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MARLEY
 
I didn’t know what the heck I was doing here. 
I hadn’t really thought things through.
I was torn, that was for sure, but deep in my aching heart, I knew this had to be done.
Thunder rumbled, pulling me out of a deep, blank stare. I looked toward the square window as rain poured, trickling off the rooftops and dripping down the gutters. It was dark outside—gloomy, ugly, and depressing. 
I swung my eyes over to the other visitors. They sat across from their recovering loved ones, trying to keep their faces dry and their chins up. I understood exactly how they felt, and I didn’t even have to know anything about them. 
It was hard to witness the pain and sadness. It was hard to accept the truth of the matter—that the recovering one had to be here because he or she wasn’t clean, and you couldn’t do much about it to help but this. Just visit. Just be there, watching them hit bottom before building themselves back up again . . . at least, that’s what you hope they came to do. Improve. Be sober. Live again.
Most people with an addiction wouldn’t. They’d go back to their old ways eventually. I feared Vin was one of those people. 
I never thought a time would come when I would give up on him. I never thought he’d push me to my limit or shove me all the way to the brink, yet here I sat. 
After hearing the truth, I’d reached the final straw with him. He’d never crossed me, never really wronged me, never truly hurt me—not physically, anyway.
But this was it.
This wasn’t the past.
He wasn’t twenty-four, and I wasn’t twenty-one anymore. We were just kids back then. Three years later and I was finally considering myself a mature adult. I was ready to move on, face the real world, improve and do better, but Vin? 
He wasn’t. He was still the same boy I met three years ago. 
“I’m doing this for you, Marley. Because I love you. I will do whatever I have to do, as long as you stay with me.”
He wasn’t doing this for me. Turns out he was only doing it for himself, and that shouldn’t have surprised me at all. He was known for being selfish sometimes.
A loud buzzer went off, pulling me out of my tangled web of thoughts, and two heavy brown doors across the room split apart. My grip tightened on the hem of my skirt, waiting, knowing he was coming any second now.
And in he walked, looking more tired than ever. Purplish bags hung beneath his eyes, like he hadn’t slept in weeks. His cropped brown hair was a mess, as if he’d been running his fingers through it ever since he’d checked in. He hadn’t gotten it cut, so it was longer by a few inches, curling around his ears and forehead.
He saw me, and his whiskey eyes lit up, almost instantly. Even his eyes weren’t as bright as they used to be. They were dim in comparison to the ones I used to stare into every night while we lay in his bed, talking about our lives—our future.
He walked to the table I was sitting at, dragging a hand over his face and taking the seat across from me. 
“Marlena,” he said in a singsong voice, reaching across the table for my hand. He only called me by my real name to be playful or serious. Right now, he was being playful. I let him touch me, but even his hands weren’t the same. They were icy and rough.
“Vinny,” I murmured, forcing a smile at him. It was the tightest smile I’d ever put on for him, but only because the truth weighed heavy on my chest and lingered on my lips.
“I’m glad you came to visit me,” he said, adding some pep to his voice. “It’s nice to see you.”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “I’m . . . glad too.”
“It’s been a while. Haven’t seen you in about a month.” His eyes roamed me. He looked at me like I was different, and maybe I was. I wasn’t dressed like the old Marley. I wasn’t wearing a snug graphic T-shirt and jeans, or a flashy skin-tight dress from Forever 21.
I wore a white silk blouse and a black pencil skirt, pointed black flats I bought from a thrift store, and even pearl jewelry. Granted, the pearls weren’t real, but it made do. 
“You all dressed up for me?” he asked, putting on one of his crooked smiles. That smile—it always pulled at my heartstrings. It always got me into trouble. It was so perfectly imperfect.
“No.” I exhaled, pulling my hand away, hoping he wouldn’t notice. He did because his eyes immediately dropped down, silently questioning the act. “I actually had an interview before coming here.”
“Oh, yeah? What’s the job?” He slowly pulled his hand off the table and met my eyes.
“For a flight attendant.”
His eyebrows shifted up, like he was truly surprised. “Oh.” He paused. “Did you get it? Looks like you put a lot of effort into getting them to notice you. I hope you did.”
I laughed a laugh that burned my chest, lowering my gaze. “I did get it. I’m going to be a flight attendant for Redwire Airlines now. Starting next month.”
“Oh—well, incredible, that’s good! I’m happy for you, babe!”
Babe…it just didn’t work anymore.
“So, that’s what you’re here for?” He smirked as he leaned back and folded his arms over his broad chest. “To brag about your new job to me?” He was teasing. He could never take stuff too seriously, but I had a feeling he was only being playful because he could sense something was wrong.
A lot was wrong. Too much, in fact.
“No.” I stopped talking for a moment, avoiding his eyes. This felt like the right time to tell him—the only window of opportunity before I decided to be a wimp and back out of it. “I came because . . . this will probably be my last time coming here,” I told him, voice soft. “I can’t do this anymore, Vinny.”
I dared myself to look up. When I did, his smile had completely vanished, eyes growing slightly wider. That lighthearted demeanor was gone, replaced by a baffled stare. He opened his mouth like he wanted to speak, but then clamped it shut quickly. 
“It’s been over two months now,” I continued when he didn’t speak. “I told you I want to do better, and that I would wait for you—”
“Yeah,” he said, almost exasperated, shoving rough fingers through his hair. “What happened to waiting for me, Marley?” 
“Vin.” I reached across the table for his hand, surprised when he let me hold it. “Can we just cut the act please? I talked to Zay. We met up at the bar, and he was a little drunk. He told me why you’re really here. He didn’t mean to but . . . I know now. The truth about why you’re here. You didn’t come for me. This was never for me.”
“What?” he scoffed. “I checked into this clinic with you. I came here for you—because I want to be better, too. I want us to be better together. I hate rehab, but I’m here, baby. So we can start over when I’m out and forget about the dumb trash in the past.”
I shook my head, the rims of my eyes burning. Pulling away, I straightened my back, blinking my tears away. “So your mother promising to keep paying for your condo, and also giving you $10,000 in exchange for four months of rehab, doesn’t come into the equation of this at all?”
When his face dropped, I knew I had him then. He was quiet for a long time, but I waited for him to say something—to explain it to me. 
“Yes, she offered me ten grand, Marley, but I’m not doing this for the money or to keep my dang condo. I really do want to get better. I have to. I know I’ve messed up a lot with us but—”
“You made it seem like checking in here was all your idea, Vinny. You made me think for once that you were ready to man up and stop doing all of the wild trash you were doing before.” My throat thickened with emotion. “It wasn’t your idea, though. It was your mother’s. Becks, right? The woman you’re so afraid to introduce me to—much less let me see what she even looks like. I don’t know anything about your family, Vin—nothing, which makes me feel like I don’t know anything about you at all. It’s like you’re scared to open up to me.” His face fell, jaw pulsing now.
I looked him over with a sigh. “I feel like if she never would have offered the money or to keep paying for the condo, you never would have come here—never would have even brought it up to me. I feel like you don’t take me seriously. Not anymore.”
He stared at me with wide, glistening eyes. “Marlena, that’s not true. I—”
“No.” I held up a shaky hand. “You don’t have to explain.” I sucked in a ragged breath, staring down at the scratched tabletop. “Are you ever going to be able to get over this, Vin? Are you ever going to be able to stop for a second and decide to grow up?”
He opened his mouth again, like he had so much to say, but when it closed, defeat settled in. Disappointment swept through my entire body and for the final time, he’d broken my heart.
I felt the cracking—the ache all over. My lips trembled as I searched for words myself, but I honestly had none. This is it, I told myself. I wasn’t going to keep putting myself last for him. If he wanted to keep destroying his life, so be it, but I wasn’t going to stand by and watch it happen.
“I should go.” I picked up my purse and stood. He shot right up with me, stepping around the table to get closer. 
“Wait—Marley.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me closer. He was still strong, and I was still so weak for him. I wanted to be stronger than ever before by pulling away and walking right out. I wanted to forget about him and every memory we created, but I couldn’t for the life of me pull away. Not yet.
He wrapped a hand around my waist and when his mouth pressed on mine, his soft, warm lips consuming me, my heart splintered even more.
It was falling in pieces around me now, but only because I knew this would probably be my last time seeing him. Touching him. Smelling him. 
Vinny was like a drug to me. I had been addicted to him for so long. He was my escape—a good reason to wake up in the mornings. He was my everything. I breathed him. Dreamed of him. Craved him constantly.
But I realized being addicted to someone like him was toxic. I deserved more than he gave, and at the end of the day, his drinking and smoking would always be more important to him than I was.
And knowing that, I pressed a flat hand to his chest before he could try and steal a taste of me with his tongue, shaking my head. “I have to go,” I said, hard enough for him to understand that I was serious—that I was leaving and never coming back.
I couldn’t keep doing this—spiraling for him. Believe it or not, the days I’d spent without him led me to doing more for myself. I couldn’t rely on him—couldn’t see him everyday—so I found other ways to occupy myself.
I stopped drinking.
Stopped partying.
Stopped smoking.
I got another job.
I left the past right where it belonged—behind me. Vinny was the final stepping-stone I had to take in order to claim my fresh start. I had to leave him behind as well, or else this wouldn’t work. I would have done all of the work for nothing.
“Marley, please,” he begged, eyes watering when I pulled away. “You know I can’t do this trash without you. I need you. You know that.”
I looked away, towards the window where the rain was still pouring, the wind howling. “Help yourself first, Vin, then maybe we can talk.”
He came closer, grabbing my hand and cupping the back of my neck. With his lips feathery light above mine, he said, “I love you, Marlena. Don’t just leave me like this.”
My chest felt like it’d caved in on itself. Chills shot down my spine, my belly twisting up with both desire and reluctance—the heat of temptation and the ice of rejection. My chest was tight, heavy. It hurt so much, all of the emotions combining into one monumental ball inside me. 
I had no more words. I couldn’t talk anymore. I didn’t want to say the wrong thing, so saying nothing at all was better. I cupped his right cheek, studied his tired face, and then kissed him on the lips one last time.
“Just let me go, Vinny. Please.” 
His grip slacked on me. Let me go. Get better. Do better. I know you can. That’s what I wanted to say, but I wasn’t even sure if I believed that. Vinny was messed up. His life seemed easy, but it wasn’t, which made me feel worse for what I did next.
I pulled away, strapped my purse over my shoulder, turned my back to him, and walked to the exit, all without another word.
“Marlena!” he shouted, his voice breaking. “Please!” 
I couldn’t look back. Not yet. I didn’t want him to see the guilt swimming in my eyes, or how I could barely contain the anguish. Maybe I was a coward for doing it this way—because he couldn’t chase after me here. He didn’t get the chance to make me change my mind.
I kept going, but when I reached the middle of the hallway outside the visitor’s room, the fiery tears were unleashed. My gut clenched and the remaining pieces of my shattered heart fell. There was nothing left of it then, or so it seemed. I had given it all to him. I had given so much of myself to him.
Something crashed a short distance away and I gasped, looking back. A chair flew across the room next and then security rushed inside. Through the swinging doors, I saw Vinny. 
I saw him being slammed down on the table, his hands forced behind his back as they tried to calm him down. He resisted at first, putting up a fight, twisting and jerking, but then his eyes shifted over and he looked out the door, right at me.
He stopped fighting as soon as he caught my eyes, brown connecting with blue, resting his face on the table, a large tear sliding over the crook of his nose.
That was the first time I ever saw Vincent Chambers cry. 
It was also when I knew I had broken his heart, just as much as he had broken mine.
 




 
 
 
 
VIN
 
Present – 2½ years after the breakup

 
There were times when I questioned my purpose. Why did I exist? What was I doing on this earth? I wasn’t good at anything. 
Wait. 
No. 
I take that back. I was good at something, and that was messing up my life and tainting everything that had ever been good to me.
My mother would ask me constantly: “If you don’t respect yourself, why would anyone else, Vin?” 
She had a point, but the truth was I didn’t give a hoot about what anyone thought of me. I didn’t need their respect, nor did I demand it.
I just wanted to live and be left the heck alone. I wanted to forget about all the trash in my life, pretend it never happened, and do whatever I wanted. 
Don’t get me wrong, I still did, but things changed dramatically when Marley walked away.
I was the type to go to every party I heard about, make an appearance at every club in town—drink, snort, and smoke the night away, just to forget about it all. 
I couldn’t help myself. No, I really couldn’t help myself back then. Drinking both fueled and destroyed me. It mended and ruined me.
Nothing could compare to that sweet buzz—the fire that filled my veins and awakened my dark, broken soul. Nothing else made me feel like I was on top of the world, soaring and dominating, like a wild bird.
But someone could.
Her.
It’d been more than two years, and I hadn’t heard from her. Not since she left me behind, and she had every reason to forget about my sorry rear. I couldn’t find her on Facebook or Twitter.
She had no real friends left here for me to contact that would help me get in touch with her and her number had been disconnected. She became a ghost.
I didn’t think it would get any worse. Losing her felt like enough. She tore my heart out, crushed it, and watched it shrivel to pieces before her very eyes. She left me behind like I meant nothing to her. 
A part of me wanted to hate her for making me fall in love, but hating her was nearly impossible. Despite the damage she did to me, it was all my fault. And despite how lonely and terrible I felt, I couldn’t shake her.
Like now, her blue eyes were haunting me in my sleep. I tossed and turned, groaned and flopped. I was sweaty when my eyes peeled open, the California sun on the horizon.
A loud buzz sounded when I turned flat on my back. I swiped a rough hand over my face, and then grabbed the buzzing culprit. 
I didn’t recognize the number calling, but it had a Texas area code. The only people I knew living in Texas were my mother, her jerk of a husband, and my Goody Two-shoes little brother. I had Mom’s number saved—knew it by heart—but this number was new. It had to be one of them. 
I didn’t know if it was them, and I wasn’t up for talking to either one, so I ignored the call, grabbing a Marlboro from my nightstand instead.
The buzzing started right back up as soon as I lit the end of the cigarette.
“Dang it,” I muttered. I picked up the phone and answered. “Who is this and what do you want?”
“Wow,” the familiar voice chuckled. “Is that how you answer your phone now? I swear you have no manners at all, brother.” I pushed up on one elbow when Lloyd’s arrogant voice filled my ear. He never called. Ever. Incredible, I couldn’t even remember the last time I spoke to him, to be honest.
“What do you want, Lloyd?”
“I obviously need to talk to you about something important, otherwise I wouldn’t be calling.”
“Well, speak,” I grumbled.
“Incredible, Vincent. It’s been, what, three years since you last heard from me, and that’s how you treat me?” 
Yeah, and I had my reasons. We didn’t like each other. At all. Ever since I could remember, he always thought he was better than me . . . and maybe he was. 
He was the big shot pilot. He was the one who made more money than he knew what to do with. He was the little “big” brother—the one that never messed up. The one I should have been “looking up to”, as his jerk of a dad always said.
Oh, yeah, that’s another thing. We didn’t have the same father. I swam out of the sack of a drug-using accountant and popped out of the womb three years before Lloyd was born. Mom attended Princeton, but she was young, spontaneous, and apparently had one too many drinks and a little too much fun with my grandpa’s accountant. 
She had one crazy night with him and found out she was pregnant by him a month prior to her graduating college. 
My stepfather told me once, when I had really, really let them down, that I was an accident—that she was so close to getting an abortion with me, but couldn’t bear the thought of murdering an innocent child. 
Around the time she found out, she was already dating William, also-known-as Jerk. Lloyd’s real father. Not mine. They were dating when she had her little sexcapade with the accountant. William loved Mom enough to stay with her. He knew the Chamber family came from wealth. He didn’t bail. He stuck it out, but only for his own personal gain.
I wish I could say William raised and treated me as his own, took me under his wing and showed me the ins and outs of life. Well, he didn’t. He resented me. He couldn’t stand the sight of me, and even now, he still couldn’t. 
I wasn’t his son. I wasn’t his priority. I was just a waste of space and air to him. He wouldn’t even give me his last name, hence the reason my last name is Chambers—Mom’s maiden name—and Lloyd’s is Harris.
“Look, Jerk Jr., you’re the one calling me at eight in the morning saying you need to talk so talk before I hang up,” I retorted.
He laughed, like I sounded stupid. Jerk. “Vin, I’m only doing this because Mom wants me to. She insists.” He paused. I waited, not really giving a idiot either way. “I’m engaged now—I asked her a few weeks ago—and Mom is hosting an engagement party for us next weekend to celebrate.”
“Good for you,” I muttered after releasing a chain of smoke. “She must be one lucky lady to put up with a spoiled little trash like you.” 
“Anyway,” he went on, voice tighter. “The party is next Saturday. I mailed you an invitation but I assume you probably saw whom it was from and either threw it out or haven’t read it yet.” Yep. Threw it out like a champ. Didn’t even open it. “I hate that I’m even saying this, but Mom wants you there, and she also wants me to make you my best man.”
I scoffed, nearly choking on the chain of smoke in my throat. “You’re kidding, right?” I sputtered.
“No, Vin. I’m serious.”
I laughed and had to sit up fully on that one, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. “Me, as your best man? You realize we aren’t even cool, right? We literally despise each other.”
“That may be so, but we’re brothers, and it’s what she wants. We all know you aren’t going to settle down and marry anyone, so she wants this wedding to be perfect. It’ll be the only one she can get her hands on. She wants this, and she’s the only reason I’m telling you.”
“Harass that,” I muttered, standing and walking to the floor-to-ceiling window. I looked out at the tennis court and then the pool. A few women were out there in bikinis, tanning. “Doesn’t benefit me at all. Why should I waste my time?”
He huffed a heavy breath. The conversation was obviously irritating him now. “Idiot—I knew you were going to make this difficult! All right, look. Dad says he’ll give you $20,000 if you fly out here next week and also agree to be my best man.”
My eyebrows drew together. I gripped the phone tighter in hand, turning away from the window. “Twenty thousand bucks just for me to pretend to be your best man? Dang, you guys must really be desperate!” I didn’t know whether to start cracking jokes on him or to actually take him seriously for once. “Incredible, man, you’ve got yourself a deal then.”
“You won’t get it until after the wedding happens. Everything has to work out before you even get a dime of it, Vin. And I mean it. No messing up. No stupid drunk stunts. None of that crazy trash you always do.”
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. When is the wedding?”
“The end of July. That gives you three months to prepare.”
“I assume one of you idiots is paying for my flight and hotel for all of this too? I’m not paying a penny for any of this.”
“Yes. He’s going to email it all. Just . . . try and keep this arrangement between us three. Dad wants to make Mom happy, too. He knows she really wants it to happen. We know you don’t give a hoot, but we’re doing this for her. Remember that.” Idiot. Knew just what to say to make me feel like a jerk. 
I loved my mother to death, and she loved me just as much, if not more. I’d disappointed her several times, yeah, but she still loved me the same. She still called every other day, and seeing as she was the CEO of a franchise of banks—Titan Banking—I should have considered myself grateful. She still visited every chance she could, just to check on her first born. She didn’t see me as the low-life they did. 
“Yeah, whatever. I’ll be there. Just tell Jerk Senior to start getting that twenty grand ready for me.”
“Yeah,” he mumbled. “Sure thing, Vincent. Money is all you ever care about.” 
I hung up before he could say anymore or try to lower the number. That twenty grand was going to come in handy. Becks took care of things around here for me. The only reason I was living in a penthouse in Holly Estates was because she knew the owner of the building and had a good business relationship with her. 
It was a nice place, overlooking Laguna Beach and accommodated with three saltwater pools, a sauna, and a spa. It was like living in a resort.
Mom lived in Texas with William. She’d moved there when William got some job as Vice President for an oil company right after I graduated. A few years down the road and, I don’t know how, but he became president and CEO of the company. 
Before that, we lived in Los Angeles. I refused to move with them. I wanted to be as far away as possible, and at the age of eighteen, when they decided to leave, I opted to stay. 
It was getting harder and harder to live here though. Everything reminded me of Marley. The three pools. The beach. The sauna. Even the spa. We’d spent way too much time together, in a three-year relationship that was totally messed up.
Our morals were wrong.
We were bad for one another, but we couldn’t, for the life of us, stay away from each other.
She was my kryptonite, but also my strength. She gave my life meaning—for a while, anyway. 
I walked out of my bedroom and looked around the penthouse. Every corner, every piece of furniture, took me back to her. The memories were seared in my brain—engraved.
I flopped down on the couch, finishing off my cigarette and then sending Zay a text to meet up. I had to tell him about this. Twenty grand was going to do some good for the plans we had in store.
I didn’t keep up with Lloyd at all. I didn’t care about his life so of course I didn’t care that he was getting married. The woman he was engaged to was probably some plastic bimbo who was only good at sucking his scrawny little toe and feeding his bloated ego.
But, man, was I wrong.
She wasn’t a plastic bimbo. She was someone I knew very well . . . I just didn’t know it yet.
 




 
 
VIN
 
Past
 
I thought it was going to be another typical night when I met Marlena Winters. 
I came to my best friend Zay’s house with a bottle of Jack clutched in hand and a joint tucked behind my ear.
It was meant to be the same routine: spark the joint, share it with Zay, get high as a kite, and then drink until I couldn’t remember trash.
I was twenty-four, and it was the middle of July in Santa Ana, California. It was humid outside. I remember my shirt gluing to me in all the tight places, sweat dampening my forehead as Zay and I sat on the second-floor balcony, looking down at the people dancing on his deck.
Something was different about tonight. There were new people around—people I’d never seen before. There were a few guys, younger and trying to fit in, but the group of girls on the middle of the dance floor caught my attention.
I’d never seen them before. I’d visited Zay’s house for these parties plenty of times—way too many to count, really. His parties happened bi-weekly, and I’d see the same cluster of idiots every time I visited. 
I’d never seen her or her friends before, though. They stood out from the crowd—I mean, they had to, for me to notice. I usually didn’t care for the women that came. Most of them were drug abusers, thieves, or alcoholics. Most came to get high, drunk as idiot, and to pass out. It’s what they did—what we did.
But this girl and her friends weren’t like them. 
They stole the spotlight and owned it. They knew many were watching and they didn’t care—especially her. The girl in the middle, the one wearing the blue dress. She caught my eye way more than the others.
She had round hips and skin the color of light-brown sugar. Her lips were plump and glossed, her ebony hair dyed a bubblegum pink at the tips. She danced like she had no worries in this messed up world, a red cup clutched in her right hand. Her hips swayed and shimmied to a song by Post Malone, and then she dropped low with the bass, grinning when her redheaded friend cheered her on.
I had no idea who this new girl was, or what she was even capable of. I didn’t know where she came from, or if she was one of those drug abusers, thieves, or alcoholics, but there was one thing I did know for sure. I wanted her, and one day I was going to end up needing her more than the very air I breathed.
“Who is the chick in the blue down there?” I asked when Zay passed the joint to me.
He turned his head, his dreadlocks shifting behind him as he peered over the rail and at the four girls on the middle of the dance floor. The song changed to one by Chingy, and they squealed, like it was one of their throwback favorites. “She’s gotta be one of Noelle’s friends.”
“Who is Noelle?” 
“A girl I’ve been.” He shrugged, picking up his glass of whiskey. “Told her she could come tonight if she brought a few friends.” He narrowed his eyes, zeroing in on the girl in the blue. “Never met the one in blue, though. She’s cute.”
“Just cute?” I looked at him like he was stupid. “I should snatch that joint right away from your rear for saying that.” 
“What do you consider her?” he asked, laughing.
I shrugged it off. I wasn’t about to tell him what I really thought. She wasn’t just cute. She was more than that. I wasn’t the type to refer to women as beautiful—especially party girls who clearly yearned for attention. The only woman I had ever called beautiful was my mother, but right now, it was the only word I could use to describe the girl in blue. 
Beautiful. 
Sexy.
Her smile was perfect. Her body? Perfect. Everything about her was perfect. 
Zay laughed, pulling me out of my own thoughts. “If you like what you see so much, go talk to her. Noelle hangs with easy jerks, and with the way she’s dancing down there, I’m sure that girl will be more than happy to spread her legs for you.”
I sat back, kicking my feet up and reaching over for my drink. “Nah.” 
I said no, not knowing then that Zay was so wrong about her. She wasn’t easy, or simple, or anything like the other girls. She was more—so much more. Deep, spontaneous, and sometimes complicated . . . I just didn’t know it yet.
The girls finished dancing and then left the dance floor. The redhead looked up where we were and pointed at Zay. He bobbed his head, gesturing for her to come up. I assumed she was Noelle. She clung to the girl in blue, and they disappeared within the crowd, entering the house.
I poured myself another drink and downed it. The music grew louder as I pulled from my joint again, shutting my eyes and tossing my head back, allowing it to drown out the sound, the way I needed it to be. 
When I opened my eyes, blue ones were staring right back at me from across the balcony. They were ice blue, sparkling from the strobe lights flashing from inside. 
My eyebrows instantly pulled together when she flashed a perfect white smile, revealing a row of straight, white teeth. She was seated on the couch across from me, looking me all over like I was a puzzle she was trying to figure out.
“Did you hear what I said?” she asked, fighting a laugh.
“No.” I adjusted in my seat. “Wasn’t listening.”
“Yeah, I can tell,” she noted. “You’re in your own little world over there.” She picked up a shot glass and downed what was probably vodka. After placing the glass down, she gasped and said, “I asked what you were smoking.”
“Pot. Weed. Marijuana. Mary Jane—whatever you wanna call it.”
“Well, duh,” she tittered. “Is it any good?”
I glanced over at Zay, who had Noelle—the redhead— on his lap. He was too busy, with his fingers stuck in Noelle’s panties and his tongue down her throat, to pay me any mind.
I picked up a joint paper from the clutter on the table. There were bongs, empty bottles, beer cans, weed stems, pills—you name it and it was there. We partied hard or not at all. I knew most of it was bad, but it helped ease my frustrations, and it made me feel good.
“I’ll let you figure out if it’s any good.” I side-eyed her. “But for the record, I don’t smoke or drink weak trash.”
She nodded, sinking her teeth into her plump bottom lip. “I can see that.” She sat back against the leather cushion, watching as I rolled the joint. Before I could finish, she asked, “What’s your name, anyway?”
“Is knowing my name important?” I cocked a brow, looking her over. I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was even sexier up close, small brown freckles sprinkled on her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. 
And those eyes—those eyes. They hooked me every time, clamping down on my soul, trapping me like I was in chains. They matched her, but then again, they didn’t. Though they were bright and almost clear, I couldn’t see through them worth a cent.
She probably had a soul darker than mine. I should have known then to leave her alone. Her body language was both standoffish and welcoming. I couldn’t read her. I couldn’t tell if she was more into the marijuana or me.
It didn’t matter.
Like I’d said before, I wanted her and was going to take her anyway I could get her. 
I wanted to be on her, inside her, wrapped up around her, and if this joint was going to be the gateway, then so be it. I would share it with her and then I’d have my way.
“You aren’t going to tell me your name?” Laughter laced her voice when I picked up my lighter. “I don’t usually smoke with strangers.”
I put on a subtle smile. “Tell me yours first.”
She looked me over twice before focusing on my face again. “Marlena Winters,” she said, voice low, like she was ashamed of it. “Friends call me Marley, so don’t get any ideas. It’s just Marley to you, too . . . stranger.”
“Marley,” I repeated.
She sat up and leaned in. “Yours?”
“Vin.” I clutched the red lighter.
She narrowed her gaze. “Are you kidding me? I told you my real name, now tell me yours.”
“Vin is all you get, Marlena.”
“Oh, you are a true jerk, aren’t you?” she teased, showing off a dimple. Dimples too? Idiot, could she get any hotter?
The lights shut off on the balcony, and I looked over, not even realizing Zay and Noelle were standing by the door. He had his arm draped around her waist, and she had her arm thrown over his shoulders, sporting a wide grin. 
“We’ll be in my room if you need me, Vin,” he called, not even waiting for me to respond. He took off with Noelle, burying his nose in the bend of her neck while she giggled, and I watched until he made a turn down the hallway to get to his bedroom.
It was even darker now, but the strobe lights from inside still flashed and danced on our skin, accenting small parts of her. The music was still loud. People walked up and down the halls, the stairs, and were still on the first floor deck dancing, but it was darker, harder to see us from a distance.
“I guess we’re alone, Vin.” She rolled my name off her tongue. 
“I guess we are.” I brought the joint up, pinching it between my lips. Just as I was about to spark the end, she stood and walked over to sit on my lap. She gripped my wrist, lowering my hand, eyes locked on mine. Without words, she took the lighter away, ran her thumb over the turn switch, and lit the end of the joint for me. Our eyes held for what felt like an eternity, but it was literally only for a second. 
She looked away first. “Inhale,” she instructed, voice like silk. Smooth. Soft. I did what she told me to, inhaling, smoke instantly filling my lungs. “Again,” she murmured.
I did it again, not even realizing how tight my hands were on her. I held her by the waist, feeling her mouth come closer and closer to my cheek. Then she did something I wasn’t expecting. 
She took the joint from my lips, brought it to hers, inhaled, and then parted her lips, placing them right on mine. Her pull became my pull, breaths tangled, both of us becoming high at the same time.
I held her tighter, my cock growing anxious now. I’d never met a girl so bold, so intense, and still so soft in my hands. She smiled when she pulled away, picking up my whiskey and taking a sip, but I wasn’t having it. It wasn’t enough.
I pulled her thigh over mine so she was sitting directly on my lap, lips hovering above mine. Her chest hit mine, breath hitching as I cupped my hand around the back of her neck and kissed her, not giving a blasted if she wanted me or not.
The joint was still in her right hand, turning to ash. She didn’t resist like I thought she would. Instead, she sank into me, sliding her velvety tongue through my mouth. I groaned, holding on even tighter when I tasted the sweet whiskey on her lips.
There were two things I loved most back then: alcohol and pussy. And I had both right here on top of me. The whiskey on her tongue drove me crazy, my cock straining in my jeans even more. I wanted to make her take another sip, just so I could drink it all away again.
“I didn’t think you were the type to take what you wanted,” she whispered in my ear after the kiss broke. She was grinding her rear on my lap, making me harder by the second. She knew exactly what she was doing, and she wasn’t regretting a moment of it.
I leaned back, taking the joint from her fingers. I put it between my lips, slid her off of me, and then stood. She looked up at me, dumbfounded, probably thinking I was going to leave her behind.
I adjusted myself and extended an arm, offering a hand. “Come with me.”
I swear her eyes lit up like stars. She didn’t hesitate to take my hand—didn’t think twice about it. She just did it, like she trusted me. Like she, too, wanted more. 
She picked up the bottle of whiskey along the way and we walked down the hallway, her hand clutched in mine, swarmed by sweaty bodies and thick clouds of smoke.
With how intoxicating she was, I should have known to leave her alone. I should have known to make it a one-night thing and to never look back. But with Marley, I couldn’t fight it. I couldn’t make it a one-night thing because she was worth so much more than that.
We stepped into one of the guest bedrooms, continued getting high, and then she held my shoulders, forcing me flat on my back on the bed. She climbed on top of me, straddling my lap. Her eye caught something and she picked it up, dangling my keys in the air.
“These yours?” she asked.
“Yep.”
She fingered through them. “Corvette car keys and a badge to Holly Estates.” She leaned down, sniffing at me playfully and then giggling. “I smell a rich guy. I don’t usually do this kind of stuff with boys like you.”
“Good thing I’m a man, huh?” I smirked.
She laughed, handing the keys to me. “Yeah,” she sighed as she reached over towards the nightstand to grab the bottle of whiskey, still straddling me. “I guess so.”
“Having second thoughts?” 
“No.” She pressed a finger to my chin, forcing my mouth open and carefully pouring a small ounce of whiskey into it. “No regrets tonight. Tonight I just want to forget. Have fun. I don’t care who it’s with.” Bringing the rim of the bottle up to her lips, she took a small sip, returned the bottle to the nightstand, and then released a sharp, wet breath. 
I drank my mouthful as she swallowed hers, unable to pull my eyes away. I wasn’t sure if I was too stoned to move, or if I was so enticed by her that she made me feel this way. 
Everything about her shouted addiction. Everything about her told me to stay away. Everything about her slayed the heck out of me—made me weak, made me stupid— but I didn’t care. She felt too good, looked too amazing, and tasted too sweet for me to just let it go.
“Let’s have fun tonight . . . okay?” she whispered.
I gripped her waist as she ground her rear on my lap. “All right.” 
With a gentle smile, she leaned down and kissed me, swirling her whiskey tongue with mine. I couldn’t fight the urges sweeping through me, so I dropped my keys and flipped her over, wanting every single drop, wanting her breath entwined with mine, aching with need, ready to just plunge deep and own this girl. 
She wasn’t like the average woman. Average women couldn’t make me feel this way after knowing them for a few minutes. Average women couldn’t make me this hard and ready to harass the trash out of her with just the taste of whiskey on her tongue. 
I’d messed plenty of drunk women, but none of them were like her.
 “What’s your real name, Vin?” she asked, sighing as I kissed the hollow of her throat. Her skin was warm and damp, but she smelled good, like vanilla and cherries.
I pulled my head up, meeting those exotic eyes. “Vincent,” I told her. 
“Vincent what?”
“Chambers.”
“Vincent Chambers,” she repeated, my name spilling off her lips like the finest wine. “I like it.” Her teeth sank into my bottom lip and she tugged, just enough to draw me closer. She released, studying my face like she knew I was different, too.
Her fingers threaded through my hair, and I sank between her legs, the rock in my pants grinding on her, eager. Ready. She wasn’t judging me, wasn’t telling me what to do. I liked that she took what she wanted—liked that she wasn’t shy or pretending to be someone else while in this room with me.
She was being herself—a wild, sexy, reckless, beautiful goddess—and there wasn’t a blasted thing wrong with that. Heck, she was probably just having fun with me that night—considering me another guy who had free pot she could smoke and whiskey she could drink. If so, I didn’t care.
We drank more, but we didn’t idiot. Just got higher and drunker, kissed and made-out until we passed out. She didn’t ask for much, but she also didn’t reveal too much either. 
I could tell she had a mountain of secrets, and it was going to take some serious climbing to get to them. She could tell I had my own demons, but she didn’t hunt for them—didn’t try and bring them out of me. That night, none of it mattered. We had fun. We lived. 
I didn’t know it that night, but she was mine, and I was hers.
But it wasn’t going to last for long. The good things never lasted long in my life, and the only person I could blame for that was myself.
 




 
 
 
VIN
Present
 
Five days later and my plane landed in Houston. 
My phone chimed as soon as I turned it on, a text from Mom. I followed her instructions, walking down the terminal and towards baggage claim.
There were various people waiting out front by the exit, but I looked for the men in black suits in front of their black cars. There were a few women in expensive designer clothes and high heels. One of those women just so happened to be my mother.
She stood in front of a black limousine with a sleeveless red dress on, her blonde hair in tight curls. Her heels were tall, as always, making her appear taller than her regular five-foot-four frame. 
She was fifty-three, but the woman was beautiful—and no, I didn’t mean it like how most men who respected their mothers would declare it, but my mother was pretty much flawless. She aged well, looking closer to half her age than her true one.
She didn’t need the makeup, but she swore by it. She could also do better than her nasty husband, but that was a discussion for another time. 
She spotted me when she turned her head, and her face instantly lit up. Taking off her sunglasses, she trotted towards me, opening her arms and tangling them around my neck as soon as she got a hold of me.
Her lips met my cheek and she sighed. “Oh, Vin. I’m so happy to see you, baby boy.”
She tipped her head back to look me all over. She always did this—scoped me out. Studying me hard.
“I’m sober, Becks. I swear,” I laughed. “But I have been considering buying some pot to get through this weekend.”
She rolled her brown eyes. “You better not even think about smoking that here, Vincent. I mean it.”
I laughed.
Her face grew strict. “I’m not laughing. Promise me,” she pleaded.
I sighed, rolling my eyes. I swear, she still made me feel like a seventeen-year-old boy sometimes. “Fine. I promise.”
“Good.” She pursed her lips and then turned to look at the driver standing by the doors. Unlike my mom, he actually appeared to be in his fifties, gray hair at his temples. “Give Elton your bag. We’re going to catch some lunch and then I’ll drop you off at your hotel. You haven’t eaten, have you?” she asked, hooking her arm through mine and swinging around with me.
My head shook as I handed Elton my bag. “Nope. I could use a hot meal.”
“Good. I know a place you’ll love.” She wiggled her eyebrows and when Elton opened the door, she slid across the leather. I slid in right after her, the door shutting behind me right away.
“New driver?” I asked, glancing back.
“Yes. Oh—I thought I told you! Tommy’s wife has breast cancer, so he’s with her for treatments most of the time now. Poor woman doesn’t deserve to go through it.”
“Sorry to hear that.” 
Elton jumped into the driver’s seat and drove off without a word. It took less than fifteen minutes to reach our destination—a steakhouse in the heart of the city. 
When we stepped out of the limo, she beamed at me. I returned a soft smile. She knew how much I loved steak. 
After being seated and ordering several minutes later, she looked me over, studying me again. “I’m glad to see you doing better, honey.”
I nodded, just barely. “I feel better.”
“The rehab actually paid off this time, you think? It’s been two years and not one incident.”
I nodded, trying not to wince. To be honest, it wasn’t the rehab that made me pull my trash together. It was her and how she left. Knowing I’d been the cause of her losing trust in me . . . well, it gutted me. I never thought she would give up on us. 
“I quit the hard trash—you know, the pills, coke, and all that stuff. Still have a joint from time to time to calm me when I’m stressed, but I swear it’s not often. Only like once a month—if that. Haven’t touched a drop of liquor ‘cause I’m a freaking beast.”
“A beast?” She laughed, amused as the waitress placed fresh glasses of sweet tea down in front of us. We were seated on the balcony, a black umbrella shading us, the stray strands of Mom’s hair flying around her face.
“Well, either way,” she said, after taking a sip of her drink, “I’m glad you’re here. I know you and your brother don’t get along much—” I scoffed. That was putting it lightly. “But,” she went on, partially ignoring the jeer, “he’s glad you’re joining him. Lloyd won’t admit it, but I’m sure he’d much rather have his only brother as his best man than one of his friends from the airline. He always complains about them. Most of them are older—around my and Will’s age. You know he’s the youngest pilot they have for Redwire. He’s only twenty-six. They hate that he’s so good, being that young. He gets a lot of criticism and backlash for it from his peers.”
“Aww, poor Lloyd.” I tried hard not to roll my eyes, spinning the straw in my drink.
“He’s so excited about the wedding, though. His fiancée is a beautiful woman and so sweet. She’s a darling, really. I think you’ll love her when you meet her. She has a personality that you can’t help but fall in love with.” Her eyes got all sparkly when she spoke about his bride-to-be. I really didn’t give a hoot about Lloyd’s fiancée. I didn’t give a hoot about the wedding or him, to be honest. I was only here for the money. That was it. Too bad Becks didn’t know it.
“Mom, we’re having lunch together. Just you and me. I haven’t seen you in, what, three months? Can we talk about something else besides Lloyd and the wedding? I’m sure I won’t be hearing the end of it come tomorrow.”
“Oh—sorry, sweetie! You know how I am. When I get excited about something I can talk all day about it.”
I smiled. “Yeah, I know.”
She reached across the table to rub the back of my hand. “Let’s talk about something else.” She paused. “What about the club you want to launch in Laguna? Are you still going to do that?”
I nodded. “Yep. Zay and me are still working on it. He found a place with a good location. A nice-sized space. It also has a big bar. Only thing is, it’s expensive to lease. I’m working on getting a loan, though.”
“Oh, please, Vin.” She waved a dismissive hand, like I was talking nonsense. “You know if you need a loan, I will give it to you. All you have to do is ask.”
“I appreciate that, Becks, but you know how I am. I don’t want to run to my mother for every little penny. If I’m going to get my trash together and grow up, I have to do some stuff for myself. I want to do this on my own.”
She put on a complacent smile. “I understand, sweetie. Just know that I’m here for anything you need. It’s okay to ask for help.”
She always said that to me. It’s okay to ask for help. I could understand why. I used to need help. A lot. I wasn’t the easiest person to deal with, and I’d made a lot of dumb, messy mistakes throughout my twenty-nine years that she had to clean up.
Becks had always been there for me, ever since I could remember. She’d never let me down, and she never rejected me. She was always there, always trying to rescue me. I had called her Becks since I was three years old. She’d told me that ever since I learned her real name, Rebecca, and heard my grandpa call her by Becks several times, it was the only thing I’d called her. It lasted even to this day, and she didn’t mind it one bit.
“I know,” I murmured.
Her phone chimed on the table and she picked it up, reading over something. “It’s your brother,” she announced.
“Of course it is. What does he want?”
“He’s asking if you’re in town yet.” She started typing away at the keyboard. When the phone chimed again, she sighed. “He’s having dinner tonight at his place. He wants us all to join him.”
I folded my arms. “Isn’t the engagement party tomorrow night?”
“Yes, but you know how your brother is.” She laughed little. “He just wants to show off his beautiful bride-to-be as much as he can, that’s all.”
“Yeah, and that’s why I won’t be there. He’s always gloating. Have fun for me, though.” Just as I said that, our food arrived. My T-bone steak looked delicious, fresh and tender, and I dug right in. 
I felt her staring at me, but she didn’t say anything more. Instead she started eating too, sighing heavily, clearly disappointed.
I didn’t care. I wasn’t about to spend more time around Lloyd and William than I needed to. The engagement party was going to be bad enough and I was already dreading it. 
Of course he wanted to show off his fiancée. With the way Mom was talking about her, she probably was a nice girl. Mom didn’t approve of everyone Lloyd dated. She was really protective of who we wrapped our arms around, Lloyd in particular, since he was the youngest and most gullible at times.
This girl must have pulled at their heartstrings a heck of a lot for Becks to be so excited and to actually have her hands deep in the plans for the wedding. 
We didn’t talk about Lloyd or the wedding any more while we ate our lunch.
After we finished up, she had Elton take me straight to the hotel I was staying at, only a few blocks away from where the engagement party would be. 
Before I could go, she said, “Vincent, please just try and be happy for your brother. Okay? Don’t ruin this weekend for him.” Her smile was tight, but wide. Her eyes glistened, pleading.
“Sure, Becks,” I mumbled. “I’ll do my best.”
I wasn’t up for it, but for her I would do it. She was happy about this. She wanted this. I couldn’t ruin things—couldn’t argue with him like I usually did because it would piss her off. 
I’d do my part. Go to the party, pretend to be happy for my brother, and then fly back home until the wedding.
It was as simple as that.
“I’ll call you when I’m on the way to pick you up tomorrow,” she said before I could shut the door.
Elton handed me my suitcase with a bob of his head, looking me over briefly, and then climbed into the driver’s seat again. He drove off and I watched the limo ride down the street until I could no longer see it.
• • • • •
I wasn’t sure why I couldn’t sleep that night. 
Something was gnawing at me, tugging at every section of my brain. If only I’d had a joint, it would have settled the score and put me right to sleep. But I didn’t. Of course the fridge was fully stocked with all types of bourbon, vodka, and my favorite, whiskey. I should have downed it all, but I had to resist. 
I didn’t drink anymore. Two years and I was alcohol free. I had my urges here and there, but I was strong. I resisted. I didn’t even attempt to take a drink because I knew once I started, I wouldn’t stop. 
I was told by my therapist that I was a binge-drinker—someone who could go for days, months, or even years without drinking, but once I caved and got one, I would keep chugging and chugging and feel like I could never get enough.
My issues were rooted deep, but I’d faced them and manned up. I wasn’t going back to that. Not again.
Instead of thinking about it too much longer, I pulled out my laptop and worked on business plans for the club—new trash we could do, and unique things that would keep people coming back. I was serious about this—I’d never been more serious about anything in my life.
After getting out of rehab, I stayed completely sober for six months straight just so I could figure this whole club thing out. No pot—not even a painkiller. 
Zay, I knew, could pull it off with me. I trusted him, not to mention his parties were always a hit. He made people pay to attend them, and they made him a lot of money, too—so much that he didn’t need to get a real job in order to pay his bills. 
This club was going to be my first step to a full recovery. I could become somebody—I could do something with myself without having to rely on my wealthy mother. I didn’t want to be the disappointment in the family anymore. I just wanted to become someone greater.
I admit I had this goal set in motion for another reason too: to get Marley back. Once the club was up and running and I was making my own money and taking care of myself, I was going to find her again somehow, and we were going to start over. 
That was the plan, and I wasn’t going to let anyone stop it from happening, especially myself.
• • • • •
I finally fell asleep around two that morning, woke up around eleven, and grabbed some coffee from the shop in the lobby. Around five in the afternoon, there was a knock at the door and Elton stood on the other side with a suit on a hanger.
“From your mother, Mr. Chambers,” he said, all formally.
“Thanks, Elton.” 
The party was in an hour, and there I was, standing in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror, shaking my head at my reflection. This wasn’t me. I didn’t wear suits. I couldn’t even remember the last time I wore one. The year I graduated high school, maybe?
I didn’t do much to my hair, and I knew Becks would give me trouble for it, but something had to give. I wasn’t about to go in looking like pretty boy Lloyd Harris. I was still me, rugged and simple, not some clean-cut man with thousand-dollar suits and shiny shoes.
My phone rang, and when Mom’s name appeared on the screen, I left the hotel room, dreading the events of tonight.
We pulled up to a gated community, and Elton parked in front of a tall white building with gold lights flashing on it. 
I wanted to vomit. It was clearly the clubhouse for an upscale neighborhood, but it looked more like a mansion. 
It was made of bleached brick, the bushes well trimmed, the beds of flowers put together nicely. A person had to have connections before even considering renting a place like this out.
People were already parked and walking in, excited about the party. All of them were dressed formally, some young and old. I stepped out of the limo and loosened my tie, but Becks stepped right up to me, tightening it back up again.
“Remember to behave,” she lightly scolded. “And why didn’t you at least gel your hair?” 
I followed after her, into the building and down the foyer made of mostly marble and oak. Classical music played from hidden speakers and white roses in wide, rustic gold vases were set up on the tables.
We finally entered the ballroom and Mom pointed at a table up front. “We’ll be sitting there, but first you need to speak to your brother and you must meet Marlena.” 
Marlena?

