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Dedication

To anyone who’s had to fight for the one they love,

this book is dedicated to you.

 

And now three remain: faith, hope, and love.

But the greatest of these is love. 1 Corinthians 13

 


Chapter 1

 

 

I wasn’t the only one caught in The Raven’s trap. He was too, except his trap was deadly. He’d been clean for nine months, sixteen days, and thirteen hours before the temptations of the world trapped him once more. It would be hard as hell to pull him away from it for good, but I was determined to help him do it. No matter the cost. 

“Relax. Everything is going to be okay.” I flipped the back of his collar, tucking it over his tie. 

“I can’t relax, Lexi. I really eff’d up.” Raven stared into the mirror, working his tie into a perfect knot. Worry etched deep into his temples and his entire body looked frail, like he’d been hit by a train. Then again, he’d almost died from alcohol poisoning mixed with hydrocodone. He was lucky to be alive.

“I know, but you’re going to march into the coach’s office and plead your case to him.” I encouraged him the best way I knew how, even though I wanted to punch him in the face. I had to put my feelings aside and support the man I loved. He needed me and I feared that if I didn’t give him what he needed, he might never recover from the blow. Maybe a part of me felt guilty about the stunt my parents pulled — even though Raven was responsible for his choices and needed to be held accountable for them. 

He turned to me, resting his hands on my waist. “But, what if he refuses to give me another chance?” 

“Don’t think that way. You have to keep a positive mind about this, Raven.” I lifted his chin, aligning our eyes. “I know it’s not easy, but you have to believe in yourself and know that you can turn things around for good.”

“You believe me, don’t you?” His lips twitched to the side. 

“As long as you’re telling me the truth.” I held my gaze steady to his, watching for any signs of dishonesty. I saw regret, pain, and anguish all circling around in the centers of his eyes. The strong, well-built quarterback that could topple a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound guy looked so vulnerable. So fragile. The weakest I’d ever seen him. I had to trust my instincts and believe he was telling me the truth. 

“I promise you, I didn’t take those pills. Someone must have slipped them in my drink. When I woke up in the hospital, I didn’t know what the hell had happened.” His shoulders slumped and his chest crumpled inward like all life had been sucked from him. “All I wanted to do was drink away the pain…drink away the memories of you and me.” 

Tears welled in my eyes, and I quickly blinked them away. I had to be strong, strong when Raven was at his weakest, even when all I wanted to do was sob with him in the misery we both experienced. “We’ll talk about it later. Now isn’t the time. You have to get your head together and tell Coach what happened.”

“What if he doesn’t believe me?”

“Hopefully he will.” 

“What if he tells me I have to play?” He shifted his weight. “To be honest, I don’t think I can. I’ve never felt so weak.” He sat on the edge of the bed, looking feeble. He was in no condition to play football. He ran his hands over his head repeatedly, but it did nothing to tame his messy hair. 

I zipped up his duffle bag. “Maybe he’ll allow you stay here instead of going to the hotel. I think you need to rest all day and see how you feel.”

“No doubt that’s what I need. But when the media gets word that I’m not available for the press conference, they’re going to wonder what the hell happened.”

I sucked in a deep breath. He had a point, and I had no idea how he was going to get around what happened thirty-six hours ago. “Maybe he’ll say you have the flu and its unknown whether you’ll play.”

“I’ve played with the flu, this is worse.” Raven fell against the mattress, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. He had a lot riding on him. That stress, coupled with a near death experience, was enough to put any man down. 

I crawled across the bed and hovered over him. His mesmerizing eyes had lost some of their luster and his smooth tan skin looked gray and pale. But regardless of not being one-hundred percent, he was still damn hot. 

“This wasn’t how things were supposed to be,” he sighed. 

“I know, but we’re going to make the best of it, regardless of what happens.” 

“You promise?” A hint of sadness crept through his voice.

I cupped his cheek. “I told you I would stay by your side because I love you. All I ask is that you’re honest with me.”

He placed a soft kiss on my lips and I prayed, yet again, he was being honest with me. Because feeling his touch made me want to forget about everything that had happened and allow him to make love to me as we shut the world out, but reality reminded me that we had more pressing issues at the moment. We were facing a new reality — Raven being kicked off the team and losing any chance of being drafted. 

“Raven, let’s go.” A strum of knocks sounded at his door and then it flung open.

I rolled to the side and saw Josh standing in the doorway. “Make out later, we have a bus to catch.” 

Josh was dressed similar to Raven, wearing a starched, white, button-down shirt with tie and dress slacks. 

“I have your jacket,” Shelby yelled from the living room.

“I don’t know, man.” Raven rose slowly. “I don’t think I can make it.”

Josh adjusted the bag in his hand. His brows knitted tightly together as he appraised Raven from head to toe. “You feel that bad?”

“Yeah, I really do.” Raven leaned to the side and nearly tipped over when he reached for his duffle bag.

