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        One lie can destroy everything…

      

        

      
        After enduring years of manipulation and an immeasurable amount of loss, Charlotte Kelly makes one last ditch effort to change her life and try to find happiness again.

      

        

      
        She knows she’ll see him when she moves back home, she’s planning on it. The connection she still feels to him after all these years is undeniable. But one lie tore them apart years ago, and she’s afraid some mistakes can’t be forgiven.

      

        

      
        Travis Parker doesn’t like liars. When he was younger, lies burned him in a bad way. It only took one summer with Charlotte’s innocence to know that she was it for him. When he thought he finally had something to look forward to, one misguided lie shattered everything he believed.

      

        

      
        Now, Char’s back, but she’s not the same girl he once knew.
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        To my husband.

        For giving me the happily ever after.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte

      Six months ago…

      

      Even though I’m blindfolded, I squeeze my eyes shut, willing my body to cooperate, while my mind screams at me in protest. Todd grunts as he picks up his pace, effectively slamming my head into the wall. I’m grateful for the pain, as it distracts me from what I’ve allowed myself to become.

      “I’m coming!” He never talks when he fucks me, except to tell me that he’s coming.

      I can’t say anything, can’t move, can’t see. I can do nothing but wait. He collapses on top of me for a few minutes before pulling out and sitting up. Then he unties my ankles and wrists. Next, he removes the blindfold, followed by the gag. I rub my wrists and take a deep breath.

      “Be right back.”

      He disappears out of my bedroom, returning a moment later with a wet cloth to clean between my legs. What I thought at one point was a sweet gesture turns into another moment I have to endure his touch.

      “That was amazing.” He runs a hand through his curly blond hair and smiles at me.

      Even with the gag removed, I still can’t speak to him right now. I fake a smile and crawl under the covers.

      “I have to go to that conference in Boston this weekend. Be a good girl when I’m gone?”

      I’m not sure if he’s asking or telling; either way, I nod and shut my eyes. If he thinks I’m tired, he’ll leave sooner. He’s never stayed the night, not once in three years. He always says he has to go back to work. He doesn’t know that I know the real reason.

      “Good girl.” He kisses my forehead and shuts off the light.

      I watch his tall, lean figure exit my bedroom and wait until his car pulls away before I hop out of bed. I run to the bathroom and barely make it to the toilet in time. Once I'm done losing the contents of my stomach, I quickly brush my teeth, but avoid looking in the mirror, because I know what will be looking back at me: sad blue eyes that used to be bright with excitement and hope, framed by blond hair that is dull and too long.

      I grab the packed bags I have hidden in my closet and set them by the front door. I can’t be here anymore. Not in this house, not in this city, and definitely not in the same state as him. I know his routine, and he won’t know I’m gone until next week. I have time, but I’m still paranoid. Running back upstairs, I grab anything and everything that is of value to me. Not that there’s much; my mom’s jewelry, some photo albums, paperwork, things like that. I shut all the lights off upstairs, do the same in the kitchen, and make my way out the front door. I have to make a couple trips to my car, but once I have everything packed, I drive away without looking back.
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      Charlotte

      Four years earlier…

      

      “Charlotte, get back here!”

      “No! I told Meara I would go. I’m seventeen years old, Dad.”

      “You’re still my daughter, and when I tell you no, you listen to me.”

      I halt my steps in the driveway and turn to look at my dad on the porch. My friends call him the ‘sexy professor’, and it grosses me out every time. He’s average in height with wavy black hair and wears those thick framed glasses. Attractive, sure. Sexy… ew.

      “I’m not her, Dad.”

      “I know that, but Caroline didn’t even make it to seventeen. What kind of father would I be if I didn’t worry?” He looks into the sky before blowing out a deep breath. “I’m sorry, okay. Go to the party. Be back by ten.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Fine, eleven, but not a minute later. You call me when you get there, and you call me when you’re leaving. That’s the only way you get to go.”

      “Thanks, Dad! Love you!” I run and give him a big hug before getting into the car and driving to the lake.

      My dad doesn't want me to go to the party. He doesn’t want me to do anything anymore. Since my sister passed away four years ago, my parents treat me like I’m breakable, and it drives me crazy. Hell, everyone treats me like I’m breakable. I want to be a normal teenager and have fun. Maybe do something daring and exciting.

      We moved from our home in Wisconsin to Texas four years ago when my dad got a job offer he couldn’t refuse. He had been waiting years to get a position as the Dean of Students. Every summer since we have moved, we come back to Wisconsin and my parents rent a house on Lake Michigan for us to stay in. We got in last night, and I haven’t seen any of my other family yet. My cousin, Meara, is having a high school graduation party with some friends down by the lake. She’s really more like a sister… at least she has been since Caroline died.

      I park and run my hands down the front of my jeans before pocketing the key. I call my dad to tell him that I’m here, and walk toward the party.

      There’s a bonfire, music playing, people throwing a football, and some are even in the water. I spot my cousin right away, jumping around, and I walk a little faster. She’s always been loud and outgoing — the opposite of my shy, quiet personality.

      “Ahh!” she yells when she sees me. “Char, you made it! I can’t believe Uncle Sean let you come.”

      I nod in agreement. “I’m so happy to see you again! It’s been way too freaking long.” We hug each other, and I look around for my other cousins, Meara’s brothers. “Where are Pierce and Declan?”

      “Oh, Pierce is around here somewhere, and Dec couldn’t get leave. Come on.” She yanks my hand and pulls me through a crowd of people.

      I recognize most of them immediately. Meara and I had a lot of the same friends before I moved, so I’m not surprised to see them here. Everyone looks so different, so grown-up —including myself. A lot can change in a year, especially when growing out of the awkward teenage stage of zits and braces.

      I spend the next hour catching up with old friends and telling stories about living in Texas. Of course, the girls ask if everything is bigger there. I laugh along with them but really don’t know. I’ve kissed a couple of boys but have been too scared to go any further. After a while, I decide to take a break and go for a walk to my favorite place in the world.

      “I’m gonna go for a walk. I’ll be back in a bit,” I tell Meara. She nods and falls into her boyfriend Liam’s lap in front of the fire.

