British reputation for being well-bred sophistication in America was a total myth. They were rowdy party animals who bullied each other and anyone around them who was different. They had more in common with Americans than they realized…

      “Then, no,” I said, “No one wants to hurt Ben.”

      I wanted to feel more confident in that answer than I did. Ben had a past he’d told me about. A boy had died because of Benjamin and his friends.

      “What about his parents? Is there anyone who would want to hurt them?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Thank you, Miss Jones. Now can we ask you more details of the accident? Do you remember the vehicle that hit you?”

      I paused for a moment, but trying to recall my memories was like opening my eyes underwater at the public pool. Blurry. Painful. Confusing.

      “No. I mean… I don’t think so.”

      “Right. Well, because of the accident, we’re looking for someone who may try to use the passports they stole. For the time being, we recommend your boyfriend get himself to the British Embassy if he wakes up.”

      “When.”

      “Huh?”

      “You said if he wakes up, but Ben will wake up,” I snapped.

      He had to. He promised he’d never leave me. He promised me I wouldn’t be alone. Nurse Lucy put a comforting hand on my shoulder. 

      “It’s okay, sugar. The doctors are doing what they can for him.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember, Miss Jones?”

      My mom talking about a youth pastor’s ass. Okay. Maybe I shouldn’t say that part out loud.

      “D’Angelo,” I whispered.

      “Is that an associate of yours?”

      “No... he’s a singer.”

      This guy was black, and he didn’t know who the singer D’Angelo was?! There’s no accounting for taste, I guess. 

      “All right. That song was on the radio?”

      “Yeah. My mom was playing it for Ben, because he’d never heard of D’Angelo.”

      That tightening in my chest started up again. Nurse Lucy noticed and asked the officer to leave, and he begrudgingly obliged.

      They left me alone to rest more. Later in the evening, the nurses brought me an overly salty broth for dinner. My head still hurt, but at least I could keep my eyes open for longer without a searing headache. Fuck. Ben’s passport and my passport — gone. That would be so fucking expensive to replace. Plus, there was my mom’s driver’s license. Not too long ago, my mama wouldn’t have had any money to replace it. I had my doubts things were that much different.

      And her car. I groaned. My mom had worked so hard to stay clean, and she’d worked hard for that car. Now it was all gone and on purpose. Maybe it was our fault somehow, and the officer was right — Ben and I had enemies. I didn’t want to believe that could be true. 

      The nurses promised me I could get discharged within a day or two and the next morning; I was eager to prove they could let me out of the hospital early. What more did they need from me? I could walk, my head still hurt, but the pain lessened with each passing hour. I wanted to see Ben. And my mom.

      The nurse came into my room after lunch with “big news”.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Your mother’s finally ready to see you and the cops will come by tomorrow to question her so you two get some time alone.”

      The nurse must have noticed me bristle uncomfortably.

      “Unless you don’t want time alone with her? Is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine. My mom’s difficult, that’s all. I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      “Oh child, we all got difficult mamas. Come on, I’ll stay in there with you if you like.”

      “Thanks.”

      I didn’t know what the hell Nurse Lucy could do, but I figured I could use a buffer.

      “How’s she doing?”

      “She was touch and go there for a while, but she’s going to be okay. Your mama is a tough woman.”

      “Thanks.”

      I knew my mother was tough. Her toughness wasn’t my issue with her, but damn, did I want her to be soft for a change. To be gentle. To be the one telling me everything was going to be okay. I wanted what other girls had with their mothers. But Kerri Williams barely wanted me to be her kid. She definitely didn’t care if I was her friend now. Maybe she’d changed, but I didn’t think she’d changed that much. I was too old to sit around expecting change from her.

      I stepped into the room with Nurse Lucy and she sprang up out of bed so fast that I jumped. 

      She was doing even better than I expected, with no tubes hooked up to her and only a few bandages on her arms and face.

      “My God… You really made it Liberty…”

      She started doing that thing she did when other people were watching. Overdramatizing her emotions. Making her love for me seem so great. Not great enough to stay with me and raise me, apparently.

      “I’m fine,” I whispered.

      Her expression was weakening me. I wanted to be angry with her, but sometimes, a girl just wants to hold her mom. And she wants her mom to hold her back and promise her that everything will be okay.

      “Come in here and give your mama a hug.”

      I reluctantly allowed her to hold me and even if it felt unnatural for us, it felt good and I tried to stop myself from crying, but the tears flowed.