“Whoa.” Josh extended a hand, keeping him from toppling. “What are you going to tell Coach?”

“I’m going to have to tell him what happened. I can’t hide it.” Raven looked at him with sleepy eyes. I wasn’t even sure he could make it to the training facility at this point.

“You’re fucked.” Josh shook his head, his nostrils flaring. “But I don’t think you have much of a choice.”

Raven shuffled past Josh. “Thanks for the support.” He patted him on the shoulder and then walked down the hall.

Josh looked at me for a moment and I shrugged. “It is what it is.”

“Damn it!” Josh stomped his foot and then spun on his heels, trekking out of the room.

I grabbed my purse and coat and then went to the living room. Raven pulled on his jacket, and I picked up his bag. “I’ll carry this for you.” 

He placed a kiss on my forehead. “Thanks, baby.”

“I’ll drive.” Shelby took the keys from Josh’s hand. He hesitated for a moment but allowed her to take them. His face was beet red and scrunched with fury. I think he knew what was about to happen and he was pissed about it. The star quarterback wouldn’t be playing in the bowl and the team might lose without him. Raven remained silent. He knew it, too. I followed them out of the apartment, locking the door behind us. 

After we all piled into Josh’s truck, Shelby drove toward the training facilities. The sun shined brightly and the sky was crystal clear, a stark contrast from the somber mood looming inside the vehicle. Banners hung from the light poles, waving in the crisp January wind, reminding the city to support the university’s bowl game.

Luckily for Raven, it was in Arlington, just a twenty-minute drive from Fort Worth and not out of town. Then again, if the game would’ve been out of town, Raven wouldn’t have been at Jared’s. Typically, the team would leave several days before the game, but since it was local, they were only leaving two days ahead instead. 

A large purple and black bus waited in front of the stadium along with family, friends, and fans — everyone faring goodbye to their favorite college football team, wishing them good luck, and cheering for them to bring home the trophy. Many of them were probably waiting to see their number one quarterback. Would Raven be able to hold that title?

“Did you call Coach?” Josh asked.

Raven stared out the window with his head pressed against the glass. “Yeah, I told him I needed to talk to him before we left.”

“You should’ve come up here first thing this morning,” Josh huffed. “Avoid all this unneeded attention.” He shook his head, eyeing the crowd and the people running to see who was inside the truck.

“I know, man. But I literally couldn’t get out of bed.” Raven voice sounded weak. A part of me kind of hoped the coach wouldn’t allow him to play — not because I didn’t what him to partake in the biggest game of the year, but because I feared for his safety. He could really get hurt.

Josh took a deep breath and flung open the door the second Shelby put the truck into park. He grabbed his bag and slammed the door shut, shouldering past the groves of people.

“Josh, wait!” Shelby scurried after him, trying to balance herself in stacked heels and the huge handbag hanging off her arm. Her wavy blonde hair whipped around her as she followed Josh inside the facility.

We got out of the truck and Raven shut the door. A few people called for his attention while snapping pictures of him. He gave a slight wave as he leaned against the door, unable to hold up his own weight. I stood in front of him, adjusting the collar of his jacket. “You look handsome.”

“No I don’t. I look like shit.” He ran his hand over his face.

“Well, you might feel like shit, but you still look good.” I winked.

“Thanks for being here for me, even though I don’t deserve it.” His eyes wandered off toward the crowd behind us and it seemed like he was having a hard time concentrating. 

“I’ll be here, waiting. I’m not leaving until I know what the coach tells you. And your mom will be waiting for your call.” I gripped my waist with my hands and looked around at all the smiling faces. I couldn’t deny that I was slightly peeved that I wasn’t among the elated crowds. Instead, I was the one with a knotted stomach and baited breath.

If they only knew. 

“You can wait inside.” Raven took my hand and we walked toward the double doors. 

While the fans waved, Raven put on his game face, smiling back and giving a big sweep of his hand. I smiled at everyone, playing the perfect part of the girlfriend, even though we hadn’t discussed why he had left me in the first place. My first priority was getting the story straight regarding what had happened at Jared’s place, and then helping him pull himself together for his discussion with the coach. 

I was relieved when the doctor showed Raven’s medical report to Trish and me. Armed with the facts of what he had taken gave me a basis to go from — he had drunk way too much alcohol but hadn’t been doing cocaine like I’d thought. The doctor said he had the equivalent of three hydrocodone pills in his system, which wasn’t that high of a dose, but coupled with large amounts of alcohol was nearly enough to kill him. I had honestly feared that he had been snorting cocaine, popping pills, and slugging down bottles of liquor. 

I still had to find out why he’d sent that text to me. Though, deep down, I knew my mother had something to do with it. One step at a time. I had to take everything in strides and stay calm, but most of all, supportive. The talk about us would have to wait. 

I sat outside the coach’s office with Shelby at my side. Josh was too pissed to wait with us and went to the bus instead. He told Shelby that he couldn’t be around when Raven got out of his meeting, claiming he needed to decompress before he beat Raven with his fist. I agreed that he should distance himself because Raven couldn’t take an ass kicking right now. He could barely stand on his own. 

