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Chapter One




Vivienne

Standing in front of my favorite mirror, the one my mother gave me when I was just eight years old, I smooth my hands down my plaid skirt. Today is the first day of my last year of high school. In less than one calendar year, I will officially be an adult. Okay, well, I’m technically an adult now since I’m already eighteen but no one looks at you like you’re an adult when you wear a backpack everyday. Being an adult means independence, something I’ve… never really had.

I love my dad, but dear God does that man hover. They say the helicopter parent phase ends in grade school but I think my dad traded his copter for two jets. The man doesn’t go a moment without knowing where I am and what I’m doing. It’s for my well being, this much I understand. After my mother’s untimely and tragic passing–that’s what the newspapers called it–he’s afraid to let me go too far. I get it.

But at the same time, I’m eighteen. I want to go out with my friends without having to call my dad at nine at night to check in. Actually, that’s not true. I mean, it is true–I do want to go out with my friends without having to call him or text him every hour. But the real truth? I need space so I can get laid.

That sounds crass.

Get fucked? Have sex? Pop my cherry?

There’s no good way to put it. I’m horny and I need to know what it’s like for a guy to touch my bare skin. I need to know how it feels for a guy to reach between my legs and feel me in the way that I’ve only ever felt myself. I want to feel soft lips drifting down my throat, skating across my collarbone only to seal to my nipple, hard and plucky from all the kissing and teasing we’ve been doing. I want him to suck my tits, make my back arch, make me moan. I am dying to feel the hot splash of cum against my belly when he pulls out.

I want it all, damnit.

And I need it soon.

I’m the only one in my friends group that hasn’t even been fingered, much less done the deed. I don’t think it’s gonna happen this school year, but as soon as I’m away at college, all bets are off. My dad will have to ease up on contact simply because I’ll be away and so much busier. I thought when he got a long-distance girlfriend that he’d be holed up doing–not that I want to picture it but–dirty phone sex or naughty private texting. Turns out, my father can give half of himself to his girlfriend and still be a two-jet parent. The man’s energy is endless.

“Good morning darling,” my father greets, his buttery soft voice wrapping around me like a warm hug. He treads through my open bedroom door, a mug of coffee in his hand. “The way you take it,” he says, setting it down on my desk.

“Thank you,” I reply, smoothing my hands down my skirt one last time before adding my private school tie over my button up shirt. “First day of my last year at Dover.” I smile, finding his eyes in the mirror. He shares my smile.

“I’m so proud of you. You’ve really made a name for yourself as a top student, hard worker, and all around wonderful person. Dover administration and teachers are going to miss you.” He stuffs his hands into his suit pocket, smiling with pride twinkling in his grey eyes.

This is when he asks for his morning hug, then begins running down a list of things I can’t forget. My lunch, my water bottle, my assignments, my running shoes for track after school–I appreciate his help, and how actively he’s aware of what I need. I really do. But at the same time, I think after three years of packing the same thing every single day, I’ve got a handle on it.

I pull my hair back, quickly braiding it, adding my navy blue silk bow at the end. I turn, taking my coffee, sipping, waiting for it to come. Do you have a healthy lunch packed? I hear in my head as I blink up at my father, a smirk twitching my lips.

But today, he doesn’t launch into his list. He doesn’t even reach for a hug or meet my eyes. In fact, he’s staring at his shoes, analyzing the brogue stitching.

“Wow, is my last year finally the year you give the check list a break?” I ask teasingly, taking another sip of my coffee, savoring this quiet moment. As much as he gets on my nerves, I do realize that once I’ve been away at college for a year or two, I’ll probably miss some of these moments with my dad. Not right away because, hello, new found freedom. But I will miss them.

When his eyes come to mine, I realize, he’s not only not going to do the checklist but something else is going on. Something lingers in his eyes, and the lines that form along his forehead tell me he’s concerned or, I don’t know, holding something back? I set my mug down.

“Dad? What’s wrong?”

He lets out a sigh so heavy that it racks even my chest. “I wanted to tell you after your first day, but I don’t know, I don’t like not telling you either.”

“Tell me what?” I ask, my pulse suddenly spiked. He’s my only living family member, so it can’t be a death. Besides, he doesn’t look sad as much as he looks… worried. “Dad,” I hedge, stepping toward him, hoping that proximity applies pressure and he spills the beans.

“Viv,” he whispers, breaking my name down to its shortest version, his voice thin and weary. My stomach twists with concern.

“Dad,” I say again, because now an itty bit of worry is niggling up my spine.

“Things with Maribel have gotten serious,” he says, mentioning his long distance girlfriend.

“In a bad way or good way because right now, it’s really hard to tell,” I say, a little bit of worry lifting from my shoulders. If this is about girl problems, I can help. He’s never asked me for advice before, but I think I could give it. After all, I am a woman.

His eyes flit between mine, and his lips part, but he struggles to speak for a moment. Briefly, I fear he’s going to tell me she’s pregnant, and that I’m going to be that college age girl with a baby sister. But then, dad and Maribel haven’t physically been together in a while. Not to mention, Maribel has a son close to my age. I’ve never met him, but still, with a son almost in college, surely she wouldn’t want to have another baby. I swallow, selfish concern coating my throat.

“We’re going to get married.” His eyes continue to study mine, and he reaches for one of my hands, cradling it between his. “We’re moving to Bipal.”

My ears are ringing, so I stick my finger in one, wiggling it around. Dad smirks, but I’m not being playful. “Excuse me, what was that?”

His lips lift in what feels like a sympathetic smile. Why do I need sympathy? I don’t. Right? “We’re moving to… where now?”

“We’re moving to Bipal, in Florida. Maribel has a business there, and I can work at Beaumont Industries from anywhere, so it makes sense that we go to them.”

I yank my hand out of his. I step away from this news and him, the back of my legs hitting the edge of my bed. “It doesn’t make sense to me. I have one year left at Dover. My senior year. I’m going away to college in a year. It can’t wait one single year? You absolutely have to uproot our lives right now to get married?” I realize as the words litter the space between us that he hasn’t actually said we’re leaving now. I take a breath, shaking my head, leveling my palm between us. “I’m sorry, you didn’t say we’re leaving now. I just assumed. That was wrong of me. I overreacted.” I look up, holding his gaze. “Congratulations is where I should have started.”

He drops his head, and that sinking feeling returns to my gut. When he looks up at me a moment later, the answer is written all over his face.

“Oh my god,” I breathe, “it is happening now. We are leaving, aren’t we?”

“I got an offer on this place, forty thousand over asking if we can close this month. The money will be yours once you’re in college, and it will help make a better freshman year experience for you when you get there.”

“I have a scholarship!” I scream, having an out of body experience because I have never once screamed or even so much as raised my voice at my father. I’ve never wanted to. I’ve never been that mad at him. “And you’re a millionaire!” I exclaim.

“College is expensive, scholarship or not. And you know I don’t want to raise you reliant upon my finances. When I die, everything goes to you, Vivienne, make no mistake. But I didn’t get wealthy by needlessly blowing money.” He steps closer, and as much as I want to step away from him, I don’t. “What I earn on the house can go into your college living account. Extra money in your account will be a good thing. You’ll see. You’ll want to enjoy college, and if you use the money right, you can get through your first two years without having to work. You can focus on school and the college experience.” He reaches out, cupping my face with his palm, his thumb stroking my cheek. There are more lines around his eyes, and a little bit of salt and pepper in his hair now. He’s not old, but he’s aging, and when I think of him missing out on a second chance at marriage and happiness because I don’t want to move, it makes me sad. He’s done so much for me, he’s not got a whole life stretched ahead of him like I do.

“Okay,” I reply, my voice thin and quiet. I’ve lost all my excitement, all of my energy. “So I finish high school in Florida.”

He nods. “There’s a private academy there, Dulce, much like Dover that you’ve already been accepted to. You start in a week.”

“A week?!” I balk, “I thought we had a month.” I understand we’re going, but moving in a week like we’re escaping the law feels dramatic. “Why does it have to be so quick?”

“It’s better you start as close to the beginning of the school year as possible. The haste is for you, trust me, Viv. This is a good thing.” He drops his hand, and returns it to his pocket.

“I haven’t… I haven’t even met her son or, or, I don’t know. I haven’t seen photos of her house and I don’t know anything about Bipal. I don’t have clothes for Florida.” Tears well in my eyes, but I don’t want to cry. I don’t want to make him feel sad about moving but then again, in equal measure, I kind of do. This is my last year. My senior year. “Why can’t we wait until the end of the year?”

“I just told you, dear,” dad says softly. “I’m sorry to uproot you, but we are moving. I’ve hired people to pack so you can enjoy your week. But come Friday, we’ll be flying to Bipal at seven in the morning.”

My bottom lip trembles and I swipe tears off my cheeks. I don’t look at him, I don’t finish my coffee. I don’t do anything but stand there, processing that this isn’t my last year at Dover, it’s my last week.

“Meet me at the car in ten. You don’t want to be late.” He pats my bicep, then squeezes my shoulder, trying his best to be consoling. When he leaves the room, I sink down onto my bed, catching my forehead between my hands.

I don’t want to move to Bipal, but I want dad to be happy. It’s just one year. I’ll get through one year and go away to college.

I can pretend to be happy for one year for my dad’s sake.


Chapter Two




Vivienne

“It’s coastal property, right on the beach. And Bipal has great shopping, not to mention, it’s known for its great seafood. And Maribel and her son are part of a social club, Clear View. She says it’s an incredible place that you’ll love,” Dad says, flipping down his lap tray in his airplane seat. My stomach roils as nerves twist me up.

“First time flying?” the flight attendant questions as she rolls her drink cart down our aisle.

I shake my head. “No.”

Dad pats my leg. “It’s going to be good. You’re going to like it.” He looks up at the flight attendant. “Scotch for me, Coke for her.”

I look up at the woman, her dark hair pinned in a neat bun at the base of her head, a tiny blue cap on the side of her part. “I’ll have coffee,” I correct, not because I want coffee, but I don’t want him to control everything.

She passes us napkins and drinks, and I put my EarPods in, not wanting to hear all the reasons why this move is actually something for me to be excited about. Maybe I will like Bipal. But right now, with a backpack full of goodbye cards at my feet and nothing but open sky all around me, I don’t want to hear that. All I want to do is listen to my Lana Del Rey and zone out.
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I’ve met Maribel a few times in the last year. She flew to California once and stayed with us for a long weekend, but because she is a CEO and business owner, getting away was very difficult for her. Moving in with her is still strange, even if she’s not a total stranger. I just never thought I’d have to get used to someone else’s space. I’ve only been here for a day, so I realize it’s all still so new. But even so, I feel like I have to ask permission for everything. It feels rude not to ask. But when I asked if I could turn on the television, Maribel laughed.

“It’s your television as much as mine. You live here now,” she’d said, earning a gracious hug from my father, who then kissed the top of her head.

Seeing him affectionate with her is new to me, and it’s just another thing I’m acclimating to. I’m happy for him, and that is one truth I cling to because his happiness is important to me. It is. And I want this to work for him. I love my dad. I want good things for him.

Still, everything is foreign to me right now, and I hate that. This was supposed to be my last year of high school filled with cutting class, drinking in the orchards, wearing matching SENIORS shirts with my friends, and–most importantly–getting some.

I didn’t have a boyfriend in California, but the boys at Dover knew I was ready. If I wasn’t going to lose my virginity, I was at least hoping to give a blow job before college. Maybe even let a boy go down on me.

But now I’m in a new town, a new state, a new school, and instead of having fun and living life to the fullest, I’ll be starting over, asking people their name and what college they’re going to, I’ll be spending time trying to make friends and ingratiate myself in new social circles. Senior year is now going to be a shitload of work instead of a boatload of fun.

Dad and Maribel finally get into the car. We got here yesterday, and this morning, we’re heading to Maribel’s favorite restaurant for breakfast, then we’re going to pick out furniture for my room. She says she cleared out the room so I can decorate as I please. In my mind, I’m only going to be here for a year before I go back to California for college, but I appreciate the effort she’s making. I’m not a brat, I’m not trying to pout and ruin things. Equally, I’m not invested in being here, either.

I go along with it because it’s the right thing to do, and that’s who I am. Vivienne Beaumont. The good girl who follows all the rules, the one who always does the right thing, the person considerate of others at all times.

“I was telling Elijah,” Maribel starts, reaching over to stroke the back of my dad’s neck as he pulls the SUV out of the long, curved driveway. “My son Harrison will be home in the next day or two. I’m sorry he wasn’t here when you both arrived. He had a chess tournament. It was scheduled last year and he just couldn’t get out of it.”

“You two are just a few years apart in age,” dad says, stealing a glance at me in the rearview.

“You mentioned that,” I reply. Chess tournament? My mind builds out a version of Maribel’s son that includes glasses, no eye contact, and a lot of computer games. “Chess, hmm?”

Maribel nods. “Chess, yes. He was on the team at the Academy but now he is a live moderator for the academy tournaments.”

Chess and Harrison very quickly drop from my thoughts as downtown Bipal whizzes past the window. I catch a glimpse of tiny boutiques, antique shops, and quaint bakeries. Maribel turns in her seat, peering back at me, her eyes falling to my hair.

“If you need recommendations on salons, let me know,” she says, smiling. I know she isn’t trying to say my hair looks bad. Maribel isn’t a jerk. That’s why I can’t bring myself to be pouty and snarky. I twist a strand of my long, honey hair around my finger.

“Thanks, I’ll let you know. I haven't changed my hair… ever, really. It’s not my style to mix it up.” I shrug. “But, new state, new school. Maybe,” I reply, shrugging with a smile.

Maribel smiles back, then turns around, gazing at my dad in the driver’s seat. Her eyes sparkle as she assesses him, letting out a belly deep sigh, her happiness radiating off in her palpable waves. “I’m so glad you’re here Elijah.” She twists to face me, her eyes wet. “You too, Vivienne.”
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Breakfast is delicious–smoked salmon on dill waffles was not something I’d ever thought I’d eat much less like but I did. And furniture shopping was actually really fun. Maribel and I perused three furniture stores while dad fielded work calls about servers being offline or whatever it is he does. Around one in the afternoon, we’d selected a beautiful armoire, a sleigh bed with a canopy, and the most adorable mirrored nightstand. The best part? It’s all being delivered tomorrow, so I only have to spend one more night in Maribel’s guest room.

The store associate hands my dad back his credit card as he signs his name on the receipt.

“Now that the lamp is taken care of,” he says, “is there anywhere else you two would like to go?”

I shake my head, glancing between him and the associate working the register. She’d been eyeing us the entire time we browsed the Tiffany lamps, and at first I thought she was worried we’d break something, but now, I don’t think so. She smiles at me, and I return her smile, then shift focus back to my dad.

“Nope. I think we’re set.”

Maribel beams, bringing her hands together beneath her chin. “Wanna do some sight seeing?”

The girl behind the counter clears her throat, garnering our attention. “Are you… new? In town, I mean.”

Maribel drapes her hand along my shoulders, pulling me into her side. “She is new,” she answers on my behalf. “She is my soon to be step daughter. She’s starting at Dulce next week. Her senior year.”

The girls eyes light up. “I have friends at Dulce.” Her eyes drift back to mine. “But I go to Creole public.”

“I attended public school my entire life,” my father says, stuffing his wallet back into his pocket.

The girl looks between Maribel and my dad, then back to me. “Not to be nosey, but I kind of overheard you say you’re all done shopping. I’m off in like, ten minutes. If you want, I can show you around the pier, show you where everyone hangs out and stuff.”

Excitement flutters in my throat, and pink floods my cheeks. I look over at my dad, waiting for him to pull me aside and tell me how she’s a stranger and I’m new to town and it’s a bad idea.

Except Maribel waffles her hand into his, giving it a squeeze. His mouth opens and closes, their eyes come together and then my father looks back to me, smiling. “That sounds like a good way for you to get to know Bipal.”

The girl claps her hands excitedly. “Oh, perfect! I love Bipal. I’m so excited. I can’t wait to show you around.” She pauses, dropping her head a bit. “I mean, if you want to. I just realized you didn’t say if you want to or not.”

Laughing, I say, “I do! That sounds great.” I turn to face Maribel, trying to be respectful of the fact that I live in her house now. No matter how much she says it’s ours, it’s hers. “Maribel, do you mind if I go out for a few hours?” From my periphery, my dad’s proud smile radiates.

She looks at the clerk. “Can you give us your name and phone number? That way we know who she’s with.”

The girl nods, then points to the rectangle name tag pinned to her white blouse. “Brooke,” she says, tapping it. Pressing a button on the register, she rips off a piece of blank receipt tape, then scribbles her name and phone number on it. At once, the three of us pull out our phones, and type in her information.

Brooke Ackerman. 305-782-5488.

Maribel stashes the paper in her purse, and I look between her and my dad. “I’ll call you guys later?”

“Be careful,” dad says, not with warning but from habit. From behind the counter, Brooke laughs.

“Don’t worry. Nothing too exciting ever happens in Bipal,” she says, looking to Maribel for confirmation. Maribel’s lips twitch. “We’re a quiet town.”

After a hug and kiss, my dad and Maribel leave, and I linger awkwardly around the sales desk in the furniture store, unsure of what to do next.

Brooke leans over the counter on her elbows, holding her chin up with her curled fists. “So what’s your name?”

“Vivienne,” I tell her. “Thanks for inviting me out, by the way.”

She wrinkles her nose, like my appreciation isn’t needed. “We’re gonna have fun.” She studies me for a moment, looking at my rose pink cardigan and the gold cross around my neck. “So… that’s your step mom and that’s your dad?”

I nod. “Yeah, we just moved here from California. Got here last night.”

“Dad moves you your senior year, huh?” she clicks her tongue. “Maribel must give one hell of a blow job.”

I choke on my spit. “Oh my god!”

Brooke bursts out in laughter. “Sorry–but your dad is hot. I’d blow him.”

“Brooke!” I laugh, shocked by how inappropriate and forward she is. Back in California, at Dover, none of my friends joked like this. But I like the ribbing. “Don’t say that. He’s my dad!”

“He’s a DILF,” she says, laughing so hard her cheeks flame.

“Gross. But… Thank you for making me laugh. And thank you for inviting me out.”

She arches her brow. “I didn’t think he was going to let you come with me. But your step mom gave him the squeeze,” she says, and I nod my head, because I saw that, too. “He’s whipped.”

Ignoring that, I look out the glass doors to the bustling downtown sidewalk. Every second someone passes by, fists full of colorful shopping bags, their hair tossed around in the breeze. The sun shines and the skies are cerulean. And in that moment, as Brooke tells me she’s clocking out and she’ll meet me at the register, I feel hopeful.

Maybe moving won’t ruin my senior year. Maybe it will be a good year after all.


Chapter Three




Vivienne

After browsing a stationary store, a small charm bracelet boutique, and the most adorable shoe store, Brooke stops me outside, putting her hands on my shoulders. People push past us on the sidewalk, but Brooke is unfazed, her big blue eyes idling on mine.

“We need to talk,” she says, feeling like my best friend, not a girl I met just hours ago.

I hold her wrists, giggling. “What?”

Her eyes drop down to my cardigan, moving over my gold cross, down my white tank top to my jean capris. Lastly, she glares at my white sneakers.

“What?” I ask. She looks up at me.

“No offense, Viv,” she says, already using my nickname. “But you’re dressed like an uptight Christian girl going to a spelling bee. Okay? We gotta get you some new clothes.”

I pinch the cashmere sweater, lifting it from my chest. “This is cashmere. It’s gorgeous.”

Brooke nods. “Yes. It’s gorgeous. And you know what it pairs well with? Virginity.”

My face falls slack, and I look down at my sweater, then peer at my white Keds, finally looking back up at Brooke a moment later. “I– well, I– it’s–” I can’t find a response. I don’t know what to say. I’ve always dressed like this.

“Oh my god,” she breathes, her jaw splitting in two as she gapes at me. “You are a virgin, aren’t you?”

I don’t need to see a mirror to know that my face is cherry red right now. “Yes,” I say, forcing my chin off my chest. Being a virgin is nothing to be embarrassed about, so I hold my head high. Or, highish.

Brooke, with her long chestnut hair and wide eyes, smiles at me, smoothing her hands down my arms. She’s wearing eyeliner and lipstick, with silver hoops hanging from her ears. I glance in the window of the store we’re standing next to, seeing our reflections. We’re the same age. Both eighteen, entering our last year of high school. But she looks twenty, and I look twelve.

Reaching out, I trace the silver hoop in her ear and smile. “Make me over.”

She squeals. “Okay, do you have a credit card?”

I nod. “Yes, and my dad already offered to buy me a new wardrobe. You know, the guilt of moving has him offering lots of things.”

Brooke dances her eyebrows. “What a sweet DILF,” she grins.

“You have to stop calling him that.” I reach into my purse, and pull out my phone, shooting dad and Maribel a text message.

Been walking the shops. Going to do some serious clothes shopping now. Will text later.




My dad replies right away.

Have fun. Love you.




Love you too.




I stash my phone away. “Okay, let’s do it.”
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Two hours later, I have seven shopping bags loaded full of mini skirts, cutoff denim shorts, tank tops, wedge sandals, long necklaces, hoop earrings, skater dresses and even a few cute bikinis. Brooke even convinced me to change out of what she affectionately labeled by “librarian outfit” into something new.

I opted for the blue and white gingham sundress with the ruched corset bustier. With a bigger chest, I’ve not worn a lot of tight tops or fitted blouses, and I’ve never worn anything like this before. Brooke assures me that I look hot as hell, but I can't help but glance down every few seconds to make sure my areolas aren’t greeting the world. When I catch a glimpse of myself in a store window, though, I feel beautiful. I realize now that showing off parts of my body is more about making myself feel good than anything else.

I liked the cardigans, but they didn’t make me feel beautiful the way this dress does. I think all the clothes Brooke helped me pick out will feel that way when I wear them. Empowered. Grown up.

Brooke glances at her watch. “It’s dinner time. Wanna get food? There’s a really good crab place around the corner. Some of my friends are meeting there later. I can introduce you.”

I nod. “That sounds great, let me just ask my dad.” I lower all my bags to the sidewalk, and snatch my phone from my purse.

Brooke gives me that look again, wiggling her brows. “Tell him I said hi,” she says, pursing her lips seductively.

“You really have to stop. That’s so gross,” I tell her, while typing out a text message.

Do you guys mind if I eat dinner with Brooke?




“Where do you want to take me?” I ask her, knowing dad and Maribel will ask if I don’t tell them.

“Arcane’s,” she replies, working on her own text message, her fingers flying over her phone screen.

Arcane’s is the name of the restaurant. Brooke says they have amazing crab.




Maribel replies first.

Arcane’s is great. I recommend the crab and shrimp etouffee.




Dad




Have fun.




I look up at Brooke. “I’m in.”

She smirks, stashing her phone away. “Perfect. And it turns out, there’s a party on the beach tonight. Nothing crazy, just a few friends, and some friends of friends. We always have a beach bonfire before school starts.”

“That sounds fun,” I tell her, but nerves twist in my belly. I don’t know if my dad will let me spend the entire day and dinner with Brooke, and then go to a party, too. He really likes to know my friends before he lets me truly do things with them, and a party may be pushing it.

“Why do you look like you have a UTI right now?” Brooke asks, uncapping a tube of lipstick she pulled out of one of her shopping bags. She rolls the purple color onto her lips, and it looks incredible.

