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Meet the Maverick Billionaires—sexy, self-made men from the wrong side of town who survived hell together and now have everything they ever wanted. But when each Maverick falls head over heels for an incredible woman he never saw coming, he will soon find that true love is the only thing he ever really needed…


Evan Collins is the man with the Midas touch. Having left his hard childhood behind him, the financial genius vowed to one day have everything. But when he discovers that his marriage is built on lies, the only people he can trust now are the Mavericks—and the woman who has always been there for him: Paige, the sister of his soon-to-be ex-wife.

Paige Ryan has always loved Evan Collins, a secret she’s hugged close to her heart for nine long years. But when her sister’s devastating betrayal is revealed, Paige can’t keep her feelings hidden any longer.

Paige is a beacon of light for Evan. Despite believing he needs to keep the walls around his heart stronger than ever, he’s irresistibly drawn to her sweet, pure heart—and the undeniable sparks flaring between them. She’s the only one he trusts to help him face the darkness of his past head on before it destroys him. But will their forbidden romance end up destroying them both?


A note from Bella & Jennifer


Right from the start, each of the Maverick Billionaires touched our hearts. But we’ve always had a special soft spot for Evan. More than anything, we wanted him to find love. Real love that would make him stronger, rather than tearing him apart. True love that would bring him joy, instead of pain.

Fortunately, Paige Ryan wanted exactly the same thing.

We hope you love reading Evan and Paige’s romance as much as we loved writing it!

Happy reading,

Bella Andre & Jennifer Skully

p.s. Daniel’s story, Wild In Love, will be out next! Please sign up for our New Release newsletters for more information about upcoming Maverick Billionaire romances. BellaAndre.com/Newsletter & http://bit.ly/SkullyNews


Chapter One


It had all been lies.

From the moment Evan Collins met Whitney Ryan to the day their marriage ended a month ago, right after Thanksgiving. But that was all over now. He was setting his world to rights, reclaiming his life, moving on.

And he was home again.

Evan stood in the arched living room doorway of Susan and Bob Spencer’s Chicago home. Their house was fragrant with Christmas pine, mulled wine, and joy. The decorations still hung, stockings along the fireplace and brilliant poinsettias brightening the corners of the room, which was big enough to handle all of Harper Newman and Will Franconi’s wedding guests tomorrow.

When the money had started to flow for the Mavericks, the first thing the five friends had done was move the Spencers into a good neighborhood. At the time, this home was a palace compared to the apartment in the dreary, backwater neighborhood they’d grown up in. Now that millions had turned to billions, the Mavericks wanted to buy them a better and bigger house. But Susan and Bob insisted this was their dream home.

Now it would be the dream setting for Harper and Will’s wedding.

No one had noticed Evan’s arrival yet as he hung back, watching his foster family. For the past twenty-five years, they’d been a tight unit, going back to when they were kids out in the schoolyard. None of their childhoods had been innocent, and they’d each had their fair share of scars—both physical and emotional—by the time they left Susan and Bob’s home and headed out to conquer the world.

But only Evan had made the mistake of marrying the wrong woman.

Damn it, he’d already lost enough time over her—including the month he’d just spent in isolation in Europe beating himself up over his mistakes. It was long past time to move forward.

God, he’d missed his family and friends. All the people who were closer to him than blood. Closer than the wife he’d thought loved him.

Harper and Will would be married tomorrow, on New Year’s Eve, and tonight was the cusp of a new life for them. No matter how badly his life had imploded, he would never miss their wedding.

Harper was radiant in a burgundy dress that made everything about her shine—Will’s eyes certainly followed her everywhere she moved. He lit up with each of her smiles, every time she laughed. Harper’s brother, Jeremy, circled like a satellite, his usual enthusiastic, joyful self.

Sebastian Montgomery and his fiancée, Charlie Ballard, flanked her mother, Francine, who was perched in a wing chair. Francine’s lined face beamed with happiness—she and Charlie were a perfect addition to the Mavericks. Sebastian’s hand stroked over Charlie’s red hair, and she leaned into his touch.