“Lexi?” a voice called from down the hall.

I turned to see Shawn sprinting toward us.

“What’s up with him?” Shelby asked.

“I don’t know.” I perched on the edge of my chair, contemplating whether to meet him halfway or just wait. I stood up slowly and took a few steps in his direction. “What’s wrong?”

Shawn took several deep breaths. “Where’s Raven?”

“Talking to the coach.” I shot Shelby a questioning gaze.

“Shit!” He slammed his fist in the palm of his hand. “I really need to talk him. I’ve been texting and calling him since early this morning. I even went to the hospital.”

“He got released yesterday evening. He came home and went straight to bed.” 

Shawn took another deep breath and gripped his waist. “I have to interrupt their meeting.”

“Wait,” I held out my arm, “can you tell me what’s going on?”

Shawn looked at me and then at Shelby before motioning for us to come closer toward him. “I saw Jared slip some pills into Raven’s drink.”

The air in my lungs stalled and the room spun around me. I sucked in a deep breath, trying to steady myself. “You saw him?”

“Well, sort of.”

I grabbed a fistful of his shirt. “And you didn’t stop him?” I seethed. 

Shawn held up his hands. “Hold on, let me explain.” He whipped out his phone from his pocket and I released his shirt. I smoothed out the wrinkles with the palm of my hand, deciding that I should give him the benefit of the doubt. He swiped his screen and then hesitated for a moment. “Promise me you’re not going to get pissed when you see this picture.”

I rolled my eyes but braced myself. God only knew what I was about to see. “Okay, I promise.”

He held up his phone, showing us the picture. I stared at it for a moment. Macy had her lips firmly planted on Raven’s while he squeezed her butt with one of his hands. “I don’t want to see this skank making out with my boyfriend.” I pushed his hand away from me. 

“Wait.” Shawn shoved the phone into my hand. “Look at what’s going on in the background.” 

Hesitantly, I took the phone from his hand and expanded the picture. In Raven’s other hand was a glass, and Jared was dropping something in it. “Holy shit. Did Jared drug Raven?” I looked at the picture closely, zooming in to get a better view. It wasn’t completely clear, but something small, like a pill, had fallen from Jared’s fingers into Raven’s drink.

“Let me see that,” Shelby said, trying to catch a better glimpse.

I handed her the phone. “Where did you get this picture?” 

“From a girl I know. She was taking pictures of everyone that night and apparently snapped this one. She sent it to me last night. I have to show it to Raven.”

I grabbed the phone from Shelby’s hand and shoved it into Shawn’s chest. “What are you waiting for? Get in there! You need to show him and Coach.” I pointed toward the coach’s office.

Shawn knocked on the door and it opened. “Coach, I’m sorry, but you have to see this picture. It’s about Raven and it’s urgent.”

Shawn was in the office for about fifteen minutes before he stepped out. I darted out of my seat, eager to know what happened. “What did he say? What happened? Is he going to let Raven play? What did Raven say?” I fired off several questions.

“Take it easy, Lexi.” He motioned for me to calm down, but there was only one thing that would release the chords tightly wrapped around my stomach. Shawn ran his hand over his short hair. Based on the disappointment he was visibly wearing, I knew it wasn’t good.

“Coach wasn’t happy. Pissed about the whole thing. It’s all over Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, so there’s no making up any stories about this. Raven has to come clean about what happened, but the good news is this picture,” he held up his phone, “might just save his ass.”

I exhaled and then took a step back, realizing I was totally in Shawn’s space. “Thanks for speaking up, Shawn. Raven needs all the help he can get.”

Shawn sat with us as we waited for the verdict. I bounced my leg to an offbeat rhythm and tried to keep my mind focused on positive thoughts. But no matter how hard I tried, visuals of the articles I’d read on the internet about Raven’s past incidents inundated me and my sister’s words rang loud in my ear. Raven will end up in jail. 

I hated that I couldn’t be there to save him — to keep him away from Jared and the hoes that were dying for a piece of him. I had promised I’d be there for him and I wasn’t. Now, he was paying for the mistakes he’d made. With every decision, there are consequences — good or bad. I could only hope that Raven’s consequences would tilt to the favorable side. The walls around me closed in, but I pushed them back, willing myself to stay strong. Raven needed me and I had to believe that there was hope for him. For us. This wasn’t the end of his career. 

It seemed like an eternity had passed before the door finally opened again. Raven walked out of the coach’s office and closed the door behind him. I got up and rushed to his side. His face was blotched with red marks and his entire body slumped toward the floor. With each step he took, his frame shrunk until he was nearly my height. His eyes glazed over, and it looked like he’d been crying. My heart immediately ached for him as I prepared for the worst. 

“What did he say?” I placed my hands on his forearms, holding onto him for support, even though he was the one that needed it more than me.