      I loved growing up by the lake. The sound of the waves crashing and the steady rhythm of the water always relaxed me and made me feel at peace. Aside from my family, it’s what I miss most about home.

      I find my usual place faraway, hop up, and sit down on the large flat rock that I’ve claimed as ‘my spot’. It’s where I’ve always been able to go and clear my head. It also makes me feel close to my sister because we came here a lot together as kids. I lean back on my hands and close my eyes, enjoying the smell of the water. A thud and swearing interrupt the quiet.

      I look over and see a guy stumbling back and forth. He finally plops down on the sand a few feet from me right before he lies down and throws his arm over his eyes. Tattoos peek out from the sleeve of his t-shirt on his right arm down to his wrist. Since the only light is from the full moon, I can't see the design clearly.

      “Umm, are you okay?” I ask as I sit up on the hard stone.

      He removes his arm and rolls his head to look at me. “Shit. Yeah. Didn’t see you sitting here, sorry.” He tries to get up, but after several failed attempts he lies back down in defeat, cursing under his breath.

      “It’s okay. Stay there. Can I go get someone or something? Do you need help?”

      He laughs. “Sweetheart, I’m beyond help.”

      “Well, you can’t even stand. Are you sure you don’t want me to⁠—”

      “No, I don’t want you to do anything. I’m fine, alright?” he snaps and turns his head to signify the end of the conversation.

      I don't say anything else or get up to leave. I can’t, in good conscience, leave this guy alone. The slight frown on his lips is so… sad. Besides, he can’t even stand, so there’s no way he could physically hurt me. I move closer to him, and we sit in silence for a while before he starts talking.

      “She’d be about three years old.” My heart cracks when I see his bottom lip quivering.

      “Who?”

      “The baby. My baby. I always imagined she would have been a girl.”

      “Oh, God. I’m so sorry.” I reach out to comfort him, but pull my hand back, not sure how he would react.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      I have no clue what I’m supposed to do right now. I don't know this guy from Adam, but I feel bad for him. I look toward the party and hope someone is coming for him, but there’s nobody in sight. I’m about to get up when I notice his shoulders are shaking. It appears that he’s crying, and I don’t think before I walk the couple of feet to him. The sand cushions my knees, and I put my hand on his shoulder.

      “My sister died four years ago.”

      He reaches up and grabs my hand with his. The gesture is strangely comforting.

      “We moved to Texas, and she was so excited to be somewhere warm. All her life, she’d complained about the weather here.” I laugh, remembering how she would look like the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man in the winter. “She saved all of her money for years and had gotten a new convertible for her sixteenth birthday. It was cherry red with black leather seats. Her dream car. She went for a joyride with the top down to check out the town and never came home.”

      He’s quiet for a moment before he simply says, “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      We sit for a while longer, his hand still holding mine, looking at the waves. He suddenly stands up and takes off in a jog toward the lake. I try to catch up to him, but he’s already waist deep by the time I make it to the edge of the water.

      “What are you doing? Come back here!” I yell at him. He ignores me and continues to walk deeper into the lake.

      What is normally my solace brings me nothing but fear right now. The lake can be beautiful, especially on a night like tonight. The moon is unbelievably bright shining on the water, giving off an almost eerie glow. But it can also be dangerous and deadly.

      Adrenaline kicks in. I toe off my sandals and start running after him, yelling, “Hey! Stop! Get back here!”

      He finally does and turns around, swaying as he talks. “What are you doing? Go back to the beach.”

      “No. Not until you come back with me. This is dangerous… and stupid.” I stand my ground and cross my arms, hoping I sound as confident as I look. This is not me. I don’t do confrontation. I walk away from drama, not directly into it.

      “Go. Back. To. The. Beach!” he screams at me.

      I’m about to yell back at him, but a wave comes out of nowhere, and his body disappears under the rough water. I grew up in this lake and have the advantage of not being drunk, so my feet that have sunk slightly in the cold sand stay firmly planted. The water has pushed him a little closer toward me, so I take a few steps and reach down for him as he surfaces. He swings his arms and yells at me to let him go as he tries to stand again. I maintain my grip on his shirt even as he tries to get away.

      I have no freaking idea what I’ve gotten myself into. He’s huge compared to me, and I’m quickly regretting my decision to help him. Another wave crashes in, and I panic as I’m pulled down by a combination of him and the waves.

      “Shit!” I cough up some water that splashed in my mouth and scramble to get my bearings. I’ve managed to keep my head above the water and can see him fighting to stand. We’ve miraculously gotten closer to shore as he stares me down.

      “What the fuck is your problem?” he yells.

      “Me?” I pant, trying to catch my breath. “You’re the idiot who went into the lake when it’s pitch black out and you’re drunk as hell. I was helping you.”

      He crawls until he’s on dry sand and sits with his knees bent, resting his elbows on them. I should leave now. Call the cops or something. Go. A smart person would do that. But I only have a ‘C’ average, so I decide to sit down next to him. Our breathing starts to even out, and I look over at him a couple of times. His eyes are shut, and his fingers are tapping uneven beats. I have no idea how long we’ve been here. I pull out my phone to check, even though I know it’ll be useless.

      “Dammit,” I mutter.

      “What?”

      “My phone.” I hold it up. Water drips out of the corner and lands with a silent plop on my jeans.

      “I’ll get you a new one.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes, I do.” This time when he talks, he’s looking right at me, and I can see his eyes. Damn. They look like the water — perfectly clear and bright blue. Granted, they’re a little bloodshot, but still beautiful. I wonder what they would look like if the sun were shining down instead of the moon.

      He looks back at me with the same curiosity, and I hold his gaze while I get up.

      “I’ve gotta go. I’d offer to call someone for you again, but…” I trail off shaking the last of the water from my phone.

      He chuckles and stands, appearing to have sobered up a little. Damn, he looks even better when he smiles. We fall in step next to each other and walk toward the parking lot. I stumble a bit in the sand, and he reaches over to steady me with a hand to my lower back. His warmth replaces the chill of my damp clothes.