“I just don’t know if my dad will let me. I mean, in California, I didn’t really go to a lot of parties. At all. I was planning to do the whole party thing my senior year, but we left before I could.” I chew the inside of my mouth, considering my options. I really want to go with Brooke. I’m having so much fun. I don’t want to lie to dad and Maribel–that’s not a good start to my year in Bipal.

But I want to have fun. “Will there be boys there?” I ask, embarrassment coloring my neck.

She grins, ear to ear, stashing her lipstick away. “Hell yes, girl.”

I don’t want to lie, but if I ask and he says no, then it’s done. But if I tell him we’re doing something slightly less nefarious, he’ll be more likely to say yes. I’m not going to do anything bad.

It’s a tough choice, but when I look up at Brooke, eyes wide and brimming with excitement, I make a choice.

One little white lie won’t hurt.

After dinner, Brooke invited me to see her house. Can I go check out her place?




“What’s your address?” I ask, wanting to supply every piece of information I can.

“5584 Starfish Blvd,” she replies, “why?”

“Because,” I say, typing the address out in the text message. “I’m telling my dad that I’m going to your place after dinner, and he will want the address.”

She smirks. “Devious little thing, I love it!”

Dad and Maribel write back right away.

Dad




I will pick you up at nine o’clock.




Maribel




We will pick you up when you text us. Have fun, Vivienne.




I tuck my phone away, guilt burning in my veins. I’ve never lied to dad, but as we round the corner and come upon Arcane’s and Brooke waves a table full of handsome boys, I forget pretty quickly.


Chapter Four




Vivienne

At dinner, Brooke introduces me to her friends; Maxwell, a senior at Creole public and the best friend of her ex-boyfriend. He’s handsome, tall and lanky, with curly dark hair and stunning hazelnut eyes. While yes, he is hunky, he’s also boisterous and loud, and not my type.

Next to him is Alexander, also a senior at Creole public. He’s the first boy I’ve met with long hair, which is tied up in a bun on the top of his head, a few messy strands hanging down. Fair skin, blonde hair, blue eyes–Alexander looks like he could be my brother in some ways, and therefore, there is zero attraction.

On the other side of me sits Fabian, short but muscular–probably the most muscular boy I’ve ever met. He has a long term girlfriend, which he announces the minute we meet.

On his side is a handsome boy named Reed, one whose eyes are a kaleidoscope of blues, framed in round tortoise shell glasses, whose dark hair sits in a messy but also somewhat neat coif. He’s slightly sullen, and very quiet, and his broad shoulders speak to the body of a man, but, according to Brooke, he’s older, in his first year of college. Reed attended Dulce Academy, the school which I have been enrolled in, but graduated last year.

Reed makes my stomach flutter, and through dinner, I catch him eyeing me more than a few times. And unlike the other three guys at the table, Reed doesn’t look at the top of my corset dress where my breasts bubble up in abundance, or at my gold cross getting pinched in my ample cleavage.

I catch him looking at my face, my eyes, studying the gold waves of hair that float over my shoulders. And every time I catch him, he doesn’t hurry to look away. His ocean eyes hold mine, and I’m the one break first.

Brooke splits the bill a few ways and we all chip in, with Maxwell suggesting we stop by the corner market on the way down to the beach. “We’ll get some beers and maybe even a bottle.” He elbows Alexander as we filter out of Arcane's, the two of them ahead of Brooke and me, with Fabian and Reed behind us.

Alexander nods. “Yes, definitely a bottle.”

I tip my head toward Brooke, trying to keep my voice low. “I don’t really drink.”

Brooke links her arm through mine. “You don’t have to. But that’s kind of what the bonfire is about. Having some drinks and dreaming what the year will be like, wondering where it will take us. The booze just adds a fuzzy layer of fun.”

I’ve had a flute of champagne once, and a sip of a Bloody Mary. But beyond that, I’ve never pushed to explore alcohol or teenage drinking. It’s not because it’s illegal–I’m not that much of a goody two shoes–it’s just that back at Dover, my friends weren’t into that scene. We were more of the girls who rented Mean Girls and box dyed each other’s hair on a Friday night.

I glance over my shoulder at Reed, whose eyes are already on mine. My stomach flutters, and desire throbs between my legs.

“Yeah,” I say to Brooke, “that sounds fun. I’ll try it.”

She beams. “That’s the spirit!”

The four boys go into the liquor store, and I peer back to make sure they aren’t looking and can’t hear me before facing Brooke. “How do they buy alcohol if they’re underage?”

She smirks. “Reed has a fake ID.”

I nod, heat creeping up my cheeks at the mention of his name. Brooke slaps my shoulder, tossing her hair over her shoulder. There are only traces of purple on her lips, most of the color worn from eating. “You like Reed.”

“What?” I balk, rearing back a bit with an audible psh. “I don’t.”

She levels her eyes on me. “Vivienne Marie Lane,” she deadpans, “yes you do.”

I erupt in laughter. “My name is not Vivienne Marie Lane.”

She giggles, too. “I know. But I don’t know your full name but this was a full name moment because you totally want Reed.” She leans in, lowering her voice. “You want Reed to pop your cherry,” she taunts playfully.

At just the mention, though it’s conversation, teasing and definitely not erotic, my groin pulses. When I glance inside the store and catch a glimpse of Reed, my breasts ache and my nipples harden. I swallow my mouth full of saliva and turn back to Brooke. I lied to dad and Maribel, but I’m not going to lie to Brooke.

“He’s so hot, and I think he keeps looking at me. Have you seen him looking at me or am I totally just completely self-involved and delusional?”

Brooke looks at Reed then back to me. “He totally wants you. I’ve never seen Reed look at anyone the way he’s been looking at you.”

“Maybe I’ll sit by him at the bonfire,” I say, testing the idea on Brooke because I don’t know if I’m on base or not.

She nods. “Yes, sit by him, have a drink, enjoy the sunset and… just see what happens.”

I smile. “I’m glad we met. I mean I know we’ve only been friends for a few hours but honestly, thank you. Moving senior year sucks, but you’re helping.”

Brooke wraps me in a hug. “I can already tell we’re gonna be besties, even if we go to different schools.”

The boys filter out of the store, a plastic bag hanging from one of Reed’s hands, an eighteen pack of beer dangling from the other.

“Bonfire time,” Brooke beams.
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Around eight, I text my dad and Maribel that we’re at Brooke’s place, she’s showing me her shoe collection and we’re listening to music. Dad doesn’t reply, but Maribel tells me to have fun, and that it’s Friday night, and there’s no rush to get home.

Guilt eats at me when I stare at the text message. So many lies in one day after so many years without any. A breeze rolls in off the water, tossing strands of hair across my eyes. I burrow my feet deeper in the sand despite its coolness, because I like the way it feels. The bonfire heat laps at my calves, and radiates over my face.

“Bad conversation?” The two words rumble through me, and I look up to see Reed in the low-slung seat next to me, the flames dancing in his glasses. He takes them off, stuffing them in the breast pocket of his faded t-shirt.

My stomach clenches at his proximity. He is one of those guys that you could call beautiful. He could be a model, or a movie star. Muscled arms, sharp jaw, golden hair–he’s absolutely the most handsome, beautiful man I’ve ever met. It’s hard to believe he’s only twenty with such a disciplined, built physique. The pulsing between my thighs intensifies as he moves his chair flush against mine. Our knees brush, and arousal blooms at my seam. I’m shamelessly horny, and with two beers in me, I’m also very buzzed.

I shove my phone away, focusing only on Reed.

“I lied to my dad. I told him I was going to Brooke’s but I came here instead.”

Boldly, Reed reaches over, peeling a piece of my hair from my lips, where it was stuck in gloss. His blue eyes trace the cupid’s bow on my upper lip before finally lifting to meet my gaze. “I get it,” he says, his voice raw, the soft crushing waves in the distance a beautiful contrast to his roughness.

“Yeah?” I ask, ignoring the dull laughter from the other side of the bonfire. “You lie about where you are tonight?”

His full lips pull into a small but intoxicating grin. “I’ve been lying about where I’ve been all weekend,” he says. “But see? I’m not stealing cars or selling drugs. And neither are you.”

“Nope,” I say, taking the vodka bottle that Brooke passes me, her focus on Alexander. With my eyes on Reed’s, I take a drink, and pass it to him. He takes a drink, too, and our eyes idle together with an intensity I know isn’t in my head. He passes the bottle to Fabian, then says, “sometimes, parents are better off with a lie than the truth, because the reality they create in their heads can be scary.”

At that comment, I smirk, because if I told my dad I was going to a bonfire on the beach with a bunch of people I’d never met until today, he’d freak out. He’d warn me about sex trafficking, drowning, and god only knows what else.

But I've had my feet in the sand for the last hour, and no one around this circle has so much as said a single curse word.

“You’re probably right about that. I still feel bad.”

He swallows, and I hate myself for it, but I watch the thick knot in his throat bob as he does. His hand grips the armrest on my little chair, his pinky grazing my thigh. “Do you feel bad because you’re a good girl?”

Good girl. I’ve read it before. Heard it in movies, too. I never understood it, the allure, the appeal, the arousal. But Reed asking me if I’m a good girl changes everything.

I nod. “I am.”

His tongue sweeps over his bottom lip. “How good?”

Everyone chats around the fire, and when I glance around, I see none of them are even looking at us. I face Reed, my heart palpitating at the way he intensely focuses on me.

“Good,” I breathe. “Honor classes. Straight A’s.”

He reaches past my chair to the end of my gingham dress, tracing the hemline with his thumb and forefinger. “How else are you good?”

My face tingles and I’m more aware of my cleavage than ever before. I want Reed to look. I want him to look at my chest and desire me, and I want his hand to slip under my dress and touch me.

But we’re with friends. None of that will happen here. I pluck my beer from the sand and take a drink. He watches me, and I’m pretty sure he makes a noise, one that stays in his chest but a deep rumble of desire nonetheless.

“This is my first time drinking,” I admit. “Like, really drinking more than a sip or champagne with my dad.”

“Hmm,” he acknowledges my response with a rumble, finishing his own beer. “How else?”

I chew the inside of my cheek, my clit throbbing with need. I’m so going to rub one out in Maribel’s guest room tonight. God, I am so horny it’s almost pathetic.

“I don’t know… I guess, that’s all.” I finish my beer. “I worked at a non-profit, you know, for my college applications.”

Suddenly Reed rises, outstretching his hand to me. “Do you want to take a walk on the beach, and go see the alcove?” He outstretches his arm, pointing off into the distance where a cluster of rocks lead to a small alcove off the shore. “It’s a bad girl thing to do, since the alcove is roped off.”

He looks at the group, and Brooke catches my eyes. She winks, returning her focus to Fabian and Alex. Sliding my hand in Reed’s, we drift away from the bonfire, toward the edge of the water, letting the warm ocean kiss our feet as we walk.

“We’re holding hands,” I say, feeling stupid the moment I say it.

“Do good girls not hold hands?” he asks, smiling down at me, the edge of his glasses poking up from his shirt.

“I never have but I like it.”

He stops us in the sand, the ocean pooling around our ankles as the tide rolls in. “Never held hands?”

I shake my head. “Nope. Never had a boyfriend.”

The beers burn in my veins, unlocking my reservations, setting free my fears. With the sound of laughter far off, I lift our joined hands and place his palm over my breast, my chest heaving. “Never been touched at all.”

He’s a stranger.

I have to go home soon.

Sex on the beach is probably painful.

We could get caught.

This is a public beach.

This is a bad idea.

Those are all the things that float through my mind right before I say, “touch me. And please, let me touch you.”


Chapter Five




Vivienne

Reed’s lip crash down on mine, his heavy, masculine moans flooding my mouth. His hands get lost in my hair as I press my body into his. He’s hard, and his erection juts into my belly, making me dizzy.

“You’re…” I trail off, suddenly uncomfortable with putting words to what I’m feeling.

“Hard,” he says, taking my hand, pressing it to the front of his chino shorts. “You want to feel me?” Reed moves my palm up and down his shaft and a rush of arousal seeps into my panties from the feel of him. I have no frame of reference, but he feels big, so big, and I want it. I want it so bad.

“How does it feel?” he asks, voice smokey and raspy. The bonfire in the distance throws soft plumes of smoke into the sky, dissolving amongst the purples and blues of evening.

I drop to my knees and bring my hands to the button on his pants. He catches my hands before I can get to the zipper. I look up and Reed, the most handsome boy I’ve ever met, looks down at me.

“Vivienne,” he says, saying my name for the first time. God it sounds good.

“Please, Reed. I need this. I need you.” It’s the only way I know how to tell him I may die if I don’t touch him, if I don’t feel him push inside of me and break down my barriers, touch me in ways a man touches a woman, bring his lips to my ear and let me hear what my name sounds like riding a beautiful, masculine moan.

He takes himself out as the tide swims up the shore, washing between my toes and soaking my knees. Somewhere on the other side of the beach, someone lights a firecracker, sending sharp glints of purples, reds and pinks through the dark blue night sky. He strokes, and I place my hands on his thighs, not sure what to do.

It’s so big, and thick, I think, and the veins running down the center are so intimidating but also so erotic. “Reach down,” he says, “lift your dress and touch yourself while you suck me.”

I lift the hem of my new gingham dress; the booze and my desires keep me warm as the breeze rolls off the water. Tugging my panties aside, a single niggle of self consciousness trails down my spine, but before I overanalyze, Reed grabs my chin in his free hand, bringing our eyes together.

“Prettiest girl I’ve ever seen, prettiest pussy I’ve ever seen,” he rasps, then he feeds his cock into my mouth, pushing himself deeper on my tongue. He’s wide, and my jaw immediately feels the stretch, burning at the hinges. “That’s right,” he groans as I slide my fingers over my clit, swollen and sticky. I’ve been aching for this moment for years. “Rub that pussy and keep working your tongue,” he guides as I curve my tongue, stroking the underside of his cock. He fucks my face in slow strokes. He never gives me more than I can take, his hips moving at the perfect pace.

The feel of his hard cock in my mouth, the salty taste at the back of my throat, the look in his eyes when I peer up at him with a full mouth–it’s so good. Better than my fantasies, better than everything I’ve ever imagined. My hand works faster, but I’m so close already, I don’t know if I should let go. The alcohol keeps my body comfortable on my knees, impenetrable to the occasional wash of cool water over my feet and knees, and the sporadic breeze that blows through my thin dress. Truth is, alcohol may have given me courage but I would fight any discomfort to have this moment.

I lean back, and his cock bobs in front of me, slick and glistening in the moonlight. A pearly drop of fluid appears at the slit, and I swipe it with my finger, plunging it onto my tongue with a moan. “I want you inside me,” I breathe, getting to my feet. I don’t know if I’m saying and doing the right things, but if I’m not, he doesn’t tell me.

Reed, holding his cock at the base, stuffs himself away and takes my hand. Ten paces away lies the small alcove, where Reed puts his glasses back on before taking off his shirt, laying it down in the patch of dry sand. I want to look at the makeshift bed he’s making, but my eyes roam his chest, the carved definition of his pecs and the knotted muscle of his belly. There’s a scattering of curls trailing down his torso, disappearing beneath the band of his boxers.

“Vivienne,” he whispers, motioning to the spot where he’s laid out his shorts and shirt for us. He steps toward me, eyes on mine as he hooks his thumbs in his boxers, yanking them down. His cock bobs between us again and I swear my mouth waters as I grab it, stroking him as if I’m experienced. He moans like I know just what I’m doing, hooking a finger in the top of the corset, pulling the ties loose. His eyes never leave mine while he unties me, then tugs my dress and panties off. Completely naked, anyone could see us here with just a five minute walk down the beach, but that makes it more exciting. A first time I’ll never forget.

He falls to his knees for me the way I fell to mine for him, and takes my hips in his possessive grip, looking up at me. The moonlight illuminates the strength in his features, and I suck in a sharp breath at his beauty, and the ethereal perfection of this moment.

“Are you okay?” He asks, his thumbs working soft circles over my hip bones. I nod, letting my head fall back, the ends of my hair grazing my naked butt. Everything feels so good tonight. Everything feels so right. Maybe this is just what a first time feels like? Maybe this is Reed? I don’t know. I want to know, I want it to span beyond tonight so I can figure it out, but I know that this, more than likely, is just a boozy one time thing.

I can’t think of that now. All I can think about is ending the ache in my body, the yearning in my heart to finally make love.

“I’m good, please, I want you. I want you, Reed. I’ve wanted you my whole life,” I whisper, my words whiny, needy, depicting me just as I am in the moment.

He doesn’t point out that we’ve only just met but instead, he kisses my pussy, making me moan. His tongue sweeps between my lips, opening me up in new ways. But then again, it’s all new tonight. It’s all new to me.

“You taste good,” he purrs, licking my clit, making my thighs tremble. “You taste so sweet, Viv,” he adds, but I can’t take it. I need more. I need him.

“Reed, please,” I moan, stroking my hand through his soft hair. “More,” I beg.

He stands, grabbing himself, pressing the head of his cock into my clit. “Oh my god,” I pant, looking down at his hand moving himself through my lips, teasing me, driving us closer and closer to the edge.

“More how?” he asks, a tiny smirk on his lips.

“Inside me, I want to feel you inside me,” I moan, watching as he presses the slick head of himself to my clit, a thread of arousal stringing between us as he pulls it back.

“Tell me what you want, Vivienne,” he whispers. “Tell me you want me to fuck you. Say it, say fuck me Reed,” he commands, his tone quiet but his expression loud.

Looping my arms around his neck, I pull him down into a hot, wet kiss, my heart racing a mile a minute. Back at the bonfire, Brooke laughs loudly, and the sound of my new friend having a good time makes this moment that much more perfect.

I break the kiss, and move my tongue over his lips. “I want you to fuck me, Reed,” I breathe, dragging the sentence out slowly, over enunciating to drive home how sure I am.

He tips me back against the clothes, positioning my ass over the center of his t-shirt. “We’re gonna get your clothes dirty,” I tell him, concerned that when we come back to the bonfire, everyone will know.

“You don’t want sand in that sweet pussy,” he says, dropping down over me, propping himself up on his elbows. His chest presses into mine, our naked bodies cold but damp from a thin sheen of sweat, no doubt from the alcohol and adrenaline. I feel him between my legs, heavy and hot, thick and tempting. He kisses me, asking me one more time if I’m sure.

“I’m sure,” I tell him, almost ready to come just from the friction of his body against mine. “Please,” I beg, “do it.”

He nods, reaching between us, the feel of him readying himself for entrance making my head spin. I’m really going to have sex. I’m doing it. And with a beautiful guy like Reed? On a beach? Holy shit. A tear slips free, and I hope he doesn’t see it, but he kisses my cheek where it rolls.

“This night is perfect,” I explain, and he nods, as if this night means as much to him as it does to me. Maybe it does. It likely doesn’t. Either way, I will never forget it.

His blue eyes lock onto mine, and he watches my face as he slowly pushes inside me. My body tenses, my pussy wanting to keep him out, tightening, afraid of the intrusion. But I take a deep breath and spread my legs wider, my heels dragging in the cold sand. He presses on, driving himself deeper, pushing into my tightness with an errant groan.

“Jesus, Viv, you’re so tight. Your pussy is so, so tight.”

Having him inside me while he says such dirty things drives me wild. Though the feel of his size is painful, I hook my ankles at his back and drive him deeper inside me.

“This is my first time,” I whisper, reaching down to relieve the pressure in my clit. A physical, dull ache rolls around in my clit, my pussy burning from the stretch of his thick cock. But the thrill, the excitement, Reed—all of it makes me want more, to push through the pain and learn how to take pleasure.

He doesn’t say anything in response, but instead changes his rhythm, which sends my self control straight out the window. “Reed,” I whimper, my fingers tracing circles around my clit, my orgasm coming fast. “I’m gonna come,” I tell him as my toes curl and my spine stiffens.

“I wanna feel it,” he says, his chest heavy against mine as he drives his hips into me harder, with more force, more momentum, more urgency.

One more stroke of my clit and my legs flex and tighten, my stomach clenches and my pussy pulses, tightening all around his cock as I come in volatile, thrashing waves. He fucks me while I come, and just as I think I can’t possibly come again, Reed warns me.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, I’m gonna come, I’m gonna come,” he groans, his eyes still open and on me as the first splash of heat hits my insides. It’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever felt, feeling his cock throb and judder inside my body. The pain is there, but more than pain, there’s so much pleasure. His cum slips out, dripping down my thighs as he thrusts through his orgasm, filling me.

Panting, he drags his mouth to my nipple, sucking on it a moment before kissing his way up my chest and throat, finally making it to my mouth.

“You were so good,” he utters, kissing me over and over. I sift my fingers through his hair, smiling against his lips.

“You, too,” I tell him, then we both laugh a little, because how would I know? “I may not have been with anyone before you but what I felt–You were so good. Perfect.”

He slides out, and holds his cock in one hand, using his other to carefully trace the streaks of my virginity that paint his shaft. “You bled,” he murmurs, trailing the crimson, bringing a finger to the moonlight, staring at the blood.

A thought crashes into me, stealing my breath. “We didn’t use a condom.”

Something flashes in his eyes, but I can’t read it. Fear? Regret? I don’t know.

“It was my first time,” I reason, wanting so badly to drift back into the ethereal happiness I was in just a moment ago. “No one gets pregnant the first time.”

Reed runs the pad of his thumb down his cock, swiping away the last traces. “You gave me something special tonight, and I won’t forget it.”

Emotion clogs my throat. I realize we just met. But this moment feels so big, something that's meant to mean more. Reed is someone I’ll never forget, no matter what. I smile, because it’s all I can do.

Using my panties to clean me up a little, he extends his hand to me. I take it, savoring his rougher, larger palm enveloping mine as he helps me up, snatching my dress off the ground next. He dusts it off and helps me back into it, including tying the corset front. I watch him gather his clothes, full of sand, and dust them off, smirking at me. I admire him as he redresses.

“Let’s go back and have one more drink before you have to go, okay?” he asks, nudging his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

I nod. It’s gotta be well after nine, maybe even ten. Even if my dad gets mad, it was so worth it.


Chapter Six




Vivienne

“You’re not going to sleep all day after what you pulled last night,” my father’s voice penetrates the ache in my skull, sinking right into my sore, overworked brain.

I blink one eye open but immediately close it because the room is way too bright. “Turn off the light,” I croak, discovering my voice hoarse and my throat sore.

“It’s not a light, Vivienne Lucille, it’s the sun pouring in the window. And the sun is pouring in because it’s eight o’clock in the morning.”

He says it like eight is actually noon is disguise, but he’s also got that angry flare in his voice. The flare he uses when he’s on a work call and someone has overstepped, the same tone he takes with subordinates he punishes.

Cautiously, I open my eye again, and this time, force the other eye open. Blinking several times, my father finally comes into focus. Standing at the foot of the bed in a black tracksuit, his hands are on his hips, his face scrunched up in displeasure.

What happened last night? I want to ask, but I’m afraid he may not know that anything happened, and I don’t want to give myself away.

“I’m sorry,” I say, putting out feelers. “I stayed out too late, I was having too much fun. I’m just so tired.”

He narrows his eyes, his internal lie detector being put to the test. A memory flashes behind my eyes, one of Brooke and I shopping, then a flash of flames as the bonfire comes back to me. Reed. Oh my god. I had sex last night. I lost my virginity on the beach.