Raven’s eyes drifted to the floor, and he sighed. “I’ve been dispelled from the game.”

“Shit,” Shawn muttered.

“Oh, no.” Shelby covered her mouth. “Josh is going to be pissed.”

“It’s okay,” I quickly assured him. “It’s just one game.”

“What about the team?” Shawn asked the question I had wanted to ask but was too scared to.

Raven looked up slowly, devastation looming in his eyes. Everything seemed to stop as I waited for him to answer. I counted the seconds and said a silent prayer that he wouldn’t say the words that would end it all for him. 

“I-I’m on probation. For now,” he said, as if the words ripped a hole in his chest.

“Damn it.” Shawn slammed his hand on a table next to him and continued muttering a string of expletives. “It’s alright, man.” Shawn stood and hooked an arm around Raven. “You had a good year and you’ll be back on that field in no time.” 

“That’s right.” I straightened and gave him an easy smile. “We’re going to get through this little faux pas and get you back on track. Coach will see that you’re worthy of playing and will reinstate you in no time.”

Raven’s face twisted in disbelief. “Easy for you to say. I was already on my last chance. Not sure if I get anymore.” He shucked Shawn’s arm off and shuffled past me.

“Raven, wait.” I trekked behind him. “Don’t get discouraged. You showed Coach the picture, right?”

He stopped and then turned to face me. “Yes, I did. I’m sorry you had to see all of that.” He shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut, as if trying to wipe it away from memory. I wished I could do the same. I didn’t want to think about what else happened outside that picture. But if I knew Macy, she got what she wanted, along with whoever else, no doubt.

“What’s done is done,” I said with a tight lip, wanting to say more but refraining myself. “But that picture might be your saving grace.”

“Let’s hope so. I have to go in front of the ethics committee and board of admissions to see if I’m allowed to say at the university.”

“Oh.” I pressed my lips together, unsure of what else to say. This was worse than I thought.

 

Σ

 


Chapter 2

 

 

As we exited the training facility, a school newspaper reporter immediately greeted us. Social media had done its job and now she wanted the scoop. It would be impossible to keep what happened under the radar for very long. 

“What the heck?” Shelby scampered back, bumping into Shawn. “This isn’t good.” 

“Aw, hell.” Shawn shook his head in disgust. “I freakin’ hate social media at times.”

“Hang tight.” Shelby darted across the parking lot, leaving us to deal with the hungry-for-information journalist. 

“Is it true that you were in the hospital for alcohol poisoning and a drug overdose?” A thin, petite girl with short blonde hair and a big plastic badge marked ‘PHU Media’ shoved her phone in Raven’s face, ready to record his response.

“No comment.” Raven raised a hand, motioning for her not to ask any more questions. Her lips turned down, but she retrieved her phone. She paused as though thinking of another way to get the details, but Raven didn’t wait. He took me by the hand and pushed past her. 

A string of flashes stopped us, and I quickly turned my head, protecting my eyes from the blinding light. “Will you be playing in the bowl, or have you been suspended from the game?” An older man with thick-rimmed glasses pressed his pen to his pad, ready to capture Raven’s reply.

“Sorry, I’m not at liberty to say right now,” Raven answered. This situation would get worse before it got better. I held on to Raven’s arm as he led us in the opposite direction. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop the reporters from following us and firing question after question.

“The hospital report said you took hydrocodone. Is that correct?” A middle-aged man wearing a polo-style shirt from a local TV station shoved a microphone in Raven’s face. A large, black camera lens focused on us, and suddenly, Raven’s stardom didn’t seem that exciting.

Raven shook his head. “Sorry, no comment.” We stepped to the side, trying to escape the scrutiny from the heavy piece of equipment waiting to record Raven’s reaction.

“Will you be entering into a drug rehab center?” the reporter asked, still thrusting the microphone under Raven’s nose. Raven tilted his head to the side, trying to avoid the persistent man. Several students appeared, snapping pictures with their phones while others recorded the scene. This wasn’t good. Raven didn’t need any more social media exposure. A sharp grunt released from low in his throat and I prayed that he wouldn’t do something stupid. 

“C’mon. Give him some privacy.” Shawn stepped in front of us, trying to ward off the onlookers, which was probably for the best seeing as Raven’s face was flushed and his fingers were tightly clenched.

At that moment, the sound of tires screeching along the pavement turned our attention away from the media. It was Josh’s truck — Shelby’s timing was impeccable. 

“Get in!” Josh sat in the driver’s seat, his face in a state of panic. 

 “Let’s go.” Raven grabbed my hand and we pressed through the reporters, cameras, and microphones. Shawn blocked everyone from following us, allowing us to break free. Raven opened the door and we jumped in, leaving the reporters dumbfounded and empty-handed. The door slammed shut and Josh took off, tires spinning as they struggled to grip the asphalt.