Matt Tremont sat beside them, one hand on his son’s back, the other around the waist of his girlfriend, Ari Jones. Evan’s chest tightened at the sight of little Noah, who was almost six now, in Ari’s arms. Evan had planned to have his own kids by now, his hope growing with every passing year for the miracle of a healthy baby. Only to finally discover the horrible truth, a month ago, about why that had never come to be…

He put the brakes on the runaway locomotive of his thoughts. He’d deliberately left his raw, battered emotions behind after his European travels. From here on out, he was moving full steam ahead into a new world unmarked by his past.

Evan Collins had started over more than once in his life.

This time he vowed to get it right.

Thankfully, his friends had already gotten it completely right. Will had found his perfect match in Harper. Evan felt Sebastian’s joy in being with Charlie and was ecstatic that Noah now had a brand-new mother in Ari. Not for one minute would Evan let his own loss tarnish this celebration.

There had been so many moments during the last month when he’d wanted to punch in Will’s number, or Susan’s, or Matt’s, or God help him, call all his friends at once. To bare his soul. To tell them everything. And yet, in answer to all their queries after telling them a month ago that he was divorcing Whitney, the most he’d managed was a single curt text saying he was doing fine.

At least he’d sent them a response. Whitney’s sister, Paige, had reached out to him too.

Whitney just told me everything. I know you must be in shock right now. Call me as soon as you’re up to it.

But he hadn’t gotten to that point, not knowing what to say or how to say it. So he hadn’t replied at all, ignoring not only her texts, but her emails and phone calls as well.

Evan’s gut clenched as he realized Paige was nowhere to be seen tonight, as though she no longer felt welcome now that Evan and her sister had split up. As if she actually believed she was the “hanger-on” Whitney had always called her. He’d never felt that way about Paige. No one had.

At the very least, thank God Whitney hadn’t shown up. She’d been on the invitation they’d received before their marriage imploded, and he knew all too well how much she would relish causing her own special brand of trouble at the wedding.

At last, Daniel turned and spotted him. Evan could easily read the emotions on his friend’s face—shock, concern, maybe even a little anger. In a split second, however, it all disappeared beneath Daniel’s smile of welcome.

The Mavericks always accepted each other unconditionally. They didn’t take crap, but at the same time, they understood when a guy had to work things out on his own. And Evan swore that he had worked out all his emotions about Whitney. Even if it had taken a brutally lonely month spent halfway around the globe.

Separating from the group laughing at one of Bob’s hilarious stories, Daniel headed his way. “Glad you made it for the wedding.” He gave Evan a quick, hard hug.

Despite owning a home improvement retail conglomerate and hosting a DIY TV show, Daniel Spencer was the most muscular of the bunch. Making boatloads of money had never gotten in the way of his outdoor activities, which included personally building a cabin in Lake Tahoe.

“Glad to be here.” Evan glanced at Harper and Will. “I wouldn’t miss the wedding.”

“Some of us had our doubts. But we all know it’s been a rough month.”

Rough was an understatement. Evan’s mission in Europe had been about more than visiting his subsidiaries in London, Berlin, Paris, Rome, and Stockholm. The arms of The Collins Group, his investment corporation, reached out globally, and he believed in hiring local expertise. After all, they knew the markets, the economies, the politics, all of which affected investment decisions, and those people were the best at keeping him fully informed. He’d been determined to work himself out of the dark pit he’d fallen into when he’d learned the truth about the full extent of Whitney’s betrayal. At first, he’d fermented in that dark place, hating Whitney, hating himself for not seeing the truth. But now he refused to keep handing her that power over him, not when he’d just come home to his family again.

“It’s over now,” Evan said. “I’m moving on.”

Daniel smiled wide. “Sure you are.” But his next words belied the easy smile. “Need to talk? One on one?”

Evan drank in the laughter in the room before answering. “No.” He didn’t want to destroy the homecoming. Didn’t want to plunge back into darkness either. “I’m fine.”

Daniel nodded, and for a moment, Evan thought his friend might let it go at that. Until he added, “We’re here if you change your mind.”

Thank God for friends. They had always been there, since he was a skinny ten-year-old. They stood up for each other then and now. He knew they all thought he was better off without Whitney, that none of his friends ever really liked her. Evan was the one who’d made excuses for her behavior, who’d told himself that the Mavericks didn’t really know her.