My eyebrows instantly drew together when she said that name. She squeezed my hand, nearly dragging me through the crowd to reach the front before I could question it. 
That name had to be a coincidence. But really? Not many women were named Marlena in this world. I only knew one, and she was unique in every way. 
I saw Lloyd in a blue suit, his back turned to us, and a woman standing right beside him, her back facing us as well.
She looked familiar, even at that angle.
Her skin was caramel, smooth. Her black hair was short, cut in a long, layered bob with the tips touching her shoulders, and she wore a knee-length sleeveless ivory dress that showed off the fullness of her hips and legs. 
Those legs. 
That rear. 
Her body. 
Everything about her was too familiar.
“Oh, Lloyd!” Mom chimed when she’d finally gotten close enough.
But I stopped walking and stood only inches away, realizing this was no coincidence at all. This was real. This was happening.
Lloyd turned around when he heard Mom’s voice and so did the woman standing beside him. And when those familiar blue eyes swooped up to meet mine, I swear my heart failed me.
My throat thickened, body going completely numb. She had on the biggest, pearliest smile, but as soon as she saw me, that smile vanished. Her jaw dropped just a fraction, and her eyes swam with shock and guilt.
The reaction happened so fast, but she pulled herself together quickly when Becks gave her a hug around the neck.
This had to be some sick, twisted, joke.
There was no way my brother was marrying Marlena Winters, the woman that robbed me of my sleep every single night. The woman who ripped my heart right out of my chest and tore it to shreds. The woman I wanted to hate but couldn’t, because she still owned my heart, despite how broken it was.
“Vincent, this is Marlena. Isn’t she just stunning!” Becks sang, bringing Marley a step closer. I couldn’t speak, but I reacted by offering a hand. Not for my sake, but for my mother’s.
Behave.
Behave.
How was I supposed to behave when the woman of my dreams was standing right beside a man I despised, wearing a large diamond ring he bought?
“Marlena, this is my brother, Vincent,” Lloyd announced, stepping closer to her, running his hand over her hip. I clenched my other hand, trying hard not to flare my nostrils when he squeezed her there.
“Vincent,” Marley said, grabbing my hand and shaking it. She avoided my eyes, swinging them over to look at Lloyd. “I—didn’t realize your brother would be joining us. You didn’t tell me.”
What she meant to say was she didn’t realize I, Vincent Chambers, was his brother at all.
“He didn’t even tell me your name,” she went on, finally looking at me, and I saw the remorse swimming in those blue irises. The fear. She was begging me silently not to say anything—not to mention our past or what we had. To pretend to be total strangers in this moment. “I just found out last night that he even had a brother.”
Why was she talking like this? Like some puppet on a string? She sounded too formal. This wasn’t her.
Lloyd butted in. “Yeah, and there’s a reason for that. We aren’t as close as brothers should be.” He capped my shoulder with a small chuckle. I glared at him. “But we’re still family. That’s all that matters. Wouldn’t have anyone else as my best man. Isn’t that right, brother?”
I looked between them, feeling Becks staring at me. She shifted on her heels, concerned now, but she had no reason to be. Before I could say something stupid, I asked, “Where is the bathroom? I need to take a piss.”
“Oh, Vin,” Becks hissed. “Do you have to be so nasty about it?” She pointed towards the exit. “Down the hall and to the left. Hurry back. The party is about to start, and I don’t want you to miss anything.”
I turned before she could finish talking and stalked out of the ballroom. As I found the exit, someone bumped into my shoulder. I glared at the person and it was Jerk Senior himself. William Harris. Mom’s husband.
“Well, if it isn’t my spoiled-rotten stepson,” he boomed, laughing at his own stupid joke and squeezing my shoulder a little too aggressively. “I see you’ll do anything for money nowadays, won’t you?” Everything about him pissed me off, including his annoying hillbilly accent.
“Idiot off, Will,” I spat, shoving his hand away and storming off. I wasn’t in the mood for his trash. I wasn’t in the mood for any of this trash.
This couldn’t be happening. What had I just walked into?
I paced the bathroom, raking rough fingers through my hair and cursing beneath my breath. And then, I took a moment to breathe, letting it all sink it. 
Lloyd was a pilot for Redwire Airlines. Marlena told me she got the job as a flight attendant there the last time I saw her. They had to have met through their jobs. But why, out of everyone she could have met and ended up engaged to, did it have to be him? And why so soon? It’d only been two and a half years since the last time I saw her, for idiot’s sake!
The tables had turned now.
Harass the money.
Harass the wedding.
He had Marley—my Marley—and that trash didn’t fly with me.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
I knew from the very first moment I laid eyes on him that he was trouble.
Tall. Broad shoulders. Cut and toned in all the right places, but still lean. He still looked the same. He wore his auburn hair messy, like he still didn’t care about what people thought of him. And knowing him, he probably didn’t. It was one of the many things I used to love about him. He didn’t let a lot sway him, especially someone else’s opinion.
I should have known to leave him alone as soon as I met him. My life probably would have been better off but, like I said, Vin was an addiction. He made me high with just the simple trace of his fingers, the caress of his soft lips on my skin.
He intoxicated me in every way. With how we started, it seems rushed. Things happened so fast—too fast—and spiraled even faster, and eventually I couldn’t control them anymore. I couldn’t handle him anymore. 
I didn’t regret what we had. No. I couldn’t, because I loved him, with every ounce of love I had in me, and loving him taught me how to grow. But just because I loved him, it didn’t make him mine, and it didn’t make me his. It didn’t make our relationship right or okay.
He sat there, staring right at me from his seat at the table, watching as Lloyd and I greeted the rest of the guests. His name wasn’t on the guest list. I would have spotted his name from a mile away. 
I believe his mother said the name Vincent during dinner last night, but I didn’t think it was that Vincent. There are millions of guys named Vincent in this world. They were the Harris’s. His last name was Chambers. It didn’t add up . . . at least not at the time. 
He looked down at mine and Lloyd’s entwined fingers, and I saw the pain flash across his face, like he’d just been shocked by a thousand watts. My mouth felt full of cotton just from looking at him, my heart hammering against my chest. I couldn’t bring myself to pull away from his stare for the life of me—to pretend I didn’t see his shock and pain.
We knew each other, and we knew each other very well.
“You okay, babe?” Lloyd asked beside me. I finally pulled my eyes away from Vin, smiling up at him. 
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just glad your mom put all of this together.”
He smiled. “Yeah. Me, too.”
I glanced over at Vin again when Lloyd looked away. He wasn’t sitting anymore. He was standing and walking towards the bar. He was irritated. I could always tell by the way he hunched his shoulders and steeled his jaw.
“Your brother seems very . . . quiet,” I noted.
“Oh.” Lloyd rolled his eyes and then glanced towards the bar. “Trust me, he’ll be fine once he gets whatever drink he’s about to order. Alcoholic.” I winced when I heard the harshness in his tone.
“Do you not like him or something?” I asked lightly, trying to make it seem like I didn’t really care. But I did.
“He’s the big brother but acts ten years younger than me. Only reason he’s even around is because I love my mother more than my pride and will put up with his trash for now.”
I tried not to frown. “Oh.” Wow. Slowly pulling my hand out of his, I stepped aside and said, “I have to run to the ladies room. I’ll be right back.”
“Don’t be long. We’re about to get started.” I nodded and he turned to talk to an approaching colleague.
I zoomed past our table—the table we were going to be sharing with Vin—and even quicker past the bar. I felt him watching me go, and I prayed hard that he wouldn’t come chasing after me.
But this was Vincent we were talking about. Formerly known as my Vinny. He didn’t care who saw him. I heard footsteps when I made the turn to get to the next hallway where the bathrooms were, and then his voice surrounded me, echoing down the hallway.
My heart plummeted and tears immediately reached the brink of my eyes. They burned like mad, but I didn’t let them fall. My hand was right above the door handle. All it would take was one twist and push and twist and I would be inside, away from him. So why hadn’t I pushed the door open yet?
“Marley,” he called again, and my stomach twisted in a thick, tight knot. I looked over my shoulder, but didn’t meet his eyes. I couldn’t. Not alone. Not like this.
“Turn and look at me,” I heard him say as he took another step forward.
“I swear I didn’t know, Vin,” I murmured, dropping my hand. 
“Of course you didn’t.” I heard the ice rattle in his glass. “My brother? Never in a million years . . .” He trailed off and it seemed like he was thinking.
I had to be brave. This was already done. The plans were already in the making. I was marrying Lloyd Harris. That’s why I was here—to celebrate him asking me.
I turned around and looked him square in the face. I tried to keep my expression stern. The expression vanished as soon as I met the beautiful, familiar whiskey irises. They were nothing like Lloyd’s at all. Honestly, I couldn’t even tell they were brothers. 
Lloyd had blond hair and green eyes. Vincent had auburn hair and brown eyes. Day and night is how I would describe them. Polar opposites.
“You shouldn’t have come if you knew it was me, Vin,” I said, taking a step forward.
“That’s the thing,” he sighed. “I didn’t know it was you.”
“How couldn’t you? He’s your brother.”
“I don’t keep up with Lloyd or his women. I don’t give a hoot about him or them.”
I swallowed hard, looking down the hallway. Someone was coming. I could hear footsteps on the marble. Forget the bathroom. It could wait. 
I hurried down the hall to get back to the party, but before I could pass him, he grabbed my elbow gently, locking those brown eyes on me. 
He looked good—better. His eyes were bright again. They had life and held meaning. I noticed what was in his glass wasn’t alcohol. It was Coke on ice. I could hear the fizz.
“Please, let me go, Vin,” I whispered, hearing the footsteps getting closer.
“You told me to let you go once before, and I listened. Look what happened when I did.” My eyes flashed up to his. He scanned me, up and down, like he didn’t like what he was seeing. “This isn’t you, Marley.” He narrowed his gaze. “What are you doing with him?”
I scowled. “You don’t know who I am anymore, Vin. Things have changed. People change.”
“No,” he mumbled. “People don’t change. And if they do, it’s never this fast.”
“Yeah, well, I guess you would be the one to know all about that, huh? Not being able to change overnight?” The footsteps grew closer. He finally released my elbow, and I took a step away. I didn’t mean it, but I couldn’t take it back. It was the truth, after all. “I have to get back.” I walked away before he could say anything else to me.
And it was my luck that I did, because Mr. Harris was coming down the hallway. “Oh—there you are. Come on, girl! Party’s about to start. Got people waiting on ya!” I forced a smile at him as he swung a heavy arm over my shoulders. Mr. Harris looked at Vin as he turned with me and put on a smug smile. “Why are you standing around like some lost fool? Get your rear to the table and be happy for your brother, boy!”
I looked over at Vin, who was glaring at Mr. Harris like he wanted to strangle him. Then he looked at me, but I looked away faster, walking with Mr. Harris back to the party.
“You don’t wanna hang around that boy, trust me,” Mr. Harris said, already reeking of booze. “He ain’t no good. That boy will get into some deep trash and drag you right down with him.”
I didn’t say anything, but only because I already knew the damage Vin could cause.
Vincent wasn’t a bad guy, but he was known for making bad choices. He was a good man with a good heart, but he had bad boy tendencies. 
I felt sorry for him, and now I could see why Lloyd never spoke of a brother until now, and why Vin never really talked to me about his family when I was with him. He had not only disappointed me before, but apparently them too.
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I could feel his eyes on me the entire time, but I did my best to ignore him. I didn’t look his way too often and was glad he didn’t speak much. The only person he really spoke to was his mother, who sat right beside him, and even with her, he wasn’t really into the conversations. He just mumbled a response here and there, whenever she happened to ask something. 
I was seated directly across the table from him, right beside Lloyd. Every time Lloyd touched me, I could see Vin’s shoulders hike up, body growing tense. Whenever Lloyd told a story about something we did together, like how we met during an international flight to Beijing two years ago, Vin would take sips of his soda, trying to ignore him.
I thought it was going to be an easy, simple night. Boy, was I wrong. 
I wasn’t comfortable at all with this, but only because we knew the truth, and if I could remember correctly, Vincent Chambers wasn’t the type of man to hold his tongue.
If Lloyd were to piss him off enough, he would most likely explode and tell him everything—like how we spent three long, bumpy, exciting years together. How we partied and had the wildest sex sometimes. How, at one point, he was my everything, and I was his, too.
Lloyd wouldn’t marry me if he knew the truth about me. All Lloyd knew was that I was a girl born and raised in Santa Ana, California, who pursued a job as a flight attendant. He didn’t know about my past—didn’t know that I was raised by junkies and that I almost became one. He only saw what was on the surface, but his brother knew me deep down to the core.
Lloyd didn’t know that I’d seen more darkness than light, and I wanted it to stay that way. Unlike Vincent, Lloyd was used to simple things. He was used to an easy lifestyle and for me, easy was hard to come by, but I was okay with playing along. 
He took care of me. There was hardly any drama. He took me in when all I wanted was to escape my past and forget about my memories, especially the ones shared with Vinny.
My fiancé was stable, and stability was exactly what I needed. 
While eating, I learned a few things that I hadn’t known before. Mr. Harris wasn’t Vin’s real father and Lloyd was only his half brother, which was why Vincent was named Chambers, his mother’s maiden name.
I knew Mrs. Harris as Rebecca Harris, but Vin only called her Becks. I assumed since his last name was Chambers, hers would be too. He’d never shown me pictures of her, never told me her real name. Not once did he mention his brother’s name, but he did say he had one. Now that I was thinking about it, he didn’t speak much about his family at all while we were together but, even so, he always spoke highly of his mother—his Becks. I never understood why he wouldn’t show me any photos of his family. I had hoped to meet the woman he adored so much—and I did, just not with Vin.
It was bizarre how alike they looked. He was a spitting image of her, only his hair wasn’t blonde and his eyes were a brighter brown. Hers were a chocolate brown, but very gentle. They had the same narrow nose, hers a few sizes smaller. Even their ears were the same. Yes, I was observing that much.
I also noticed Mr. Harris and Lloyd treated him like trash—like he was beneath them and could never amount to anything—and something about that made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. They passed small jokes about him to each other, but would immediately say they were kidding or tell him not to take it too seriously.
Vin would grow aggravated but he kept quiet. I could tell he was trying really hard to keep his mouth shut, but I wondered why. The Vinny I knew would say whatever was on his mind without a moment’s hesitation.
Was he afraid of them? Intimidated by them? I didn’t think Vin could be intimidated by anyone, yet there he sat with his brows furrowed, head hung low, and his lips sealed, bottling his frustrations over glasses of Coke. I was sure he was wishing for something harder.
• • • • •
Our engagement party was finally beginning to wrap up, and I was more than relieved. I just wanted to go home, take a hot shower, and forget all about the madness of this night. 
Lloyd helped me stand, and I smiled up at him, thanking him silently. “How about we go back to my house for a few more drinks?” he offered, looking towards his parents.
“You know I don’t mind a few more,” Mr. Harris said, chuckling as he rubbed Mrs. Harris’ upper arm.
Mrs. Harris looked at Vin, who stood in front of his chair, shrugging. “I’d rather just go back to the hotel and get some sleep. It’s been a long night.”
Lloyd scoffed. “Since when do you mind a long night?”
Vin glared hard at Lloyd, but even harder when Lloyd wrapped an arm around my shoulders and reeled me close. I avoided Vin’s eyes, pulling out my cellphone and looking at the screen to distract myself.
“I’m tired, Lloyd. I’m going back to the hotel.” Vin ran his fingers through his hair. His brown eyes locked on mine when I looked beneath my lashes. “It was nice meeting you, Marlena,” he said, stepping back with an intense glare.
I pressed my lips. “You as well, Vincent.”
“How about we all meet up for brunch before your flight, Vin?” Mrs. Harris called, pulling away from her husband. Mr. Harris rolled his eyes and scoffed while Lloyd sighed.
“Becks, I really—”
“Please,” she pleaded, grabbing Vin’s hand. “Just spend another hour or two with your family before you go, sweetie.” She put on a wide smile for him, and when Vin sighed and nodded, I knew she had him. 
Dang it. I was hoping he’d refuse. I didn’t want to see him any more than I needed to. I wasn’t good with awkward situations. Just having him and Lloyd in the same room made me anxious.
“Fine. I’ll go.” One thing was for sure— Vin was weak for his mother. I could see he would do anything for her, despite how he felt about his stepfather and brother.
“Thank you.” She rubbed his cheek. “I’ll ring Elton, tell him to pull up and give you a ride back. I’ll catch a ride with Will.”
“Kay, Mom.” Vin looked up at me once more, very briefly, and then turned his back to us, leaving the party.
With each step he took, I felt my heart beating harder, but also like a weight had been lifted. 
“See what I mean?” Lloyd laughed. “He’s such a buzzkill. It’s a good thing he’s going back to his hotel. He shouldn’t be drinking too much anyway.” We walked to the exit as his parents followed.
We made it out to where valet was gathering keys and cars for our guests, and that’s when I caught Vin standing at the curb, a cigarette pinched between his lips. He sparked the end of it and as soon as that first drag filled his lungs, he tossed his head back and released it.
A chain of smoke billowed above him and I couldn’t pull my eyes away fast enough. With his head tipped back like that, the slight scruff on his jawline and around his mouth, his hair a mess that way, and the small apple in his throat being shown off, I understood why I had been so weak for him.
He was stunning—dark, beautiful, and mysterious. I was drawn to him from the very first moment I laid eyes on him. I was like a moth and he the flame, luring me in more and more with his bright, resilient aura.
His eyes closed, like he was trying to find peace—like he always did whenever he would spark a joint or after a sip of his favorite drink, whiskey. In that moment, it seemed most of his worries had faded. With that one pull from his cigarette, he became the old Vincent Chambers—the real Vincent Chambers.
His head dropped when a black car pulled up at the curb in front of him. He took a few more pulls from the cigarette and then dropped it, squashing the lit end with the tip of his shoe. As he pulled the back door open, he turned his head and his eyes found mine.
I kept walking with Lloyd to the curb as he spoke to his mother, but I couldn’t look away from Vin—that is until he did something I didn’t expect. I thought he would give me a smile or something to reassure me. Something to let me know he was okay with this and would let it go.
But, no.
He didn’t.
He shook his head, like this wasn’t over—like I was being stupid and that he would make me see things clearly, one way or another.
When he climbed into the car and the driver pulled off, I watched it leave. I couldn’t see through the tinted windows, but I knew he was watching. I knew he was looking right at me as he rode by.
Like a hand had wrapped around it, I felt a squeeze on my heart. I felt a tug—a pull. I felt something I hadn’t felt in over two years. That game our hearts played. The tug-of-war. 
He wasn’t going to let this go. 
A part of me was afraid of that. But another part of me—deep, deep, deep inside— wondered just how far he would go to have his way with me again.
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Past
 
When I was younger, I lived a basic, almost pointless life. I lived paycheck to paycheck just to stay afloat however I could. 
I painted. I drew. I sculpted. I jogged in the mornings sometimes to switch up the routine, but despite doing it all, it never felt like enough, and it always led me back to the same old place.
Life sucked, especially mine, but I took it with a grain of salt whenever I could, which was very often.
I didn’t see Vincent for two months after Zay’s house party and I’d kind of made it that way on purpose. After realizing what I’d done with a guy like him, I kept some distance and pretended that night and morning never even happened. He wasn’t my type, and I was only looking for a good time.
The sun was perched on the horizon, filtering in through the small, square window of my tiny, box-like bedroom. The light hit one of my favorite paintings on the wall, a picture of a seagull on the beach, a shell between its beak. My pink curtains shaded me just a bit, but not enough.
I rolled over to a ringing cellphone, groaning as I picked it up. It was my boss, Delaney, calling.
I already knew what he was contacting me for. He called every Saturday morning, trying to get me to come in early for a shift. Rocket’s was always busy on Saturday. It was a small diner by the beach, perfect for tourists who wanted somewhere small and simple to eat after a swim or tan, or the same trucker guests.
After taking the call and telling him I would be there in an hour, I pushed out of bed and took a quick shower, doing my best to ignore the rattling dishes in the kitchen.
I got dressed in a flash, tossing my hair up in a tight ponytail, and then gathering my things. I walked out of my bedroom, intentionally rushing past the room right beside mine.
I could hear him snoring like a grizzly bear, and I was glad about it. He couldn’t bother me if he was asleep.
I stepped into the kitchen where my mother stood, her skin a soft shade of brown, like an oatmeal cookie. That’s weird to compare her to, but it was true. She had golden brown skin that used to glow.
There was a time when my mother used to smell like oatmeal raisin cookies and freshly baked cakes. She used to sell them with my Nana, but stopped soon after Nana passed. 
There was a time when she actually cared about her appearance and kept herself in great shape. I remember she would jog to the bus stop and wait for me, and we would half-run, half-walk together to get back home.
Now? She was underweight and desperate. The hair that was once full and curly became brittle and dry. Even her skin was rough, and the dark marks on her veins didn’t make it look any better. Her teeth were once white and clean. Not anymore. They’d turned slightly yellow, one of them chipped now from an “accident” she claimed happened while she was too drunk one night. I knew he did it, though. He was always too rough with her.
The days when she’d bake and take me to the park were long gone.
Ever since she took him back, she’d changed, and I hated it. If I had the choice, I would have moved out months ago, but I couldn’t. I didn’t make enough money at the diner to afford my own place, and the home we were staying in was my grandparent’s home and had already been paid off. 
My best friend, Noelle, still lived with her parents, but sometimes I would crash with her in her bedroom. She always offered, but I never liked to overstay, so I’d come back here whenever I had to, locking myself away in my room until the sun reached the horizon. 
I could never get a good night’s rest in this place.
Mom heard me place my bag down on the kitchen table and looked over her shoulder. “Oh.” She smiled, like she was happy to see me. And maybe she was, but I didn’t care. “I thought you were your father.”
I didn’t say anything. Instead, I went for the fridge, taking out my water bottle.
“I’m just about to make breakfast,” she went on, shutting the water off and then drying her hands on her dingy lavender gown. “You want any?”
“No thanks. I’ll eat later.” I riffled through the counter for my granola bars. Of course they were all gone. Things never lasted around here. I would have kept them in my bedroom, but they still would have ended up missing. 
“Going to work?” she asked, still pushing.
“Yep.”
“Oh . . .” her voice became faint. “Okay.” 
I looked up, but she was no longer looking at me. She had her eyes pointed at the mouth of the kitchen. I looked with her, and my heart plummeted when I saw him standing there, and not in a good way.
He had no shirt on, a pair of dirty blue boxers sitting low on his waist. His skin was pale and white, lips dry and in need of moisture. His eyes were almost bloodshot red and he was balding. Even though he seemed run down, he was still a big man. Tall and solid.
Luke.
My dad.
“You never eat with us anymore,” he croaked, scratching his chest.
“Someone around here has to help pay the bills,” I muttered, picking up my bag and slinging it over my shoulder. “I’ll eat at the diner.” I clutched my bottle tight in hand and then walked to the only exit in the kitchen—the place where he stood. “Can you let me through?” I mumbled. I waited for him to move, avoiding his eyes, but he didn’t budge.
I felt him looking down at me—he was much, much taller—and then he shifted, forming a small gap for me to squeeze through. I charged ahead, purposely nudging him with my bag, hoping he’d move a little more.
I made it out, but before I could get away, he caught my elbow. I gasped when he slung me around to face him. His eyes bolted on mine, jaw flexing. “The words are excuse me, Marlena. You better learn some manners in this house.”
I held his glare, hating that my eyes were just as blue as his. Hating everything about this vile, disgusting excuse of a father.
“Let me go,” I seethed through clenched teeth.
He looked me over as I challenged him and then sniggered, shoving me away hard enough to knock me off balance. My back hit the wall and the picture frame of my Nana and Papa rattled above my head. 
“Go. Just make sure you bring some dinner back tonight. Your mother works too hard around here. She needs a night off.” He walked into the kitchen and from where I stood, I could see him wrap her up in his arms and kiss her on the mouth. “Isn’t that right, baby?”
Guilt swam through her eyes as she looked at me, but she nodded like she always did. Letting him win. Letting him control her. I grimaced at them and pushed off the wall, storming for the front door. 
Slamming it behind me, I jumped into my 1992 Honda Accord, but of course it didn’t start right away, which pissed me off even more.
“Come on, you piece of trash!” I shouted, twisting the key in the ignition while gripping the wheel. It took four tries before finally starting up. As soon as it did, I pulled away from the one-story home, wishing deep down that I didn’t have to return to that place.
That place wasn’t my home anymore.
It was hell, and I hated everything about it.
I couldn’t wait until I could leave and never look back.
• • • • •
I pulled up to Rocket’s ten minutes early.
As soon as I walked in, Delaney rushed my way, holding out an apron. “I know it’s soon,” he said, eyes wide, “but I need you to jump right in. Go clock in, come right back out, and take tables four and eight, pretty please?”
I nodded with a sigh. “Sure.”
I clocked in, putting my things in my locker and grabbing my notepad on the way. I approached table four, too busy tying my apron behind my back to notice who the people were.
“I’m so sorry for the wait. Saturdays are always chaos here,” I said with a small laugh, finally picking my head up. But as soon as I caught the familiar whiskey eyes, my mouth went dry, all words lost.
He looked right back at me, like he was truly surprised and almost glad to see me. It was him. Vincent. Across from him was Zay, Noelle’s plaything. I wasn’t sure what they had going on then, but she liked him a lot and they hung out often. 
I should have smiled at them, made them feel welcome, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I didn’t know what to say. It’d been months since I’d seen Vin. 
I thought surely it was a one-night stand kind of thing, but apparently he’d taken it as more. Noelle told me several times that he’d been asking about me. She even gave me his number when he told her to give it to me, but I never saved it.
We weren’t a match. I was just a girl trying to live her nasty life, and he’d already had it made . . . or so it seemed.
“Dang. Marley?” Zay asked. I pulled away from Vin, focusing on Zay. “You work here? I didn’t know that. It’s one of my favorite places.” He pointed at Vin. “Me and Vin’s.”
“Yeah?” I kept my voice strong. “Why haven’t I seen you guys here before then? I’ve worked at Rocket’s for about a year now.”
“Don’t come often. If we do, it’s usually for dinner.” Zay shrugged and looked over at Vin. I guess that explained it. I didn’t work the dinner shifts. It was usually only breakfast and lunch hours for me.
I exhaled, flipping my notepad open. “What can I get you guys to drink?”
“Whoa—wait.” Vin held his hands up, laughing a little. “How have you been, Marlena? Haven’t seen or heard from you since the party.”
“It’s Marley,” I sighed. “And I’ve been good, I guess. Thanks for asking.” I pressed the ballpoint of my pen to the paper. “What are you drinking?”
Zay fought a smile. “I’ll take an orange juice.”
Vin ran his eyes all over me again. I didn’t like how he was looking at me, like I was naked—like he knew what was beneath the black apron and jeans and red T-shirt. “Apple for me.”
I walked off before he could say anything else, but I felt him watching as I prepared the drinks behind the counter. I hated the old-fashioned set up at Rocket’s sometimes, and this day was one of the many reasons why. 
I couldn’t hide. The guests could see everything I did. They could see if I messed up their orders, poured the wrong drink, made a snobby face, or, in Vin’s case, watch me because he felt like it.
I returned with their drinks and they both ordered the pancake and bacon special we had running. I hardly checked in at their table after their food was served. I didn’t care if I didn’t get a tip from them. He was making me feel uncomfortable, and I only wanted him gone. 
I hadn’t planned on seeing him again—at least not anytime soon. Plus, I was sure Noelle was passing the message along that I didn’t want him to have my number.
There was a reason for that. I didn’t like getting close to guys, especially ones like Vin. The hot ones that can make your panties wet with just the sound of their voice. The ones with money and expensive things—those were the ones who would leave you to rot . . . at least that’s what Nana would always say.
Luke was a rich guy. He was a car dealership owner, knew my mother for years. They’d gone to college here together. When she got pregnant with me, he disappeared. Eight years down the road, and he came back, pretending he’d never even left her—and she actually took him in.
He’d lost his dealership and all of his money, owed a lot of debt that Mom tried to help pay off, but it didn’t work. It only caused her to drown in debt, too. Luke started selling all kinds of drugs to make money, but then he started using them. He became an arrogant junkie, and I’d watched it all happen. Mom was fine before he came, but he turned her into one too.
I had enough going on in my life. I didn’t need any more drama added to it. 
When they finished up, Zay took off, sparking a joint outside the diner and then texting on his cellphone, clearly waiting for Vin to come out. Of course Vin stuck around at his booth, waiting patiently for me to come back to the table.
I had no other tables yet, and I knew Delaney would question why he was still sitting there, so I reluctantly returned. 
“I see Zay still doesn’t care,” I noted.
Vin smiled, glancing over his shoulder at Zay. “Never has.”
“So what do you want from me?” I narrowed my eyes at him.
“Never said I wanted anything.” He flipped his hand over and revealed a one hundred dollar bill. “Here. I didn’t want to just leave it on the table, in case someone saw and took it.”
I looked from the money to him, head tilting. “You think I need your charity just because I’m a waitress?”
“It’s not charity. It’s a tip. Take it.” He matched my stare.
“No.” I picked up the final bill with the ten dollar tip Zay left behind, stuffing it into the pocket of my apron and then walking to the nearest unoccupied table to stack a few of the dirty dishes.
“Marley,” he called, stepping up behind me.
“Could you just go, please?” I turned to face him with one hand on my hip. “I’m really not in the mood for flirting or whatever it is you want today.”
His mouth twitched. “I’m just curious why I haven’t heard from you since the party.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. It was a fun night. It happened and it’s over. I didn’t think it needed to be more than that.”
It’s like he could read the lies spilling from my lips because he shook his head and laughed a little. “I guess I should have seen that coming, especially after you called me out for living at Holly Estates and driving a Corvette. ‘Rich guy,’ as you put it.” He smirked at that, and I hated that smirk, the small dimple that formed in his right cheek as he scanned me with warm eyes.
I held back a smile. “I’m sure you have plenty of girls lined up for you anyway. Why does it matter what I think?”
“There aren’t any girls lined up. And even if there were, I wouldn’t want them.”
I sighed. “Just go, Vin. Please? I have tables to clean and guests to seat.”
“All right. Fine.” He held up the money again, but this time there was a white piece of paper with it. “My number. What time is your shift over?”
“5:30,” I responded.
“Text me when your shift is over. We can talk more.”
Yeah, like that was going to happen. “Sure thing,” I said, taking the money and the paper.
He scanned me once before stepping back, raking his fingers through his thick bed of hair. “You’ll regret not texting me, Marlena.” He put on a crooked smile. I wanted to slap him for calling me by my real name. “I suggest you do it.”
“It’s Marley!” I shouted back, catching the eyes of a few guests. “And I suggest you get lost now before I toss the number.”
He laughed at that, walking to the exit.
I turned my back, biting a smile as I picked up the dishes I’d stacked. On my way to the kitchen, I looked through the window and saw him and Zay walking to a black Chevy. Before he climbed in, he looked through the window, like he was searching for me.
I guess it was a good sign that he looked back.
And it was also a good sign when showed up again, exactly at 5:30. But he wasn’t in Zay’s Chevy. He was in his white Corvette with red stripes, watching as I tried to start my nasty car.
“Need a ride?” he asked, after I finally caved and rolled my window down to look at him. He didn’t show any sign of pity, didn’t care that I was driving such a rundown, raggedy car. All he was looking for was a yes, or even a maybe from me.
I didn’t know if all he wanted was sex or what, but I took the offer anyway. My car wasn’t going to start again for a while. It always did this, and I’d have to call Noelle to get a ride home until my cousin, Ryan, could come out and fix it.
Not this time.
I didn’t want to wait. I’d already been having a nasty day.
I locked the Honda up and then climbed into his expensive car that smelled like leather and spiced cologne, side-eyeing him. As soon as I shut the door, he drove off, fiddling with the stick trash, all with a soft smile on his lips and a song by Kid Cudi flowing out of the speakers.
I wish I could say that I was going to regret that night, but that would be a far stretch from the truth. I knew it was going to be great, just from the music alone and how he made me feel wanted and welcome, not like some loser riding in the passenger seat.
I knew it was going to be good when he sparked the end of a joint and passed it to me. “You should relax. Inhale the good trash, and exhale the trash. Ever heard that?” 
I laughed when he said that. It was one of my favorite quotes. I had a T-shirt with those exact words on them and everything. 
After a few pulls, I was fine. I felt relaxed and giggly and had forgotten all about my terrible morning. But that wasn’t even the half of it. 
We did more than I expected that night.
Things I could never forget, no matter how hard I tried.
It was the start of us . . . the start of our addiction.
 




 
 
 
VIN
Present
 
Trying to sleep was like pulling teeth.
I tossed and turned in the bed, finding it incredibly hard to pull my trash together. 
For three years she was mine. For three years she was my sun, my moon, my world. But now? She was with Lloyd, my brother. 
I wasn’t stupid or oblivious to the truth. Luck had never been on my side, but this . . . well, incredible. I was pretty sure fate was testing my patience now.
I finally gave up on trying to sleep and rolled out of bed, going for my half-empty carton of cigarettes. Since I couldn’t smoke any weed I had to deal with cigs, but the nicotine buzz wasn’t strong enough. Not even the city view from this expensive hotel room was enough to distract or relax me. 
I stepped onto the patio and rested an elbow on the rail, taking a long pull as I stared out towards the city, still unable to clear my dang head.
And then the memories hit me.
 
“I’ll be yours forever, Vinny. You know that. No matter how low you get, I’ll be here.”
She stroked my cheek as I lay there, drunk, vomiting over a dirty toilet. I couldn’t talk much. All I could do was stare at her through blurry vision and listen over dry heaves.
“Just promise me this won’t happen anymore. Promise me you’ll try to get better.”
I hesitated, studying her eyes. She was begging me inside—begging me to be better. To give the alcohol and drugs up. To only need her. I probably should have let her go then, before she had the chance to walk away from me, but I had too much pride to do that, and way too much love for her.
 
I stabbed the butt of the cigarette on the silver guardrail and walked back into the hotel. My phone was buzzing. It was nearing midnight.
I checked the screen. It was Bethany.
I ignored the call. I wasn’t home, and I only used Bethany for a quick idiot, or vice versa. We weren’t official with the club yet, so she was probably calling to talk about nothing.
Even if I had gone home and knew what I knew about Marlena now, I still wouldn’t have answered the phone. That’s how much this was bothering me. 
What made it worse was that I didn’t respect my brother. I wanted to destroy his happiness by spilling the cold, hard facts—that Marlena met me first. That we fell in love. That we used to mess like animals and then cuddle until we fell asleep.
I wanted to tell him that I’d known her way longer than he had and that I knew way more about her than he ever could. I wanted to rub it in his smug little face, tell him that my cock had been buried deep in her sweet, wet pussy too many times to count and that she was mine first.
I literally took her first. She gave me her virginity. She begged me to take it. She wanted me so bad that night, and she wasn’t even drunk or high. She was sure. So I did it. I took her and made the sweetest love to her.
She had tears in her eyes while I explored her body. That’s how powerful we were together.
I would never forget that night. That’s when I found out the truth about her. That’s when I found out Marlena Winters had troubles too, and I did everything I could to get rid of them. But not even that was enough to hold her over long enough to wait for me.
I walked back to the balcony, sitting in the chair, looking at the skyline. My hand slid over my cock and I shut my eyes, in need of release. 
Bright blue eyes appeared behind my sealed eyelids, her brown nipples, and caramel skin. I remembered the way she used to ride me, how she’d say my name while I clutched her hips tight. How I slammed into her from beneath, loving the feel of her tight pussy wrapped around me. 
I groaned, lowering my shorts and stroking my cock.
“It’s okay to let go,” she whispered when I had a long day. All I wanted was a cold, hard drink—something to cool my nerves and the flame inside me. “Just give yourself to me, Vinny. Don’t worry about drinking. Get drunk on me. Take me.”
Her words—that memory—were my undoing. A louder groan filled my throat and warmth instantly coated my hand. I didn’t stop until every drop was released.
“Idiot,” I rasped.
There was no way he was keeping her. No way. Memories like that didn’t just fade. Marlena was the best pussy I’d ever had. I never got tired of it—never wanted to stop being inside her. Not to mention her personality was one-of-a-kind. It was hard to find genuine, real women like her.
My brother lived a good life. He got everything he ever wanted, and I never batted an eye or turned up my nose at it. He graduated from college, became a pilot making six-to-seven figures every year. 
He was lucky and could get whatever he wanted, but I’d be darned if he was going to be so lucky as to take the first and only woman I ever loved. He could have everything else, but he wasn’t keeping her.
• • • • •
The next morning, I got dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, taking the elevator down twenty minutes later to be picked up by Elton.
I was alone in the backseat and glad about it. I figured Becks rode with her annoying husband to get to whatever restaurant I was being taken to.
I rode with the window down, the air running through my hair, nowhere near ready to see my brother with his hands all over Marlena. 
Of course the ride was a short one. We pulled up to a restaurant by the mall. It was a busy area, but Elton found a clear space up front and let me out. 
I saw Mom and Will before I even got inside the restaurant. They were standing by the door, most likely waiting for me.
“Hi, baby boy,” she chimed when I stepped inside. She kissed my cheek and said, “They’ve just called us back. Lloyd and Marlena are already about to grab their seats.”
She turned and started down the hall, Will joining her side. I followed behind them, through the busy restaurant with a set up that was way too fancy for my liking, then again no one ever gave a trash about what I liked.
I saw Marlena and Lloyd at a table near the back that was slightly secluded. He had his hand on her lap and my jaw immediately tensed. Marlena saw us coming and flashed a smile—not at me but at Becks and Will. 
Mom and Will sat first, and when I saw the only seat left open was the one to the left of Marlena, I couldn’t help but transform my scowl to a mischievous smile.
As if she realized it too, her face stiffened and her throat bobbed. She picked up the glass pitcher of water and poured some into her glass, trying hard to distract herself as I took the seat and slid in closer.
“Morning, Marlena,” I greeted lowly, slouching back in the chair.
“Good morning, Vincent.”
“You know I really hate when you call me by my full name,” I murmured, grabbing the glass pitcher and pouring some water into my empty cup too. I picked up a lemon as Lloyd spoke to Will, and Mom looked over the menu with a Bluetooth piece in her ear, talking to someone. 
“And I hate when you call me Marlena.”
“Why? It’s what they call you. Your future in-laws.” I dropped the lemon in my water, smirking. She looked sideways, noticing the smirk and then shaking her head.
“Don’t do that,” she said, so only I could hear. 
“Do what?”
“Smirk at me like that.”
“Like what, Marlena?”
She rolled her eyes. “You know exactly what I mean. Stop it.”
“I see you two are getting along.” Lloyd’s voice rose, interrupting us, and I looked past Marlena, at him. His eyes were hard, and he reached down, grabbing her hand and squeezing it.
“She’s fun to talk to. Kind of feels like I’ve known her for a really long time.” I flashed a smile at both of them. Marlena fidgeted. 
“I told you she would make you feel that way. Such a sweet girl,” Mom butted in after ending her call. 
“Sweet.” I sat back in my chair, sipping my water. “Yeah I remember just how sweet she is.”
The only one who heard my remark was Marlena, of course. I said it only loud enough for her to hear, and she cleared her throat, pretending she didn’t.
“What will you be having, babe?” She asked Lloyd, putting emphasis on the last word. I gave a slight eye roll. 
Lloyd flipped through the menu. “I don’t know. I’m not really a fan of this place.”
“Well, eat a bowl of hot cereal with raspberries the way the overpaid nanny Will hired used to make it,” I said, shrugging. “Isn’t that your favorite?”
“Idiot off, drunky,” he spat.
“You know you’re a pussy when you still have a nanny at the age of eighteen,” I laughed.
Lloyd started to speak, but Becks butted in. “Boys!” she scolded, voice tight. “Don’t start bickering! We’re having a family brunch. Act like you have some home training.”
“Jerk,” he grumbled.
“Pussy,” I muttered back.
Of course Will laughed, looking at me. “You and that smart mouth, boy. One day it’s gonna get you in a lot of trouble, and ain’t nobody at this table gonna save your rear, either.”
“How about you just worry about ordering that highly anticipated meal of yours, Will, huh? Hey—when hell freezes over because you decided to go on a diet, then maybe I’ll worry about my smart mouth. How does that sound?”
Will grimaced, and Marlena choked on her water. Lloyd immediately started patting her on the back. 
“You okay, babe?”
She cleared her throat. “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine.” She forced a smile at him.
I laughed, knowing she had laughed too. I knew that old Marlena was still in there somewhere.
She pushed out of her chair. “Got water on my dress. Gonna run to the ladies’ room really quick and clean up. Excuse me.” She smiled across the table at Becks, who returned the kind gesture. She then glanced at me, those blue eyes holding mine for several seconds, before pushing her chair in and taking off. 
“Is it just me, or has she been acting weird since the party?” Lloyd asked, watching her walk down the hallway in her fitted maroon dress and strappy black heels.
“Maybe a little,” Mom said, shrugging it off. “Maybe it’s just the jitters. It’s okay to get nervous sometimes. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Just let her have her space whenever she asks for it. Don’t make her feel like she’s in the wrong for needing time alone.”
“Yeah,” Lloyd mumbled, swinging his eyes over to me briefly before looking at Mom. “Sure.”
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
Brunch was . . . unpleasant, to say the least. 
All I wanted to do was shout KILL ME NOW!
There was I was, wedged between my ex-boyfriend and my fiancé. My heart was beating down on my ribcage, and I swear if someone listened hard enough they probably could have heard it. I hardly had an appetite, being between them, but I ate anyway to occupy myself.
I was relieved when Vin finished eating and went outside for a smoke. Mr. and Mrs. Harris decided to check out the boutique beside the restaurant, and after several minutes, Lloyd wanted to join them as well. 
I wasn’t up for it. I needed air. Space. This was turning into one gigantic massive failure, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it.
He kissed me on the cheek before leaving, and I made use of my time by walking to the private upstairs balcony. Fortunately, it was vacant. 
I fished through my clutch as I stepped outside, knowing I had it with me.
When I came across my oil vaporizer pen, I brought it up to my lips, inhaling like my life depended on it.
That sweet THC filled my lungs in an instant, calming some of my chaotic nerves. Lloyd would have found this habit unattractive, of course, so I only smoked in private. It was a good thing it didn’t leave a scent.
He didn’t like smokers, so I didn’t smoke often. Only when I was stressed. Like now. 
I leaned my forearms on the metal rail, staring out towards the busy street. As I took another inhale, I heard footsteps behind me.
I turned quickly, hiding the vaporizer and meeting brown eyes. 
Vin walked out with his hands in his front pockets. His bed hair was fingered with light strokes of gel, the same way he used to wear it. He looked fit and toned in all the right places, his skin tan and smooth. He still had a great body, and it worked well with his low rider jeans and gray T-shirt.
“I see you still got it,” he noted, eyes shifting down. He was trying to see the vaporizer. I eventually sighed and revealed it. What difference did it make to him? He’d already caught me smoking it.
“Why aren’t you with everyone else?” I asked, tucking it back into my clutch.
“Because you aren’t.” He met up at the guardrail, standing right beside me.
My pulse skittered as his cologne drifted past my nostrils. He still smelled the same. I used to love it, sleeping on his chest, smelling him on my clothes, my skin.
Wait…no.
That’s over. 
Stop it, Marley. 
I kept my eyes forward, ignoring that last thought. “You know he and Will are paying me to be his best man? My being here is no surprise to Lloyd. He knew I was coming.”
My eyes narrowed. “Why would he pay you to come? Seems like he would have been better off not inviting you.”
“He promised Becks he would make it happen. He didn’t want to disappoint her. She also doesn’t know they’re paying me to be here.”
“That doesn’t mean you had to come.”
“I didn’t want to disappoint her either.” He glanced at me, face stiff. I knew he had a soft spot for his mother. If it weren’t for her, I was certain he wouldn’t have set foot in Texas. 
The wind rustled my bangs. I pulled my eyes away from him, focusing on my French-manicured toenails. 
“You aren’t really going to go through with this, are you?” he asked after a few quiet seconds.
“Why wouldn’t I?” I met his gaze. “It’s already happening, Vin. I already said yes.”
His face screwed up as he turned his large body fully to face me. “Did you even think about it?” He stepped closer. “Do you even love him?”
I swallowed hard, looking away. “He’s safe. I didn’t need to think about it.”
He scoffed, looking towards the street. “Safe? Is that what you’re after now? What happened to being true to yourself? What happened to being loyal?”
“I was loyal, Vin. For three years I was loyal to you. People like me get fed up when it comes to dealing with constant trash, especially when it’s coming from the same person.”
His eyes hardened, examining mine thoroughly. “I got better.”
“Yeah,” I huffed. “Only after realizing I wasn’t coming back.”
He was quiet for so long I thought the conversation was over, but then he spoke again, voice gentle. “You’re right,” he murmured, taking a step closer. “And I hate that it took losing you for me to realize that what I had was good. I needed you—I still need you.”
He grabbed my hands, bringing them up to his lips. It was an act he’d performed many times before, and I used to fall for it every time. 
He kissed my fingertips and then the back of my hand, looking beneath his brows and those thick, black eyelashes, right at me.
“Can I tell you something?” he asked softly.
I blinked in response.
“Last night I thought about you. Your body on top of mine. Riding me and loving it.” My face fell flat, but I felt heat rush to my cheeks. “Remember what you used to tell me? To get drunk on you? Whenever I wanted a drink, you would tell me to take you to get my mind off of it. I would kill to hear those words again—to feel you wrapped around me.” 
“Vin.” I felt my core clench tight as he trailed kisses up to my wrist, refusing to stop.
“He doesn’t get to have you, Marley,” he whispered on my skin, bringing his other hand down to clutch my hip.
Goodness, his lips were still so soft and warm. His possessive grip on me only heightened my senses, that and the buzz I had now. It didn’t take much for me to imagine his lips everywhere—on my neck, my chest, my belly . . . between my legs.
Heat shot right through me like a rocket, pooling in my panties, but, despite the fiery frenzy, I yanked my hand away and stepped back.
“Stop. We can’t, Vin.” I held his gaze, breathing a little harder, flustered. “Just . . . face the facts, okay? I’m marrying Lloyd in three months. Your brother. I’m going to be his wife soon. You have to accept it and forget about whatever we had. Okay?”
He frowned. “You’re asking me to forget about what we had, like it was nothing?”
“It wasn’t meant to be, Vinny, and you know it.”
“Harass that, Marley. You know dang well what we had can’t be forgotten. It’s not that easy to just let it go. It’s only been two years, for idiot’s sake.”
I sighed, moving away. “Well, the only thing I can do is try to forget and move on.” I felt guilty for saying that. I hated this was happening, probably just as much as he did, but if I didn’t say it, he wasn’t going to take the hint. “I’m sorry, Vinny, but this is our reality now.”
“Marley, come on. Please,” he begged, stepping towards me, extending an arm. His eyes glistened with so many emotions. So much regret. “Just think about what you’re doing. You know you don’t belong with him.”
Before he could say more, and before Lloyd or anyone else tried to come find me, I walked away, back inside the restaurant and down the stairs, leaving him with his arms wide open.
As soon as I found Lloyd, I told him I was ready to go. His parents took their ride home, I took mine with Lloyd, and Vin took his back to the hotel without saying goodbye. 
I knew he had a flight scheduled to go back to California. He was leaving. I didn’t know if I was glad or sad about it, but what could I do? 
I couldn’t chase him—couldn’t hunt him down or give him a hug. It would have proven too much, and feeling him holding me in his big, warm arms would have gutted me. I would have wanted him—craved him all over again. I could hardly even look at Vin. I couldn’t imagine touching him again in that way. 
I was getting my life on track now. 
Vin had to accept the ugly truth and pretend to be okay with it because I wasn’t about to lose out on everything I worked so hard for, just to fall back into his clutches.
It couldn’t happen. 
I deserved better.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
Past
 