“Damn! They’re like freakin’ vultures,” Shelby huffed. I turned around to see the crowd of parents and fans, along with some of the football players, rush toward the front of the building. Everyone was probably wondering what the hell just happened and where Raven was going — not to the hotel with all the other players, obviously.

“Hey, shouldn’t you be on that bus?” Raven hooked a thumb, pointing behind us. 

“I’ll have Shelby bring me back. Coach said he’d wait for me. He asked me to make sure you got home.”

“Really?” Raven’s voice lifted in a clear indication of hope.

“Yeah, and when I saw the TV station van pull up, bypass the players, and head straight for the athletic offices, I knew they got word. But I guess that’s no surprise since it’s on every social media site.”

“Damn.” Raven leaned forward and covered his face with his hands. I rubbed his back, giving him a supportive and soothing touch, though I knew it would take more than my touch to ease his worries. It would take a miracle.

“Word is out, man. Everyone knows you were in the hospital.” Josh gripped the steering wheel until the whites of his knuckles pressed through. He let out an audible sigh and shook his head. The expression held more pity than anger. It was obvious Josh had been down this beaten path before.

“I’m so screwed.” Raven voice was thick with regret.

“Don’t worry. I’ll call my uncle and you can talk to him.” Josh gave a quick glance over his shoulder. 

Raven lifted his head. “It’s okay. I’ll deal with this. I don’t think I need an attorney this time. Besides, your family has done enough for me.” 

Josh looked at Raven through the rearview mirror. “Don’t be hardheaded. Just talk to him. Get some advice on how to handle this situation. He helped you last time and I know he’ll be happy to talk to you. Don’t be a fool about this.” 

Raven gave a slight nod, but by the way his hands clenched into fists and his body stiffened, it was evident that he didn’t want to have a conversation with Josh’s uncle. Regardless of whatever demon Raven was battling, Josh was right. Raven needed sound advice and since he didn’t have a father to lean on, Josh’s uncle was probably the best person to confide in, aside from his mother, Trish. Too bad my sister wasn’t on Raven’s team. She’d be damn good for a situation like this. 

Silence filled the cabin of the truck once again and I thought about the best way to support Raven. I didn’t have all the answers or the best advice; being there for him was the best I could offer, and I would do that. 

We made it to the apartment in record time without media trucks or wannabe paparazzi following us. We got out, while Josh and Shelby stayed behind. Raven grabbed his bags and we headed toward the stairs.

“Hey, Raven,” Josh called, leaning out the window.

Raven adjusted the strap of his bag and looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, man?”

 “If you need to talk, call me.” Josh gave a sympathetic, man-to-man offer — one you’d expect from a true friend. Josh was a good guy and I hope he could reason with Raven. “I’ll give my uncle a heads up.”

“Thanks, man.” 

***

 

Raven went straight to his room and closed the door. I hated that he shut me out, but I figured he needed to be left alone until he was ready to talk. He’d been through a lot today and the news was less than satisfying. The only positive was the picture that Shawn had shown Coach. It made my stomach turn and left a sour taste in my mouth, but if it saved his football career, I didn’t care who saw it. I might have looked like the stupid girl that ran back for more abuse, but I didn’t care. I loved Raven and I would stand by his side, no matter what. 

I sat on the couch, flipping through the TV channels, when my phone buzzed.

Shelby: Is Raven okay?

Me: He’s in his room.

Shelby: Just give him some space. He’ll come around. I’m going to stay with Amber. Let me know if you need anything.

Me: Ok. Thanks.

Just as I was about to set my phone down, a picture of Delaney and me flashed on the screen. I answered it quickly, not wanting to wake Raven in case he was sleeping.

“Hello?”

“Hey, how’s Raven?” Delaney’s voice was soothing to hear. I hadn’t talked to her in a few days — only sending her a text when we left the hospital last night.

I took a deep breath and relaxed against the pillows. It seemed like the past twenty-four hours had been one big blur. “He’s doing okay medically, I guess. When it comes to football… not so good. He won’t be able to play in the bowl game.”

Delaney gasped. “Oh shit. That sucks.”

“Yeah, I know, but it’s probably for the best. He’s really weak right now. He could get seriously hurt.” I made sure to keep my voice low; I didn’t want Raven to hear me talk about him. 

Delaney muttered something about Raven in the background and I couldn’t help my curiosity.

“Where are you?” 

“Luke’s apartment.”

“Tell him not to say anything. I’m not sure it’s been announced.” Delaney loved to talk, and I didn’t want to contribute to the rumor mill.

“Okay. Hey, Luke, don’t say anything…they haven’t made an announcement yet,” Delaney said. 

Loud and clear through the line, Luke said, “Okay.”

“So, are you going to stay there?” Delaney asked.

I looked at our Star Wars Christmas tree, wishing I’d never left. The present I had bought for Raven was missing. I silently wondered if he had opened it or threw it away. I couldn’t even think about telling him what my mom did to the lingerie he had bought me. So much had happened over the past two weeks. Nothing like I’d planned. 