      “I’m glad you’re okay, mama…”

      “They tell me that boy ain’t dead,” she whispered in a genuinely uneven tone.

      “No. He’s not dead. In a coma.”

      “Well, I hope he makes it, but I sure am glad that you’re here... You’re actually here.”

      I didn’t notice Nurse Lucy leave, but she’d slipped out the door to give us time alone. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been alone with my mom. I wanted to say something to her. To tell her about how hard it had been. To tell her how scared I was. But there were more pressing matters than my emotions, unfortunately. The practical issue of the accident and the cops took precedence.

      “Did you talk to the cops?”

      “Cops? They ain’t come in here,” she said.

      “They questioned me,” I explained, “I think they’ll come talk to you.”

      My mother hated cops more than I did. Her reasons were less about daddy and Niecy and more about frequent DUIs for one too many margaritas.

      My mother’s demeanor stiffened as soon as I mentioned the police, which was exactly what I expected of her.

      “What do they want?”

      “What happened to us wasn’t an accident mama. They want answers.”

      “I ain’t talking to no cops.”

      “I understand that,” I said, “But we don’t have a choice. They don’t think this was an accident and they want to help. For once.”

      My mother glared at me. She packed so much anger and hatred into one glare, it was enough to make me want to sink into the ground. I felt small and unwanted again. And I wished I had daddy to hold on to. Or at least Benjamin. I hadn’t even seen him yet, and my mother didn’t even notice my sadness.
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      “What I do is none of your business, child. Know your place,” Kerri snapped, forcing me to squirm with discomfort where I stood.

      “I know my place. I’m asking why you won’t talk to them when they’re trying to help us.”

      “You’re still so naïve to think those cops won’t shoot you the second they get a chance? Huh? It wasn’t enough to lose your sister and father? Don’t be dumb, Liberty. I raised you smarter than that.”

      I wanted to yell at her she didn’t raise me at all. Daddy raised me. And she didn’t know the first damned thing about how cops made me feel. I couldn’t convince her to do what was right by pissing her off.

      “They’re going to question you and if you don’t cooperate, they’ll get more suspicious,” I said, “We’re the victims. They’re going to help make sure we get out of this okay.”

      “Hmph.”

      “Mom, please…”

      Kerri waved me off with a dismissive shake of her hand. She had a new tattoo between her forefinger and thumb that said CURTIS in fancy gothic script. The tattoo looked fresh. I didn’t remember ever meeting a CURTIS.

      She said flatly, “Why don’t you go see that boyfriend of yours. Let me talk to the cops when they come back.”

      “Thank you, mom.”

      She grunted. I forgot she hated when I called her mom. She used to want me to call her Kerri until Aunt Rita called me a ratchet hoodlum and she changed her tune. She still hated hearing the reminder. “Mom”.

      Nurse Lucy returned to our room with a cart filled with pudding cups and other weird hospital food. I politely asked her, “Is it okay if I see Ben while the cops talk to her?”

      “Oh honey, they’re only letting family in right now,” she said.

      “I’m the only family he has here! He came to America with me.”

      And this was my fault. At least that’s how I felt. No matter what we’d been through, Ben and I never went through something this bad while we were in the U.K. 

      “Oh, he has family. They just came in a few minutes ago. Two nice boys. One blond, one brunette. His brothers, I think.”

      Ben didn’t have a blond brother… not that I knew of, anyway.

      “Oh. Okay…”

      “Do you know Ben’s family? I can have them come visit you after, if you’d like. Maybe they could help me pull a few strings.”

      I guess because Ben was in a coma, they had to be super careful. I suspected who I’d find when I met Benjamin’s “brothers”. Unlike me, Theo Hargreaves could pass as a member of the Fox family.

      I sat in my room, flipping through the channels on the T.V. waiting to see if they’d come find me or if I’d be trapped in this stupid hospital forever. Theo and Charlie’s snorting laughs echoed in the hallway moments before they actually arrived at my door. Their loud, English accents differentiated them from the DMV-area hospital staff who all had that particularly distinct regional accent. Nurse Lucy accompanied the pair as they pushed the door open, and Theo bowed so she could enter first.

      Nurse Lucy gave them suspicious glances, despite their excessively prep school look. I mean, did they need to wear bow-ties to visit Ben in the hospital? Once they saw me, Charlie scowled and hung back as Theo rushed me and wrapped his arm around me, squeezing me so tightly he nearly lifted me. He set me down with a big smile on his face.

