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      17 years ago

      “Mom says she has to sell the house.”

      Ty played with the fanned strands of Reese’s light brown hair on his pillow. She kept her chin tucked in his chest—not looking him in the eye. Some Valentine’s/birthday celebration this was. Not at all what she’d envisioned when they made plans at New Year’s.

      Why was he bringing up the one subject they agreed to ignore?

      They were powerless. The future set in motion by his dad’s betrayal was an avalanche, burying them both.

      Hank Milani, Ty’s father, was a thief. Lindsay Milani was likely an accomplice. Reese’s mom reminded her of their duplicity just that morning. They’d all been friends, and Ken and Theresa Star-Hunter gave Hank a good job at J.P. Star Energy. The oil conglomerate bore Reese’s grandfather’s name and was their family legacy.

      Then Hank embezzled millions. Most of it hadn’t been found—yet. Reese refused to discuss what this meant for her and Ty. But Mom wouldn’t let it go.

      “I can’t fault him for what his father did, but he’s living off money that doesn’t belong to him. I won’t look at him. He’s no longer welcome in this house.”

      That conversation sent Reese straight to Ty’s. She parked a street over and walked between two properties behind the Milani home, following the creek bed that bisected the neighborhood. Then, she slipped through a side door and up to his room. Even before the blowup over Mr. Milani’s FBI arrest, she’d taken that same path many times.

      Her having regular moonlight rendezvous with her high school sweetheart would make her parents’ heads explode. Neither of them was enthusiastic about her dating him, which never made sense. Hank went to college with her parents and had grown up in Hot Springs with her dad. Her mom seemed to like both Hank and Lindsay, but three years ago, when Ty asked Reese to be his homecoming date their freshman year, each of her parents subtly—and separately—discouraged her. Dad said a football star like Ty only wanted one thing. Mom said Reese shouldn’t get attached so young. 

      “Don’t choose a boy so quickly. You don’t want to get entangled in something you’ll regret,” she warned.

      Well, now, they had their justification. If her dad knew she was there with Ty—naked, heart still racing from his kisses and more—Ken Hunter would burn the place down.

      Of course, this one time, her mother knew she was there. Reese was supposed to say goodbye.

      She ran a hand over the silken expanse of Ty’s skin and the ropey muscles that had broadened since freshman year. She wasn’t sure how to say the thing she was there to say. The plan had been to spit it out as soon as she got to his room, but then he looked at her with his ginger brown eyes flecked with green. His full lips stretched into a smile like she was an oasis in the barren landscape his life had become, and he’d pulled her into a warming bear hug that made her melt.

      Why did his arms always have to feel like home? Settled, calming, loving, and safe. Even now, when his world had collapsed, they found serenity in each other.

      His chest rose and fell, dampened by the tears sliding down her cheek pressed tightly to him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. It’s my dad. I’m sorry,” he answered. “I still can’t believe he’s guilty.”

      Reese shot up, taking the sheet with her like a shield. “He is. And the money is missing.”

      “They say he took it to pay mom’s medical bills, but we still have those bills. Why would that be?” Ty shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut in a long, disbelieving blink.

      Because his dad took the money and blew it, leaving the bills unpaid. Because her dad hinted Hank was a gambler. Because her mom said you had to be careful about trusting people.

      “I don’t know, Ty.” She dropped back to his side, leaning her head on his shoulder.

      “I may have to accept that football scholarship to A&M. My mom contacted the school,” he grumbled.

      “But you didn’t want to play anymore. You’ve already had one knee surgery.”

      “How else am I going to pay for college? The government froze all their assets—including the account with my college money.”

      “There are other schools.” 

      Reese couldn’t believe he was talking about playing football when he’d already wrecked his knee once and when one of his best friends on the team had to quit because of concussions. They’d talked about this. Talented or not, football wasn’t his future.

      “But this would keep me in Texas. Even though you’ll be in Austin and I’ll be at College Station.” He paused and laughed. “Will you still want me if I’m an Aggie and you’re a Longhorn?”

      He trailed his fingers up her arms and scooted lower, tipping her chin up to kiss her. Then he stopped.

      “You’re crying. What’s wrong? I’ll be fine, Ree-Ree.” The sweet ripple of concern through his eyes as he uttered the assuring endearment made Reese’s stomach tighten.

      “I…my mother…I c-can’t do this.”

      “Do what?”

      Reese wiped her eyes with the sheet.