“Yeah, I guess. Until the dorms open next week.” I tried to remember what day it was and when the halls would reopen for spring semester. My head wasn’t cooperating, and it was probably due to lack of sleep and food.

“That’s good. Raven needs you.”

“I’m going to be here for him. Do whatever I can to help him get on the right track. I-I love him, Delaney. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.” I wiped the tears that suddenly appeared.

“I know you do. I’ll check on you tomorrow. If you need me, I’ll be there.”

“Thanks, Delaney. I appreciate it. Tell Luke I said thanks for everything.”

“I will.” She giggled at the incoherent words my brother muttered in the background. “I gotta go. You brother obviously wants something.” 

I shook my head, trying not to think about what that ‘something’ he wanted was. I was happy for them, and I hoped Luke would be able to tame her wild ass. She definitely needed him. 

“Okay, call me later. Bye.” 

“Bye.” Her voice lilted in elation and I hung up the phone quickly.

I lifted my legs onto the couch and pulled a blanket over me. I snuggled against the cold leather and closed my eyes, wishing I was in the next room with Raven, feeling his warmth instead of my own. Tonight I had a feeling I’d be all alone. But it didn’t have to be that way. If only Raven would let me in and allow me to help him in his troubled world. If only he’d open his heart fully to me instead of keeping it guarded with defensive plays. 

 

***

 

A faint sound woke me. I blinked a few times, trying to focus on where the noise originated. A blue screen with a rainbow border at the bottom illuminated the TV. ‘Off the air’ flashed across the screen in large type. It took me a second to process the message. Did TV stations actually turn off anymore? I grabbed my phone and glanced at the time. Five minutes after one in the morning. 

I checked my messages, seeing that I’d missed a call from Raven’s mom several hours ago. I wasn’t sure if he’d called her, but I decided to give her a ring later. Part of me was relieved that my mom hadn’t tried to call me, while another part wished my dad would’ve checked on me. Based on the way he looked at me when I left, I had a feeling he was gravitating toward accepting my decision to be with Raven. I set my phone on the coffee table and walked toward Raven’s room.

I cracked the door open and peeked into the room. The street light filtered in through the window, casting a shadow on Raven. He sat in a chair located in the corner of his room, resting his head against his hand. He looked so weak, vulnerable, and ready to cave with just one touch.

“Raven?” I entered slowly, approaching him with caution. “Are you okay?”

He didn’t answer, keeping his gaze focused on the ground. The hurt, the pain, the disappointment… he wore each of them visibly, even in the dark. Every part of me hurt for him. I only wished there was something I could do to make everything better. 

I knelt in front of him, trying to connect my eyes with his. I hated seeing him like this. It created an agony inside shared only between us. Our connection existed on a deeper level, not just intimately or physically, but soulfully. Regardless of his refusal to acknowledge me, I wasn’t giving up. 

“Is there anything I can do for you?” I placed my hand on his leg and left it there for a minute. He didn’t move, his body remaining stiff like a statue. When I felt it was safe, I rubbed his leg in a slow stroke, kneading it with a deep touch. “Tell me, babe. I can’t stand seeing you this way. Tell me what I can do.”

His eyes met mine and I saw the walls of defeat that were surrounding him.

Consuming him.

Piece by piece.

I wanted to tear them down, one by one. 

Unfortunately, I knew I couldn’t do it for him. He had to do it on his own. If he was going to get through this setback, he’d have stand tall and make the decision to press forward — leave the past behind and start making better choices.

“I’m here for you.” I spoke each word whole-heartedly, hoping he sensed my sincerity.

“Are you?” He glanced at me, warily.

“Of course I am.” Confusion laced my voice and I quickly retreated, knowing I had to tread carefully. Words were Raven’s worst enemy and they knew how to take him down faster than a two-hundred and fifty-pound linebacker. “I said I’d be here for you, no matter what.”

“I know, but do you really want be here for me? After everything I put you through, what I did...” He shook his head, the disgust evident. He wasn’t proud of what he’d done but he had to forgive himself for it, just like I had.

I sighed as my body sunk deeper into the carpet. How could I make him see that I was willing to forgive him? “Raven, if I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be. I’m here because I love you. I didn’t have to go the hospital to see you, but I wanted to. I care for you, more than you realize.”

“Yeah, well, that’s only because you thought I was dead.”

My heart dropped to my stomach, recalling the torment I’d experienced when Delaney rushed into my room — when I thought the unthinkable. I clutched a hand to my chest. Destroying himself was killing me in the process. “Raven, please. Yes, I rushed to the hospital to make sure you were okay, but when you told me everything was a lie and that you still loved me, I knew there wasn’t a place I’d rather be than with you.”

“But I’m so messed up.” His voice shook and his eyes glistened in the dim light. 

“No one’s perfect. I’m certainly not. But together, we are stronger. You even said it yourself.”

A meek smile spread across his lips and he let out a slight laugh. “Did you just steal my line?” My heart melted at his expression. Seeing him happy was all I wanted.