Only to find out that he was the one who hadn’t known his wife.

Not at all.

Across the room, Susan laughed delightedly as Bob gave the punch line to his joke. They always laughed together—not at each other, but with each other. Over Bob’s shoulder, Susan finally saw Evan, her features freezing for a moment with deep motherly concern.

She whispered something to Bob, and he immediately pivoted. As if their moves were a signal to the rest of the group, the conversation fell silent.

Susan was soon enveloping Evan in a hug. He was transported back to childhood, to the heat of Susan and Bob’s kitchen, to the warmth generated by the unconditional love she and Bob showered on all the Mavericks. The Spencers had taken them in, fostered them, treated them like their own sons, giving them the same love they’d given to Daniel and his sister, Lyssa. In Susan and Bob’s house, there was always more than enough love to go around.

“I missed you, honey.”

“Missed you too,” he answered as he hugged her back, not wanting to let her go.

Bob knuckled his head, and Sebastian punched his arm lightly. “Dude, I knew you wouldn’t miss the food.”

Evan clapped his friend on the back. “It’s Matt who’s all about the food.”

Matt snorted. “Give me a break. Daniel’s the free-food king.”

As they all laughed, Evan’s heart clenched tight again. Only, this time it wasn’t out of pain—it was because he no longer had a doubt in his head or his heart or his gut that he’d been right to come home.

Noah squirmed out of Ari’s grip and launched himself at Evan. He scooped up Matt’s son, burying his face in Noah’s blond curls as the boy chattered excitedly. “I swam the pool end to end five times without stopping. It must be a whole mile.”

“You’re a superstar,” he said, giving Noah a high five before putting him back down on the floor so he could run off to play with Jeremy.

Turning to Ari, Evan asked, “Where’s your brother?” Evan had met Gideon only once, at Thanksgiving. The guy was enigmatic, having recently come back into Ari’s life after spending seven years in the military, and another nine years working construction all over the country. Evan wasn’t sure he trusted him, and he worried about Ari because of it.

“Gideon was so grateful for Harper and Will’s invitation to the wedding,” Ari replied, “but he wasn’t able to get out of work to come.” Evan knew that Daniel would have given him the time off, but he didn’t refute her.

The front door opened, and seconds later, a snow-dusted woman threw herself at him. Lyssa, Daniel’s sister, had always been a handful. She was the kid sister he’d never had, a toddler when he’d moved in with Susan and Bob a couple of years after his mother ran off. All the Mavericks felt like they’d raised her—and they would go to any length to protect her.

“You big lug. Where have you been this past month?” She smacked a hand on his chest. “I desperately needed to talk to you because—” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial murmur. “—I hate to admit it, but I detest my job. You’re my financial wizard, so I know you’ll give me good advice.”

“I’ll help you out any way I can,” he promised.

“Thank you,” she said, giving him one of her sunny smiles as she let him go. “I definitely need a sage old man’s advice.”

Lyssa loved to needle him about their ten-year age difference. And the truth was that he did feel incredibly old. The last month had aged him. Hell, the last couple of years had.

Working to keep the bleak thoughts from his face—and wipe them from his mind—he turned to Will next and pumped his friend’s hand, then pulled Harper into a hug. “You’re radiant, Harper. The perfect bride-to-be.”

She smiled, her cheeks pinkening. “Thank you, Evan.” Concern flashed in her eyes, just as it had in Susan’s, but thankfully, before she could press him on how he was doing, Susan guided him into the living room.

“Have you eaten? Do you need something to drink?”

“I’m fine,” he said, his constant refrain. “And I need to say hello to this lovely lady.” He hunkered down by Francine Ballard’s chair to give her a hug and let her know how happy he was to see her again.

Charlie’s mother’s fingers were gnarled with arthritis, her legs shackled in braces, and getting up and down quickly was hard work. But she still walked a mile a day.

If she could keep going, keep moving forward, so could he.

Evan’s family was full of smiles. Hugs. Unconditional love. But he could see that they were also walking on glass, with no one pushing. No one prodding. No one demanding to know how he could have left for a month with nothing more than a text to Susan, Bob, and the other Mavericks.

Getting divorced. I’m heading out to visit my European offices. I’ll be back for the wedding.