      “Don’t take the football scholarship to stay close to me. Don’t.”

      “But I can’t go to UT now. Not when I can get college paid for somewhere else. I don’t want to put that on Mom when she—”

      “We can’t be together.” Reese spat out the angry words.

      Ty paled. “Don’t say that.”

      “Mom said she’ll cut me off. No college money. No inheritance. Nothing.” Reese cringed at the anguish in her own voice.

      Mom hadn’t just said she’d take away Reese’s inheritance. She hinted she could ruin Ty, making sure he never got a job, never had a life. She said it was bad enough his father had stolen from them. Ty wasn’t going to steal Reese too.

      She sent Reese on this errand to say goodbye and to slip into Mr. Milani’s home office and retrieve a book. At first, Reese refused. The thought of getting mixed up in this embezzlement mess made her ill. Facing her mother’s wrath only doubled her anxiety. But her mom explained it wasn’t business papers or anything. It was a novel. A leather-bound special edition she and her dad had gifted Hank. For whatever reason, it pained them to let Hank and Lindsay keep it. They wanted it back. 

      So before climbing the stairs to Ty’s bedroom, Reese found the book exactly where her mother said it would be—taking pride of place on a credenza shelf behind Hank’s desk—and dropped it into her backpack. She owed her family everything, right?

      Ty stroked her stomach. “So we’ll make our own way. I love you.”

      She heard the words. She felt the truth of them, and they changed nothing, which filled her with shame. She was a spoiled coward and didn’t deserve him.

      “Mom said being with you is disloyal. What kind of future are we going to have if my family doesn’t accept you?”

      “You mean what kind of future will you have if you’re cut off from your family’s money.”

      “Why are you acting like that doesn’t matter? Aren’t you thinking about banging your head for four years so you can pay for college? It matters,” she shot back.

      “So I’m guilty by association and not good enough for the almighty Stars? You know what? I’m not even sure Dad’s guilty. He looked me in the eye and swore he didn’t do it. Milanis don’t lie,” Ty said. “My dad has been telling me that as long as I can remember.”

      Reese lifted her chin. “My parents wouldn’t lie to me either, and Mom said they have proof and have turned everything over to the FBI.”

      “Dad says it’s complicated, but he’s going to straighten things out.”

      “Complicated sounds like an excuse, Ty,” Reese replied. Her voice drifted low to a whisper. “It doesn’t matter because even if it’s not true, Mom is sure it is. I can’t be with you anymore.”

      Ty rolled to his side and pulled Reese to him, running his fingers through her hair. “This doesn’t have to change anything. We belong together, remember? I’m yours. You’re mine. Forever.”

      Reese cried harder. “I can’t.”

      “Talk to your Granddad. He’s the CEO. He’s always liked me.”

      “I don’t know. M-m-mom was so insistent,” she stuttered, continuing in a whisper. “She won’t change her mind.”

      Ty shot out of his full-sized bed and paced. Lights from the backyard sent flickering shadows over his naked body.

      “We have it all planned.”

      “I can’t.”

      “But we’re going to stay together through college. We’ll get jobs and start our life.”

      Those plans sounded like childish dreams now.

      “No. We can’t. Not anymore.” Reese croaked out the denial between sobs.

      He turned to her, angry. “None of this makes me stop loving you, but I guess you don’t feel the same.”

      Reese rolled to her knees, clutching the sheets, and begged. “That’s not true. I still love you, Ty, but we can’t be together now. Maybe once we finish college, and all this is behind us, we’ll have a chance.”

      “If you won’t believe in us now, then why would I hang on?” he asked, defeated. “Your family runs your life, and it’ll be one reason now and then another later. You’ll always believe in them more than us.”

      A millennium seemed to pass before she found her voice, which sounded far away to her own ears. “Then, this is goodbye.”

      She wouldn’t cry anymore. No tears. No feeling. She had to let him go, even though it felt like she was coming apart from the inside out. Even though she’d been Ty’s girl and he’d been her guy every day since they were fifteen.

      She swung her feet to the floor and snatched up her T-shirt. His T-shirt. The one he’d given her. She put it on and pulled the soft cotton down to her thighs. She propped her elbows on her knees and stared at the wall.

      Ty was in front of her in an instant. “Please don’t do this. We can stay together. We won’t tell your mom. We sneak here all the time. We’ll be careful. And once we’re at college, they won’t know what we’re doing.”