I didn’t want to go home after work, and Vin didn’t ask any questions as to why not. Instead, he kept driving, with his music on blast. 
I spotted a sign for Laguna Beach, which was about twenty-five minutes out from Santa Ana, and before I knew it, he was slowing down, pulling up to a familiar, luxurious building.
Holly Estates.
Mom worked here during the weekends. I remember her bringing me once when I was fifteen. The building was several years older than me, but it was a beautiful place. Elegant, really, and didn’t match Vincent Chambers at all.
When he passed by the sign with the big, illuminated HE on it, he pulled into a garage with LED lights built into the walls.
“Wow. Fancy, much?” I teased him.
He half-shrugged, shutting the car off and then climbing out. “Come on.”
I followed suit, grabbing my leather satchel and strapping it over my shoulder. He walked to the door that was ahead of us, pulling out his keys. I expected stairs or even a hallway when he opened the door, but that wasn’t the case. There was a short walkway leading to spotless silver elevator doors.
He pushed the up arrow button, and it opened within seconds. When he stepped into the cart, I hesitated, looking all around.
He laughed. “You coming or what?” The doors started to shut, but he pressed the button to make them reopen.
“We’re going to your place alone? Do you think that’s wise?”
He put on a crooked smile. “Do you?”
I grinned when he asked that. “Heck, no.” And without much thought, I walked ahead and entered the elevator, standing right beside him. “I can’t believe I’m doing this with you.”
“What’s so bad about doing stuff with me?” he laughed, turning sideways to look down at me. 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re just . . . different.”
“Than the usual idiot-boy you hang out with?”
I laughed at that. “Why do you think I have guys lined up for me?”
He cocked a brow. “Probably the same reason you think I have girls lined up for me. ‘Cause we’re hot.”
I giggled. “Well, do you?”
“Nah.” He looked to the left, watching the numbers climb. “I keep to myself more than anything.”
“Same here.” I looked up at the glowing blue buttons as they continued to climb. “Goodness, what floor are you on?”
He smiled but didn’t answer. Finally, the elevator slowed down, reaching the twentieth floor. As soon as the doors pulled apart, he veered left. There were only two doors on this floor. My eyebrows drew together as his keys jingled and he unlocked one of them.
He walked right in, flipping a light switch. The dim light revealed dark-brown leather furniture and glass tables. I stepped in as he waited by the door. 
When I was inside, he shut it behind me and then walked past, dropping his keys on an island counter in the kitchen.
The kitchen was huge—black marble countertops and chrome appliances with black accents. It was surprisingly clean for a twenty-four year old male. 
He opened the fridge and took out a bottle of soda. I continued my venture, walking towards the couches, spotting the staircase to the left, leading up to what was probably a loft. The home smelled like leather—like the furniture was new—but I could tell it wasn’t. It was slightly worn in one spot, like he sat there often. On the table was a football, joint papers, and specks of marijuana. Go figure.
“You play?” I asked, pointing at the ball. 
He glanced back, and then shrugged. “Used to in high school.” 
“Oh. Cool.”
I picked my head up, looking at the stretched floor-to-ceiling windows ahead of me. There was so much space inside this place and so many windows ahead of me; I didn’t know where to start. I walked towards one of them, and when I looked out I could see the beach—and not just any beach. It was Laguna. It wasn’t too far away, probably only a block or so, and the view was breathtaking. 
I’d always wanted an ocean view home. I wanted to be able to wake up one morning and look out towards the waves while sipping on a freshly brewed cup of coffee. The sight of crashing waves was comforting, like blue crystals running up to shore.
Below, twenty floors down, was a clear, blue pool and a hot tub off to the right. There was also a fire pit already ablaze, and white pool furniture and lounge chairs surrounding it.
I was standing in a penthouse. Being on the very top floor, with this view and this much space? It had to be pricey. 
“This is your place?” I asked, turning around. He was standing in the living room now, in front of the glass coffee table.
“Yep.”
“How . . . I mean . . .” I shook my head, peering over my shoulder. “How do you even afford a place like this?”
He sat down in the worn spot and started cleaning off the table. “My mother knows the woman who owns this building—not that she can’t afford it, but she gave her a deal for this space.”
“Where do you work?” I inquired, walking his way.
He glanced up as I took my bag off and placed it on the floor. “I don’t.”
“So you just have your mom taking care of you? No job, no responsibilities?”
“Nah. I used to work at a nightclub a few months ago. Moreheads? Heard of it?”
“Yeah, I think so. In LA, right? Isn’t that like an hour away from here?”
“Yeah, it is. But I didn’t mind the drive. Anyway, they fired me. I was never late, didn’t talk back. I did what I needed to do, but the boss just didn’t like me.” 
“Why not? He had to have a reason not to like you,” I laughed as he stood up and walked to the kitchen again. He rustled around a bit and then returned with a bottle of Jack Daniels 100 Proof and two shot glasses.
“Oh, I knew exactly why he didn’t like me,” he chuckled. “His wife wanted to mess me. She was a cougar, trying to chase down the younger boys. She always hung out at the club, wearing short skirts or dresses and those tall heels to show off her legs, trying to get attention. Only thing is . . . I’m not really into cougars—married ones at that—so when she tried to hit on me, I kind of turned her down.”
I busted out laughing. “You’re lying!”
“I’m not! It’s the truth, I swear.” He laughed, twisting the bottle open and pouring the amber liquid into a glass. “So, the boss fired me when he heard about it, assumed I came onto her. It was trash. I didn’t care. I told my mother what happened, and she told me to just lay low for a while and take care of myself.” He made a face. “Whatever that means.”
“So while you’re taking care of yourself, she’s paying for this place?”
“Pretty much. I didn’t ask for it, though. She set it all up. I plan to look for another job soon. Just haven’t gotten around to it yet.”
“Wow. You have it made, don’t you, rich guy?” I teased again.
“As you can see, I don’t own the place. I’m not rich, just have a wealthy parent . . . and she has a wealthy husband.” His face grew tight when he mentioned the husband. His jaw even pulsed. He didn’t think I noticed, but I did. He became quiet for several seconds, and then sighed.
I didn’t push. I could tell he didn’t want to talk about it.
“You told me you weren’t in the mood for flirting or anything this morning,” he probed, scanning me with his eyes. “Can I ask why you weren’t?”
“Just had a rough morning,” I mumbled, waving a dismissive hand. “I’m over it now.”
“Hmm.” His lips meshed together. I was glad he didn’t press for more. Instead, he picked up the shot glasses and handed one to me. “Well, how about we drink until you forget about the nasty morning you had, huh? This is some strong trash. I’m sure it’ll help.”
I fought a smile, accepting the glass. “Why are you being so nice to me after how I treated you at the diner?” 
He lowered his gaze, those thick lashes touching his cheekbones. “Because I know how the nasty mornings can be.” He picked his head up and our eyes locked. My breathing became thicker, like an anchor had landed on my chest, making it harder to breathe.
“Okay, rich guy. You win.” I smiled. “Let’s drink and forget.”
He smiled too, and when I tipped my glass back, he did as well. He poured us two more shots, but by the second one I was already feeling the buzz, the warmth swimming in my veins and easing my troubled mind. He was right. It was strong stuff, and it did take some of the stress away.
Vin did his best to try and make me feel better. He turned on some music, cranked the volume, and then grabbed my hand, forcing me to dance with him. I could tell he was drunk. A sober Vincent wouldn’t have started dancing to the music. He’d had way more whiskey than me, but I didn’t mind it.
He was fun this way, laughing as he twirled me around like we were in some romance movie. But then a heavier, sexier song by Dej Loaf came on, slowing down the momentum, and he reeled me in, close to his firm body. He looked down at me, sliding his hands down to my hips, holding me there.
“Would you call me crazy if I told you I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since the party?” he murmured, lips close to mine. 
“Why would that be crazy?” My question was winded and soft.
His hands traveled down, and he held my rear in his hands, his lips feathery light on mine. I was drunk for sure, but with him so close I felt like I was swirling, intoxicated with all the wrong things.
He didn’t respond to my question. I was glad. I was purposely deflecting. I didn’t want to start talking about how I’d kind of avoided him. I didn’t show up at Zay’s parties anymore, and it was for a reason: I didn’t want to run into Vin. Noelle told me he was always there and always looking for me.
I didn’t want anything serious.
A part of me regretted not showing up, though. With him so close now, breathing me in, I realized I should have just gone with it. 
“Let me kiss you,” he whispered against my lips. His breath was warm, the 100 proof whiskey soft on his breath.
I didn’t speak. Didn’t refuse. All I gave was a simple bob of my head, and he crushed my lips in an instant, picking me up in his large arms.
I couldn’t fight the moan coursing through me as I tore at his shirt, wanting it off, wanting to feel his warm body on mine.
He brought me down to the floor, on top of a gray area rug. He unbuttoned my jeans and then peeled them off. As he did, I pulled my shirt off, panting wild and heavy. 
The jeans were gone and he slid right between my legs again, grinding the rock in his pants between my thighs, his lips claiming mine all over again. His tongue slid through my lips, and he tasted me, like he did the very first night we met.
He groaned, liked he loved the sweetness on my tongue—like he loved the many flavors I could provide. He pulled his mouth away, kissing down to my neck. He sucked on the bend of it, and heat struck my core.
“You’re supposed to be kissing me,” I told him, slightly teasing.
“I am,” he murmured on my skin, going down to the curve of my breasts. “Everywhere.”
He kissed down to my navel, lower and lower, until he was right above my panties. He was perched over me. I looked down as he looked up, and he spread my legs a little wider, kissing my clit through my panties.
“Oh goodness,” I whispered, my head tipping back.
He dropped down and I wasn’t expecting what he did next. He ate me through my panties— not fully tasting, just teasing. His tongue skimmed up and down, and I clutched the rug, sighing as he dampened the cotton.
My body was overheated. Eager. Ready. Lust took full control of every single one of my senses. All I wanted was his tongue buried inside me, tasting me, owning me. He knew it, too, because he kept going, one finger beneath the waistband of my panties now, like he was going to tear them off at any moment.
“Don’t avoid me anymore, Marley,” he growled, slowly taking my panties off. I lifted my legs, aiding him. “I can show you a good time, and I want you. Let me have you.” His warm mouth hovered above me.
“I won’t avoid you anymore,” I breathed. “You can have me.”
I heard him laugh a deep, guttural laugh. “Good.” After he responded, he buried his tongue in my pussy and ate me like he hadn’t had a meal in days. He gripped my hips, hoisting them up so my thighs were around his head, and watched me as I writhed and twisted, still clutching the rug.
I don’t think I’d ever moaned so loudly. I didn’t think I could feel like this with any guy. I’d made out with plenty of guys, yeah. I’d even let a few of them try oral on me here and there, but it always sucked. I never cared for it. It seemed like a waste of time because none of them could get it right.
But with Vin, it was different.
I saw that night that Vin had it right. The previous boys I’d messed around with were idiot boys, as he called them—boys who couldn’t get a woman off to save their lives, but had no problem getting themselves off with the woman’s body. 
It turns out those guys didn’t know anything about eating a girl out. While they were lazy with it, Vin devoured me like I was the only thing he wanted to taste. He sipped me like I was the sweetest, strongest whiskey. He made sure to lick and trace every spot with his tongue while holding me tight, refusing to let go.
My legs wobbled around his head.
“You taste so good,” he murmured, lifting up a bit, but he went back to it, swirling his hot, flat tongue around my clit. I couldn’t even hold it in. I didn’t know what was happening to my body—what this fire was surging through me and down to my core—but it came, and it came fast.
“Oh, Vin!” I cried out, squeezing my eyes tight as my body shook violently. He didn’t give up there. He licked softly until my body finally decided to calm down.
He lowered my hips to the ground, kissing his way back up. He planted his hands outside my head, laughing when my eyes found his. 
“What was that?” I breathed.
“That,” he laughed, licking his lips, “was me eating your pussy until you came, baby.”
It was my first orgasm. A real orgasm. 
I laughed, playfully pushing him off and then climbing on top of him. “I can tell you’ve never been eaten like that before,” he said.
“How?” I challenged, focusing on his beautifully sculpted face. His lips were raw and pink, slightly damp.
“It was too quick—almost too easy.” He looked me over. “I don’t think you’ve even been touched down there like you should have. At least, not with a toe.”
My lips pressed thin. “Nope, and I’m not ashamed of that fact either.”
“No one said you had to be.” He grabbed my hips. “Just makes me want you even more.”
“Because I’m a virgin?”
“No. Because I get to teach you new things first.” He put on a lopsided smile.
“What makes you think I’ll let you take it?”
He cupped the back of my neck, pulling me down until I was flat on top of his body. He kissed me softly, gently, one hand on my rear, the other still cupping the back of my neck. A moan I couldn’t restrain filled my throat and I lifted my hand to touch his cheek.
“I don’t know,” he finally uttered, our lips a hairs breadth apart. “But I’m gonna work dang hard to get it, Marlena.”
I gave him a playful eye roll and before I could lightly smack him on his cheek, he brought his lips up to mine again, rolled me onto my back, and kissed me.
He didn’t try to take my virginity. No. I don’t even think he wanted it that night. He just wanted to feel me. Taste me. Tease me. He wanted to prove something, but I wasn’t sure if he was trying to prove that something to himself or me.
For the rest of that night, I didn’t think about the chaos back at home. I didn’t think about my mother or my father. I didn’t think about the diner or how I had a ten-hour shift the next day.
I was too preoccupied with Vincent to care. Nothing else mattered but that bottle of 100 proof and us in his penthouse. Fun isn’t the word I would use to describe that night.
That night was freeing—liberating.
And it was all because he cared enough to make it possible.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
Present
 
“Wait a minute . . . she’s what!” Zay looked right at me, completely shocked. We were at Ocean Rico’s, a sport’s bar in Laguna, only a few miles away from Holly Estates.
I nodded. “Yep. Marrying Jerk Junior himself. I still can’t believe this trash.”
“Wow!” he burst out laughing, picking up his beer. “What are the odds? I remember some of the stories you told me about him. You pretty much hate him.” He chuckled. “I swear, you always have the worst luck. Am I sure I want to go into business with someone who always seems to be getting messed in the rear?”
I flipped him off. “There is no pretty much about it. I hate him just as much as he hates me.” I grabbed a handful of pretzels as Zay chugged down the rest of his beer and then laughed beneath his breath. “This trash is not funny, man. I mean she’s changed completely. That wasn’t the same Marley we hung out with before, I’m telling you. It’s like he brainwashed her or some trash. She got her hair cut; she’s wearing all these fancy dresses and shoes that she used to tell me she would never wear. It’s like she’s living a lie.” I shook my head, looking towards the flat screen TV where the Brazil vs. Argentina soccer game was playing. 
He picked up his empty glass, smirking as he stood. “You sure you don’t want a drink? Seems like you really need it right about now. Heck, I’ll even buy it for you.” He was being a smart aleck. If I hadn’t had my head so wrapped up around Lloyd and Marley, I would have been a smart aleck right back. 
“No,” I mumbled, sighing. Drinking wasn’t going to do anything but fuel my frustrations—probably make me end up doing some really stupid trash, like fly my rear back to Texas just to talk some sense into her.
“I’m just kidding, man. Hey—when I get back, let’s go over the plans for the club. Take your mind off of that trash.” He walked towards the bar and ordered another round for himself.
While he was away, I picked up my cellphone, going to my photos and swiping through them. I still had a collection of pictures. Not many—only twelve of them—but they were my favorite pictures of Marley and me. Back when things were simple and fun. Before trash blew up and I noticed her changing . . . before she noticed me changing.
I guess I couldn’t blame her. What happened was tragic and could have been prevented, but we were all too messed up to do anything. Marley hadn’t been the same since.
I studied each picture, how bright her eyes were. How smooth and relaxed her smile was while she was by my side. How relaxed she was with me. 
With Lloyd, she was so stiff. She hardly touched him, even when he tried bringing her closer, it seemed she would pull away and make an excuse about something to get out of his reach. 
It was obvious she didn’t love him. She was acting weird because I was there, yes, but there was no connection between them—nothing deep or sensual about their relationship at all. 
If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it almost seemed . . . forced. 
• • • • •
Nine days passed, and I still couldn’t get her out of my head. 
On top of that, I received an email from Will about continuing the agreement. Money for being Lloyd’s best man. I stared at it, contemplating longer than I should have.
I didn’t print it out or sign it.
I couldn’t. 
Money had come between me and Marley before. I couldn’t let it happen again, so I left the agreement waiting in my inbox, refusing to do anything with it. I would still show up, do my part, but I didn’t want his money anymore. 
He wouldn’t care either, just as long as I followed through and didn’t tell Becks. As long as his son was happy and as long as I didn’t idiot things up, he was fine with whatever.
I had another flight scheduled to Texas two weeks later. We were going to get fitted for tuxedos. When I landed, Becks wasn’t there to pick me up. She told me she had work to do, but Elton was there, standing in front of a black SUV. 
I checked into the same hotel, this time in a presidential suite, unable to sleep. I guess the suite was my reward from Will for following through. Whatever.
I was on edge that night. The only thing I needed was a small sip. Just a sip to keep myself steady—to occupy my mind and take the edge off.
I glanced towards the fridge, gripping the edge of the bed. I stared at it for way too long, knowing what kind of treats were inside it. I grunted, and before I could do something stupid, I got dressed, snatched up my cellphone and room key, and hustled out.
As soon as I stepped outside the hotel, I pulled out a cigarette, sparked it, and inhaled, allowing the buzz to wash over me. I had to walk. I had to calm down. 
I turned and started down the sidewalk, walking past small shops and expensive restaurants. The streets were clear for the most part, but not very quiet. There was a bar only a short walk away and I purposely hustled past it, taking another pull from my cigarette, keeping my gaze ahead.
A small gym appeared and through the window I could see the instructor cycling like a madman. The class was packed with both women and men. They were just starting to wrap up. The instructor climbed off of his bike and praised a few people for their hard work.
A woman walked up to him, grinning from ear to ear, her hair damp at the nape of her neck. She had on a pink headband, yoga pants that conformed perfectly to her full rear, and a black tank top. The instructor said something to make her laugh and then she finally came towards the door.
She stepped out, using the towel on her shoulder to wipe the sweat away from her forehead and neck. When the wind blew, she exhaled, like she loved the feel of the breeze on her skin.
I tossed my cigarette, watching her from only a few steps away. I watched as she checked her cellphone, rolled her eyes, and then looked up. Her eyes snagged on mine, and she blinked several times, like she was staring at a ghost. 
I walked toward her before she tried to leave. Her shoulders tensed, and she stepped sideways, tucking dark wisps of hair behind her ears. 
“Vin,” Marley breathed, looking me up and down. “What are you doing here?” She frowned, like I was the last person she wanted to see.
“Getting fitted for a tux, supposedly,” I said, stopping only a few inches away.
“Right now?” she frowned.
I laughed. “Tomorrow.”
“Oh.” She fidgeted in her tennis shoes. “I didn’t know you were coming back so soon.”
“I’m assuming Lloyd didn’t tell you.” I shrugged. “Probably for a reason.”
She pursed her lips, peering around.
“You look great,” I said.
She huffed a laugh, and though her cheeks were already flushed, I swear I saw them turn redder. “Seriously? I look like a greasy pig. Nice try, though.”
“I’m serious. I wouldn’t lie to you.”
She narrowed her gaze and then changed the subject. “Are you staying at the hotel nearby?”
“Yep.”
“How do you like it? Is it nice?”
I inhaled deeply before releasing it. “Marley, seriously? Are you really going to ask me these formal-rear questions, like we’ve just met?”
She shrugged. “That’s the way it has to be.” She jingled her keys and then walked towards the white BMW parked in front of the gym building.
“Let me guess,” I started. “Lloyd bought you this car?”
She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. She looked sideways at me, opening the passenger door and then tossing her bag and sweaty towel on the leather seat.
“Who else would buy it for me?”
“Is that why you’re with him? Why you’re doing this? For the money?”
She scowled then, folding her arms. She was getting defensive. “No, it’s not just about the money, and even if it was, how is any of it your concern?”
I leaned against the car with a smirk, holding her gaze. “Because you don’t do ‘rich guys’.” 
Her mouth twitched, like she wanted to laugh, but it wasn’t like her to laugh at something like that. Not anymore, at least.
“I should go. Lloyd’s waiting.”
“Of course he is,” I muttered, pushing off the car.
She stepped around to the driver’s side and opened the door. She paused for a second, looking up at me over the roof of the car. “Listen . . . we should meet for breakfast tomorrow. All three of us.”
I was about to turn her down.
The thought of Lloyd being there, flaunting and showing off, pissed me off automatically, but as I studied her blue eyes, I realized this wasn’t an offer. It was a plea.
She wanted to see me again. She wouldn’t admit it aloud, but I could tell. 
“Sure.”
Her lips pressed to smile. She bent down and pulled something out of the car. I stepped closer, and when she came back out, she had a pen and a scrap sheet of paper in hand.
“My number.” She handed me the paper. “I’ll tell Lloyd I ran into you out here.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” I laughed. “He might throw a jerk fit about it.”
“I’m sure if I handled your tantrums for as long as I did, then I can handle his too.”
I quirked a brow. “What is that supposed to mean?” My chest tightened, that same old guilt seizing every part of me.
Her face fell flat and her head shook. “Nothing. It’s nothing. Just . . . text this number so I can have yours in my phone. I’ll let you know where we decide to eat and you can meet us there.”
“Yeah.” I scratched the scruff on my chin. “Sure, Marley.”
She forced a smile. “Good.” She placed a hand on my shoulder. It was warm, familiar. I missed it. Her touch. Her, period.
“Goodnight, Vinny.” After she said the name, her cheeks flamed red again. She turned before I could say anything, started the car, and drove away—probably hoping I hadn’t caught that, but I did. She only called me Vinny when she felt something. When she wanted me. Back when she loved me.
I wondered if she still had love for me. If she felt how I felt without her—like breathing was harder. Like life was tougher. Like waking up every morning without each other was a battle, but would always be a victory if we woke up together.
Maybe she did because when she drove away, she was staring through the rearview mirror.
And not just at anything. She was staring at me.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
I couldn’t get over the run-in with Vin. It was starting to freak me out how often our paths were crossing now, so close to the wedding. 
I tossed and turned that same night, remembering everything, from the day we first met, to the last day I saw him in rehab. Going from light to dark. From complete and utter happiness, to darkness and despair.
With a sigh, I applied my lipstick as Lloyd walked behind me, mumbling about the breakfast I never should have planned with his brother.
“I don’t know why you had to offer meeting for breakfast,” he grumbled, fixing his tie. “There’s no point in being nice to him. He’ll run all over you.”
“He’s your brother, Lloyd. Plus, I want to make a good impression on all your family.” I wanted to cringe after saying that. “You two should try and be civil,” I went on. “Make up—do whatever you need to do to put the drama aside. I want the wedding to be perfect, and I don’t want any drama.”
He stepped up behind me, wrapping his hands around my middle and placing a kiss on the back of my neck. “The wedding will be perfect, regardless. I just don’t want him ruining it.”
When he said that, I felt my heart sink a bit. Vin could object, or he could just not show up. I pretended to be oblivious. “Do you think he would really stoop so low as to ruin the wedding?”
Lloyd choked on a laugh, stepping sideways and swiping a finger over the crease between his eyebrows. “Are you kidding me? If Vin isn’t the center of attention, no one wins. This wedding will be about me, and he’ll hate it. He won’t be getting his rear kissed by Mom and he’ll notice. He might end up pulling some dumb, drunk stunt just so Mom can focus on him again. Doesn’t matter if it’s in a bad way, just as long as she’s paying attention to him.” He straightened the collar of his suit jacket. “It’s what he does best.”
I narrowed my brows a bit when he turned to fetch his ringing cellphone. I couldn’t tell if he was lying about Vin. Vin was the last person to ever really want attention. Did he do dumb things? Yes, but it was never for the attention.
He did dumb things, mostly just for fun, but sometimes because he couldn’t get a grip on reality and would do anything to distract himself from it. He tried to stop, I remember. He would put forth so much effort, but then something would kill his mood and he’d sink, drowning himself in whatever bottle of liquor he could find.
“Incredible,” Lloyd cursed beneath his breath a minute later. He walked back out of the bathroom, stepping up beside me in front of the vanity. 
“What happened?” I asked.
“That was work calling. The pilot for flight 463 got into a car accident and has a broken arm. They need me to fill in for him since I’m the only other one here in Texas.”
“Oh.” I looked down, capping my lipstick. “What time do you have to go?”
“Now.” He gave me an uneasy smile.
“Now? Seriously? But what about breakfast?”
He shrugged as if he couldn’t care less, loosening his tie. “Cancel it.” He hurried for the closet, pulling down one of his dry-cleaned uniforms. “Work is more important.”
“What about the fitting for your tuxedos? Isn’t that this afternoon?”
“I’ll cancel that too, and just have Mom reschedule.” His eyebrows dipped as he looked over at me, taking off his jacket. “What’s the big deal? Vincent will understand. I’m sure he doesn’t care about coming to breakfast anyway.”
I nodded quickly. I didn’t want my concern to seem too obvious. I couldn’t ignore the feeling I had inside though—the guilt. We couldn’t just not show up. He’d already flown all this way. It would have been like he traveled here for nothing.
Lloyd got dressed in a matter of seconds. It was amazing how quickly he could get dressed for work, like his job was the most important thing in his life, but when it came to doing things together or going for a night out, he would drag his feet and complain about it the entire time.
“It’s a quick flight to Virginia. I’ll be back before you know it.” He picked up his already packed duffle bag. He always had a bag packed for work, just in case something like this happened and he had to fill in. And trust me, it happened more times than I could count. “I’ll call my Mom and let her know we need to reschedule the fittings. You should let Vincent know breakfast isn’t going to happen now before he assumes we’ve bailed on him and tries to throw a hissy fit.”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “Okay. Sounds good.” I forced a smile.
He gave me a swift kiss on the lips and then picked up his ringing cellphone. I followed him out of the bedroom and down the marble staircase. When he met at the door and opened it, he said, “I love you. Call you when I land.” 
I nodded. “Okay. Love you, too.”
He was out the door before I could even blink. I watched him jump into his car and pull off, tossing me a quick wave before he drove away.
I shut the door, exasperated. I stepped in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror in the hallway, observing myself. I was fully dressed, in my heels and everything. 
Breakfast was supposed to be happening in less than thirty minutes. I couldn’t bail on Vin. He would have taken it personally. I figured filling him in in person would be okay.
I wouldn’t even eat with him. I’d let him know what was going on and tell him he should schedule a flight back home as soon as he wanted to.
I collected my keys and my clutch before I could process my thoughts, but as I climbed into my car and started it up, driving away from our two-story brick home, I realized I wasn’t doing this for Vin’s benefit.
I was doing it for mine.
I wanted to see him again.
I wanted to know what was really going on with him.
I wanted updates on him and Zay. About California, period. I wanted to see if he’d changed at all—or if he was just giving the impression of it to try and win me over again. Not that he could, but he would try.
I knew this was stupid. I should have cancelled, like Lloyd said. By going to meet him—alone—I was asking for something to happen. I was secretly hoping to feel a connection again, but in the heat of the moment, I wasn’t exactly sure what that something was.
I drove with racing thoughts, wondering what I’d say—what I’d do. Do I hug him when I first see him? Do I shake his hand and pretend to be formal? Do I treat him like my future brother-in-law or as my former love?
I had no clue, but, still, I didn’t stop. I kept going until I was pulling into the parking lot of the busy restaurant and parking the car.
I didn’t fully breathe as I climbed out, didn’t stop moving as I walked towards the entrance. I didn’t fill my lungs with air until I saw him standing in the waiting area, wearing a navy blue T-shirt that clung to his firm upper body, dark wash jeans sitting low and snug on his hips, and his hair a beautiful, chaotic mess. The veins bulged on his arms, the very ones I used to have no problem tracing with the tip of my tongue.
My pulse roared.
And then it hit me.
This was exactly what I wanted to feel.
The electricity between us—the fire that could torch anything that stood in its way. I wanted to witness his smoldering eyes drinking me in, like I was the most beautiful woman in the world.
Lloyd had never given me this look. He had never stared for so long, like he would tear my clothes off right where we stood, no matter who was watching.
My throat tightened.
My core clenched.
But I pretended none of it was happening to me as I walked forward to meet him.
“Hey.” He flashed a crooked smile, still ogling. His eyes shifted to the left, towards the door, like he was looking for someone.
“Lloyd won’t be joining us,” I said before he could ask. “He got called to fill in for a flight, unfortunately.”
“You consider that unfortunate?” he teased. 
I somewhat ignored that statement. “He also wanted me to tell you that getting fitted for tuxedos is cancelled for now. He probably won’t be back until tomorrow.” I shifted on my heels. He smelled like the ocean and spice. He smelled good. Always smelled so good. “We know you probably want to get back, so if you want to schedule your flight, you should. I just thought I’d let you know.”
“That’s it?” he probed, head going into a slight tilt.
“Yep,” I said with a pop of the lips.
He fought a smile, gesturing towards the dining area. “Well, should we go eat then?”
“I—no, Vin. We shouldn’t. I just came to let you know what was happening. I should get going.”
He raised a brow. “So, you’re telling me you drove all this way just to let me know plans are cancelled? You could have just called, saved yourself the drive. Isn’t that what cellphones are for?”
I felt heat creep to my cheeks. “It was the respectful thing to do.”
“Since when do you care about respecting my feelings?” he laughed. “The old Marley would have called and left it at that.”
“I’m not the old Marley anymore.”
He looked at me sideways. “Well, then, let me get to know the new Marley.”
I looked towards the full restaurant and then over at him again. 
“Come on,” he insisted. “An hour tops. That’s it.” His bright eyes sparkled, like this was the only thing he wanted in this moment—like he’d kill to have this one breakfast with me.
I looked towards the hostess, still hesitant. The restaurant was busy, so busy that I was sure we blended right into the mix. 
I looked at him again, holding up a finger. “One hour. That’s it.”
A smile graced his sculpted lips and then he walked past me, going for the hostess. He requested a table for two, and it was a twenty-minute wait.
During the wait, I could feel him looking at me. I could still smell him. I could feel his body heat radiating towards me, mingling with my anxious energy. I avoided his eyes intentionally, surprised he wasn’t saying anything.
He was just looking.
Watching.
I kind of hated it. It was like he could see right through me.
We were finally called and seated. It was quiet between us for a minute before Vin finally exhaled and placed his palms flat on the table. “All right, Marley. Look. This trash isn’t going to work for me.”
I frowned, meeting his eyes. “What are you talking about?”
“This. Pretending we don’t know each other. I hate it.”
“No one said you had to pretend.” I sat back in my chair.
“Oh, I’m not. It’s you. Let’s not act like this. Not while we’re alone.”
I lowered my gaze to the menu. 
“Marley?” he called, voice gentle.
I struggled to keep my eyes down.
“Marlenaaaa,” he sang, and my heart danced, pounding against my rib cage.
I finally caved, picking my head up, pretending his familiar, playful, sing-song voice didn’t faze me or make my heart go wild. “You haven’t changed one bit, have you?” I fought a smile.
“I’m still me . . . with minor tweaks.” He put on a confident grin.
I nodded. “Okay. While it’s just us, I won’t pretend. But that doesn’t mean you should get too comfortable. I guess for you to accept what’s happening, I should be myself as much as possible.”
His face went blank, eyes sharp. “Oh, I’m never going to accept this.”
“You have no choice.”
“I don’t? Says who?” he challenged, that crooked smile appearing again.
I sucked in a breath. “Don’t start, Vin. Please.”
He held his hands in the air. “Okay—okay. Fine. I won’t. We’ll just talk. Catch up. How’s that sound?”
I grabbed my menu again. “Sounds good to me.”
The waiter appeared, introducing himself and then asking for our drinks. I decided to go for a mimosa, hoping it would tame my nerves. Vin ordered a flavored sparkling water, which truly surprised me.
“What? No mimosa or morning whiskey for you?” I asked when the waiter took off to the bar.
He shrugged. “I don’t drink anymore.”
“At all?” I asked.
“Nope. And you should be glad. A drunk me would have ruined everything for you by now.”
I pressed my lips, scanning the menu again.
“I’m trying to improve,” he told me, and my eyes shifted up. “I haven’t had a sip since being released. I had this non-alcoholic beer once, at a party. It was some trash pregnant women drink when they crave alcohol. It was gross,” he laughed, like he was remembering something. “My therapist said it was good I only had that one terrible drink and not a real one. Didn’t even finish it.”
My eyebrows tilted. “You have a therapist?”
“Had. I don’t go much anymore.”
“Oh.” I nodded. “Well, that’s still good.”
I met his eyes again and he smiled. “I’m glad to see you, Marley. I never thought I would again.”
“The circumstances are terrible,” I joked, laughing a bit.
“The circumstances don’t matter as long as I get to be around you.”
My cheeks flushed. I tried hard not to fidget in my seat as I felt his hot gaze sweep over my body again. This had to have been the fifth or sixth time he’d done it since I arrived—looking me up and down, trying to read me while also enjoying the sight of me.
I was so glad the waiter returned with our drinks and broke his lingering gaze. I took a rapid sip of my mimosa as Vin ordered the food he wanted.
“So how is Zay?” I asked after ordering my meal.
His face tightened somewhat, but not too much. “He’s good. Doing way better. Still trying to launch the club with me.”
“Oh, really?” I grinned, pleased to hear that, but it wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear. I was hoping he would elaborate, but by the solid look on his face, I knew he wasn’t going to. I switched gears to keep things light. “You guys are still going to do it? The club?”
“Yep. There’s this place in Laguna, close to the beach. Perfect area,” he said, holding his hands in the air as if he could already picture it. “There’s an upstairs patio, a downstairs deck. The bar looks like it’s a mile long. It’s incredible. It needs some touching up, but it’s the perfect location. We’re working on trying to secure a lease now.”
“Wow,” I breathed, my drink in hand. “That’s amazing.” I laughed a little and he smiled.
“What?” He tilted his head.
“Oh—nothing.” I waved a dismissive hand.
“No. Tell me. What’s funny?” A smooth smile swept across his lips. Ugh. I couldn’t stand it. He always made me feel at ease, like I could open up to him and he would never judge me.
“It’s nothing,” I laughed. “I was just . . . well, I remember the night you two were talking about opening a club. You were both so stoned so I thought you were just kidding. I’m surprised to see you’re actually going through with it now.”
“Why? Because I’m a mess-up?” he taunted.
I shook my head. “No. Because you don’t usually commit to things this . . . big.” I narrowed my brows. “And you are not a mess-up.”
He snorted a laugh. “Please, Marley. It may have been a while since we last talked to each other, but that much hasn’t changed. I’ve always been a screw-up.”
“Are you still?” I probed, placing my glass down.
“I sure as trash hope not. Haven’t messed up since rehab.” I winced a little, and he noticed. I started to speak, but he cut me off by saying, “It’s cool. Rehab helped.”
I knew that wasn’t what he really wanted to say, and truthfully I didn’t want him to elaborate this time.
“I’m glad that it did, Vinny. Really.” I put on a gentle smile.
He returned one, grabbing his glass of sparkling water and sitting back in his chair, totally at ease. The conversation continued, a slow and steady build up between us. It wasn’t forced or dry or uncomfortable. 
I swear I almost forgot I was speaking to my ex. We talked more about his plans for the club, and how he was planning on moving out of his penthouse soon, but then he asked about something I wasn’t prepared for.
“Do you still work for Redwire?” he asked, sticking a fork into his scrambled eggs.
I was already eating a piece of sausage, but hearing his question made the swallow a little tougher. I picked up my mimosa and took a few sips before answering.
“No.”
He frowned a bit. “Why not?”
“Lloyd wanted me to quit once we got engaged.” I avoided his eyes, but I was sure he was fully frowning now.
“What the heck?” he hissed. “Why?”
I shrugged. “He said he didn’t want his future wife working—that he wanted me to take care of the home, handle the joint accounts, all of that.”
“So he basically wants you to be his slave?”
“No,” I said, voice tight. “More like a housewife.”
I looked up and his eyebrows were heavily stitched. “No, Marlena. More like a trophy wife. You were working out last night. You hate gym classes. You only took runs in the mornings.”
“I still take them from time to time. He told me about that class, said he knew the guy through a friend, and signed me up.”
“Are you serious?” I could tell he was getting angry now. He was clenching the handle of his fork, glaring at me like I’d done something wrong.
“Yes, I’m serious. What is your problem?” I snapped.
“My problem?” He sat up with tense shoulders. “You’re letting him control you. It’s like he’s taken over your life and turning you into his pet.”
“I am not his pet,” I said as evenly as possible. “In order for a relationship like ours to work, sacrifices have to be made.”
“Oh yeah? Really, Marlena? Okay. Then tell me this.” He dropped his fork, sitting higher in his chair. “What sacrifices has he made for you? What has he given up in order to make you completely happy?”
My eyebrows drew together as I stared straight into his eyes. I wanted to be angry with him for even asking, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t because . . . I had no answer.
Lloyd hadn’t sacrificed anything for me. He still lived the same life . . . but he didn’t have to sacrifice anything. I was the one who needed him. 
“You can’t even answer me, can you?” Vin said with a light voice. “I know you can’t, because Lloyd Harris doesn’t do sacrifices. It’s his way or the highway, and it’s always been like that. He has to feel like he owns you, otherwise you are useless to him.” His upper lip peeled back, clearly angry about this whole topic. “He gives you a closet full of nice, expensive clothes, a nice car, that diamond ring, and you feel grateful for it, but when he says jump, you have no choice but to ask how high, right? When he says run, you ask how fast. When he says, suck my cock, you drop to your knees and get right to business, don’t you, Marlena?”
Anger instantly bubbled in my veins and I pushed out of my chair, staring down at him. “Forget you. You don’t know squat about what we have. You’re just jealous because I’m sucking his cock now instead of yours.”
I turned before he could say anything else, dashing for the exit. He could pay for breakfast his self. I rushed through the parking lot with tears burning my eyes, pulling out my keys and unlocking the door.
I climbed in and started it up, dragging a palm over my face, but before I could pull off, Vin appeared in front of my car, holding a hand up.
“Marley, wait!” he shouted.
“No!” I barked. “Move! Now!”
I nudged the gas, and he jumped back several steps. He didn’t move out of my way, though. Instead he walked to my window and knocked on it. My anger was still bubbling over. I didn’t look at him.
How could I? I was embarrassed, and the only reason I was embarrassed was because he knew the truth.
“Go away, Vin. Please,” I begged.
“No.” His voice was muffled. “Roll your window down.”
My finger twitched. I had the urge to roll it down. 
Dang it. 
I rolled it down, only halfway.
“I’m sorry, Marley. I didn’t mean what I said.” His voice was gentle, like he was trying to tame a wild cat.
“Yes, you did,” I whispered. “You meant every single word of it.”
He was quiet for a moment, so quiet that I picked my head up to make sure he hadn’t left. He was already looking at me, and I could see the guilt swirling in his eyes.
“Didn’t you say he wouldn’t be back until tomorrow?”
“Yeah. So?”
A smile weaved across his lips. “Let me ride with you.”
I frowned. “Where?”
“Anywhere. Let’s do something. Let me make it up to you.”
“You can’t make anything up to me, Vin—Vin!” I shouted, but he was already walking around the front of my car to get to the passenger door. His knuckles tapped on the window and I let out an agitated breath, pressing the unlock button.
He climbed in and buckled up right away. “I didn’t drive here anyway,” he told me. “So be a good future sister-in-law and drive me to my hotel—or anywhere.” He grinned like the Cheshire cat, and I wanted slap it right off his beautiful face.
“Did you even pay?” I demanded.
“Left some money on the table. Should cover it.”
I sighed, keeping a straight face, but deep down I was all mixed up. My heart was booming in my chest, my pulse swimming in my ears. With him so close and his cologne filling the confines of my car, I was forced to roll my windows down just to breathe again. I couldn’t believe how much my body still craved him.
I couldn’t take it. It reminded me too much of the past—of the old memories. Of the times when he used to let me drive his car around the Laguna area and even around Los Angeles, with the music loud and the wind tousling our hair.
Those used to be magical nights.
I looked over, and he was already looking at me. “What are you waiting for? Drive.”
“You never said where to.”
He thought on it. “What do you do during all your free time now?”
I looked through the windshield, smiled a little, and then started driving. I probably should have thought it through, but I didn’t see the point. It would be a quick stop and then I’d drop him off at his hotel. Simple. 
“I’ll show you,” I said, driving away from the restaurant, hoping I wouldn’t regret this decision later.
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As soon as I pulled up to the bleached brick home, I shut the car off and opened the door, climbing right out. Vin followed my lead without a word, looking towards the building. 
I sifted through my keys, searching for the one to unlock the front door. As I met up to it and stuck the key in the lock, Vin stepped up right behind me, brushing his groin against my hip. 
“Sorry.” His voice was deep and laced with laughter. 
I rolled my eyes, knowing he’d done it on purpose. 
Pushing the door open, I walked inside, my heels clicking on the linoleum. Vin came in after me, and I glanced at him as he looked all around, at the sculptures and paintings. The walls were an eggshell white, the vaulted ceiling lined with skylights, highlighting the artwork inside. It was a two-bedroom home, really small but comfortable.
 “This is your place?” he asked, stepping past me and rubbing one of the clay sculptures.
“Yeah.” He turned to look at me. “It’s my art studio. I come here every day to draw, paint, or sculpt something.”
“And let me guess . . . Lloyd is paying for this place?”
“Actually, no. I bought it with my own money.”
He narrowed his eyes at me like he didn’t believe me. “How?”
“Saved up and used the money my Nana had left in a trust for me from her bakery. I made pretty good money as a flight attendant too. Sometimes I worked overtime. I moved here when I left from Cali. My training classes for flight attending happened here and I found this state pretty comfortable. I found this place, but when I did, it was an absolute dump. There wasn’t even a front door when I bought it, and the floors were water damaged. Some of the windows were busted. This house belonged to the previous owner’s grandmother but he didn’t want to deal with fixing it up so he sold it at a really low price. He wanted it off his hands as soon as possible.”
“Wow,” he huffed out, looking all around the room. “You fixed it up well. Did Lloyd help you?”
I started to smile, but it fell when he asked that. “He . . . doesn’t know about it. I hired some people to help.”
He walked towards a stool and sat with a small smirk. “Why is that?”
“Because it’s my private place. It’s where I come when I need to escape. Plus, if he knew,” I sighed, “he would probably tell me to sell it—try and set up one of the rooms in our house as a studio just to keep me there.”
“You get tired of being there,” he noted, face serious.
“That, and I also can’t let go of this place.” I looked around, stepping into the sunlight. “When I got the keys to it, I felt so much pride. Granted, it was worth less than thirty grand, but it was worth it. I was lucky to find it.” 
“You really think he’d make you sell it?” he asked, standing and walking around one of the tables. “Actually—you know what? Don’t even answer that question. I already know he would make you. He’s a jerk, and that’s what jerks do. They crush and kill dreams.”
I fought a smile.
“I’m glad you did this,” he told me. “I can feel the love here.”
“Thanks.” I crossed my fingers. “He’s not such a bad guy, Vin,” I said, resting my elbows on the table.
All he could do was laugh dryly and roll his eyes. 
“What is it with you two, anyway? Why is there so much hate? I don’t get it. If I had a brother or sister, we would be really tight. Our bond would be unbreakable.”
He rolled the handle of a paintbrush beneath his palm on the tabletop, eyeing me. “Long story. We weren’t always like this, though. I will say that.”
My lips twisted. “He thinks you’re going to ruin the wedding.”
He shrugged. “I just might. It’s trash anyway.”
“Vin,” I said, voice serious, eyes hard. I stood up straight again.
He laughed. “What? I’m just kidding, Marley. Sheesh.” I eased up as he continued laughing. “Though it would be priceless to see the dumb look on his face. Him and his jerk of a father.”
I blew out a heavy breath, resting my lower back against the table and folding my arms as he walked around me. “So, when are you going to fly back to Cali?”
He shrugged. “Not sure. I’m in no rush to get back.” He walked towards one of the paintings on the wall. When I realized the direction he was going in and which one he had his eyes on, I pushed my back off the table and stepped forward, ready to stop him . . . but something told me not to.
“That’s your house,” he said, still staring at it. 
My palms tingled. “Yeah.”
“Looks just like it.” He peered over his shoulder at me. “You miss it there?”
“Not that house. Just California in general.”
“You know what I miss?” he asked, turning around.
“I’m not sure if I should even bother asking,” I laughed.
“I miss when you used to paint at my place—on the balcony, remember? I loved watching you. You were so passionate. You would get so quiet and so into it that I’d have to come and check on you to make sure you were okay.”
“Yeah, well,” I breathed out, “those days are long gone.”
“Are they?” he questioned, stepping towards me. He was two steps away, looking down at me with a wicked smile.
“Yes,” I answered, doing my best to assert my tone. He lingered in front of me, breathing softly, holding my gaze. He didn’t say a word, but those eyes shouted it all. I could read the words in them like a page from a book.
I want you.
I miss you.
I need you.
I love you.
I clutched my keys in hand and stepped back, ignoring the small spark of heat flowing in my veins. “So, I showed you what I do during my free time. You ready to be dropped off at your hotel now?”
He wore a small smile. “Sure. If that’s what you want to do with me.”
My belly coiled tight. I didn’t even bother giving him a comeback. I knew he was trying to trick me into saying something wrong. I knew all of his games, and as if he sensed that I knew, he broke out in laughter, following me out of the art studio and to the car again.
“Such a jerk,” I mumbled when we were in the car.
“That will never change, Bob Marley.”
I rolled my eyes and started the car, driving away. I couldn’t handle any more of the nicknames. No more laughing and feeling too comfortable around him. I had to get him back to his hotel before I ended up sinking into tempting quicksand.
He was the first person I’d brought to my art studio. Ever. I don’t know why I did. Perhaps it was because I knew he would never tell Lloyd—or any of his family— about it. 
Or maybe it was because I wanted to show him that at least one of my dreams had come true by leaving California behind. 
I’d told him many times that I wanted to open my own studio and, one day, start classes. He encouraged it and believed in me.
By the look in his eyes, I could tell he was happy for me and that this secret, along with many others, was safe with him.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
We didn’t go straight to his hotel. Of course we didn’t. He made up a thousand excuses about how he first needed to stop by the bank, and then by the store for more body wash because he’d “run out.” Oh, and I can’t forget him needing to go to the mall to purchase a new pair of Jordans that’d just been released.
I had a manicure appointment set up and since we were already out and I didn’t have time in between to drop him off at the hotel, he decided to tag along with me. He sat in the waiting area and could see me from where he sat. 
Vin didn’t get impatient like Lloyd did the one time he tagged along, begging me to hurry up because he wanted to go home. Vin just watched. I pretended he wasn’t there, but I felt his eyes on me from behind, the heaviness weighing down, like strong, warm fingers, caressing my back and the nape of my neck.
We were finished within an hour, which made it about five in the afternoon by the time we got back to his hotel. He had no more excuses and, frankly, knowing he had to go made me feel kind of . . . weird. 
Despite the past, the mini-argument at breakfast, and the current situation we were in, it was a good day, and I hadn’t had one of those in a really long time.
“This is me,” he announced when I pulled into a parking spot in the front of the building.
“Yep.” I pressed my lips tight, squeezing the steering wheel.
He exhaled, looking sideways towards the hotel. “I will probably leave tomorrow.”
“Oh yeah? I thought there was no rush.”
He smiled softly. “There isn’t, but I shouldn’t stay here any longer than I have to.”
I swallowed thickly, nodding. “I understand.”
Silence fell down on us, thick and slightly uncomfortable. I squeezed the steering wheel again, waiting for him to get out or speak or do something.
Finally, he released a ragged breath and grabbed the door handle. He opened the door and started to climb out. My racing heart slowed in speed when he paused, looking back at me.
“If I asked you to come join me at the bar for a drink or two, would it be too much to ask? And when I say drinks, I mean some soda for myself while you down a few cold ones.”
“That doesn’t sound very fun for you,” I laughed.
He shrugged like he didn’t care.
I blinked rapidly, looking from him to the hotel entrance. “Now?”
“Nothing too deep, I promise,” he said, sitting back. “I just know if I go to my room and sit there, I’ll want to drink and . . . well . . .,” he scratched the back of his head, “drinking isn’t something I should do right now. I need to be monitored.”
“Monitored?” I gave him a you’re-so-full-of-rubbish look.
He smirked. “Yes. If someone is around me, I tend to do better with avoiding it. I used to hide and ignore bars but the therapist told me pretending they aren’t there won’t help. Now, when I go, I order soda. It’s liberating as idiot, honestly—knowing I didn’t crack under the pressure of all those bottles staring back at me, all the people drinking around me. Zay goes with me sometimes. He gets it.”
I inhaled deep and strong before releasing it. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea, Vin.”
“I’ll buy,” he offered with a lopsided smile.
“It’s not that. I just . . . well, you know how things are when I drink with you. I don’t want to end up wrecking my car by the end of the night.”
He smirked. “Trust me. I won’t let that happen again.”
I fought a laugh, teeth sinking into my bottom lip. 
“Just let me buy you one. It seems like you need it. You’re so tense lately.” 
I looked down at my lap, and then over at my cellphone in the cup holder. It hadn’t rung all day. Not one text message or call. 
I didn’t have trash else to do after this anyway. I would go straight home, shower the day away, and crawl into bed, watching soap operas or my guilty pleasure, Ridiculousness. 
I unclipped my seatbelt and shut the engine off before I could think too much about it. When I grabbed the door handle and stepped out, Vin came out with me, smiling over the top of the car like he couldn’t believe this was really happening.
“I’m monitoring you. That’s it,” I declared. “Don’t get any big ideas.”
I could tell he was trying hard not to laugh. Instead, he stepped up to my side when I rounded the car and we walked into the hotel. 
“Thanks,” was all he said, but when I glanced sideways, he was grinning.
I couldn’t believe I was eating right out of the palm of his hand like this. But I told myself I was stronger. Smarter. I could handle myself around Vin. I knew all about him. I knew his habits and even what he was thinking before he said it sometimes. He may have changed a few things, but he was still that same old Vincent Chambers.
It was funny how easily I could make up excuses to be around him. I should have known better. Lloyd would have pitched a fit, but even knowing that, I didn’t care. I would never tell. Plus, he didn’t know about our past. He didn’t exactly tell me I had to avoid him either.
It’d been a while since I had a good, hard drink.
With the wedding coming up and everything happening so swift and chaotically, it felt necessary right now. One night to unleash and unwind. One night to myself, out of the house. One night to feel like me again.
That’s what I told myself, but deep down I knew the few drinks shared with Vin were probably going to be my ruin, and like an idiot, I kept going, walking with sin right by my side.
• • • • •
Sitting at the bar with him wasn’t so bad. 
He ordered a Coke and asked for a tray of peanuts to hold him over. I went with a Screwdriver, one of my favorites. I was on my first, and had already told myself I would stop at two and then go straight home.
“So you quit the drugs completely?” I asked, running my finger over the rim of my glass. “The pills, the coke . . . even the weed?”
His smile was faint. “The pills and coke, yes. It’s what got me put into rehab in the first place . . . along with being slightly tipsy.” He shrugged. “The weed I still smoke from time to time. It calms me down, keeps me level.”
“I guess that isn’t so bad. Can’t get into too much trouble with that.”
“Nope.” He sipped his drink. It was weird. I could tell he was pretending it was something much, much stronger. I almost felt bad for drinking right in front of him, but he swore it was okay when I almost didn’t order.
I shifted on my stool, picking up my glass and finishing off my first drink.
“So . . . you and Lloyd,” he started, and my heart sank. “He said you met on a flight, but how did you two happen exactly?”
I side-eyed him briefly and then pointed my gaze up at the flat screen. “You really want to know, or are you just asking to be nice?”
“I really want to know.” I could tell by his tone he was serious.
I sighed, flagging down the bartender. “I need another drink before I talk about it. I’m not buzzed enough yet.” Okay, that was a lie. I was a bit buzzed, but not so much that I was comfortable with talking about his brother and how we met.
“I know he said it was during an international flight to Beijing,” he went on, after I requested another. 
“Yeah, but I’d been on two other flights with him before that. He just never paid attention to me before the international one.”
“How could anyone not notice you?” He narrowed his eyes, like he was truly perplexed.
I shrugged. “He’s serious about his job. Plus, all of the flight attendants would hit on him. He never actually looks at any of them because he’s so used to it.” The bartender slid my drink across the counter and I sipped at it right away. Vin remained silent, waiting for the details. “I worked the cockpit with a veteran flight attendant on that international flight.”
“Ahh, that’s how you caught his eye.”
I laughed. “Not exactly.”
He looked confused.
“I, um, spilled soup on his coat. Almost ended up all over him.”
“Oh, shoot!” He broke out in laughter. “ I bet he was pissed. I would have loved to have seen the look on his face if it had spilled on him.”
I fought a smile. “Yeah, well he started cursing and shouting a little, and I kept apologizing. It was a bad day for me. It was a long flight, and I was exhausted, and some of the passengers were so rude.” I sighed, gripping the cold glass. “My eyes started to water up, and I think he noticed because he calmed down and started apologizing to me. He told me it was fine, and he even cleaned some of it up himself.”
“Smooth move,” he noted, but his voice was laced with sarcasm.
“I thought it was nice of him.”
“Yeah. I bet you did.” I met his eyes, and he was smirking. 
“Anyway, after we landed, he chased me down, and since we were staying in the same hotel overnight, he offered to buy me a drink.” Vin was silent. I didn’t look over. “Things just sort of took off from there,” I murmured. I wasn’t sure if I should have kept going. He seemed annoyed by the story now, his hand tight around his glass, his eyes focused on the countertop. I bet he was wishing something stronger was in that glass now.
“He won you over just like that? With a couple of drinks?” he asked without meeting my eyes.
“It wasn’t just the drinks,” I stated. “He . . . was sweet. He kept in touch. We started hanging out more and more outside of work and I realized he was a good guy.”
“Yeah, that’s what he shows you. It’s a façade. Trust me,” he grumbled, then pressed his lips to the rim of his glass.
“He has his flaws, same as you and I, and everyone else in this world. But I can handle him.”
He quirked a brow. “You sure?”
I inhaled deep and then released it, picking up my drink and downing it. When the glass was empty, I flagged the bartender down. I needed something more potent, so I asked for vodka on the rocks.
“Whoa,” Vin laughed, shoulders shaking as I picked the drink up right away and took several sips. “You might wanna slow down there, Bob Marley.”
I squinted my eyes at him over my drink, lowering it with a wet gasp. “I told you about that Bob Marley thing when you were stoned. How do you even remember it?”
He grinned. “If I remember, I obviously wasn’t that high. It’s a funny story.”
“Oh yeah,” I laughed. “The fact that I was born in my Nana’s dirty bathtub and she played Bob Marley’s “Everything’s Gonna Be Alright” for my mother while she pushed, is funny?”
“Hell yeah, it’s funny!” He busted out laughing while I tried so hard to fight mine. “Your mom named you Marlena, Marley for short, because of that song, right?”
I nodded. “Yep.”
He bumped my arm with his. “Your birth story is safe with me.”
“It better be.” He looked me deep in the eyes, a soft smile on his lips, but then he lowered his gaze. He wanted to say something, I could tell. He had so much on his chest, but he didn’t want to ruin this, so he kept quiet and pulled away, looking up at the TV.
He sighed, waving a hand for the bartender and ordering another soda. 
I sat up straight and slowly sipped my vodka. What was I doing? This shouldn’t have been happening. Too many memories were resurfacing, the good times outshining the bad. I would never forget the bad, but right now, I didn’t care.
It was good to see him again, though I would never admit it out loud. I couldn’t string him along or lead him on. This was probably going to be the only time we hung out alone. It wouldn’t happen again, I was almost sure of it. 
The wedding was coming up soon. The honeymoon next. This was happening, set in motion, and there was no stopping it.
We didn’t talk much about Lloyd anymore after that. He came up during a few conversations that involved his mother, but it was minor. 
Vin had loosened up a bit more, or maybe I was just being less standoffish. He was smiling more, laughing more. His shoulders weren’t as tense. He was completely relaxed around me, and with the two more rounds I had, I was feeling like an entirely different woman.
I felt freed.
Content.
I wasn’t stressing or worrying about the smaller things. I was just . . . me. A woman swimming in her own happiness.
My head was spinning by ten that night. “Oh goodness,” I breathed out as I checked my cellphone for the time. “I should go. It’s getting late, and I have an early morning.”
“Marley,” he said, looking me over. “You’re drunk. You can’t drive right now.”
“I am not!” Just as I said that, my hand went flying, and I knocked over my glass. The drink spilled right on my skirt, and I gasped, shooting to my feet. Vin stood up as well, laughing his rear off. “Aw, incredible,” I cursed, stepping back.
“Don’t worry about it,” he continued laughing. He took the towel the bartender handed him and bent down to start cleaning it.
“I’m so sorry,” I apologized to the bartender.
He waved a hand, totally dismissing it. I assumed I wasn’t the drunkest person he’d ever dealt with. Vin mopped up the mess and then wiped off the counter, returning the damp towel to the bartender.
“My skirt is soaked,” I groaned swiping at the wet stain. “And this is one of my favorite ones too.”
“I think I have some extra sweatpants up in my room. You can borrow them if you want. Want me to get them for you?”
I looked up at him, eyes stretching. 
“You don’t have to go with me,” he laughed. “I’ll bring them down.”
I pressed my lips, wobbling on my heels. There was no doubt I was drunk. It’d been a while since I felt this way. I couldn’t drive like this, but I also couldn’t stay here. Not with Vin. I’d sleep in my car if necessary.
“It’s fine. I’ll come up and change in your bathroom.”
“Suit yourself.” His tone was nonchalant. I couldn’t tell if he was really trying to help me or if he wanted to get me alone and was playing it cool. It didn’t matter. Nothing would happen. I’d change clothes and then return to the lobby until I sobered up enough to drive home.
“I knew this was going to happen,” I muttered when we stepped into the elevator.
“What?”
“You letting me drink however much I want. Lloyd would have stopped me after the first one.”
“Yeah, he’s a toe that way. And like I said, control. He thinks he owns you, Marley.” His voice became serious as we rode up.
“He does not control me,” I retorted. “I don’t know why you see it that way. Just because you used to let me do whatever I wanted, doesn’t make it control when someone slows me down.” I looked down at the tip of my heels. “That was my problem when I was with you. I didn’t know how to slow down. We didn’t know how to slow down. We just ran with everything.”
“I don’t so much consider that a bad thing,” he responded.
“Living with no cares in the world was fun for a while, but it was dangerous, Vin, and you know it.”
“Oh, I do know it. That’s why I don’t live that way anymore. I also don’t regret it.”
I looked at him through the corner of my eye as the elevator came to a stop. When the doors split apart, he walked out first and I followed behind him, my skirt clinging to my thighs.
He stuck his key-card into the door and opened it. As soon as he walked in, he went straight for the suitcase. I shut the door behind me as he pulled the sweatpants out and then turned around, offering them.
“Bathroom’s over there,” he announced with a bob of his head.
Okay. Good. He was getting straight to business. No awkwardness. No stalling. No flirting. Good . . . I think.
I walked his way and took the sweatpants, maneuvering past him to get to the bathroom. I pushed the door open and walked in, already unzipping my skirt from behind. As it slid down my legs and I unfolded the pants, I realized I left the door halfway open.
From where I stood, I could see Vin pulling his shirt over his head, revealing his smooth, sculpted body. I paused for a second, watching as he raked his fingers through his hair and picked something up from the nightstand. He turned with a cigarette in hand and his eyes flickered up and found mine, but I jerked my gaze away quickly, tugging on the pants and standing up straight again. 
When I looked back over, he was no longer standing there. 
With a sigh, I twisted around and turned on the faucet, running my fingers beneath the cool water and bringing my fingertips to my flushed cheeks.
I had to sober up, immediately. I had to go—do something. I couldn’t stay in this room with him, heck, not even this hotel. I was feeling too many things again, questioning my life and how it was now. Only Vin could make me do that. He always brought out the truth in me.
I finished up and stepped out, shutting the lights off. It was dim in the room. He was nowhere in sight, but the smell of tobacco rolled past me. I looked toward the balcony door, and it was partially open.
I could see him standing there, through the glass. He had his elbows on the rail, blowing out a chain of smoke, no shirt on. I hesitated. I wasn’t sure whether to say goodnight or to just take off while he wasn’t looking.
Incredible.
Who was I kidding?
I didn’t have it in me to just walk out.
I walked towards the patio and knocked on the window. When he turned, I smiled. “I’m going to get out of here. Just wanted to tell you goodnight.”
He held up a finger, coming my way and stabbing the cigarette in the ashtray. When he slid the door open, I stepped back. He was only a few steps away, much taller, his cologne and a hint of Marlboro surrounding him. 
I couldn’t believe he looked this way. I mean, two years ago he was losing it. He was thinning out, losing muscle mass. But now?
It’s like he went to the gym at least three times a week, took protein and everything. He wasn’t bulky or massive, but there was weight and definition in those muscles. By the V that was carved into his pelvis alone, I knew he was doing something to keep in such great shape. I almost dared to ask, but I couldn’t. It wasn’t supposed to matter to me what he did during his free time. Not anymore.
“You’re not sober enough to drive, Marley. You want me to drop you off in your car? I can always call a taxi to take me back.”
My head shook before he finished speaking. “No, Vin, it’s fine. I’ll just take a walk, try and sober up. Maybe wait in the lobby or something.”
“I’m not letting you wait in the lobby like this.” He walked around me and opened the mini fridge, pulling out a bottle of water. When he came back my way, he handed it to me. “Drink that for now and hang here for an hour or so.”
I avoided a frown. He was just being generous but really, I couldn’t stay. Not alone with him.
“You look good in those sweats, by the way.” He grinned, walking to the couch and flopping down. “Take the bed. Sober up.”
I watched him for a moment as he scrolled through his phone, and then I caved. With a deep exhale, I sat on the edge of the bed, cracked the bottle of water open, and drank a few gulps.
“I have a question,” I said, and he lowered his phone, eyebrows piqued with curiosity. “Was it hard not ordering a drink down there?”
He huffed a laugh, sitting up and placing his phone beside him. “Hard? What do you mean?”
“I mean . . . I don’t know. I know how much you used to love it. You’d have a glass of whiskey for breakfast.” I laughed a little and then winced. 
His lips pushed together as he fought a smile. “It’s . . . complicated. I could have had a drink. But then I would have wanted another. And another. I would have rushed you off and run up to this room to down whatever I could get my hands on.” He paused, eyes drifting. “Believe it or not, I don’t really miss it as much as I thought I would.”
“Really?”
He nodded.
“Well that’s good, Vinny.” When I said that, I immediately clamped my mouth shut. Vinny. Vinny! I only used that nickname when I felt something—when I . . . wanted him. And he knew it. He knew what that name represented.
His smile faded a bit, eyes focused on me. I pulled my line of vision away, pointing it towards the door. I had to get out of here.
I stood up and grabbed my keys. “I really should go. I’ll take a small walk.” I started for the door and heard when he stood. As I gripped the doorknob, though, I felt heat sneak up behind me.
“Marley,” he whispered, and his voice was so gentle and so deep. He pressed his firm body against mine, his nose in my hair. I still held the doorknob, ready to twist it open. Ready to leave. “Stay,” he murmured, dropping his lips to the shell of my ear. I clenched between my thighs, fire swirling in my belly. “Please.”
“I can’t, Vin,” I whispered back. “You know I can’t. I shouldn’t even be around you.”
“But you are. You have been all day. I know you don’t really want to go.”
I released a tattered breath as he pulled my hair aside. His lips were so close to my skin. I could feel them. His scent consumed me. He was hardly touching me, but it felt like he had his hands all over me. 
His lips skated across my shoulder, feathery light. Warm. Soft.
“I miss you every single day,” he murmured, kissing the top of my shoulder. I stiffened, gripping the doorknob tighter. “I started doing better, hoping one day I could prove to you that I am capable of change and that I can be a better man. I did it for you, Marley.”
“Vin.” My fingers were trembling, legs shaking. I grabbed the doorknob and twisted it, yanking the door open, but his hand came down on the door and he forced it shut again, twisting me around to face him.
Before I could dare speak—or breathe or utter a word—he gently palmed the back of my head and brought his mouth down on mine. He kissed me hard, like he meant it—like he’d been waiting years to feel the prints of my lips again.
He groaned behind it, and I let out a soft moan, pushing against his chest. He didn’t let up, even when I snatched my lips away. Instead, his mouth fell down and he started kissing my throat, the curve of my neck, and then beneath my chin. He dragged his lips all over my body and heat shot through me, soaking my panties.
“Vin,” I pleaded. “You know we can’t. We shouldn’t.” 
He paused, holding back, looking me deep in the eyes. “Are you sure?”
I blinked rapidly, sighing. “Yes.” I paused. “No. Ugh. Rubbish. I don’t know.” My head was swirling, my body swimming with desire. I was so drunk, so unstable, but that was no excuse. I knew what I was doing. I knew better. I should have been pushing harder—trying to resist him. I should have been running out of that door and down the hallway but I just . . . couldn’t. 
This was Vinny.
My Vinny.
I hadn’t felt his touch in years. I missed his touch. I missed his lips. I missed everything about him, and I hated myself for it.
I had the urge to cry as he scooped me up in his arms, groaning as he sucked on my neck and then the lobe of my ear. It was like he couldn’t get enough. It was like he wanted to taste every inch of my skin—devour me whole and never let go again.
I hadn’t been touched this way in so long. So possessively. So hungrily. I loved it. I loved it so, so much.
Yes, I admit it. Lloyd didn’t touch me this way. He expected me to do all the work. He expected me to take care of him. Not once had I had an orgasm with Lloyd, but with Vin, I knew coming was a sure thing. 
“This is already so hard for me,” I moaned.
“Well tell me no and I’ll stop,” he growled, clutching my hips, forcing my legs around his waist.
He was hesitant, watching me for a brief moment, waiting for me to answer. I couldn’t form words. Goodness, I wanted him so bad—so bad it hurt.
He tilted his head up, and his mouth brushed across my ear. “You don’t have to do a thing but kiss me, Marley,” he rasped in my ear, holding me tight. I squeezed him tighter, sighing. “You don’t have to say a word. You don’t even have to think. Just let me take care of you—let me show you.” His mouth ran over mine, and I sighed, craving, aching. “You know dang well you don’t belong with him. You’re supposed to be with me.”
“Says who?” I breathed, doing all I could to try and hold my ground. But I couldn’t I was weak. Instead of pushing him way, I was pressing against him even harder.
He tilted his head back. “No one has to say it. Look at us.” I looked down, at how close my breasts were to his chest. I didn’t even realize our fingers were tangled, his warm and gentle on my skin, with the backs of mine pressed on the door.
Our eyes latched again and I caught the desire in his eyes, the fierce hunger and passion. It was just like old times—the way he looked at me, like he would do anything to have me. 
“There is no denying who we are, Marley. Let’s stop pretending we don’t have a past. Stop living this lie and be with me.”
“It’s not that easy.” 
“Maybe not for you and that’s fine.” He wrapped a hand around the back of my neck, cupping it, bringing my lips close to his. He skimmed his over mine, a sensation that sent chills down my spine. “Can I kiss you, Marley?” 
Without thinking, I nodded, way too eagerly.
Our mouths sealed before I could even process what I’d just agreed to, and he consumed me whole again. I moaned behind the embrace, and he carried me to the bed. He was much stronger and quicker now.
“Just this once,” I heard myself say, but he merely ignored me.
My back fell on the comforter, and I hooked my arms around his waist. He groaned, sinking deeper, pressing his hardening cock on my pelvis. He tore his lips away, ravenous for more, sucking the sensitive skin on my neck, near my collarbone, and then back up again, nipping at my chin with his perfect teeth.
He wasn’t making this easy for me. He was making it harder. Visit by visit, conversation by conversation, it became an internal war, one I knew dang well I would never win. I never should have come up to this room. I never should have agreed to drink with him.
I shouldn’t have been in this situation. Period.
But I couldn’t resist him. He was my first at a lot of things, including love.
I wanted him more and more every time we crossed paths. Any thoughts of Lloyd vanished as soon as I set eyes on his brother. Every sensation took me back to what we were and what I knew.
I knew we were strong and rebellious. I knew we made the best love possible. I knew that once I had a taste of Vincent, I could never get enough, and the same went for him. 
It wasn’t Lloyd who could set my body and soul on fire. It wasn’t Lloyd who made me feel good and bad all at once. Lloyd couldn’t make me feel this way, with just a light trace of his lips on mine, or the tiptoe of his fingers. 
Lloyd couldn’t make me angry one minute, and in awe the next. He couldn’t pull the emotions out of me that his brother could. He couldn’t give me the rush, the high, or the power.
But Vin could. It was always Vin, and I didn’t know whether to hate or love that fact. 
I pushed against his shoulders. “Vin. Wait.”
He stopped, panting, looking me in the eyes. “Incredible. You’re right. I’ll stop.” He started to pull away, but I grabbed him, pulling him back down. “No . . . wait.”
“Idiot, Marley. You’re confusing me, baby. I don’t know what you want.”
“I . . . I don’t know either.”
He shook his head, sighing. I saw his throat bob, his eyes cloudy with conflict. He kissed me gently, and I swear I melted. 
“I want you to forget about him. Forget about everything. Think about how good this feels,” he breathed against the hollow of my neck, and then licked me there, dampening my skin. I clenched with need, fingernails sinking into his skin. “Think about how good I’ve always made you feel, Marley. All those times you gave yourself to me, not because you had to, but because it’s what you wanted. He can’t do the things I can do. He can’t make you feel the way I make you feel. He’ll never be able to.”
He was right, but this was still wrong.
“That doesn’t matter,” I whispered as he dropped his head, kissing the curve of my breasts. “I’m his fiancée now.”
He picked up his head, eyes flashing up to meet mine. “And you are my world—have always been mine, since the moment we met. Which is more important?” 
I blinked, stunned by his blunt statement. He held my gaze, panting deep. Without a word, he pulled my sweatpants down so all that was left was my panties. 
This is where I should have stopped him. This is where I should have jumped out from beneath him and run for the exit. If I would have spoken up and thought things through, it would have made things much easier later.
But I didn’t. I couldn’t.