      “Travis, where the fuck have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      So, that’s his name, Travis. My cousin Pierce is jogging toward us. When he looks from left to right and sees me walking with Travis, he picks up his pace. Once he reaches us, Pierce pulls me next to him, and I immediately miss the feel of Travis’ hand on my back.

      “What the hell, Charlotte? You’re all wet. Meara’s been looking for you, too. Why are you with him?” Even though I’ve never had a brother, my cousins gladly fill the role. They have always looked out for me and get angry when a guy is anywhere near me. They did it with Caroline, and they do it for Meara, just the same. It’s borderline crazy sometimes how protective they are. Secretly, I like knowing I have someone who cares that much, but I’d never tell Pierce or Declan that.

      “You know her?” Travis asks.

      “She’s my cousin, asshat.”

      Travis takes a step back, mouth agape. “What?”

      “Yeah, I told you about my cousin, Charlotte. This is her. Why the hell are you with her, alone?” He’s practically seething.

      When I see Travis struggling to come up with an answer, I jump in.

      “We ran into each other. We were both on our way back from the other end of the beach. He was going to get his friend because he’s too drunk to drive home.” I raise my eyebrows, silently daring Travis to challenge me.

      “Fuck, man, you were supposed to be the DD,” Pierce tells Travis, clearly irritated. “Stacy wants to give me a ride now.” He chuckles and does the chin lift thing to Travis.

      “You’re such a pig,” I argue.

      “I’m a man, Char, but I don't disrespect them. You know me better than that.”

      “Whatever. I’ll drive him,” I volunteer, the words coming out before my brain can register what I’m saying.

      “No, you won’t.”

      “Yes, Pierce, I will. I’m a big girl. Besides, he’s your friend, right? It’s just a ride,” I scoff. “You can get his car tomorrow or something.” I don’t know what the hell has gotten into me tonight; I’m normally not this bold. It’s empowering, though, and I’m giving myself an internal high five.

      Pierce looks between Travis and me for a minute before he throws his hands up in the air.

      “Fine, but if something happens to her, it's your ass, Travis.”

      “Pierce, cut the guy some slack.” I have no idea why I’m defending him or insisting on giving him a ride. I think it’s because of the sadness I see in him. It’s nice to be the responsible one for once. I’m doing this to prove something to myself. Hell if I know what it is, though.

      “Let’s go.” Not giving Pierce a chance to fight about it anymore, I grab Travis’ hand and pull him toward my car. My parents always rent a vehicle for the summer, and thankfully, this year I got my own. He follows behind, dragging his feet and stumbling every few steps. Not as sober as I thought. We get to the car, and I open the passenger side door. He falls into the seat and reclines it so he’s lying down.

      “So, it would be helpful if I knew where you lived,” I prompt, backing out of the parking space.

      “Do you know where Pierce lives?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m in the apartment next to his.”

      “Okie dokie. Buckle up.”

      He must know Pierce pretty well if they live next door to each other. I want to ask him, but before I’m even out of the lot, he’s passed out and snoring. I put some music on and drive the twenty minutes to his place. Once parked in the visitor spot, I walk around to his side and open the door.

      “Wake up, sleepyhead.” He doesn’t respond, so I try again, “Travis, we’re here.” I nudge him a few times, and he finally sits up. “Let’s get you inside.”

      After several stumbles and me using every ounce of strength I have to hold him up, we get to his door. He fumbles with the lock a few times, but finally gets it open, and we walk in together.

      “Thanks for the ride. And Charlotte, I’m really fucking sorry.”

      I start to respond but am cut off when he pushes past me and runs down the hall. It’s not long before I hear him throwing up. I look through the fridge and grab a bottle of water then walk to the bathroom. He’s stopped vomiting and is sitting up with his head resting on the wall, defeated.

      “You don't have to stay. I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m sure you can, but I want to make sure you don’t choke on your puke and die or anything. I couldn't live with myself if that happened.”

      His eyes pop open, and he tilts his head to examine me. I see a tiny upturn of his lips before he stands and drags his feet to what I assume is his bedroom. I dig through his bathroom cabinet until I find some aspirin. Following the hallway, I enter his bedroom. He’s lying face down on his bed, shirtless. I hand him the pills and water, trying my best not to stare at the hard planes of his back.

      “Here, take these.” I watch the muscles flex, and swallow the drool I’m sure is about to fall out of my mouth. I get the answer to my question; the tattoo goes all the way up to his shoulder. It looks like some kind of pattern with flames.

      He takes the pills and finishes the water. Without another word, he plops his head back down and is almost instantly snoring. I can’t help the laugh that escapes me. I shut his light off and walk back to the kitchen where I spot his cell phone on the island.

      I contemplate my next move and decide to go for it. If I can pull it off, it’ll be the most rebellious thing I’ve done. I dial my dad’s number.

      “Hello?” he answers.

      “Hey, Dad. Is it okay if I stay at Beth’s?”

      “I don’t know, hon.” His voice is hesitant, and I know I have to beg.

      “Please, Dad? I’m having lots of fun and some of the other girls I used to go to school with are staying there, too. Please?”

      “Okay, fine,” he relents. “Hey, how come you’re not using your phone?”

      “Uh, my battery died. You can call me on this number if you need anything. Bye, Dad. Love you.” I hang up before he can ask any more questions.
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      Charlotte

      

      I wake up the next morning to that strange feeling someone is watching me. I squint open an eye and see Travis sitting on the coffee table looking at me. And he looks pissed. I gasp and sit up, brushing hair out of my face.

      “Umm, hi?” I say.

      “Umm, hi?” he repeats, eyebrows raised. “What are you still doing here?”

      Okay. Now I’m pissed. I put my ass on the line more than once last night for him. I throw the blanket off and point at his chest.

      “Ya know, for someone who saved you last night, you sure have a shitty way of showing appreciation.”

      He smirks at me. Smirks. Ugh. Asshole.

      “What the hell is so funny?” I squeeze my hands into fists and breathe through my nose.