      His large hands encompassed hers. Reese wasn’t one of those tiny, petite things like the other girls on the cheer squad who craned their necks up at him adoringly. She was only three inches shorter than his six feet. But her long, thin fingers still disappeared in his palms. She loved that. Ty always made her feel delicate, like she knew she wasn’t, and protected, like she longed to be.

      “This can’t be the end of us,” he pleaded.

      “I love you, Ty. I do.”

      He pulled his hands away. “But?”

      She almost told him about her mother’s threats, but couldn’t say the words out loud. In Reese’s head, her mother’s logic made sense. Out loud, it diminished the woman who’d always worked to give Reese every opportunity in life. It made her sound vindictive and petty, and she was only trying to insulate the family from the fallout of Hank Milani’s actions.

      Embezzlement. Fraud. Falsifying financial statements. Secret bank accounts with his name on them. It was all documented. That wasn’t complicated.

      None of it involved Ty or Reese, but she had to end it.

      “I can’t lie to my parents. They’d only find out anyway. Besides, I thought you said Milanis don’t lie.”

      “I’d lie for you. I’d steal for you. I’d do anything for you.” Ty’s voice was a whispered roar. 

      Tears pooled in his eyes, and Reese felt like she was drowning in them, gasping. What could she say to make leaving better? Nothing.

      Ty sighed. 

      “I thought you’d do anything for me, too, but I guess you don’t love me like that.” A bitter tone she’d never heard before crept into his voice. “If you did, you wouldn’t be doing this to me. You’d fight for me and for us.”

      Reese reached up and wrapped her hands around his head, sweeping away his tears with her thumbs. She leaned in and kissed him, soft, retreating kisses. One, two, three, four… She memorized each one, knowing they would be her last taste of him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Reese was glad this would be the last time she was with Ty. It was all too hard, and her mom was right. There’s no way she could be with him—not after what his family had done to hers.
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      Reese

      As soon as I walked in, Ty Bonham turned and glared. 

      I answered his glare with a haughty one of my own, staring straight at him.

      That was a mistake.

      Ty had one of those faces you wanted to trace with your fingertips. When I saw him in the dancing shadows of Christmas decorations two and a half weeks ago, he hadn’t given me time to get a good look. He’d walked in, shoved an envelope of legal papers at me, then disappeared into the West Texas night.

      Now, walking to one of the two seats at the head of the J.P. Star Energy boardroom table hundreds of miles away in downtown Dallas, I surveyed him in the cool, clarifying morning light.

      His square jaw and high cheekbones had hardened into the chiseled masterpieces befitting a now grown man. I could imagine sweeping my thumb over the curves of his smooth, light olive skin to his bowed lips. A tightly pressed frown hid the fullness I remembered. Kissing Ty had always been as soft and comforting as slipping into a warm bed at the end of a tiring, wintry day.

      Good, Lord.

      I smoothed my hair behind one ear and looked away, stepping briskly to the chair next to Carter, my cousin and co-CEO, as if my heart—and other parts of me—weren’t pulsing at a riotous pace. I’d been in the room with the man for five seconds, and I was already losing my senses.

      Other than turning up at my family’s charity holiday party to serve us with a series of lawsuits, I hadn’t seen Ty in over a decade. Not since an informal reunion four years after high school graduation. A bunch of us met back in town at a Dallas bowling alley to catch up and talk about our post-college plans. I planned to skip the get together, but my other cousin, Willa, talked me into it at the last minute.

      I hadn’t wanted to see him.

      He hadn’t wanted to see me either, I guess. As soon as I walked in, our eyes met, and he rounded the pool table on the opposite end of the room and ducked out the back door.

      We’d seen each other for less than thirty seconds, and he was gone. If I ever wondered where we stood, which I tried not to, his repeated disappearing acts told me.

      Today wasn’t any better. I felt his intense perusal as I pulled my papers and tablet from my bag. My stomach flipped, but I steadied my nerves. If we wanted to settle this thing between us, we’d have to sit in the same room for at least an hour with our attorneys. 

      Carter was here, thankfully, instead of my mother—who’d insisted on crashing the party until the company’s chief legal counsel threatened to have her formally barred from the building. We hadn’t taken that step—even though I’d forced her to resign as an executive and from the company’s board last year. Her presence would only cause more drama, and she and Dad had already caused plenty.

      Plenty of drama, chaos, and pain.