Because as he slipped his fingers beneath the waistband of my panties, looking into my eyes like I truly was the light of his life—like I was his moon and stars, and even the earth—I only felt one thing.
The raw, twisted love we once shared.
I blossomed again, feeling something I hadn’t felt in years. That tiny, fragile flower, that was buried and covered in dirt when I left him, was peeking through, dying to reveal its smooth petals all over again. 
He was the sun, and as the helpless flower, I needed him. He was the rain, nourishing my stem and petals, giving me life, growth, and strength—giving me what his brother never could.
He was like a bumblebee, sucking away my rare nectar to build his own honeycomb full of sticky, sweet passion and love. 
I was his whiskey and he was the glass. He needed me to fill his cup and to make him whole. He needed me just as much as I needed him, despite our differences and despite the downfalls.
Flower and bee. 
Whiskey and glass.
Fire and ice.
We were unstoppable together, like a glass of 100 proof liquor. With liquor that strong, we could destroy anyone and anything with one spill. If we weren’t careful and ended up running into flames together, we would only fuel the blazing fire. Everything would blow up before turning to ash. Everything good would be ruined.
This was a dangerous love, but the risk thrilled me. It always had.
This was a stupid kind of love, but it was real. So, so real, and so, so bad.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
I couldn’t keep my hands off her.
It’d been years since I had her, and I was glued, every part of my body clinging to her. It’d been years since I felt her—since I’d done anything with her at all. 
My hands wouldn’t stop roaming. They had a mind of their own, gripping her hips, getting tangled in her hair, all while I thrust my hard cock between her smooth thighs. 
She panted beneath me, struggling for breath. She wanted to tell me to stop—I could tell by the way she craned her arms and pushed her palms against my shoulders, but with her eyes closed and her head thrown back, I knew she wanted me more.
I kissed the exposed skin on her neck, and I swear goosebumps swept over her. Her entire body went limp, her arms finally falling, as if she couldn’t fight it any longer. I picked up my head, looking right at her, breathing deep.
“Marley, look at me,” I whispered, slowly peeling her panties away.
She shook her head hard, eyes still squeezed tight.
“Marlena.”
Still, her eyes remained closed.
She didn’t want to watch this happen. She also didn’t want it to stop. That was fine with me. As long as she let me do what I wanted to her right now, it was fine. She didn’t have to say a word.
I knelt on the bed, lowering my face, dragging my greedy lips over her stomach and then down to the valley between her legs, still pulling her panties down. When they were close to her ankles, I leaned forward, inhaling.
“Idiot, you always smell so sweet,” I whispered against her skin. Her thighs locked, like my breath was too warm on her, felt too good, but I spread them apart again, looking at her waxed pussy.
She had a pretty one. I’d had many dreams about her pussy—my pussy—and it was still the same, only waxed now. Not shaved. It was cleaner, smoother, as I ran a finger over the mound. I wanted to devour her, but I had to take this slowly. It had to be easy at first. She had to warm up to it.
“Vin,” she panted, threading her fingers through my hair.
“Yeah, baby?”
“Please,” she begged.
“Please what, Marley?”
“You have to stop.” She writhed beneath me as I pressed my lips on her pelvis. I was close—so close. I felt her legs spreading wider, and I grinned, peering up. Her eyes were still shut tight, her head shaking like she couldn’t believe this was happening.
“Do you want me to stop?” I asked.
Her eyes finally popped open, and she stared at the ceiling. I could see the guilt taking over so before she thought about it too much, I buried my tongue between her lips, gripping her hips and doing the very thing I’d been dying to do. I ate her sweet, beautiful pussy.
She let out a hard, wet gasp, clutching the sheets as I tilted her hips and growled, hungry for more—for it all. 
“Incredible,” she cried out softly, just loud enough for me to hear. She grabbed the sheets tighter. “Vin.” Her voice trembled. “You can’t . . .”
“I can,” my voice rumbled when I resurfaced. “Look at me, baby.” 
She struggled, unsure, but then she finally picked her head up and met my gaze. Our eyes locked, her chest moving up and down rapidly as she heaved.
“It’s been way too long since I’ve had a taste of you, Marley,” I murmured. “So I want you to watch me eat your pussy, just like old times. I want you to watch me and remember just how good I made you feel. I want you to remember what you told me that one time—that I was the only one for you. Can you do that for me, babe?”
She sighed, her head falling back. Though her head fell back, I saw the small nod she gave, the pleasure dripping from every feature of her face. She loved when I talked this way to her. She used to beg me to talk dirty when we were together and, idiot if I didn’t miss it.
“Look at me,” I murmured.
She slowly brought her head up, meeting my eyes again. With her hips still in my hand, I tilted them again, pressing my tongue inside and slowly swirling it around her clit.
“Goodness,” she breathed as I went deeper, licking up and down, making her wetter and wetter. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” She jerked when I sucked on her swollen nub. “This is wrong,” she sighed, but her body was so relaxed, and her legs were spreading wider and wider for me, silently begging me to finish her off.
She said it was wrong, but her body was telling me otherwise.
I sat up, pushing her feet up to her head. She let out a shrill yelp as I clasped the backs of her thighs in my hands and licked from her clit to her hole. My tongue plunged in, lightly her, and she squeezed a handful of my hair, back arching. I did it again and again, loving the taste of her on my tongue. I couldn’t get enough. Over and over again, I licked and sucked, slurped and devoured, like my life depended on it.
Her small whimpers became mild screams. My growls became more feral. Before I knew it, her legs were shaking around my head. I looked up and her eyes had rolled to the back of her head, her breath bated, body tense.
I slid my middle finger inside her, triggering the spot she loved so much. “Are you gonna come for me, Marley?”
She caged her bottom lip between her teeth, trying to hold off, but seconds later, she exploded, crying my name. My name. And not just Vin.
No.
“Vinny!” is what she screamed, like I was the only man she ever wanted—like she wanted me to harass her right there and now, finish her off with my cock and then sweet, powerful kisses.
Lloyd, I’m sure, was nowhere on her mind while she shattered. While she came, I wanted to be the only one she thought about. I wanted to be the one she couldn’t get enough of. I wanted to be the only one she could receive this kind of pleasure from.
After lowering her hips to the bed, I crawled above her, planting my hands outside her head. Her eyes were still shut, breaths thick as she tried to catch it.
“I bet he’s never made you come the way I just did, has he?”
Her eyes slowly peeled open. She stared up at me with those bold blue eyes, not blinking. Not speaking.
“Move,” she said, voice quiet.
I frowned. “What?”
“Move, Vin, please!”
Blinking rapidly, I moved aside, shocked by her sudden change of mood. As soon as I did, she rolled over and picked up her damp skirt, sliding right into it. She wasted no time collecting her car keys.
“I have to go. Now. That was . . .” She released a ragged breath, raking rough fingers through her hair. “That was stupid of me, and it can’t happen again. Ever. Do you understand?”
“Whoa—what the heck, Marlena?” I stood up, rushing towards her. “You can’t just leave like that! You’re still drunk. Don’t be stupid.”
“I need to go. I can’t stay in this room with you, Vin. You know I can’t.”
“Yes, you can. I want you to.”
Her eyes fell, head shaking. “I can’t.”
“Marley.” I reached up to stroke her cheek, using my other hand to tip her chin. When those blue eyes connected with mine, I put on a small, comforting smile, still stroking the apple of her cheek with the pad of my thumb. “Stay, babe. Please. Just until you sober up. I’d hate myself if anything happened to you because I let you walk out that door.”
Swallowing thickly, she looked from me to the bed, and then back into my eyes again. Without a word, she pulled away and walked around me, climbing back onto the bed again. She drew her knees up to her chest, resting her head on the pillows.
She didn’t speak.
Didn’t move.
For a second, I wasn’t sure what the heck to do.
But I went with my gut.
I climbed onto the bed too, sliding behind and reeling her back. Her rear was nestled on my semi-hard cock, and she sighed when she felt it.
I could have taken her, but what we’d just done minutes ago seemed like enough for now. I didn’t know what was going through her head. I knew she felt guilty. That, I was certain about, which was why I didn’t push for more.
Trust me, I wanted to harass the trash out of her, feel her clenching me tight and whispering my name as I staked my claim again, but I had to calm down.
No matter how much I couldn’t stand Lloyd, he was still my brother, and no matter how much I didn’t want to accept the truth, she was still engaged to him.
She obviously saw something in him.
She cared about him.
She was torn.
I smoothed her hair back, kissing the top of her earlobe. “It’s okay,” I whispered in her ear. “He won’t find out.”
She fidgeted a little, but kept her back to me. “No,” she finally said after a moment of silence. “It’s not okay, Vin.”
She didn’t say anything after that, and neither did I. We laid there with overcrowded minds. I eventually fell asleep with her in my arms, something I’d wanted to happen for a long time. It was a peaceful sleep—probably the most peaceful I’d had since she left me.
But when I woke up, the space between my arms was empty. The side she was lying on was cold now. She was nowhere in sight. 
I was alone again.
She was gone.
Even those sweatpants were still hanging off the edge of the bed, reminding me just how badly I’d messed up. 
I pushed out of bed and grabbed my phone, giving her a call.
But when I called, a deep, familiar voice answered.
It was Lloyd.
“Hello? Who is this?” he asked, which proved to me that she hadn’t saved my number. Lloyd wouldn’t have known it by heart. He didn’t give a idiot enough to remember it.
I hung up before I could say something stupid or give myself away. She didn’t deserve the trouble. He would take it out on her, and I wasn’t going to have it. 
I flew home the same day, unsure when I’d hear from Marley again. My heart was heavy, but I kept moving forward, pretending trash was okay. Pretending I was okay. But really, I wasn’t. 
She’d made her decision as soon as she left. She didn’t want me. She wanted him. 
Zay kept me on my toes and made sure I kept my head up. I guess it was a good thing he did because a month later we received a call about getting approved for a loan for the club. 
Once we got it, we made it our mission to obtain a lease for the property. After the final inspections a few weeks later, we signed the lease, handed over the money, and the club was officially ours. 
This was happening. I was excited—thrilled honestly, about finally accomplishing something this big on my own, but something was holding me back from feeling complete happiness.
There was only one person I wanted to tell.
One person I wanted to celebrate with.
But I couldn’t.
I couldn’t because she was no longer mine.
I couldn’t because I’d messed up, and she regretted everything about me.
The last few words she said to me still haunted me.
No, it’s not okay, Vin.
She said it, and she meant it.
It wasn’t okay. She wasn’t happy with what she’d done, and because of it I was probably never going to see her again until the actual day of the wedding.
Incredible. 
I guess I deserved it after all the heck I caused her.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
One Month Later
 