      His blond hair dusted his brow, and he blew the wisps of hair out of his face, nearly knocking the spliff from its perch behind his ear.

      “Liberty,” he said, softly and kindly, “You’re okay.”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “Good,” Charlie said, “Can’t say the same for my brother. I hate this bloody country.”

      “Quiet, mate,” Theo said, hugging me again, “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      “Hands off,” Charlie interrupted, “I’ll tell Benjamin on you when he wakes up.”

      “Yes… when.”

      “If I hear you say ‘if’ again, I’ll box your ears,” Charlie muttered.

      I couldn’t believe I’d really agreed with Charlie for once. That was one thing we had in common. Neither of us could bear the thought of losing Benjamin Fox or anyone else. We’d both lost too many people. My heart pulsed nervously as Theo’s expression changed to genuine worry.

      “Did you talk to the police?” I asked.

      Charlie and Theo exchanged glances as Charlie searched the breast pocket of his coat for cigarettes. Theo had likely stolen his cigarettes to make the very legendary spliff he had tucked behind his ears.

      “Fuck the police,” Charlie said.

      Okay, maybe I’d hit my head really hard, because I was starting to agree with Charlie way more than normal. Theo bit his lip and I noticed it was extremely red. He shook his head and said, “We haven’t spoken to them, but we heard they thought it was intentional. Mr. Fox may be coming.”

      I felt nervous at the thought of seeing Benjamin’s father again, especially after the Christmas fiasco. He scared me. A lot. It was worse that he was dashingly handsome and looked like an older version of his sons. He didn’t have Ben’s warmth, though. None of the other Fox’s did.

      The cut on Theo’s lip bled, and I had to ask finally, “What happened to your mouth?”

      “Charlie.”

      He grinned after answering and Charlie came over, putting his arm around Theo’s shoulder and leaning forward.

      “Nevermind. I don’t think I want to know.”

      “It’s not what you think. He got drunk the other night and hit me,” Theo said, “The make-up sex is the good part.”

      Charlie leaned over and kissed Theo’s cheek. Theo turned outrageously red. I didn’t think Charlie was being cute at all. I scowled at him and then turned to Theo, “That looks like it hurt. Did he apologize?”

      Charlie rolled his eyes, “Yes, I apologized. Now can we stop wasting time here, Hargreaves? I want to see my brother, not his shag of the week.”

      “Excuse me?” I snapped.

      Theo elbowed Charlie in the stomach. Hard.

      “Apologize,” Theo snapped, “Instantly.”

      You could tell Theo’s father was an excessively formal old gentleman by his vocabulary when he was angry. He once called me “presumptive!” with absolute menace in his voice, like it was the worst insult he could think of. Oh, sweet Theo.

      Charlie huffed, “Sorry. Whatever. I’m off. If you want to avoid another fat lip, don’t cross me in front of her.”

      Theo grabbed Charlie’s arm, firmly and pulled him close.

      “That’s really not funny,” he said.

      Charlie rolled his eyes, “Whatever. Not my fault she doesn’t understand dark humor.”

      “Hm.”

      “I’m sorry,” Charlie muttered.

      He leaned forward and pecked Theo on the nose. He stuffed his hand in his pockets and stormed off, mumbling something about tracking down cigarettes.

      “It’s the drinking,” Theo sighed, once he was gone, “He’s been bonkers since Arabella. It keeps getting worse.”

      “He punched your lip.”

      “To be fair, I hit first. I just got tired of the drinking. I thought… I ought to kick him. And then I did.”

      “You can’t go around kicking people, Theo,” I said sternly.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt him,” Theo protested, “Impulse control. I got diagnosed with ADHD, you know.”

      “Still,” I said, “Don’t hit people. And don’t let Charlie hit you.”

      “Trust me,” Theo said, “The makeup sex was great.”

      I nodded politely, praying that Theo wouldn’t expand on the details. Nothing against Theo and boys. But I had everything against Charlie, and it was bad enough that I’d seen him naked and sleepwalking around the Fox family mansion.

      “He felt like shit. I wish the twat had the good sense to quit drinking like Ben. Some people can handle it, but others can’t, you know?”

      My head was swimming and I sat on the edge of my bed again. My head hurt and I wanted to see Benjamin. Badly. Theo sat next to me and said tenderly, “Are you okay?”

      “Aside from all this?”