      Ty’s family had taken the brunt of it. His father went to prison for my father’s embezzlement scheme. Then, Mom had used the Milanis’ vulnerable position to seize a prized piece of land at a bargain price. Lindsay Milani—or Bonham now, since she and Ty dropped Hank’s name—took the paltry sum and ran. She had bills to pay and a son to see through college.

      I glanced again at Ty, who hovered at the edges of my peripheral vision. His attorney murmured something to him, eliciting a broad grin that creased his cheeks and the corners of his eyes. He tipped back in the tall leather conference chair and laughed. The joy in his sly, slanted smile tightened my chest and dried my mouth.

      That face.

      A nudge at my side refocused me.

      “Are you all right?” Carter whispered.

      “Of course,” I snapped back, picking up the water pitcher in front of me and pouring a tall glass.

      “Ms. Star-Hunter,” Alder Hughes, our chief counsel, began, “now that you’re here, are we ready to get started?”

      I took a deep breath and touched the corner of the papers I’d brought with me. “Yes. But before we do, I’d like to say a few words.”

      Carter, the lawyers, and I had a summit yesterday to discuss how the meeting would go. Carter wanted to take the lead, then let the attorneys talk. That way, I wouldn’t have to say much of anything. 

      It was a generous gesture. He had only recently discovered his place in the family and had nothing to do with the misdeeds of the past. Since I’d been a teenager when Dad used his position to steal millions from our oil and gas empire, I hadn’t either. Even though my name appeared on some of the financial documents. All part of Dad’s subterfuge.

      But Ty and his family deserved an apology and not from Carter Cross. He was only here because of our grandfather’s onerous requirement that he serve as CEO of the company for anyone to inherit his estate. As soon as Carter did his time, he’d be gone, leaving me solely in charge of cleaning up the messes created by my troublesome branch of the Star family tree. I could only hope this was the last of it.

      Acid rose in the back of my throat. I swallowed the sick feelings and threats of emotion and smoothed my expression, readying a contrite yet uncompromising tone. Composure was my superpower.

      “On behalf of the company, we want to apologize to you, Ty, to your mother, and chiefly—although he’s gone now—to your father.” I paused and had no choice but to look him square in his furious eyes. 

      His jaw flexed. He crossed his arms. But he said nothing, so I continued. 

      “Recent events have brought to light the terrible injustice the company and my family did to Hank, and we’re deeply and truly sorry. With that in mind, Alder can discuss the settlement we’re prepared to offer you.”

      Our lawyer flipped open the folder in front of him, but Ty cut him off before he could speak.

      “That’s your apology?” His barked question held so much anger my toes curled up and hid in the pointed confines of my four-inch pumps.

      Carter straightened next to me. “Look—”

      “No, let me,” I said, turning to face my high school sweetheart turned enemy. “There’s nothing else any of us can say other than we’re sorry. We’re embarrassed. We’re horrified. We’ve spoken out publicly to exonerate your father and make sure everyone knows the truth, and that’s brought about significant consequences—deservedly so—for my parents.”

      “Carter and Nisha made that happen because your mother was threatening them,” Ty replied.

      That was his version of the story. Yes, when we found out Carter and his siblings were also heirs to the Star family fortune, Mom crafted a plot to shove him out of the company, roping in Nisha, a reporter, with blackmail. Carter and Nisha teamed up, with Ty’s help, to expose Mom and Dad’s wrongdoings. I wasn’t proud of my part in helping blackmail Nisha, but in the end, I could have derailed their plans or tried save my parents’ skins. I didn’t.

      And it cost me. I wasn’t even sure how much the bill was yet.

      “The point is: we regret what’s happened, and we want to make it right. In answer to your lawsuit, we’re offering compensation, which Alder will—”

      “Where are they?” Ty asked, flinging a hand at the closed boardroom door. “Ken’s the one who should be apologizing. Along with Theresa. They should be here to apologize themselves instead of using you to do their business—familiar as that is to them and to you.”

      A response stuck in my throat. My cheeks heated. I froze and prayed I wasn’t scarlet red. Letting him get to me was not part of the plan. My mind blanked, and Carter leaned forward. 

      His elegant baritone filled the room. “The topic for today is the wrongful termination suit you and your mother lodged against the company on behalf of your late father. Theresa and Ken no longer have any role at the company. They’re not executives. They’re not on the board. So they have no reason to be here.”

      Ty snorted but fell back in his chair.