I swallow thickly as my dad surveys me, his stare making me anxious. I push myself up in the bed, back against the headboard, trying my hardest to act tired, not hungover.

I’m lying to my dad this morning, and I lied to him last night. I hate it, but when a memory hits of Reed kissing me between my legs, I know the lies were worth it. Last night was life changing.

“Who gave you a ride home? Hmm? Did you know Maribel waited up for your call only to discover you in your bed at 2 o’clock in the morning? She extended her trust to you, and you broke it.” His nostrils flare, and I think it’s the first time I’ve seen my dad really angry with me.

Tears well in my eyes. As much fun as I had last night, I don’t want to upset him.

“Brooke,” I lie, or at least, I think I’m lying. The awful truth is, I don’t remember how I got home. “She gave me a ride. It was almost midnight, I didn’t want to wake you guys.” I sit with the lie, waiting for him to shake the sieve and reveal what really happened.

A beat passes, and his features soften. “It’s… okay. Just, don’t set a precedent, okay?” He sits on the edge of the bed and grabs my foot over the covers. “Your furniture is coming today, so we’ll get your room set up. And it looks like you got some school clothes with Brooke,” he says, nodding to the pile of brightly colored shopping bags on the floor. “C’mon, get dressed. Come down for breakfast.” He smiles, drifting toward the door, but stopping one more time. “Harrison is home. You can meet him over breakfast.”

I curl my lip. “Harrison?” My head throbs from the vodka and beer.

My father’s face flashes impatience. “Maribel’s son.” He softens again, smiling. “See you downstairs.”
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The water is hot, but the shower is a waste. I wash hastily, but the entire time, when I should be figuring out my story and trying hard to remember how I got home, I keep thinking about last night.

About Reed.

Reaching between my legs, I find myself sore to touch. It was real. Nothing was a dream. I really made love to a handsome man last night. One that said he’d remember that night forever, the same way I would.

I didn’t get his phone number, or at least I don’t think I did. And I don’t even know his last name. I get out of the shower, a towel wrapped around my head, another around my torso, and snatch my phone from the nightstand.

Quickly, I shoot Brooke a text, desperate for clarification, even if I embarrass myself.

How did I get home last night?




good morning to you, too




Reed




you don’t remember?




Did he walk me in? I woke up in my dad’s fiancé’s house, in the guest room. I don’t remember much.




I don’t know, girl. I wasn’t there. I just know he drove you home since you got pretty wasted. Then he texted me and told me you were home.




My dad knocks on the door. “Maribel just took the scones out. Are you ready to come down?”

“Uh, yeah, just got out of the shower. Getting dressed now.” Quickly I flip open the suitcase on the floor, grabbing a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt. After dressing, I run a comb through my hair, twisting it into a bun. A quick brush of my teeth–which nearly makes me hurl–I leave my phone on the bed with an unread message from Brooke, and head downstairs.

I owe Maribel an apology for not calling her and scaring her, and I owe my dad another apology because this was not the first impression I meant to make. She probably thinks I’m a brat trying to rebel against this move but that’s not what it is.

But since I can’t tell them that I saw the opportunity to finally have sex and took it, apologies are all I can give. And I will give them. I will enter that kitchen with the best smile and the best behavior I’ve had in my entire life.

And I’ll stop lying.

Definitely.

I take the stairs one by one, the world still a little spinny around me as I crawl toward sobriety. As I make it to the hall, the smell of fresh pastries and strong brewed coffee hits my nose, making my stomach roll. I hadn’t considered how hard it would be to fake not being hungover at breakfast. Maybe I’ll just talk so much no one will notice I don’t eat.

No, that won’t work. Man, getting drunk is not all it’s cracked up to be.

Turning the corner I enter the kitchen, finding Maribel standing at the island, a white apron tied to her torso, her makeup perfect, hair styled. Her eyes lift from the pan of scones and she brings her hands together, a wide smile painting her face. “Oh, Vivienne, good morning.”

I lift my hand. “Good morning,” I say, returning her kind smile. Clearing my throat, I launch into my apology, because the truth is, I don’t want to be a problem for Maribel. “Maribel, I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am about last night. I thought waking you seemed cruel since Brooke offered to drive me back. But I realize you worried, and I’m so sorry for that.”

Her head droops to the side, a lazy smile playing at her lips. “Vivienne, that’s okay. I mean, thank you for your apology but I understand. It was your first evening with your new friend. You lost track of time. I get it.”

“Good,” I breathe out a breath of relief, glad to have that out of the way. The more I stand, the more I realize I need to sit, so I turn to face the table and my heart stops. I think it actually stops. Or maybe my brain stops working for a second. I don’t know. All I know is that I completely, utterly and totally freeze.

“What the–why are you here?” I spit out, narrowing my eyes at Reed, sitting at the table with a mug of coffee in his hand.

“Viv,” my father scolds, using his embarrassed but stern tone, the same one he used when I barged in on a Zoom call once screaming about a spider on my ceiling and he told me to step outside. I look at Maribel, who looks both concerned and puzzled.

Reed stands, pulling a chair at the table out, extending his arm like he’s inviting me to sit.

My dad comes to my side, grooves of concern etched into his forehead. “Vivienne, this is Harrison, Maribel’s son.”

I look at Reed, his eyes already on me. Our gazes lock, but his face gives absolutely nothing away. He lifts his hand, adjusting his glasses, and both greedily and annoyingly, my eyes slide to the swell of his bicep, the same arm that captured my horny attention yesterday in downtown Bipal.

“Hello Vivienne, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he says, dipping his head and outstretching his hand. The same hand that had smears of my blood on it just hours ago. I look between my father and Maribel, trying to find some way to explain my reaction without putting myself deeper in the doghouse.

“I’m sorry I—” I look at Reed, nostrils flaring, heart palpitating. “There was this guy lingering around Arcane’s last night. At first glance I just thought–”

Maribel saves me, bless her soul. “You’re new. So many new faces. So much change. I completely understand.” She treads across the kitchen, tray of scones in hand, and pats her son’s cheek. “The more you look at him, though, the more you’ll see, there’s only one boy as handsome as my Harrison.”

Harrison? He uses a fake name? No. I mean, yes? That’s crazy. You don’t use a fake name unless you’re up to no good. Why would Harrison call himself Reed? Did he know who I was? I mean, Brooke said he brought me home so obviously he knew who I was. I take a sip of the coffee my dad pours for me, even though it sounds putrid and I’m already starting to sweat. Still, I feel like I need to buy myself some time to process. Reed–eh, Harrison–seems completely unfazed by all of this. What the hell?

He nudges his glasses up his nose, our eyes locked together in electric silence that must permeate the quiet between us because my father clears his throat. “How was your evening, Vivienne?”

Pouring the mini carafe of cream into my coffee, I stir slowly, my eyes on the surface as the onyx transforms to the color of peanut butter. “Good.”

“Did you meet anyone that attends Dulce?” Maribel asks, pushing scones onto everyone's plates as my dad settles into a chair adjacent to me.

Finally, I tear my gaze away from Reed, but only because I can’t think straight when I look at him. Maybe that’s what happened last night. Maybe his eyes are just so intoxicating that they scramble the brains of otherwise smart young women. I don’t know.

Last night was special. I’d hoped, deep down, to see Reed again. To stumble upon him one day while shopping downtown, at the most unexpected moment, neither of us anticipating the run in but both of us thriving off of its existence. He’d look over his shoulder as we walked away, and I’d watch him go. Later we’d reconnect. We’d discover how much more we had in common than what we talked about on the beach that one night. We’d fall in love. And the man who was my first would become my only, and my last.

I didn’t expect to see him at the kitchen table at my soon to be step mom’s house.

I didn’t expect to lose my virginity to my… step brother.


Chapter Seven




Vivienne

Ido my best to ignore Reed’s eyes burning a hole through my face at breakfast. I can’t focus when I look at him and now I have more questions than ever.

My mind moves a million miles a minute when I think of my new friend Brooke. She knows that Reed brought me home. Does she know Reed well? Eventually, everyone will figure out we’re related. That’s not something we can hide in a place like Bipal, where paparazzi follow wealthy people and everyone is a member of the same social club. Maribel is wealthy and affluent, evident by the size of her house and her careers. Bipal will find out. And then what?

Everyone saw us sneak away last night.

Heat spreads through my chest, spider webbing far too quickly for my liking. After finishing a few bites of scone, a piece of apple and some eggs–far more than I thought I could stomach when I came downstairs–I rinse my plate in the sink and excuse myself, telling my father I have a headache and need to lie down.

Thankfully he has no reason to suspect that I lied to him, went out last night and got drunk while having unprotected sex on the beach.

Unprotected sex.

How stupid could I be? He could have a sexually transmitted disease, which I could now have. And what would I do? I’m not in California anymore. I can’t sneak away to a clinic after catching a ride with a friend. I don’t know anyone but Brooke in Bipal.

Last night was… a mistake.

I flop down on my bed, draping my forearm over my eyes, trying to block out the shame and guilt from what I’ve done. No matter how many times I try, I can’t turn my mind off. I can’t find a way to make sense of all this.

I didn’t think it was a mistake. And now, in the light of day with coffee and scones and a brand new life with a nice step mom–it was a mistake. A huge one.

And as bad as I feel and guilty as I am, a part of me still has no regrets. Reed, or Harrison, or whatever his name is, was good. So good. The way it felt when he kissed me… I press my fingertips to my chest, feeling the way my heart races just remembering how I felt when he looked into my eyes by the bonfire. Then when his lips pressed into mine. When he licked me. When he watched me take him, both in my mouth and then into my body.

A shiver wracks my spine, because at just the memory of him, my body aches.

Someone softly knocks at the door, and my shoulders tense.

“Can I come in?” Reed’s voice drifts through, soft and cautious, and for some reason, I become angry. I jump up from bed, my stomach still uneasy, and yank open the door.

The sudden movement pulls in a gust of his scent, engulfing me in a woody cologne and the scent of natural shampoo. Bumps rise up on my forearms, and my nipples tighten.

His eyes shine, holding mine for a moment before the corner of his mouth tugs up in a tiny smile. I grab his arm, ignoring the hard lump of muscle and how it makes my stomach flutter, and pull him in, closing the door behind him.

He’s wearing a faded blue t-shirt, like the one he had on last night only a slightly different color. In jeans with bare feet, he nudges his glasses up his nose, dragging a hand through the golden coif of hair that looks so much blonder in the morning light. Reed is beautiful, that wasn’t the alcohol talking, and he smells so good.

And he’s my soon to be step brother.

I swallow down a rush of stomach acid that hits the back of my nose. “What do you want?”

He doesn’t reply, but sits on the edge of the guest bed where I slept last night, patting the spot on the mattress next to him. I shake my head, wrapping my arms around myself protectively.

“Did you know?” I don’t have to clarify that question. He’s well aware of what I’m asking. Reed’s eyes linger on mine a moment longer before he answers.

“No. I didn’t know until it was time to take you home.”

The back of my neck grows hot. His long legs extended out in front of him, green eyes lingering over my skin, I give in and sit next to him on the bed. His body radiates warmth, and my lower half pulses with desire. Guilt comes next.

“You gave me your address and it didn’t make sense. I didn’t know how you knew my address. And then it hit me, what you’d said at Arcane’s. That you just moved here with your dad.” He shakes his head, stroking his hand through his hair as he studies my eyes for an intense, heated moment. “I got your ID out of your wallet.” He looks at his feet a minute before his eyes lift to meet mine again, this time a touch somber, his brows pulled together. “I knew it wouldn’t be the right address since you just moved but… my mom told me your name, but admittedly, I didn’t remember. But I remembered your father’s–his name.”

I can’t wrap my head around what he’s saying. He didn’t remember my name? Sure, he hadn’t met me but remembering the name of his soon to be step sister wasn’t important to him?

“Elijah Beaumont,” Reed says. “I knew if your last name was Beaumont, that you were… her. I mean, I knew when you said my mother’s house as your address that the likelihood was good but I don’t know.” He strokes a hand through his hair, and I realize now that as cool, handsome and alluring as Reed is, this is his nervous tick. He’s done it a few times all morning. And something twists in my belly knowing that he’s a bit nervous, too. Hope blooms, though I have no reason to be hopeful. Hopeful for what? That my step brother has a crush on me because I definitely have a huge crush on him?

Our eyes linger and his nostrils flare. “When I saw Vivienne Beaumont on your California driver’s license…” he trails off, scooting closer next to me on the mattress, his shoulder bumping mine.

I don’t know what to say, so I let my gaze fall to my lap, where I bring my hands together, nervously playing with one of my fingernails.

“Say something,” Reed says, his voice rocky but quiet, like he’s equally torn up by this news. Is he? Or is he just hoping our parents don’t find out? The truth is, I don’t know him well enough to be able to read his behavior right now.

I look up at him, and it feels like a vice grips my chest, strangling the air from my lungs. Looking into his eyes, I feel all the chemistry and energy I felt last night. My body thrums with desire, and the place where our shoulders touch burns with need. “How do you lie about your name when you’re in a group of friends? Do they not know who you really are?” I realize that maybe Harrison doesn’t tell his friends who his mother is, that maybe he lies about who he is because Maribel is ungodly wealthy. I guess that could be. But everyone in Bipal is some form of rich.

He nods his head, like he was expecting this question. “Harrison Reed Lancaster.” He shrugs. “Harrison sounds like the name of a man who wears suspenders and high waters. I’ve been going by Reed since I was eight.” He reaches out, tucking a stray piece of hair behind my ear, his fingertips leaving sparks of electricity in their wake. My cheek flares with heat, and it takes all I have not to lean into the subtle touch. “My friends know who I am. But because I took you home last night, they don’t know who we are. Not yet.”

I swallow around the knot of emotion in my throat. I wanted to make a good impression in Bipal. I wanted my last year of high school to be positive, fruitful and fulfilling. My eyes fill with tears and I look up to Reed, disappointed when I say, “everyone saw us sneak off last night.” I swipe my cheek when the tears break free. “They know what we did. And now they’re gonna find out our parents are getting married.”

Reed nods, stroking his hand down the lower half of his face, drawing my attention to the sharp set of his jaw. How can I be in emotional turmoil and turned on? Guiltily, I can’t help but think that I’m proud my first time was with a man so handsome. I hate myself for having the thought, but I can’t deny it’s true.

“Well first of all, we told them we just checked out the alcove and you slipped. But even if they didn’t buy it or if they do find out…it’s not like you’re my real sister, Vivienne. Our parents are in love but that doesn’t make what we did wrong.”

“Yes it does! It does!” I jump to my feet, glancing at the bedroom door to make sure it’s locked. “Do you really think your mom wants her son to sleep with her husband’s daughter? Newsflash. Your mom is rich and snobby and her social circle–”

Reed gets to his feet, a deep groove forming between his brows. “My mom is not snobby,” he argues, folding his arms over his chest. I bring my hands to my face, holding my head for a moment as I take a deep breath. Arguing while hungover is not ideal.

“No–no, I know. I’m sorry I said it like that. Your mom has been nothing but great.” I let my hands fall to my sides, sadness sweeping through me, leaving my lips downturned. “That makes it even worse. I could see her as someone I look up to, as a mother figure. She would be a good influence in my life. And now I’ve ruined or at the very least, complicated that. Forever.”

Reed says nothing, but he watches me, his blue eyes tracing out my every move. Finally, after pacing in front of him for a solid minute of silence, I let out a heavy sigh. “I’ll reaffirm with Brooke that you and I didn’t do it. That we got to talking and realized… you know, our connection… and that’s why you offered to take me home. Completely platonic, just a small world incident. That’s all.”

His eyes leave mine, falling to the floor, onto his bare feet.

“Reed?”

My nerves jump when he doesn’t immediately look up.

“Reed.”

He finally brings his eyes to mine.

“Did you already tell someone?”

The way he chews the inside of his lip makes my stomach knot. “Reed!”

“My mom,” he spits out, surprise straightening my spine. His hand comes to the edge of his frames, where he adjusts them. I remember how he took them off last night near the fire, so I could see his eyes and not the reflection of flames in his lenses.

“You told your mom about us?” I breathe, my voice hoarse from disbelief. I thought he’d tell his buddies that he fucked some girl on the beach. But his mom? That is… unexpected.

He shakes his head, cutting into my thoughts. “No, I mean, yes I told her but not that we had sex.”

It’s the first time we’ve verbalized the act of what we did, and silence follows the harsh cut of his words. Finally he says, “I told her that I met a girl at the bonfire last night that I really liked. One that I wanted to see again. A lot.”

Blood rushes through my ears as my stomach free falls, and the urge to giggle hits, but I stifle it. “What?” Did I hear him right?

His eyes fall to my lips, and I find myself settling into the mattress with him, sitting side by side. Our thighs press together as his hand comes to my thigh, warm and heavy. His fingers grip me gently, and wetness burgeons between my legs, testing my panties. “I told my mom I met a girl I really liked. The first one… ever, really. And I told her I wanted to start dating that girl.”

“Yeah?” I ask, my ears ringing, my neck hot. It takes everything in me to keep my eyes from fluttering closed, from falling back against the mattress and opening my legs for him again.

His eyes stay on my lips when he utters, “yeah.”

I don’t know who makes the move, but in the blink of an eye, his lips are pressed against mine, my tongue pushing into his mouth, soft, hot moans passing between us. One of Reed’s large hands comes to cup my breast, and in reaction, I reach for his crotch, starved for the feel of his hard cock in my palm.

He broke the seal last night, and now I’m insatiable. As wrong as it is, I don’t know if I can stop myself.

“Take it out,” I breathe, tearing my shirt off over my head, reaching behind me to take off my bra next.

Reed’s eyes go wide. “What? Vivienne, what–”

“I know it’s fucked up. I know it is. But I was a virgin last night, Reed. I’ve been waiting so long to have this,” I say, motioning a hand between us, hoping he understands. “I know we can’t…” I trail off, uncomfortable with saying date or be a couple. “I know we can’t be more and we can’t keep sneaking around but I want more, right now.” I can’t even believe myself, standing in front of him, cradling my bare breasts. Two days ago I wouldn’t have believed someone if they would have told me I’d be doing this. I’m a good girl.

But Reed.

He makes me… a bad girl.

“Please, Reed, c’mon,” I beg softly, reaching for his pants. He groans, knocking my hands away, but undoing his pants. Saliva pools hungrily beneath my tongue as he reaches into his pants, pulling out his thick, long cock. He’s hard and pink, and I’m suddenly aware of how empty my insides are, clenching and aching at the sight of him.

I’m sore from last night. I discovered that in the shower this morning. I can’t take him there again, but I can take him in my mouth.

I push him back onto the mattress and climb over him, my knees inside his. He props himself up on his elbows, staring down at me between his legs, his cock in one hand. I bring my mouth to the head, tracing the crown with the tip of my tongue. He’s smooth and warm, and the moan that erupts past his lips when I seal my mouth around him has me gushing into my panties.

“I know it’s wrong but I want you, I want you so bad Reed,” I tell him, plunging his cock into my throat. He groans as he hits the back of my throat, finding the warmest, tightest spot I have to offer. I’ve never given head until last night, and now it’s all I want to do. All I want to do is lay in bed and hold his heavy balls with my palm while I stroke his hard cock into my mouth, capturing every groan and pulse with my mouth. Sucking him makes me so wet, I can hardly stand it. In fact, I can’t stand it.

He strokes his hand through my hair as I reach between my legs, shoving my hand beneath my jeans and panties. I’m so slick and sticky from being wet all morning that I moan around his cock when I feel myself.

“Holy shit, are you…” He trails off, realizing I’m touching myself. “Shit, Vivienne,” he whispers, his voice thin, growing thinner the more I suck him down.

I don’t recognize myself and yet I feel more like myself than ever before, the dichotomy of those two feelings makes me high. I suck him down, spurred on by his soft moans and the gentle pleas that flank me.

“Viv, that feels incredible, keep fucking yourself, suck me, that’s right, like that.”

“That’s how you take it, you take it all at once, don’t you, you bad girl.”

“Shit, I’m not gonna last, that sexy mouth is gonna make me pop.”

That last comment has lightning flashing behind my eyes, my core drawing tight, knotting, burning, right before a coil of need explodes inside of me. Straddling his calf, I pull my hand from my panties and start grinding against him, riding his leg while my orgasm grabs hold, my vision going fuzzy on the edges.

“Fuuuck,” he groans, and while I grind shamelessly against him, he comes, hot splashes spraying the back of my throat while he pulses on my tongue. The taste isn’t what I imagined, and the way it slides down my throat, slippery and hot, isn’t what I imagined either. I don’t know if I like it but I love the sounds he makes, the way his fingers drag over my face and cheek as he twitches beneath me. I lick him clean, not wanting to be done, not wanting to make the change from Reed and Viv with the insane chemistry to Reed and Viv, step siblings.

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, sliding off of him. “That was the last time,” I breathe out, hating the sour taste of the words, but nonetheless knowing how true they have to be, even if I don’t feel them just yet.

He sits up, tucking himself away as I pull on my bra, then t-shirt. I love that he watches me get dressed, but I hate it too. I hate how much I like it, and how alive I feel with his eyes roaming my body. I retie my hair in a neat bun at the back of my head, and finally get the courage to meet his eyes after the savage mauling that just took place.

“I’m sorry I just kind of… attacked you,” I say, nibbling the corner of my lips as I try to get a read on him. “I’m just… I’m so attracted to you, and I just… I thought we’d meet again, we’d do more, explore more–” I bring my hand to my forehead, holding it there as I squeeze my eyes shut. “I don’t know, never mind. Anyway, I promise I won’t maul you like that again.”

He finally slides off the bed, a bulge still lingering between his thighs. Is he still hard or hard again? The fact that I’ll be thinking of that bulge all day tells me everything I need to know about this whole this was the last time sentiment.

I hope it’s the last time. For Maribel and my father, it has to be the last time.

“I’m sorry you had to come downstairs and find out who I am that way… I wanted to come up to your room and talk to you first but your dad had my ear.”

My dad. The man who has supported and loved me my whole life, even when it meant letting work and his personal life come in second place. The man I keep lying to. “Yeah? About what?”

Reed stuffs his hands in his pockets, his head falling to the side as a smirk paints his lips. “Just stuff.”

My interest is piqued. “What stuff?”

His eyes linger on mine a moment before he says, “computers and stuff. I’m a computer science major at the university and your dad…”

My dad has worked in IT his entire life, and is the owner of Beaumont Industries, but his exact skillset, I’m not sure. I know he programs, I also know he is the guy they call when there are system errors, whatever that means. “What about my dad?” I ask, wondering why he’s so hesitant.

Reed’s eyes come to mine. “He’s been mentoring me for the last six months over zoom. He’s helping me, and in general, guiding me through how to best utilize my coursework to build the most usable skills for the workplace.”

Oh my god. My dad is his mentor? I bring my hands to my head, yet again, and hold my brain so it doesn’t explode. “Oh Reed, we cannot–I’m sorry. I promise, I won’t–” I motion toward his leg, my face flooding with heat as I remember how I shamelessly humped and sucked him like a feral beast just a few minutes ago. “I’m so sorry. That’s important. Our parents are important. I won’t–” I shake my head, snatch my phone and purse from the nightstand and leave my room.

Reed calls after me, but ignoring your step brother is what you’re supposed to do.

You aren’t supposed to fall for him.