Sunlight filtered through the sky-blue curtains, the headboard hitting the wall, causing a light thump. 
Lloyd was above me, his elbows outside my head. He wasn’t looking into my eyes. He had them closed.
“Oh, yeah. Stay like that, Marlena.” 
I fidgeted just a little, trying hard not to roll my eyes. Veins bulged on his neck, sweat dampening his forehead. Barely.
I squeezed my eyes shut, listening to him repeat the same things over and over again. 
“Oh, it feels great.”
“Incredible, I’m so close.”
“Incredible. Stay like that, Marlena. I’m so close.”
He wasn’t the best. He was so vanilla that sometimes it became boring. It was always missionary, maybe doggy-style if he’d had a drink or two and was feeling frisky.
It’d almost become a routine. I knew what to expect. Two more minutes and he’d be done, I bet.
I kept my eyes closed as he thrust a little too roughly. I tried thinking about anything else but this, taking one for the team, but every time I did, I thought about the wrong person.
His brother.
Vinny.
That night in the hotel wasn’t supposed to happen. I should have stopped at dropping him off at the hotel and going home. Maybe it’s why I was feeling so distant with Lloyd right now. My future husband was trying to make love to me, and all I could think about was how I’d betrayed him.
I almost slept with Vin that night. If he’d pushed for more, I would have caved and done something much worse than I had.
Lloyd finally let out a deep groan, interrupting my thoughts, and collapsed on top of me. My eyes peeled open as he panted, trying to catch his breath.
“Goodness, that was great,” he sighed, rolling over. I forced a smile as he peered over at me. My silence clearly bothered him because he asked, “Did you not think so?”
“Of course, babe.” I rubbed his chest. “It was great.” 
He pushed out of bed, pleased with that response, and I knew that was it. He’d never been one to make sure I was satisfied. It was strange. Ever since I found out they were brothers, I’d been comparing them, and one main thing was that he was nothing like Vin in bed.
While Vin made sure that I was completely taken care of and fully satisfied, Lloyd believed just having him was enough. But it wasn’t. It never was.
He walked to the bathroom and started the shower. “I needed that before this long schedule this week,” he called from the bathroom.
That was right. He had a full schedule this week. From Texas to New York, to Washington, and even North Carolina. The list went on. It was Monday, and he wouldn’t be returning until Saturday. I was somewhat relieved about that.
I hated looking at him, knowing what I’d done behind his back. It was wrong, and I refused to let it happen again. It was a good thing Vin didn’t live here in Texas; otherwise this would have made things messier than they needed to be. 
All I had to do was get to our wedding day, say I do, and things would change. They had to. Vin would back off, I’d be able to move forward, and my promises would be kept.
“I’ll be flying out for my Mom tomorrow,” I said, sliding out of the bed.
“Oh yeah? What time?” he asked.
“Nine.”
“When will you be back?”
“Thursday.”
“Good. I need you back by Saturday. My mom wants to take us somewhere to talk about the flowers and color scheme again.” He stepped into the room with a towel wrapped around his waist.
I didn’t get the urge to peel it away, and knowing it made me cringe inside. If it were Vin . . .
No—forget that thought.
I had to stop thinking that way.
“I’ll be here.”
He walked towards me and tipped my chin, running his lips over mine. “You know I’ll miss you, right?”
“Yeah,” I murmured. “I know.”
“The day I marry you is going to be the best day of my life.”
I smiled. “It will be mine, too.”
“Come shower with me.” It was a demand, not a request. I followed him into the bathroom, and we showered together, but as he spoke about his flights and how exhausted he was from just thinking about it, I couldn’t stop thinking about my flight to California. I was going for Mom. I had to.
I hadn’t been back there since I left Vinny. A lot was going to strike me, and a thousand memories were definitely going to bombard me, good and bad.
If I didn’t have to go, I wouldn’t. But Mom needed me, and I promised I would show. It was time to tug on the big girl panties and get it over with.
• • • • •
On Tuesday, I landed in California with a pair of Ray-Bans on and my favorite yellow sundress—the very dress I wore when I left this state. I dragged my suitcase on its wheels behind me, clutching the handle tight as I checked in for my rental car.
After tossing the bag in the trunk and starting the car, I was on my way to pick up Mom. She’d moved to apartments in a nicer part of Santa Ana. I made sure she had a nice place after finding out the bad news.
I parked in the neighborhood and killed the engine, walking to the elevator and jamming my thumb on the second floor button. I gripped the keys tight in hand, waiting for the doors to draw apart.
My cousin, Ryan, was the one who found this apartment, I had it paid for online and took care of the other bills for her as well. He checked in with her almost every day, called me when things were good or bad, but ever since he’d gotten a new job an hour away, he couldn’t drop everything and leave like he used to, which meant I had to step in now.
I wasn’t sure what I was going to say. The last time I saw her, we didn’t exactly leave on good terms. She was heartbroken, and I was angry. I just . . . left. 
The doors finally pulled apart, and I stepped out, walking down the hallway to apartment 2G.
I knocked softly, waiting, my heart beating a little harder. My palms had become clammy, damp with sweat. The door finally creaked open and there she stood.
She looked . . . terrible.
Dark rings circled her eyes, and she’d thinned out so much. Her hair was still brittle and dry, her lips chapped. She wore a long jean skirt and a red tank top with an American flag on it, along with red sandals. 
Her outfit was decent, but her skin was no longer like those oatmeal cookies I used to love. It was chalkier now. Her eyes seemed sadder, but when she saw me, her smile became so wide it masked the sadness, at least for the moment.
“Oh my goodness,” she sighed, opening her arms and wrapping them around me. “My baby girl! Look at you!” Her voice was raw, like she wanted to cry. My eyes burned, but I held it together, hugging her back with a light pat on the back. I hadn’t seen her in three years.
“Hey, Mom.”
She pulled back a little, but held my upper arms, grinning. “Oh, honey, look at you. You just get more beautiful, the older you get.”
I laughed and then she grabbed my hand, leading the way inside. “Come in, sweetie, please! Do you want anything? I knew you were coming, so I got your favorite soda!” She shut the door when I was inside and then stepped around me, walking to the kitchen.
“Sure, that would be nice.”
She nodded and walked around a corner. I followed after her, listening to glasses clank and then ice rattle. A soda fizzed open and she poured. I walked to the living room. The furniture was nice, brown suede, with wooden tables. 
Ryan did well picking it out. Either that, or he had his wife pick it for him.
Mom came into the living room, holding the glass up. “Here you go. Come on,” she said. “Sit. We have an hour until my appointment. Let’s catch up a little.”
I accepted the glass of Mountain Dew and sat beside her. I felt her staring at me as I sipped it, and even as I placed the glass down on the coaster.
“So . . .” she started. “You’re engaged?” Her eyes moved down to the diamond ring on my finger and then up at me again.
“Yep. His name is Lloyd. He’s a nice guy.”
“Oh—Lloyd?” She looked confused. “That isn’t the name of the young man you brought around a few times before, is it?” 
I shook my head quickly. “No. You’re thinking about Vin. He’s—well, we broke up a few years back. Right before I left, actually.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. I really liked him. And I could tell you loved him.”
I struggled to smile. I had to change the subject. I wasn’t even in California for an hour, and he’d already come up in conversation. “What about you?” I asked. “How are you feeling? I mean, besides the . . .”
“Cancer?” she filled in for me, like the word was just a word and not some terrifying disease.
I nodded, avoiding her eyes.
“You don’t have to be afraid to say it,” she stated. “I’ve accepted it.”
I didn’t say anything, but only because I wasn’t sure what to say.
“Anyway,” she sighed. “I’ve been feeling okay. Just tired most days. Ryan is still a big help, even though he got that new job and all. He has Pam bring groceries and dinner by sometimes. I don’t really eat much, but I try.”
“That’s good.” I paused, focusing on my pink fingernails. “And it’s . . . pancreatic?”
She nodded.
“I did some research on it. It has one of the lowest survival rates,” I noted.
Her eyes widened a little, boring into mine.
“I—I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that—”
“No, it’s okay.” She smiled. “But didn’t anyone ever tell you I’m a fighter?” Her smile grew bigger, and I breathed a sigh of relief, smiling with her. She brought a hand up, placing a cold palm on my cheek. “It’s really good to see you, Marley. I never thought I would again.”
“It’s good to see you too, Mom.”
She looked me in the eyes, the expression on her face telling me she was searching for something. Or someone, rather. I knew there was something she really wanted to ask—something deep and something I didn’t want to talk about—so I picked up my drink and took a small sip before standing and walking to the kitchen.
“Well, we should get going. There is probably going to be a lot of paperwork for us to do.” I poured the rest of the soda in the sink and placed the glass on the counter.
“Right. Right!” She stood as well, grabbing her brown purse from the coat rack in the corner. I followed her to the door and out of the apartment, glad when she started talking about how nervous she was. I was nervous for her.
Her chemotherapy officially started today. It was going to be tough, from what the doctor told me over the phone. Tough for her and tough to watch, but this had to happen. She had to survive. Though she wasn’t the best mother, I still loved her. I couldn’t just let her go out that way. Not without help or at least a fighting chance.
The survival statistics looked grim, but I wasn’t afraid of a fight. She had to make it a little longer. She was my mother. She deserved a second chance.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
The club was coming together nicely. We’d changed the paint, gotten new tables and chairs, and even got hooked up with recliner couches for our VIP floor from someone Zay knew from his house parties.
Today, we had a few electricians hooking up the chandeliers for the VIP areas, as well as a few lights on the first floor for the bar and dance floor.
“If everything is fixed up by this Thursday, we can open up on Saturday,” Bethany said, walking into the office with a clipboard in hand. 
“That’s a little too soon, don’t you think?” I asked, signing off on a few alcohol orders.
“Yeah, it is,” Zay said. “We need to promote. Let everyone around Laguna and Santa Ana know about opening night. Pass out flyers, get more drinks—hell, there is a lot we need to do before we can open this place up to the public.”
I nodded my agreement.
“Well, then, I’ll start working on flyers,” she chimed, writing something down. “What do you want them to say? Just the club name?”
“The club name, the grand opening date, and the address, as well as all of our social media handles.” She nodded as I spoke. I dropped my pen and pushed out of my seat as Zay walked out of the office.
She watched him go and then tucked her pen behind her ear, smiling at me as she sat on the edge of the desk.
“I think it’s really sexy when you talk business,” she giggled, looking me up and down.
I wasn’t up for the banter today. Flirting wasn’t on my list of priorities right now. I needed to get the club ready and in mint condition. The last thing I wanted to be worried about was Bethany and her feelings for me. 
I started to step around her, but she caught my elbow. “Hey, what’s going on with you lately? You’ve been acting weird ever since you came back from Texas.”
“How so?” I asked, as if bored.
“Well, you don’t text or call me back about meeting up. We were hanging out and fooling around before, but we haven’t done that in a while.”
“We aren’t a couple, Bethany.”
“Yeah, I know we aren’t, but . . .” her voice trailed off. “I don’t know.” She stood up, shrugging it off. “I guess you’re just tired of me now. No big deal. I knew one of us would get tired eventually.”
“Look, it’s not that. I’m just—well, we finally have the club. I’ve been working hard for this, and it’s finally happening and I’m trying to keep my distractions to a minimum. The launch of the club is the only thing I really want to focus on right now, you know?” That was a lie . . . sort of. I just didn’t want her. There was only one woman I wanted. Too bad she didn’t want me. “You just handle ordering our materials and managing our numbers. Be the kick booty assistant we need.”
She nodded. “Right. I can do that. I get it.” She ran a hand over my chest as she stood up. “But remember I’m always here if you need a little break from all of this. It can get really stressful.”
As she said that, I heard something crash, followed by a loud yowl. Rushing out of the office, I hurried around the bar, spotting Zay sprawled out on the floor with shards of glass surrounding him.
“Idiot!” he hollered.
“Shoot!” I hurried for him, stepping over the glass. “What happened?”
“I was bringing in the shot glasses and slipped,” he groaned, gripping his bleeding arm and staring up at one of the pipes. “We really need to get that leak fixed, man.”
“Oh my goodness, are you okay?” Bethany gasped.
“I’m fine.”
“Nah. You’re not fine. You’re bleeding a lot.” I moved his hand over and more blood started gushing out. “You’ll need stitches for that. It’s deep and it looks like there’s glass in the wound.”
“Do I look like I have any medical insurance? They’ll charge me an arm and a leg just to be seen.”
“Well, if you don’t get stitches, you’ll bleed out, dumb rear.” He laughed as I helped him to a stand. “Bethany, get me one of the towels behind the counter. I’m taking him to the hospital.”
She nodded, dashing off and grabbing a towel. When she handed it to me, she asked, “Do you want me to tag along with you guys?”
“No. I can handle it. Just make sure the electricians hang the lights correctly, and don’t let anyone in that doesn’t belong. Pablo is in the back in case you need some muscle.”
She bobbed her head, panic in her eyes. “Okay.” I almost questioned if she could handle it, but I wasn’t up for her whining. She would whine and try and tag along and right now I needed her to stay.
I put the towel on Zay’s arm, applying pressure. “Let’s go, klutz. Hold the towel down until we get there.” He rolled his eyes, making his way towards the exit and I sighed, following him out and pulling my car keys out.
“Just don’t bleed all over my seats,” I joked as I unlocked the doors.
“Yeah, yeah,” he chuckled. “Just make sure you have some money ready when they send me the hospital bill.”
We climbed inside, and I started the ignition. “Don’t even worry about the bill. If we make as much money as we have planned with the club, I’ve got you covered.”
• • • • •
It took four hours for Zay to be seen and to get stitched up. He clearly hated hospitals. He complained the entire time, saying he was fine and that he was ready to go. I guess I couldn’t blame him. He’d lost a lot of people in his life, relatives and friends, and the result usually landed him in a hospital.
It was around six in the afternoon when we were finally heading out. We walked down one of the main hallways, past the oncology wing, but as I passed, that’s when I saw a familiar woman through one of the windows. She was helping an older, thinner woman get a drink of water. The older woman was on IVs. I’d seen her before. I’d seen both of them.
I had to do a double take, and even slowed down my walk, thinking I must be crazy or had her too heavy on my mind. Day and night, she was all I could think about. Maybe I was delusional, thinking every woman with a bob haircut and a nice figure was her.
But no.
It was her. She turned and placed the water down and when I saw her angelic face, I stopped walking. She turned and said something to the older woman and then she came towards the door.
 “Yo, Vin, what are you doing? Let’s get out of here!” Zay called from the exit.
I looked from her to him, and then back at her again. She stepped out with a cellphone and car keys in hand.
“Vin!” Zay shouted
And she looked up, searching for the voice. When Zay spotted her, his eyes stretched wide, like he couldn’t believe who he was seeing. Marley stopped dead in her tracks, and then slowly turned her head, probably praying that she wouldn’t see me next.
When her eyes met mine, she huffed a breath that sounded like “Idiot.”
“Marley,” I called, taking a small step ahead. “What are you doing here?”
She pursed her lips and looked towards the exit, like she wanted to make a run for it, but with Zay standing there, she wasn’t so sure. 
“I’m, uh . . . my mom is in there.”
I looked through the window at the skinny woman. She didn’t look like that the last time I saw her. She’d lost a lot of weight. Too much weight. 
“She’s . . . sick?” I asked, and she winced a bit, but nodded. 
“Yes.”
“Holy trash! Marley!” Zay yelled, coming our way.
She forced a smile at him as he stepped closer, holding his good arm open. She stepped into his arm and gave him a hug.
“What happened to you?” she laughed, pointing at his bandaged arm.
“Dropped some glass at the club and fell on it.” He shrugged. 
“The club?” she questioned, brows dipping.
“Yeah. We own a club now. Who knew, huh?” he laughed.
She laughed with him, a genuine, sincere laugh. “Wow, that’s great!” She looked over at me. “Why didn’t you tell me you opened it?”
“Figured Mom or even Lloyd might have mentioned it at least once.” I shrugged a shoulder, sliding my fingers into my front pockets.
Her face went blank, reality washing through again. 
“Hey, man, let me get the keys. I’ll wait in the car.” Zay held his free hand up in the air, and I tossed him the keys. “Good seeing you, Marley.” He took off right away, giving us privacy. He always knew when to leave.
“I should go.” She stepped sideways. 
“Where are you headed?” I asked before she could get away.
“Going to grab some dinner and then coming back.” 
“Why didn’t you tell me about your mother?” 
She looked at me with hard blue eyes. “I didn’t think I needed to tell you.”
“Why wouldn’t you? She’s your mother. You care about her.”
“Yeah, but . . .” She shook her head and sighed. “I can’t talk about that stuff with you anymore. My past. My parents.” She gripped the keys tighter in hand. “It was good seeing you, though, Vin.” She turned and started for the exit again, but I hurried after her.
“Wait,” I called, and she glanced back. “Let me walk you to your car, at least.”
She looked out the door, contemplating, and then peered up at me again. “You don’t have to. I can make it fine by myself.”
I threw my arm around her shoulder, and she tensed up, but I kept walking, through the sliding doors and outside. “I know you’re fine walking by yourself, but I want to.”
She let out a heavy sigh, but didn’t protest. She pulled from me, and to my surprise, she walked by my side, leading the way to the parking deck. We were quiet for a long time, the wind tousling her hair and mine. Not once did she look up at me during the walk.
Not once did she speak—not until we met up to the car three levels up. She smiled faintly as she unlocked the doors. “Thanks, I guess.”
“You guess?” I laughed.
She smashed her lips together.
“You flew out here to take care of your mom?”
“Yeah.” She waved a hand in the air. “She started treatments today and my cousin couldn’t take her. I’ve got her treatments paid for now so I figured I’d show up and support her.”
I studied her, hating the way she avoided my eyes and spoke so formally with me. I could tell she was thinking about that night and what we did.
“How did you pay for it if you don’t work?” I finally asked after a brief moment of silence.
She looked up, immediately narrowing her eyes at me. “That’s none of your business,” she snapped.
By her tone alone I already knew the answer. “Lloyd,” was all I said, and she shifted a little, pulling her gaze from mine and looking to the left.
“Is that why you’re with him? So he can pay for trash like that? I mean, something has to give, Marlena,” I huffed out. “He’s not even your type.”
“Like I told you, he’s safe, Vin. I’m not going to keep having this conversation with you, okay? I don’t have to explain what I do with my life to you anymore.”
I shook my head, stepping back. “Money is just an object, Marley. He has a lot of it, but it won’t make you happy. I know you.”
“But it will take care of what needs to be taken care of. I’m tired of living without.”
“So that is what this is about? You’re marrying him for his money?” I scoffed when she looked away again, refusing to answer. “I guess I should be glad about that then. It means your relationship with him is total trash, just like I assumed. You don’t love him.”
“He’s helping me because he wants to. He’s paying for her treatments. She doesn’t have to worry about anything and neither do I.”
“Yeah. Sure.” I rolled my eyes.
Her head dropped, and she ran the bottom of her sandal over some gravel. It was tense and quiet between us for a few seconds, until she spoke again. 
“So . . . the club,” she started, “you actually have it now?”
“Yep.” I looked away. I didn’t even want to talk anymore.
“Good for you. I know it’s something you guys have wanted to do for a long time.” I didn’t speak and she cleared her throat. “What’s the name of it?”
I met her eyes. “Club 7-1-9.”
“7-1-9?” She cocked an arched brow, mildly confused. “Where did that number come from?”
“You’re telling me you don’t remember?” I laughed.
Her head shook, completely clueless.
“The first day we met, at Zay’s party,” I told her, and her face immediately softened, her throat softly bobbing. “July 19th, 2012. Back when things were simple and fun.”
“You . . . named the club after the first day we met?” she asked, and I nodded. “Wow,” she gasped. “And Zay was okay with that?”
“He didn’t so much care about naming it. He mostly cares about running and promoting it. Getting the name out there so we can make good money. I’m just the guy behind the scenes, dealing with some of the paperwork, alcohol orders—rubbish like that.”
“Oh. That’s cool.” She gripped the keys tighter, taking a small step away.
“How long are you here for?” 
“Just until Thursday,” she replied.
“Lloyd knows you’re here?” I mused, smirking.
She scoffed lightly. “Of course he does.”
I ran a hand over my hair. “This might be pushing it, but . . . do you . . . wanna come check out the club later? After your mom’s treatment? Zay will be there, so you don’t have to worry about us being alone or any of that trash you’re so afraid of.”
“What makes you think I’m worried about us being alone?” she asked defensively, eyes narrowing.
“I’m just saying!” I chuckled, throwing my hands in the air. “I thought you’d like to see the place we used to dream and talk about so much. It’s a nice place. You showed me your art studio, so I want to show you my club.”
Her shoulders instantly relaxed. Tucking a lock of dark hair behind her ear, she took a step closer to the car and then opened the door. “I’ll think about it,” was all she said before giving a faint smile, climbing into the car, and turning the ignition.
I took a few steps away as she looked at me through the window for a short second. She was trying to keep a straight face—not wanting to give anything away—but I could see the interest in her eyes. 
She wanted to check out the club. I’d talked to her so much about my plans for it when we were younger, and now that it was actually happening, I was sure she wanted to at least see it come to life.
I watched her drive away, wearing a small smile. I was no fool. I could read that woman like a book. She didn’t think so, but I knew everything about her.
This was Marley Winters we were talking about. 
She would take the risk.
She would come.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
Mom’s treatments were over around seven that night. I drove her home, but she didn’t come the same way she went. She looked sicker already and had even vomited before we reached my car. She assured me she was fine. 
It hurt me to see her this way, so fragile and weak. So close to . . . dying.
As soon as we entered the apartment, I helped her get undressed and into bed. She vomited once more before I tucked her in.
“I’ll grab you some ginger ale,” I murmured as I pushed her hair back.
“That would be great. Thanks, honey.”
I went to the kitchen to grab a can, knowing she always had ginger ale around. It was her favorite drink. I remembered because she would always send me to the nearest corner store to grab some and would even give me a couple of bucks for my own bottle of Mountain Dew if she had it.
Of course, Luke would take my sodas and chug them, leaving me with nothing, so I started hiding them outside, behind the shed.
I came back to the room with a glass full of ice and a can of the ginger ale, but she’d already fallen asleep. With a sigh, I placed it all down on the nightstand and then walked out, leaving the door halfway open.
I raked my fingers through my hair, knowing dang well I wasn’t going to check in at my hotel tonight like I had planned. I’d already booked it, but I would cancel and pay the fees. 
I went to the car for my luggage and came back, freshened up, changed into a pair of jeans and a pink V-neck shirt, and then went to the kitchen to see what I could find to munch on.
There were a lot of chips and sodas. Plenty of fruits and vegetables, to my surprise. I grabbed a green apple and ate it, tapping my fingers on the counter, contemplating something I shouldn’t. 
Several minutes later, a knock sounded at the door, and I went for it in a hurry, checking the peephole. I swung it open as soon as I saw it was him, grinning up at my cousin Ryan. He’d already told Mom he was on the way, so his arrival was expected and highly anticipated.
“Holy trash!” he bellowed, immediately scooping me up into a bear hug. He was a big guy. Huge, really. Most would describe him as burly, maybe a little husky. He looked intimidating, with his brown skin, hard, dark-brown eyes, and black beard, but he was far from it. Ryan was nothing but a big softy on the inside. “How have you been?” he boomed, voice loud enough to be heard by the neighbors.
I laughed when he placed me back down on my feet. “I’ve been great!”
“Have you, really?” He smiled hard as I took a step aside to let him in. “I guess you have, huh? I got your wedding invitation. Little cousin Marley is getting married, huh?” He chuckled, running his fingers over his buzz cut. “Growing up on me, kid. Can’t believe it.” 
“I’m only like four years younger than you,” I laughed.
“Yeah, I know. I know.” He looked around the apartment with a sigh. “Where’s Aunt Nelly?”
“She’s sleeping.” I pointed at her bedroom door. “She had a long day. A rough one, too. She didn’t take so well to the chemo.”
His eyes saddened a little. “Dang. Kinda figured. I did a little research on it with her. It’s tough trash, but she’s a strong woman.”
“Yeah.” I forced a smile.
He looked me over twice before blinking quickly and then finally looking away. “Well, incredible, Marley. Catch me up to speed. What’s going on with you? Last time I spoke to you, you told me you had an engagement party or something happening?”
He walked to the couch and flopped down, kicking his feet up on the coffee table. I don’t know what it was about the gesture, but it sent a wave of comfort washing through me. It was the first time I thought about it, the fact that I was . . . home. Here, in California, where I was born and raised.
Not only that, but when he untied his boots, I knew he was going to stay for a while. Vin and the club instantly came to mind again, though I felt guilty for it. I had to see the club. I was too curious not to at least give it a peek. 
“Oh—yeah. Lloyd’s mom put the party together last minute. She loves stuff like that.”
“I gotta say, I never thought a wild spirit like you would end up marrying someone. Getting tied down? You’ve changed so much. I mean, look at you! Didn’t think you could get any more beautiful.”
I laughed. “Thanks, Ryan.”
“I left some beers in the fridge.” He pushed off the couch and walked to the kitchen. “Want one?”
“Nah, I’m okay.” I watched him open the refrigerator door and pull out a Heineken. I gripped my forefinger and twisted it. Don’t be stupid. Don’t be stupid. Just stay here. Don’t go. Don’t lead Vin on. “I was actually thinking about heading out for about an hour or so. There are a few people I want to catch up with while I’m in town.” Idiot.
He popped the lid of the beer with the bottle opener on his keychain. “Well, go ahead! I’ve got this fortress covered, don’t worry. I’m sure she won’t be waking up anytime soon.” He took a swig of the beer. “Believe it or not, I like being here. Gives me an excuse to be away from my crazy wife for a few hours.”
I laughed out loud. “Pam’s still nagging you, huh?”
“Every day,” he chuckled. “But I love her. Wouldn’t trade her for anything in this world. Sometimes a man just needs a break though, you know?” He shrugged as I picked up my car keys from the counter. 
I laughed again. “Right. Well, um, let me know if you need me to pick anything up on the way back. I’ll probably stay here instead of the hotel I booked, just to keep an eye on her. Might as well, you know?”
He nodded his agreement. Ryan knew all about my childhood—about what Mom used to be and about . . . Luke. He was there for me, when Luke was being drunk and stupid and a bit too touchy, and had pretty much beaten Luke into a bloody pulp. I was only twelve. Ryan took me to his home, fed me, and told me he would never let Luke put his hands on me like that again. Not on his watch. 
He never spoke of it again after that night, but it was something I would always remember. He had my back. He was there during the dark days—the harder days. He’d always been there for me, helping me with my car. He had even gotten me the job at Rocket’s Diner because he knew the manager.
“Take your time and have fun.” He grunted as he slouched back down on the sofa and grabbed the remote for the TV. “Not in a rush here. Pam is working late from home anyway. She won’t miss me ’til she’s done.”
I nodded. “Okay. I’ll be back soon.”
“Yep!”
I walked to the door and opened it, but as soon as I shut it behind me, I hesitated, stopping in the middle of the walkway. 
“What are you doing, Marley?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “This is so stupid,” I muttered, but I started walking again anyway, straight to the car. 
I climbed inside and started the rental, and then I sat there, taking my cellphone out of the back pocket of my jeans and scrolling through my contacts. When I saw Vin’s name, my breath caught in my throat.
“Incredible.” I gripped the wheel with one hand, still staring at the number.
So stupid.
So stupid.
So stupid.
But despite knowing how stupid I was, I sent him a text and asked for the address.
He responded immediately and I swear it was like he’d been waiting this entire time to receive a message from me.
Vin.
• • • • •
Incredible.
I couldn’t believe my eyes. This was their club?
I had to check my phone twice just to make sure I had the correct address. This couldn’t be theirs—not Vin and Zay’s. 
In front of me was a building two stories high, made of washed-up bricks and thick black railing. The building had a vintage appearance, with the way the bricks were chipped, and the black ladder leading up to the second balcony was slightly glossy, like they’d painted over it, but let it keep its dated appeal.
A bright, blue neon sign, with the name CLUB 7-1-9 was blazing above the tall, black door, and in front of the door was a muscular man with a slicked back ponytail. 
I climbed out of the car and locked it behind me, walking across the street, still in awe as I took in the view of the building.
I gripped my iPhone in hand as the man in front of the door tossed his cigarette and put his eyes on me.
“Can I help you?” he asked, cocking a stern brow.
“Yeah, I’m here to see Vin.”
“No one is allowed in but the staff right now.”
“He told me it was okay to drop by.” I straightened my back as he folded his arms.
“No one is allowed in but the staff,” he repeated.
“Okay.” I rolled my eyes, sarcasm lacing my voice as I unlocked my cellphone and called Vin. I stared right at the security guard, annoyed as it rang. When he answered, I said, “Tell your bouncer to get over himself and let me inside already.”
Vin only laughed, a deep, charismatic laugh that made my belly roll, and before I knew it, one of the double doors behind the bouncer pulled apart, and out he came. I hadn’t noticed before, being so concerned about Mom at the hospital, but incredible did he look amazing.
The white T-shirt he wore clung to his torso, showing off his firm abs and chest. His jeans were low on his hips, not too loose or too tight. His hair was much messier now than it was when he was in Texas. He needed a haircut, but the messy look suited him, and I could tell he liked having it that way—the wisps sweeping over his eyes and forehead. Chaotic. Messy. Unmanageable . . . just like him. 
A smile swept across his lips as he fixed his gaze on me, capping a hand on the bouncer’s shoulder.
“Don’t worry, Pablo. She’s clear to come inside,” he confirmed.
“Thank you.” I took a step forward, but Vin moved in my way, blocking the entrance and folding his arms.
 “But only if she promises me one thing,” he went on.
“For the love of God, Vin—are you seriously going to play this game? You asked me to come check out the club, and I’m here. I’m not promising you any more than that.”
“Promise you won’t speak of my dipshit brother,” he continued as if I hadn’t even said a word. “Don’t even say his name in this club. That name is like Voldemort’s in here.”
I rolled my eyes. “Seriously?”
He glanced over at Pablo, who shifted, giving a small smile.
“Seriously,” Vin responded, matter-of-factly.
I sighed. “Fine. Whatever.” I gave him a light shove and walked past him and Pablo. Vin laughed again, turning to follow me inside. “Jerk,” I grumbled when he stepped up to my side.
“Yeah, but you still love me.” When he said that, I picked my head up and studied him. He wasn’t looking at me, but was focused ahead on something—no, someone.
It was Zay. He was at the bar, nursing what looked like bourbon or whiskey. He had his stitched arm on the counter, his cellphone in hand. When he heard us walking, he looked back, and his eyes lit up a bit.
“Bob Marley!” he yelled across the room.
I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t help it. Zay was the only other person who knew that name. Vin told him, of course, but he’d never explained the nickname. Zay didn’t care. He just thought it was cool to call me that.
“What are you doing over there?” I yelled back. He stood up, grabbing his drink and walking our way.
“Hey, don’t slip again,” Vin called. “There was enough blood to clean up off the floor. We don’t need any more.”
Vin burst out laughing as Zay waved his middle finger at him. “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up, idiot.” They were such clowns. 
Three steps led down to the dance floor and I took them, peering around. “Wow,” I breathed out. “This place is really yours?”
“All mine . . . and Zay’s, of course.” Vin winked at me. Zay held out his free hand, a light shrug and a press of the lips along with it.
“It’s . . . perfect. Fits you guys almost too well.” I looked at the bar. Vin was right. It did seem to be a mile long. They’d need at least four bartenders to tend that bar.
“My sister said the same,” Zay stated.
“The place seems pretty much done.” My eyes darted up the stairs, where the leather seats were. “When will you officially open?”
“Probably won’t be for another week or so,” Vin answered.
“It looks done, but it’s not.” Zay pointed at something and I looked with him, but all I saw was a blank wall. It wasn’t like the others, which were made of brick. It was white and bare. “We have no idea what we’re gonna do with that wall. Like, do we cover it up? Add some bricks? What should we do?” 
I took a step towards it. “You could always have someone paint it. Make it an accent wall or something. It’ll get your guests to take pictures in front of it—if it’s something that actually grabs their attention.”
“Oh, shoot. I didn’t even think of that.” Zay turned and looked at Vin. “She’s right. We need an attraction, besides the music and drinks, of course.”
Vin folded his arms, and I could feel him looking at me. His gaze was hot, nearly searing my skin. I avoided it, still looking around, taking in the neon lights and chandeliers.
“There’s only one person I’d trust enough to paint that wall,” Vin broadcasted.
I finally looked at him. He was already focused on my eyes.
“Oh—that’s right. Little Bob Marley does paint!” Zay shouted with a laugh.
“Oh—no, no. Vin. Seriously. No. I wouldn’t even have the time,” I responded quickly.
He took a step closer. “Then make time. Fly back here. Work on it. You can even sign your name on it, so people will know who it was created by.”
“That’s nice, but no.” I shook my head and waved my hands. “I won’t be back here anytime soon after I fly out Thursday.”
“Oh, come on, Marley,” Zay placed his half-empty glass down on the tabletop nearest to him. “Look, if you won’t do it for this idiot over here, at least do it for me. We’ll even pay you, if you want.”
“You don’t have to pay me.”
“Well, what do you want in return?” Vin asked, head going into a slight tilt.
“Nothing! I really don’t need anything. I wouldn’t mind painting a mural. Trust me. But . . . well . . .” I bit my bottom lip.
Vin studied my face, and when he realized what I couldn’t say, his shoulders slumped and he knocked his head back dramatically, staring up at the ceiling. “Voldemort!” he yelled. 
Zay doubled over with laughter, like he knew all about the Voldemort thing before it even came up in our little agreement. “I need another drink,” he laughed, picking his glass up and walking back to the bar.
I exhaled, giving Vin a wary sideways glance. “Lloyd would never let me come back to paint it. Not when he knows it’s for your club.”
“Then don’t tell him you’re coming back for my club.” He took a step closer. “Tell him you’re coming back to take care of your mother. Wouldn’t be a lie. You’d still be checking in on her.”
“I can’t do that, Vin, and you know it. I can’t keep holding secrets. I can’t—” I stopped talking, swallowing hard. “You know I can’t spend that much time around here and especially around you.”
“Why not?” he murmured, closer now, and I could smell his cologne. My belly tightened.
“I just can’t.”
“You can. I can tell you want to.” He touched my shoulder but I stepped away, holding up a finger. 
“Don’t. Please.”
He held his hands in the air. “Okay. Fine. I won’t.” If he hadn’t said that with a smirk, maybe I would have believed him. “Just think about it. You don’t have to agree to it tonight. I know once you fly back to Texas, you’ll be bored out of your mind. Voldemort will be working, and you’ll be stuck there. You don’t have much to work on for the wedding because Becks has most of it handled. Why not bide your time by coming here and doing something you love?” I met his gaze and he smiled a bit. “How about this: don’t think of it as a favor for me. Think of it as a favor for Zay. It’s his club, too. Plus, he’s been through enough trash already.” We both looked over at him as soon as he said that. Zay was pouring the bourbon to the rim of his glass now, eager for his next sip.
Sighing, I looked towards the blank wall again. I couldn’t lie and say it wasn’t calling to me. It was an open canvas, waiting to be filled with color. I could make that wall breathe—bring it to life. I knew I could . . . but coming back here scared the living trash out of me. 
Being around Vin, in California where our memories were born? It was like asking to give my heart the death penalty. It slayed me. 
“I’ll see,” I told him, “but I can’t promise you anything or that I will even be back. I still have some things to do that are wedding related.”
His face didn’t change. It remained even. “Yeah, throw that one in my face—in my club. Not lame at all.”
“What?” I felt my face burn. “It’s the truth. I do. And you still have to come back sometime soon to get fitted for your tux.”
“Don’t remind me,” he grumbled.
We both watched Zay down his bourbon in less than a minute. Vin shook his head. I looked up, and I could see the pain flash across his face as he watched his best friend drown in the alcohol.
I put my focus on Zay again.
“Fine,” I said quietly, and I felt him look down at me. “I’ll come back and paint it. But only for Zay.”
I didn’t see it, but I knew he was grinning from ear-to-ear. “Of course.” I heard the smile in his voice. “For Zay.”
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
I flew back home Thursday morning, but didn’t stay for long.
Turns out that while I was away in California, Lloyd had come back and packed clothes. He had flights all week and would be staying in hotels since he wouldn’t be returning to Texas until Monday now.
For some reason, deep down, I was kind of relieved. I didn’t see him when I flew back home. He’d called, told me what was up, and that was that.
The club’s grand opening was the next Saturday, so I figured it was best to fly back as soon as possible. Vin was right. I had nothing to do here. Nothing to keep me from going. 
Mrs. Harris had practically everything covered for the wedding. She’d call for opinions or if she had a question, but she told me to consider things handled. I gave her a few basics of what I wanted and she went with it, hired a wedding planner, and it’s been easy sailing ever since.
I’d never wanted a huge wedding—or a wedding at all, for that matter. I had hoped it wasn’t so obvious that I didn’t care much about the details of the wedding. I mean, having to walk down an aisle and be stared at by people I hardly knew was enough to give me hives. 
Other than shopping for the perfect dress, it’d been nothing but stressful.
I boarded a flight back to California on Friday morning, deciding to stay at Mom’s apartment for the next three days. She was looking a lot better, but still very sick. She’d even cooked for me, but didn’t eat much herself. I didn’t comment on it. I knew she’d eat when she felt like she could. 
I guess that was one trait I got from her. Never letting myself get too low, to the point of giving up. I always worked harder for more. She’d never given up on me, or even Luke for that matter . . . but he was a topic for another time.
Vin told me I could come to the club after five since they had some electrical work that needed finishing up, so I went to the craft store a few hours after landing and bought supplies. 
I was in paradise. Never had I felt so relaxed. I shopped for brushes and paints, and even went to a thrift store to buy cheap clothes I could dirty up real good.
When five o’ clock hit, I was driving to Club 7-1-9. I still couldn’t believe he’d named it that. Every time I thought about it, I thought about us and the very first time we met. The first time we met wasn’t easy to forget.
I saw him sitting there, lost in thought. By himself. Drinking and smoking his life away. By that alone, I should have known he wasn’t the cleanest soul and that he had deep-rooted issues, but like the fool I am, I yearned for more . . . and he handed his heart right to me.
Vin was already standing outside the club when I parked at the curb. He had a cigarette pinched between his lips, his cellphone pressed to his ear. I stepped out and walked to the trunk, taking out the supplies I could carry.
“Okay. Look, I have to go.” He hung up the phone and then tucked it in his back pocket. After pulling the cigarette from between his lips and putting it out, he came to help me. “I got it,” he sighed.
I looked sideways at him. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah. For the most part.” He didn’t meet my eyes. I knew something was wrong. I wasn’t sure whether to ask about it or not. It wasn’t any of my business. “It was Becks,” he said, slamming the trunk closed.
“Oh? What’d she want?” I walked by his side, towards the entrance.
“She wants me back Tuesday to get fitted for a tux. Said Lloyd really wants to get it over with.” He gave his eyes a slight roll. “He isn’t the only one who wants to get this trash over with, trust me.”
“Oh.” I pressed my lips and pulled my gaze away. I had nothing to say, really. I didn’t want to talk about the wedding, and I knew he hated even the mere thought of it, so I decided to change the subject. “So, I was thinking maybe I could make something cool, like a vintage tunnel with bricks that look sort of like the ones this building is made of, or maybe the actual building with stars surrounding it to give it a softer look.”
He grunted as he dropped my things in front of the blank wall. He then stood up straight, dusting his hands off and meeting my eyes. “Which do you think fits more?”
I took a small look around, exhaling. “I think the building and the stars.”
He put on a soft smile. “Then the building and stars it is, Bob Marley.” He flipped his wrist to check his watch. “I have some paperwork to handle, but you can go ahead and get started. Feel free to use the sinks, run the water—do whatever you need to do, just make it look good.” 
I nodded, huffing a laugh. “I’ll do my best.”
He bobbed his head at me and then walked away, disappearing behind the bar and through a black door with the words STAFF ONLY on it. 
Something was up with him. I felt like it was much more than just getting fitted for a tux. He knew he would have to be back soon for that. Why would that make him upset?
I blew a heavy breath and looked up at the blank wall again, planting my hands on my hips. I guess it was best to get started now. I wouldn’t be able to paint creatively tonight. I had to prime the wall first and let it dry.
I picked up a can and opened it, then went for the bag with the paintbrushes. As I walked towards the bathroom, I heard a door shut and then a brunette came walking across the dance floor with a folder in hand. 
She wore a brown dress with brown heels, the outfit really showing off her tanned legs. Her hair was tucked back by a brown, polka-dotted headband, making her appear more like a schoolgirl than an actual adult. 
Her lips were glossed, puckered. She was pretty, though I hated to admit it.
She went straight for the STAFF ONLY door and walked right in. “Vin, baby!” I heard her sing, and then the door shut behind her.
I froze for a second, staring at it. There was a small, square window to the right, but the blinds were shut. I couldn’t see a thing.
“Wow,” I breathed, shaking my head. So that must have been why he was acting weird and in such a rush. He had a girl coming. Wow.
I refused to let it bother me. Instead, I continued my walk to the bathroom and cleaned the brushes, taking a glance at myself in the mirror. I’d taken time to put on eyeliner and lipstick. I had even gotten my hair styled before flying back.
Did he notice?
Incredible, what did I care?
I walked back to the blank wall and took out some newspaper, laying it out on the floor. After that, I poured some paint into the roller tray and then grabbed the paint roller, dipping it in and starting an immediate roll on the wall, getting straight to work.
I couldn’t help but take peeks toward the door behind the bar. It was quiet. What were they doing in there?
An hour passed before the door finally swung open, and Vin walked out, stretching his arms in the air with a wide yawn. I noticed his pants were a little lower on his hips. He seemed much more relaxed now than he was when I first arrived. The brunette came out behind him, fluffing her hair.
His gaze darted over to mine but I looked away quickly, finishing the last coat of primer. 
“Make sure you get those flyers to me by tomorrow, Bethany,” Vin said to her in a cool voice. “We want to start handing them out. Get the word going.”
“Okay. They should be here in the morning. I’ll drop them off first thing.” Her voice was really high-pitched.
He nodded, and she smiled at him, so hard I thought her face would break. She liked him . . . a lot. I could see the admiration in her eyes. She wanted him . . . but had she already had him?
My throat bobbed as I swallowed the frustration, focusing on the wall again. It didn’t matter. I didn’t care. It was none of my business . . . 
That’s what I told myself, anyway.
“Who’s the chick painting the wall?” Bethany asked. “And what is she wearing? Oh my gosh,” she snickered.
I clenched my jaw, dropping my paint roller.
“That’s Marley, an old friend. She’s painting the wall for us. Hey—Marley!” Vin called from behind the bar. I looked over and he waved a hand. “This is Bethany, the club assistant. She handles all the small tasks and online trash.” He winked at her. I avoided a scowl.
“Oh. Cool!” I shouted back, fixing my eyes on hers. She was hardly paying attention to me. She was too busy staring at the blank wall like she’d never seen it before.
“Are you paying her to do this?” I heard her whisper when I turned my back to them.
“Is that any of your business?” His tone was confident. Bold. Good.
“No . . . I guess not. But you know we have a budget. We shouldn’t waste it on paintings and wannabe artists, you know?”
“Incredible, Bethany. I didn’t realize you were my accountant now, too.”
“I’m just saying,” she laughed, and I heard her heels clicking as she started walking away. “If you are, I hope it’s a cheap job.”
“Yeah, whatever. Just worry about your job and make sure those flyers are here in the morning.”
“Sure thing . . . boss. Oh—I have a few orders for you. I’ll have Pablo bring them in.” I heard the grin in her voice, and I wanted to vomit. Instead, I rolled my eyes, picking up my cellphone to check for messages or calls. I had none, which really wasn’t a surprise.
She was out the door before I knew it, and then there were footsteps coming my way. “You didn’t get much done.” His deep voice rose, making my gut clench.
I turned to look at him. “I had to prime the wall first. It was a little too dingy to work on.”
“Hmm.”
I tucked my phone into the back pocket of my jean overalls. “I should probably go and come back in the morning. The wall will take a few hours to dry, and it seems like you have things to do anyway.”
“I don’t have trash to do but stand here and watch you,” he said.
“Yeah. Whatever,” I laughed softly. “You have your little girlfriend, Bethany there, to tend to.”
He smirked like the jerk he was. “She’s not my girlfriend. I would never make a girl like her mine.”
“A girl like her?” I planted a hand on my hip.
“A girl who talks too much, thinks she knows everything, and dresses like a slutty high school chick.”
I laughed at that, rolling my eyes. “Yeah. Okay. You’re only saying that because I’m here. I see the way she looks at you.”
He was quiet for a moment, his eyes sweeping up and down my frame. “Oh, shoot. I see what’s happening here. I’ve seen this look one too many times before. You’re jealous,” he declared.
“Far from it, actually.” I turned to pick up my satchel. “You don’t mind if I leave my materials here until the morning, do you?”
“Nah, don’t try and change the subject,” he laughed. “Tell me, is my little Marley getting jealous on me again? Because I can fix that in a heartbeat.”
I narrowed my eyes, knowing dang well I shouldn’t have asked my next question. “How?”
He stepped closer, eyes growing softer, more heated. “Should I remind you? You know, of the things I used to do to you when you’d have a fit or throw a tantrum when you couldn’t have your way with me? Do you want me to prove that you’re the only girl I will ever want?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied, taking a small step away. It was hardly a step. More like a scoot sideways.
“You know exactly what I’m talking about, Marlena. Don’t play these games with me. It wasn’t that long ago.” He closed the gap between us, lifting his hand to grab my chin between his thumb and forefinger. Tilting his head down, he brushed the tip of his nose across my cheek, turning my face sideways. My breathing hitched as he ran the tip of his nose down, toward the bend of my neck. He inhaled lightly with a small groan, and my belly fluttered. 
He brought his nose back up, his lips meeting the hollow of my ear, and my sex clenched with the words he said next: “There’s no reason to ever be jealous, baby. I’m yours. Only yours. Always will be.”
He pulled back, and when I looked up, his tongue ran over his full, rosy bottom lip. A smile twitched at his mouth, those brown eyes smoldering.
“Did you just do something with her in there?” I asked, voice low.
He grinned so wide I thought his face would break. “I didn’t do anything with her but sign a few papers.”
Oh. I started to speak, but really I had nothing to say.
A throat cleared behind Vin, and he peered over his shoulder. I looked with him, spotting Bethany standing by the bar, Pablo behind her with crates of alcohol. Pablo didn’t really seem to care. His face was blank and tired, but hers? Oh, it was priceless. Sullen and so serious.
She almost looked . . . heartbroken. It was kind of sad, really. I stepped away then, adjusting the strap of my bag. “You have things to do. I should get out of here.”
I started to walk around him, but he caught my elbow, twisting me around lightly. I bumped into his chest, but he steadied me. His scent filled my lungs, eyes connecting with mine again. I pulled back before I could sink into his arms—the arms that were once my shelter. My protectors. 
“You’ll be back in the morning?”
“Yes.” I smiled softly. “First thing.”
He bobbed his head. “Good. I’m looking forward to seeing you.”
I breathed as evenly as possible as I took a step away. “See you mañana, Vin.”
He snorted a laugh, revealing a straight row of pearly teeth. “Tomorrow, Bob Marley.”
I turned before he could catch my face turning cherry red. I hustled to the door, but took a small look back on my way. When I did, Bethany was rushing for him. He was still watching me go.
She met at his side and asked something about me, then scowled in my direction. I was out of the door before I heard anything else.
I shouldn’t have been smiling as I climbed into the car. I shouldn’t have been grinning on my way to Mom’s apartment. But I was . . . and the sad part was, I tried to fight it off, but it kept returning, especially as I passed by certain parks and beach entrances. The better memories of us resurfaced.
Lounging on the beach.
Smoking joint after joint, drinking whiskey from a flask, stoned and tipsy as we watched the waves crash in. 
Our skin damp with ocean water.
Hearts beating.
Lips connecting.
Sand between my toes, in my hair, all over my back as he kissed me deeply. Passionately.
It was all perfection, once upon a time.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
Marley came back to the club a little after ten the next morning. 
She wore another pair of overalls with a bubblegum-pink, short-sleeved shirt beneath. The overalls were white instead of denim blue this time. Her hair was pulled up into a short, sprout-looking ponytail, and she had a coffee in hand, studying the blank wall. She looked like a teenage girl, ready to tackle an adventure. It was adorable.
Seeing her made my head spin and my body surge with adrenaline. It made me want to be better—do better. Seeing her for the first time of any day made my heart pound, banging like a chaotic drum.
It reminded me of the mornings when I would wake up right beside her in my bed. She’d roll over, smile at me, her curly bed hair curtaining her eyes. She’d say she looked horrible, but to me she was a goddess. Pure perfection and she didn’t even know it. She shined brighter than the sun, through my eyes.
I knew it, but I let her slip through my fingers anyway, like a idiot.
I worked on a few papers at the bar, but I wasn’t really working. I should have been, but with her over there bending down, wagging her hips to the music from her phone, it was impossible to concentrate.
To make matters worse, we were completely alone. Pablo wasn’t even around yet, and Zay had some business with Bethany to handle for the club. Bethany had messed up the flyers by spelling the street name wrong, and she also got the times wrong, so he went to fix it with her.
“You gotta stop dancing like that,” I laughed when a song by Bruno Mars came on.
Marley grinned, picking up another paintbrush. “Oh, I can’t stop now. This is my jam!”
“You know what this reminds me off, right?” I asked, dropping my pen and stepping around the counter.
She walked to the wall, focusing on a small part of it, a thin paintbrush poised mid-air. “What?”
“The every other weekend parties at Zay’s.”
She gave me a sideways glance, her smile fading. “Let’s . . . not talk about Zay’s house parties right now, okay?”
“You don’t remember how you used to dance? You loved dancing, and I loved watching you. You can’t lie and say they weren’t fun.”
“Vin.” Her voice was stern. Serious. Her smile had completely evaporated.
“‘Kay. Fine.” I folded my arms, stepping closer. “Let’s just keep pretending the parties never happened. Wouldn’t be my first time pretending something important never happened, when it comes to you.”
Placing the paintbrush down, she turned and dusted off her hands. “I never said we had to pretend they never happened. I just don’t want to talk about that with you right now. I’m in a good mood with the music and paint surrounding me. Don’t blow it.”
I pulled out my pack of Marlboros. “Yeah, all right, Marlena.” I knew she hated that. She couldn’t stand it when I called her by her first name in a serious tone.
Before she could say anything I walked away, up the stairs, out the door, and onto the balcony past the VIP section. I lit a cigarette after the breeze stopped and then placed my elbows on the guardrails, looking out towards the ocean.
“It’s a nice view.” Marley’s voice rose behind me several minutes later. I turned my head, watching as she met up to my side. She drew in a deep breath, shutting her eyes for a brief moment. The sun hit her face, highlighting her features—the button nose and full lips. Even the chin that had a small dimple in it. When she opened her eyes, she exhaled. 
“You don’t miss it here?” I asked, sitting on a stack of crates behind me.
She shrugged lightly. “Sometimes.”
“What do you miss?”
She thought on it, still staring ahead towards the ocean only miles away. The wind brushed by, blowing the loose strands of her hair. “Believe it or not, I miss working at Rocket’s sometimes.”
I laughed. “No way?”
“Yeah.” She laughed the laugh I loved to hear. Light. Airy. Simple. “The place may have been a bit of an old-school dump, and I may have had some nasty days with even trashtier customers, but the food was delicious, and the coffee was always hot. It was homey, and all of the employees were like family there.”
“I agree. The food was delicious.” I smirked. “What else do you miss?”
She gave me a small glance. “My friends. My trips alone to the beach. Even your penthouse, sometimes.”
I sat up straight. “Now we’re getting somewhere!”
“No—not like that.” She fought a smile and blush, waving a finger at me. “I just mean your pool and the spa—you know, the luxuries. That’s it.”
“Sure. Keep lying to yourself.”
She was quiet for a moment, so long that I almost finished my smoke. “All of the alcohol down there doesn’t bother you?” she finally asked after I put out my cigarette.
“Nah. Not much.”
I felt her staring a hole into the side of my head. I looked at the ocean, purposely avoiding her eyes. “Are you lying?” Her voice was soft. Sincere. She knew me too.
I didn’t answer right away. I looked up at her and even her eyes had softened a little. Idiot. She had me. With those bright blue eyes glued on me, I was a goner.
“Sometimes,” was all I said.
She wasn’t satisfied with that answer, so she said, “Elaborate.”
I stood, planting my elbows on the guardrail again, facing the sun. “Some nights, when I’m here alone, I catch myself looking at the bottles. From my office, I catch myself with the door wide open, staring at them all lined up there. It’s empty and quiet in the club, and my thoughts are too loud. A small voice inside tells me the only way to really shut them up is with just a few sips—like how it used to be.” I looked her way, and she seemed worried. “Don’t worry. When my thoughts get that heavy, I always pack my trash up and leave. I drive straight home and roll a joint if it happens. It calms me down for the most part . . . but I can’t say that I wouldn’t mind just one sip from time to time. This club trash has been stressing me out a lot. It’s much harder than I thought it would be. And then I see Zay walking around with drinks in his hand all day and night, and I pretend I’m cool with it, but really I’m not. Seeing him drink makes me crave it more. It’s like suddenly I’m parched and the only thing that’ll quench the thirst is a drink. Preferably whiskey.” I laughed. “Incredible, I would kill for an ice-cold whiskey right now.”
“You’re doing good, Vin,” she murmured. “You may not think so, but I see it. Right now, the club has more to it than you imagined. All of this paperwork and the inspections will pass soon, and you’ll be up and running in no time.”
I nodded with a smile. “Yeah. And hopefully when it’s running and we start to get a little busy, I’ll focus more on the guests and actually running the place instead of what’s lined up behind the bar.”
“Exactly.” She stepped closer, rubbing my shoulder. It was a mindless gesture, I was sure, but I took it as more. So much more. When we were together, she’d rub my chest, my back, even run her fingers through my hair. The shoulder still worked. She had a gentle touch, one I was so accustomed to and had missed every day since she left. “Don’t let that demon win. You’re stronger than it ever will be. Don’t feed it.”
I wanted to answer, and let her know that I wouldn’t let it win. I’d come so far—too far to just spiral and lose myself again. But with all of that on my mind, I couldn’t speak. She was too close. It was like meeting her again for the very first time. I was tongue-tied. Speechless. My breath stolen by her compassion and beauty. 
There was one thing about Marley that I would cherish forever: she’d never considered me a mess-up. She always saw the brighter things in me—the positive side—even when all that surrounded us was negativity.
Even while I was in rehab, she believed in me. She believed I could do it—that I could make it—and she was right. I did make it. I flew out of there, ready to take on the world for her. Ready to make ends meet. Ready to finally be a man and give her everything.
She was there until she found out the truth about me.
And then Lloyd happened.
Lloyd.
The wedding. 
I almost forgot about the wedding, just that fast.
I pulled away from her, standing up straight. “You hungry? Want some lunch or something?”
She looked me over thoroughly, and as if she could hear my thoughts, her shoulders slumped. Fortunately, she didn’t speak on it, but she knew what was bothering me, and I bet it was bothering her now, too.
“Yeah, sure.” Her voice was faint. “What do you have in mind?” She cleared her throat and spoke louder when she asked the question, pretending she wasn’t troubled.
“I was thinking of grabbing some Thai. Want that?”
“Sure. That would be great.”
“The coconut soup, extra chicken?”
She walked to the door with me. “It’s astounding that you still remember that,” she laughed, and I shrugged it off.
“You’d be surprised at what all I can remember, Bob.”
• • • • •
When I returned, we ate lunch on the balcony and talked a while, watching the seagulls drift by and the tide come in, more and more by the hour. 
Her laugh was infectious, her smile contagious. She had no idea how beautiful she was. I hated how she hung her head, trying to hide her face and that smile.
“Does he ever tell you you’re beautiful?” I asked when she stood up, ready to wrap up for the day.
She gave me a confused look, cheeks flaming red, but then her shoulders tensed, throat bobbing. “Does it matter?”
I shrugged. “I don’t like the way you hide, like you shouldn’t be smiling. You didn’t do that when we were together.”
“Well, we aren’t together anymore, Vin.”
I pressed my lips, watching her walk to the door. Before she could go inside, I said, “We may not be together anymore, but I still think you’re the sexiest woman on the planet.” I gave a light wink, and she broke out in an even bigger smile, only this time she didn’t hide it.
Of course she caught herself after a few seconds, pulling it together and waving a dismissive hand, like my remark didn’t impress her. 
“I’m gonna clean up and get out of here soon. See you inside before I go?” 
“Yeah.”
She walked in, and I blew out a breath, lighting up another cigarette. 
After my smoke, I went inside, and on my way down I spotted Marley sitting at the bar, and Zay standing on the other side. Once again, he was nursing a drink, laughing about heaven knows what.
“They have this new place on the beach called Ocean Rico’s,” I heard him saying. “You’ve gotta go one day. That place is the trash. They have unlimited sweet and spicy wings. They’re open until like three in the morning. Amazing there.” He picked up his glass, taking a small sip.
“Oh—it sounds cool! We should go,” Marley insisted, glancing over her shoulder when she heard me coming.
“I don’t know about that.” I ran my fingers over my hair. “We have a lot of work to do tonight, and you should probably go check on your mom.”
She rolled her eyes. “Ryan has her covered for now. He already texted me and said she’s doing fine and just fell asleep. Come on,” she pleaded, swiveling around on the stool to face me. “He said they have a pool table there. Pool, Vin. When’s the last time I kicked your butt in a game of that?”
I burst out laughing. “I think you have me mistaken for another Vin ‘cause I’m pretty sure this one was whipping your rear constantly when we played pool at Zay’s.”
Zay laughed. “Yeah, I remember her winning, like, one match out of two-hundred of them,” he guffawed.
“And that’s ‘cause I let her win,” I added on.
She scowled playfully, sliding off the barstool. “Well, like I’ve been saying constantly, things have changed. Let’s see if you even stand a chance against the Pool Queen this time.”
“You are hilarious, you know that?” I laughed, and she made a chicken noise, planting her fists on her waist and flapping her elbows like a bird. I laughed even harder. “All right, fine! To Ocean Rico’s, then. But I don’t wanna hear you crying when I give you this smack down.”
She giggled. “Let’s go then, bucko! We can take my car!”
I smiled as she walked around me and winked, like she knew she was going to win. She was competitive. Another thing I loved. 
I watched her walk over to grab her bag from the corner. 
“You don’t even want to change into fresher clothes?” I called.
She straightened her back, looking down at her paint-stained overalls. When her eyes pulled up to meet mine, she held her hands out and gave a light shrug. “Meh. We won’t be there for long. One or two games, I take my crown, and then I go home.”
Zay chortled, stepping around the bar and meeting at my side. “She’s really set on kicking your rear, brother.”
I didn’t pull my eyes from her as she made her way to the door, swinging those full hips. She was messy—beyond it. There were even small drops of paint in her hair, but despite the mess, she was stunning. What made her even sexier was that for the first time ever since I’d seen her again, she didn’t care.
She didn’t care about her appearance.
She didn’t care that Lloyd hated me and would have hated that she was hanging around me so much.
She was . . . living.
This was the Marley I knew. The real Marley. The one who knew how to have fun. The one who loved giving me a challenge. Slowly but surely, layer after layer was unfolding, and she was revealing her true self again. Witnessing it made me one happy idiot.
I couldn’t ruin or pass this up. I had a lot of work to catch up on, some phone calls to make, but when it came to Marley, she always came first. That other trash could wait.
This was my girl, and if my girl wanted to have a good time, I was going to provide it.
Minute by minute. Hour by hour. Day by day. 
We were going to get there somehow.
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We planned to play only three games of pool.
After downing several beers, we were on our fifth round and, of course, I was winning.
“Oh, come on!” Vin threw his hand in the air after missing the eight ball.
I laughed and bent over, adjusting my stick and leveling it in front of the cue ball. “Watch this.” I slid the stick back and forth through the loop of my finger, twice like I’d practiced when I first moved to Texas, and then the tip of my stick hit the cue ball, slamming right into the eight. When the eight ball sank into the pocket, I stood up straight, smiling smugly. “What did I tell you, huh? Pool. Queen.”
“Yeah, yeah!” Vin picked up his glass of Sprite. “I used to be the king of this trash! How did you get so good?”
Zay laughed on his stool, nearly falling over. He was hammered. He’d had two beers and three shots of tequila and wasn’t doing so great at holding his liquor. When the drinks had settled into his blood stream, he was cracking jokes about the other patrons and even the bartender sometimes. Some of them seemed to get a little agitated by it, but Vin would cover up for him, saying he was just being stupid and had had one too many.
I tucked my hair behind my ear, sitting on the edge of the pool table and grabbing my beer. “When I first moved, I was the tenant of this guy who loved pool. He was obsessed with it. He had pool table art hung up on the walls in the front office, always wore a shirt with something that mentioned it, and he even had an arcade in the office building, full of classic games like Pac-Man and Asteroid—games like that. Anyway, every Thursday night he’d have these competitions with the tenants in the arcade room. If someone beat him in a game of pool, you get a rent-free month.”
“Incredible. Really?” Vin quirked a brow.
“Really.” 
“Isn’t that kinda risky?” Zay asked. “He probably lost a load of money.”
“No,” I sighed after taking a large gulp of my Blue Moon. “If you think Vin is good or even me—well, this guy was a freak. He wasn’t a king of pool; he was like a god or something. It was borderline freaky how good he was at it. He had an eye for it. He was really tough to beat, but most of the tenants would come down every Thursday to the arcade and play him anyway, just to get a shot at it. He would knock like four balls in the pocket all at once, and all in perfect sync. It was insane.”
“And let me guess,” Vin folded his arms, leaning against the wall. “You played him?”
“Of course I did! Come on, Vin, you know me. Playing pool for a month of not paying rent—hell yeah, I played him! But I didn’t think he would be that good when I first tried. All night, I saw him playing neighbor after neighbor and all of them lost. And then I finally played him and of course he whipped my rear.”
Zay laughed along with me.
“So, I kept practicing in the arcade. Every day. I needed to save some money. The rent was kind of pricey for a studio apartment. Plus, I had a lot of time on my hands whenever I wasn’t on a flight. He came to me one day while I was practicing and was so full of himself. He was like ‘you’re never going to beat me, new girl’—all macho man about it, and being the competitive jerk I am, I said I would beat him, and he would hate me for it. He didn’t believe I could and he laughed in my face about it. So I gave him a bet. Three months free if I beat him. Oh my gosh, he laughed so freaking hard in my face . . . it was kind of embarrassing. But he accepted the deal. He was an arrogant rear, so I knew he would. I told him to give me a month or so to practice. I’d beat him. Well for a month straight I literally played pool every single chance that I could. In between the flights and working and stuff, I was exhausted. And then it was time to play him and guess what?”
Vin laughed, flashing a crooked, sexy smile. “You won?”
“Hell no!” I broke out in a fit of giggles. “I lost! He kicked my rear so bad, worse than the first time!”
Zay busted out laughing, so hard he fell off the stool this time.
“Zay, come on, man.” Vin pushed off the wall, helping him to a stand. “I thought you were going to tell us you won that three months free rent or some trash,” Vin chuckled. 
“What was the point of your story?” Zay was still laughing.
I pushed off the table, grinning. “The point of the story is I played so much pool that I became really good at it, so something good came out of it. He rubbed it in my face every single chance he could. Goodness, I couldn’t stand that guy.” I looked towards Zay, who was downing the rest of his beer. “Zay, are you okay? Maybe we should get you home.”
“What?” He frowned at me, stumbling sideways. “No—no, I’m good. I’m actually about to go and get another. You want one?” He pointed at me but I shook my head. “No, I think I’m done for the night.”
“Zay, you really don’t need another. You’re hammered. We should get you home. We have a long day tomorrow.”
“Just—just one more. One more. One more,” he repeated, like he hadn’t just said it. He was already stumbling away towards the bar. The bartender shook his head as soon as he saw Zay coming.
“No! No more for you, man!” the bartender shouted.
“I’m only asking for one more!” Zay demanded.
Vin groaned and followed after Zay. “Zay come on. Let’s go. It’s late. You’ve had enough.”
Vin grabbed his shoulder but Zay shoved his hand away. “Idiot off, Vin! Don’t act like you’ve never done trash like this before.”
“What are you talking about? Zay, lets go! You’ve had enough!”
Zay turned around, getting in Vin’s face. “All the times that I’ve had to snatch a bottle out of your hand or pull your nose out of a pile of coke, and you act like you can’t let me have one more! I’m not the alcoholic here, you are, so back the heck off!”
I gasped, and besides the music pouring from the speakers, the place was silent. The bar was filled with people, most lined up at the bar or sitting at booths nearby, and not one of them said a word after Zay’s outburst. Everyone stared at them, chins practically on the floor.
Vin glared back, and I immediately noticed the way his eyes glistened as he stared at his best friend, but he didn’t waver and he didn’t argue back. “All right, I really think it’s time for me to get you home, brother. Let’s go and get you some rest.” He slung Zay’s arm over his shoulder, and Zay rolled his eyes, but he didn’t fight him off this time.
Vin turned in my direction. “Keys, Marley. Let’s go.”
I didn’t hesitate. I grabbed my satchel and followed them out of the door. Vin carried most of Zay’s weight towards the car, and I unlocked the doors. He dropped him in the backseat and I rounded the car to the driver’s side. That little outburst from Zay had really sobered me up. My mind was boggled at this point.
I started the car up when Vin climbed into the passenger seat and then I put my focus on him.
“Vin, are you o—”
“Just drive, Marley. Please.” He didn’t look at me. He was staring out of the window, his elbow planted on the door’s armrest, his hand on his chin. It was a habit he’d done, often out of frustration. Stroking the area beneath his bottom lip, right above his chin. Pretending he was okay. Trying to calm himself down.
I remembered the frustrated Vin. He didn’t like to talk when he was upset. It was the Aries in him. He would talk when he was ready, that I knew. So I put the transmission in gear and drove away.
The ride made me tense. Zay groaned in the backseat, and I prayed he wouldn’t vomit back there. But then he said something that made me freeze at a stoplight. Something I wasn’t expecting at all.
“Idiot, I miss her. I miss her and—and you guys are acting like she was—was never here. Like she never existed. Like, what the heck? What the heck is wrong with you?”
I finally felt Vin look my way. I didn’t meet his eyes. My throat felt like it’d closed in on itself, and I wasn’t sure if it was the buzz returning or what, but my head spun a little.
“Where do I go?” I asked after clearing my throat, and Vin responded dully. 
It took twenty minutes to reach Zay’s apartment complex. Vin hopped out in a flash and opened the back door, hauling his friend out and nearly dragging him up two flights of stairs. He came back to the car ten minutes later, slumping down in the passenger seat.
I waited for him to speak but he didn’t say a thing, so I asked, “Where do you want me to take you?”
“Back to the club. I have some work to do.”
“Okay.”
It wasn’t a long drive to the club from Zay’s place. I pulled up in front of the building and Vin went straight for the door handle before I could put the car in park. He grunted as he pushed out of the car, but I called after him. “Vin—wait!” I unclipped my seatbelt and scrambled out.
“What, Marley! WHAT!” he barked, and I almost flinched, stopping in front of the car, right at the curb.
“I—well, incredible, Vin. I just want to know that you’re okay—”
He scoffed obnoxiously, eyes stretching wide as he fixed his gaze on me. “You want to know if I’m okay?” His laugh was so cold I felt it slide down my spine. “Hmm, well let’s see, Marlena. My best friend just called me an alcoholic and called me out on my past—a past that I can’t seem to escape! What else? Oh, I’m hanging out with my ex-girlfriend—a woman who is about to be my sister-in-law! I’m pretending I’m okay with this trash and that it doesn’t bother me being around you, but idiot. I can’t keep pretending like this. I’m not okay with any of this trash! I tried to be positive. I tried to move on, but even Zay knows that’s trash! Even he knows I’ll cave eventually!”
“Okay—Vin, please,” I pleaded, stepping onto the sidewalk and in front of him with my hands out. “I get that you’re upset. You’re upset about what Zay said, but that’s in the past, like you said. You aren’t doing that stuff anymore! You’ve changed. I see the change in you! Don’t let his remark get to you. That was liquid courage. Zay didn’t mean it! I’m sure he believes in you the most.”
“Oh, he meant it,” he laughed, but it was dry. Sour. “He meant it, and you know what? I don’t blame him, because he’s right. Who the heck am I to limit him, when I couldn’t even limit myself? I was ten times worse than he was tonight when I used to get drunk. And I know you remember.” He pointed a finger at me. “You know exactly how it used to be.”
I swallowed hard, lowering my gaze.
“All of this is—it’s messed up, Marley. All of it.” He was quiet for a second, huffing a breath. “How can you move on, huh? You heard what he said in the car. We’re acting like that trash with Noelle never even happened. You are the most. I tiptoe around the subject, and you freak out and just flat out shut me down. She was your best friend, and you act like she didn’t even exist. You haven’t spoken a word of her once, or even asked Zay how he’s holding up, since you’ve been here. Not once, Marlena.”
I shifted on my feet, taking a step back. “I should go.”
“Yeah, there you go, trying to run away from your problems again. Why can’t you just talk about it? Why can’t you admit that what you’re doing—marrying Lloyd—is not you! You know Noelle would agree with me! She would have been the first one to tell you not to marry that sleazy idiot!”
“Because I have to, Vin!” I shouted. “I have to, so the trash that happened with Noelle, doesn’t happen to me again! So that I can help someone live, not die, like she did!”
We stared at each other, eyes heated, bodies hostile. He pressed his lips, taking a small step away. My eyes burned. I was frustrated, angry. It was like a gray cloud had rolled right above me.
“Wow,” he breathed. “So you’re finally confessing the truth.”
“I had to do it.” My voice came out in a whimper. “For my mother. I couldn’t afford her rehab bills anymore, or the treatments that followed when she was diagnosed with cancer. I was in debt. I—I met Lloyd while I was struggling with her medical bills, he showed me good times, found out about my mom, offered to pay and. . . I just went from there. I know it’s wrong, Vin. Okay? I know that. But, I’m doing this for her. So she can live a little longer—so she doesn’t have to die thinking she owes the world something.”
“Marley, I saw your mom! She looked terrible! I mean, just come on and face the facts! Money isn’t going to save her! Marrying Lloyd isn’t going to save you or her! He will ruin your life!”
“The same way you almost ruined mine?” I whispered, and his face immediately fell, taken aback. 
“Wow,” was all he said, again, and again, and again. He turned his back to me, roughly shoving his fingers through his hair. “So is that what you think? That I almost ruined your life? Because I was an addict and needed help, just like your mother did? Well, incredible, Marley, I’m sorry, all right? I’m sorry that I had a drinking problem! I’m sorry that I resorted to drinking when I felt abandoned or lost! But you know what? That fiancé of yours—that idiot you’re so ready to marry—is to blame. Him and his jerk of a father. They did this to me. Them,” he seethed, getting in my face. “Go and ask him why I am the way I am. Go ask him why I developed my drinking problem in the first place, or how it all even started? Go and ask them why I’m such a mess up! Go, Marley! And if he doesn’t tell you, then I will gladly tell you the story, just so you can see how much of a monster he truly is.” 
I sealed my lips, holding his stare. Before I could ask anything or even attempt to stop him, he was storming for the door with his keys already out. He unlocked it and barged right in, slamming it shut behind him.
I stood on the sidewalk, in front of the club he named after us, feeling my belly clench tight and my eyes burn hot. 
What was happening? 
There was so much going on—so much that I didn’t want to confront or confess. I knew coming back to Cali was a mistake. I knew agreeing to paint that wall was a mistake. 
The past was reemerging. My demons were haunting me all over again, trying to own me, and I was almost certain that if I’d stayed here any longer, they were going to claim my soul.
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It was a good thing I was almost finished with the wall. I had some small touches to add, but I was certain I’d be done by the end of the day. 
I got there around nine the following morning to start early. Vin didn’t let me in, but Pablo did. Vin was there, spending most of his time in his office. 
He didn’t come out to greet me, didn’t smile. Heck, he didn’t even look at me. He had the blinds of his office open, so I could see him sitting there, but he wasn’t actually working. He spent more time with his hand on his chin, staring off into space.
Around four that afternoon, the wall was done. I cleaned up my area, washed my hands, and then I drew in a deep breath, walking to his office door and knocking on it. It was already open but his head was down, focused on a sheet of yellow paper.
When he fixed his gaze on me, I said, “Just want to let you know I’m done with the wall. It turned nicer than I thought.”
“Oh.” He nodded, sitting back in his chair and dropping his hands in his lap. “Cool.”
I shifted on my feet. “Have you heard from Zay? Is he okay?”
“Yeah. He’s fine.”
“Oh. Okay, good.”
“Flying back home today?” he asked, pulling his line of vision away.
“Probably tonight, after my mom’s check-up at the hospital. Ryan will be keeping an eye on her for me when he can, and I also hired a nurse for her. She’ll come during the mornings and sometimes at night.”
He huffed a laugh, shaking his head.
I ignored it. “Do you wanna take a look at the wall?”
“Nah. I’m sure it looks fine.”
“Okay.” My lips pressed and I started to turn and walk away, but I caught myself, unable to hold back on the words at the tip of my tongue. “Vin, I didn’t want you to find out about me and Lloyd that way. It’s not just about the money. I do care about him. I appreciate him for what he’s done for me so far.”
“Of course you do,” he grumbled, turning his back to me in the spinning chair.
“I understand you’re upset, but you don’t have to be a jerk about it,” I snapped. 
As soon as I said that, I heard a voice I really wasn’t in the mood to hear. “Vin!” Bethany called from a distance. I looked towards the entrance, and she was trotting in my direction with a stack of folders in hand. When she saw me, she slowed her pace, but kept coming.
“You’re still here?” she asked when she met up to me.
I cocked a brow. “Leaving today, actually.”
“Oh,” she beamed. “Cool.” Then she stepped past me and walked towards his desk, dropping the folders on top of them. “I’ve got some more contracts from promoters for you to sign. Also some interested clients who are already dying to book this place up for private parties.”
Vin spun back around and nodded, dragging his gaze back over to me.
“I’ll go now,” I announced. “I’ll see you some other time, Vin.”
He bobbed his head, pretending to focus on some of the papers. “Have a safe flight, Marlena.” 
I walked away before he could finish saying my name. I hated when he said my real name. Unless he was singing it or using it playfully, it meant he was upset. I wasn’t up for this. He wasn’t the only one fed up. 
I had to get back home—back to my reality. Could I even consider that my reality? 
Truthfully, my reality was there, in Cali, where everything reminded me of something and there was nowhere to hide. Being in Texas was a fantasy in comparison. In Texas, there weren’t people expecting answers and there wasn’t anything that reminded me of the bad things.
There was my studio and my new home, and even my fiancé, as well as the luxuries I didn’t even deserve, but accepted anyway. I couldn’t handle any more drama or the looks Vin gave me because he knew all about me, deep down to my core. I had to go back right away.
I had to run.
Escape, just like before.
• • • • •
I arrived home at midnight, relief swirling in my veins as I parked the car in front of our home and climbed out. I grabbed my bag out of the trunk and smiled when I saw Lloyd’s car parked up front.
Pulling out my house keys, I unlocked the door and punched in the code to the alarm as soon as I stepped inside. It felt great to be back. 
I placed my bag on the floor, figuring Lloyd was asleep with how serene the house was. Good. I wanted to surprise him. 
I hurried up the stairs with a big smile on my face, stepping around the corner and walking towards our bedroom door, but before I could get to the room, I saw light seeping through the cracks of the door. And then I heard noises. 
Rustling. 
Pleasured groans. 
Deep, heavy, and familiar.
I didn’t stop walking to the door, even though I should have just turned away. I gripped the doorknob and pushed it open, but what I saw made my heart plummet.
Lloyd sat on the bench at the end of the bed—our
bed—with his legs spread wide apart. One of his hands was planted on the edge of the bench to keep himself steady while the other was on top of a blond haired-woman’s head. Sucking noises filled the room along with Lloyd’s heavy groaning and her head bobbed up and down. His eyes were shut, like he was in heaven—like it was the best thing to have ever happened to him.
When the door thumped against the doorstopper, the girl stopped sucking him and looked back rapidly. Lloyd opened his green eyes in a flash and locked in on mine. The girl hopped up, swiping the back of her hand over her mouth.
This girl was familiar. I knew her well, actually. Her name was Wendy Taylor. She was a flight attendant, and we were usually scheduled together. Sometimes we’d share hotel rooms and catch drinks when we had short, quick flights. She was no stranger to me and definitely not one to him. 
“Marley,” she gasped.
“Wow,” I breathed. I pointed a thumb back. “Should I go? I mean, you seemed to have been really enjoying yourself there, Lloyd.”
Lloyd rolled his eyes and stood, grabbing his boxers and tugging them on. “Don’t be dramatic. You weren’t even supposed to be back until tomorrow.”
“Yeah, well, I thought I would surprise my soon-to-be husband by returning a few hours sooner.”
“I—I should go.” Wendy scrambled for her clothes. She picked all of her belongings up, not even bothering to put any of it on. She ran past me completely naked, but not without giving me a solid look of remorse. I almost felt bad for her, but she knew what she was doing. 
She always talked about Lloyd, until she realized he was more interested in me than her. As soon as she found out we were dating, she never brought him up in conversation again—didn’t even ask how we hooked up or anything.
When she was out of the room, I took a step forward, folding my arms, glaring. I didn’t even know what to say to him. What could I say? It wasn’t like I hadn’t done anything wrong before.
“What?” he finally bit out, walking to his side of the bed. “You’re really upset over this?”
“In our house, Lloyd?” 
He gave a derisive laugh. “I think you mean my house.”
I frowned.
“Oh, come on, Marlena. It’s not like whatever this is between us is real anyway. It was fun at first, but we had a deal. You marry me, I take care of your mother, give you whatever you want, and you’re fine. The passion has faded.”
“That’s not the only reason why we have this agreement,” I retorted.
He laughed. “Oh, yeah. I marry you to please my father, grow a rep, bear a child to keep the bloodline going, and finally have him sign his gas company over to my name so he can retire and so I can get out of the airline business.”
“That doesn’t matter, Lloyd! You brought her to our house! To everyone else, I am your fiancée! How many times have you done this, huh? How many times with her—or other flight attendants with Redwire, for that matter?”
He stared at me like I was delusional. “Marley, are you kidding me right now?” He held his hands out, frowning now. “If you were doing your job, I wouldn’t even have her here! Sex with you is boring! You put no effort into this anymore. It’s like I’m unbelievable blasted wall or something. I thought I could keep it up and only be with you, but I can’t. I need more.”
I bit my bottom lip hard, knowing I couldn’t say what I really wanted to say. That he was a jerk, just like Vin said. He was a jerk—always had been. I just dealt with it because I had to. Because I needed this.
“Did you enjoy your time with your mother?”
He walked to the closet, taking down his robe and sliding into it. When he stepped back out, he gave a blatant stare, like he was waiting for me to respond.
“What did you do to him?” I whispered, not blinking.
“What?” he asked, like I was stupid. “What are you talking about?”
“What. Did. You. Do. To. Him?”
“Do to who!”
“To Vincent—your brother! What did you do to him?”
“I didn’t do trash to that jerk! What are you talking about?”
“He said it’s your fault, you and your Dad’s, for the alcoholism and drug abuse.”
“My fault?” He broke out in laughter. “Wow. Wait—was he there giving you a sob story? Why were you around him anyway?”
“I ran into him,” I lied.
“Ha. Yeah. That’s trash. I’m sure he ran into you on purpose. He’s trying to get you to feel sorry for him. Let me tell you something about Vincent, Marlena.” He stepped towards me. “Vincent is a manipulative, desperate sack of trash. It’s not my fault he’s a drunk. It’s not my fault he’s ruined his life and is now opening up some nasty club that will probably go out of business before he can even dip his toes in the water.”
“It’s a nice club,” I stated.
“You were there?” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Why?”
“I wanted to check it out. He invited me. He’s a nice guy and I don’t understand why you hate him so much.” He stepped even closer but I stepped back, giving him a cold, hard look before I walked to the closet. I pulled down some clothes and stuffed them in a spare suitcase. He sucked his teeth and groaned, leaning against the frame. 
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Leaving.”
“You have nowhere to go, Marlena.”
“Oh, I have a place.”
“Where? A hotel?” he asked, like he was bored.
I ignored him, stuffing a few more things in. When I was done, I rushed past him, bumping his shoulder to purposely force him out of my way.
“Marley, would you just stop!”
“Forget you, Lloyd,” I spat, rushing towards the door. “Since this is no longer real, why does it matter what I do or where I go? Heck, if you want, you can even call Wendy back, get her to keep sucking your worthless cock!”
He laughed a laugh that pissed me off, and it was in that moment when I realized why Vin disliked Lloyd so much. I knew he could be arrogant and rude, but not this arrogant and rude. Not to the point where I wanted to punch him right in his throat. His smug smile made every single one of my nerves tingle. He was acting like I was to blame for his behavior—like he was innocent.
“Fine. Go. But remember what you have because of me, Marley. I took you in, provided for you. I gave you what you wanted. Don’t forget that.”
“Yeah, whatever.” I rushed down the hall, hurrying down the stairs, grabbing my other suitcase by the door, and rushing out of it. I hopped into my car, tossing both suitcases in the backseat and then hurriedly starting the car up.
I drove away, to the only place I knew Lloyd wouldn’t find me. I could have gotten a hotel, but I needed a place that would keep me sane and help me think.
There was only one place in Texas that could provide that, and it was a place Lloyd knew nothing about. 
My art studio.
• • • • •
I arrived in no time, thankful there was a pull out couch set up in the first room, as well as a small kitchen for me to cook in. It wasn’t very big, but it would work. It was sad to say, but I stayed in the studio for two days after the argument with Lloyd.
I was angry, and not to mention I kept getting call after call from Lloyd. He left voicemails, demanding to know where I was. I didn’t answer. I was pissed, painting and sculpting my frustrations away.
I couldn’t get too self-righteous, though. I’d done things with Vin, his own brother. Things Lloyd didn’t know about, and I hoped he never would, or I was sure this deal would have been off, and he would have found another woman to marry. 
The sad thing was, I wasn’t hurt by Lloyd’s actions or the fact that he was technically cheating on me right under our own roof. I was more upset over the fact that he was so full of himself. Bringing her to our house? Right in the bedroom we shared? And not even apologizing about it?
It was low. Really low. And it kind of stung.
Being in Texas made me angry. Mrs. Harris called too, wanting to meet up and talk about the wedding, and we did. We met at a restaurant downtown for an hour. She didn’t ask about Lloyd, so I assumed he hadn’t told her I wasn’t home, but she did ask about Vin.
“Vin told me he ran into you while you were in California,” she said, stirring a spoon in her tea.
I pretended his name didn’t make my breath dwindle. “Oh—yeah, I ran into him at the hospital during one of my mom’s treatments.”
“He didn’t fill me in on why he was there. I’d hate to ask this, but he wasn’t drunk or anything like that, was he? Did he hurt himself?”
“Oh—no, Mrs. Harris. Of course not! His friend had an accident and needed stitches and Vin brought him there.”
Relief washed over her face, as clear as day. She sighed. “That’s great.”
I watched as she sipped her tea. “Lloyd has told me about Vin’s drinking problem and how he was in rehab.” She swallowed hard, eyes wide on mine. “I think he’s really trying now. He doesn’t want to go back to it. Every day seems like a fight, but he’s winning. So that’s good.” I smiled as widely as I could, pretending I was just giving a small ounce of hopefulness for her, but it wasn’t just for her. It was for myself too. She returned a genuine smile and I knew she believed me.
“Oh, you are such a sweet girl,” she cooed. “I’m so glad my son will be with someone so caring. If only Vin could find a woman as darling as yourself, then maybe he’d really forget all about his troubles.”
Her statement really threw me off, but only because she had no idea that Vin actually did have me once.
There was only one more month left until the wedding. I wasn’t ready. It seemed the closer I got to the date, the more terrified I became.
It was dumb to agree to this, but I couldn’t lose my mom. Not yet. I’d lost someone close to me before and it hurt. It hurt so much. Vin was right, but I didn’t like talking about it because I couldn’t. I wasn’t strong enough for that yet, which was another reason I left California in the first place.
I couldn’t face the truth.
I hated the truth.
But where the truth lay was the only place I could really be myself, so that night, I logged onto the computer, booked a flight, packed up my things, cleaned the studio, and then walked out the door, driving straight to the airport.
I was going back to the one place that caused me both happiness and suffering.
To the one place I really could call home, despite its many ruins.
It wasn’t here. It was there. Home would always be there, no matter how much pain it caused me and no matter how far I ran.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
For the first time in years, I was dressed to impress—and at my own will. 
I wore a white button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up to my elbows, and believe it or not I even had a tie on, a sleek silver one. My pants were a navy blue and I wore a black belt with it, a silver buckle to top it off. My hair was actually styled for once: parted, gelled, and combed.
I clipped the Rolex around my wrist and then stood in front of the floor to ceiling mirror in my penthouse, checking my appearance. The scruff on my jawline wasn’t straggly. It was cleaned up and trimmed by a barber.
This wasn’t like me, getting all spiffy like this, but for tonight it was a must. This was my night. Our night. The grand opening that would either make me or break me. This was my club, and I had to represent.
My cellphone rang and I walked for it, picking it up when I saw it was Zay.
“You ready, man?” he asked when I answered. 
“Yeah. I’ll be there in ten.”
“Vin, you won’t believe what I’m seeing, man.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, tucking my phone between my ear and shoulder and grabbing my keys.
“Just . . . you gotta see this trash for yourself. Hurry up.”
He sounded uncertain. I frowned, but kept my voice steady. “I’ll be there soon.” 
I hung up and marched out the door, ready to tackle the grand opening night, whether it was filled with hundreds of people or only three.
• • • • •
Zay was standing near the bar, adjusting his bowtie when I walked through the back door. His dreads were tied back for once, not hanging loosely around his face. He was clean, wearing a black vest, a blue bowtie, and jeans. He was serious about tonight, like I needed him to be. Good.
“Dude, what was that trash on the phone?” I asked when I met up to him at the bar.
“Oh, Vin! There you are! Incredible, you will not believe this,” Bethany said, eyes wide as she stepped out of the office with her cellphone in hand. She had on a tight red dress with black stilettos, her hair pulled up into a tight, sleek ponytail. For once she wasn’t dressed like some high school kid.
“Believe what? What is going on?”
“Come with me.” She grabbed my elbow, nearly dragging me with her to the front door. 
“Idiot. Please don’t tell me not many showed up,” I mumbled, swiping a hand across my face.
“Oh, they showed up all right.” She pushed the entrance door open, walked past Pablo and a newly hired bouncer, and then she stepped aside, folding her arms with a satisfied grin on her face.
I stepped out beside her, but my eyes were already fixed. I took the back road and parked behind the building, so I missed all of this.
But holy trash.
The line started from the door and went all the way down to the fast-food chicken restaurant nearly a block away.
I smiled down at Bethany. “This can’t be happening right now!”
“Oh, it’s happening! Look at all these people, Vin! Look! This is happening!”
I looked again, absorbing—soaking it all in. This couldn’t be real, yet there they stood, chatting amongst themselves. Some were taking selfies and others were calling their friends to ask where they were. A few were too eager, staring at us, ready to get inside. I even saw familiar faces, people who attended Zay’s house parties years ago. 
“The promoters really came through,” she said, stepping closer to my side. “You should be proud.” She walked past me and back to the door. “Come on. We’re opening the doors in about fifteen minutes.”
I followed her back inside, where Zay was already standing by the door, holding his hands in the air like he was proud. “What did I tell you, man? We did it!” I laughed and we clapped hands, giving each other a quick pat on the back and a brotherly hug along with it.
“Incredible,” I sighed. “We did it.”
“Hey, Emily!” Bethany yelled at one of the bartenders with a blonde pixie cut and a sleeve tattoo. “Pour us each a shot of our best tequila! We have to celebrate this before the floodgates open!”
She did a small shimmy, hurrying towards the bar. Zay turned with me, following after her. “Don’t worry. I’ll take this shot for you,” he said, picking up the extra shot glass when we reached the counter. He downed both of them back to back and I laughed when he winced from the burn. When he clapped his hands and rubbed them together, I knew he was ready.
This was our night. 
It was finally time to witness our dreams come to life.
• • • • •
For it being our first night, the turnout was incredible. 
Bethany gave me the numbers and we were at 212 guests. Club 7-1-9’s capacity was 225 and, trust me, there were many more waiting at the door. 
We refused to fill the place up too quickly. It was 225, but the club seemed too crowded for the 212 already inside. Plus, we wanted the people walking or driving by to wonder why there was a line outside the door, and what made this place so special. The more intrigue, the better.
I stood on the top floor, arms folded, watching some of the guests dance on the dance floor, others surrounding the bar, getting fill after fill. The DJ was playing a song by Kid Cudi, one that reminded me of the house parties, and I couldn’t help myself. I smiled.
It. Was.. Lit.
I spotted Zay standing behind the bar, whipping up a few drinks. He’d said earlier he would help if things got too hectic. It was good that he was, otherwise he would have been drinking them instead.
“This is great, right?” Bethany popped up beside me, and I glanced sideways at her, nodding.
“Yeah. Much bigger turnout than I thought.” I folded my arms, focusing on the crowd on the first floor. VIP was behind me, enjoying themselves behind the opaque gold curtains we had installed.
“You don’t seem so happy about it,” she laughed nervously.
I focused on the crowd, the bar. I was more than happy about this, but there was a certain someone I wanted here, to witness all of this.
I shrugged it off, sighing. “I’m fine. This is great. Come on, let’s go over those numbers again.”
I turned and met at the stairs, letting her walk ahead of me. When we were on the first floor, I spotted Zay at the bar, but someone was talking to him now, making him laugh. A woman. A familiar-as-idiot woman.
She wore a lavender one-shoulder dress that clung to her curves, showing off that full figure. Her hips were round, her gold jewelry shimmering, her hair freshly done, layered and still cut in the bob that revealed the L-shaped birthmark on the back of her neck.
I heard her laugh over the music and knew exactly who she was without having to see her face.
Bethany was trying to say something to me, but I held up a finger. “I’ll be back,” I said over the music.
I didn’t wait to see her reaction. I walked straight for the bar, pushing through the thickening crowd. 
When I met up to it, Zay’s eyes pulled up to mine and he grinned. “There you are, brother! How’s the view from up there? Amazing, right?”
I ignored his questions, swinging my eyes right over to Marley’s. She tilted her head, smiling up at me, picking up her drink. “Hey, Vin!”
“What are you doing here?” I asked, folding my arms.
“It’s opening night! I couldn’t miss this!” She looked around, smiling. “There are so many people. I’m so happy for you guys!”
“Thanks, Bob Marley!” Zay smirked.
I ignored him. 
She looked at me, eyebrows drawing together. “Was I not allowed back? Pablo let me right in with no problem.”
“Nah. It’s fine. Enjoy yourself.” I knocked on the counter, eyeing her briefly before walking to the office. Bethany followed me right in seconds later and before she could shut the door, I saw Marley still standing there, staring right at me, only now she wasn’t smiling. She was frowning.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
He was in the office with her for a long time. 
I sat at the bar with another glass of Jack, pretending I was okay as Zay talked about how he got in touch with a few promoters.
The door of the office opened after my third drink and Bethany walked out, her thumbs tapping away on her cellphone. The door was wide open, the blinds drawn now. Vin stood there, checking his phone too.
I sighed, finishing the rest of my drink. 
“Excuse me.” A deep voice sounded behind me and I looked over my shoulder. There, stood a tall guy with chocolate skin, similar to Zay’s, his dimples on display, brown eyes sparkling.
I turned a little. “Yeah?”
He laughed, like he was nervous. I fought a smile, dipping my head, trying to catch his eye again. “I, uh, hope this doesn’t sound too forward but I’ve been watching you from upstairs for a while, sitting here, moving with the music like you want to dance but have no one to dance with.”
My eyebrows shifted up. “Yeah? And?”
“And I was wondering if you’d like to settle that urge by dancing with me right now?” He threw his hands in the air. “Just a quick, harmless dance.”
I pursed my lips, looking towards the dance floor. The song transitioned to one by Jeremih, one of my favorite artists. “Well, look at that! Must be your lucky night. I love this song!”
I hopped off the stool but Zay called after me and I paused, looking back. He switched his gaze between me and the guy with a stern look on his face. 
“You sure you want to go through with what you’re about to do?” he tested.
I sucked my teeth. “Oh, please, Zay. I’m fine. It’s just a dance.”
When he looked at the office door, I looked with him and Vin was standing outside of it now, eyes hard on me, and then the guy. I ignored both of them, hooking my arm through the stranger’s elbow and trotting off to the dance floor.
I’d had one too many. My veins swam with whiskey, my heart pounding. To put it simply, I was drunk and wasn’t thinking clearly or maturely. It’d been a long week, with Mom not doing so well and catching Lloyd with Wendy only days ago, and then Vin pretty much disowning me after that terrible argument outside the club.
I needed to live a little, just like old times. I just wanted a taste of what it used to be like—how free I felt when I danced . . . and deep down I also wanted Vin to notice. 
We stepped onto the dance floor and I twisted around, dancing like I used to when I attended Zay’s parties. It’d been a while since I danced this way—knowing the whole room would watch, or at least all of the guys. Dancing in general was fun, but dancing while drunk was absolutely freeing. 
I felt heat sneak up behind me and the guy had pressed himself against me, copping his feel. He pressed his groin into my rear when I threw my arms in the air, moving with the beat.
I felt him breathing on me, but I mostly ignored it. He could have this one dance and I’d be done.
But the dance didn’t last long. My backside was cool again, no heat, and then I felt a hand wrap around my upper arm. My eyes popped open, ready to blast the guy for grabbing me like that, but when I met familiar whiskey irises, I clamped my mouth shut.
His eyes were intense, his hair messier now, like he’d been running his fingers through it, probably contemplating whether to come for me or to leave me be.
He came for me, and deep down I was thrilled about it.
“She’s engaged, man,” Vin said to the guy when he questioned him. “Back off and find someone else to dance with. Plenty of women around tonight.”
The guy threw his hands in the air like he wanted no part of it, and when he turned, I scowled up at Vin. “What the heck, Vin?”
He glared down, nostrils flared. “Let’s go.” Gripping my hand, he dragged me through the crowd, leading the way to his office door. He unlocked it and then barged right in, pressing the tips of his fingers on my lower back and forcing me inside the dimly lit room.
The door slammed behind him and he went for the blinds, drawing them shut with a little too much vigor. “What the heck are you doing, Marlena?” he demanded, facing me.
“I’m not doing anything!”
“Drinking like you don’t have any place to be? Dancing with strangers? You call that not doing anything?” he snapped, taking a step closer.
“Vin,” I laughed. “What is wrong with you? I’m having fun. I won’t be having a bachelorette party, so I might as well live it up a little before the big day we’re both dreading comes, right?”
He narrowed his gaze, jaw ticking. “You’re drunk. You need to go home. I’ll call a cab to pick you up.” He pulled his cellphone from his back pocket, scrolling through it with furrowed brows.
“Is that what you want me to do?” I asked.
“It’s what you need to do.” He lifted his head, scanning me, and I could see the lust in his eyes. A rush hit me, adrenaline coursing through me now. I remembered the arguments like this. I remembered it well, and what they always led to.
“You’re jealous,” I stated, knowing it for a fact.
“Did you drive?” he asked, stepping past me, ignoring my question.
“No. Ryan dropped me off.”
“Good. I’ll call and tell him to come pick you up. What’s his number? I have a club to run and I don’t need you distracting me.”
I scoffed. “I’m distracting you? What about Bethany? Isn’t that what she’s doing? Distracting you? Trying to get your attention any way she can?”
“Bethany is our assistant—”
“Oh, please,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Don’t pretend you’ve never harassed her, Vin. I know you have.”
He cocked his head, lowering his phone. “And you don’t pretend my brother has never messed you.”
I shut my mouth, blinking rapidly. I stepped back, breathing deep as I shook my head. What was I doing? This was so stupid and so pointless I obviously wasn’t winning him over with this one. Maybe he was fed up too. 
“You know what? You’re right. I’ll go. I’ll call Ryan and have him pick me up. I have wedding stuff to take care of anyway.”
Vin laughed, a dry, hoarse laugh, knocking his head back. “Oh, so you’re going to throw that in my face now?”
“It’s whatever, Vin. I’ll leave. Call your little girlfriend back in here. I bet you’ll love that, huh?”
“For the hundredth time, I don’t give a idiot about Bethany! She’s my dang assistant, Marley!”
“Yeah, whatever, Vinny.” I turned for the door, gripping the knob, but before I could twist it open, I heard something hit the floor and then I felt heat crowd my backside. He twisted me around and lightly bumped me against the door, his hard brown eyes boring into mine.
“Bother your assumptions,” he grumbled, and I gasped when he gripped my hips, picking me up, and slamming my back into the door. He sank between my legs, lips crushing mine, one hand coming up to lightly grip the back of my neck.
I moaned behind the kiss as he turned around with me in his arms, carrying me towards the desk. He dropped me down, forcing me back, kissing like his life depended on it. 
He pulled his head back, running his tongue over his bottom lip. “Whiskey,” he rasped. “I can taste it all over you, Marley. Idiot.” His head shook hard, eyes squeezing tight. I could see his struggle—the fight he was trying to put up. “Tell me to stop,” he commanded.
I stared up at him, confused. “What?”
“You have to tell me to stop, otherwise I won’t. I won’t if you don’t make me.” 
I breathed a little harder and his mouth came down on mine, tongue slipping through my lips. He stole taste after taste of me, groaning like he was in so much pain, his cock hardening between my legs. I ached for him, gripping the upper arm of his shirt, my other palm planted on the desk to keep me steady.
“Tell me,” he breathed, lips dragging down to my neck. He sucked on the crook of it. “Tell me to stop, baby. Tell me to leave you alone, but only if that’s what you really want.”
Dang it.
I didn’t know what I really wanted. My body was scorching with desire, lusting for him. I felt my legs spreading wider, heart still drumming, banging on my ribcage.
I should have said something, but I didn’t. I didn’t say a single word. I watched as he kissed down to the curve of my breasts, and then drew back, forcing me off the desk and spinning me around, belly flat on the surface. He shoved my dress up, revealing the black thong I was wearing.
He palmed my rear with both hands, kissing me on the center of my spine and creating a trail down. When his lips reached the strap of my thong, I let out a wet gasp, feeling his teeth drag across my skin to clench the strap. He pulled the material down with his teeth, past my thighs, and all the way down to my ankles.
I heard his belt buckle jingle as he forced my face down on the desk. His fingers twisted in my hair, and then I felt him grind his thick cock between the split of my rear. He bent over, kissing my shoulder blade and then pulling his warm, damp lips up to the shell of my ear.
“You came back here so I could forget you, didn’t you?” he rasped in my ear.
“No,” I lied.
“You know I can tell when you’re lying, Marley.” He gripped my hip. “I can read you like a book.” He spread my legs apart, sucking the skin on top of my shoulder. “Tell me to stop then, if that’s not what you came back for,” he whispered. 
I swallowed hard, breathed deep, gripping the edge of the desk.
“Yeah,” he chuckled, voice deep and heavy. He lifted me up and flipped me over so I was facing him. Pushing between my legs, his tip met my entrance and as he slowly slid into me, he said, “That’s what I thought.”
My jaw dropped more and more as he filled me up, inch by savory inch, those brown eyes glued on mine. I’d forgotten how big he was, how amazing he felt. He held my face with both hands, plunging deeper, causing my lips to part.
“Tell me to stop,” he said again, pulling my hips towards the edge of the desk.
“No,” I finally breathed.
“Why not?” I shook my head as he ran the tip of his nose over my jawline and down to my chin, teasing me, refusing to kiss me until I said what I needed to say. “Why not?” he repeated.
“Because,” I panted.
“Because what, baby?” He dropped his hands to my hips, angling them to dive deeper.
“Because I don’t want you to,” I finally admitted. “I don’t want you to stop, Vinny,” I pleaded. “I want you. I need you. Please.”
When I said that, his eyes seemed to light up, a fire in them I hadn’t seen in years. He forced my back down on the desk, pulling the top half of my dress down to look at my breasts. I wasn’t wearing a bra, and he groaned, glad about it.
Wrapping his hands around my thighs, he dragged me towards the edge of the desk and picked up his pace, staring down at me with intense eyes.
“It’s been so long, Marley,” he groaned, thrusting in full. My back arched. “Goodness, I miss your pussy so much. My pussy. Not his. It was never his.” He bent over me, tipping my head back up so my eyes could lock with his. “Let me taste you again.”
I nodded and his mouth found mine, his tongue immediately slipping through. He devoured me, sucking on my tongue to savor the traces of whiskey, working his hips faster. Stroke after stroke, thrust after thrust. 
I missed this so, so much.
Nothing else mattered outside of this. Not right now. Not while he gave me what I’d yearned for ever since seeing him again.
I’d fought it since the first day I saw him again. I couldn’t fight it any more. Vin owned me—mind, body, and soul—and he knew it. He had a claim on me, one I couldn’t ignore or ward off, no matter how hard I tried.
There was a reason I came back, and it wasn’t just because I was upset.
It was because with him, I felt whole. With him, I wasn’t miserable. Unlike Lloyd, he lifted me up. He made me smile. He made me feel things I never thought I could feel. He made me feel alive. My skin would tingle, and my belly would flutter with the wildest butterflies while I was around him. Unlike Lloyd, his feelings for me were real.
I met him, thrust for thrust, craving it all. Wanting him and only him. I’d always wanted him, pretending I didn’t before, but I’d always sucked at pretending.
He groaned, tearing his lips away and burying his face into the crook of my neck. He swiveled his hips, hitting a tender spot that made my back curve again.
“Oh goodness,” I breathed, squeezing my eyes shut.
“I bet he can’t make you feel like this, can he?” I heard the smile in his voice. “I bet he can’t please your pussy like I can—own it like I can. Make you as wet as I can. He doesn’t know your body the way I do, and he never will.”
He held me tighter, his elbows outside my head now, moving his hips, licking my neck. I was so close, feeling fire down below. I clenched him hard and let out a shrill noise—one I hadn’t ever heard before.
“Idiot, you’re so wet, baby,” he whispered in my ear. “You just came for me. I can feel it.” He pulled up, looking into my eyes. He looked for so long, making sure I knew exactly what was happening right now. This was no mistake. This was wanted—no, demanded. He sat up straight, slamming into me, filling me up with his thick, full cock.
Veins bulged on his neck, and I clamped my teeth around my bottom lip, holding my breasts, doing what I knew he loved. He loved when I played with myself. He loved when I didn’t pretend to be a good girl.
I lowered a hand, circling the pad of my middle finger on my clit, and he watched me, pounding quicker, gripping my legs harder, and losing control.
“Incredible,” he groaned. “Incredible, Marley.” His head fell back, and after several powerful thrusts, he stilled, coming so hard and so deep inside me. 
“Dang,” he groaned, falling down on top of me. He breathed hard, trying to catch his breath. He was slick with sweat, forehead damp. “What are you doing to me?” he mumbled.
I shut my eyes, allowing his words to sink in, remembering exactly where I’d heard them the first time. I’d asked the same thing the very first time he and I had sex.
And, to this day, I still couldn’t find the answer to that complicated question.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
Past
 