      “Sure,” he said, “I just… Benjamin would want me to look after you. Not sexually.”

      “Who said anything about sexually?! Theo!”

      “Sorry!” he said, turning bright red, “Sorry… I didn’t mean… I’m not flirting. I swear.”

      “I’m worried about him,” we both said at once, exchanging glances after. Theo grinned again and touched the spliff behind his ear again.

      Then he said, “Arthur’s coming. That ought to make things better.”

      It hit me finally. Arthur Fox Sr. coming to America might mean the entire Fox family meeting my family. Basically, meeting my mom. Not even Benjamin knew much about my mom.

      The last thing I wanted was for my worlds to collide. England and America were so far apart, I didn’t have to worry, and my mom wasn’t even a part of my life before this. Now, everything was different, and I didn’t know how all the different pieces would fit.

      “They’ll be here soon,” Theo said, “They’ll wake Ben up and we’ll get out of this. Trust me.”

      “Thanks for being such a good friend.”

      “I told Charlie we could make you feel better but… he’s a prick.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Is your mum here in the hospital?” Theo asked, “I heard she was driving.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I meet her?”

      “No.”

      “Fine. Bit weird, though.”

      “Trust me, it isn’t.”

      Nurse Lucy pushed the door open.

      “Liberty, Mister Fox, good news. The doctors are waking Ben out of the coma. He’s stable and they think he’s ready…” 

      I gave Theo a weird look when I remembered he’d been pretending to be a member of the Fox family. He grabbed my hand, ready for us to finally see Benjamin. Alive.
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      Benjamin Fox survived. I wondered how he’d look. If they’d only managed to revive him or if the Ben I’d find in that hospital room would be the same boy that I remembered.

      Nurse Lucy determined I was well enough to walk around, but that I couldn’t go too far because of my head injury. My head injury was nothing compared to the terror of not knowing what happened to Benjamin.

      One moment, he’d been in the backseat with us and the next…

      The last thing I needed in my life were more reminders of how fragile the whole thing was.

      I nearly shoved Nurse Lucy over when I pushed the door open to his hospital room. Even felled by a massive car accident, Ben looked like an enormous hulking figure in his bed. The first instantly recognizable part of him was his hair, a perfect shade of golden brown.

      Bandages covered nearly every exposed part of him. The bruises covering his face were purple and blue, and his eye swelled like a tangerine. It hurt to see him like this. My chest frittered nervously as I approached his bed, my hurry slowed now that I saw him.

      His leg was in a cast and I couldn’t imagine him getting better before the end of summer. How badly had he been hurt? My throat caught again and I could barely find enough of a voice to question the nurse.

      “He’s awake?” I whispered to the nurse.

       I didn’t direct my questions to the doctor, offending him grievously, and he cleared his throat.

      “Mr. Fox is conscious and awake, young lady,” the doctor interrupted, “but he hasn’t opened his eyes yet.”

      I rushed to his bedside, earning a gruff little sound from the doctor’s throat. I didn’t care. Charlie and Theo stepped into the room behind me, finally. They were apart now, careful not to touch each other or make those token displays of affection that Benjamin and I took for granted.

      Not anymore. I wouldn’t take any part of him for granted anymore.

      I promised myself that I’d always make a point of it now to appreciate him. His gorgeous hair. That little smirk he did when he was getting away with something mischievous. His eyes… the perfect shade of green.

      “Ben... it’s me…” I whispered, hoping he could hear me and trying to make my voice sound stronger than I felt. I didn’t know if he could reply to me. Or if he’d want to. Tears welled in my eyes.

      It’s my fault you’re hurt, Benjamin. I’m so sorry.

      He groaned. After days without seeing him, that groan meant more to me than you could imagine. I kissed his forehead and he groaned again.

      “Are you family?” the doctor snapped.

      “N-no,” I stammered, “I’m his girlfriend.”

      Hearing the doctor’s brusque tone attracted bother Charlie and Theo’s attention. Charlie lunged to my left and Theo stood at my right. They were both so tall. And terrifying.

      The doctor, used to commanding his field of play, kept a stern glance at me.

      “Unless you’re family, step back. Now.”

      “Listen, sir,” Charlie said, somehow making ‘sir’ sound like an insult, “I don’t care if you’re a doctor or the Prince Regent. Raise your voice with Liberty again, and we’ll have problem.”

      Theo tried to look tough, but only managed a somewhat stern looking scowl.