      The nerve of this guy. He makes me feel emotions I usually hold inside. I never talk about Caroline. I always keep her memories to myself. I hate getting pity from people, so her story stays locked away, but last night I told Travis about her. Everything with him is intensified. I don’t yell at people or let the way they’re looking at me upset me. But with him, it’s unnerving how he’s made me feel in the short time I’ve known him. Especially my hormones; they’re on overdrive from just looking at him.

      Like now, he’s shirtless with a pair of grey basketball shorts on. In the light of day, I can see the flame tattoo better, and it makes him even hotter.

      He stands and walks toward the kitchen. “Nothing’s funny. I like your panties by the way.”

      “Shit!” I grab the blanket and cover myself. I totally forgot I took my wet jeans off last night. “You’re an asshole.”

      He laughs as I grab my pants and head to the bathroom with the blanket around my waist. Once inside, I shut the door and lean against it. What the hell am I doing? I thought it was a good idea last night. God, I’m an idiot. I brush my teeth with my fingers and finish freshening up. I open the door a crack and don’t hear anything, but my stomach can sense the food. I go to the kitchen, and when Travis turns around, he has a plate of bacon and French toast in his hand. Damn. He put a shirt on. My mouth waters and my stomach rumbles simultaneously.

      “Hungry?” he asks, clearly amused.

      “Starving, and you made my favorite, how sweet of you.” I take a seat at the kitchen table and thank him when he sets a plate down in front of me.

      “Well, it’s the least I could do,” he replies, so quiet I almost don't hear.

      I take a bite of the most amazing piece of French toast I’ve ever had. It has this crunchy coating on the outside and is so delicious, I unapologetically groan. “Damn, this is good.”

      “So. Charlotte, huh?”

      “Yup. But people call me Char, too. Apparently two syllables are too much to annunciate.”

      “You’re kind of a smartass, aren’t you?”

      “Honestly?”

      The mood in the room shifts, and his eyes turn a darker shade of blue when he rigidly answers, “Always with me.”

      His intensity makes me freeze mid bite. “No, I’m not. I’m usually shy and quiet, but for some reason you bring out this… side of me.” I shrug my shoulders and shove the last of the food into my mouth.

      He looks at me while biting his thumbnail nervously. I skirt past him and deposit my dirty dishes in the sink.

      His chair scrapes across the floor, and I startle when he speaks directly behind me. “We need to talk.”

      “Okay.” Isn’t that always bad, when someone says ‘we need to talk’? It’s like the universal sign for ‘what I’m about to say is not cool’.

      “Let’s go in the other room.”

      I follow him and cross my legs on the couch so I’m looking at him. His hands run back and forth on top of his buzzed head, and he lets out a huge breath.

      “I don’t even know what the hell to say to you. I don't remember all of last night, but what I do remember, I was a complete ass.”

      “Yes, you were,” I agree.

      “I’m sorry. I just… I’m going through some shit, and you caught me at a bad time.”

      “About the baby?”

      His eyes narrow as he assesses me. “How do you know about her?”

      “You told me… last night." I’m hesitant in my words. I don’t want to upset him.

      “What did I say?”

      “You said that she’d be about three years old. And that she’s dead,” I add quietly.

      His hands scrape up and down his jeans. “Like I said, I don't remember much from last night, but I do remember you coming after me in the water. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Fuck.”

      He stands and looks out the window. After a few minutes, he starts talking again. “I moved up here from Chicago last year because I couldn’t take it anymore. The pitiful looks I got from everyone, the fucking whispering behind my back. Everyone down there knows what happened. Nobody here does. I made sure of that.”

      I can’t help but feel proud right now, because he trusts me with a secret.

      “I met Tammy in high school. I had this plan back then. I was going to graduate, become a firefighter, marry her, and start a family. I learned the hard way that life doesn’t go according to plan. She ended up getting pregnant our senior year of high school. I was excited. She told me on my birthday. Best fucking birthday ever, right?”

      He rests his forehead on the glass, but I can still see his profile. His eyes squeeze shut as he relives this memory. “I know the average nineteen-year-old isn’t supposed to be excited about getting his girlfriend pregnant, but I was. I put my dream of becoming a firefighter on hold and got a job at my uncle’s construction company. I needed insurance, and the money was good.”

      Wow. I can’t imagine many guys would be responsible like that at such a young age. Usually, nineteen-year-old boys are drinking and partying in college, not wanting to have a family.

      “As soon as we graduated, we got an apartment together, and I proposed to her. She said ‘yes’ right away and was excited, at least she seemed to be. I got a crib and painted the second bedroom. Tammy went along with everything, never once acting hesitant or doubtful.”

      He turns around and begins to pace, pain evident on his beautiful features. “I was working a lot, trying to save money to support us. I came home after a fourteen-hour day, and when I walked into the apartment, it was quiet. Too quiet. She always had a radio or TV on. I called for her, and when I didn’t get an answer, I walked toward the bedroom. I thought she was taking a nap, but then I heard the water. I turned directions and went to the bathroom. When I opened the door, I almost passed out.” He stops talking and looks at me, jaw now clenched and white knuckled fists at his sides.

      “If it’s too much, you don’t have to finish.”

      “No, you need to know, you need to understand. I was not myself last night. You deserve to know why I acted like that. Besides, my mom keeps bugging me to talk to someone about it, and I’ve decided that you’re the lucky one.” He unclenches his jaw to give me a weak smile.

      “Anyway, the shower was running, and she was in the tub. Her wrists were sliced open with blood dripping down them. Most of it was dried, though. I don’t know how long she had been sitting there.”

      I gasp and cover my mouth. “Oh, God. That’s horrible. I’m so sorry.”

      “She left a note. A fucking note. She said she didn’t think it was fair to take the baby’s life without taking her own, so…”

      “I’m so sorry.” I wipe the tears that silently fall down my cheeks. I can’t imagine seeing someone you love like that. And knowing the life you created was destroyed on top of it.

      “Yesterday was the anniversary of that day.” He sits back down next to me. “I actually hadn’t had a drop of alcohol since I moved here almost a year ago. I fucked up last night. God, I fucked up so bad with you.”

      “It’s fine. You’re okay now. I’m okay.” I put my hand on his arm, hoping to make him feel better. I want to take his pain away, make it mine, so he doesn’t have to feel it anymore.