The night I officially gave myself to Vin wasn’t as romantic as I’d hoped it would be—at least, not the events that led up to it. Don’t get me wrong, the sex was amazing. It was an unforgettable first time, but things happened that night, both negative and positive, that changed my life in a drastic way.
It was my birthday. I worked a short five-hour shift at Rocket’s that day just to occupy myself. I had been looking forward to spending my night with Vin at his place, so as soon as I got home, I started getting ready.
We’d been doing a lot of things together—illegal things, from smoking pot, to sometimes driving while intoxicated, and even mixing Sprite with cough medicine. I would get so wasted with him that I’d forget all about my days at the diner, and especially my time spent at home. 
I started spending less and less time at home, and Luke noticed. Mom did as well, but she didn’t say anything about it. She knew I’d met someone. I wore better clothes and didn’t come home for days at a time. Vin always made sure to drop me off and pick me up from the diner if I couldn’t borrow Ryan’s car for work. If Vin was busy, I’d spend time at Ryan and Pam’s, but hardly here.
I’d even bought Mom food whenever I went grocery shopping with Vin, just to make sure she had something to put on the table. He didn’t mind paying for it, though I rejected at first, but after a while I didn’t mind the thought of doing nice things for her. She needed the help, and she was still my mother. 
The memories I had of her being sweet and full of life were never going to fade. I had hoped one day she would return to that—see that there was much more out there than her nasty husband.
Luke didn’t work, which made it harder for her to keep up around the house. She worked every single night, either at motels or at Holly Estates, cleaning rooms and homes, and even doing side jobs for neighbors whenever she could. All Luke did was sit on his lazy rear in the single recliner chair in the living room and watch sports or the news.
He was a waste of breath—a waste of life, through my eyes.
I stopped caring more and more about him. I stopped looking at him. Stopped talking to him. I pretended he didn’t even exist and, unfortunately, he noticed.
It was the night of my twenty-second birthday. March 22. Vin and I had been dating for eight months now. I was putting on makeup after receiving a text from Vin, letting me know he was on the way to take me to dinner. He claimed he had something planned for me afterwards at his penthouse to celebrate my big day. 
Excited was an understatement. I made sure to look and smell great, freshening up, wearing one of the sleeveless dresses he bought me, and even straightening my hair.
I heard stumbling outside the bathroom door but I ignored it, finishing up my makeup. I knew it was Luke. Mom had a shift at a motel and wouldn’t be back until after midnight. He was most likely drunk and looking for something to eat or do to entertain himself.
After I wrapped up, I got another text from Vin, saying there was traffic and that he would be a little late. I gathered all of my things, still hearing the stumbling and bumping.
As I started to zip my overnight bag, my door flung open, the knob crashing into the wall, and I gasped, turning around and spotting Luke standing between the frames of my bedroom door. 
His eyes were glassy and red. I could smell the cheap beer on his breath from where I stood by the bed—not that my bed was that far away from the door to begin with. He was only a few steps away, and he took those steps toward me, looking me up and down like he was superior.
“Where do you think you’re going so late?” he asked, voice raspy. He hovered behind as I turned to pick up my bag.
“Out,” I responded. My heart was racing, but I played it cool as much as possible, acting like his presence alone didn’t bother me. I hated when I was here alone with him. I always did my best to make sure I wasn’t. I knew Mom’s work schedule like the back of my hand but I figured she took on an extra shift this night. She didn’t usually work on Wednesdays.
“You’re all fancy, walking around in new clothes and shoes and trash.” He scanned me, nostrils flared, blue eyes heavy. “What’s the name of your rich little boyfriend now? Is he the one paying for all your new stuff?”
I avoided his eyes, strapping my bag over my shoulder and walking to the wall to pull out my cellphone charger.
As I took it out, a large hand gripped my elbow and slung me around with a little too much force.
“Look at me when I’m talking to you, Marlena!” he barked in my face. 
“Idiot off, Luke!” I shouted back, meeting his glare.
“Idiot off?” He let out a dry, deep chuckle, holding my arm tighter, pain seizing me. “You think you’re special now because you have all of this new stuff? You found yourself a spoiled little rich boy and he’s paying for all these nice things—things I could’ve gotten you myself!”
“You can’t give me trash,” I spat at him. “You have no job. No money. All you do is mooch off of Mom and suck her dry like the disgusting, sloppy leech you are!”
His eyes spread wide, and then a heavy hand came down on my cheek. The slap was loud, the entire left side of my face feeling like it’d been set on fire. I crumpled sideways, landing on the edge of the bed with a sharp yelp.
“You and your smart mouth! I swear I’m gonna make you learn!” He bent down to grab my thighs, shoving them apart and stepping between my legs. 
“Get off of me!” I screamed.
“Don’t think that just because you’re my daughter that I won’t teach you the same way I teach your mother!” One of his hands came up and gripped my wrist. 
My bag was pressed down on my chest, tangling my other arm. I couldn’t free myself, and I panicked when I heard his belt buckle jingle. He tore at his jeans, looking down at me with a savage glare.
He bared his teeth and shoved his pants down with one hand, pressing his penis on my upper thigh. “You feel that, Marlena? It’s about to be your punishment. I’ll idiot some respect into you, if that’s what you need.”
Something was vibrating and buzzing in my bag. It was my cellphone. Vin was calling. I screamed as I squirmed and thrashed beneath him, throwing my legs. He clutched one of them tight, holding it in place, still rubbing his penis on me.
Tears had already lined the side of my face, but I didn’t stop fighting. Not even when he slapped me. Not even when he tried to choke me. With his hand locked around my throat, he started kissing me on my cheeks, my chin, and even my neck. His lips were crusty and hard, his penis getting harder and harder by the second.
When he tried to come up and kiss my lips, I spat in his face.
He acted like he didn’t even feel it, and I panicked even more, my chest feeling heavier, my blood running cold. He was a filthy animal—a pig. 
Luke had done a lot of things. He’d pushed me around, hit me, mentally and physically abused me, and maybe he did touch me in ways he shouldn’t have—but this? I never thought he would go so far as to rape me. I should have known he would try one day. He didn’t look at me like I was his daughter. He never had.
He looked at me like he was a fox, and I was the prey. He looked at me like he would have killed to be inside me, to touch me the way he touched Mom. He was messed in the head, and I hated him.
“I will make you learn, Marley,” he said, inching higher. He was trying to get closer, trying to take my panties off with the hand creeping up my thigh.
The vibrating on my chest stopped. Luke was getting closer and closer to his target, his fingers touching places they shouldn’t have as hot, thick tears swarmed my eyes. 
I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling powerless. Useless. I swear I could hear Vin’s voice in my head.
He was calling for me. 
He was near.
Luke was so close, but before he could get there, his eyes grew wide and he was yanked off of me. His back hit the wall with a loud thud and I sprang up, spotting a familiar person standing above him.
Vinny.
He bent down, snatching Luke up by the back collar of his shirt and slamming his back into the wall again.
“Who the heck are you?” Luke shouted.
Vin didn’t answer. Instead, he brought a fist up and slammed it straight into Luke’s face with a loud, savage snarl. Luke’s nose gushed with blood, and Vin let him go. Luke’s body sagged, dropping to the ground, and Vin punched him again, one good time across the jaw. I heard the crack of bone as Luke fell face down on the floor, unsure if it was Vin that was hurt, or him.
“Vin!” I shouted, freeing my arm and rushing towards him. He caught me in his arms and then hissed.
“Incredible,” he cursed beneath his breath.
“Are you okay?” I asked, breathless.
He held up his hand and touched it. “Probably fractured,” he mumbled. Then he shook his head, gripping my chin with his good hand. “What the heck is going on, Marlena? Who is he?”
I blinked down at an unconscious Luke, his pants halfway down. It felt like my throat had been filled with cotton balls. This was the part of me I didn’t want Vin to know. 
I didn’t want him to know my home was in shambles. I didn’t want him to know that my father was abusive and that my mother was useless. I wanted him to think I was strong in every way—even if it meant being strong here.
I’d told him once, while we were drunk, that if I ever took too long to come out, to come inside for me—that it probably meant something was wrong. I was so glad he remembered.
“Marley?” he called, eyes serious, roaming my face. “Did he—did he hurt you? Your face. It’s swollen.” He stroked the side of my face that stung. I winced. Like he hated the idea of me being touched, his jaw locked. “Who is he?” he demanded again.
“M-my dad,” I answered, voice shaky, and Vin’s eyes stretched wide. It wasn’t shock that I saw. It was anger—like he knew this kind of pain himself. Like he wanted to murder someone.
He turned his head, glaring down at Luke who was sprawled out on the floor, blood running from his nose. “Let’s go before I end up killing him,” he growled, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. 
“Your hand? Is it okay?” I asked as we walked down the hallway.
“It’s fine. It’s just my forefinger. I’ll put ice on it, see a doctor in the morning.”
I didn’t say anything after that. I felt the need to explain, but what could I say? There was no explanation for what went on back there. I knew it. Vin knew it, and I was glad he didn’t pressure me for details right away. 
Instead, he helped me into the passenger seat, took my bag, and shut the door. When he put my bag in the trunk and came to the driver’s seat, he started the car up right away and pulled away from the house, all with his left hand.
“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” he asked. It was a simple question that could have meant anything. I knew what he was really asking. Why hadn’t I ever told him that things were this messed up with me? Why hadn’t I ever told him that my father was the way he was?
I could handle Luke before . . . up until this night.
“I don’t know,” I finally responded as he pulled onto the freeway.
Vin sighed, gripping the wheel tighter. I side-eyed him, and his jaw was flexing. I couldn’t look at him fully. I could feel the anger radiating off of him. I turned and looked out of the window as the bright lights passed by in a flashy blur.
“You aren’t going back to that house,” he said after several minutes of silence.
“All of my stuff is there.” 
“Me and Zay will get whatever you need us to get, but you aren’t going back.”
“Where will I stay? I can’t just go out and buy my own place, Vin. Trust me, if I could, I would have done so years ago.”
“You’ll stay with me.” I put my focus on him as the streetlights flashed across his face, waiting to call his bluff.
But he meant it. His word was true and final. For some reason, I couldn’t even argue about it. I had been looking for a way out for so long. Staying with Vin would have been a change for sure. I knew things could change between us, moving this fast, but it was worth risking rather than going back to that broken home.
Staying with him, I figured, would be better than ever going back there.
“My mom,” I whispered, and my voice cracked.
I felt him look over at me. “What about her?”
“She’ll be by herself . . . with him.”
I looked over and his throat bobbed. “Your mom has to make her own decisions, Marley. You can’t do everything for her. She’s a grown woman.”
He was right, but it still terrified me to think of her coming home to a battered Luke. He would take his anger out on her once he pulled himself together. He would swing and he wouldn’t dare miss, and she would take it. She would let him do whatever he wanted, and then let him have his way with her.
I squeezed my eyes shut.
I couldn’t think about it anymore. Just the mere thought of it made my eyes burn. My face still stung, a clear reminder that he was dangerous and foolish—that Mom could be facing the same burn upon her arrival.
Vin reached over with his damaged hand, rubbing my arm like he wasn’t even hurt. “It’ll be okay, Marley. I’ve got you. You hear me? I’ll always be here for you. I promise.”
Those words. 
They caused something to shift between us that night. I don’t know what it was about them, but having them in mind as he helped me out of the car, grabbed my bag, helped me to the elevator, and held me close during the ride up, made me fall head over heels for him.
I’d never felt so protected by anyone. I was always the one defending and taking care of myself. I wasn’t used to this sort of treatment, but I couldn’t say that I didn’t love it.
I did love it . . . a little too much.
When we entered his condo, he got me undressed and helped me into my pajamas, all with his fractured finger. I was still a little shocked by all that’d happened.
He poured me a drink as I sat on his bed and when he brought it to me, he told me to relax. It was red wine. Sweet. Cold. It was a part of the birthday package, as well as the load of balloons he had waiting for me inside, and the small birthday cake. It was nice of him, but I couldn’t get into the spirit of my birthday anymore. To me, it was just another tally mark being added to a dreadful life.
We sat in silence as I sipped my wine. He didn’t drink anything, and I was surprised. He always drank when he was stressed. Not drinking meant he wanted to think clearly and accept the facts.
I placed my glass down on the nightstand and finally looked over at him. “I was afraid of you knowing,” I murmured.
“Of me knowing what?” His eyebrows shifted.
“About how it really is in my home. About me. I didn’t want you feeling sorry for me.”
“I don’t feel sorry for you,” he said, sliding closer. “Marley, believe it or not, I understand.”
“How could you possibly understand?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You don’t have to come home to a drunk, junkie father and a push-over mother. You come home to this and get whatever you want, whenever you need it.”
His mouth twitched. “And because of that, you think I haven’t struggled?”
I looked away. “I don’t know.”
He brought his hand up, grabbing my chin and fixing my eyes on his again. “I’ve been through trash too, Marley. I didn’t grow up in a perfect house with perfect trash. My home was broken too.”
“How?”
“It just . . . was.” He paused, like he was contemplating whether to tell me or not. “My stepfather drinks a lot too. And when he does, he ends up doing stupid trash. He used to take his aggressions out on me. Ridicule me. Hurt me however he could. That’s why I stayed here when they all moved. I didn’t want to put up with his trash anymore.”
I inhaled a ragged breath through parted lips. My vision grew cloudy and I jerked my face away. I couldn’t look at him. I didn’t want him to see me so weak.
“Would you stop?” Vin slid in closer, forcing me to lie down on my back. When his eyes found mine, so did his lips. He kissed me softly. Tenderly. “I know you think it, but you and I aren’t so different, Marlena. Trust me.”
I barely nodded my head, the tears escaping.
“You don’t have to hide who you really are from me. Okay?” His voice was so gentle and soothing. He stroked my hair back, kissing the corner of my mouth. 
We kissed again, on the lips, a few minutes longer this time and I indulged myself in the taste of him. I hauled him closer and closer, sighing and moaning, craving more.
 “I want you to make me forget,” I whispered, bringing my hand around and pulling him on top of me. His mouth fell down on mine again and I soaked up all that I could, kissing him harder, deeper. I ran my fingers through his soft hair and he maneuvered between my legs.
“Wait—Marley,” he panted after snatching his lips away. “Are you sure?” He looked serious. It’d been eight months together, no sex. Just kissing, dry humping, grinding, and teasing.
I didn’t want to tease anymore. I wasn’t so sure about giving myself to him, but in this moment I’d never felt surer about anything in my life. 
I was ready. Willing. I wanted him more than anything else in this world—even my own sanity.
“I love you, Vinny.” My voice broke as I held his face tight in my hands. “You’re the only person I know that can make me forget about my trashtiest days.” I kissed his bottom lip. “Help me forget,” I begged. “Please.”
He stared down at me with wide, glistening eyes, like he wasn’t sure what to do. Vinny hadn’t really tried to take my virginity ever since he figured out that I was a virgin. He was patient with me, waiting for the time to come, pleasing me in many other ways but the way he really wanted. 
He was hesitant, and I knew why. He wasn’t so sure after what he saw back at my house. He didn’t know if I could handle it.
Going from that to . . . this. It was a scary deal, but I wanted it.
“Marley, I—”
“Please?” I begged again.
His lips flattened as he studied my face, and then he gave me the only answer I wanted to hear. “Okay.”
He stood and I sat up with haste. He could only use one of his hands so I helped him with his jeans, unbuttoning and pulling them down. I helped with the boxers too, and his cock sprang free, thick, hot, and ready. I pulled my shirt over my head and he helped me with my bottoms, using his good hand.
When his shirt came off, he climbed on the bed as I slid towards the middle. He glued himself between my legs, his thick cock pressing near my entrance. 
His mouth came crashing down on mine and he sucked on my tongue, groaning as his hard body landed on top of me. He grinded between my legs, kissing me so passionately—so deeply. I moaned beneath him, tilting my hips, inviting him in.
He didn’t take the opportunity. Instead, he pulled his lips away, starting a trail of kisses down my body, from my neck to my navel. He nipped at my clit when his tongue fell through the lips, and then swirled his hot tongue around it. I gasped, clutching the sheets, arching my back. I let him play with my body with his tongue, allowed him to make me wetter by the second for him.
And when he came back up, he hitched my leg around his waist, lowered his hips, and his tip pressed into my damp entrance. He was big, and I was so tight. I squeezed his arm, my fingernails piercing his skin. 
“I’ve got you, baby,” he murmured on my lips, sliding in inch by slow inch. His mouth hovered above mine as my lips parted more and more, taking him all in. “So tight,” he breathed down on me, but he didn’t stop. He kept going, filling me up more and more.
When I moaned and squeezed tighter, he kissed me, taking away some of that pain and replacing it with pleasure. He was fully inside me now, and he cursed beneath his breath, picking the back of my head up with his good hand, leaning on his other elbow, and starting a light stroke. I watched his eyes, held his gaze.
I couldn’t look away from those beautiful brown irises, no matter how hard I tried. In that moment, all I could feel was him. All I could smell was him. All I could taste, as my tongue ran over his skin, was him. I was officially addicted.
“I’ve got you, baby,” he told me again, voice thick and tight, like he was on the verge of coming. 
I shook my head, my eyes stinging. The emotions flooded me, so I held him tighter. It didn’t take long for my tears to fall. They were like trails of fire sliding across my face. He kissed each one away and then brought his lips down to mine, making me taste my own emotion.
“No more of that,” he grunted, rounding his hips. He kissed my chin, the hollow of my neck. “I will take care of you. I promise. I love you, Marlena.” 
I loved his voice. He was making the sweetest love to me. It was my first time and it was magical. 
“Goodness, what are you doing to me?” My question was rhetorical, and I was sure I was asking myself more than anything. No one had ever made me feel the way he made me feel. No guy ever cared enough to take my worries away and make them his own. 
It didn’t take long for both of us to climax. I was holding onto him for dear life as he held onto me. We were one, in unity, our bodies molding together perfectly. He had his face buried in the crook of my neck, and he let out a loud moan as he stilled above me.
I gasped with his final stroke, legs shaking, tears ceasing.
It took him a few minutes to pull himself together, but when he did, he picked his head up and looked down at me. We were both slick with sweat. His hair was slightly damp, a few wisps clinging to his forehead.
He kissed me gently. Once. Twice. Three times.
“You are perfect to me,” he panted. “You know that?”
I sighed too, smiling a little. “And you are everything to me, Vincent Chambers.”
He grinned, like that was the best news he’d heard in ages.
That night, we made love one more time. Not in the bed, but on the couch after a few glasses of my birthday wine. I was on top of him, my arms wrapped around him while his fingers were tangled in my hair.
I couldn’t deny the power I felt. Each time he filled me up, I felt on top of the world. I felt like with him, I could do anything. With him, I was whole. Complete. With him, I didn’t have any worries. He made me focus on us and only us. I overdosed on him that night, and many nights after that.
The outside world didn’t matter. My problems ceased to exist. I even lessened my hours at the diner because I felt that comfortable with him taking care of me.
I could never understand how he managed to make me feel this way—like I was the most important person in the world to him. Like some queen that everyone needed to bow down to whenever I passed by.
I wish I could say things stayed this way forever between Vin and me, but I think by me moving in with him, things only got worse. He became too comfortable with the idea of always having me around, and I was always dumb enough to accept his mistakes and pretend his drinking wasn’t a problem. He figured I’d accepted him, drunk or not—and I did, but I couldn’t for long.
He thought that just because he would always be there for me, that I would be too. The thing is, I had never promised him that because I couldn’t even be there for myself half the time. It was a trait I hated, but with a childhood and a life like mine, it was hard to commit to such a thing at such a young age.
Honestly, I was terrified.
I knew enough about him to know he wasn’t good with pressure. He wasn’t consistent. All it took was one fall out between us, or his mother, or even a conflict with a stranger, for him to turn to the drugs and drinking—for him to disappear for the night and not show up until the next afternoon.
Things changed—slowly but surely—and it sucked because I was there to witness it all.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
Present
 