      The doctor straightened his back, standing at a disastrously impotent five-foot-four compared to Charlie and Theo’s impressive height.

      “Lucy? Let me know if the kid wakes up,” the doctor said before casting a scowl at Charlie and scurrying off. I sighed, but my relief hadn’t been meant to last.

      I heard Arthur Fox’s booming voice in the hallway and then he thrust the door open, entering alone and looking agitated and messy. I hadn’t seen either of Benjamin’s parents since we’d left Scotland. Arthur looked tired, like he’d just gotten off a long-haul flight, which he probably had.

      He seemed surprised to see Theo.

      “Theodore. I wasn’t aware that you were also spending the summer with Liberty.”

      Mr. Fox didn’t know about Theo and Charlie yet. Charlie cast a stern glance in my direction. Yeah, I got the point. Don’t spill the beans about them to their father. I wasn’t new at this. I just hoped the two of them were smart enough to keep their secrets a secret.

      But I stepped forward, trying my best to be polite, “Mister Fox. Thanks for coming.”

      He raised an eyebrow and looked down at me over the bridge of his large aquiline nose. He moved the vowels around his mouth lazily as he inquired with some measure of disinterest, “Were you the one driving the car that nearly murdered my son?”

      “N-no.”

      “Good. Then it’s nice to see you again.”

      He stuck his hands out for a stiff handshake which I returned. I was used to Arthur’s icy method of emotional expression. 

      “Benji,” Arthur called sharply, like he was calling a dog to heel, “Are you awake? Awaken!”

      Ben groaned again.

      “That’s all we’ve heard from him,” I whispered, “I think he’s still out of it.”

      “He’s alive. That’s what matters.”

      “Where’s mum?” Charlie asked.

      “Mykonos at a wellness retreat. She didn’t think watching another child die would promote ‘meditative zen’ and I have to admit that I agree. At least the boy is alive. Why he had to fall in this godforsaken country, with its god-awful medical care is beyond me. At least this time it wasn’t drugs. Charlie, hand me a cigarette.”

      “Oh, I don’t smoke Mister —

      “Cut the shit, Charlie and give me a bloody fag.”

      Nurse Lucy made a tutting noise in the back of her throat and continued pushing different implements around the room. I think she was just watching us. By now, word spread. There was a very wealthy Englishman at the university hospital and no one wanted this to turn into an international scandal. Nor could they be certain that it wouldn’t.

      Charlie handed Mister Fox a cigarette.

      “You three better stay right where you are,” Arthur chided, storming off, “Keep an eye on him and if there are any problems at all, we’ll have a proper medical professional come in here.”

      Nurse Lucy held the door open after Arthur left because another visitor was about to emerge from the hall. I thought this stupid hospital had a policy about family only. My mom, Kerri Williams, had apparently sweet-talked her way past that. I froze when she entered, but she didn’t even look at me.

      She gave Theo and Charlie a once-over and smiled at them before she turned to me and then amped up the drama.

      First, a sob broke her previously smiling expression and tears streamed from her eyes as she rushed me, wrapping me in a bigger hug than I’d ever experienced from her before.

      “Libby! I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she sobbed dramatically, wrapping her arms around me. 

      Nurse Lucy, tired of the mess or perhaps wrongly interpreting my mother as a responsible adult, disappeared to attend to more important duties. Again, I couldn’t blame her.

      “Who are these two men?” my mother asked, her voice dropping an octave as she wrapped one of my braids around her finger before letting go. I sighed and pointed to them, my cheeks preemptively warm from whatever humiliation she was sure to rain on us.

      “This is Theo, and this is Charlie.”

      “Did you meet them in the hallway?” She asks, “They’re quite handsome.”

      “No. They’re from... England. Charlie’s his brother and Theo goes to our school.”

      “My, my. Libby! I didn’t know there were so many fine ass men over in England. If I ever need my muffin buttered I—”

      “Mom!” I yelled.

      God, she was so embarrassing. My cheeks blazed, but Charlie and Theo appeared to enjoy themselves. My mom still loved embarrassing me. Not even a near fatal car accident could change that.  

      “You’re lovely yourself, ma’am,” Charlie said, flashing me a mischievous wink, “And so much like Liberty.”

      Yeah, right. Stupid Charlie thought this was a game, but my mother could wrap a spoiled rich kid like Charlie around her finger and take him for all he was worth. Kerri giggled and touched his shoulder.