“Maybe. All I know is that when you’re hurting, I’m hurting, too.”

He sat up and leaned forward, clasping his hands together. “I never intended to hurt you. I’m sorry.”

I hesitated to broach the subject, but I had to know. I had to glean the real reason why he left me. Was it something my mom said? Did he really want to be with me? If I was going to give him another chance, I had to know that he wouldn’t disappointment me. My heart couldn’t handle it. It was barely functioning as it was, still on the verge of breaking down. It was taking everything I had to keep it together. 

“I know you didn’t, but help me understand why you sent me that text.”

He took a deep breath and pressed his lips together in a firm line. For several seconds, he didn’t speak, only twiddling his thumbs against each other in a rough movement. It was as though each thought tormented him and he didn’t want to relive them.

“If you don’t want to talk about it right now, I understand.” I got up and he grabbed my hand.

 “Come here, baby.” He pulled me onto his lap and held me tightly in his arms. It felt like it had been forever since I was in his strong arms. Warmth surrounded me and I reveled in the comfort of his embrace. Only he could impart that security I needed to ease my fears, even though he was the one causing them. 

Trust.

I wanted to trust Raven so badly, yet he continued to do things that made me it hard for me to do so. I needed to trust that he cared enough about me. About us. That he wasn’t going to run away from me every time someone told him he shouldn’t be with me.

 “I’m so sorry.” He stroked my hair. “I’m sorry that I nearly drank myself to death. That I was with those girls. That I was at Jared’s house when you asked me to never go there again. I’m sorry that I allowed your mom to get to me. That I let her convince me that I wasn’t good enough for you. But you have to understand, it’s not easy for me. When I look at you,” he lifted my chin, aligning my eyes to his, “I see this innocent and perfect woman that deserves a man that’s just as perfect. One that isn’t broken and shattered. A man without a tarnished past and with a bright future. And when I look at myself, I know I’m not that man.”

Tears fell from my eyes. Hearing him talk that way about himself crushed me on every level. “Don’t say that.” I pressed a finger to his lips, halting any response he may have had. “You’re more than you realize. You just need to believe in yourself instead of letting your past dictate who you are. We all have faults, we all make mistakes. All I’m asking is that you stop making bad choices. Instead, choose me.” My shoulders lifted in anticipation.

He wrapped his hand around mine, kissing my finger gingerly. His eyes closed and his chest caved inward as he kept his lips firmly pressed to the tip of my finger. Slowly, his eyes opened. “You haven’t asked for a life like this and you’re here, regardless. Why do you keep coming back, Lexi?” His voice cracked, making him sound like a man at the end of his rope. I’d use all my strength to pull him back in and keep him from falling off.

I cupped his cheek. “Because I care about you, Raven. I’m in love with you. Can’t you see that?”

“Even though I’m not good for you?”

“Quit saying that. You know that I’m better with you.”

“I think it’s the other way around.”

“Then stop leaving me and just let me love you.” I pressed a soft kiss to his lips. He stared at me intently and in the depths of his eyes, I saw it. The love and remorse. It was all there. And once again, I was willing to do anything for him. As long as he wanted to be with me.

“You’ll take me back?”

“I never gave you up.”
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Chapter 3

 

 

I woke up a few hours later in Raven’s arms. Being held by him seemed to relinquish every worry and ebb the pain in the center of my heart. I just hoped that I did the same for him. More than anything, I hoped he was being honest with me. That he truly loved me enough to be with me. I lifted from his chest, trying not to wake him. His white dress shirt was unbuttoned, revealing his rippled torso. Damn, he was so sexy. It took everything in me not to rub my hands all over him. 

His eyes opened slightly and he gave me sleepy, seductive smile. “Hey.”

“Hey.” 

“What time is it?” He glanced at his bare wrist.

I turned and glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “A little after five.”

“I guess we feel asleep.” He ran his fingers through my hair and all the familiar sensations that once consumed me reappeared. His eyes took me in fully, making me tingle in all the right spots. My heart rate picked up, thrashing against my rib cage. I took in a deep breath, trying to steady the flow of my blood.

“It’s easy to do. Being next to you is so comforting.” I traced a finger along the crease separating his pecs. His muscles twitched beneath my touch and heat consumed me. Raven’s body was made for worshipping and I would make him my king. No questions asked.

“I missed sleeping next to you.” His hand slid behind my neck and his fingers dug into my hair. He drew my face to his and kissed me in a way that made every bad memory evaporate and begged for me to believe him. I wanted to — more than anything. I loved him too much and couldn’t be without him. 

Our kiss grew deeper, filled with intent and need. And I found myself lost within his addictive trap once more. A trap that I would willingly lock myself in and refuse to be released from, as long he allowed me.

His kiss told me that he loved me.

That he needed me. 

That he couldn’t be without me. 

And I soaked in every part of it.