Chapter Eight




Reed

“What you want to do is really read through what they’re looking for, and tailor your resume toward those elements. You want your skill set to be presented as a solution to their staffing problem, so if the company focuses on Linux, have your Linux work and course load be first on your resume,” Elijah says, circling an item on my resume before sliding it back to me.

“This internship has been pretty vague about what they need,” I reply, taking note of his adjustments. I read through them, and once again, am amazed and impressed by how much Elijah knows. The truth is, I’d been dreading the day my mom meets someone. I always thought she’d meet some stuck up asshole who wanted her money.

Then she met Elijah Beaumont… online. They were both in a single parents grief group, Elijah still working through the loss of his wife years ago, and my mother still mourning my father, who passed away just four years ago. The way they met allowed them to see each other at their truest, most stripped down form. He didn’t know she was Maribel Lancaster, of the Lancaster Oil family. And my mother didn’t know she was dating Elijah Beaumont, one of the top developers of quantum computing.

Their love was organic and real, based on the foundational shit, not money or status.

I never anticipated liking the man my mother chose, but not only do I like Elijah, I respect him. I look up to him. Hell, one day, I want to be like him. Well versed in so many computer languages, working diversely on many different levels and projects, helping create programs that change the world. Hell, Elijah Lancaster was part of the dev team that created the first microchip designed to alert diabetics of rising or falling blood sugar, eliminating the need to continually test their blood. Sure, it’s in the beta phase but still. He’s brilliant, and of all the rich people my mother rubs elbows with, he’s the first infrastructural architect and developer in the group.

Elijah takes the computer, turning it to face him as he sips his morning coffee. He takes it black, and he likes it strong, and I tried it his way and found I liked it better that way, too. I take a drink of my own black coffee, watching his face as he reads the mission statement on the internship posting online. “Hmm,” he hums thoughtfully as he comes to the end, pushing the laptop back to face me. “The internship is looking for entry coders, so I’d highlight your coding experience first.” He takes another sip, and so do I. “Let me see it when you’re done, we can go through it together.”

I nod. “Thanks, Elijah.”

I’ve never had a parent sitting around, their attention and help at the ready. I’m twenty, I don’t need guidance on how to be a man, advice with girls or rides anywhere, but I can’t deny that I like that Elijah wants to be here, out in the open, part of the family.

My mom clicks into the kitchen, her high heels almost as high as her hair, styled in her favorite bun. She shoves a mug beneath the Nespresso, and tucks her blouse into her skirt as the machine runs.

“You don’t want any from the press?” Elijah asks, nodding toward the press on the counter, returning his focus to his own laptop. Elijah works from home, and he does all his work at the island in the kitchen. I overheard him telling my mother that he wants to work there instead of being holed up in a home office.

Mom wrinkles her nose before shooting me a smile. “Morning, honey,” she says. “The press is too strong,” she says, pulling a carton of cream from the fridge. “I like my coffee with cream. Stirred until it’s the color of peanut butter.”

Elijah’s brows lift. “How funny,” he deadpans. “That’s how Vivienne takes it.”

Heat creeps up my collar, burning the back of my neck. My words from last week come floating back to me, the image of a topless Vivienne grinding my leg as she sucks my cock. That’s how you take it, you take it all at once, don’t you, you bad girl. I feel so guilty, because of what happened on the beach but also because I can’t stop thinking about it. About the time in her room. About her, period. She’s always on my mind. She’s especially on my mind when porn is on my laptop and my dick is in my hand.

My mom and Elijah chat, planning their day so that the four of us can make family dinner happen. That’s a new thing that started when Elijah and Vivienne moved in. Every night we sit at the dinner table at seven o’clock and eat dinner together, all four of us. My mom tried to get me to sit with her at the table before, but it always seems so performative. She and I would text off and on all day, so I knew how her day was going and she knew how mine was going. A meal at a table wasn’t a necessity. But it is to Elijah, and I find myself wanting to give that to them, he and Viv both. He told my mother that Vivienne’s therapist recommended keeping the tradition of eating dinner at the table so that everything in her life didn’t change at once, so here we are.

I like it. Because I like Elijah, I like seeing my mom happy, and some days, dinner at the table is the only time I see her. She avoids me, and I get it.

Elijah pats my shoulder as he grabs my mom’s bag. He drives her to work every morning, just to have more time with her.

“Drive safe,” I tell him as I wave them off. Elijah’s smile is the last thing I see before the back door swings shut.

Knowing that I took his daughter’s virginity on the beach the first night we met would not please him. If it were me and I had a daughter in Vivienne’s shoes, I’d fucking slaughter some guy who deflowered my high school senior.

Fuck. There’s that part, too. I’ve been so focused on trying to convince myself that Elijah and my mom wouldn’t care that I forgot she’s still in high school. Just another layer to the fucked up trifle.

Vivienne hasn’t started at Dulce yet. Her old school Dover is in the process of transferring over her credits and class information, which has her starting next week. I’m grateful that Elijah is home all the time, short of morning and evening when he takes and picks up mom. If he weren’t here, avoiding her would be that much harder. And it’s plenty hard already.

This morning when I was coming home from my run, she was sneaking down to grab a coffee. We bumped into each other in the hall, and I’ve been replaying those brief ten seconds all morning since. And now that Elijah and my mom are gone, it’s time to take care of that.

I close my computer, and head upstairs, walking light on my toes so she doesn’t hear me. When I get to the top of the stairs, though, her door is open. She’s lying on her stomach, across her bed, flipping through the pages of a magazine, shiny pages full of clothes articles and prices.

Her eyes lift to mine, then drop back down to the page. “Close my door, please,” she whispers, her tone stretched thin, frail and raspy.

“I’m just going to my room, I’m closing my door so if you want to keep yours open, I won’t bother you.” I hook a thumb over my shoulder, pointing it down the hall, where my room door waits.

She slides off the bed, coming to the doorway in a crop top and black little bike shorts, her hair down and wavy, face makeup free. Thank god I’m already heading to my room to jerk off because holy shit. She looks so damn good. Not just sexy but fucking gorgeous. She walks her hand up the doorframe, drumming her long, pink fingernails against the wood as her eyes come to mine.

Her tongue sweeps over the heart-shaped arch in her upper lip, eyes sliding to the tent in my pants. She’s only ever been with me, and that makes my chest tight, because how can a woman so gorgeous have saved herself for so long, and how can I be the lucky fool to have found her?

“Did my dad leave to take Maribel to the office?” she asks as her eyes travel the terrain of my torso, then throat, landing hungrily on my mouth.

My throat is dry, so my response sounds weak. “Yes.”

She flips blonde hair over her shoulder, eyes growing hooded. Her perfume stings my senses, vanilla and something sweet, something that makes my nipples hard and my blood pump faster. “You done bogarting my dad? Think maybe I could ask him for some help with my class selection or did you need more of him?”

Her questions slice, and when I lift my eyes from her tits to her face, I see pain twisted up in her expression. Her normally bright eyes have been dulled, lips pressed into a thin line as she continues drumming her nails along the doorframe.

“Wh-what?” She smells so good, and her nipples are poking through her t-shirt, and I’m sure mine are too. “Yeah we’re done. He was just helping me–” I stop, realizing her frustration is definitely real, I’m just not sure where it’s coming from. “I’m sorry, does it bother you that I have a bond with Elijah?”

“Elijah,” she huffs. “Yes, Reed,” she hisses, spitting my name out the same way someone tries a curse word for the first time. It sounds wobbly, she sounds unsure. “It bothers me. It bothers me because…” she lifts her hands, grabbing her head the way she does when she’s overwhelmed. “Because it’s annoying, okay? The relationship you have with him is the kind of relationship I’d want you to have with him if you were my boyfriend! I’d want my dad to treat my boyfriend the way he treats you! And now whoever I date is going to be competing with you! You ruined everything!”

I ruined everything, yet she doesn’t back up. She edges closer, the ends of her bare toes brushing against mine, sending a shockwave of virile heat up my legs. “You weren’t supposed to be my step brother.”

Her breath dusts over my lips, warm and inviting. “I know,” I breathe out, my lungs suddenly empty, chest twisted up. “I’m sorry,” I tell her, because I am sorry. Not that this is my fault, but I feel the same way.

“It was perfectly imperfect,” she says, and I know she’s talking about that night. Because I feel the same way. It wasn’t conventional, but it was perfect. Our feet in the sand, the fire dancing against her velvety skin as she laughed, the waves a soundtrack to our start. The feel of the water soaking our feet as she took me into her mouth, the noises she made when I entered her body–seeing her virginity streaked on my dick after–it was our perfect night.

She’s etched into my thoughts, everything about that night reappears in my mind when I try to talk to other girls, and every time I attempt to relieve the ache in my dick, I think of her. Being inside her. Tasting her. Listening to her whimper and moan as I ravaged her.

“I know,” I croak, taking a step back. Elijah just left, so I know we have twenty minutes alone. I know she knows it, too. “Okay, I’m gonna go to my room now.”

She takes my shirt in her fist, and though she’s half my size, she yanks me toward her with ease. “Harrison.”

The back of my neck pricks with heat, awareness tingling through my fingers, my lips burning to touch hers. “Vivienne.”

“The only way I’ll get over you is if I ignore you. Completely. Totally.”

I arch a brow, slowly lowering my face toward hers. Her lips are arched so perfectly, so full, the pink so inviting. “The way you’ve been doing for the last two weeks?” I question, finally acknowledging how hard she’s been avoiding me. I’ve hated it. I’ve understood it, but I’ve absolutely hated it.

She nods. “Just like that.” Her hand slips from the doorframe, and then she’s dragging a fingertip along my bare belly, above my pants, under my shirt. “Because if I don’t ignore you, I want you, do you get that?”

I nod, my eyes glued to her mouth as she makes my cock hard, tickling and teasing my belly with just one finger. She riles me up like hell with just one finger, when it’s her entire body, her mouth, her mind–I’m fucking putty. Her fool.

“We can’t,” I breathe, as she reaches in, boldly taking my cock in her hand. The little whimper that falls from her lips when she discovers I’m aroused does nothing for my discipline. “We want our parents to be happy, right?” I toss out the question, hoping the truth will help clear the fog.

She rocks to her toes, pressing her lips into mine. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me,” she murmurs, her kisses growing frantic as she peppers them on and around my mouth, under my chin and along my jaw. “But I can’t stop thinking about you, Reed. I just can’t stop. I’m trying so hard to ignore you in the house, but in my mind, you’re there. All the time.” Her lips come to mine, and her tongue pushes into my mouth, swallowing my moans. “When I’m in bed,” she breathes, using one hand to stroke down my shaft, the other to play with the ends of my hair. “I’m thinking of this,” she says, swiping her thumb along the underside of my crown. The hairs on my arm rise, and my balls pull tight against my body, my core thrumming with pressure. She leans forward, sucking the bottom of my earlobe into her mouth, making my eyes roll back into my head. “When I’m in the shower,” she whispers, using the tip of her tongue to trace the curve of my ear. “I take the showerhead down and bring it here,” she says, abandoning my hair to drop her hand between her legs. Over her little bike shorts, she rubs herself, and I groan. “And I close my eyes and pretend it’s your mouth,” she breathes, dragging her lips against mine in the lightest, most torturous kiss. “I pretend it’s you licking me, the way you licked me on the beach that night.”

“Viv–” I protest, sweat beading down my spine and heated urges coil in my groin. “We can’t, I–”

She slams her mouth against mine, moaning, feeding me teases, bringing me closer to the edge. “I lay in bed at night wondering if I’ll ever get to feel the hot spray of your cum against my lips, all over my tits,” she whispers, moving her tongue between my lips, coaxing wet kisses from me. “If I’ll ever get to crawl between your legs and suck you until I can’t breathe,” she murmurs before sweeping her tongue along mine, hot and feral.

“Viv–” I protest weakly, my voice wavering as her palm smooths over my head, dragging precome down my shaft. She strokes me again, bringing her lips to mine, speaking against my mouth.

“I’m a bad girl, Reed, and you’re the only one who knows. It’s our secret. The way I want to fuck you again, the way I want you inside me again—it’s our little secret,” she says, driving the ends of her fingers into the pebbled skin of my sac, severing all of my abilities to hold back.

My spine curves, and a wild gasp leaves my lips, a choke caught in my throat as my cock throbs, the first shot of release coating her hand. She sucks in a breath, clamping her mouth to mine as she strokes me again and again, and I fill my boxers, hot release sticky against my balls and thighs as she pumps me through all of it.

When I’m nothing but a gasping, gooning mess, she frees her hand from my pants, stepping back into the confines of her bedroom. She pushes the door closed, and the last thing I see is Vivienne lifting her palm to her mouth, licking my cum from her fingers.

How the fuck am I going to forget her?


Chapter Nine




Reed

She didn’t want me to tell anyone, and she lied to Brooke about us not having sex on the beach that night. Maybe pretending it never happened works for Vivienne, but I’m in agony over here and had to tell someone.

Enter Fabian.

He’s the only one that knows that Viv and I had sex on the beach that night, but he also knows that we did that before I knew who she was. He doesn’t see the big deal, since we don’t share a parent by blood, and we didn’t grow up together. Still, he understands our desire to be normal human beings who do not get romantically involved with a step sibling. He understands we don’t want our parents thinking they created the x-rated Brady Bunch.

Even though that's exactly what we are.

“I think I may need to stay with you for the night.” My knee is bouncing like crazy. “Or the week.”

Fabian barks out a laugh, adding gin to his glass of orange juice. “My dad is in Europe on business until the end of the month and my mom went with him, if you really want to stay, you can.” He sips his drink wearing a smirk that annoys me.

“What?” I question, my knee still bouncing as I shove my hand through my hair, then pull at the back of my neck. I can’t stop fidgeting, because the moment I slow down, she comes to mind and I can’t do anything but fight having a fucking hard on. For my step sister. Who I fucked.

I jump to my feet and begin pacing. “What? What the hell is so funny?”

Fabian opens a bag of bread, sliding two slices into the toaster. “You. This whole charade, it makes me laugh. You make me laugh.”

He retrieves jam from the fridge at the same time his housekeeper wanders in, a pink apron tied at her back. “I’m going out today. Can I pick you up anything?”

Fabian, glass in hand, points my way. “What do you want?”

I shrug. “I don’t care.” I look at his housekeeper and smile. “Anything. Whatever.”

“Anything?” Fabian balks. “Whatever?” He finishes his drink as the toast pops up. “You got it worse than I thought, and I thought you had it bad.”

I let out a groan, one that echoes around the steely kitchen. “I have been trying like hell to avoid her. But her smell has permeated every fucking surface of the house. And her laugh, it’s so soft and sweet, I swear I can hear it through my headphones. Like last night, I got home from class and put on music on my system. Then I started playing Call of Duty, and blasted that. And even with the shooting and the rock and roll, I could hear her. Seriously.” I motion to my crotch. “I started to get hard, and I turned down the music and she was laughing. My dick heard her, Fab.”

Fabian turns to his housekeeper as she collects her purse and keys from the counter. “Sorry, Lorna.”

“See? I can’t even think straight.” I turn to Lorna. “I’m sorry, Lorna.”

She rolls her eyes, definitely at her limit with us. Once she leaves, I turn to Fabian. “She made me blow in my pants, Fab. Okay? She made me come in my pants and since then, I’ve rubbed one out thinking about that moment like, fifty times. Seriously.”

He slathers jam on toast, passing me a slice. “Didn’t that happen two weeks back?”

I nod, shoving a hand through my hair. I can’t stop fidgeting, and that is another thing driving me crazy. “Yeah.”

He whistles, shaking his head. “Fifty times in two weeks. Your poor dick.”

I let out a sigh. “And tonight, we’re having a family celebration.”

“For what?” Fabian asks, dunking the edge of his toast straight into the jam jar. I take a bite of mine, and though I know it’s sweet strawberry, I can hardly taste it. That’s how much I want her–so much that food has lost flavor, colors are more dull. She’s infiltrated me like a virus and now I can’t seem to function without her.

Yet, we can’t be together.

I sigh. “Her first week at the Dulce. And she has a friend she’s bringing to dinner.” I realize then that her friend is probably just a distraction, too. A buffer, maybe. I look up at Fabian, who is already shaking his head knowingly. “No, no, no, I’m not joining some Beaumont-Lancaster tension fest. Plus, I go to public school. It’s like… a conflict of interest or something.” His brows lift. “Lorna’s making dinner.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re not the ambassador of public schools, and you’re not running for president. You can have dinner with us. Lorna can make leftovers–you are having dinner with us,” I tell him, nudging my glasses up my nose. “I wrote that paper on parasocial relationships for your language arts class, remember? You owe me.”

Fabian rolls his eyes. “There’s a party at the CVC tonight, remember? I thought we were going to that?”

I take a bite of toast as Fabian digs out his phone, swiping a few times before he slides it across the marble counter. On his screen is the event page for Clear View Country Club, boasting tonight as their Young Entrepreneur party. “You guys are coming,” he says of our friend group.

Last year, my last year of high school, I attended the same party at the club, and it was a great time. While our parents typically roam and rule Clear View, a few times a year the club hosts events for the younger members, and this is one of them. Going out with my friends and having a good time could be just the thing I need to take my focus off of Vivienne.

“That sounds great. I forgot, admittedly,” I tell Fabian, which lands on his ears as no surprise because I’m not a big Clear View guy. In fact, I may be one of the only children in Bipal that doesn’t pride themselves on spending their parents money. My parents raised me to appreciate and work hard, as if the money didn’t exist. And after my dad’s passing, I had even less desire to engage in stupid social clubs where people talk more about you behind your back than to your face. Time and again, though, I please my mother and attend events with her. Fundraisers, galas, mixers–when she needed a date, I’d be in my tux and on her arm.

But I hate the type of people who frequent the Club, because they’re the type who think having money makes them better. Maribel Lancaster may be a member, but my mother is not the typical millionaire.

She’s awesome.

And… Elijah, for that matter, is awesome too.

And now I’m thinking about Vivienne, and how she’s unlike everyone.

“But you’re still coming to dinner. It’s at 6, and I know you don’t show up at Clear View until after 8. There’s time for both.” I point at him. “You’re going.”

He licks jam off his thumb, smirking. “Fine. But that means you have to cut the fuck loose tonight at the Club. No uptight Harrison,” he says, using a nerd voice that I guess is representative of me. To be fair, my hobbies have my friends accusing me of nerdom, but when I got glasses at age 13, they really ramped it up. It’s stuck, but I’m fine with it. I’m smart, and if being smart makes me a nerd, that’s fine.

Beautiful women like smart men. Glasses and computer classes aside, I’ve had zero problem finding beautiful women to date. Truth is, within reason, I could probably have anyone I want. Mostly because of my name being Lancaster, then because I was born into handsome facial features with a strong build, and whatever percentage is left up to fate is captured by my brains. Help her figure out why her laptop is going slow, show her where her downloads folder is, and teach her about social media algorithms–instant putty.

Except when it comes to Vivienne Beaumont.

She doesn’t give a shit about my money, because now that our parents are married, I’m pretty sure it’s her money, too. She wasn’t raised by some dunce, either. She’s not on the hunt to find a mother figure–Elijah did one hell of a job. She loves my mother, I can tell, but she’s strong. Elijah has raised her level-headed and powerful, and I’m pretty sure Viv could take the world on alone if she had to. And her looks? Vivienne is a knockout. A jaw dropper. As a senior in high school, she could easily pass for a mature twenty-two years old, and with a body like that, eyes as intoxicating as hers, she could have anyone. She could have anyone my age or anyone in the corporate world, of that I have no doubt.

Add to that her education. Primo education for years, just like myself–and like me, she actually utilized it. Appreciated it. Got the most out of it.

She doesn’t need me to hook up her external monitor and split the desktop image between two screens, she doesn’t need me to backup her files or check her disk space.

She doesn’t need me at all.

And all of those reasons pour gasoline on the flames of my desire for her. The less she needs me and the more I realize it’s wrong, the more I obsess. The more I need.

“Oh don’t worry,” I tell Fabian, absolutely stressed from the current situation. “It’s Friday. I don’t have class until Tuesday morning. Tonight, I’m forgetting Vivienne. I’m forgetting my name for that matter.”

Fab raises a hand, and I slap mine against his before we bump our elbows together. “Alright, that’s what I’m talking about. Have fun at Clear View the way you always should. Indulge,” he says, tightening the knot at his waist, still wearing his bathrobe.

“I plan to,” I tell him, though my mind is already on dinner, and seeing Vivienne. Then, thank God, I have hours without her, time to put her out of my mind, and the opportunity to rot my brain with booze, my buddies and beautiful women.

Exactly what I need.


Chapter Ten




Reed

Ididn’t hear a single word my professor said in Probability and Statistics today. Not a word. Not to mention, I didn’t take a single note, yet when I left class, the board was covered in blue ink.

Not good.

I’ve never been the guy that gets distracted in class. Never. Through hangovers, flus, heartache and death–I pay attention, damn it.

But ever since that night at the beach…

“I almost didn’t go that night,” I tell Fabian as he adjusts his cufflinks, both of us standing staggered in front of his bedroom mirror.

Fab, eyes still on his wrist, says, “oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I almost stayed in and worked on my Combinatoric Structure final notes. But my mom was so amped on Elijah and his daughter getting here, and she was so set on everything being just right. The flower arrangements in every room, the pressed edges on the damn bedding–I just needed to get away from that, you know?”

Fabian eyes me in the mirror. “I mean, not really, because my mother requires perfection for all things, not just for special moments, so I’m used to that constant flurry state.” He taps his breast pocket, where he hides a few joints. “But I found the cure.”

I clap my hand on his back, between his shoulders. “You’re a genius.”

[image: ]


“Fabian Frank, how are you my dear? How are your parents?” my mother scoops Fabian’s face up in her hands, squishing his cheeks as she kisses one. To her credit, she smooths her hand over the pink lip mark she leaves behind.

He smiles, swiping discreetly at his cheek. “Hi Ms. Lancaster. I’m good, and my parents are good. My dad is in Europe right now and my mother is with him.”

My mother reaches for her pearl necklace, rolling one of the delicate spheres between two fingers as she converses with Fabian. “Pleasure I hope?”

Fabian shakes his head. “Business.”

“Ah, that’s too bad. I know how hard they work. I hope they find time for a little bit of pleasure,” she smiles, then turns her focus to Elijah entering the room. “Elijah, this is Fabrian Frank, his father is Darren Frank, and his mother, Elsa and I are bridge friends. Fabian and Harrison have been friends since they were five.”

Elijah, wearing a smile, extends a hand to Fabian, and they shake. “Good to meet you, Fabian.” He looks my way, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “Harrison, good to see you. What class did you have today?”

Elijah has been learning my schedule. And in doing so, he asks me pointed questions about my coursework. It’s exactly what I need in a mentor, but today, I can’t handle his questions because I was spaced the hell out in lectures, thinking about Vivienne.

“Probability and Statistics,” I reply, heat rising up around the collar of my dress shirt. “Hey, Elijah, have you been to Clear View Country Club yet?” I look over at my mom, and Fabian does the same. “Ms. Lancaster, tell me you’ve taken Mr. Beaumont to the club?” Fabian adds, and it’s at that moment I make a mental note to write his Lord of the Flies paper.