      “Why, thank you, young man. If you need someone to show you around D.C., you can call me. I know all the good clubs.”

      Theo moved towards the bed, less interested in my mom than Charlie was. I stood next to him and let out another sigh. Charlie and my mother continued flirting behind us, and it didn’t stop feeling utterly humiliating as she giggled and even felt his abs through his shirt.

      My mother’s voice must have woken Benjamin up properly. He groaned and for the first time, his eyes fluttered open.

      “You’re here,” he said, a smile crossing his face. He was on too much pain medicine to notice how it hurt his bruised features.

      “Liberty Jones… I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Even if Theo stood right next to me, it was like he was invisible. The world was the two of us again: Libby Jones and Benjamin Randall Fox.

      I reached for his hand and squeezed it. He smiled again and his eyes fluttered shut for a moment.

      “She’s alive… She’s really still alive.”
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      Benjamin’s brilliant green eyes opened again. He was still smiling.

      “I thought you were dead.”

      “I’m here too, mate,” Theo said.

      Ben’s brows furrowed.

      “Am I in England?”

      “No,” Theo said, “I’m in America. And this part of is it a bit rubbish to be honest.”

      I cleared my throat. Charlie chuckled and my mother laughed excessively loudly at his joke. I touched Ben’s face and he sighed.

      “That feels nice, babe,” Benjamin murmured, closing his eyes again as he felt the warmth from my hands. His cheeks were so cold.

      “Your dad’s here,” Theo said, accurately predicting Arthur Fox’s imminent return.

      Their tall, imposing father, stalked in, reeking of tobacco and complaining about a “horribly rude American downstairs” when he noticed Ben’s room significantly more crowded than he left it.

      “Five minutes out of a coma and you’re already throwing a party. Why am I not surprised?”

      “Dad,” Benjamin said hoarsely, his smile vanishing and his shoulders tensing, “Where’s mum?”

      “She’s in Mykonos at a wellness retreat that you’re bloody well impeding. At least you haven’t gone and killed yourself. She’d been through enough with Arabella and…” Arthur glanced at me and then cleared his throat.

      Despite his initial coldness, Arthur cared about his son and beneath his stiff, British veneer, he worried for him. He leaned forward and put his hand on Benjamin’s forehead.

      “You don’t have a fever. Good.”

      “I want a cigarette,” Ben croaked, “Please…”

      I folded my arms scowling. The last thing he needed was one of those stupid cancer sticks.

      “They won’t allow you to smoke in here,” Arthur said, “I checked.”

      Kerri had lost interest in Charlie and she considered his father with a curious gaze and eventually pieced it all together. What she hadn’t pieced together yet was why Benjamin’s father hadn’t noticed her.

      She tossed her hair over her shoulder and cleared her throat loudly.

      “Excuse me? Are you this handsome young man’s even more handsome father?”

      My mom laughed, a shrill, flirtatious laugh.

      “You must be Mrs. Jones,” Arthur said, his eyes fixing on hers. An uneasy feeling overwhelmed me, but I figured I didn’t have a right to feel totally uneasy.

      “Mrs.? Me?! Why, sir, you must be mistaken. My name is Kerri Williams. I’m Libby’s mama. But I’m not as old as you might think. I had her young.”

      “Arthur. Arthur Fox.”

      “You look familiar. Did you do an NBC morning show two years ago?”

      “Why, yes. I discussed the value of market investing for young professionals.”

      “Oh, my God! I remember you. And you’re Ben’s father. I see where he got his looks from.”

      Arthur’s cheeks reddened the way Ben’s did. Charlie and Theo were busy whispering something to Ben — I didn’t know what exactly.

      “Do you know how those two got into an accident?” Arthur asked, “I keep hearing whispers but no one will talk. I suppose the entire handling of this is American at its core…”

      “Someone hit our car,” Kerri said, “Luckily, I managed to get out with only a few scrapes.”

      “I see, Arthur said, stroking his chin, “So you were driving?”

      Kerri prattled on excitedly, “Thank the good Lord nothing happened to me. I’ve been so worried about them, Mister Fox. I know how worried you must have been about your baby boy.”

      “You were driving then?”

      “Yes. But according to the police, there was nothing I could have done differently.”

      “If this accident was intentional, I’ll have my people get to the bottom of it.”

      “You don’t trust cops?” my mom asked, “Neither do I.”

      Arthur cracked a smile and raked his fingers through his hair.