      “No, it’s not fine. You could have gotten hurt last night. Christ, look at you; you’re a whole five feet nothing, and I grabbed you in the fucking water. I could have fucking killed you.” He puts his hands on top of his head, links his fingers together, and squeezes his eyes shut.

      “But you didn’t. And I’m fine.” Taking a breath, I add, “Do you want to talk about it more, about why you were there?”

      “No. I don’t. I want to forget about it, actually. I’ve dealt with their deaths; yesterday was a bad day. I want you to know, though,”—he makes me look at him before finishing—“I’m not normally that guy.”

      “Let’s forget about it, then.”

      “Pierce is gonna kick my ass when he finds out you stayed here, rightfully so.”

      “No, he’s not. I told him we ran into each other. Seriously. I understand how rough yesterday was for you. I won’t say anything to him. I get it.”

      I want him to know that what he says or does with me is safe. “But please, let’s move on. Talk about something else. How about twenty questions?”
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        * * *

      

      Travis

      

      “Twenty questions? You want to play twenty questions?” I ask, dumbfounded.

      “Sure, why not? You explained last night, I understand, now let’s move on. I’ll go first. Favorite movie.”

      I hang my head for a minute, processing what just happened. How did this girl — this beautiful, brave, selfless girl — make her way into my cold heart in a matter of a minute? When I woke up this morning, the memories of last night flashed in my mind, and I can honestly say I’ve never felt like such a piece of shit. I don’t know what it is about her. A girl like her should be with a good guy. Not one like me, who's so messed up in the head that I walk into a lake, drunk off my ass, and practically drown a completely innocent stranger trying to help.

      Since Tammy killed herself and my unborn baby, I’ve been a fucked-up mess. When it first happened, I did nothing but sit in my apartment and drink myself into oblivion. I didn't shower for weeks because I refused to go into that bathroom.

      After a few months of agony, my mom kicked my ass into gear. I went back to work for my uncle’s construction company and made everyone believe I was healing. What they didn’t know was that as soon as I got home, I would drink shot after shot of Jack until I passed out. Then I would do the same thing the following day. This went on for about a year and a half. I got really good at pretending.

      Then Mom stopped by unexpectedly one evening after I had passed out. That was the final straw. She made me sober up, and I decided to move up to Wisconsin from Chicago to be by my brother, Brandon. He moved to the Milwaukee suburbs a few years ago and got a job as a police officer, like our dad was.

      I was fine all day. I even forgot what day it was until right before I picked Pierce up for Meara’s graduation party.

      Seeing all of the eighteen-year-old kids so happy brought back the memories of what I was like a few years ago. I had so much damn hope and excitement for my future.

      I had grabbed a bottle of Jack out of the cooler and walked around until I drank the entire thing. I remember looking over at Char and watching her profile. She was looking at the water with such a sense of peace. I envied her. She looked like a fucking angel — wavy blond hair halfway down her back, the reflection of the moon glowing around her like she literally fell from Heaven.

      I lean toward her and grab the back of her head. My only thought is to get my hands and mouth on this girl. At the last possible second, I decide to slow down so I don’t scare her, and brush my lips against hers. Barely there, but every nerve in my body comes to life for the first time in years. She’s hesitant at first, but once I swipe my tongue across the seam of her lips, she presses harder and grips my biceps. My dick gets hard, and before I do something to push her too fast, I pull back and answer her question.

      “Backdraft.”

      “Hmm?” She hums, eyes wide open, cheeks flushed, and damn if that isn’t the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

      “My favorite movie. It’s Backdraft.” I smile at her and let go of her head. I go to the kitchen with the excuse of getting a couple of bottles of water. Really, I need a minute to tame my dick. I adjust my shorts and sit back down next to her. Handing her the open bottle, I ask the same question.

      “Favorite movie?”

      “Nope. Not answering that.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because you’ll laugh at me.” She shakes her head, and her hair falls from the messy knot she has it in. I’ve never seen anyone look so effortlessly beautiful. The ice surrounding me starts to melt from being near her warmth.

      “I’d never laugh at you, sweetheart.”

      “Dirty Dancing,” she says shyly.

      “Favorite food?” I ask, not sure why she’s so embarrassed.

      “Chinese. You?”

      “Breakfast food.”

      “Well, you certainly can make a kickass breakfast. Favorite color?”

      “Black.” I raise my eyebrows waiting for her reply.

      “White. Truck or car?”

      “Fast car. Favorite kind of music?”

      Her forehead creases when she thinks of an answer. “That’s too hard to answer. It depends on my mood. You?”

      “Rock, metal. I can’t stand pop music.”

      There’s a moment of silence before she breaks it. “Dream job?”

      “Firefighter. You?”

      “I don’t know yet. Biggest fear?”

      “Losing someone I love,” I answer before I think. “What’s your biggest fear?”

      “Well, now my answer is going to sound so trivial. It’s spiders.”

      I laugh and rub my chin, thinking of a question. When one pops into my mind, I snap my fingers. “Most embarrassing moment?”

      “Ugh. You had to go there, didn’t you? It’s so cliché, but I walked around a restaurant with toilet paper hanging off my shoe. My family saw it but didn’t say anything the entire meal. I was so embarrassed when I finally realized it. Then, when I bent down to take it off, I fell and hit my head on the table. Half of our drinks spilled and the whole restaurant saw. It was mortifying. You?”

      Her laughter is almost as hot as seeing her turned on. “I don’t get embarrassed. No, I take that back. My behavior last night was embarrassing.”

      She waves her hand in front of her face and makes a ‘pshh’ sound. She looks at the clock with wide eyes and stands. “I’ve gotta go. Do you need me to take you to your car?”

      As much as I want to spend more time with her, I know I need to let her go. “Nah. I’ll call Pierce and have him take me.”

      “That reminds me. How do you know him?”

      “From the gym. He’s also friends with my brother, Brandon. Since I moved here, I’ve pretty much picked up contracting jobs and go to the gym. I’ve gone out with Brandon and Pierce a few times, but mainly I know him from the gym. Besides, I don’t think he’d be too fond of us hanging out.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” She bites her lip and rocks on her heels a couple of times. “We probably shouldn’t tell him; he’s a little overprotective.”