      Feeling calmer, I tried again to pacify him so we could get the hell out of there. “Honestly, they haven’t been welcome in the company offices since we found out about all of this. I know it’s been a long time coming from your perspective, but we found out about this situation less than a year ago. The current executive team took immediate action to rectify the mistakes of past leadership, and—”

      “Mistakes?” Ty shook his head. “Jesus, you talk about all this like it’s just another business deal. Like our dads weren’t friends since they were in knee socks. Like we didn’t grow up in each other’s hip pockets. Like we…” 

      He trailed off and pressed his palms to the burled wood table. 

      “Like what your parents did wasn’t personal. Now, it’s, ‘Oopsy daisy! Pay them off. Make them go away.’ We deserve better than that, Reese.”

      The indicting hiss of my name on his lips shamed me, but what else was I supposed to do? I didn’t have a magic time machine to rewrite history. Other than an inevitably insufficient apology, money was the only thing I had to offer him, which meant this was business.

      I almost said as much, but the twitch in his brow told me saying it would only piss him off even more.

      “Maybe we should take a beat and get back to practical matters,” the gray-haired, bespectacled man next to Ty interjected. He patted his client on the forearm.

      Alder nodded and plunged ahead as if the conversation hadn’t taken an emotional detour. “We believe the settlement offer we provided you yesterday addresses the core of your request. We hope you had a chance to review it with your client.”

      “Yes. Jonathan walked me through it, and it’s bullshit,” Ty sniped.

      “Ty—” His lawyer tried to interrupt.

      “It is. A few years’ salary with interest and some stock? What about the land they stole out from under my mother? What about the millions upon millions of dollars in natural gas they’ve sucked out of the ground over the last seventeen years?” Ty asked.

      Now we were in territory where I couldn’t cede ground, no matter how justifiably upset he might be. “The company acquired some property from my mother. I believe she purchased it from your mother, but Theresa paid Lindsay a fair price for both the land and the mineral rights. In turn, my…Theresa sold the land to the company. J.P. Star Energy and your mother did not do business.”

      Newer technologies for extracting natural gas hadn’t taken off, and the price might not have reflected how productive Garrison Park was now, but it had been more than fair. Plus, Mom bought the land with her private money. 

      My foe wasn’t buying it. “Reese, look me in the eye and tell me your mother didn’t swindle mine.”

      Ty’s slow drawl of my name made the hairs on my neck stand on end, but I steeled my spine against an encroaching shiver. This wasn’t about how hurt he and his mother were or my misbegotten relationship with him or how good he looked in his sharp-pressed gray Oxford shirt. 

      “It wasn’t a swindle. A land acquisition from the company would have taken months. Your mother was under financial pressure, so Mom bought the land. What she did with it afterward is a separate issue, and the company is prepared to compensate you for your dad’s termination. That’s it.”

      The private stock in the settlement offer would reflect the value of everything J.P. Star Energy held, including his mother’s old natural gas lands producing tens of millions in the Texas panhandle. Unlike anything my family had ever done to his, this deal was fair.

      “It’s not right,” Ty answered.

      “Take that up with my mother,” I snapped.

      Carter knocked my foot with his under the table and cleared his throat. “We want to settle this issue today, so we can all move on. We need to know if this is acceptable to you, Ty.”

      I rubbed my smarting toes with the other foot. Carter was right in his silent way. I shouldn’t engage Ty in personal warfare. Dammit, he was always right. I suppressed a wry smile, waiting for an answer.

      Ty whispered something to his attorney, who didn’t look happy, then sat back, crossing his arms again.

      “We’d like another day to consider your offer,” the lawyer said.

      I widened my eyes at Alder, prompting him to speak.

      “Do you have questions? We haven’t gone through the proposed agreement, and I think if we outline everything, you’ll see these terms are generous and honestly proffered to—”

      “No,” Ty cut in again. “I want more time to think this over.”

      Carter interjected. “I can understand that. You just got the information yesterday, but we hoped today we could get a feel for what else you might want.”

      Exactly. Negotiate, dammit. I examined Ty’s expression. I hadn’t expected him to have a burr in his saddle about the land, but that wasn’t something I or the company could address.

      “Go through the terms. Explain away, but you’re not getting an answer today,” he said.

      I shuffled my feet in irritation, and Carter kicked me, gentler this time, before responding. “Fair enough.”

      “Perfect.” 