He’d answered their shocked and concerned texts with his new stock phrase, I’m fine. And then he’d gone dark.

“Honey, you must be starved after your long trip here.” Susan signaled him with a wave into the dining room. The sideboard was set with a spread of appetizers, casseroles, and salads. “Let me get you something to eat.” She loaded up a plate with his favorite dishes, then sat beside him at the dining room table. “Will insisted I use a caterer for the rehearsal dinner. And the wedding too. He said he didn’t want me exhausting myself with all the cooking. I wasn’t sure how well it would work out, but the food is good, don’t you think?”

“This curry rice is mouthwatering.” He wasn’t hungry, but he ate for Susan.

“You’ve lost weight.” She frowned in concern again. “How are you really doing, honey? We’ve all been so worried.” The Maverick chatter carried through the living room archway, with everyone careful not to intrude on their private moment.

“I’ve moved on. I’m not dwelling on the past. It’s over. I just needed a few weeks to figure things out, that’s all.”

She locked eyes with him for a long moment. One in which he tried not to squirm like a little kid under his mother’s all-seeing gaze. “We understand why you needed time to process what happened.” She put her hand over his, sorrow and fury mixing together on her face as she said, “Paige told us what happened. About the things Whitney did.”

He should have known Paige would spill the whole sordid tale to Susan and Bob, to the Mavericks. After all these years, she was family too—and family turned to one another when they needed help dealing with difficult issues. He should have done that too, but the deep shame of having been blind for so long to Whitney’s true nature had held him back…

He squeezed her hand. “You didn’t need to worry. You and Bob taught me to deal with the tough knocks and keep on going.”

“I have to admit you look better than I thought you would.” She shook a finger at him. “Except that you’re too skinny.”

He laughed for her, because she needed it and he wanted to make up for the worry he’d caused her. Then he made himself pick up his fork and eat a few more bites as Susan told him all about the wedding preparations. But he wasn’t really there with her.

Because no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop himself from rewinding back four weeks, far away from this warm and loving family home…


Chapter Two


One month ago…

Whitney had decided to spend Thanksgiving in the south of France. Evan should have missed being with his wife during the holiday, but he was actually relieved. It meant the Mavericks and their families could all have a nice day together, without any of her inevitable drama.

The dinner conversation was as lively and entertaining as ever. But when they went around the table to each say one thing they were thankful for this past year, emotions went deep. One by one, each person at the large table in Matt’s dining room bared a piece of their soul. By the time they got to Evan, he found himself blurting out, “I’m thankful you’ve all been there for me through three miscarriages.”

The table fell silent. Until Paige said, “I’m sure that if Whitney were here, she would say that she’s thankful for how you were always there for her. Especially since she wasn’t comfortable reaching out to any of us.”

Paige’s statement was clearly intended to be kind, but her words hit Evan like a punch to the gut, nearly doubling him over with guilt. Because every time Whitney had miscarried, he’d been out of town on business. Yet, Whitney hadn’t called her sister or any of the Mavericks for help or comfort. Each time she’d lost their baby, she’d gone through the pain and loss all alone, until he could get home to her from whatever locale his business dealings had taken him to. Even though he always rushed home as soon as possible, that sometimes meant it had taken more than a day for him to make it back to her.

But why hadn’t Whitney gone to her sister for consolation? Or called Susan, who’d always been so good to her? Was it because he’d failed her so badly as a husband that she’d felt ashamed for miscarrying? Had she blamed herself?

During the past few years, Whitney had been increasingly difficult to live with—and he didn’t want to make excuses for the nasty things she’d said and done far too often. But that didn’t change the fact that they’d gotten so out of touch with each other that she obviously hadn’t been able to call for help when she needed it most. It was long past time to step up to fix things between them, not just let his marriage keep falling apart because they couldn’t talk anymore.

He strategized exactly how to do that during the remainder of the weekend, coming up with alternatives, vowing to make things right. By Monday, when Whitney walked in the front door, he was armed with fresh, new plans to build the family they’d always dreamed of.

“Whitney, welcome back.”

She looked surprised to see him at home in the middle of a workday. “Oh, hi. Since you’re here, you can help me with my bags. The shopping was fabulous in France.” She was a stunning woman. But the smile she gave him didn’t reach her eyes.