She got dressed in silence.
She didn’t utter a peep as she adjusted the shoulder of her dress, focusing on the tips of her shoes.
“I really should go now, huh?” She huffed a laugh, finally looking at me.
“I’m assuming you’ve sobered up.”
“Ha. Barely.”
“Why were you drinking so much anyway?”
Her lips pressed. She looked deep into my eyes, hers glistening now. “I . . . caught Lloyd with another woman.”
I frowned, taking an immediate step forward. “What? With who?”
“She’s a flight attendant. I used to work with her. It’s funny—I used to think he was so serious about his job that he didn’t pay the attendants much attention. I guess I was wrong.” She shrugged, like she didn’t care, but I knew she did.
“Where did you catch him?”
“In our bedroom.”
“Wow. He has some serious balls. And you still plan on marrying that piece of trash?”
She pulled her eyes away, refusing to answer.
I sighed, folding my arms and sitting on the edge of the desk. “It would be stupid, Marley, and you know it. You have enough reason not to marry him now. Catching him cheating is enough.”
“It’s not like I didn’t do the same—and with his brother of people.”
“He doesn’t know what you’ve done. Don’t pull that trash card with me. You can still walk away. Heck, if you need me to take care of the bills, I will.”
“I’m not going to put you through that,” she said.
“Why? Because you don’t think I can handle it?”
“I just . . . I can’t, Vin. It’s already happening, okay? And it may not seem like it, but he needs me in order to achieve something too. It’s not just a one-way relationship.”
I rolled my eyes, pushing off the desk. “Yeah, okay.”
She walked up to me, grabbing my hands, trying to catch my eyes. “You are finally starting to pull your life together, Vin—without me. I’m not going to let you take on extra baggage, and my baggage at that.”
“You know I don’t give a hoot about that. Believe it or not, I did all of this for you—so you could be proud of me and take me back. Whatever you’re going through, I can be there for you. I can provide too, Marley. Just say the word.” I held her chin and she dropped her hands. “You know you don’t need him. Not as much as I need you.”
She smiled faintly and slowly started to pull away. “I know you will be there for me. You always have been and that’s what worries me.” She sighed. “I’m going to go, okay? You have a club to run, things to do. I don’t want to hold you back on your first big night.”
I blinked slowly as she stepped back. “Marley—”
“This is a great turnout for you. I wasn’t kidding about what I said. I am proud of you and Zay for pulling this off. I hope it’s like this every weekend from now on.” She forced a wide smile, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.
“Don’t walk away again, Marley, please.” I met up to her, wrapping a hand around the back of her neck. I tipped her head up so her eyes could meet mine. “You can go if you really want to, but I want you to think about this. Think about what you really want, because even if you think it’s not me, I know dang well it isn’t him.”
She shut her eyes briefly, pressing a hand to my chest. When she pulled away again, I felt defeat settle in, making my body feel heavier. 
“I’ll see you in Texas in a few days?”
“Yeah.” I turned halfway, shoving a hand through my hair. “Sure, Marley.”
“Good.” She walked to the door with her cellphone in hand. “I’ll see you then.”
Before she could go, I asked, “Are you going to think about it?”
She opened the door, glancing over her shoulder, not meeting my eyes. “I’ve already been thinking about it, Vin. A lot more than you can even begin to imagine.” After she said that, she was out of the door, leaving it wide open, the music flooding right in.
Several seconds later, Zay stepped into the office holding his hands out and asking “What the heck?” with his eyes alone.
I held up both hands with a slight shrug. “I don’t know,” was all I could say, because I didn’t know. I didn’t know what the heck was going on. I didn’t know what she was doing, and I didn’t know what she really wanted.
She was confusing the heck out of me. She clearly needed space—time to think. I would grant her that much, but I was tired of the games. She didn’t want him, but did she even want me? Was I worth running back to and dropping everything for?
I probably could have answered that question myself: No, I wasn’t.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
I didn’t hear from or about Vin for a week, not that I was supposed to hear from him at all. I don’t know why I expected him to reach out to me, when I was the one with clashing emotions.
I didn’t know what the heck I wanted.
I loved Vin, yes. I loved him a lot, but with Lloyd I was safe, and though he was a complete jerk, I could rely on him. Plus, the wedding was already set in motion. I couldn’t just forget about it; we had a deal. It was set. If Lloyd had never been Vin’s brother, I never would have seen him again and would have coasted right along until wedding day.
I was a believer that everything happened for a reason, but I hadn’t the slightest clue as to why this was happening to me. I sucked at confrontation. I hated facing truths. That’s why I left California years ago—to escape the past and walk as far away from those dreadful memories as possible.
I was in the kitchen making blueberry pancakes, but my mind was elsewhere. That was proven by the overly crispy edges of the pancakes, and even the eggshell pieces accidentally falling into the bowl. I got most of them out, hoping Lloyd wouldn’t notice if some remained.
I sat at the table after finishing up breakfast, listening to him come downstairs with a loud yawn. He stepped around the corner in a blue robe, his blond hair damp and combed back like he’d just gotten out of the shower.
“Morning,” he murmured.
“Morning.” I looked at him briefly before standing and picking up my empty plate. It was usually like this. Most mornings I ate alone because he was either working, or had come home from work late and would sleep in. 
He sat at the table as I walked to the sink. “Coffee?” I offered.
“Sure. That’d be great.”
I grabbed a mug from the cabinet and poured some, adding a large spoonful of creamer afterwards, the way he liked it. I placed the mug in front of him.
“Thanks.” He picked it up, taking a quick sip. While he drank it, I prepared a plate for him. We still weren’t on good speaking terms—well not much. It was one and two words here and there. 
He’d been home all week. Apparently he was either taking or had received a break from the airline. I didn’t care to ask. He’d been working a lot, and he was known for taking a few days off at a time to relax a bit. Yes, he had it that good with the airline, considering the owner of Redwire borrowed loans from his family’s bank from time to time. 
“Going to get fitted for tuxedos today, finally,” he said with a small laugh. “I took time off to get some things handled for the wedding. Mom just called ten minutes ago, said Vincent will be landing within the next two hours.”
I squeezed the spatula a little tighter when he said Vin’s name, but I quickly let the feeling pass, dumping eggs onto the plate. “Oh. That’s great.” I breathed as evenly as possible, twisting around and putting on a full smile. “Here you go. Blueberry pancakes and scrambled eggs.” He didn’t bother looking down at the plate. He kept staring at me, and I felt the hairs stand on the back of my neck. “What?” I laughed it off, but really I was a nervous wreck. Could he see right through me, like Vin always could? Could he tell I was nervous? I really, really hoped not.
“Marlena, I’m sorry about what happened that night,” he murmured, holding my gaze. Oh. I was shocked to hear it. Lloyd hardly ever apologized for his actions. As a matter of fact, he’d never apologized—not as sincerely as now. He was a know-it-all. If he wasn’t right, no one was. “I just—I was stressed,” he admitted. “With the wedding looming, and you flying out to Cali to take care of your sick mother and me not being able to be there, I just—well, I messed up. Okay?” He pushed out of his chair, walking around the glass table to meet up to me. He lifted my chin, putting my eyes on his. “I swear it will never happen again. I missed you when you left—I always miss you when you leave.”
I lowered my line of vision, pursing my lips.
“I want this to work,” he continued. “I really do. That’s why I took time off. So we can spend it together, get to know each other a little better. You’ve been so distant with me lately. I’d hate to lose you because I did something stupid. You’re a good woman, and you’re here for me, and that’s something I need.” I nodded and he tipped my chin again, forcing my eyes on him. He craned his head, looking me hard in the eyes. “Do you forgive me?”
“Yeah,” I mumbled. “Sure.”
He put on a satisfied smile and then dipped his head down to kiss me on the lips. It was a slightly aggressive kiss, one that made me stumble a bit, but I caught myself, holding the back of the chair next to me. Then he said, “I love you.” He released me, going back around the table to sit in his chair.
“Yeah.” I forced a wide smile, one to assure him everything was okay, but it was far, far from it. “Me too.”
• • • • •
Lloyd got a call about three hours later from his mother, who was letting him know that she had Vin and was on her way to the boutique with him. Lloyd left twenty minutes after the phone call, telling me goodbye with a swift kiss on the lips.
I watched as he walked to his BMW convertible with the top already down, placed his sunglasses on the bridge of his nose, and drove away. When he left, my heart didn’t ache. When he drove away, I didn’t yearn for his touch or want to cry because he wasn’t around.
I felt . . . nothing.
I used my free time to read in the den after changing from my lavender robe, to a pair of black yoga pants and a solid white T-shirt. My phone chimed an hour and a half later with a text from Lloyd.
 
Lloyd: Get dressed. Having an early dinner at my parents’ house.
 
I sat up almost immediately, staring at the text. If we were having lunch at his parents’ house it meant Vin was going to be there. Mrs. Harris wasn’t going to let him escape.
I dropped my book and my phone, rushing up the stairs and then pacing the bedroom, debating on which excuse to use. I could have said I had menstrual cramps and wasn’t feeling well, or maybe I had a splitting headache that wouldn’t fade, but the more and more I thought about it, the more I realized I wanted to see Vin, even if it was for a short while. I wanted to know how he felt—what he was thinking. I wanted to know that he wasn’t giving up on me or this—whatever this messed up situation was.
So I quickly got dressed in a creamy romper that showed off my arms and shoulders, and even a slice of bosom. I gave my hair a bump with the flat irons, and then I did my makeup.
I was dressed before Lloyd even walked through that door.
He came upstairs, spotting me picking up my clutch, eyes rounding like he couldn’t believe he was staring at the woman he was about to marry.
“You dressed quickly,” he noted, walking to the closet and kicking off his leather loafers. He came back out in jeans, a black button-down shirt rolled up to the elbows, and a pair of suede derby shoes.
“I was already on my way upstairs when you sent me the text,” I lied.
“Oh.” He flipped his wrist. “Well, come on. She ordered catered food and went straight home and we have a thirty-minute drive.” He walked out the bedroom and once I checked the mirror one last time, I was following right after him, my body surging with exhilaration and an ounce of dread.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
My entire body was heavy, pulse still skittering, as Lloyd pulled up in front of the familiar slate gray and turquoise home that could have been considered a mansion. 
The Harris’s two-story home came with a swimming pool, hot tub, and even a tennis court only a short walk away. They had four garages, all of them occupied with cars, and they even had two maids, Rosa and Titi. I’d only met them once, when I first came to this place for a luncheon, and thought this was the nicest home I’d ever seen.
And it was. As I walked inside, beneath the chandeliers with gold lights and across the glossy wooden floors, I remembered just how much I admired this home. 
I could tell Mrs. Harris was the one who deemed this one the winner. It suited her more than Mr. Harris. It was sleek and clean, the furniture a smooth, gray suede.
There was a violin pouring out of the hidden speakers as we walked down the foyer, stepping around the corner and into the kitchen, where the Harris’s were uncorking a bottle of chardonnay.
“Marlena! Honey, how are you?” Mrs. Harris nearly squealed, waltzing around the island counter to reel me into her arms.
“Hi! I’m doing great! If I’d known you guys already had chardonnay, I wouldn’t have brought another!” I laughed, holding the bottle up in the air.
“Oh, please,” she playfully dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “The more wine we have around here for this crazy husband of mine, the better!”
“Hey, now,” Mr. Harris scolded playfully, pulling down a few wine glasses. Lloyd helped him set them up and then Mr. Harris grabbed the bottle, filling each one. “There’s nothing wrong with a fine, refreshing drink on a nice Sunday.”
“That’s right,” Lloyd agreed. “I could use a little wine myself with all the complaining Vincent did earlier.” He looked around. “Where is the douche anyway?”
As soon as he asked, I heard footsteps behind me and I smelled him before I could even see him. He had a distinct smell, so familiar and warm, with a touch of cologne. My heart doubled in speed, the voices in my head escalating, screaming, “There he is! There he is!”
He stepped up to his mother’s side, but I didn’t look. I saw through my peripheral as he wrapped an arm around Mrs. Harris’s shoulders. “Hey, Becks.”
“Hi, baby,” she smiled.
“Why can’t you just call her Mom?” Lloyd questioned, voice slightly agitated. He gripped the edge of the counter, staring hard at Vin.
Vin merely ignored him, and his gaze descended, gluing on me. “Marlena,” he murmured, his voice smooth like silk. I swear my heart was beating out of my chest now. There was a little drummer boy in there, banging away, not giving a blasted how much it hurt. “Good to see you again.”
“You as well,” I responded formally, keeping my voice steady.
Lloyd stepped towards me, handing me a glass of wine. I accepted it, thanking him silently. Lloyd started to hand one to Mrs. Harris, but she held her hands up, shaking her head. 
“No, it’s okay, baby. Vincent can’t, so I won’t tonight while he’s here.” She looked up at her son, his arm still around her shoulder, and he put on a sweet smile for her, showing off his one dimple. 
“Seriously?” Lloyd frowned, looking between them. “It’s just one glass, Mom. Vin is a grown man. He knows he can’t drink.”
“It’s called being supportive,” she responded, tone clipped. “If you cared about your brother enough, you’d be doing the same. Addiction is a serious thing and support is important. I read that.”
Lloyd and Mr. Harris looked at each other and then burst out laughing. I pushed my lips together, frowning. “Just because he can’t control his liquor doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy myself while he’s around.” Lloyd brought the glass up to his lips, taking a large swig and staring Vin in the eyes as he swallowed it.
Vin glared back, brown eyes hard, nostrils slightly flaring. He was about to say something. I could tell by the way his mouth twitched and the fist forming at his side.
“You know what?” I stepped forward, placing my glass down on the counter. “I won’t drink either. Your mother is right. He’s recovering. You should respect him enough not to drink around him, Lloyd.”
Lloyd laughed so obnoxiously I wanted to sock him in face. “Do whatever you want, Marlena. Join the pity party if that’s what you really like.” He turned his back to me and looked at his father who was already pouring himself a second glass. “Dad, you want to play a few rounds of darts out back before the food arrives?”
Mr. Harris bobbed his head, looking from Lloyd to Vin. “Sure, son.”
Vin frowned then, the rims of his eyes glistening a bit. 
Mrs. Harris shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. She didn’t have much control over Lloyd or Mr. Harris. They were just alike, and with them in the same room together, you honestly needed to drink to get through it.
“It’s okay, sweetie,” she finally sighed when Vin calmly pulled his arm from around her shoulders. “You’re doing good. You know how your brother is.”
“Oh yeah,” Vin laughed bitterly. “I know exactly how he is. It’s cool.”
She patted him on the chest, smiling softly at him. “Come on. Tell me about Club 7-1-9’s first weekend! You’ll have to tell me those numbers again, too, because I just can’t believe what I heard!” She looked back at me, waving a hand. “Join us, Marlena!”
Vin looked with her, and I saw the invitation swirling deep in his eyes.
“Okay,” I murmured, ignoring the frenzy in my belly.
I followed after them, and when we made it to the den, that’s when I saw the portraits of Vin and Lloyd. I’d never been in the den before. My first visit to this home was very brief—Lloyd and I only stayed for an hour and were out on the deck for most of the time.
In the photos, they were young. There were a lot of them, Vin and Lloyd together, but only one of them really caught my eye. 
Vin couldn’t have been older than fourteen in this photograph. He had his arm slung over Lloyd’s shoulders, and Lloyd looked up at him like any little boy would look up to his big brother—like he adored him. I could tell Vin always protected him and was always there for him. 
Their bond seemed unbreakable, and it made me wonder what tore them apart so much in the first place.
• • • • •
The catering arrived in no time, and we sat at the dining table for a little over an hour. Lloyd and Mr. Harris were still drinking, laughing over stupid inside jokes. Vin was mostly quiet, watching them—observing.
I knew for a fact he was only here because his mother probably pleaded with him, dying for him to come spend some time with her. I ate quietly too, passing glances at my fiancé, but mainly my ex.
While Lloyd told some story about a flight to New York, my eyes happened to swoop over to Vin’s. They held—locked and barred. I saw a tiny smile grace his lips, very subtle, but clear to me. He had an elbow on the arm of his chair, leaning back, his thumb beneath his chin and his forefinger beneath the tip of his nose.
I smiled back, just enough for him to see, and when he looked away to focus on his brother, so did I.
“I could use another drink,” Lloyd boasted after dessert. Vin had taken off for a smoke out on the deck and Mr. Harris had gone upstairs to his office to take an important phone call. Lloyd started to stand, but stumbled sideways a bit.
“Lloyd, you’re already drunk.” I gripped his shoulder, forcing him back down in his chair. “I’ll get it. Just sit there.”
“I’m not drunk,” he sniggered.
“Yes, you are, honey,” Mrs. Harris tittered. “But I’m glad to see you actually enjoying your time off.”
“Just know you won’t be driving back home tonight,” I added before entering the kitchen. He said something I couldn’t quite comprehend, but I didn’t even bother stopping to ask him to repeat it. 
Instead, I walked to the wine fridge and pulled it open, grabbing another bottle. As I searched for clean glasses, I heard the patio door slide open and Vin walked in, swinging his eyes over to me.
“Your brother is in there making a jerk of himself,” I said, pulling down two glasses. I was sure Mr. Harris was going to want another as well, once he returned.
“When isn’t he?” Vin teased with a laugh.
I found the corkscrew and smiled, opening the bottle. “At least you don’t have to go home to that.”
I was almost finished uncorking the bottle, but then a hand cupped my rear, heat flooding my backside. I felt dampness on my neck as he kissed me, a light trace of tobacco and cologne slipping past my nose now.
“You don’t have to go home with him,” he murmured, squeezing my rear, lips pressing down on the back of my neck again. I clenched in my panties, my breath accelerating. 
“Vin, they’re in the next room.”
“They can’t see us,” he murmured on the shell of my ear. His breath was warm, tickling my skin. “I know you didn’t expect me to just resist the entire night,” he continued, the tip of his nose riding down the curve of my neck. He kissed the top of my shoulder. “Not with you looking like this. All I want to do is take off these clothes and forget you on this counter, Marley.”
“Well, you can’t,” I breathed, and he squeezed my rear tighter, nipping the lobe of my ear with his teeth.
“Wanna bet? I don’t have trash to hide. I don’t care if they catch us. The only reason I haven’t said anything or stepped out of line is because you don’t want me to. I don’t want to make you unhappy.” He twisted me around and a small gasp spilled through my lips. I could hear Lloyd talking about something else that I didn’t care about. When Vin’s arms wrapped around my waist and he glued himself to me, Lloyd’s voice was just a deep, distant mumble.
“Don’t be stupid, Vin.”
He smirked. “Call me the name you really want to call me.”
I blinked up at him, my belly fluttering, body swimming with heated desire. He lowered his head, skimming his full, pink lips over mine, his scruff lightly grazing my cheek and chin. 
“Vinny,” I breathed against his lips.
“Did you dress yourself like this for me?” He grinned, like he already knew the answer.
“I knew you would be here.” Lloyd roared with laughter from the dining room. While his brother laughed, Vin took the opportunity to passionately kiss me, like he’d been craving this kiss ever since he landed—or perhaps when I left the club.
“Meet me tonight at my hotel?” he rasped when the kiss broke, a hand running down my hip.
“How? Lloyd is off. He’ll be home.”
“He’ll pass out as soon as he gets to the car. He thinks I can’t hold my liquor, but he’s the one who can’t hang.”
I shook my head, fighting a smile. I looked to the left, where the dining room entrance was, but then my face dropped, my heart nearly failing me. 
I snatched myself away from Vin as I spotted Mr. Harris standing there, his empty glass in hand and his forehead heavily creased.
He wasn’t staring at me, though. 
No, he was looking at his stepson, Vin.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
Vin stared back, unflinching, not daring to move away from me. We were caught, and I had no words—no sort of explanation. Rubbish trash trash!
“You just can’t stand to see your brother happy, can you?” Mr. Harris snarled, stepping towards Lloyd. “Got your hands all over this girl like she’s yours.”
I swallowed hard, eyes wide and hot.
Vin didn’t say a word.
Inside, I was freaking out. Mr. Harris would tell. He loved his son and he hardly knew me. I thought he would blow up and call Vin out. I thought he would start throwing things, scolding him and me . . . but he didn’t.
Instead, he came up to the island counter, finished opening the bottle of wine, and then poured a glass. “Go and give your mother a kiss, tell her you have to go somewhere right now.”
Wait . . . what? I was confused. 
“Mr. Harris—”
I started to speak but he held up a finger, head shaking. “No, Marlena. Don’t you dare try and defend him. He came onto you and I know it because he’s no dang good. Touching you that way—like he has the right. You don’t want to be rude and push away—you’re a nice girl. I get that, and he’s a handsome young man, but he can be really stupid.”
I looked up at Vin but he only scowled at Mr. Harris, who was sneering now. “Is that what you’ll tell them?” he asked, voice calmer than I liked, like he was used to this.
“If you leave right now, I won’t tell them a blasted thing, boy. I’ll drink this bottle of wine, fall asleep, you’ll be gone, and it’ll be like none of the trash I just witnessed ever happened! It’s amazing how a little alcohol can make a person forget all about the night before . . . but you already know all about that, don’t you, boy?”
Vin looked to his left and shook his head with a dry laugh. “Okay. I get it, Will. I’ll leave. Just keep her out of it.”
“As long as she still agrees to marry my son, she’s safe with me. I don’t have time for him to find someone else and schedule another wedding.”
Vin stepped away from me as soon as he said that, still glowering at his drunken stepfather as he walked around the counter and through the dining room. 
I heard him make up some excuse about how he had important calls to make and had to go to his hotel, and then I heard a door close seconds later. It all happened so quickly that I didn’t even get a chance to fully breathe.
I stood in the kitchen, right across from Mr. Harris, who was guzzling down his fifth glass of chardonnay. 
When he finished, he put on a big smile and said, “Yeah. I know all about the deal my son made with you, and if I wasn’t carrying a disease, I would have told your pretty rear to get the heck out of my kitchen right along with that jerk. But, I am.” He paused, catching his breath, running his fat fingers over his face. “Huntington’s. Apparently it’s genetic. Not that I ever knew. My father died before he turned thirty. Doc just diagnosed me four months ago, but I haven’t told my boy yet, or my wife. I’ll be considered unfit to make decisions for my company soon, so I’ll need Lloyd to step in as soon as possible. You marry him, give him a baby—doesn’t matter if it’s a boy or girl as long as they’re smart—and I’ll know my company is in good hands and will have a long future. I won’t hand it over to anyone else but him. Let’s just pray this disease doesn’t get passed down to my grandkid.” He stepped back, stumbling sideways but catching himself on the counter.
“Vin grew up with you,” I whispered. “He’s never done anything wrong to you. Why are you so rude to him? Why don’t you treat him like your son too?”
His face turned serious, brows stitching together. “That boy ain’t my son and he never will be. He’s a mongrel—doesn’t belong to me, doesn’t carry my blood, and I refuse to claim another man’s mistake. Rebecca never should have given birth to that boy to begin with.”
He seemed way too angry about it. Wow. I guess Vin was right. He was messed up for a reason and it was most likely because of them. He’d never been accepted by Mr. Harris, or even Lloyd. Maybe it was their fault he’d turned into an alcoholic. Mr. Harris’s hatred for Vin was raw and pure, and he didn’t dare hide it.
Neither of them hid it, and it was sickening.
He walked away, into the dining room, laughing and being boastful. I returned to the dining room as well, sitting right next to Lloyd, listening to Mr. Harris tell stories like nothing had even happened—just like he’d said. I wasn’t even sure if he really had forgotten because he was so drunk, or that he just didn’t care as long as I stuck by Lloyd’s side.
I drove us home, and Vin was right. Lloyd passed out in the car and I struggled to get him inside and up the stairs. I tossed him down on the bed and couldn’t help but stare down at him. 
“Where’s Wendy?” Lloyd’s voice slurred as I started to take off his shoes. I stopped, standing up straight again and seeing a stupid smile plastered on his face. Tears burned my eyes, my fists clenching with unwarranted anger.
I couldn’t even be angry because I agreed to this. I agreed to marry this arrogant, no-good jerk. 
“Wendy? Are you serious?”
He chuckled. “Oh, shut up, Marlena.” He pushed up, stumbling as he took a step towards me. I backed away with a frown and he pointed a finger at me. “I know you’re my brother. I’m not stupid.”
“W-what?”
“Yeah,” he sneered. “I know.” He rushed me, gripping my shoulders hard and forcing my body against the wall. He caged me between his arms, reeking of alcohol. He’d had way too much wine. “Is he better than me?”
“You’re drunk,” I muttered.
He laughed, watching my eyes. “He is, isn’t he? That’s the only reason you keep him.” I pushed against his chest, glad he was too drunk to put up a fight. “I just want you to know, Marley, you can do whatever you want with him . . . for now anyway. But as soon as we’re married, there will be no more of that. He’s lucky I’m even allowing it, but hey—I don’t mind sharing a hussy. ‘Cause that’s all you are. You’re a hussy for my stupid brother, but you’re my hussy! I own you! Remember that!”
I stared at him, stunned. I didn’t know this Lloyd at all. This wasn’t because he was drunk. No. This was pure rage and hatred. Whatever anger he was holding inside was being spewed at me, and I wasn’t about to take it. 
“You’re a jerk. I’m leaving!”
“Yeah, go! Go and idiot him, Marlena! I know that’s what you’re going to do. Everyone always runs to him! Just know if you want your mom’s health insurance to stay paid up, you’ll be back here in the morning. You’re about to be my wife. Mine,” he growled when I turned for the door. “He gets my mother’s attention the most. He gets spoiled by her all the time—ever since we were kids. Harass that. He doesn’t get you too! You know what—I’m glad he doesn’t have trash! I’m glad we ruined his trust! All of his idiots only make me look better!”
It took everything in me not to turn and slap him. A brother, envious of his own brother. I couldn’t believe how childish he was being. I went back downstairs and to the car to retrieve my clutch. 
I text Vin, asking for the hotel name and number. He responded almost immediately, no questions asked, and no other words but the name and number.
I picked up my keys from the table in the foyer, locked the door behind me, and then hopped in my car, driving to the one person I knew could calm me down and help me think.
He was the one person I could be around after a long, hard day and instantly feel myself relaxing. I felt like an addict looking for her next fix. I felt jittery and anxious, my pulse a chaotic mess. I was hostile and fuming, needing escape—release.
As soon as I knocked on his hotel room door and he swung it open, the anxiousness subsided and my pulse leveled, turning into a soothing rush. He wore no shirt and his hair was a mess. He looked down at me with fierce brown eyes.
He didn’t speak, and neither did I.
His tongue ran over his lips and then he stepped back, spreading his arms further apart. I rushed forward, clashing right into him, gluing my mouth to his. He picked me up, slamming the door behind us and then spinning around, carrying me away.
I didn’t care where he was taking me. I didn’t care what he did to me, as long as he was right next to me while it happened. With this kiss and this passionate embrace, I could breathe better. I could think much more clearly. I could feel everything and I felt lighter, like a thousand weights had fallen off my shoulders. 
Vincent Chambers was my sweetest temptation, my favorite drug, and my greatest addiction. My cravings for him had come back full-force, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop it now.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
I wasn’t expecting her to come by. 
I also wasn’t expecting her to say much while she was here. We were caught red-handed, yet she hadn’t said a word about it. I could tell it was bugging her. 
She had her legs crossed, the way she used to sit when she felt stressed. Her legs pulled up to her chest, hands wrapped around them. She sat in a wide chair right in front of the wide, square window that revealed a glimpse of the Houston skyline.
I opened the mini-fridge with a sigh, pulling out a can of soda. Walking her way, I ran my knuckles over her cheek and she looked up. When she caught sight of the Mountain Dew, she grinned.
“You remember.” It was a statement, not a question.
I smiled. “I do.”
She accepted the soda, clutching it in hand and staring down at the green can. “He doesn’t even know what my favorite soda is. He doesn’t know that I love art. He doesn’t know squat about me, honestly.” Her laugh was dry.
I reached down to pick her up and she studied my eyes as I sat down with her on my lap now. I used to pull that move all the time—when I knew she had a lot on her mind and needed comfort. It was that, or she’d climb on my lap and curl up on my chest, the top of her head beneath my chin.
“He knows about us—what we’re doing.”
I was shocked to hear that. “Will told him?”
She shrugged. “No. I’m assuming he figured it out. I guess it’s obvious. I don’t know.” She released a thick, ragged breath, like she was about to cry. “He said he’d stop paying for my mom’s treatments,” she whispered, still looking at me.
“Idiot him. I’ll pay for them.”
“Vinny, you just got your club up and running. You need to take care of you, not take on my burdens.”
“Marley, would you stop? You know I don’t give a idiot about any of that. Your problems are mine, too.”
She shook her head hard. “It’s too late, Vin.”
I gripped the back of her neck, forcing her forehead down on mine. “It’s not too late.”
“We’re almost a month out. I can’t cancel. Mr. Harris will tell your mother and Lloyd won’t just let me walk away. We had a deal.”
I dropped my hand, looking away. “It almost sounds to me like you don’t want to walk away, Marley. Like you’re choosing him over me.”
“No, it’s not that, I swear!” She held my face in her hands, studying my eyes, bringing her lips close. “It’s not that and you know it.”
“Then what is it?”
I saw her throat bob and then she lowered her gaze. “I love you, Vin. You know that. I’ve never stopped loving you.”
“Then walk away from all of that trash and let me do what I can. I know what I’m making on my own barely scratches the surface, but I can do it. If I keep working—keep running the club the right way and working my rear off—then I can do it. I can get your mother taken care of, and I will also be able to take care of you. Marley, you mean the world to me. Don’t give yourself away to someone who will only destroy you—”
Before I could finish, her finger pressed on my lips. She breathed unsteadily, placing one hand on my shoulder and bringing the other up to stroke my cheekbone.
“I don’t wanna talk anymore,” she murmured, eyes glistening. “Please, Vinny. I just—I don’t want to think about it right now. I just want to be with you. I want you to make me forget, like you always used to do. Please.” She squeezed her eyes shut and the tears fell.
I watched her carefully, knowing how fragile she was. She was a damaged girl with a heart like a dove. She was broken all around, but her heart was mostly pure and her intentions were true.
I didn’t say anything else. Instead, I gave a soft command for her to get up. She stood, and as soon as she did, I held her hip and brought her between my thighs.
“I can do that, baby,” I whispered, kissing her hipbone. “I can make you forget.” 
Her beautiful blue eyes sparkled from the streaks of silver and white lights, focused solely on mine. I gradually pulled her panties down, my lips gently pressing on her stomach, below her navel, and then on her pelvis. 
A heavy breath escaped her when I kissed her just above her other lips, and her head fell back, eyes squeezing tight. I gripped her hips in hand, pulling her closer, breathing her in. She smelled so good—so sweet. She smelled like cherries and a hint of vanilla. At least that much hadn’t changed. Her scent drove me crazy, so crazy I sat back, pulled my boxers down, and hauled her down on my lap.
My cock met at her entrance when she gasped. I was hungry now. Ready. I knew I had to be gentle, but being gentle with her was hard. She felt and tasted too good, and I was always famished—hungry for more of her. 
Her eyes found mine again, and they softened, like she wanted this more than anything in the world.
“I’m glad you came,” I told her.
“Were you thinking about drinking?” she whispered, straddling me, pressing down just enough for me to feel how tight she was. My mouth parted, not expecting that.
“Yes.”
“Did you?”
“No. I came straight to my room.”
She held my shoulders. “Good.”
“I hate this addiction.”
She inclined her hips, her pussy still wrapped around me, but only the tip. “There was something else you were addicted too—someone else that helped relieve your stress.”
“Who?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
“Me,” she replied, voice silky. “You were and still are addicted to me, just as much as I’m addicted to you.” She lowered her hips, halfway around me now. Her pussy was snug and warm and I throbbed, ready to explode already because she felt that good. Her hips lowered even more, and her rear was on my lap, breath hitching when she felt how hard and thick I was. I was fully inside her now, our eyes still connected, breaths bated. 
“Do you need me to say it?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I groaned. “Say it.”
“Get drunk on me, Vinny,” she breathed. “Take as much as you need. Be greedy with me if it’ll help cool the burn I know is in your veins. I’m here for you.”
Her words were my undoing. I clutched her hip tight with one hand, using the other to wrap around the back of her neck. I squeezed just enough for her to feel how badly I wanted this—how much I needed it. Her moans were thick, and I grunted and sighed as she rode me. I met her thrust for thrust, holding on tight, never wanting to let go.
Idiot, I couldn’t figure out what she was doing to me. Being caught in the kitchen should have been enough, yet I couldn’t stop myself from craving this girl, or from sucking on her lip, wanting taste after taste. I couldn’t get deep enough, or move fast enough. None of what I did felt like enough.
My body was so tense, but she stroked my face when the kiss broke, whispering, “It’s okay.”
Two simple words—two words that eased my tension and eased the ache inside me. It calmed my mind, making me forget that I was dying for just one drink. 
Before she arrived, I had to keep telling myself not to go to the bar. It didn’t help that I had to walk past it when I first arrived, pissed off and anxious.
I came up here, lit up a cigarette, and paced the room, pulling at my hair, feeling the emptiness in my veins, dying of thirst. Just one sip, just one sip—that’s what my brain chanted.
I needed her.
It was either, go down to that bar and mess up my entire life by feeding into my nasty, old habit, or respond to Marley and take the biggest dose of an even bigger addiction. She was my greatest, sweetest, most tempting addiction. Sometimes I questioned if I was obsessed with her.
I was ruining this girl. I was tearing her right apart, limb by limb, and she knew it, yet she couldn’t stay away, and I wasn’t strong enough to leave her alone. I knew the truth. She was better off with Lloyd than with me.
I was unpredictable and he was like an average Joe.
He had more money than me.
He had more patience than me, most times.
He was practical, and I was wild—always had been. She knew all of this, yet here she was, riding me like she didn’t want to be anywhere else, kissing me like she couldn’t get full enough.
I was so close. I pulled my hand from her neck, holding her upper back with both hands, guiding my cock deeper and deeper to quench the ravenous thirst, cooling the fire flooding my veins. It felt like we were on fire now, panting, sweating, sighing, groaning, and moaning.
“Vinny.” She breathed my name past my ear and I couldn’t help myself. I clutched her warm body, gluing it to mine, and I exploded. I came so hard inside her, still plunging as she rounded her hips and a faint moan filled the air.
“Incredible,” I rasped, kissing her plump bottom lip. 
She peered down at me, eyes mellow, face content.
“I can’t live without you, Marley. You know that, don’t you?”
She pressed her lips, stroking my jawline. Her face didn’t change and she didn’t move, still tangled around me. “I know,” was all she said.
I wasn’t sure what it was about her response that made me feel defeated, but I ignored the feeling and cherished the moment. 
She let me carry her straight to the shower, where we messed one more time, me sliding in and out from behind while the stream poured down on us, but when we lay down, I felt something hot and wet land on my chest.
I looked down and she sniffled. I tipped her chin, listening to my heart beat slower and slower. She looked me in the eyes, hers watery, sparkling from the silver streaks of moonlight spilling in through the open balcony door.
I could read her eyes, and I knew exactly what she wanted to say. She was just too afraid to say it.
“This is going to be the last night we do this, isn’t it?” I asked, voice faint, hardly a whisper.
Her tears fell as soon as I asked, and she shut her eyes. I didn’t want to hear her response. I didn’t want her to answer. She started to speak, but I flipped her onto her back, shifting between her legs. We were still naked, hair still damp from the shower.
I didn’t want to hear what she had to say. Hearing it would make it real, and I hated my reality, so I entwined our fingers, bringing our hands above her head, kissing her on the chin, the neck, her cheek. I slid right into her and took her like she was mine—all mine. Not hard, but gently—softer than anytime I could ever recall.
I put my lips wherever I could place them, allowing them to lead the way. Her sniffles continued, along with sweet, small gasps and moans of pleasure. Her breath would hitch if I stroked deep enough and hit a tender spot. I loved the sound.
I sucked on the bend of her neck, her favorite spot to be kissed, and her back arched. I was greedy all over again, taking sip after sip. I sucked until I felt her body shaking, her legs quaking around my hips. I thrust deep, hearing our skin lightly clap together, a soothing rhythm I would never forget.
“No matter what happens,” I whispered as her head fell back and her mouth formed into a large O, “I will always love you, Marlena Winters. I swear it.”
My words were obviously too much for her. She combusted, squeezing my fingers as tightly as she could while crying out my name. She came hard, soaking me up, giving me what I wanted.
She was so wet, and she looked so pretty when she came.
How could any man ever get enough of a goddess like her? Lloyd was a moron. He had a queen—not a woman that came a dime a dozen—and he didn’t even know it.
I knew it, but I let her slip away like a blasted fool.
I spooned her to sleep, afraid to shut my eyes. I was afraid to go to sleep. Deep inside, I knew once she walked out that door, I was never going to have her in my arms like this again.
I was afraid of what she’d think once the sun was in the sky and her head was clear, ready to tackle a new day. I was worried what she’d think once she realized I was nothing in comparison to my younger brother. She knew I needed her—could hardly breathe without her—but he was capable of providing much more . . . my own dang brother.
I’d never been afraid of anything in my life, but my greatest fear bloomed that night, and it was the fear of losing her for good this time.
She was gone way before I’d woken up, but there was a note on the table, written in a smooth script and red ink. It was from her.
 
Addictions are bad habits that are hard to let go of. That’s why you have to live without me, Vinny. I don’t want to be the one to destroy you, and I can’t let you destroy me. Not again.
 