      He seriously would kick my ass. I can hold my own, but Pierce trains in all types of martial arts. You don’t want to fuck with him. Besides, I didn’t do anything wrong. It was only a kiss. A ‘thank-you’. He doesn’t know that looking at his cousin makes my dick hard. I decide to agree with her.

      “Yeah. I’ll blow him off when he asks.”

      I can’t take my eyes off her, and she’s looking around the room, at everything but me. Shy. Fucking adorable. After last night, I’d never believe she has a shy bone in her body, but she said she wasn’t normally like that.

      There’s a moment of awkward silence before she clears her throat and finally looks at me. “Well, I guess I’ll see ya around. I’m only here for another month and a half before we go back to Texas.” She looks away from me for a second, then turns and grabs her keys off the counter.

      Fuck it. I should let her go, but I can’t without knowing when I’ll see her again. I need to see her again. Pierce invited me to his parents’ cookout next weekend. “You going to the barbecue Saturday?”

      “Definitely.” Her cheeks turn pink. “Are you?”

      “I am now.”

      She tries not to smile, and I grab her hand. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Once we reach her car, I gently grip her face in my hands and lean down to rest my forehead on hers. “Thank you,” I say, before kissing her cheek. I drop my hands and start to step back, but she grabs my shirt. Her hands shake as she stands on her toes and presses her lips to mine. I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her closer the same time she wraps hers around my neck.

      She’s tentative at first — soft, sweet kisses that drive me crazy and make me want more, make me want every fucking thing. I run my hands down to her perfectly round ass and press her into me a little harder. She gasps, and I take the opportunity to slide my tongue into her mouth. Just like her lips, she’s soft and sweet, fucking delicious. She lets out the sexiest moan, and I know it’s time to pull away. Not because I want to, but because every fiber of my being wants inside this girl, and I know I can’t, at least not yet.

      She sighs and unwraps her arms from around my neck. “Bye, Travis.”

      “Bye, sweetheart.” I want to touch that perfection one more time, so I squeeze her ass. She lets out a yelp, and then laughs as she gets into her car, waving as she drives away.
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      Charlotte

      

      The rest of the week drags by slowly, and I can’t get Travis out of my head. I keep thinking about the way he makes me feel. The way he kissed me — slow, demanding. The other boys that I’ve kissed are amateurs, like sloppy fish. Their kisses didn't make me tingle all over. Travis’ kisses, though, are like an electric current flow through me when his lips touch mine.

      I know fantasizing is all I’m going to be able to do. He was kissing me because of what happened at the lake; it’s not like a guy like him would ever be interested in me. I’m shy, boring… and inexperienced.

      Trying to keep the status quo this week, I hang out with my mom on the beach. We work on our tans and read every trashy magazine we can get our hands on. A part of me wants to tell her about Travis, but I know she would tell me to stay away from him. We don’t live here anymore, and getting involved with someone, when I live over a thousand miles away, is setting myself up for failure. She would be right, too. I hate it when she’s right, even in theory.

      Dad and I are also working on a project together. We take pictures and have them developed in black and white. Then we hand color them with oil paints. I’m currently working on one of the lake, and my dad is painting an apple tree.

      “Have you put any more thought into what you want your major to be?” he asks without looking at me. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want to see me roll my eyes at him. I just turned seventeen, how in the hell am I supposed to know what I want to do with the rest of my life? I would like to pursue photography, but he insists I need a more ‘stable choice of study’.

      “I told you, I’m not sure. Can’t I take a year off and think about it?” I look at him so I can see his reaction, but all I see is water coming at my face from the flick of his paintbrush. “Ahh! Hey! What’d you do that for?” I laugh, wiping the drops with my t-shirt.

      “Don’t you ever mention that again. Do you know the statistics of kids who actually go back to school after taking a year off? No? Well, I do, and they’re not good. My daughter will not be one of them.” He takes his brush, freshly dipped in red paint, and holds it inches from my face. “Promise me.”

      “What? Promise what? Don’t you dare.” I lean back farther in my chair to avoid his brush.

      “Promise me you’ll go to school right away,” he says, completely serious.

      “Okay, I promise. Now put that thing away.”

      “Sure.” He starts to pull the brush back, then pushes it forward and dabs me on the nose.

      Without thinking, I grab the cup of water we use to rinse the brushes and throw it on him. A moment of shock crosses his face before he lets out a booming laugh. I join in and get the paint off my nose while he wipes the water off his glasses.

      “You always have to take it one step too far, don’t you, Lettie?” he asks, putting them back on while fighting laughter. Dad calls me Lettie most of the time. If he’s angry with me or giving me a lecture, then I’m Charlotte. He could never keep mine and Caroline’s names straight, so he came up with his own system. Somehow, Charlotte turned into Lettie. I don’t mind; it makes me feel special.

      “Me?” I feign innocence, trying not to smile.

      “You’re worse than me.”

      “Am not.”

      “Yes, you are. You always have to have the last word, the last laugh, the last everything.”

      I shrug my shoulders and continue painting. My mind confused over Travis, I twirl my brush in circles on the canvas. After a few minutes, Dad gets up from his seat rather quickly. He exits the room and returns with a mirror. I watch him out of the corner of my eye. He runs around to the front of my easel and places the mirror under my nose. I laugh and push it away. “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, good. I thought maybe you had stopped breathing or something,” he says, putting a hand to his heart. “I mean, you let me have the last word, and I wanted to make sure you were still alive when I did this.” He busts out the running man, then the cabbage patch, followed by what I think is supposed to be the sprinkler. I’m laughing so hard tears are rolling down my cheeks.

      “That. Is what winning looks like.” He snaps his fingers and walks out of the room like a runway model, swaying his hips dramatically. Just when I think he’s gone, he leans back in, gives another snap, and flicks his imaginary hair.

      Mom walks by, and I tell her, “Your husband is a little crazy.”

      “I know. His craziness is one of the things I love about him. He makes me laugh. You should always be with someone who can make you laugh.”