My mother’s head falls to the side as she fits an opener over a cork, opening a bottle of wine. “With furnishing Vivienne’s room, getting her enrolled in school, and sorting a few personal things–we haven’t had time.” She takes note of our suits. “You two going to the Young Entrepreneur's mixer tonight?” The cork comes out with a pop, and Elijah produces two long stem glasses for her to fill.

“Right after this lovely meal, Ms. Lancaster,” Fabian answers, wearing a charming smile. “Well, we’re picking up Sinela first, then heading that way.”

My mom’s face brightens, but I don’t miss the way her eyes slide to me for a moment. “I haven’t seen Sinela since Harrison’s graduation party last summer. How is she? Still aiming for Harvard?”

Fabian nods, his face all lit up the way it always is when he talks about his girlfriend. “She’s good. And yeah, she did early acceptance to Harvard. She got her letter a week ago. She’s excited.”

“And what about you?” mom presses. I know this is a sensitive topic for Fab since he doesn’t want to leave Florida, but I don’t have to bail him out because at that exact moment, Vivienne pushes through the swinging den doors, her arm linked with another girl. A girl who I don’t even see. I can’t.

Vivienne, in a knee length emerald pleated skirt, fitted white polo and knee-length white socks, pops a hip, resting one hand there as she surveys myself and Fabian. Her blonde hair drifts down her shoulder in loose waves, waves I see strewn across my pillow or waded up in my fist. “Dad, you said dinner was casual,” she starts, but my mother’s laughter cuts her off.

“Oh don’t worry, Vivienne. The boys are only in suits because of the dress code at the Club. They’re heading to an event there after dinner.”

“The Club?” Viv questions.

“Clear View Country Club,” the girl on Viv’s arm fills in the blanks, grabbing our attention. “Hi,” she greets shyly, raising one hand. “I’m Ricky. I have classes at Dulce with Viv.”

Mom smiles. “It’s great to meet you, Ricky. We’re glad to have you.”

A waiter pops his head in the den, where we’ve all managed to end up. “Ms. Lancaster, dinner is ready.”

My mom brings her hands together in that slow, silent clap that rich ladies do. “Lovely. Everyone?” she pushes open the door between the den and dining room, ushering us through.

Somehow I end up right next to Vivienne, and as the wait staff slides plates of food in front of us, mom and Elijah duck out, in search of the perfect bottle of merlot to go with the beef wellington being served.

Ricky asks Fabian about public school, giving me the opportunity to nudge Viv gently. “I like those socks,” I whisper, my cock rising from the sheer proximity. I can even smell the orange blossoms in her shampoo. “Dulce looks good on you.”

Her green eyes come to mine, wide and shining. “You look good in a tux,” she says, her voice wobbly, like even admitting it is painful. On the outside looking in, we almost appear as if we’re enemies. Only Fabian knows what's really going on.

“Thank you,” I reply, knowing it must stop here. An exchange of compliments is all there needs to be right now. All there needs to be ever.

I wonder if there’s public housing available on campus?

Vivienne rolls her lips together. “You guys are going out tonight?” She looks at the lapel on my suit, searching for words as she attempts to mask her disappointment. I’m flanked with the urge to tug her chair closer to mine, tip her head back and place a soft kiss on her lips. I want to tell her it’s okay, that I won’t betray what we have, that she doesn’t have to worry. But then again, that’s exactly why I’m going. To forget her and what we have, what we’ve done.

“We’re going, too,” she adds while I’m stuck analyzing the short hem of her skirt, wondering how many times she bent over today and made every high school boy hard as a rock. Looking up into Vivienne’s eyes, I realize that she has brought out a possessive streak in me. Never before have I cared what a girl did when she wasn’t with me, but with Vivienne, insanity chews up logic and spits it out. Finally I process what she’s telling me.

“You’re–you and Ricky are coming to the Club?” My heart is racing. I’m going to avoid her, yet I’m excited she’s going. This is so fucked. “How?”

Her eyes narrow.

“I mean, you’re not…” I trail off, and try again. “Is Ricky a member?”

She nods. “Yes. And we’re going tonight so that I can get my mind onto other boys. Distracting boys. Boys that don’t live in my house, boys that aren’t my step brother,” she whispers, her eyes flitting between mine as she feathers the painful truth against my lips, leaning in. “I’m going to forget you.”

“Harrison,” Elijah starts, entering the room with my mother in tow. “Did you get around to revising your resume for that internship?”

My head swims and my pulse spikes. She’s what… gonna go get laid? She shouldn’t be going to the club with just Ricky, even on Entrepreneur night. She’s new and vulnerable and it’s a bad idea.

Or is it the best idea ever and that's why I hate it?

“Harrison?” Elijah hedges, sliding into his seat as my mother sits in hers.

“I haven’t yet, sir,” I reply, garnering a knowing glance from Fabian. He knows my head has been in the clouds, aka dreaming of Vivienne, all damn day. “I was preoccupied with other things today but I’ll be getting to it next week.”

With a satisfied nod, Elijah turns his focus to Ricky, and begins peppering her with questions. In the process, I learn things I don’t give a shit about. Ricky’s entire family has attended Dulce, and everyone is a member at Clear View. Ricky is friends with Brooke, and the girls will be sleeping over at Brooke’s tonight. Brooke wore a yellow dress today that Ricky just loves. Ricky also likes music, but is majoring in business in college to make her father happy and keep her place in the family will.

Of everything I heard, the lie is all that stuck.

My mother and Elijah would likely have no problem going with Vivienne and her friends attending the club tonight. It’s for the younger members, and the club is the safest place in the city due to the heightened security required for high end members. Why is she lying about going? The only reason I can think of is that she’s going to a party, and she doesn’t want to hide her hangover. If she sleeps over at Brooke’s, she can wreck herself tonight and sleep it off tomorrow.

I didn’t know who she was that day at Arcane’s. It’s not my fault we’re here, that much I know. Fate brought us together, made our chemistry unreal, then let us know that we couldn’t have the thing we were so eager to have. It’s fucked up, and no one is at fault.

Still, the idea that she’s going to get wrecked tonight in an effort to forget us makes me feel like absolute shit.

After dinner, Vivienne and Ricky excuse themselves to Viv’s room, and though Fab and I are ready to go, I make an excuse about better cufflinks, and drag him upstairs.

“Dude, we need to go,” Fab says, pacing the stretch of hall in front of my room. Elijah and mom’s laughter drifts through the empty house, lingering in the stairwell, reminding me of how happy they are. Reminding me that this thing with Vivienne and I have to be a few bad choices. It cannot keep going on.

“I know but I don’t trust myself. I need to talk to Viv but I need you here so I don’t–”

“Nut in your pants again?” Fab offers, and I kind of regret coming so clean to him.

I nod. “Yeah, pretty much.” No point in having an ego about it. Viv has total control over me.

“Fine,” he sighs, taking his phone out of his pocket. The screen illuminates his face, and I watch as he smiles, texting his girlfriend.

“That,” I tell him, snatching his focus from the text message he’s crafting. “I want to look at my phone like that. And the only time I’ve felt that is,” I trail off, pointing toward Vivienne’s door. Fab stuffs his phone away, closing the distance between us so he can clamp his hands on my shoulders.

“You have two choices. Use this face of yours and the connections at the club and move on. Tonight. Right now. Okay? Put the Lancaster smile to use and let yourself have options tonight. Okay?”

My brows furrow of their own volition. “What’s the other thing?”

“You talk to Elijah and Maribel, of course only after talking to Vivienne. Explain to them that the two of you met before you realized who each of you were, and tell them you have feelings. If you make it work long term, it could be no problem. But if I had to guess,” Fab says, tugging at the scruff sprouting on his chin, “I’d say they won’t like it because they will think it’s just sexual, that it’ll fizzle out and in the meantime, going public with a sex fling will humiliate everyone.”

I see it play out that way in my head, and the fact that Fab does too only reassures me that tonight has to be about meeting someone new.

“You will find someone that you feel this way about again,” Fab says softly. “Before Sin, I loved someone else. Did you know that?”

I shake my head, because as long as I can think back, it’s always been Fab and Sin. “When?”

“The summer before I met Sin. I dated a gorgeous brunette from Bricks. Fell head over heels. We never even had sex, but God, man, I had it so bad for her. So bad.”

“How’d you move on?”

Fab smiles. “She fucked another guy. And if that doesn’t kill the mood, I don’t know what will.”

“Shit, man, I’m sorry that happened.” I had no idea. Fab is so confident, and though he’s the shortest of our group, he has the confidence of an NBA player. “I can’t wrap my head around you getting rejected,” I tell him, because that’s the truth.

Fab levels a serious gaze my way, his dark eyes brimming with intent. “I met Sin and nothing mattered. I forgot that the other girl existed, and that she slept with someone else. The pain I felt, it evaporated when I met Sin, because Sin is the one, and when you meet the one, everything else just falls away. It becomes pages in your story that you’ve already read, and have no plans to reread.”

I look at Vivienne’s door, tiny bumps of excitement raising up on my forearms when I catch a moment of her muffled laughter. “What if she’s my Sin? And whoever I meet at the Club tonight is the girl that fucks someone else?”

Fab lets out a sigh and gets his phone back out, resigned to the moment. “Let me know when you’re ready, I’ll let Sin know we’re on the way.”

With my friend lingering a few feet away, I cautiously knock on Vivienne’s door, everything in my chest knotted tight, an emotional cramp in my brain. She pulls the door open, this time wearing a tight black dress, one that hugs the swell of her full breasts and accentuates the bloom of her hips and the tightness of her waist. Her honey hair is wrapped into a fancy thing, a few loose strands hanging down, putting her neck on highlight. The neck I want to crash my mouth against, leave my mark on, and taste as she cries my name.

“You look beautiful,” I tell her, my voice thin and low, tried by the moment, tested by our chemistry. “And I wanted to tell you, I’m going to the Club tonight for the same reason.” I adjust my glasses as a nervous habit.

“I figured,” she says, sounding as sad as I feel. “It’s…” her eyes fall to my lips, and she swallows thickly around the same knot of desire that's lodged in my throat. “It’s the best thing to do.”

I step closer to her, greedy to feel her breath on my lips. “Absolutely. Best for our parents,” I add, my hand drifting to the doorframe where I brace myself as she steps closer to me, too.

I tip my head down and she lifts hers up, and our lips nearly graze when she whispers, “have fun tonight, Reed.”

“Okay,” Fab’s hand lands in the crook of my elbow as he pulls me back, her minty breath dusting my lips just as he does. “Too close. We gotta go.” He looks past me to Viv and Ricky, wearing a tight red dress with a mermaid tail. “Have a nice time ladies.”

Ricky says goodbye, but Fab has me going down the stairs and out the door before I can say it back.

“That fucking dress,” I groan, smoothing my hands through my hair as I sit in the backseat of Fab’s car, his eyes flashing in the rear view mirror.

“Dude, get it the fuck together, okay?” He turns, facing me, the engine running. “You’re in college. You are traditionally hot. You have this whole I reject the wealth thing and you come from a good family. All of that shit makes you prime picking for the girls who are gonna be at the party tonight. Hell, not just the girls at the club but girls in general. Okay. Chicks love the whole Clark Kent shit you have happening. So pick your jaw up off the floor, stop fucking pining over your step sister and get your head in the game.”

His blinker ticks quietly in the background as he holds my gaze, his eyes burning with intensity.

“Damn, what happened to the choices talk upstairs?” I click my seatbelt in place and slump against the seat.

“We both know you don’t want to upset your mom and honestly, I think you’re as much in love with Elijah as you are with Vivienne. So you and I both know you’re not gonna risk their happiness and make it serious with Viv so let it the fuck go, my man.”

I stroke my hand down my jaw, peering out the fogged up window, staring at the front door. The girl that stole my breath on the beach lives with me. She’s going to be in my family by marriage in just a few weeks.

It’s not fair.

“Clark Kent thing, huh?” I can’t help but ask, smirking at Fab in the rear view.

“You know, the whole glasses covering up the fact that you’re basically just a fucking gym bro, but then you’re also smart as shit, too. You know, Clark Kent.” He eyes me cautiously in the rearview as we come to a red light not far from Sin’s place. “Don’t make me regret saying it.”

I smile, and spend the rest of the drive deep in thought, greeting Sin when she gets in. Fab drapes his hand on her thigh as he drives, and she holds tight to his wrist, both of them behaving like they’ll die if they can’t touch, even for one minute.

That’s how I feel about Viv. And now I have to go into the party and pretend I feel the exact opposite.

Fab parks ten minutes later, and like a true best friend, doesn’t move to leave the car right away. He pulls a flask from his breast pocket, passing it back to me. I shake the flask, and arch a brow.

“Vodka,” he answers, “and I think you’re gonna need it if you’re gonna try to forget her.”

Because he’s told her everything, Sinela turns in her seat, her caramel colored hair shining beneath the parking structure lights. She smiles, reaching back to drape a consoling hand on my knee. “My friend Thea is coming tonight. She’s a computer science major, too.”

Obligatory conversation at its finest. “Oh yeah? Where at?”

Sin lifts a shoulder. “Florida University,” she says. “Like you.”

It should make me incredibly happy that a fellow computer nerd is coming tonight, that she knows my best friend’s girl and attends the same university as me.

But I’m not excited. Not at all.

“Fab, you got those joints?”

His eyebrows lift, because I’ve never been a guy that partakes in smoking weed. I used to tell everyone in high school that I didn’t smoke because it made me sick, but the truth is, I promised my mom that I wouldn’t.

He passes one back to me, and lights it. I take a deep inhale, then a long pull from the flask, and for the first time ever, I understand wanting to forget.


Chapter Eleven




Vivienne

“Are you sure you don’t want a drink?” Brooke presses, linking her arm with Ricky’s, who is already on her second flute of champagne.

“We’ve only been here like, ten minutes, you guys,” I breathe, trying to keep my voice down as another large group of people filter in through the doors. “I have time.”

Brooke levels her gaze on me, pushing a full flute into my hand. “No you don’t. He just got here.”

My entire body tenses, but my pussy flutters, sensing Reed nearby. Just hearing that he’s here sends my insides into overdrive, nervous flitting against my ribs, my pulse leaping, my stomach twisting. Ricky wraps her arm around my waist, her dress swishing as she guides me to the wrought iron banister near the concierge. “C’mon, let's go upstairs. Did Brooke tell you? She met three guys at Arcane’s last night. They’re club members, we’re meeting them in the theatre room in a few minutes.”

Knowing we were coming to the club tonight, I went over all the floorplans available on their website. Of course the floor plans exist for rental purposes, as members can rent the space to host a variety of events. But I looked at them so I’d know all the places I could hide from Reed tonight. The theater room, colored in rich plums and vibrant blacks, is decked out in loungers and couches, the light set romantically low at nearly all times. It’s the perfect hideaway.

“It’s closed, since they want all the young entrepreneur stuff downstairs. Actually, they wanted us to stay near the pool, but they have to know that a party with a bunch of young adults who rarely hear the word no is going to make for a night full of broken rules.”

I drink all of the champagne in my flute in just two swallows. It burns the back of my throat, making my eyes water. “I hate breaking rules. But tonight is the last time,” I say, realizing I’m saying it more to myself than to her.

“C’mon,” she says as Brooke rejoins us. The three of us click our way up the stairs, Ricky holding her gown up so she doesn’t trip. At the top of the stairs, three boys wait, all of them decked out in crisp, pressed tuxedos.

None of them have swoopy chestnut hair, a chiseled jaw and glasses.

But that’s the point, right?
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Chaz, Michael and David.

Or was it Chad, Michael and Murray? I catch a snort with the back of my hand. Chad Michael Murray is that guy from that thing, that’s not the guy you’re with now. Dumb Vivienne.

“What are you laughing at? How much champagne did you let her have?” Brooke asks, splitting her questions between me and one part of the Chad, Michael, David trio.

The blonde boy in the nice tux puts his hand on my knee, and the other boy, also with blonde hair, puts his arm around Ricky. She snuggles up to him, her heels on the floor, both of them in one of the oversized theatre chairs. An empty flask rattles in the cupholder as she drapes her legs over his lap.

“You had, what? Three glasses?” she asks, counting the empty flutes littering the floor around me. “That’s not bad.”

The truth is, for as giggly as I am, my wits are, in fact, still about me. Damn it. Stupid champagne and stupid hot guy in the tux that isn’t Reed–both of these things were supposed to be the big, great distraction, things that keep my eyes from sliding to the doors every two seconds.

Brooke thinks I’m worried about being caught, since no one is supposed to be in the theater room right now. The truth? I’m hoping Reed storms through, collects me in his arms and rides off with me. This definitely isn’t a storm in setting, or a dynamic that requires rescuing, but apparently champagne makes me dream of my step brother treating me like a princess.

Ricky gets to her feet, stumbling a little as she smooths her hands down her gown. “Restroom trip, ladies, and then, to the suites.”

One of the guys gets to his feet, causing the other two to do the same.

“Suites?” I ask, trailing after Ricky and Brooke as they trudge up the sloped flooring toward the doors in the back.

We find a bathroom, luckily empty, and fortunately no one saw us sneak out of the theater, either. I’m using up all my luck in the wrong places tonight.

In front of the mirror, Brooke blots the shine from her nose using part of her compact. Ricky sighs as she pees, and as much as I have to go too, I’m still trying to figure out– “What suites?”

Brooke tucks her compact away. “Member suites. They’re across from the theatre. It’s like.. If the old guys go too hard on the booze or whatever, the club puts the unlock code on their card and they snag a room to sleep it off.”

“Like little hotel rooms?” I ask, trying to remember if I even glanced that direction as we came up the stairs. Everything in this club is gorgeous, from the wrought iron to the ornate seals bearing their logo—all of it oozes sophistication and wealth. Judging by the girls in class at Dulce, I’m not surprised by this club at all.

Brooke nods, then returns to pout practice in the mirror. She takes her phone out and snaps a selfie of us as I process, swapping with Ricky when she’s done.

“And Chaz has three rooms,” she whispers conspiratorially. I join them at the sink, washing my hands as they lay out the details of the rest of the night. “His dad got him the rooms, and his dad is like super, super cool. He owns the big truck dealership in Bipal, did you know that?” She pops a mint into her mouth before adjusting her panties under the long, satin gown. “Anyway, his dad put champagne in all of the rooms–” she leans toward us, eyes wide, like she’s about to tear the sheet off a huge secret. “And… he put condoms in the rooms, too.”

Brooke dances her eyebrows while running her tongue across her teeth, swiping away stray traces of lipstick. “Condoms don’t help you if you’re trying to keep an entrepreneur,” she says, causing Ricky to gasp, the two of them cracking up at her comment.

I wrinkle my nose at them, which earns me an eyeroll. “I’m kidding, Viv. Geez, take a chill pill.” She reaches into her purse, producing three tiny plastic bottles of cheap vodka. “Or take a swig, rather.”

The twist of the cap disengaging with the seal has my stomach lurching, but the truth is, I’m failing tonight. Not only did I lie to my dad about where I am–again–but I’m not succeeding at putting Reed out of my mind. If possible, all the booze and boys have done is make me miss him more, want him, think about him more.

I down the vodka and toss it in the trash just as someone knocks at the door.

“Just a minute!” Brooke calls, checking her makeup one more time. I take her elbow, but split my wary look between Brooke and Ricky.

“I don’t wanna have sex with those guys,” I say, feeling the back of my neck grow hot with the admission. I don’t know Brooke and Ricky as well as I’d like, but I have to be honest at some point tonight, since I’ve left a trail of lies behind me this far. “I want to forget–” I stop, because neither of them know what’s going on with me and Reed. “I want to have fun, but I can’t sleep with some guy I hardly know.”

“Some guy,” Ricky gapes. “That’s Murray Mills, the star quarterback at Dulce. Hello? He walked past us at the lockers two days ago and said ‘sup,” she repeats, her eyes wild like I’m a fool for not remembering. But I don’t remember. I don’t remember because I don’t give a shit about Murray, or any other macho alpha athlete who roam the halls of Dulce.

“You don’t have to have sex, Viv. Just… talk. Drink and talk. Hang out until we’re ready to go,” Brooke says, unlocking the door and yanking it open. We filter out as an employee dressed in pressed black slacks, a long sleeved white dress shirt and a black vest holds the door open. “The one downstairs was occupied,” Brooke says, using her most I was raised with an au pair and a driver voice.

The woman, her hair in a low chignon, nods, closing the door. “No guests upstairs tonight,” she says.

Brooke lifts a hand, ushering Ricky and I down the stairs. “Apologies,” she concedes, but when the woman disappears through a service door down the hall, Brooke yanks us both up the stairs by our hands.

Pressed against the wall in a private hall, the lights off but moonlight drifting in through the windows in the ceiling, I attempt to look around.

“These are the suites,” Brooke whispers, nodding down the hall. “And I just got the text that they’re waiting.” She checks her phone, and the brightness radiates from her screen, illuminating the determination set in her face as she reads the text message.

“Viv, you’re room one. Have fun.”

The vodka shot from the bathroom burns in my veins, radiating through me, leaving my brain foggy. I walk down the hall, intoxicated by the click of my shoes against marble as night pours in through the window. The setting is beautiful. This club is elegant. And if the right man were in that room, tonight could be magic.

I stop in front of the room with the golden number 1 painted on the door.

This is it.


Chapter Twelve




Reed

Some fucking wingman Fabian turned out to be. Turns out, Sinela’s backless dress was far more persuasive than my need to avoid Vivienne, because Fab and Sin have been holed up in a chair by the pool making out all night.

Granted we’ve only been here for about an hour, but still, if I’m gonna avoid Viv, it’s all on me. Except, I’m a little high, and kinda drunk, and that combo has me fucking focused. Laser sharp focus. I can’t write a line of code if my life depended on it. And I couldn’t drive a car.

But I am determined to find Vivienne.

To do what? I don’t know. I’ll decide when it happens. But before any boozy stalking can take place, I gotta pee.

I find a bathroom upstairs, since there are so many people at the Entrepreneur party tonight, the downstairs restrooms have become loitering spots for high school boys to exchange their father’s business cards. Unzipping at the urinal, I let my head fall back and the relief flow, ready to think about what I’ll say to Vivienne if I find her, when the door whooshes open. Three guys come stumbling in, laughing about something I’m sure isn’t actually funny but because they’ve been sipping champagne all night, they’re buzzed.

I’d love to play the college student card and look down my nose at them right now but the truth is, I’m not much better off. I’m tipsy and a little stoned, so when they line up at the urinals near me, I ask them what’s so funny.

“Even when they have money, they’re still so eager to fuck a guy if they think he’s gonna be the next Bill Gates,” one of guys says, laughing as he shakes his dick over the urinal.

“They?” I ask.

“The chicks. I mean, these girls are all pure-breds, right? They’re at Dulce and Mansly, all of them signed to ivy leagues, smarter than all of us combined,” he says, zipping up, forgoing the hand wash element of using the restroom. Disgusting. “But we’re gonna go in those suites right now and find them waiting for us, waiting for us to tell them exactly what we want and the way we want it. Because at the end of the day, it’s all about bagging the best guy.”

Not only do I disagree wholeheartedly with this douche bag’s take, but it immediately makes me dislike him. A lot. A whole lot.

“I don’t think the girl you’re with is that way, though,” one of the others said as he flips his tie over his shoulder, turning on the sink. “She seems… Uptight. Like she isn’t gonna put out.”

My mother has dragged me to this club too many times to count. Because of this, and because of how last year’s Entrepreneur party went, I’m aware that these guys have a plan. One that most likely involves the members suites up here.