Our tongues slid against each other in a perfect melody that wrapped around my heart and soul. I couldn’t get enough of him. And it was obvious he couldn’t get enough of me. His hands dropped to my waist and he picked me up as he stood. I hooked my legs around him, pressing my body against his. An electric hum reverberated off us and rippled through the room, intensifying our connection.

He laid me on the bed, his mouth never separating from mine. His body pressed against mine and I went limp, reduced to a heap of boneless flesh. My skin was acutely aware of every sensation flowing through it. Feeling the entire length of his body on mine was sheer pleasure. It not only comforted me, but made me feel secure and safe. 

His lips dropped to my neck and I whimpered as his mouth took possession of my body. My hands dove into his hair as his lips suckled on the nape of my neck. I was ready for him to take me, over and over again. Until I had absolutely nothing left to give. 

I eased his shirt over his shoulders, exposing his bare chest. He quickly shucked it off and I took advantage of his weakened state by rolling him on his back. Even though I’d seen this heavenly sight many times, I allowed my mouth and tongue the pleasure they’d been dying for and traced over every indention that wound to the one thing I wanted most. I unzipped his pants and slid them down, eager to satisfy the need in him. In a quick move, Raven took the upper hand by flipping me onto my back. 

“Ah. So you want control.” I ran my hands over his tight butt. It was firm and muscular, and I pressed him against me, showing him I wouldn’t mind controlling him for one night. 

“Whatever you want, baby. I’ll give it to you.”

I hooked my legs around his waist, positioning myself in perfectly alignment with him.

“Oh, God, Lexi,” he moaned in pleasure as he rubbed his perfect, athletic body against mine. 

Kill me now. 

The friction was driving me insane. I felt his arousal between my legs and shuddered, unable to control myself. I needed him inside me — where he belonged.

Resting his weight on one arm, he used his other hand to trace the curves of my body. I writhed underneath the sheer pleasure of his touch. My back arched, unable to restrain the emotions that begged for release. With pro-like moves, he stripped off my clothes and tossed them to the floor. 

“Two weeks without you is too long,” he breathed heavily in my ear. Goose bumps shot down to my toes and my body revved up with an animalistic desire for him.

“You have no idea,” I whispered, praying this moment would never end. I needed Raven to show me how much he loved me. 

Prove his love to me. 

Make love to me. 

My body wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“I want you so damn bad.” His eyes bore into me and the room seemed to fade away. All that existed was him and me. Raven knew how to make me his world when he wanted to. I felt the trembling in his arms and knew he was in no condition for sex, despite his tantalizing words and physical need. I didn’t want to deny him, but I didn’t want to be selfish either. Fighting against my bodily needs, I knew the right thing to do.

“But you need to rest.” I stroked the sides of his hair, trying to calm myself. But being naked with Raven, it was nearly impossible. It was pure bliss looking at him with his clothes on, but without anything was divine torture. “You’re weak.” My voice faltered and I knew I was the weaker one.

“Baby, I’m never too weak to make love to you.”

Oh God. I want him.

Not disagreeing with him, I kissed him greedily. My mouth dragged along his skin and I quickly became the one drugged with his love. I indulged sinfully in his taste, his touch… my desire for him. Our bodies moved in a perfect rhythm that only we could make, each thrust and rub bringing me closer to Raven. To a place I never wanted to leave. What I experienced with him was pure ecstasy. I was completely and totally addicted to his love. The Raven’s trap was more than an addiction; it was my way of life.

 

***

 

Raven and I slept, wrapped in each other’s arms, until late the next morning, exhausted from the events that transpired over the last two weeks. Looking back on everything, he was right about one thing. I never imagined I’d be dealing with issues like this. But I was willing to do whatever I needed to because it was the choice I’d made. No one else. Not my mother, not my father, or anyone else. It was mine alone. I wanted to be with Raven, as long as he wanted to be with me.

“Good morning, baby.” Raven stroked my cheek with his index finger.

“Damn, it’s awesome to hear those words.” I smiled, burrowing myself against the warmth of his hand. 

“I’ll make sure to always say them.” He pressed a tender kiss to my lips and then rested his forehead against mine. He took several deep breaths, as though allowing the stress to unravel from every fiber in his body.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded and gave me a boyish grin. “Being with you makes everything better.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

He grabbed me and pulled me on top of him. Wrapping his arms tightly around me, he planted kiss after kiss all over my face. “I’m going to smother you with my love and affection until you’re sick of it.” 

“I could never get sick of this.” I giggled and laughed, loving every minute of it. 

“Good, because I’m not letting you go anywhere.”

“I don’t have anywhere else to go, so I guess you’re stuck with me.”

He stopped for a moment and looked at me. “What do you mean?”

I pressed my lips together, not sure if now was the right time. I hated bringing it up because it was what started the whole mess. “My mother told me that if I left to never come back.” A lump quickly formed in the center of my throat, causing tears to quickly appear. I tried to snub them away but they escaped and spilled into my hair
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