      I wipe my eyes again and pack up my paints. Tomorrow is the barbecue, and I want to make sure I have my outfit ready. Not because Travis is going to be there. No, it has nothing to do with him.
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      “Hey, look at you. You look super cute!” Meara yells, holding me at arm’s length.

      After many outfits, I decided on a simple red sundress and cowboy boots. The jean jacket vest I have on over the top has a lace back, so you can see the red through it. I pulled my hair to the side in a messy braid. I’m glad Meara likes my outfit; she has much better fashion sense than I do. I’m usually a jeans and t-shirts girl but wanted to look nice today.

      “Thanks. Here, I have the fruit salad, and my dad is carrying the Crock-Pot with baked beans.”

      “Mom’s setting everything up in the garage.” She looks past me when a car door slams. “Liam just pulled up. See ya later.” She practically pushes me out of the way to run to Liam. I watch as she jumps into his arms, and he takes a step back to keep from falling. He smiles down at her before leaning down and kissing her. I want that. I want someone to love me so much they don’t care who's watching and still kisses me like it’ll be the last time. I shake my head and walk to the garage.

      It’s a beautiful day today. The forecast says it’s supposed to be seventy-four and sunny, a rarity in the Midwest. I set down the bowl of fruit in the garage and take the opportunity to catch up with my Aunt Sally. I haven’t seen much of her since I’ve been back. We talk for a while, and when more guests start to arrive, I excuse myself and go back outside. The sun blinds me as I step out of the garage and run into somebody.

      “I’m so sorry.” I look up and see a guy with his hair slicked back and a gold chain around his neck. He’s either in the mafia or thinks it's a different generation.

      “S’all good.” He grabs my arms to steady me and the rough callouses on his fingers scrape across my skin, sending chills down my spine. He holds onto me for a minute longer and gives a wink before releasing me. I turn quickly and walk away, but when I look back, he’s still watching me. Gross.

      The barbecue is a great time, and everyone is having fun. My aunt and uncle have a huge yard, and it’s set up almost like a carnival. People are playing corn hole and badminton. The brats and burgers cooking smell delicious. Pierce is carrying logs to the back of the yard to start the bonfire since it’s starting to get dark. I decide to follow him and help light the fire. I love the smell of a campfire. Besides, I haven’t seen much of him since I’ve been back either, and I’m hoping to squeeze a little information about Travis out of him.

      As I’m walking, I pass the guy I ran into earlier. I swear I feel his hand on my butt and freeze. When I turn around, he’s looking right at me and winks again. I start to feel very uncomfortable and quicken my pace to Pierce.

      “Hey, who’s that guy over there in the blue polo and gold chain?” I ask him.

      He looks around me and laughs. “That’s Johnny. He moved here a few months ago and got a membership to the gym. Dude’s funny as shit. I invited him… why?” His laughter is fading, and his protective instincts are kicking in.

      “No reason, I’ve never seen him before.” If Pierce invited him, he must be a good guy. I’m sure I’m overreacting. “Need any help?”

      “Actually yeah, wanna go run in the house and grab the stuff to make s’mores?”

      “Sure.” I walk into the kitchen and search the pantry for everything I need. I grab a huge box of graham crackers, two bags of marshmallows, and a stack of king-size Hershey bars. I kick the door shut behind me and head back outside. When I round the corner, I almost drop everything in my arms.

      Travis is standing by Pierce with a beer in his hand and a girl hanging off his arm. She reminds me how out of his league I am. Big boobs, big hair, long legs, mature; everything I’m not. She has on shorts so short they look like underwear, and you can see her black bra through the little white halter top. I look down at my frumpy sundress and sigh. The fantasy was fun while it lasted. As I’m walking up, I see Travis remove her hand from his arm and turn his back to her while he continues talking to Pierce.

      I snicker under my breath and drop all the stuff by Pierce. “Here ya go.” I turn around and walk away, avoiding Travis. I don’t know what in the hell I was thinking… that he would ever be interested in me. Stupid.

      “Hey.” His voice stops me around the corner, and I take a deep breath before turning around.

      His eyes scan me from head to toe and back up again before stopping at my eyes. I see his Adam’s apple move before he speaks again. “How are you?”

      “Good. I’m good.” I awkwardly shift my feet. “How are you?”

      “Good. I had to work today so I just got here.”

      “Cool. Did you eat yet?” He shakes his head. “Come on.”

      Without thinking, I grab his hand and pull him toward the garage. My mom always said, ‘the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach’. On the way, he shifts his fingers so they’re intertwined with mine. The butterflies that were in my stomach have dissipated into something else, something bigger. This guy touches me, and everything inside me melts. Once inside the door, I let go of his hand and make a grand gesture toward the buffet.

      “Damn. That’s a lot of food.” He grabs two plates and hands me one.

      “Oh, I already ate.”

      “You don’t want anything?”

      “Nah, I’m okay,” I insist.

      “Not even cake?” He angles his head toward the dessert table.

      “Fine. For you, I’ll eat cake.”

      I’m rewarded with a panty-melting smile, and I follow him around the makeshift buffet. He waits for me as I grab a couple of pieces of dessert. His plate is bending, it’s so full, and I laugh as I follow him out to a picnic table. Their yard is so big we’re practically alone.

      “Hungry?”

      He holds up his finger while he chews. “You have no idea. So, what did you do this week?”

      “Not much.” I’m about to ask him the same question when Meara and Liam walk up. So much for privacy.

      “Hey, hoochie!” she yells. I don't think I’ve ever heard her speak in an ‘indoor voice’.

      “Hey, Meara. Hi, Liam.” I scoot over so she can sit down, and my leg rubs against Travis. I get goosebumps at the contact and start bouncing it up and down.

      “Hi, Travis.”

      “Meara.” He smiles at her and gives Liam a chin lift.

      Travis puts his hand on my thigh and gives a gentle squeeze. I stop bouncing, but his hand remains on my bare skin. His fingers start to make random patterns on the sensitive area on my inner thigh. My skin is on fire, and I shudder under his touch.

      “How’s the band?” I ask Liam, desperate to get my mind off what Travis is doing. His fingers start to make their way north, and my lips part as my breaths come out in short bursts. Travis chuckles but doesn’t stop his assault.