And more alcohol.

And sex.

“We’ll see,” the big guy says through a laugh, tugging his sleeves to adjust the fit of his suit. “My dad got champagne in all of our rooms, and it’s not even nine.”

One of the other guys pats him on the back with a laugh. “Alright man, let’s do it.” He smooths a hand down his chest. “Ricky is fuckin’ hot. No doubt in my mind she’s gonna put out.”

Ricky.

Oh my god. These guys are meeting up with Vivienne and her friends.

Which means one of these spoiled cuntpops is going to try and fuck Vivienne.

I follow them out, stopping them in the hall, grabbing the biggest guy by the arm. “Hey, uh, I overheard your conversation in there, about meeting up with girls right now.”

“Sorry man,” one of the others says. “We only have three and eighteen year olds don’t really know about double teaming yet.”

Disgust crawls over my skin. These morons are talking like they’re older and far more experienced, but the truth is, they’re all eighteen. And they’re all one pump fucking chumps, no doubt.

Though if I had access to Vivienne right now, I’m not sure I’d be much better.

“No, I, uh, I overheard you guys talking, back there,” I say casually, nodding back toward the bathroom. My dress shirt clings to my back as beads of sweat form along my spine. Guilty sweat. So much guilty sweat. “I know Ricky and uh, I’d be careful with her, and her friends. Especially tonight.”

Their faces fall. “Don’t tell me they have a pregnancy pact or something?” The football player smacks one of the others in the chest. “Trying to get access to the WAG box early, guys.”

I really want to roll my eyes, but I can’t. Brooke, Ricky and Vivienne are all beautiful, attending the equivalent of ivy league high schools, and they all come from solid families. The idea that any of them would have to fuck one of these tools for a secure future is actually laughable.

“Yes,” I nod, going along with it because he’s served up a way out, letting me off the hook to come up with some lie. My altered brain will take any help it can get, and I’d do just about anything to keep these tools away from Vivienne. “I was just going to say,” I tell them. “Watch out. In fact, if I were you guys, I’d party downstairs. Ten minutes in the suite, eighteen years of child support.”

The football player’s jaw goes slack. “Seriously? I mean I was kind of kidding but…” he shakes his head, looking at the other two idiots. “I mean it makes sense.” He smooths his hands over his lapels before checking his cufflinks, puffing out his chest. “I will probably see playing time on the field by sophomore year.”

He thinks that any of those classy women are trying to get pregnant tonight because he’s a bench warmer at Cal next year? I swallow the lump of amusement forming in my throat, and nod. “Yeah, man, you’re a total catch. That’s what they’re looking to do–bag a catch. Whoever does it first, wins.” Sweat slides down the back of my neck as I lean in. “Heard they poke holes in condoms, too.”

At this point, someone should ask wins what? Or, what’s the rest of the bet? Or, why? They should ask something. They should question me in some form. They should at least bring the needle to the balloon and attempt to poke holes in this disastrously thrown together excuse.

But they’re high school seniors with champagne in their veins and the risk of teenage fatherhood put in their brains. They ask no questions.

“Dude, thanks man,” one of the others finally speaks up, “you really saved us.”

I pluck invisible lint from my chest. “Well, I’m Vivienne’s step brother. The girls are always at the house, so I’m privy to their plans.” I hate that I just played that card, and that it was a lie nonetheless. Vivienne has had Brooke over once. Ricky just twice. And the two of us go to extreme lengths to avoid each other, to do the right thing.

“Should we wait til they get out of the bathroom and make some shit up?”

One guy takes off his tuxedo jacket, wiping sweat from the back of his neck. “No, fuck that, if they were trying to bag us, lets leave. They’ll figure it out when they can’t go inside.”

“You reserved rooms?” I question, acting impressed but in reality, I need to figure out which rooms. I could also use another drink, because as my fuzz fades, the high settles in, dulling my decision making skills. I don’t know how Fab gets such good grades smoking all the time. If Viv wasn’t on the line right now, I think I’d be staring at the wall contemplating the universe.

“My dad did. Even had them stocked with champagne.”

I press my finger into his chest. “Go get your champagne, dude. Don’t let that go to waste.” I nod toward the corridor of doors. “I’ll be on the lookout while you guys get the bottles from the rooms.”

The three of them exchange a quick glance before heading toward the rooms. Murray uses his phone to open the first door, and while the other two follow him in, I flip the lock on the door, making sure it stays open. They rush out, laughing, two bottles clinking together as they move to the next door. I repeat the process, and by the time they come to the third door, I nudge Murray, redirecting him, saying, “I heard there are some seniors from Constance down by the pool.”

After three individual fist bumps, they leave. For once, men thinking they are the center of the universe has been advantageous for me. Thinking on my feet, I complete my plan, running into the first two rooms, writing a note in each.

Get undressed and wait for me. I went for more alcohol.

Next, I leave a note on room 3’s door, writing Ricky on it. The note on room 2’s door says Brooke, leaving room 1 with a note that says Vivienne.

I slip into room 1 and out of my suit jacket, finding the mini bar immediately. Murray’s dad is gonna foot the bill for this, and maybe tomorrow I’ll feel guilty about that, but tonight? Tonight I feel fucking brilliant for… for what?

For coming here to forget her and orchestrating the entire night to instead lead us to each other? What am I doing? I can’t even blame the weed or booze, because in my gut, I want her more than I’ve wanted anything. It’s irrational and physical but I can’t help it.

But I don’t have time to spin out, because a soft knock comes at the barely cracked door. A soft knock followed by a velvety, “hello?”

“It’s open,” I call, not disguising my voice but not recognizing it, either. Raw. Deep. On the brink of shattering, that’s how I sound, and it’s how I feel, too.

But with one easy lie tonight, I’ve rearranged everything to have her, when I’m supposed to be doing the opposite.

And even now, her black strappy heels clicking against the floor as she moves toward me, I would do it all again. In a heartbeat. Without a doubt.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, elbows on my spread knees, my breath catches as her silhouette appears. “Should I turn on the light?” she asks, reaching for the Tiffany lamp on the bureau.

“No,” I reply, still not trying to disguise my voice at all. This is when I should stand up, move toward her, take her in my arms and dip her in front of the seaside window, let the moonlight expose me for a second before I seal my mouth to hers and show her why we’re both here.

I should.

But I don’t.

I tug off my necktie, her eyes on me through the shadows. I feel them on my hands, watching, studying, waiting. “Turn around,” I tell her. When she obeys, I get to my feet, not touching her as I come to stand behind her. I pull my tie down over her eyes, tying it at the back of her head, swiping gently at the pieces of hair that try to get tied up in the silk. When the blindfold is on, I spin her to face me.

“Can I take off your dress?” I ask her, my cock already hard and heavy between my thighs. This is wrong on so many levels. I should tell her it's me. I should tell her how I feel, I should tell her we could go to our parents.

But I don’t.

She nods, and I unzip her dress, exposing a laced bodice corset beneath. Was she wearing this for him? Does she normally wear this under fancy dresses? Jealousy renders me motionless for a minute as I hold her zipper in one hand, staring at her lingerie covered back.

“Is… everything okay?” she finally asks, snapping me out of my fog. I smooth my knuckles down her bare back, then over the delicate filigree of her corset. A shiver rolls through her, and I bring my hand to the side of her neck, placing a kiss at the top of her spine.

“Perfect,” I finally reply, taking my time sliding each strap of the dress off of her shoulders. When the dress is between her feet on the floor, I spin her to face me, falling breathless at the sight.

The tips of her nipples, hardened with desire, poke against the lace fabric, the white color only reminding me of her age and innocence. I deflowered my step sister, I took her virginity, and I’m about to have her again. The first time she didn’t know who we were to each other, and neither did I. But this time? I know it’s her and she doesn’t know it’s me.

It’s unfair but it’s the only way I can have her. It’s the only way she’d let herself have me, for that matter.

It’s wrong to keep going, but I don’t know how to stop.

I bring my hands to her breasts and squeeze, the crotch of my tuxedo growing exceptionally tight as her soft whimper feathers against my chin. Carefully I drop to my knees, dragging my hands along her curves on the way down. Holding her hips, I bring my nose to her pussy and inhale her scent. Tangy and sweet, I can almost guarantee she’s wet. This is how I remember her smelling that night on the beach. Glancing out the window, I catch sight of the ocean lapping at the shore, the white foam curling the dark sand, the moon glowing high in the onyx sky. So much of this night is like the first night, with just enough things different to make it wrong. To make what I’m doing wrong.

“You smell so good,” I groan, my glasses fogging, my face suddenly hot, sweat littering my hairline.

I take my glasses off, and toss them across the floor, where they’ll remain safe. I tug her black thong aside, exposing a patch of soft blonde curls, which I run my fingers through a few times before replacing my fingers with my lips.

Her hand comes to my head, filtering her long, lean fingers through my hair as I root around between her legs, tasting any part of her my tongue can reach. I lick her pussy lips, swipe between them, suck her thigh, tease her clit. I keep my head planted there until her legs grow wobbly and her breaths start coming faster, more erratic. Then I get to my feet and help her onto the bed. The silk tie around her eyes taunts me, reminding me that while I’m going to be inside her again, it’s not the same, it’s not the way I want, it’s not going to cure the need. It will only make it worse. Doing this–having her–it will only sink me that much deeper in the unending abyss of my desire for Vivienne Beaumont.

Her phone dings from her purse, which she left near the door, thankfully. Probably her friends checking to see if their guy wanted them to wait naked in the room, too.

Carefully, I take off my shirt, draping it over the back of the chair, adding my pants and socks next. My cock strains against my boxers, and I discover a dark spot where my head pushes angrily against the cotton.

I was supposed to have fun tonight, but because I’m not a one-night-stand with a rich girl from Clear View kind of guy, I didn’t bring a condom. I don’t want to use a condom, either, though.

We didn’t use a condom on the beach a month ago, either, and it was a mistake then. I won’t fuck her tonight, because I can’t willingly put us at risk again that way. And she doesn't know it’s me. Sex feels too far, under those circumstances. But making her come? I have to.

I try not to think of the fact that Vivienne believes she’s in this room with another guy, that she’s trying to forget me by having sex with someone else. It’s not a pleasant thought–that she was stronger than me, and was able to go through with her plans to find someone else while I, on the other hand, spent my night orchestrating a way to get to her.

Instead, I crawl onto the mattress, tug her panties aside, hold her legs open, and feast.


Chapter Thirteen




Vivienne

Idon’t know where Chad Michael Murray is, but even as I teeter the line from buzzed to drunk, I know that this man between my legs is Reed.

The possessive way he claimed my hips, the moan he let out when his mouth met my pussy—I know it’s him. Every moment from the beach is etched into my brain, burned into my soul, a page in my diary written in ink–a night I can never and will never forget.

And that’s how I know it’s him.

I had no plans on having sex with anyone tonight. Making out, maybe. Getting felt up over my dress, maybe. But sex, no way.

I don’t know when I’ll be ready to do it again. I guess when I can close my eyes and touch myself without thinking about the night at the beach, then I’m ready. But I’m not there yet.

And who knows how Reed got in here. He’d have to be given a room code from his mother, and I can’t see Maribel doing that. More than that, I can't see Reed asking her. The feeling I get is that Reed isn’t and has never been big into the Clear View scene. Asking her for a room, especially since he’s no longer in high school, is just not something I can see him doing.

Then again, how would I really know?

Reed and I go out of our way to avoid one another.

I drag my thumb over his forehead, finding his skin damp, his hairline wet. Writhing on the bed with my legs spread wide, I drag my hand between my breasts, finding my skin and the lace corset damp, too. Bass from the party below drifts through the ceiling, the alcohol swimming through my legs, making me writhe and wiggle. Reed grips my hips tighter, sliding his tongue up and down my pussy, stopping to suck and nibble my clit.

Does he think I think he's one of those guys from the theater? He had to find out we were gonna use the private suites–he knows something. But does he know that I know it’s him?

We’re already playing this stupid, risky game. One that would without a doubt hurt our parents. I should stop while I’m ahead. I should.

But I can’t.

“Oh my gosh,” I whimper, fighting the urge to draw my thighs together and trap his mouth against me forever. “That feels so good.”

“Hmm.” He moans acknowledgement of my praise, nestling his tongue deeper inside me. We both groan as he adds a finger, then a second, curling them inside me as his lips pepper hot kisses against my swollen clit. I’m coming unraveled, but I want him to come unraveled with me, I want both of us to twist and tangle in this sin together.

I hook my hands under his arms, and tug, bringing him over me. It’s dark beneath the silk of his tie, but I don’t need to see him to know. I know it’s him. I know what I need.

“Please, put it in, I need to feel you inside me for just a minute, please–” I whimper. “I need to feel good tonight,” I breathe, hooking my heels behind his back. His hard cock slides against my clit, making me jerk against the mattress, moaning from the exquisite pressure.

“Please,” I try again, this time pressing my lips to his ear to deliver the final blow. “I’m trying to forget… help me forget…” I breathe.

He moves fast, I hear the whipping of the sheets being adjusted, his conflicted soul as he groans while moving the slick cap of his cock back and forth against my clit. “Help me forget,” I say again, my words scattering everywhere as I gasp.

Sharp, in a single thrust, he’s inside me, both of us immediately still when he bottoms out.

I cough, I gasp, my head rolls, tears sting my eyes—but a beat passes, his chest pressed to mine, his heart thumping in beautiful, erratic beats—I adjust. My pussy adjusts to the thick, wide and sudden intrusion, softening around him just as he begins to move his hips.

“Oh my God,” I pant, sliding my hands up the defined arch of his muscled back. His body is so lean and hard, but he’s so much bigger than me, he’s so handsome. His hair and cologne are the only things I can smell, and his cock inside me is all I can feel, and the room is still dark. The blindfold keeps the scene in my mind, keeps the choice to have unprotected sex with Reed again in my mind. It can’t hurt you if it’s not real, right? And it’s not real if it’s only in my head.

Drunk girl logic.

“I’m… I’m… oh my God,” I pant, “I’m gonna come.”

Throbbing and pulsing, I come in crashing waves all around him, all the while, Reed continues to thrust. He grunts and groans, cursing each time I tighten around him, and right when my toes are curled and my eyes are fluttering and the orgasm is cresting, I scramble backward. As fast as I can, I get on my stomach, forcing him to his knees, and capture the end of his cock in my mouth. My lips seal as the first shot splashes the back of my throat, his groan feral, loud, arousing. His hand comes to my head, holding me as I suck him, tasting myself, my orgasm, and his. When he’s done and starting to soften, I swallow everything in my mouth and get to my knees.

“Reed,” I breathe, then bring my hands to the silk tie, lifting it from my eyes. My vision comes back, blurry as I blink through the darkness, and Reed appears.

The tip of his nose is red and his hair is mussed, but I collect his face in my hands and pull his lips to mine. His mouth opens for me, and I happily, greedily plunge my tongue inside, tasting us, tasting the only person who has ever turned me so upside down before.

“You knew it was me?” he questions, his voice hoarse as his hands roam over the lace corset mindlessly, feeling my body.

I nod. “Your shampoo, your cologne. The way you touched me,” I whisper. “I remember the way you took my hips at the beach that night. I felt it again tonight.”

He swallows hard, his eyes searching mine in the scraps of moonlight. “You–you weren’t trying to hook up with some other guy to forget me?”

I can’t help but smile. I think he knows I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. “No. I was gonna try and hook one of those football players for a make-out sesh but nothing more.”

His brows pull together. “He got rooms.”

“His father did, yeah. I didn't know until a few minutes ago.”

“You were just going to come in here with a guy you met just tonight and what? Make out with him?” Reed asks, all the passion between us suddenly evaporated. I back up and flop onto my butt then slide off the bed, finding my dress.

“That’s what you and I did, that night after Arcane’s!” I shout, adjusting my corset as I step into the dress. “And you were trying to trick me into thinking I was with someone else! So how is that any better?” I lift my hair off my back long enough to tug the tiny zipper up the dress. “I knew it was you, Reed. The entire time, okay? I came in here for a distraction, yes, but I wasn’t gonna fuck Chad Michael! And then I knew it was you.”

He snatches his clothes off the floor and redresses, not responding to me at all. After his shirt is tucked into his pants, which are buttoned and zipped, he takes his tie off the bed, and then gathers his glasses from the spot on the floor. We had so much passion that clothes and stuff are littered about this room and now we aren’t even speaking.

I sit on the edge of the bed, slipping my feet into my heels, one at a time. Reed joins me, cleaning his glasses with the tail of his tie before putting them back on his face.

“I wasn’t trying to trick you,” he says finally, almost exasperated. But I get it. I feel the same way. “I just… I came here to try and forget you. Because it’s the right thing to do, for our parents. But I smoked some weed with Fabian, and I drank, and I got here and I couldn’t stop thinking about another guy with his hands on you in that black dress.” He lets out a laugh, almost sadistic, as he grips his knees, white-knuckled. He twists to face me, his effervescent blues muted, reminding me of a stormy sky. “I’ve never been jealous or possessive. I like video games, playing my guitar and recycling.” He laughs again, this time fitting my hand in his, waffling our fingers together. “But when it comes to someone else having you, I lose my mind a little. And that’s what happened tonight. I lost my sanity. And all I could do to calm myself was find you… be with you.”

“Thank you,” I reply, squeezing his hand. “And I’m sorry for what happened in the hall the other day. I’m sorry for not making a more serious attempt to put space between us.”

He laughs, then pulls me into a kiss. His lips are so soft, and they fit against mine so perfectly. It’s a shame that this has to be the last kiss.

“Look what I did. I figured out a way to have you all to myself tonight after I swore I wouldn’t. I’m no better at putting space between us.”

I smile, but it doesn't reach my eyes, because it’s a sad smile born of consolation and sadness. “Reed,” I breathe his name, trying my hardest not to think about the way it sounded on my lips that night at the beach. “We both have to stop. Our parents are getting married soon. We have to stop.”

He steps back, staring at me like I’ve just driven a knife through his heart. The truth is, I feel like someone has stabbed me, too. But he’s in college and I’m in high school, his mother is going to be my step mother and my father is going to be his step father. We live in the same house—for those reasons, I know I have to make this choice. One day, maybe in the near future, he’ll join me in realizing this is for the best.

“I told them you guys were trying to get knocked up so you could bag a future football player,” Reed says randomly as he slips his shoes back on and slips his wallet in his back pocket.

“What?”

Reed shoves a hand through his hair, and my heart flip flops when it settles back into a sexy, natural coif. “Just so you know, I told them you girls were looking for meal tickets. Then I went into the other two rooms and left notes for Ricky and Brooke–just to buy us time.”

He turns and walks toward the door but my pulse picks up as panic crushes my lungs. “Reed–”

He pauses, glances at me over his shoulder and says, “you’re right. We have to stop. Goodnight, Vivienne.”


Chapter Fourteen




Vivienne

Two months later

“Viv,” Maribel calls, “Murray is here! Are you ready?”

Tugging on my hoodie, I pull my hair into a ponytail and yank on a pair of baggy, oversized sweatpants.

“Yeah, Mar,” I call back, slipping my feet into my fuzzy pink slippers. Standing in front of the long mirror, the one I picked out the day I met Reed, I take in my appearance.

Two months into a relationship should still be the honeymoon phase, but I’m dressed like we’ve been married ten years and our fifteen month old has been cutting new teeth or something.

But I don’t feel well.

Who knew that dating someone in order to get over the guy you actually have feelings for while living under the same roof of the guy you have feelings for would make you depressed?

I’m not just depressed. I’m so much more than that.

My heart aches every time I pass Reed in the hall, and every morning I have to listen to my father and Maribel plan their days while dad packs her the lunch of her liking, I die a little inside, I swear.

We could be like them, me and Reed.

We get along so well, we have so much chemistry and the way my dad cannot keep his lips off of Maribel reminds me of Reed. When we’re near each other he always has to be touching me.

Sliding his foot over mine under the breakfast table.

Bumping his knee against mine in the backseat of the car.

Hooking his pinky around mine when we pass in the hall.

My depression has morphed into something more, a virus infiltrating my body in ways no boy ever has. My bones ache, my stomach is continually uneasy and all I want to do is sleep. In class, I doze. As soon as I’m home, I get in bed and sleep until dinner, and then I get back in bed after I eat. I’m exhausted, and when I hear Reed on the phone or see his taillights in the driveway, I cry. Every time I see him I want to cry, but I wait until I’m alone to do it.

I want him. I want his friendship, his attention, his guidance, his laughter—I’m in love with Reed. I think I fell for him at the beach that night, but have never let myself believe it. You can’t love someone without time invested, without knowing their ins and outs, that’s what my dad would say.

But he fell for Maribel before they even met in person, so in theory, he fell in love with an idea of a woman, not the actual person. If that can be true, how come I can’t fall in love with a guy based on chemistry and energy? I can, and I did, but I know that no one else will understand. They’ll say I can’t possibly love Reed.

Even if I hadn't fallen for him that night, I would have fallen for him since. Because with each toothy grin, each gentle laugh, every inquisitive expression and stolen glance, I burn for him, more and more. Pretty soon, there won’t be anything but a pile of ash where I once stood, because Reed Lancaster will have burned me all up.

“You’re pretty casual,” my father says, standing at the top of the stairs, waiting for me to open my door.

I look down at my sweats, my mind exhausted, my body not far behind. “We’re just watching a movie in the den,” I reply defensively. “Why would I get dressed up for that?”

Dad lifts his hands in innocence. “I thought maybe you’d go out to the movies,” he says.

“Were you waiting for me?” I ask, irritation running rampant inside me. That’s another thing that has come on strong with my depression–a healthy serving of irritation. Everything and everyone irritates me, except⁠—

“Harrison, I just came up to see you,” my father says, his eyes sliding to mine briefly. “I was telling one of the infrastructure engineers about the work you’re doing at your internship,” he says, sliding his arm around Harrison’s shoulders. I don’t look back because the sight of my father adoring and helping Reed is too much for my depressed, squashed soul. I can’t stomach it.

We would be perfect together under any other circumstances.

“Hey babers,” Murray greets, yanking me into his bearlike chest. He squeezes me, then holds up a plastic bag, filled with candy and DVDs. “I brought options for our night in.”

Another thing adding to my depression? Despite the douchery he displayed at Clear View two months ago, Murray is actually a big softie, and not a bad guy at all. In fact, if I weren’t secretly in love with Reed, I’d probably like Murray.

He’s funny and patient, and he’s passionate about his family and making sure he follows in his father’s footsteps with their family owned business. The arrogance is a shield he puts up when faced with uncomfortable social settings.

Reed avoided social settings, but Murray changed his personality to handle them. I understand both ways of dealing. Still, Murray being a good guy only makes me feel worse.

Because I have no real feelings for him. None whatsoever.

“Sounds good,” I tell him, rocking to my tiptoes to give him a kiss. “Want a soda? Popcorn?”

Murray nods, and we head into the kitchen, where Maribel is standing in her silk pajama set, a bottle of wine in her hands. “Oh, hi Murray, I was just opening this bottle for me and Elijah. Can I get you guys something else? Maybe something sparkling?”

I move to the fridge, retrieving two cans of Coke. “Just grabbing some soda to go with our popcorn.” I study the label on the wine as Murray roots around in the pantry, hunting for popcorn. “This is nice. What’s the occasion?” Living with Maribel for a few months has taught me which wine is expensive and which isn’t.