      Ty grinned and ran a hand through his chestnut hair. His forearm flexed against the rolled-up cuff of his dress shirt. My pulse thrummed again.

      Thirsty, I took another sip of water, and Alder finally launched into his prepared remarks.

      I didn’t trust Ty’s sudden agreement and flashy smile, but I didn’t have to trust him. God willing, today was the last time we would see each other. Nevermind the disappointment swelling and fading in my gut. This was for the best.

      Seeing him stirred up emotions I thought had died a long time ago. Nostalgic teenage flutters had no place in my life, and neither did he. Nothing could ever come from crushing on Ty at nearly thirty-five. Where could that relationship go? Nowhere. What was I going to do? Invite him over for tea and scones with my mother who lied like she breathed and my father who was destined for federal prison?

      Everyone in the family tried to be positive about Dad’s legal prospects, but I saw no way he and his co-conspirators would avoid prison. Marty Samson, our former head of land management and one of Dad’s old college friends, was in the same bind. My cousin Willa was divorcing his son. The family tension was driving them apart as much as another requirement of Granddad’s will. 

      I could feel the eyes of his portrait that dominated the boardroom wall boring into my back like an oil derrick. Granddad must have at least suspected Marty of being a duplicitous little weasel. He always sneered and snickered at Willa’s choice of husband—even before demanding that she divorce him if she wanted her inheritance.

      She and I spent many nights splitting bottles of wine—or lately, whisky—wondering how we found ourselves on the verge of sending my dad and her father-in-law to jail. The statute of limitations had run out on the embezzlement, but Dad and Marty had been paying off the FBI agent assigned to Hank’s case. The charges for the ongoing bribery and financial hijinks needed to cover it up were fresh. The Justice Department was salivating to make an example of them after the embarrassment of the wrongful conviction splashed national headlines. And the IRS had questions too.

      God, a shot of single malt would go down real smooth right now.

      Instead, I darted another look at Ty’s whisky-colored eyes and felt a hit equally intoxicating. He caught my gaze and held it tight. I pressed my lips together to keep from chewing them nervously, breathing through the tumult of fear, anticipation, and lust coursing in my blood.

      My brother, Anthony, had gone to rehab a couple of years ago. I should dig up that old brochure. I needed something healthier than alcohol to get me through this debacle and to help me get Ty Bonham out of my system forever.
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      Ty

      The lawyers’ prattling buzzed in the background, and I think I managed to look like I was paying attention. A smile. A crunch of my brow. A well-placed nod.

      I hated being in this building with these people who ruined Dad. This was where they planned our destruction and now had their corporate tails tucked between their legs, throwing money at us to make it all go away.

      As long as I avoided Reese’s longing glances, I could focus on the matter at hand. Not this stupid settlement that I was, of course, going to sign by the end of the week. Star Energy’s generous terms only signaled how guilty Reese felt about Dad drinking himself to death in shame while her parents piled millions on top of the family’s billions and covered up what should have been their shame.

      No. The final injustice was the land Theresa Star-Hunter scooped out from under Mom when she was at her lowest. Theresa knew that tract would provide Mom enough income to live comfortably for the rest of her life. She knew it was my mother’s security in a storm that not only wasn’t her making, but was ginned up by Ken and his other friends. Or, I suppose, just his friends—not other. My father was never really a friend to Ken Hunter, or Reese’s father wouldn’t have served Dad to the Feds on a silver platter.

      The rage at what they’d all done surfaced again, but Jonathan was right. I couldn’t lose it.

      Carter nudged Reese and jotted something on a slip of paper and slid it to her. She sighed and scribbled something back. God, he had to be sick of these people. 

      I’d gotten to know Carter a little in the past six months. His fiancée contacted me when Theresa blackmailed her into digging up dirt on him to get him thrown out of the company. She’d thought the circumstances around Dad’s case were strange and might be the key to forcing Theresa to back off. She was right. I provided all of Dad’s notes from when he worked in accounting at J.P. Star Energy. Carter looked into the wide scope of payouts and contracts that showed a pattern of bribes and misuse of company resources. Nisha pulled it all together, interviewing witnesses, diving into public records, and crafting the news story that broke last spring.

      And here we were in a new year, and Ken Hunter still hadn’t been arrested. His only punishment was banishment from the public eye. Boo hoo. He’d retreated to his wife’s Preston Hollow mansion with only a pool, tennis court, putting green, and million-dollar wine cellar as comfort. Poor fucking Ken.