The saddest thing about this?
It wasn’t the first time I felt abandoned. She’d left before and it gutted me, yes, but she wasn’t the first person I trusted that had hurt me.
No. There was someone else. Someone close.
Someone related.
And his name was Lloyd Harris.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
Past
 
Lloyd and I hadn’t always been at each other’s throats. 
There was a time when we were two peas in a pod. We played video games together. I used to take him to the park when Will was too busy and even walk with him to and from school sometimes. He looked up to me. He loved that he could call me his big brother . . . but then he turned fourteen and trash hit the fan.
Before that, things seemed okay. I caught a few ugly looks here and there, took some minor jabs and rude comments, but never actually experienced the vicious hate until sixteen.
It was my sophomore year. I was the quarterback for my private high school and honestly one of the best. Back then, Mom was proud of me. She saw the potential I had. She thought for sure that I would get a scholarship and soar—maybe even make it into the league if I kept going at the pace I was going. Being the starting quarterback as a sophomore was rare for my private school. Colleges were already scouting me, newspapers talking about me being the next Brady.
I was proud of myself back then. I went to school every single day, clowned around sometimes, but I made sure my grades were up to par so I could continue playing.
It was the last game of the finals and we were in the lead. Playoffs were on the rise and my team was undefeated and ready for them. 
We’d just won the game and the crowd was hooting and hollering, tossing me and a few other players in the air to celebrate. 
I could see Mom in the stands from where I stood, and beside her was Will, holding a water bottle. I was sure there was liquor in that bottle. Beside him, a fourteen-year old Lloyd who only stared, face blank. Mom was cheering. Will’s face was just as blank as his son’s.
It was a great night. So much love was thrown my way that I didn’t notice their grim looks or how, when Mom hugged me, Will muttered something to Lloyd, and Lloyd would laugh and nod in agreement. After the game, it took a while for me to come out to the stands and meet them. 
“I’m so proud of you, baby boy,” Mom cooed when I finally found them, cupping my face and kissing my cheek. “You played a great game. Didn’t he play a great game, Will?” she asked, looking back at him.
I looked towards Will, hoping he’d give me some credit—a pat on the back and a smile, like he was actually proud of me. He gave a nod and said, “Sure did. I like the way you play, boy! Keep it up!”
I smiled at him. A compliment. That was rare as idiot.
Mom pulled my focus back on her. “Good job, baby. Keep that up and you’ll be going places!” 
“Thanks, Mom.” 
It started drizzling. “Let’s get out of here before the rain gets heavier. I’ve got your favorite dinner cooking tonight, that chicken lasagna you love so much.” She hooked her arm through my elbow. When we reached the parking lot, she said, “I have a quick stop to make at the store, so you can ride home with Will, take a hot shower, and relax those muscles. I know you’re tired after such a huge game!”
“Come on, Vin!” Will said, like he was eager to have me ride with him, and I thought maybe he was proud of me. Maybe he did care, but just didn’t know how to show it. 
He took out his car keys and pressed the unlock button on his key fob. Lloyd followed right behind him, jumping into the front seat. 
Incredible was all I could think. Was Will really proud of me for that win? I couldn’t pass up this opportunity to bond with him—really get to know my stepfather.
When Mom took off for her car, I climbed in the backseat of Will’s SUV. He started the engine and drove right off.
“Did you see how I threw that forty yard pass to Grant?” I asked Will, pushing for more. I was being greedy and I knew it, but I wanted to really make sure he was proud of me, and not just acting like it around Mom.
“Yeah, that was a nice pass,” he said, and it actually sounded like he was proud about it. “I’ve got a little surprise for you back there. Look on the floor behind my seat.”
I reached down and picked up something hard in a brown paper bag. I pulled it out and it was a bottle of brown liquor. Some cheap kind of whiskey.
“What’s this?” I asked, slightly confused.
“Oh, boy, don’t start acting crazy now. You know exactly what that is,” he boasted. “I always see you eyeing it when we’re at home. Go ahead. Your mama ain’t around. Open it and take a few sips. You had a good game.” He glanced back. “You deserve it. Celebrate a little.”
I smiled as he turned up the volume of the radio. Lloyd shifted in his seat and I took the lid off the bottle. I was too excited for my own good. I’d drunk a few times at a few parties, but it was only beer. Never anything this strong. 
I took the first sip and it was like fire being poured down my throat.
“Dang,” I gasped. “It’s strong.”
“That’s how it’s supposed to be!” Will laughed.
I took three more big swigs, starting to feel a little loopy. I closed the bottle and then I leaned forward, grabbing Lloyd’s shoulder and shaking it. “Why are you so quiet, butthead?” 
“Get off of me,” he snapped, shoving my hand away.
“What? Are you jealous ‘cause I get to drink a little and you can’t?” I teased. I swear I was only teasing. Back then, I loved my little brother to death. But it was like as soon as he hit his teen years, he’d changed. He wasn’t the free-spirited kid that looked up to me anymore. He became more independent. Quieter. 
He started following in Will’s footsteps by making fun of me. He even called me out once, saying I wasn’t his real brother. I didn’t think much of it because he was just a kid—we were kids—and kids said nasty things all the time. I teased him just as much as he teased me. It was natural . . . or so it seemed.
The car veered right and I noticed Will was taking a different road to get home. This single-lane road was darker, surrounded by tall trees that lurked above us. 
“Keep drinking!” Will insisted. “You better enjoy this freedom while your mother ain’t around!”
“Right,” I laughed, bringing the bottle up to my lips again.
He drove for a short while and then the car slowed down. He pulled to the side of the road and put it in park. When he shut the engine off, I frowned.
“Why are we stopping?” I asked, looking out, seeing nothing but darkness.
“There’s something I want to show both of you.” Will climbed out of the car before I could ask any more questions. Lloyd followed blindly like he always did and I followed suit.
We were bonding. That’s what it was. He was finally pulling me under his wing. 
I stepped out of the car and Will walked past the bed of his truck, picking something up. He came around to our side of the car, walking through a trail.
“Isn’t it a little too late to be out here, Dad?” Lloyd asked as Will turned on a flashlight. He had something else in his hand but I couldn’t make it out. “It’s raining.”
“It’ll be quick. You’ll see.” Will glanced back, peering over his shoulder. “Keep up, Vin. I don’t want you to miss this.”
I wasn’t sure what was up, but I kept following him. I felt loopy and wavy. Not like myself at all. It was the alcohol making me feel this way, I was sure. 
I heard the ocean next. The sound was loud, roaring with the wind and drizzle. A clearing appeared and Will walked right through, Lloyd following closely behind. 
When I stepped out, I realized we were on a beach. I wasn’t sure which beach this was, but I could tell it was a hidden one. It was secluded. I never would have known about it had Will not brought us there.
“Why are we here?” I asked as the rain began to beat down, pelting my jersey. I stepped forward, past them, watching the ocean. The waves were strong and heavy, crashing to shore. The waters looked dangerous—dark and chilling.
“Dad?” Lloyd called behind me, but Will was much quieter than before.
I started to look back, but something quickly hit me on the back of the head before I could turn. It was hard and a loud oomph spilled out of me as I hit the ground. I groaned, rubbing the back of my head.
“What the heck?” I muttered, my words slurring.
I heard the sand crunch and then Will appeared, towering above. He had a metal pole clutched in his hand, glaring down at me.
“You think you’re the best thing walking, don’t you?” he snarled.
“What?” I was confused, my head splitting, body heavy now.
“You don’t even have a daddy, boy. I sure as trash ain’t your father, and I’m glad about it.” I frowned up at him and started to push up, but he kicked me back down, a foot on my chest. “Your mama wants you to get a scholarship so bad. But drunk little mongrels like you don’t deserve scholarships.”
I swallowed hard, looking towards Lloyd, expecting him to step in and question him—make him stop. He didn’t. He only stared, like he knew exactly what was going on and didn’t care that it was happening.
“What—what did I do, Will? I don’t understand. I thought you said I had a good game!” I shouted, the rain pouring down harder.
“Oh, you did. It was probably one of your best games of the year. But you won’t be having anymore like that. Not again.” He took a step back and lifted the pole in the air. 
When it came flying down, I heard something crack, and then pain shot through my right arm. I cried out as I rolled over, howling, but not louder than the crashing waves.
“Dad!” Lloyd gasped.
“What?” he barked at him. “Isn’t this what you wanted? You don’t want him to be better than you! He’s a mongrel! Mongrels don’t deserve better!” Will swung down again, hitting another part of my leg. “We break this arm—his good arm,” he panted, standing up right as hot tears rolled down my face, “get him a little drunk, say he jumped out of the moving truck because I tried to take the alcohol from him, and he won’t be able to play for a long, long time. He won’t get to see those playoffs and no one will be scouting a quarterback with a broken bone.”
I couldn’t speak through the excruciating pain. “I . . . I don’t get it!” I wailed. “I never did anything to you—to either of you!”
“You’re a waste of space,” Will spat. “And you won’t tell your mother what really happened or I’ll send your rear to military school so quick you won’t even have time to blink.”
Lloyd stepped up, looking down at me with a blank face. 
“Lloyd—come on, please,” I begged, shooting my good arm out. “Help me. I’m your brother!”
He stared for a long, long time, his shaggy blonde hair wet now, clinging to his face. From that angle, he was a spitting image of Will. And I realized in that exact moment that he was just like his father—only ten times worse.
He reached for my hand, struggling to help me sit up, but then the bottom of his foot came down on my chest and he forced me back to the ground. He stepped closer, bringing that same foot to my broken arm and pressing down on it, causing me to holler out in pain again.
“That’s a good boy,” Will said, voice raspy. “All right, that’s enough. Come on.” He grunted as he bent down and grabbed my left arm, throwing it around his shoulder. “Help me get him back to the truck.” 
My tears were thick and hot as I struggled to say, “I’ll tell Mom what you did.”
“No you won’t.” Will dragged me as Lloyd tried to assist on the other side. “You want to stay under my roof and keep getting taken care of, you won’t say a blasted word to her about this. You’ll go right along with it if you know what’s good for your sorry rear.”
“Forget you,” I spat. We neared the car and he ordered Lloyd to open the back door. Once it was, he tossed me inside, not even caring that my arm hit the seat. I cupped my mouth, holding in the rage—the agony.
Will slammed the door and Lloyd climbed into the passenger seat again. I felt him looking back at me, not saying a thing, just watching as I squeezed the leather and cried in pain.
The funny thing is, this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. Will knocked me down the stairs when I was six, made me fracture my wrist, and claimed he didn’t see me sitting on the top step.
One time, when I was twelve, he squeezed the back of my neck so hard when I got an F on my report card. It left a bruise. He called me a worthless mongrel. I lied to Mom about it and said I got hurt playing football.
From the ages six to twelve, I was afraid of him. I didn’t know why he hated me so much when all I wanted was his approval. He would hurt me sporadically—every couple of years or so. Mentally, he was always trying to tear me down.
He’d never laid a finger on Lloyd, but he had no problem hurting me and I could never understand why. Because I was a mongrel? Because I was talented? It might have had more to do with the fact that a man got Mom pregnant before him. It ruined his good look. He despised me so much that he wouldn’t claim me. He thought me being another man’s child made us look bad as a family—like we weren’t whole—or exactly like how he pictured me: as nothing but a mistake. I was just in the way, and it was clear he wanted me out of the picture.
He wanted his family of three, with his real son and his beautiful wife. He wanted the picture-perfect life. He wasn’t going to be able to get that with any other woman. Mom had all the money. He just mooched off of her to eventually make a name for himself.
He always threatened me with military school—saying he would send me off. I was afraid to go when I was younger, but this time I’d had enough, so I told Mom all about what he did to me when she came running to the hospital. 
She couldn’t believe it. I mean, who would? The story seemed completely unrealistic and on top of that, I was slurring my words. I was sixteen and drunk and I sounded so stupid. 
Will lied and told her he saw me drinking some of the whiskey that he forgot he left in the backseat while he was pumping gas. He proceeded by saying that he told me not to touch his stuff and to put it away, but that I told him to “idiot off” and then ran, but tripped over something and fell a little too hard on my arm.
It was trash . . . and the saddest part about it was that Mom believed it. I’d never had a drink that strong before. Never smoked. I didn’t even party much. I spent most of my time playing football and doing homework.
It didn’t help that Lloyd agreed and said he saw me drinking it and running too. It was their word against mine. That was the first time I’d officially disappointed Mom and the first time of many.
She believed their lies—and because I’d told when he told me not to—they shipped me off to military school. She couldn’t go against Will back then. She wanted what was best for me and she thought military school would do the trick. She thought I was being young and rebellious. 
I didn’t see them for a solid eight months. I didn’t get to play football anymore either. It took my arm months to heal, and even when it did, it felt weaker. My game fell off. I wasn’t good anymore.
I lost my future all in one night. All because of a lie that worthless piece of trash conjured up.
I wished Mom would have believed me, but when you have two people agreeing on a lie, and even have proof by having a Breathalyzer test pulled on me, it was hard for her to do so.
He tricked me.
Lied to me.
He had officially broken my trust and I hated him.
I hated both of them.
Not only for destroying my life, but because that first sip became one of many. That first sip of whiskey was the start of my addiction. After graduating military school, I turned to alcohol for comfort. I stole from Will’s liquor cabinet and would run to the nearest party so I didn’t have to be home, only feeding into his wicked ways.
He knew what he’d done, and he never spoke of it again.
He just watched me spiral.
He watched me ruin myself and the bond between me and my mother, while he watched his real son soar and take off like a flying eagle.
I never understood why he hated me so much, but I guess it didn’t matter.
They got what they wanted from me. They always got what they wanted, not even caring about what they had to do in order to get it.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
I walked away because I had to.
Because bad memories were starting to haunt me again. I needed to take care of the only family I had left other than Ryan—my mother. Had she always been the best mom? No, but she was still the woman who birthed me and the woman who tucked me in every night before Luke returned.
I loved Vin—I loved him so much it hurt, but loving someone shouldn’t have hurt this bad. 
He’d let me down before, not only about lying when he checked into rehab, claiming he’d done it for us, but also for something else a little more tragic. 
It was something I hated thinking about. It gave me nightmares. It snapped me out of my little fantasy world and slammed me right back into reality.
Things were fun, but even I should have known the fun doesn’t last always.
• • • • •
Past
 
The night when things changed was mostly a blur. I could hardly remember a thing, only the key highlights of the night, but I swear I felt it all. 
Vin and I had just left his condo and were on our way to another one of Zay’s house parties. This party was much smaller, but only because Zay had made plans to go to the club. Vin and I were going to tag along.
We were drinking rounds of vodka, while Vin and Noelle did lines of coke. I’d told them to stop doing it. I’d never done coke, and I never even wanted to. It was too hardcore for me, plus it reminded me too much of Mom and Luke. It was all my parents really did. Snort and idiot. 
Noelle ignored me, of course. She’d always wanted to try it, so as soon as Vin showed it off, she tagged right along with him, ready to get higher than she’d ever been before.
The music was so loud that night.
I was drunk, but I felt good, ready to dance my night away at the club. Vin kept complaining he wasn’t high enough—that he needed more, but I couldn’t understand how. He’d done coke, drank whiskey, and had even smoked some pot. He looked completely stoned—hell, he could barely walk, let alone drive. He couldn’t stop, despite how messed up he was. I had never considered it a problem. He always overdid it when we went to parties. This was nothing new to me.
We were stupid to risk driving to the nearest gas station, even if it was less than a mile away, but we did it anyway, not giving a blasted about the risks. 
I drove Vin’s car and he rode in the passenger seat. He was too high and drunk for his own good, making stupid statements on his way to buy a pack of cigarillos. Some men in the gas station happened to get in his way and he shoved them, causing a riot. I was in the car, witnessing the brawl. My idiot boyfriend had a temper on him, one that honestly couldn’t be controlled while he was intoxicated.
I don’t know how it’d even gotten broken up—I think it was the cashier behind the bar. By the time I rushed inside, I saw the cashier pull out a gun, yell something, and the men left, but not before getting a few hits in on Vinny. 
He was so busted up that I panicked and rushed him to the ER. I called Zay, who was already in his garage, and he drove straight to the hospital to meet us.
While Vinny was getting stitched up, I noticed Noelle was missing. I asked Zay where she was, and he shrugged like he didn’t even care. Of course he pretended not to. 
Before we left, they had just gotten into some dumb argument about her staying the night and him not wanting her to. They always argued and made up. It had become a routine, especially if one of them had been drinking. I was so used to her getting upset and storming away from him that I thought nothing of it. I figured she was in Zay’s room, sulking, waiting for him to return.
Due to his recklessness, Vinny had gotten a concussion and had to stay the night at the hospital to be monitored. Plans were ruined for the night, so Zay drove me back home. He still wanted to go to the club, but I wasn’t up for it anymore—not without Vin.
“Has Noelle called you back?” I remember asking Zay.
He shrugged one shoulder, still pretending not to care. “No.”
“Me neither.”
We pulled up at Zay’s ten minutes later and the house was practically empty. There were still people there, doing drugs, drinking, and listening to someone’s music from their cellphone, but Noelle was nowhere in sight.
“I’m going to go see if she’s still upstairs, tell her what happened,” I told him.
Zay nodded and walked to the kitchen, and I hurried up the flight of stairs, still feeling a bit loopy. 
I was drunk before, but after the fight Vinny had gotten into, I’d sobered up rather quickly. I realized how stupid he was—how foolish he would be to get into a fight with guys who looked like they belonged to an MC gang.
Hurrying down the hall, I called Noelle’s name. I heard the shower running when I walked into Zay’s room, spotting light seeping through the cracks of his door. The room was completely dark, giving me a really bad vibe, but again I ignored it. Noelle wasn’t known for doing normal trash. She was weird, and it was one of the many things I loved about her.
I hurried for the door, knocking on it. “Noelle?” I called. “Babe, it’s me? Are you okay?”
No response.
“Noelle?” I grabbed the doorknob and twisted it, but it was locked. “Noelle, open the door, babe. It’s Marley.”
Still nothing but that running shower. Footsteps sounded behind me and Zay came into the room with a beer in hand, frowning as he flipped the light switch on.
“What is she doing in there?” he asked.
“I don’t know. She won’t answer me.”
“Idiot.” He ran a hand over his face. “Noelle, it’s one thing to not answer me because you’re pissed, but Marley is just checking on you, babe!”
It was strange. See, Noelle usually would have responded to a comment like this from Zay, negatively or positively. It was how they always made up. But she didn’t. There was still silence. A silence that didn’t sit well with me one bit.
“Noelle?” Zay tapped on the door, brows stitching, getting serious now.
I looked at him, and it was like we both had the same thought running through our minds. Something wasn’t right. This wasn’t right. She always answered.
I pounded on the door, still not getting a response. Zay bent down to look through the crack and it was the first time in my life I heard him gasp and curse the way he did. The sound made my blood run cold.
He hopped up and pushed me aside, kicking the door in. It banged against the wall and he stormed into the bathroom.
He was clearly running on pure adrenaline, but me? I wasn’t.
My heart sank to the pit of my belly as soon as I saw her.
I couldn’t hear anything but a heavy whoosh in my ears. I felt paralyzed to the core.
In that bathroom was my best friend Noelle, hanging over the edge of the bathtub. There were scarce lines of coke on the counter, like she was doing them by herself. There was a bottle of vodka there too. 
Zay was shouting something and pointing at me, but I could only watch. I felt like I wasn’t there—like this was some illusion.
Zay hauled her body out of the tub and into his arms 
Her lips were shriveled like prunes—like her face had been down in the water for hours. Her red hair was wet, and her lips were blue. Her eyes were halfway open, and there was foam in the corner of her mouth. She was . . . completely naked, so vulnerable and pale.
I wasn’t quick enough for Zay. He left Noelle’s body on the floor and rushed out of the room. I had no idea where he went and I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. 
I just remember finally taking action—finally feeling my heart pounding—and running into that bathroom, pressing on her chest, trying to revive her. I remember screaming at her, begging her to wake up—praying she was only in a coma and nothing worse.
I remember EMT’s coming into the bathroom and pulling me out of the way. They checked for a pulse repeatedly, pumped her chest, looked at one another, and finally shook their heads.
She was gone long before we’d found her.
My best friend was dead, and had been for hours.
That night was one of the hardest, longest nights of my life. There were so many sirens. An investigation team came, making sure it wasn’t homicide or suicide. It wasn’t. It was a freak accident that could have been prevented if one of us had cared enough to check on her sooner. 
Zay had even gotten arrested for having drugs all over his home, but was let off with a warning because his uncle knew the Sheriff. I don’t think he ever had another house party after that night.
After the house was clear and her body had been taken away, I went back to the hospital that night to see Vin. I didn’t know where else to go. I could have gone back to his penthouse, but I didn’t want to be alone.
Vin was still awake, and when he saw the cold, blank stare I wore, his eyes stretched wide. “Goodness, Marlena, what happened?” he demanded when I just sat there, staring at the ground. 
I finally looked up at him, and I know I shouldn’t have said what I did, but I did it anyway. I did it because I was angry and hurt and my emotions were running on high. I did it because . . . it felt like I was the one to blame too.
“Noelle is dead,” I told him, voice scratchy and foreign. “She overdosed on the coke you bought and shared with her, even when I told you guys not to do it.”
He blinked too many times to count, unsure of what to say.
That night changed everything between us. I blamed him, even though he truly wasn’t the blame for her actions at all. She chose to do coke. Vin didn’t make her. I blamed myself because I was there for Vin that night, instead of her. I had even ridden with Vin to buy the coke before we arrived at Zay’s with it. 
He didn’t need me as much as she needed me that night. He was fine and would have been taken care of regardless, but Noelle wasn’t.
Seeing her that way was an image that would forever be seared in my brain.
To top it off, not even a month later, Luke died too. He was hit by a 4x4 after walking home from a gambling match. Of course there were traces of coke in his bloodstream, alcohol as well, and since we couldn’t afford life support, Mom had no choice but to make them pull the plug.
I felt nothing for Luke, but it did trigger something inside me, and it definitely led Mom to snort even more. I wasn’t sure what it was that happened to me—perhaps a nerve or maybe it was just a reality check. Whatever it was, it made me see things differently.
Mom started bringing different men around soon after, like she hadn’t just lost her first love or the father of her only child.
I couldn’t party anymore. They reminded me too much of Noelle. Vin had slowed down before all of this, but after her funeral he started going to parties hosted by some of Zay’s old friends, leaving me home by myself most of the time. I think he only did it because he felt like Noelle’s death really was his fault. He wanted to forget however he could, even if that meant drowning in liquor and snorting.
One day he was too drunk and had called his mother. I walked in on him yelling these horrible things—things I couldn’t even begin to wrap my head around.
Things like: “You’re a dumb woman for putting that jerk before me!” 
And: “I hope he gets a heart attack!”
And the worst of them all: “I wish you never would have had me! It would have solved everything for that stupid idiot!”
Back then, I didn’t know exactly what or whom he was talking about. But after witnessing the way Mr. Harris and Lloyd treated him, I knew now it was his stepfather.
Vin was right. We weren’t that different.
No, actually, I think the most terrifying fact of all was that we were just alike. Self-destructing and losing our way—praying the alcohol and the drugs would wash away our bad memories, but knowing deep down it never would.
It was awful, and I couldn’t handle it anymore.
He went to rehab, and I went to find a better job. I did what I had to do, and I can’t regret it. What I did made him want to be better.
Walking away not only made me stronger, but him as well.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
Present
 
She’d made her decision before she even walked out that door. She left when I had fallen asleep, probably as soon as I did. The bed was cold. Her space was empty. My heart felt hollow.
I think I laid in bed for over three hours, thinking about what I could do. But I came to a conclusion, and it was simple. She’d chosen him over me. She didn’t want me—not again. Not after all the trash we’d been through, and I guess I couldn’t blame her.
She was guarding her heart. She didn’t want me to shatter it again.
Despite knowing that, it still hurt to know she wasn’t coming back.
Two weeks passed and I didn’t hear from her at all. I got emails from Becks about their plans, but I never read them in full. I’d even gotten a check in the mail from Jerk Senior himself.
It was the twenty grand, and it came with a note.
 
Glad you decided to stay away from the girl.
She’s happy with my son, and as long as you stay away, I’ll keep sending whatever you need.
 
I tore the check up and trashed it.
Idiot him.
Idiot Lloyd.
And harass the wedding.
The countdown was on. Day by day flew by like a jet. With each day passing, I felt weaker and weaker. I wanted to give into the urges. I wanted just one sip to take the edge off.
Working at the club was becoming harder and harder, seeing all of the bottles lined up, watching my guests drink and party without a care in the world.
I knew drinking would make me forget, even if for a little while.
But I also knew drinking would lead me down a path of destruction. What made matters worse? Lloyd showed up at my front door without so much as a warning, two days before the wedding.
“What are you doing here?” I frowned at him, but he stepped right past me, ignoring my question and pushing my arm out of the way.
I turned to face him, arms folded tightly over my chest.
“Here,” he said, holding out an envelope. “It’s $100,000.”
I narrowed my eyes, wary of his offer. “For what?”
“I don’t want you to show up at the wedding.”
I frowned, totally confused now. “Aren’t you the one who told me to come in the first place?”
“Yes, but I don’t want you there anymore. I’ve thought about it, trust me,” he sighed, like he was bored. “Mom wants you there so badly, and I’d hate to see her disappointed, but I just can’t risk it. I’m so close to owning my dad’s company, and I don’t need you throwing anything off or getting in Marlena’s head. If I don’t marry her—or anyone for that matter—and soon, I’m messed.” His head shook, a slow smile spreading across his face. “She’s so in love with you. I see it in her eyes every time you’re around. At first I thought hell, maybe I’m just imagining it. But no . . . she is. When she kept coming back here, that was a sure sign for me. I didn’t trust her and I still don’t, so I hired a private investigator and, man, he told me everything.”
“Everything like what?”
“Everything about you two—how you dated years before this. How she was the one who drove you to rehab and also the one who walked away. Wow, Vincent,” he laughed. “Believe me, my mind was blown. Three years together and then you see her again, only this time she’s with me? That must have been a nightmare for you, huh? Probably sucks even more knowing she’d rather be with me than you, doesn’t it?”
My nostrils flared, fists clenching tight now.
“Get the heck out,” I growled, stepping back. The door was still open.
He only stood there, glaring at me, his eyes getting harder now. Colder. They reminded me too much of Will’s. They were just alike. “Don’t show up at the wedding. Make an excuse—drink if you have to. Do something that will keep you away from my wedding.” He took a step forward. “Take the money—invest it in your nasty club. Do something with yourself that will keep you as far away from her as humanly possible. I don’t care what it is.” He met up to me, slamming the envelope into my chest. “Just stay away from us.”
The envelope smacked the floor and he marched out, not even bothering to look back. I slammed the door after him, rage taking over every ounce of me. It took everything in me not to chase after him and beat his face in.
He knew I couldn’t lay a finger on him—not this close to the wedding. Becks would flip trash if he showed up with a black eye. Heck, she probably wouldn’t even forgive me for it.
I couldn’t stand him and that show up had officially settled things for me. I wasn’t going.
That night, I called my mother, letting her know I wouldn’t be attending. I made up an excuse about working and having an important business opportunity. She was very disappointed, and I think even a little angry, but I didn’t care. She would get over it. I just wished I could have told her the real reason why I needed to stay away.
It wasn’t because of Lloyd trying to bribe or threaten me. Oh, no. It was because Marlena didn’t want me. That much was clear. She may have loved me, but clearly not enough to walk away from him.
I got dressed and drove to the club. I needed a distraction. I needed to forget. It was Thirsty Thursday at Club 7-1-9, so the drinks were being poured and handed out in a flash. 
It was a good night and we made good profit. Zay was ecstatic but I couldn’t bring myself to be as happy as he was. He left on a good note, though, and Bethany went right along with him to celebrate at Ocean Rico’s. I decided to stay at the club, and Zay didn’t push or nudge because he knew what was happening the upcoming weekend.
When the club was closed and everyone went home, I walked to the bar and grabbed a bottle of 100 Proof Jack and a clean glass, and brought it back to my office. I held it tight, staring at the silver label, sweat beading on my forehead, throat thickening.
I opened the bottle, my mind screaming, “PHOO! JUST DO IT!”
I could smell the whiskey. That good ol’ Jack Daniels. 
Idiot, it smelled so good. I could already feel the burn. I poured some into the glass, unable to control my trembling hand.
I almost caved. I was so close to having a spill and feeling that old, familiar buzz. I only needed one sip to feel okay. Just one sip to hold me over and get me through this weekend.
I kept telling myself that, knowing it was complete and utter trash. My grip was tight around the glass, focused hard on the amber liquid. I picked it up off the desk and brought the rim up to my lips, my body trembling and my eyes squeezed shut.
I was no pussy, but that night I wanted to cry. She was really gone this time. I was never going to get her back. I couldn’t believe this trash.
“Idiot,” I croaked, slamming the glass back down on the desktop, some of the liquor spilling over. My head hung low, eyes squeezed shut. And then my cellphone vibrated on the desk, and her name lit up the screen. 
I read the message, over and over again. It couldn’t be real. She didn’t want me. She didn’t love me enough. She left again and didn’t come back. 
I capped the bottle, and shot out of my chair, pacing the office now. Her message ran through my mind like a hamster on a wheel.
Her message made me think way too deeply. I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to say. What the heck did she want from me?
She’d made her decision and it wasn’t me.
But I swear, it was like she knew . . . like she knew I was about to do something stupid and had stepped in just in the nick of time.
 
Marley: No matter what happens, I will always love you, Vinny, and I will always be yours.
 
I put the Jack back where it belonged and dumped the glass of whiskey in the sink behind the bar.
That sweet, sweet whiskey.
I sat in my office all night, until the sun came up, mind racing, fingers drumming on oak.
Then, finally, I snatched up my keys and cellphone, hurrying out the door. I didn’t stop. I didn’t hesitate. I kept going with only one destination in mind. 
I had something to fight for, and I was fighting for the love of my life. I couldn’t give up or give in—not now. Not after all I’d been through—all we’d been through.
She was why I wanted better for myself. She was my reason—the very reason I wanted to exist. Yes, the whiskey was calling to me, but she was calling to me more, and she was much, much sweeter than any whiskey on this earth.
 




 
 
 
MARLEY
 
I sat on the cushioned bench, staring out of the window, towards the skyscrapers and various buildings. The sky was the clearest I’d ever seen it, no clouds in sight. 
Bells were ringing and someone was playing the harp from a short distance away. My heart was playing a slow, sad drum to the tune.
A knock sounded on the door and Felicity, my bridal assistant, popped her head in with a smile. “Five minutes!” she sang, smiling way too hard. “Are you ready, love?” I pressed my lips to smile, but I couldn’t feel it. My face felt numb. My body, numb. “Oh, garbage. I forgot my phone! I’ll be right back.” She took off, leaving me alone in the room again.
I blew a thick breath and stood, facing the door. I guess it was time to get this over with—time to fulfill my part of the deal. Marriage in exchange for everything I ever wanted . . . everything tangible, anyway.
Vin was right. It was like handing my soul over to the devil. Lloyd was no good for me. He never had been, but I went along with this anyway. 
I was so lost when I met Lloyd. I didn’t care what happened to me, or what he did, as long as I could have whatever I wanted. 
Back then, the man I really loved was trying to recover in rehab. I wasn’t sure he was ever going to be sane or sober again on his own, and I was too much of a coward to face him or go back. I was tired of losing. Tired of being left in the dumps. Tired of being without.
But what I failed to realize was that those material things weren’t always going to last. Love was permanent. It never faded, and I loved Vin more than life itself. I should have tried harder to help him. I should have stayed. I never should have walked away from him that very first time. 
I loved him more than all the riches and gold. More than this stupid, beautiful wedding dress and the wedding band waiting to be placed on my finger out there.
I loved him more than anything, but so foolishly chose this.
A lie.
Misery.
I had text him, hoping he could get me to change my mind—hoping he would say something romantic to help me walk away, but he didn’t answer. I don’t even know why I expected him to. I hurt him, not once, but twice. I was certain he was done being burned by me.
Tears singed my eyes as I waited for Felicity to return. She would come in, grab the train of my dress, and follow me down the aisle, just like we’d practiced. Lloyd would be waiting there, knowing he was about to own me for life. Vin wouldn’t be anywhere in sight, of course. He wasn’t going to show up for this. He didn’t support it. He hated the idea of it. 
Gripping the bouquet of flowers tighter in hand, I stood up and listened hard to the footsteps coming towards the brown oak door. I tilted my chin, swallowing hard. 
It was time. 
I should have been happy to be getting married. It was a dream wedding, ivory and gold, but instead it felt like I was facing the death penalty and it was my time to be strapped in the chair, injected with regret and despair.
The doorknob twisted and the door slowly creaked open. 
I expected to see Felicity with her pixie blonde haircut and petite frame, but this person was quite the opposite.
This person was tall, dark, and utterly handsome. This was a man, and not just any man. It was Vincent Chambers. My Vinny. My breath snagged the instant I saw him.
His eyes were wide as he caught sight of me, and he looked me over twice, straightening his back. He had on a black T-shirt and black basketball shorts. He looked tired, like he’d been up all night, thin bags beneath his eyes.
“Vin?” I gasped. “What are you doing here?”
He shut and locked the door behind him in a hurry, but kept his eyes on me. 
“Vin?” I called, head cocking. “The wedding is about to start. What are you—”
My sentence was cut short when his hands cupped my face and his lips came crashing down on mine. He held me tight, his thumbs stroking the apples of my cheeks. I moaned behind it and thought about pushing away, but I didn’t.
I couldn’t.
Instead, my arms fell, the bouquet of flowers slipping out of my fingers. He kissed me for so long, like his life depended on it, and maybe it did. He was here for a reason.
My body filled with heat, heart still pounding, a much quicker rhythm than before.
When the kiss broke, he rested his forehead on mine. “Don’t do this, Marlena,” he whispered against my lips. “Don’t marry him. You’ll hate yourself and you know it.”
I stared up into his eyes. “I . . . I have to, Vin. It’s too late. I can’t just walk out now.”
“Yes, you can,” he assured me, pulling his face away and looking down into my eyes. He still had my face in his hands, eyes soft and sincere. “You can walk right away from all of this trash. You can leave with me right now and no one will be able to stop you. And if they try, they’ll have to go through me first, and trust me I won’t let it happen.” His throat bobbed, those whiskey eyes watering at the rim. “If you do this, Marley, I don’t know what the heck I’ll do. I can’t live without you. I—I know I’m not the wisest with my choices sometimes. I know I’ve messed up a lot—especially with you. I know I’ve let you down more times than I’ve lifted you up. I’m a flawed idiot, okay? And I do dumb trash sometimes, but I promise you . . . if you walk away from this—if you leave with me right now—I won’t just give you the world, but you’ll have my undying love, too. If you run away with me, we don’t have to look back, and you won’t regret it. I will do whatever I have to do to make sure you are the happiest woman on earth.” He gave me a crooked smile, one that made my heart feel crippled. My belly coiled and then there was a knock on the door. I gasped, peering over his shoulder.
“Marlena?” Felicity called from behind it, jiggling the knob. “It’s time. Are you ready?”
Vin kept his eyes on me, head softly shaking. “We can go wherever you want to go,” he murmured. 
My vision clouded, my throat thickening with emotion. 
“Marlena?” The doorknob continued to jiggle.
I could only stare up at him. My Vinny. My whiskey and fire.
“We’ll run? Right now?” I asked in a whisper.
“Right now,” he answered, head bobbing. 
“And won’t look back?”
“Never.” He smiled, that boyish smile I loved so much. He cupped the back of my neck again, his fingers tangling with the loose wisps of hair. “Run with me, Marley. Be free with me. Choose happiness. Choose me.”
There was a loud knock on the door and Vin finally looked back. “Marlena!” Lloyd’s voice boomed on the other side. “What’s going on in there?” His voice was tight. “We have a schedule to stay on. Open the door.”
Vin’s eyes swung over to mine again. I drew in a deep breath and before Lloyd could knock again, I hurried towards the vanity, opening the drawer and taking out my cellphone and wallet.
Vin’s brown eyes lit up as I turned to face him. The knocking on the door continued, and Lloyd shouted my name. 
“Come on, Marlena. People are waiting. We don’t have time for this!”
“Idiot off, Jerk Junior!” Vin shouted.
My mouth gaped but I immediately cupped it, fighting a giggle.
“What the fu—Vin! Is that you? What the heck are you doing! Open this door! Now!”
Grabbing my hand, Vin walked towards the patio door and unlocked it. “Let’s go, babe,” he cooed to me.
“Where will we go?” I asked, following him out.
“I swear to heaven, I will kill you, Vin!” Lloyd barked, banging on the door. “I will kick this door down and break your neck, you drunk! Open the door!”
Vin glanced back, giving a nonchalant shrug. “I don’t know where we’ll go, but we’ll figure it out.” He clutched my hand and helped me step over the guardrail. We were on the first floor, so when I stepped over with him, we were standing right on the grass. “You ready to run?”
My face felt hot, the pit of my belly fluttering. “I’ve been ready.”
“Good.” He held my hand tighter, starting a light jog across the lawn, my hand still in his. I ran in my heels, not giving a blasted how crazy I looked. 
Me, the runaway bride. 
I laughed as we reached the sidewalk, continuing our race to freedom. I glanced over my shoulder, towards the church parking lot. There were a lot of cars there. A lot of people were waiting to see Lloyd Harris get married. Lloyd would be so embarrassed.
Good. He deserved it.
We didn’t stop until we came upon the nearest bus stop. To our luck, a bus was just pulling up and we boarded it, paying quickly, and then rushing towards the back. All of the seats were full so we remained standing, him with his hand wrapped around my waist, his eyes connected with mine, and the other hand gripping a silver rail.
“Lloyd is going to throw the biggest jerk fit of his life,” he chuckled through heavy breaths.
“I know,” I laughed, catching my breath. “Sucks we won’t be able to witness it.”
“Hell yeah, it does. I wouldn’t mind paying to see that trash happen.” I smiled harder, lowering my gaze. His finger tipped my chin again, putting my focus back on him. He looked me deep in the eyes, like he had so much to say but didn’t know how to express himself.
So I spoke instead.
“You were wrong about one thing back there,” I told him when the bus finally took off. 
“What do you mean?” His eyes burned with curiosity.
“You said that you’ve let me down more than you’ve lifted me up.” I looked out of the window, watching the cars pass by, the sunlight flashing on each one. “That’s a lie. You’ve lifted me up way more than you think. The only times I ever feel whole and on top of the world is when I’m with you, Vinny.”
He smiled softly. “Yeah?”
“Yes.” 
He wrapped me tighter in his arm, gripping the rail. The bus stopped again and more people came on board. It was even more crowded now, but I didn’t care.
I didn’t care that there were people around, or that we were riding with no destination in sight. I probably looked like a fool wearing this expensive wedding dress that took up nearly the entire walkway, while he only wore a shirt and shorts, but I simply did not care. 
I looked up into Vinny’s eyes and the only thing I cared about was being here together. Running away. Chasing happiness. Our happiness.
“I was lost before I met you, Bob Marley,” he murmured in my ear, a smile in his voice. “When I first met you, I knew you were the one.” He kissed my cheek. He started to kiss it again, but I turned my head, pressing into him, allowing our lips to connect instead.
He brought his arm higher around my shoulders, not daring to pull away. We didn’t care who was watching. We were finally together and for once, I wasn’t so much afraid of what the future had in store for me.
We’d gone through a lot of trash together. We’d been up and down way too many times to count. Our love was a rollercoaster. It was bumpy and wild, fast and dangerous, but it was what made us who we are. 
• • • • •
We rode the bus to the airport.
We didn’t fly to Cali, like I thought we would.
Instead, Vin pulled out money he’d saved—and apparently some money Lloyd threw at him to leave me alone—and booked us flights to Miami. I bought clothes from one of the shops at the airport and changed, leaving that expensive wedding dress hanging in one of the stalls. Maybe a woman who actually needed it would take it. 
My phone was ringing constantly, as well as Vin’s. His mother was calling him, Mr. Harris, and even Lloyd. Lloyd was the only one calling me. Vin grew fed up with the constant chiming, so he turned both our phones off and then, I couldn’t believe it, but he tossed them in the trash.
“We won’t need them where we’re going anyway,” he shrugged. “I know all the numbers I need to know by heart. Becks. Zay. I’ll call them after we vacation.”
I didn’t argue. I only smiled.
We boarded our flight six hours later, my heart beating a mile a minute. I was really doing this. I was really running away with him. For a split second, I wondered if I would regret this later. Would Vin screw up again, leaving me with nothing?
I mean, we’d just boarded a plane to fly across the country with no clothes, no cellphones, and none of our belongings, just a large chunk of his money and our booming, spontaneous hearts.
My mind raced, but when he grabbed my hand and our eyes connected, I knew.
Don’t ask me how, I just knew.
He wasn’t going to screw up again.
He wanted this—wanted me. He fought for me. He didn’t leave me behind. He showed up exactly when I needed him to. In a way, he rescued me from a lifetime of misery. He wasn’t going to ruin this by letting me go again.
He’d changed and had become a restored man. He was still the Vin I knew, but more careful. More sincere. Less reckless, but still a beautiful mess on occasion.
To an outsider, it may have seemed foolish to run away with the used-to-be addict of a brother. I didn’t care.
Though he was a mess, he was a beautiful one.
And he was mine. All mine.
 




 
 
 
VIN
 
We spent an entire week in Miami, just us. Uninterrupted time in a room with an ocean view. I’d never seen her so happy.
Of course when we returned, Lloyd made it his mission to make my and Marley’s life a living prison. To my surprise, after I told Becks the real story, she didn’t hold much of it against me. Was she upset? Yes. But mostly because she had put a lot of time and effort into planning the wedding, and I basically messed it up.
She wasn’t angry with me, though, nor was she upset with Marley. She understood, and found it one of the biggest coincidences she’d ever been a part of. She told me, “Love is love. You can’t fight it, and even if you do, it will always win.”
Lloyd cancelled the health insurance for Marley’s mom as soon as he could. Her well-checks and treatments were no longer being covered, which made Marley question herself and wonder how she was going to help her, but me and Ryan took care of it . . . for the next two months anyway.
Her mother passed away only two months in. I’d never seen her cry so much—not since Noelle died.
Her mother wasn’t the only one who was sick. While we were in Miami, she filled me in on Jerk Senior’s disease, while I told her all about the $100,000 Lloyd threw in my face. I used it to make our trip one of a kind. Incredible, why waste it? He wasn’t coming back for it.
She found it cute that I’d picked her over that much money. 
I didn’t think a disease like Huntington’s was deserved but . . . well, that idiot Will deserved it. He started losing his grip on things. He still handed the company over to Lloyd, but Lloyd was miserable. He didn’t know what he was doing. He wasn’t even six months into owning it before it went bankrupt. Becks did her best to try and get him out of the mess, but there was only so much she could do for him. Not to mention, he was a stubborn little trash and thought he could handle it himself.
I told Marley all about the night Will let me drink and then set me up, and even how Lloyd was a part of it. She couldn’t believe they would do something so cruel, but she understood my rage. 
The only person I felt bad for was my mother, who was stuck in the middle with them. Her husband was slipping away, while her youngest child was screwing things up. At least he was finally getting the attention he’d always wanted. Jerk should have just stuck with flying planes.
Marley started doing better though. We both did. 
Months passed, and I was so thankful my club was still up and running. Zay and me pulled out all the stops we could to make sure it remained a success. We were featured in local magazines and even featured on the news for having one of the highest ranked clubs in Laguna.
Marley kept her art studio in Texas, but rented it out to aspiring artists. On her birthday the following year, I gave her a little surprise.
“Where are you taking me?” she laughed when I took a hard left and drove down a dirt path.
I smiled. “You’ll see.”
The drive lasted for nearly twenty seconds. Soon, we were surrounded by lush palm trees and I could even hear the ocean roaring from a distance. She wore sunglasses and a white sundress. Her hair was longer, touching her back now, in tight, dark curls.
She looked amazing.
I finally pulled up to the small building, parking in front of it. Marley jumped out with me, and I walked around, grabbing her hand and leading the way. Pulling out a set of keys, I unlocked the door and we walked past a few offices. There were worn wooden stairs that led upwards, giving the place a rustic appeal.
She smiled on our way up. When we finally reached the second floor, I unlocked the door ahead and as soon as I did, her smile completely collapsed. 
She released my hand and stared around the loft. It was set up with some of her paintings from home, old and new. The counters were stainless marble, a clean, slate gray. Everything was set up for her, from the art supplies, to her aprons, and even a snack and coffee station in front of the wide, arched window.
“Vin.” She turned to face me. She didn’t have to speak in order for me to know how delighted she was. Her actions said it all. 
She rushed my way, clashing right into me. I picked her up, laughing behind her many kisses. “Oh my goodness, I can’t believe you bought it!” she squealed.
“I saw you looking at it—you even mentioned it several times. See?” I flashed a wide smile. “I do listen.”
She giggled. “Yeah. Only on the rarest occasions.” She slid out of my arms, but kept hers wrapped around my neck. “I seriously love you, you know that?”
“Yeah, I know.” I kissed the tip of her nose. “But I will always love you more, Bob Marley.” The corners of her lips curled, and she reeled me down by the back of the neck, starting to kiss me, but before she could, I held up a finger. “Wait,” I murmured.
“For what?”
With a smooth smile, I pulled away and lowered to one knee, bringing out the box that’d felt like a weight in my pocket all day. She gasped, cupping her mouth, staring down at me with wide, bright blue eyes.
“Too soon?” I asked with a slight wince.
And she broke out in laughter, shaking her head, still in disbelief.
“Idiot what everyone else has to say.” I opened the box, revealing the square-cut diamond ring on the silver band. “Marlena Winters, I know I’m still a little messed up, and I probably get on your nerves more than I should, but will you marry me, baby?”
She nodded almost immediately, dropping down to her knees and tangling her arms around my neck. “Yes, Vinny! Yes, I will!” She kissed me hard and then looked down at the ring. “Idiot what everyone else has to say,” she said too.
“It’s just us.”
“Just us,” she repeated.
I’d made a lot of mistakes in my life, but sliding that ring onto her finger wasn’t one of them. It was one of the greatest days of my life. I had her back, and I was never letting go again.
With her, the cravings were hardly there. I still had my rough days, but she would guide me through them. She had her hard times, but I was there. I would always be there.
I never thought I’d be a sucker for love. I never thought I’d give up something so potent for a love this fragile, but I did.
She was the one I craved on a bad day—hell, she was the one I craved any day.
Those bad habits were long gone, and the future was oh-so-bright.
She was no longer my greatest addiction, she was my ultimate healer, and I was more than ready to share the rest of my life with her.
 

 




 
I truly, truly don’t even know where to start. I haven’t written acknowledgements since Doomsday, so bear with me because it might be kind of long.
100 PROOF took a lot of energy and a lot of time to craft and write. This story wasn’t simple because it hit so close to home for me, triggering all the feels and bringing up so many memories. But overall, I am in love with this story and I hope you fell in love with it to.
I thank goodness for giving me this gift and for allowing me to live out a dream that I never thought I could reach. He has blessed me in so many ways.
Thank you to the father of my children, my Juan Carlos, for ALWAYS being there for me. For devoting so much of your time to watching our babies solo while I pounded at the keyboard during the day, or even late at night. I love you and our babies so, so much. Thank you for supporting my dream and for always believing in me. You’ve helped me stay positive through our ups and downs. You are always there - you’re my best friend - and I love you to death. Forever and always!
I want to send a huge thank you to my mother for cheering me on, and my auntie Meka and brother Sean for supporting me in selfless ways and helping me chase this dream. Thank you for having my back and for helping me keep my passion alive! I love you!
Dajai and Taylor - my jerkssss! Without the weekly laughs and getting chances to relax with y’all, my life would be so boring. My secondary characters would probably be the lamest characters ever created. The ideas for them (mainly the funny ones) come from y’all! Yes, that means you inspire me! You can be yourselves and I can be myself, and I will cherish it for the rest of my life. I love y’all and I’m so proud of you guys for hustling! Keep it up! We’re reaching the stars together!
Heather Orgeron - oh my goodness girl. I love you so much! You are the best Felicia I could ever have! You are one of my biggest cheerleaders and supporters. Thank you for always being there for me!
To B.B. Reid: you listen to my rants, my jokes, indulge in my corniness, and you have become a good friend to me. Thank you for keeping my sanity intact. Lord knows I can’t let that slip away! LOL.
Thank you Jenn Watson & Social Butterfly PR for taking me on! Still feeling like a super cool client over here.
TO MY AMAZING READERS! If you are reading this, THANK YOU from the bottom of my heart. No, seriously. Thank you! I am nothing, and I repeat, NOTHING without my readers. You guys are so amazing, especially the Sweethearts. Y’all know how to make a girl feel special, I tell you. I love you all. Never leave me, okay? ;-)
To every single reader, blogger, reviewer and anyone who has shared their excitement over this novel, THANK YOU! There is never an email, message, comment, or even a LIKE that is overlooked. I appreciate it all.
And to Montez...I still think about you. I love you. I miss you. I wish I could hug the heck out of you right now. Keep watching over the family. We love and miss you so much. It still hurts, but I know you’ll always be here.
 




 
IF YOU’RE HERE, YOU’RE PROBABLY FINISHED READING. THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR TAKING THE TIME TO READ IT! 
DON’T FORGET THAT POSTING A REVIEW, WHETHER BIG OR SMALL, IS ALWAYS A BIG HELP AND IS MUCH APPRECIATED!
Make sure you’ve joined my newsletter to receive exclusive news and to stay up to date with me!
Mailing List
 
Feel free to follow me on any of these social media sites. I am always active and always eager to speak with my readers!
 
Shanora’s Sweethearts: Facebook Fan Group
 
Other Ways to Follow Me:
Add Me As A Friend
Facebook Fan Page
Instagram
Twitter
 




 
 
SERIES
FIRENINE SERIES
THE BEWARE DUET
VENOM TRILOGY
SWEET PROMISE SERIES
 
 
STANDALONES
DOOMSDAY LOVE
TAINTED BLACK
INFINITY



Table of Contents
Prologue
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Epilogue


images/00029.jpg
CHAPTER





images/00028.jpg
CHAPTER





images/00031.jpg
CHAPTER
7





images/00030.jpg
CHAPTER
[0





images/00033.jpg
CHAPT

Z





images/00032.jpg
CHAPTER

[





images/00035.jpg
CHAPTER
VA





images/00034.jpg
CHAPTER





cover.jpeg
Farbon Tl

NOVEL

She got engaged to another man...and he was my brother.

NEW YORK TIMES & USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SHANORA WILLIAMS





images/00026.jpg
CHAPTER
5





images/00025.jpg
CHAPTER
71





images/00027.jpg
CHAPTER
2L





images/00018.jpg
CHAPTER
4





images/00020.jpg
GHAI]’TER





images/00019.jpg
GHA]I;]]ER





images/00021.jpg
CHAPTER





images/00024.jpg
CHAPTER
720





images/00015.jpg
CHAPTER
5





images/00014.jpg
CHAPTER





images/00017.jpg
CHAPTER
)





images/00016.jpg





images/00009.jpg
Follo i At





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg
?/7/%





images/00010.jpg
GH??ER





images/00013.jpg
CHAPTER
[





images/00012.jpg
b





images/00038.jpg
CHAPTER
1%





images/00040.jpg
CHAPTER
2|





images/00039.jpg





images/00042.jpg
//ij b % cw%w%





images/00041.jpg
CHAPTER
25





images/00044.jpg
CHAPTER

T4





images/00043.jpg
CHAPTER
%%





images/00037.jpg
CHAPTER

77





images/00036.jpg
CHAPTER

77





images/00002.jpg
b





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg
Al £





images/00003.jpg
CHAPTER
7





images/00006.jpg
ﬁWMW ¢





images/00005.jpg
CHAPTER
%)





images/00007.jpg
CHAPTER

74