She smiles. “Just another night in the perfect life.” She uncorks, filling two glasses. “After your dad and Harrison are done with their mentoring session, we’re going to go upstairs and watch a movie, too.”

Maribel hooks a nail on Murray’s bag, peering at the DVDs he brought. She takes one out, and turns it around, reading the back. “Murray,” she muses, “can Elijah and I snag this one?”

Murray comes out of the pantry with a bag of popcorn and two boxes of candy. “Sure, Mrs. Lancaster. I’ve seen it already anyway.”

Maribel and Murray getting along only depresses me more. She can’t get along with Murray as well as she gets along with her own son, and yet, it doesn’t matter.

Murray is my boyfriend. I should be happy that my dad and Maribel like him.

I should be happy that my dad and Maribel are so fucking happy.

I should be happy that it’s Friday night and Reed is home with my father, and not out with a beautiful college girl.

The doorbell rings, and while Murray and I get our pillows and blankets set up for movie night, Reed appears, hands in pockets. “Hey man,” he says to Murr. “Think me and my date can crash movie night?”


Chapter Fifteen




Vivienne

Murray glances at the doorway where a blonde appears. She’s gorgeous, with more legs than torso, wavy hair that falls down to her hips, hips that bow and dip in all the right places I might add. She smiles, revealing a mouth loaded with straight, pearly whites.

“This is Stacy. We were hoping to watch a movie with you guys,” Reed says, his gaze darting to meet mine. I fix my focus on the DVDs in the bag, pretending to be puzzled by which one I should pick.

Murray turns off the lights, telling Reed and Stacy to settle in. He kisses my forehead as he heads to the kitchen to retrieve the popped bag of popcorn, and I stare at the blue screen, reading the FBI warning, terrified to look their way.

She’s beautiful and Reed is, well, Reed. Gorgeous, handsome, sexy—everything and more. If I look over there feeling as low as I feel right now and find them kissing or canoodling or something–it may be my 13th reason, I swear.

Stacy whispers, and then she giggles, but still, I watch the previews. The rough timbre of Reed’s voice drifts through the space, but I refuse to look. A minute later, Murray returns with popcorn, and I snuggle into his side just as the movie begins.

I watch the movie. I don’t question who Stacy is, where Reed met her, if this is their first date, if they’ve messed around, if she’s in college, if she’s seen the face he makes when he comes, if she’s felt his cum against her skin, if she’s into him—none of those questions infiltrate and poison my mind because I am highly focused on whatever movie I chose.

Halfway through, Murray slides his hand down my forearm, linking his fingers with mine. On screen, the couple is kissing, one of those loud, moany, open mouth kisses that never really happens anywhere but on screen. The moment is heated, and Murray’s body is warm, and Stacy is in Reed’s arms–I don’t have to look to know that she is.

Confusion and depression make a heady cocktail, urging me to plunge our joined hands beneath the blanket, under my panties. Murrays thick fingertips slide over my bare pussy, and beneath me, he hardens.

We haven’t had sex yet. He’s fingered me. I’ve given him a handjob. We’re not rushing.

The couple on screen moves to the bedroom, and Murray increases the pace, tracing small, gentle circles around my clit. Under the privacy of the blanket, he could make me come. I rarely come these days. It’s a struggle to get to the finish line. My mind goes to Reed every time, and it’s the only way I can finish, but I don’t want to think of him when I come so I simply stop trying.

Murray clears his throat, shifting beneath me to make room for the thick erection growing in his sweats. His fingers feel good, and Reed is nearby. If I close my eyes, and think hard enough about the past, maybe I can pretend these are his fingers and he’s the one touching me.

Except I don’t close my eyes. I stupidly look over to the other couch, and find Reed’s eyes leveled on me through the dark. The screen reflects off his glasses here and there, but I see plain as day he’s watching. His eyes move between my eyes and the blanket in my lap, where it gently moves up and down with each stroke of Murray’s hand.

He knows.

He leans in, bringing his lips to Stacy’s ear, his eyes still on mine. She makes a sound, and a moment later he’s reaching under the blanket, and her eyes are rolling back.

Is he seriously doing this? Is he seriously fingering her while watching Murray finger me? What kind of head games are we playing on one another?

His bicep flexes as Murray softly groans, plunging a finger inside me, his thumb coming to rest on my clit. My eyes across the room on Reed, his eyes on me, Murray continues playing with me as Reed continues rubbing her. It’s fucked up. It’s wrong.

It also hasn’t felt this good in a long, long time.

Seriously, with Reed’s eyes boring holes into me, I can’t help but curl my toes into the couch cushion. Reed’s arm moves, and Stacy’s head rolls as she brings her hand to her mouth, absorbing her moans of pleasure. The movie flickers against Reed’s glasses, but when the scene goes darker, his eyes come into focus again.

He nuzzles into Stacy’s neck, hiding his expression from her as he mouths, “come” to me. I look down at the subtly moving blanket, and reach beneath, dropping my hand onto Murray’s. Guiding him, he moves his hand faster, stroking in and out of me as his thumb works tight circles. My desire peaks, and Reed’s eyes droop a little, his hand moving as fast as Murray’s.

“Come,” he mouths again, “come for me,” he mouths.

With Murray’s hand inside me, Reed’s eyes on me, I let go of the agony and anguish keeping me tethered, and feel the rush of release. I close my eyes, envisioning Reed’s breath feathered along my lips, his weight dipping the couch, his cock beneath me, his hand inside me.

Come. I see him in the shadows, urging me on, even with my eyes closed. But I obey, because I need to feel good, and I need some of him.

My eyes flutter open as my legs slam closed, moving the blanket a little. My body tightens around Murray’s finger, and I come in wild, unabashed waves, doing my best to stay quiet. Reed watches me arch my back, he watches as my eyes roll closed for a moment, and he watches my toes curl as the last bit of my orgasm rolls through me. And right when I think post-orgasm clarity is going to hit, Stacy moves. Her legs pull together, she turns her head, facing Reed, and she comes. I lose his attention as he makes her come, his eyes set on hers as she lifts a hand to his face, cupping his cheek while she convulses all around his hand.

I looked at him when Murray made me come.

She turned, and he looked at her.

My eyes sting with foolish tears, silly tears that shouldn’t even exist. Play stupid games, Vivienne. Still, I twist to face Murray, his hard cock throbbing beneath my ass, and excuse myself to the restroom. He doesn’t ask to follow me to help him get off, because Murray is a good guy. He kisses my cheek and winks, and returns his focus to the screen.

I slip into the hallway bathroom, the sound of Maribel’s laughter faint in the distance.

With my back to the wall, I let the tears fall.

I looked at him when I came, and he looked into her eyes when he made her come. I feel so stupid thinking we were… God, I don’t even know. What were we doing? Nothing. It was stupid, it was foolish, I’m–

“Vivienne?” Reed whispers. The door knob moves and I reach out, unlocking it to let him in before I have a chance to think better of it. He slips inside, locking the door behind him.

His quickly washes his hands, then places them on my face, thumbs swiping at the tears freely falling. “I’m sorry,” he says, “I’m sorry, Viv. She turned, she looked right into my eyes, I couldn’t…I had to⁠—”

“How did you know?” I breathe, trying to stay quiet amidst my irrational, jealous tears. “How did you know that's what upset me?”

He looks between my eyes, confusion knitting his brows. “Because,” he says simply, “it upset me, too.”

Spinning me, we face our reflections in the mirror as Reed slides his hands beneath my hoodie, coming to grope my bare breasts. I let out a long suppressed moan, letting my head fall back against his shoulder.

“I got so hard touching her, thinking it was you, wishing it was you. And watching you, watching you come for him, fuck, Viv,” he groans, licking at the side of my neck as he kneads my breasts. He rolls my nipples between his thumb and forefinger, then spins me around, yanking up my hoodie to expose me. He seals his mouth to my nipple, suckling a minute before pulling back.

“I’m sorry. I know we’re trying not to do this. I know we said we’d quit.” He steps back and my eyes fall to the bulge in his sweats. My pussy aches and my insides throb. My breasts, too.

I reach for him and drop to my knees. “This is the last time,” I say, blinking up at him. He slides his glasses up his nose, tugging his shirt off over his head with one hand. I reach up, stroking my hand through his happy trail, the knots of his abs making my insides clench.

“The last time,” he agrees as I slide his cock into my mouth, Murray and Stacy just a room over.


Chapter Sixteen




Vivienne

“Iwas thinking you and I could have dinner tonight, with my parents,” Murray says, stroking his hand through my hair. We’re lying in my bed–with the bedroom door open of course–with music playing, the sound of summer rain flanking the window. It’s peaceful, and in Murray’s arms, I feel comfortable. Safe.

Last week, after he fingered me on the couch and I shamefully slunk away to suck off Reed, Murray told me that he could tell I needed to move slow. That despite his bravado on campus, and the shit he talks while at Clear View’s mixer, he is more than fine going at my pace.

A football goon with patience and a sweetheart?

I want to love him. I really, really, really do. Life would be easy if I loved Murray.

I could go to university and do my thing, unbothered by the long distance knowing that he’s off on a full-ride football scholarship, focusing on obtaining an NFL contract. His family lives in Bipal, which means going home for holidays and events would be easy, as we could both see our respective family. He isn’t pushy, and behind closed doors, he’s everything you’d want a guy to be. And it’s not just being patient and not pushing me for sex, either. He’s funny, and he’s curious to learn new things, and rarely says no.

Life would be easy if I loved Murray.

But I don’t love Murray. Or, I should say, I’m not in love with Murray. I do love him. But in an–ironically–brother and sister way. Or, step-brother and step-sister way, I should say.

I twist in his arms, facing him. His features are soft, his doe eyes blinking down at me. “What do you think?”

I think about Reed, and how he’s been in his room with Stacy for three hours with the door shut. They get to have their door shut because Reed is in college.

I wish he’d move out.

I mean, of course I don’t want him to move out but at the same time, I think us living under the same roof is actually killing me. I never understood when people said that their broken heart made them hurt everywhere, but now I do. Because I am still in pain, feeling exhausted with no drive to do anything but snack and nap, and not in that order.

I think Reed and Stacy have had the door shut for three hours, and because I still care, I know what my response to Murray has to be. “Yeah,” I reply, forcing a smile, something I’ve gotten good at. “Dinner with your parents sounds good. When?”

He sits up a little, blinking quickly like he didn’t expect my answer to be yes. I can’t help but laugh a little at his response.

“I didn’t think you’d say yes,” he says, moving so that he’s hovering over me, me on my back against the mattress. “You just… you seem like you’re only half in with me.”

“It’s only been a couple of months,” I counter, because telling him he’s right would be cruel. Actually, he’s not right because right would mean I am half in with Murray. I’m really not in with Murray at all. I hate to use such a sweet guy but life’s a bitch and then you die. I am doing what I need, plus, Murray really likes me. He gets to be with the person he likes and I get to not be alone, pining over Reed.

Oh my god. I’m so full of shit. I shouldn’t use Murray. There’s no excuse. And using him only makes me feel worse altogether. And I’m still pining for Reed anyway.

“Yeah,” I agree with a sigh, placing my hand on his chest. His heart beat picks up at my touch, and my guilt tightens further around my neck. “It’s senior year, I’m just not rushing to start something before everyone goes away for college, you know?”

He places a kiss on my cheek. It’s soft. It’s nice. It’s nothing that wildly arouses me but it’s okay. I can learn to cherish and adore the softness, the calm between us. Not all couples need insane sparks and off-the-charts chemistry. Some relationships are not about chemistry but companionship.

“But yeah,” I tell him, because he’s still quietly looking into my eyes. “I’d love to have dinner. Tonight?”

He nods. “Yeah. I mean, we can head over there now. You can meet my dog, Hambone.”

I smile, and lean in, meeting him halfway for a kiss, because a kiss is what feels right in the moment. “Can’t wait.”
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“They loved her,” Murray beams, shaking my dad’s hand as we say goodbye at the front door. “Really, really loved her.”

“Of course, what’s not to love?” Maribel smiles, standing inside the house, her feet bare, face free of makeup. As soon as she gets home from her corporate job, she gives herself to my father fully. Her phone is on the charger, her computer is put away, and she's present in their relationship and his life.

I can see that I’d have that with Murray. I’d have his focus, but could I return it?

Surely, this thing I feel for Reed will go away. And then the longer time ticks on, the less and less I’ll feel. Surely.

The entire time I was eating dinner, I was wondering… is his door still shut?

“Thank you again, and tell your parents I said thank you,” I tell Murray, looping my arms around his neck to pull myself up, kissing his cheek. His blonde hair shines beneath the fluorescent porch lights, and in the distance, the water laps at the shore.

This should be a perfect night.

Meeting my boyfriend's parents. Having them adore me and want to see their college football and NFL-bound son stay with me. The ocean serves as a backdrop to my loving parents happily welcoming me home. My senior year. A university on the horizon.

But it’s a terrible night, because I feel like I’m floating around in someone else’s life.

I give Maribel a hug goodnight, and give my dad a kiss, then head upstairs, so exhausted that I consider actually stopping halfway up to sit down and regain energy. Seriously. Depression is an actual bitch.

“So you’re gonna be the thing I told him to stay away from, hmm?”

I look up to find Reed standing next to the banister, his sandy hair wild, likely from Stacy’s hands.

“What?” I question, my eyes burning at just the sight of him after her. I hate looking at him after she’s left, knowing where her hands were, where her tongue went, what they were doing. I hate it.

He closes the distance between us, his mouthwash scented breath stinging my eyes as he exhales softly on me, his words hot and potent. “That night at Clear View, I told them to leave you girls in the suites because you three were looking to snag football players, remember? All you wanted was a ship to tie yourself to, and look, you’re actually fucking doing it.”

I had no idea I was capable of it but I rear back and slap Reed across the face, my bottom lip trembling. “How could you say that?” I hiss, my words sharp, swiping at him. He wobbles back, bringing his hand to his lip, checking for blood.

“I’m with him because I can’t be with you, and that’s why I thought you were with Stacy, but I don’t know, your door is shut so much I’m starting to think you just wanna be with her,” I say, laying my pain and insecurity out between us like a map with no route. We’re stuck here in this house, in this situation, with nothing to do and nowhere to go.

Unless.

“Move out,” I tell him, tears streaking my cheeks. “Move out and bring Stacy to your apartment, okay? Because I haven't moved on, Reed. I haven’t. But you clearly have. So let me try. Let me try and make it work with Murray, okay? Move out and let me move on!” I turn my back on his reply, and slam the door in his face, twisting the lock I recently installed.

Reed follows after, knocking softly so our parents don’t hear. But I ignore him. Instead I find my phone and send Murray a text.

So much fun tonight




Goodnight, can’t wait to see you tomorrow.




Tears come without any stop in sight, but I let them. I don’t try to calm down. With my door locked, I let myself feel Reed’s words.

I am becoming the person he described. More than he even realizes. More than anyone realizes.

I put a lock on my door this morning, knowing that I’m going to need so much more privacy.

I put the lock on my door after I realized that I hadn’t got my period in three months.

I put the lock on my door after I went to the drug store and bought a pregnancy test.

I put a lock on my door after I realized I’m pregnant.

Reed’s right. I am the girl that tries to bag a guy like Murray.

Because I’m going to.

I have no other choice.


Chapter Seventeen




Vivienne

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Brooke’s eyes are so wide, I’m afraid if she keeps this up, they’ll stay that way.

I sip my Diet Coke. “Nope.” I came clean to them about everything. The night at the beach, and every encounter with Reed since. It feels good.

“Well,” Ricky says, stacking her feet on the edge of my bed, leaning back in my desk chair. “What are you gonna do about it?”

I let out a sigh, and tell them the complete truth. My plan isn’t great, but based on their reactions and feedback, I know I’ll find out just how bad it really is. “I’m gonna try and make it work with Murray, and tell him I’m pregnant.”

Brooke, eyes still wide, shakes her head, reaching for a french fry without looking. She brings a fistful to her mouth, and talks as she chews. “But you said you and Mur haven’t slept together.”

I shake my head. “We haven’t. Just… hands, hand stuff.”

“Hand stuff?” Brooke repeats, aghast. “How will he ever believe it’s his?”

I look down at my Coke, the drink I should have only in moderation now that I’m pregnant. “I’m not going to try to trick him, I could never do that. I’m going to tell him I had unprotected sex when I lost my virginity, that the father isn’t even someone I know anymore, that I don’t want an abortion, and that I’d understand if he wants to break it off with me.”

Both of my friends sigh. I take the last drink of my soda, savoring it since I can’t have another until tomorrow.

“Do you want him to step up or break it off?” Brooke asks.

I tip my head to the side and give my friends a what do you think expression. “Ideally I get to be with the baby’s father. But since that’s impossible, then, I hope he stays. He would be a good partner.” Tears sting the backs of my eyes but I don’t let them fall. “He’d be a good dad.”

Silence fills in the room around us. I know Brooke doesn’t know what to say, and if Ricky does have something to say, she’s keeping her mouth shut. But I need to know what they think. I need to know just how bad I’m fucking up my life, and Murrays, too.

“I can postpone university. My dad won’t like it, and he certainly won’t like that I’m… diverting from all of my life goals. But I can do it.” I look up to meet their eyes, to get a pulse on the situation. Brooke’s brows are pulled together, and Ricky’s face is impassive as she patiently waits for the rest. “I will tell Murray it’s not his, but ask that we do life together. I think he loves me and I do love him. I mean, I’m not in love with him but I love him. You know? I’ll have the baby and stay in Bipal near my parents and his, and me and the baby will go to see him on the weekends. And when he’s signed to the NFL, well, we’ll be a traveling football family.”

Brooke’s voice is quiet. “When will you go to college?”

I chew the inside of my cheek. “Maybe the first year he’s on a team, if he rides the bench, I’ll start then and take accelerated course loads.” I run my hand through my hair, suddenly swarmed with nerves and anxiety. I shrug casually. “I’ll figure it out.”

Ricky drops her feet from the bed, growing serious. “You know, if you wanted to not have the baby⁠—”

I wave my hand through the air, because that’s not an option. Not for me. Not knowing it’s Reed’s baby. A baby that was conceived under the best circumstances, that was made by two people who care for each other, who will forever be linked together by marriage. Our parents' marriage, but still. I can’t do that simply because it complicates my life. “I’m having the baby.”

Ricky sighs. “Okay, well I support whatever choice you make. But I do want to go on record saying I think you should at least tell Reed what’s going on.” She shakes her head. “You and Reed, I still can’t believe it. Explains the way he looked at your before the Club that night, though.”

Brooke closes the box of fries, her face devoid of color. “You told me that you guys didn’t sleep together that night on the beach. You said you guys didn’t–” Her words trail off, hurt radiating off of her in palpable waves. “You lied to me. We connected in the store, you wouldn’t have anyone at Dulce without me,” she says, hurt rattling her voice. She’s not wrong. “We’ve been friends since and–” she shakes her head. “Why didn’t you tell me that you guys slept together without a condom? I could have taken you to get a Plan B.”

I shake my head, panic rising up my throat as emotion cramps my side. “I know–I should have told you. I should have gotten a Plan B but I don’t know,” I say, shaking my head, getting worked up. “I didn’t think I’d get pregnant, Brooke. It was my first time! Who gets pregnant the very first time they have sex?!”

“That’s why sex exists! To make babies! And your uterus didn’t know it was the first time. Your body doesn’t understand cruel irony, Vivienne. Grow up! Of course you can get pregnant the first time!”

“I know that now!” I shout, angry and hurt, frustrated and confused. “Why–why are you so upset with me? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Reed and I that first night but what does it matter? I told you how I felt about him. You know I’m in love with him!”

She blinks, and her mouth falls apart, and I think maybe I broke her because we stand there in a few more moments of silence with her completely rigid.

Ricky clears her throat. “Hey, Vivienne,” she starts, but I shake my head, still looking at Brooke. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that detail but I was.. I don’t know, ashamed? Embarrassed? And I’ve been in agony for months, Brooke. I die inside every day just a tiny bit when I see him. Do you know what that’s like? To want someone, be forced to see them, listen to them, smell them every fucking day but have to exercise the utmost restraint? I’m sorry I lied but Jesus Christ, Brooke. I’ve been in hell.” Out of breath, I slow my yelling and sink onto the bed. “I’m sorry,” I repeat, but Brooke reaches for her purse, and so does Ricky.

“Call me later,” she says, and before I have a chance to get confused, Reed steps inside. He was standing at the open door the entire time? That’s why Brooke froze up.

Oh my god. “Reed,” I start, but he kicks the door shut behind him, fire dancing in his eyes. He takes his glasses off, nostrils flaring, and hovers over me.

“Reed, I don’t know what you heard but–”

“You were going to go live a life with him, give up college, give up everything, and raise my baby with another man.” He shakes his head, his eyes finding their way to my lips, stealing a heated glance. “Vivienne,” he starts. “Are you really pregnant?”

I glance at the door, but notice it isn’t locked, so I quickly go and twist the deadbolt, returning to Reed, standing face to face with him. We haven’t been this physically close for more than a few seconds in a while. My entire body purrs for him. My soul screams out to him. My heart belong to him.

I tug my hoodie off, tossing it to the floor, and take off my t-shirt and bra next. Standing completely naked from the waist up, I bring his hands to my breasts, cupping them over my naked skin. Wetness blooms between my legs at the electric shock of his skin against mine, but I press on. “Do you feel how full they’re getting?” I whisper. He groans, but his eyes are wet.

I slide his hands to my belly, which is no longer flat. A tiny bump rests there, sleek but hard. He holds my stomach in his hands, and my heart, too. “Vivienne,” he says… but he doesn’t say anything else.

“We made a baby that night at the beach,” I whisper.

He kisses me, but not wet or hot, not sloppy or urgent. Rather, his kiss is slow and methodical, like he’s tasting every part of my mouth and committing it to memory, in case he doesn’t have it again any time soon.

“I fell in love with you that night,” he says. “I love you, Vivienne.”

I don’t say it back. It doesn’t matter anymore. Saying it back would be selfish, for both of us. Right now, we have to think of making the best of the situation.

“Move out. Please. Make this easier.” I lick my lips, my heart racing a mile a minute. I feel sick, like I could puke, and the back of my neck grows sweaty and uncomfortable. “I have to be with Murray. You know I have to.”

Reed shakes his head, sliding his hands up to my neck, holding me still, keeping my focus on him. As if I want to look anywhere else. “Vivienne, stop.”

I let myself study the arch of his top lip one last time before meeting his eyes. “Everything you have, you owe to her. And everything I have, I owe to him. Maribel and my dad waited a long time for each other. I’ve been lying to my dad so much and look what it got me! I’m in trouble now, Reed. I’m in trouble!” My heart thumps so fast and so hard that my vision blurs at the edges, but his eyes frantically search mine and I can't stop. I can’t, not now. “Of course I love you! Of course I’m in love with you! I was in love with you from the moment you said hi to me at arcane’s. You passed me a fork wrapped in a napkin and my skin burned when yours touched mine. I would have sold my soul to the devil in that moment just to have that night with you.” Tears glide down my cheeks, flush with heat, scorched from my confession. “But Maribel doesn’t deserve that, and neither does my dad.”

He shakes his head, his hands sliding down my neck to my arms, then over my chest, stopping over my heart. “Please don’t do this,” he whispers as my heart slams against his palms pressed into my chest. “I love you, I need you, Vivienne. We haven’t even had a chance yet. Give us a chance.”