      My father was buried in the family plot outside Hot Springs with “Beloved husband and father” engraved on his headstone. That was another of a thousand lies. He hadn’t been beloved when he died. My mother and I hardly spoke to him in the years since he went to federal prison. We changed our names. Milani felt poisonous.

      I didn’t know if I’d ever resolve my guilt over allowing these people to convince me of what never felt true: that my father was a thief and a liar.

      The last time I talked to Dad, he was working at the family hardware store with my uncle—as he had as a teenager before getting his football scholarship to the University of Arkansas. He’d been so happy to see me. I hadn’t known he’d be there and had timed my visit hoping to avoid him. His eyes had been bloodshot. His hands quivered. He asked me to go for a beer, and I lit into him.

      “You’ve probably had enough fucking beers, don’t you think? Sober up. You’re embarrassing.”

      Then I walked out. My last words to my father.

      You’re embarrassing.

      And it was all a lie.

      I could never make that up to him, but I could do what he would have wanted. I could make sure they compensated Mom for her land and see Ken and Theresa punished. I could pray every day not to make the mistakes he’d made. Like thinking the Stars knew the meaning of friendship.

      Carter was different, but he wasn’t raised as a Star. Not like Reese.

      She angled her head toward the company lawyer but kept peering over her shoulder at me. Her hair fell forward over her flushed cheek, and she tucked it behind her ear, glancing my way again and again. Her tongue flicked over her parted lips. Her nostrils flared as she reached for her water glass.

      Reese took a sip and then watched her hand as she set the glass back on the table. Water sloshed, but didn’t spill. She was nervous, but containing it. She would. She always did.

      I was the emotional one in the relationship. Reese kept her feelings locked down. Even now, she was all controlled expressions and smooth tones.

      Did she ever lose control anymore? I used to admire her composure while occasionally driving her crazy just to see those blue eyes flash right before she gave in to a fit of temper or laughter. She would let herself be wild, fun, and honest. The urge to provoke her into dropping her perfectionist act had been nearly irresistible.

      But I’d have to resist—at least more than I had earlier in the meeting. She aggravated the hell out of me with that fucking apology delivered with all the passion of a turnip. The cold, perfunctory look in her eyes reminded me of when she said goodbye to me on Valentine’s Day senior year. She looked like she’d been steadily wearing that mask for seventeen years. J.P. Star’s face hovered overhead behind her, wearing the same expression.

      The upturned note of a question and the sound of her saying my name hit me, and I dropped my gaze back down to Reese.

      “I’ll take your silence as a no.”

      Having no idea what the question was, I set my jaw and waited for her reaction. 

      “We’ll get back to you by the end of the week. My client will want to review everything with his mother,” Jonathan said, speaking for me.

      Reese clenched her hands together but smoothed her face into impassiveness, returning my stare with one that would freeze Hell. She wasn’t as impervious to me as she’d like to be. Behind the veil of her composure, a swirl of emotion tried to break free. A little anger. Some frustration. And a lot of desire. 

      So I smiled at her. I’d hated my smile as a teenager. My lips were too wide and my teeth too big, but she always told me my broad smile made her stomach flip. The scarf around her neck rose and fell faster. Her cheeks flushed. Her lashes fluttered again. If we weren’t separated by a giant boardroom table and surrounded by attorneys and her cousin, I could probably drag her to me and kiss her until she forgot her own name.

      She wanted me.

      Perversely, that made me smile wider, which made her cheeks even pinker.

      “We done here?” I asked.

      Carter cleared his throat. “Yes.”

      Thoughts of her dogged me as I walked out, stifling my own reaction to our encounter. 

      Who was the real Reese? The one who clipped at me in legalese and corporate speak? The one who shot me lusty glances every chance she got? Part of me wanted to hang around and find out. After all this time, I didn’t think even she knew who she was. 

      Finding out together would be a hell of a ride, but I wouldn’t do that—no matter how tempting the idea—because I knew, in my bones, I should never, ever trust her.
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      Reese

      “Hold on, Ty.”

      After the meeting, he shook hands with his attorney, who tossed me a questioning glance.

      “If you have something to say to my client, you can have Alder call me or we can set up another meeting.”

      “This isn’t about the settlement,” I said.

      The man blinked at me through his dark-rimmed glasses, so confused he looked constipated. “Then, I fail to see what you have to—”

      “Jonathan. It’s fine.”