      “Great. I’m so excited to go on tour. I’ll miss the hell outta this girl,”—he grabs Meara in a mock chokehold and kisses the top of her red head—“but this is a huge dream come true for all of us.” I can tell how passionate he is about his band with all of his crazy hand gestures and animated voice.

      “Pierce has the fire going; let’s go make a s’more.” Meara pulls Liam in the direction of the fire, where pretty much everybody is now. It’s dark except for the decorative lights twinkling and citronella candles.

      “You want a s’more, sweetheart?” he asks continuing his travel up my leg. I look over at him and see his chest rise and fall with every breath, nostrils flaring slightly. Is he turned on, too? No way, not from me. This isn’t right. I shouldn’t feel lightheaded from one touch.

      Frantically, I stand. “Umm, maybe in a bit. I have to go to the bathroom.” Why the hell did I tell him that?

      “You alright?”

      “Yeah, I’m great.”

      I rush inside and lean against the bathroom door. My sister’s words ring through my mind. She was so young when she died in the car accident, but she was also very wise for her age. I was starting to realize that boys weren’t gross, and while we were rocking on our front porch swing, I asked her how to tell if a boy likes you. What she said has stayed with me, and up until Travis, I didn’t understand what she meant.

      ‘It’s about how you feel. He should make you feel dizzy, like you want to faint, but is there to catch you when you fall.’

      It’s so wrong, though; I’m only seventeen. And he’s older, although I don't know how old exactly. I’m leaving in a little over a month. I guess he could be a summer fling. People do that, right?

      With new resolve, I walk outside and become a new type of dizzy when I see Travis straddling Johnny, beating the shit out of him.
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      Travis

      
      I watch Charlotte walk into the house and shake my head. I don’t know what the hell it is about this girl, but when I see her, all I want to do is throw her over my shoulder and lock her in my bedroom. I haven’t felt like this about anyone… ever. Not even Tammy, and that scares the shit out of me. I know she’s leaving in a few weeks, and I don’t want to start something I can’t finish, but damn if she isn’t all I’ve thought about this week.

      “You hit that yet?” My thoughts are interrupted, and I look up to see Johnny with a cocky smile on his face. I’ve seen him at the gym before and can’t stand the prick. He’s one of those guys who make loud-ass grunting noises when he lifts.

      “Come again?” I want to make sure I heard him correctly. Because I know he didn’t just say what I thought he did.

      “I said, did you hit that yet? Man, that girl’s got an ass on her.” He laughs and makes a round shape with his hands.

      I stand from the table and step so I’m face to face with him. “I’m giving you one pass. One. Now shut your fucking mouth and walk away.” I have to clench and unclench my fists to keep from pounding his face.

      “Whoa. Whoa. She’s hot, you can’t expect a guy to see her in those cowboy boots and not picture her riding—” He stops talking when I land a right hook to his jaw. He stumbles back, and the cocky grin is replaced with a sneer.

      “It’s like that, huh? I thought we were cool, man.” He charges at me, and I land on my back. He gets a couple of hits to my ribs before I flip him.

      “Yeah, motherfucker. It’s like that.” I connect with his face and block his shots. Anger like I’ve never experienced before rips through my veins, and all I can think of is this dirty fucker talking about my girl.

      “Stay the fuck away from her.”

      Fuck, she’s not even mine. I’m so lost in my annihilation of Johnny that I don’t see Pierce until he grabs me in a headlock and yanks me away.

      “Chill, man. What the fuck?” Pierce yells, pulling me away from Johnny and gripping my shirt so I don't go after him again. I look around to see everyone has stopped what they were doing and is staring me; masks of confusion, pity, and fear on their faces. I hate people looking at me like that.

      “Fuck!” I yell, ripping out of his grasp.

      I pass Charlotte on my way out. Her eyes are wide, and I can see her hands shaking as they cover her mouth. I can’t talk to her right now. I need to cool the fuck off. This is not me. Not anymore. I don’t allow myself to care about women like that. I got burned once, and I’ll never fucking do it again.

      I’m about to pull away when there’s a soft tap at my window. I drop my head to the steering wheel. I’m not ready to see her yet. She doesn’t know why I got so pissed, and I don’t want to explain it. She won’t understand this need I have to protect her; hell, I don't even understand it. The interior light flashes, and the passenger side door closes. Her tiny hand on my shoulder makes me feel like even more of a jackass that she’s seeing me like this.

      “Are you okay?” Her voice is hesitant, scared.

      I look over and cup her face in my hand. She flinches; it’s a tiny movement, and unless I was looking for it, I might have missed it. “Yeah. I’m fine. Don’t be scared of me. I’d never hurt you.”

      “I’m not. I’m worried about you.” She nods her head, like she’s encouraging herself. “I don’t know why, but I feel different around you.”

      I lean back in the seat and tilt my head up, shutting my eyes. I really need to get away and clear my head. “You’re not alone, sweetheart.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing for you to worry about. Listen,” I turn and look at her, “I gotta get outta here.” I really need to be alone right now so I can figure out what the fuck is going on with me.

      She looks confused for a minute then shakes her head. “Oh, yeah… duh. Well, I’ll see you around, I guess.”

      I put my hand on hers before she gets out. Fuck it. “I do want to see you again.” I lean over and give her a soft kiss. “Put your number in here.” I hand her my cell and curse myself for forgetting about hers. “Did you get a new phone?”

      “Yeah, I did.” She laughs. “I said I accidentally dropped it in the toilet, thank you very much.”

      She hands it back and when our hands touch, I pull her a little closer and give her another kiss. My phone slips from my fingers, and I pull her over the center console. She grips my arms and sucks my tongue in her mouth.

      Hesitantly, I pull back. I can’t rush her, rush this. She got flustered when I was touching her at the picnic table, so I know I need to tread lightly. “I really have to get out of here.” If she stays any longer, I’ll end up fucking her in the backseat, and she deserves so much better than that.

      “Okay,” her reply comes so soft, so innocent.

      I watch as she walks back to the party. I’m not worried about her
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