“With a baby?” I shake my head, trying as hard as I can to ignore the raw affection pouring from him. He’s so genuine, and I have no doubt now that Reed loves me. But I love him more. And I can’t let him ruin everything. “Move out. Enjoy college. And let me do this.”

I move past him and pull open my bedroom door, staring down at my feet, hoping he leaves.

He does leave.

And I close my door and crawl into bed. It’s only seven but I’m exhausted, and my heart is too heavy for anything but sleep.


Chapter Eighteen




Vivienne

The covers are pulled off my legs, cool air touching my warm skin. Groggy, I blink my eyes until weight is pressed into me from behind, and my mattress gives a little. Arms come around my waist, and Reed’s lips come to my ear.

His cock is hard, and pressing into my ass, and I want it, I want whatever he’s here for. I need him. I fell asleep crying, my body aching for the man who put a baby in me to come tend to me, make me feel good, make me come, love me, have me, cherish me.

And he’s here now, and God, I want it.

The more I wake up, the more I know it’s wrong. We shouldn’t.

But just one night. Our last fling. The last time.

“One sleepover, a night at the beach redux, and I’ll let you go,” Reed breathes, his bargain scattering over me, leaving goosebumps in a trail. “Tonight, one night, and let me wake up with you–one sleepover. Then I’ll let you do this.”

I shake my head, writhing against him and one of his hands slides down my growing bump, past the curls on my groin. He finds my clit and circles it, gathering wetness from pussy as he does. His cock glides in a pool of precome against my ass. Feeling how turned on he is turns me on so much more, so much that my tits physically ache for him. I twist in his arms, and lose my hands in his soft, chestnut hair. He blinks back at me with his wide, gorgeous eyes. My lips curve into a smile, which he returns right before I press him down, forcing him to my breast.

His mouth opens willingly, hungrily, and he seals his lips around my nipple after he licks my areola and nibbles me a bit. “Fuck, Viv, these tits are everything. I’d beg to taste you every night. You’d tell me you just put the baby down, that you were too tired. But I’d lick you, Viv, I’d lick you so soft, between your legs, just the way you like.” He groans, pressing his cock against me as his hands roam. “I’d suck your tits, Viv, and I’d drink your milk. And I’d come so hard doing it, because you are so hot and so gorgeous. But you with my baby inside you? You making milk for my baby? Give me tonight and let me dream, please Vivienne.”

My body succumbs to overwhelming desire, the pull I’ve been running from for months. I can’t hold back, not one more second. “Just one night,” I reason, somehow believing that one night together will make a lifetime apart okay. It won’t. It definitely, absolutely, without a doubt will make everything harder.

But I can’t say no.

He rolls me onto my back, and finds his way over me. A shove of his sweats and his cock is out, bobbing over my belly. My mouth fills with saliva, so I reach down and take his heated cock in my hand. His eyes flutter closed as I wrap my fingers around him, tugging him, providing him with relief to the insane pressure inside him. I know he feels it–I feel it too. The feeling of being on the brink of total surrender, utter explosion. I’m there, I’m there with him, for him.

“I want you forever, Vivienne, you know that right? You know I’d do anything to have you, to change your mind,” he breathes as he reaches down, aligning himself with my body. One shove and he’s inside, and I’m gasping, my eyes watering, my body adjusting. He stares down at me, pushing hair off my face, smoothing his thumb along my bottom lip, hips rolling in gentle circles.

“I know,” I finally manage, once my body has accepted his size. He strokes my clit as he fucks me, his mouth moving down my collarbone, to my breast. He sucks my nipples, moaning against my heated skin, sliding himself in and out of me, all of it so torturously slow, so agonizingly perfect. We come together, and the look in his eyes while he pumps himself into me is one I’ll never forget. So handsome, so focused, something so private and special.

Reed makes me come so hard that I fall apart in shambles underneath him, shaking and trembling like crazy. He strokes in and out of me, giving me as much of himself as I can take before I’m too sensitive, too giggly, too soft.

When he slides out, he cleans me up, and slides a fresh pair of panties up my legs before positioning himself behind me. He slides his hands over my belly, with one arm underneath me, and stacks his chin on my shoulder. We stare out the window, admiring the moonlight, privately enjoying the sound of the water on the shore, soaking up every moment of our sleepover.

Finally, after what feels like so much quiet, Reed whispers, “What happened to your mom?”

I think, a little surprised by the topic. But surprised that Reed wants every bit and piece of me to stash away for the rest of his life so we can get through this? Not at all. I stroke my hand along his, studying the lines in his skin, the shape of his knuckle, the way his nails look. I’m squirreling pieces of him away, too, so I can’t blame him.

“She had cancer,” I tell him, adding, “I don’t remember her as much as I wish I did. She passed when I was very young. Just seven.”

“That’s awful,” he sighs, kissing the top of my shoulder. “Elijah… he seems like he’s solid but I know things aren’t what they seem.”

“My dad is great,” I agree quickly then veer back to the latter part of his thought. “Things aren’t what they seem? What does that mean?” I tug his arms around me more tightly, and kiss his hands before replacing them on my stomach. I can’t feel the baby yet, and tonight I wish I could. I wish we could feel the baby together on our last night.

He nuzzles against me, and my stomach flutters when he shifts and I feel he’s partially hard again. “My dad, he died when I was a sophomore in high school. And my mom, she started dating kind of quickly. But I didn’t blame her. She was miserable. She missed my dad even when she was dating but she… she wasn’t meant to be alone, you know?”

I cling to his hands, cling to that sentiment. I do know, because until Reed, I thought being alone was fine. Getting laid was a must but having a partner to tackle life with wasn’t anything ever on my radar. It’s not just the baby growing inside me, either. Now that I have Reed, I realize what being part of a duo could be like. “I know,” I admit softly, adding, “I’m sure that no one can replace your dad, but I’m glad Maribel found my dad. He’s never been this happy.”

We lie there in quiet a bit longer, listening to the water, watching the moon change position in the sky. Neither of us fall asleep, because we don’t want to waste our precious time together sleep. But after what feels too long, Reed speaks again.

“What if they understand? What if it doesn’t ruin everything?” He bravely floats the hypothetical between us, one I admittedly have thought about no less than a hundred times. I kiss his hands again, the heat of his breath on my neck reigniting the neediness inside me.

“If they don’t, we can’t be together, and they’d never look at us the same way. Can you risk that? Can you risk not being together and having Elijah look at you like a deviant? Your mother, too?”

He kisses the back of my ear, and my eyes fall closed. “We don’t share blood, Vivienne. We haven’t done anything wrong.”

Reed reaches down, spreading me open with his fingers, stroking the wetness that blooms there because of him. “You know we didn’t do anything wrong, you know you can’t marry Murray,” he breathes, his cock growing rigid and angry against me from behind. “I know you aren’t in love with him.”

He needs no reassurance, that much he’s just shown me, but still, I feel compelled. “No, I’m not in love with him. But he’s a good person, Reed. And he and I can give each other a fulfilling life, without disrupting Maribel and my dad. Without disrupting Bipal.” As much as I want to believe that love would conquer all step-sibling ties and that our parents would support us, I think of Clear View. The social circles that run so deep, would they be understanding that Elijah Beaumont’s daughter got knocked up by her older step brother? I want to believe that open minds join open wallets, but I don’t think they do.

“You told Brooke and Ricky about us, and about the pregnancy,” Reed says, still moving his hand underneath the panties he put on me. “They know and Bipal stands.”

I toss my head back, searching for his mouth on my neck, to suck at my pulse point while he fingers me, to drive me mad in every single way he can. No matter how much of him I get, I want more, and I know there’s no way to overdose. There’s no way to have dangerous amounts of Reed in my system. The more I have, the more I want, and the better I feel. That’s the excruciating truth.

“It’s not the simple, and you know it,” I breathe, my toes curling as his fingers expertly play my clit.

“Or maybe it is?” He continues rubbing, stroking, teasing. My legs shake and my back arches.

“Reed,” I barter, I pant, I beg. “Please, Reed,” I try again.

“Come on my fingers, let me show you what you could have every single night, hmm?” he croons. “I would make them understand that we’re soulmates, Viv. I would make them see.”

Squeezing my eyes closed, I reach back, finding his cock with my hand. I stroke him as he makes me come, my orgasm hot and fast, pulsing through me in shuddering waves. I twist in his arms, and bring his fingers to my mouth, tasting myself again, because I like tasting how he makes me feel, and I know he likes watching me taste myself, too.

And then I make use of our big mattress, settling between his legs as I slip his cock into my mouth. Touching me, whispering naughty things to me, dreams of what we could have–it’s been his foreplay, an aphrodisiac so powerful that the second pass of my tongue around his crown has his spine curling, his stomach knotting, curses falling from his lips.

Reed comes after less than a minute in my mouth, hard, fast, filling my mouth with an abundance of warm, salty come. I swallow it, because the idea of spitting anything out that came from Reed seems wrong. When I sit up, he’s smirking shyly.

“College guys should have more stamina than that,” I tell him, reaching out to tug his glasses down his nose. I bring them to my face, slipping them on, the world growing a little fuzzy behind the lenses.

“Being in the mouth of the woman I love, the same woman who has my baby inside of her—psh, I feel proud I made it thirty seconds,” he teases. I tug off his glasses, because I don’t want to waste a moment of our last night together with a single piece of him blurry.

“You looked hot in those,” he tells me, slipping them back on.

“You look hot in them too.” I stroke a finger down his chest, playing with his softening cock in my other hand. “See, calling you hot feels wrong. It’s more than that.”

Reed playfully grins. “Is that right?”

I nod, wishing Murray didn’t pop into my mind at that moment, because Murray is a good guy. He doesn’t deserve to be compared to Reed. It’s unfair. Apples and oranges. But still, I look down at Reed, beautiful features, the electric touch, a brain like my father’s, a soul full of goodness— “you’re so much more,” I decide on, still touching him even though he’s soft. I want to touch all of him, experience him in all forms.

His eyes glitter, and it takes me a moment to realize they’re wet. All forms of Reed are beautiful, and that’s what I wanted. But the look of hurt shining in his eyes cuts deep, deeper than I wanted to feel.

“So are you.”

I smile, and lie down next to him, curling into his side, stroking my hand along the chiseled definitions of his muscle. “Should we go to sleep now? I know it means the end, but sleeping and waking up together— I’ve always wanted that.” I wish we could do it more than one night– but I don’t say that. Why add salt to the wound?

He presses his lips into my hairline.

“Sleep with you sounds perfect.”

We fall quiet, but I don’t know when either of us actually go to sleep.


Chapter Nineteen




Reed

“Reed,” Elijah says. Outstretching his arm to me. He pulls me into a hug, patting the center of my back firmly. “How’s the new apartment?” His brows lift, and he taps my chest with his pointer finger. “Your mom is so happy you are coming home for family dinner. She’s really missed you.”

I nod. “I know. I feel bad I haven't been back until now. It's just– I’m just trying to adjust to starting a new life, outside of Bipal.”

Elijah smiles. “You were never the guy that needed to be a Lancaster, and I respect the hell out of you for it.”

Guilt consumes me. While on one hand, Elijah isn’t wrong in that I’ve never needed to flaunt or boast that I’m a Lancaster heir, nor have I needed to let people know that I come from money. Being a smart, good person has been what I’ve been about, because it’s what my dad taught me.

But the guilt is there, potent as ever, because the reason I haven’t been back home since moving out eight months ago is because I’m weak. Too weak to see her. To see them. And the incredibly happy life they’ve started.

Only now, I received an internship abroad, and I’m leaving in a month. Family dinner kills two birds with one stone. A check in with my family, and letting them know that next month at this time I’ll be living in Germany, working for a startup. Elijah of all people will understand.

With his hand between my shoulder blades, he guides me to the kitchen, noise brimming from the closed door. My stomach twists. I’ve seen photos. I’ve received cards. I’ve ignored texts and phone calls. Still, I am largely unprepared for what I’m walking in on.

This is it, Reed. You get through this one evening and you’re free from all of this pain. This one dinner and you’re done.

Elijah pushes the door open, exposing Murray, Vivienne and their daughter sitting at the table, the baby’s round cheeks pink, slobber on her chin.

Behind them, Maribel stands with a phone turned sideways between her hands, a video recording. “Say the date and what you’re doing so we remember,” she tells her daughter, aiming the phone between them.

“This is Ri’s first time trying rice cereal, she’s three months old,” Vivienne says to my mother, to the camera, a smile plastered on her beautiful face. She turns, dunking the little plastic spoon into the bowl of rice cereal, and that’s when she sees me.

Her eyes grow wide, and my focus moves between hers and our daughters, and in that instant, I know it’s been a mistake. The biggest mistake I’ve ever made. I should never have let Murray have them. I should have stood up against Vivienne instead of letting her do what she thought was right. I thought I was being respectful, letting her choose, but that was wrong. I know that now as Murray takes the spoon from Viv and airplanes it into the baby’s mouth.

My baby’s mouth.

“No,” I breathe out, suddenly dizzy and sweaty, my palms clammy. “No, this isn’t–she’s not–” my eyes find Murray, but my vision is blurry and my heart, my god my heart is racing. “She’s mine, they’re mine,” I say, but my words don’t leave my head, despite my lips moving, I can’t hear myself.

“They’re mine,” I breathe out, struggling to make them hear me. Elijah’s eyes come to mine, but his are fuzzy and hazy, too, and when I look at Maribel, she doesn’t have a face. It’s her, logically I know it’s her, but she evaporated before my eyes. So do Vivienne and my child, too. And that’s when I start screaming.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Viv whispers, pressing the back of her hand to my forehead. “Reed, shh,” she quiets me, pressing her palm to my forehead, then my cheek. “You were having a nightmare.”

“You’re—” I swallow through the cottonmouth, blinking up at her, my chest tight, heart racing. “I saw you two, you and Murray, and our daughter, I saw you two feeding our daughter.”

“Reed,” she breathes, but she can’t say anything at this moment to make me feel better. Because that nightmare I just slept through, that nightmare is months away from being my reality.

“No,” I tell her, scrambling out of bed, to my feet. She holds the sheet to her chest, her blonde hair a mess.

“Reed, it’s only four, we have a few more hours, I⁠—”

I put my hand out, holding a pillow to my groin with my free hand. “I saw you living a full life with him, raising my daughter with him and—” I stop talking and take her in. Small in the huge bed, the white blankets pressed to her chest, one leg peeking out, soft velvet skin on display. Her eyes are tired, deep pockets of dark pooling beneath them. She’s been so stressed, so depressed. So have I.

I don’t want an internship in Europe.

I don’t want an apartment away from here.

I don’t want another man to love my girl and raise my baby.

“I’m telling them. I’m sorry, but I’m telling them. Because I can’t– I won’t do this to us. I won’t be the reason why we’re both living our backup lives. It’s not fair to us, it’s not fair to Murray, it’s not fair. And I won’t do it.” I lick my lips, my pulse hammering. “I’m sorry Vivienne. But I love you too much to go along with this.”

Vivienne’s eyes go wide as Elijah and my mother open the door. Elijah looks at the pillow on the floor, and I scoop it up, covering my naked body. I watch him. I don’t even watch my mother but I watch Elijah. I’ve come to respect him, to look up to him, to care about him. And he’s her father.

His gaze travels slowly through her bedroom, finally making it to her bed. He looks at the tangled sheet she has pressed to her chest, then his eyes come to mine.

“Harrison,” he starts, but I stop him.

“Elijah, the first night that you and Vivienne came here, she and I met, and we didn’t know. I didn’t know she was my mother’s fiance’s daughter, and she didn’t know who I was either.” I lick my lips, my gaze finally sliding to my mother. She’s looking at me, head tipped to the side, a puzzled expression on her face. My mother is a lot of things, but confused or puzzled has never been one of them.

“We had feelings for each other, mom. She was the one I told you about. Remember? And we’ve been denying those feelings ever since because we didn’t want to complicate things for you two. We didn’t want what we have to ruin what you guys have.” I swipe a hand through my hair, finding it wet with sweat. The dream flashes behind my eyes again, and whatever reluctance that had crept in gets sufficiently smashed. Seeing Murray feed my baby. Seeing Murray in home videos with my family. No fucking way. “I’m sorry it all came out this way but I think it’s time to sit down, the four of us, and talk about a way we work this out. Because I’m not living another day denying that I love Vivienne.” I swallow thickly, my ears ringing from anxiety as I stare into Elijah’s eyes. “I love your daughter, Elijah. I am asking for a family meeting for all four of us.”

My mom reaches into her robe pocket, but keeps it there. “I felt sick this morning. I got up and walked the halls to see if the feeling would pass. I heard you two in here, in here arguing. But I went back to my room and woke Elijah because why would Vivienne and my son be in the same room at four in the morning arguing? But sickness hit me again, so I ran to the hall bathroom and got sick.” She lifts her hand from the fuzzy pocket on her robe, and opens her palm to produce a positive pregnancy test. “And I found this.” She looks at me, her naked son, and looks to Vivienne, naked but for the sheet she’s wrapped in.

Elijah’s eyes command my focus. I wish I weren’t naked for this. I wish this wasn’t happening post-nightmare at four in the morning. I wish this weren’t happening at all, that in some universe Vivienne and I could have met first.

“Did you get my daughter pregnant?” he asks, stepping closer to me, a flare lifting his nostrils.

“Yes,” I answer, and his fist coming toward me is the last thing I remember.


Chapter Twenty




Vivienne

Music booms, shaking the dance floor beneath us. All around, lights twinkle, the trunks of palm trees shining all around us. In the periphery, sparklers glow and people laugh, glasses clink and shoes shuffle. Reed sifts his fingers through my hair, our bodies swaying together amidst the chaos.

“Can you believe we’re married?”

Reed twists us on the dance floor, and we come side to side with my father and Maribel dancing. Her hair is up, a long white veil trailing behind them.

“I know, I’m so excited,” I tell her, holding Reed tighter. “The reception is so much fun!”

In the last month, Reed and I have been at Clear View Country club so much. Helping our parents finish wedding plans, but also, to plan a wedding of our own. A surprise wedding, one that only Maribel and my dad know about.

“Are you ready?” Maribel whispers, leaning toward us.

I look up at her son, finding the plethora of blues in his eyes, my heart expanding at the sight. “So ready.”

Brooke and Ricky, approach, arms linked. “Hey, Maribel, did you want to cut the cake? The wedding lady is looking for you,” Brooke says.

I reach for her hand, and Reed takes Ricky’s and pull them toward us. In the distance, Fab and Sin wander over, because they’re the only two that Reed cared about having here tonight.

Reed nods, and Fab comes over, Sin on his arm. The six of us stand in a circle, and Reed smiles at me, and I know it’s time.

“You guys feel like being our wedding party?” I ask, biting my bottom lip to contain my excitement.

“What?” Sin asks, looking at Fab. “You didn’t tell me this was happening!” She swats his chest with her purse.

“I didn't know,” Fab says, looking up at Reed. He extends his hand, and they shake. “Congratulations, and of course, we’ll do it.”

“Holy shit,” Ricky exclaims. “You guys really are gonna get married?”

I nod. “Yep.”

Reed beams. “Fuck yes.”

No one tries reminding us of things we know. Our age. How much time we have to meet other people. How the baby can be raised without us being married. How there’s no rush. No one says any of that shit. Instead, Brooke pulls us into a hug, her head between both of ours when she says, “I’m so glad it worked out.”

She has no idea how glad we are, too.

That morning last month when Elijah and my mother walked in on us… I thought it was over, that we’d lost it all. And in those minutes of dad punching Reed and Maribel screaming to keep them apart, I thought my life was supposed to be filled with sadness to make up for all the pain I’d caused everyone.

But dad, immediately after he hit Reed, apologized. He apologized over and over, then he apologized to Maribel, and he apologized to me, too. “A mistake,” he said, “is something you did that hurts someone or multiple people, and there is no good in a mistake.” He looked at Maribel, and took her hand, then looked at Reed. “Hitting you was a mistake because no good came of it. But you two, you’re not a mistake, are you?”

Reed shook his head, and turned back to the bed to take my hand. He sat next to me since I couldn’t get up. “Timing wasn’t great, but we love each other.”

“I had a plan,” I told them. “I had a plan to marry Murray, postpone college, and have a full life being an NFL wife. Murray would raise a child that isn’t his own, because he has a good heart. And then you two could preserve the happiness of your marriage, Reed could go on and finish his degree and have a full life. It was, I thought, a good solution.”

“Just because Murray is a good person doesn’t mean doing that to him is fair,” Maribel had said, making me feel two inches tall.

“I just… I see how much my dad loves you. And how happy you are. I didn’t want to ruin that, I didn’t want to take that away,” I admitted, and Reed brought our linked hands to his lips, kissing my knuckles right in front of them. At four fifteen in the morning, the four of us had coffee in the kitchen and talked about everything that had happened. I admitted all my lies to my dad, and apologized profusely. Tears were shed, hugs were exchanged, and thank god that Reed and I woke them up. Thank god that Maribel was nauseous that morning. The stars aligned for us, because Elijah and Maribel decided they would support us, and stand up to Bipal with us.

Turns out, our parents saw themselves in us. They saw the connection they found in one another when they looked at us, the same connection that they themselves spent years trying to find; my dad hunted longer than Maribel, but still, they wanted us to have each other the way they have each other.

I’ll admit it took my dad some time to get used to Reed, his protege in all things information technology related, being the guy who got his daughter pregnant. But after that first ultrasound, the noise quieted, and the four of us became focused on the future.

I’m going to college in a few months. But I’m going to go to the University with Reed. He’ll be done in two years now that my dad has helped him choose his schedule, with accelerated course selection to ease him into a waiting internship at Beaumont Industries. While he starts his internship and I finish school, Maribel has decided it’s perfect timing for a prolonged break at work. She’s appointed someone to work in her place on contract for a full year, to get us through the hardest years.

We’re not going to stay at home, though. Our parents have found us an apartment, and with Reed starting his internship early, he will pay for it. And of all the things he’s wanted in his life, paying his own way is one of them. And the internship, my dad has promised, wasn’t a nepo- baby handout–Reed deserves it.

Reaching between us, I hand Fabian the ring I picked for Reed, and Reed hands the ring he picked for me to Brooke. We exchange rings with my dad and Maribel dancing next to us, and our friends around us. Clear View is brimming with all the most famous business owners and heirs in Bipal, here to see my father and Maribel wed. Knowing that so many people love and care for them, that we’re staying in Bipal together and I don’t have to run off with Murray is beautiful.

I nestle against Reed, settling my head on his chest, his heart thumping like wild. His arms engulf me, his wood scent consumes me, and in this moment, the entire world is right. Everything is perfect. Nothing could make this night better.

“Oh my god,” I breathe, jumping back out of Reed’s arms.

“We sign the papers to make it legal in a few minutes, don’t worry,” Reed soothes, thinking he knows why I’m suddenly shrieking. But a girl reads the itinerary on the day of her secret wedding, so of course it’s not that.

I take his hand and place it on my belly. “She just kicked.” I blink at him, the glow of lights looping the palm tree trunks illuminating him from behind, leaving an angelic glow around his profile. He looks down at my belly, sliding his hand around, feeling me everywhere before she kicks again, and his head whips up to mine. Behind his frames, his eyes are glassy.

“I felt it,” he breathes.

And now it is a perfect night.
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