      “Well, Miss Williams. Perhaps we ought to get to know each other since our children are dating. A dinner. A lunch. Perhaps, cocktails?”

      “Oh, please. Kerri. It’s Kerri.”

      He took my mom’s hand and kissed it. Kissed it! Was I the only one seeing this?! Or was I just paranoid when it came to my mother. Maybe I wasn’t the only cynic. Charlie cleared his throat.

      “Dad. We ought to get Benji discharged today.”

      He looked awful. Too awful to leave the hospital. But it wasn’t exactly my decision to make. Benjamin had closed his eyes again, but I still hovered nervously around Arthur and my mother’s conversation.

      Arthur didn’t take his eyes off my mom as he answered Charlie, “You’re right. After we sort that out, perhaps I can see you, Kerri.”

      “Maybe we ought to all have dinner together,” Charlie asked.

      “Nonsense. Grown ups ought to have private conversations. I’ll give you four money and you can do whatever the hell you want.”

      He winked at my mother, and she giggled.

      “Why, Libby, you didn’t tell me Ben had such a generous family.”

      Generous was my mom’s way of saying “rich”. My whole body was tense and I regretted ripping myself out of bed so soon. My head hurt and I just wanted to be alone with Ben. No offense to Theo and Charlie, who hadn’t been so bad themselves.

      The Nurse returned and Arthur argued his case for all of our releases from the hospital. It didn’t work. We all had one more night there and then the nurses and doctors agreed that we could be discharged in the afternoon.

      Charlie and Theo were staying together somewhere, a fact they cleverly concealed from Arthur Fox. My mom got a taxi to take herself, me and Ben back to her place. She was in a strange mood. My head hurt too much to think about it. I was feeling a bit better, but still woozy and out of it sometimes.

      I was also nervous for this specific moment. Seeing my mother’s place in D.C. for the first time — finally.

      Ben struggled to walk, and he was acting weird. Probably the painkillers. He had a cast on his foot and instructions about cleaning his wounds and rewrapping his bandages that we’d have to follow until he was significantly better.

      After a few days in the hospital, he’d made some progress, but he still limped and his face was still bruised.

      I wasn’t myself either. And getting in a car made me nervous. But we made it. The car pulled up outside an enormous colonial.

      “You live here!? Rita told me you lived in Northeast.”

      My mom laughed.

      “That’s what I told her. But no. I live in Georgetown now, sweetie.”

      I wanted to ask her how the heck she afforded a multi-million dollar mansion, but it seemed rude, and she volunteered the information, anyway.

      “My boyfriend’s out of town right now. But when he gets back, you’ll meet him. Doesn’t he have great taste? I love a man with real estate.”

      A boyfriend. I should have expected her to have a boyfriend. But what the hell did this guy do for a living? I wondered if he was a senator or something.

      “You didn’t tell me you had a boyfriend,” I said, thinking that information to be particularly crucial.

      “What’s there to tell?”

      “The house is amazing,” Ben agreed, clearly impressed with the old colonial mansion. I wondered what he would have thought about a normal place instead of this… surprise. Like most of Kerri’s surprises, I expected this one to carry its own negative weight eventually.

      “Where do we sleep?”

      “There are two separate rooms on the bottom floor. I’m still a traditional woman. I don’t want any hanky panky in my house. No fucking. No sucking. No drinking. No drugs. Those are the rules.”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      Ben tried to stifle a laugh, somewhat unsuccessfully. We lugged our suitcases to the rooms. I picked the one with green decor and Ben settled for the yellow room. We met in the hallway after dumping our suitcases.

      Ben whispered, “This place is enormous. Were you expecting this?”

      “No. It’s weird…”

      My mom never lived in a place this nice. And neither had I. I didn’t get it. My mom was always a hot ass mess. This was… different.

      “Maybe she’s changing her life around,” I whispered.

      Ben touched my cheek and pressed his forehead to mine.

      “She has rules too. No sucking. No fucking.”

      “No drinking. No drugs,” I finished.

      Ben chuckled.

      “I’ll have to find somewhere else to fuck you then. Because trust me, Liberty, after what we’ve been through… I need to fuck you.”

      “Ben are you crazy?!” I hissed, “You were just in a coma and you can barely walk.”

      “And now I’m stable. And ridiculously horny.”

      “Your blood pressure was so high they had to put you under. I don’t want you to have a heart attack or anything.”