      Ty loved interrupting. I didn’t remember him being so rude.

      He slapped the man on the back and turned to me. “What is it?”

      The lawyer pursed his lips until they were tight and dark like a prune. I’d never seen someone look so uptight, but that’s probably what made him good at his job. His eyes narrowed, waiting for me to answer Ty’s question.

      “I’d like to speak with you in private for a few minutes.”

      Ty emitted a disdainful snort, but tilted his head to a curious angle. “What you and I have to say to one another is either nothing at all or something that’ll take way longer than a few minutes.”

      “Yes. I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

      His legal eagle seemed as worried about what his client might do as he was about what I might pull. He tapped Ty on the elbow, nearly taking hold but thinking better of it. 

      “Let’s go.”

      I held up my hands as if trying to prove I had no weapons. “Just a few minutes. In my office, maybe? It’s right down the hall.” 

      I gestured to the end of the mahogany-paneled corridor.

      “Why?” Ty huffed through clenched teeth with nerve-grating petulance.

      “You ignored my texts and calls all last year. Then, you slap us with lawsuits at Christmas. If what you want is to speak through court filings, fine, but this is officially my last attempt to speak to you personally,” I informed him.

      I could see him weighing the suggestion, so I pushed. 

      “Give me ten minutes.”

      “Is that all you need?” 

      The low rumbled timber in his voice stirred a “no” in my body, but I ignored the impulse. 

      “Yes.”

      “Fine.”

      His attorney mumbled something to him, but Ty followed me to my corner office—the one that had been my mother’s. Carter worked at the other end of the long hall in our grandfather’s old office.

      As we passed the rows of admins in the executive lobby leading to the elevators, I told Alec, my executive assistant, to hold my calls.

      “Do you want some coffee or tea?” I asked, holding the door open for Ty before shutting it behind him. The shades were drawn on one side to block the morning sun, but as the time approached midday, they cast strange shadows. I hit a button on my desk console to slide them open.

      “Fancy.” Ty mumbled without answering my question.

      I ignored the snide remark and pointed to the two chairs in front of my desk. “Have a seat.”

      “I’ll stand.”

      “Fine.”

      Instead of sitting behind my desk as I’d intended, I stopped in front and sat on the edge, gathering my courage.

      “Well?” he prompted.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you apologizing for, exactly? You have a lot of options.”

      God, he would make this harder.

      “Let’s start with what my father did. Stealing and blaming it on Hank when he tried to bring the financial discrepancies to someone’s attention. Sending him to jail, nearly bankrupting your family, ruining—”

      “That’s not your apology to give.”

      More interruptions. I wanted to shake him.

      “I’m afraid, on that count, it’s the only one you’re likely to get. My father is a proud man.”

      “Pride? I thought greed was his problem,” Ty drawled.

      “I suppose it looks like that from the outside, but no. It’s pride. He always resented my mother and my grandfather. I never knew how much until I found out about all this.” 

      I waved my hand in no particular direction, which I supposed was appropriate. All this—the office, the company, and everything that came with them—was at the root of the trouble.

      He feigned a pout. “I’m terribly sorry your dad felt slighted by being handed a cushy, high-dollar job right out of college just because he married the rich girl who thought my dad wasn’t good enough.”

      Now, we were getting to it. Mom liked to glide past the group’s history. I knew she’d gone on a few dates with Hank back then. That’s how she met Dad. Hank and Dad had known each other since they were little because Hank’s dad worked at the Hunter estate. The Milanis owned a local hardware store and had a contracting business in Hot Springs.

      Ty told me how his dad went to college to do better for himself and his kids because his father had big dreams for Hank. The smart one. The charming one. The ambitious one. He caught Mom’s eye for a moment, but he didn’t have the background and connections she thought Granddad required in a son-in-law. To hear her tell it, she shifted her attention to Hank’s more well-heeled friend pretty much immediately after meeting him. 

      The quick change of boyfriends might have smarted at first, but Hank and Ken stayed friends. It helped that, soon enough, Ty’s dad met Lindsay, and they fell head over heels, getting engaged the summer before sophomore year. He played his last two years of college football as a married man.

      Meanwhile, my parents dated and married right after graduation. Dad started as an executive in training, a role Mom would have loved. Back then, Granddad wasn’t ready to put a woman in charge of anything other than how many sugars he wanted in his coffee. Ironically, that sort of job was
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