      “You worry too much. Now, let’s find your mom and make an excuse to go somewhere else for a few hours. I’ve missed you and it’s about time we’re alone.”

      “I’ll go find her.”

      I left Ben to unpack and got lost twice before finding my mother, singing to herself and pouring wine in the kitchen. We were very fucking lucky to be here — all of us. But I didn’t expect much sentiment from her.

      “Wine?”

      I tensed up whenever I saw her drinking. I’d meant to tell myself that I could put it behind us, but now that I saw her drinking, the few times she’d ‘taken care of me’ when I was a kid flashed before my eyes.

      I’d spent most of the time taking care of her and I easily slipped back into my old habits of watching how much she drank and trying to stop her.

      “I only allow myself a glass a day,” she said.

      “That’s good, I guess.”

      “So. Ben’s dad is fine as hell. And rich. You’re just like your mama. You like a white man with taste.”

      “Mom, please…”

      “What? We’re just going out to dinner,” she said, unable to help herself from bragging.

      “You have a boyfriend,” I said sharply.

      She rolled her eyes and said, “Listen, it’s dinner.”

      “I saw you flirting with him. Just don’t. Please. He’s my boyfriend’ sdad.”

      My mom laughed and tossed back the glass of wine like a shot.

      “Flirting? Honey, I’ve got a man.”

      “That’s never stopped you before,” I mumbled.

      “What did you say to me, young lady?”

      “I said that it never stopped you before.”

      I should have expected what happened next. My cheek stung as she slapped me. My mother’s eyes burned like black coals.

      “Fix your damn mouth, child. I already let you run around like a whore bringing a boy in my house so you can open your legs for him and do God knows what. The least you could do is show me some respect.”

      “Y-yes, mama.”

      Her slap shocked me. I’d pushed her, but my mom had never exactly been a disciplinarian. I rubbed my cheek. She relaxed and poured herself another glass of wine. So much for one a day.

      “Now. Who I fuck and what I do is none of your little ass business. So take that white boy and get the hell out of the house for a few hours. I need my space tonight.”

      “Yes, mama.”

      “Oh. And we have a couple people renting upstairs. You remember Marley and Rhonda?”

      I froze. She brought this up now?! Rhonda and Marley were here? My mom could be downright impossible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Marley & Rhonda

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The prospect of seeing Marley and Rhonda made me forget about the sting from my mother’s slap across my face. She could still throw hands at a moment’s notice, I guess. Whatever. My friends were here… in her house!

      It had been so long since I’d seen them, that I didn’t know what to think. Had my mom ever told them the truth about where I’d gone after St. Louis? I’d fallen out of touch with them. That part was my fault, but if they were living with my mom, couldn’t they have tried to get in touch? It hit me as I raced out of the kitchen and up the wide hardwood stairs that they might not want to see me.

      How did they end up living with my mom? I didn’t even think she could name any of my friends. I guess after Daddy and Niecy died, she tried doing the whole activist thing until she got enough money from donations to dip out of town. I’d seen that on social media during my first term at Rapetti. I made no efforts to get in touch with them since.

      I tried to tell myself that they’d forgive me and that I’d tell them stories about my new school and we’d laugh about how wild white people were in the British countryside. They’d get to meet Ben… my real English boyfriend who was insanely attractive. He seriously looked like a model. I thought Rhonda might be happy I finally had a boyfriend, since she always joked that I was too weird to get laid.

      I bounded upstairs and called, “Rhonda! Marley! It’s Libby!”

      A door to an upstairs bedroom slowly opened, and I heard a yawn before I saw who emerged. I raced down the hallway and there he was… Marley stood in the doorway, exactly like I remembered him. No. Taller. Way taller. He’d grown. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face, and I couldn’t avoid saying something incredibly silly either.

      “You grew your hair out,” I blurted out.

      “Liberty? The fuck?” he muttered, rubbing sleep out of his eyes like he couldn’t believe it was me. But there was no emotional response from him. Never the hint of a smile. Marley had long dreadlocks, twisted in a knot behind his head, high cheekbones and a big white smile.

      “Marley!” 

      I wrapped my arms around him. He was more muscular than when I’d last seen him, which made me feel guilty, like I’d missed out on both of us growing up. Before everything happened in Missouri, we’d been close. He’d been the closest thing to another dork at my old school because of his interest in music. I wondered if he still played his instrument.

      He let go of me, the bewildered expression never leaving his face. He blinked repeatedly, as if he could make
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