Or maybe that was just his guilt talking.

Ignoring her bags, and the open front door, he moved to take her hands. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

She frowned, clearly confused. “In France?” She shook her head. “You would have been bored senseless at the spa and boutiques.”

“No, not France. I’m sorry for not being there for your miscarriages. And for not making sure that you felt comfortable going to Susan or the Mavericks for help in my absence.” No matter how badly she might have behaved in the past, Evan knew his friends and family would unconditionally support her.

She slipped her hands from his to wave away his concern. “It happened very early on each time. You know I recovered easily.” Then she added quickly, “At least physically.”

“I know you did, but I should have gone with you to your doctor to discuss the situation. Especially after you miscarried more than once.”

“No!” She looked horrified by his suggestion. “You didn’t need to talk with my doctor. She’d simply have told you the statistics on miscarriages in the first six weeks just like she told me.”

“I know how hard it is for you to talk about this, Whitney.” She’d never wanted to talk about the medical specifics of why she’d had three back-to-back miscarriages, and he hadn’t wanted to deepen her distress. But now there was too much bottled up grief between them. And he was determined to fix what was broken. “But there’s still a chance. We can figure out what happened and try again.”

She whirled away, her high heels clicking loudly on the marble floor, one hand to her forehead. “It’s too late for all that.”

He put a conciliatory hand on her back and she turned back to face him right before he said, “We’ll talk to the doctor together, and if nothing can be done, there are alternatives.”

Flinching, she jerked a step back, nearly stumbling over one of her bags on the floor. “I don’t want to have children right now.” She huffed a breath, her nostrils flaring. “I simply can’t go through all that again.” She stared at him with misting eyes. “Can’t we just be together, the two of us?”

Losing the babies had torn his insides out. But he knew that it must have been so much worse for Whitney, especially going through it all alone. “You’re right. I completely understand how hard it would be to try again.” Would either of them survive if she lost another baby?

Which was why he turned to the entryway table where he’d left the papers he’d worked on over the weekend. “Let’s try this instead, then.” He handed her the adoption forms, which he’d already filled out. “I’ve made some calls, and the good news is that we’re prime candidates for adoption.” Surely everything would change for them when they had the family they wanted. It was what he’d told himself every time they’d been on the verge of having a child.

“Are you crazy? I don’t want to adopt.” She tossed the papers back onto the table without even looking at them.

His guts twisted. He was doing everything he could to try to fix things, but Whitney was as distant as ever. “I know we planned to have our own kids, but we can still have that big family we’ve always dreamed of.”

“You know you don’t really want to raise someone else’s child.” She pursed her lips, tiny lines flaring out from her mouth. “And I can’t take the blame when you finally come to that realization.”

“I would love a child with all my heart, whether or not he or she is mine biologically.”

The silence was long, echoing in the huge marble foyer. “Well, I’m not sure I can.”

“Whitney.” He held out his hand, but she didn’t take it. “Once you have a beautiful boy or girl, I know you’ll see the baby as your own. As ours.” Again, the silence beat at his eardrums. “We can do this. We can be parents like we’ve always talked about being.”

Something hard, something cold, flashed in her eyes. “You mean like you’ve always talked about.” She made a face. “I don’t even want children.”

Everything went still. As if they were posing for one of those mannequin challenges he’d seen on the Internet. “Of course you do.” She couldn’t mean what she’d just said. It had to be frustration, grief talking. “We’ve always talked about having children together. Right from the beginning. Even before we were married.”

“You brought it up,” she snapped. “But you never asked me. And I had to agree to keep you happy. My whole life is about making you happy.” She dropped her voice, a little sob creeping in. “But I just wasn’t ready, Evan. And I didn’t know how to tell you because you wanted a child so badly. You can’t even imagine how I felt, always having to walk that tightrope with you. I didn’t want to disappoint you. But I’m still not ready for a child, and I don’t want to adopt.”

His brain, which his colleagues always told him was so quick, couldn’t process her words. “But if you hadn’t miscarried,” he said slowly, trying to get the pieces of his life to add up to something that actually made sense, “we would already have a child. Three children.”

He could hear a clock ticking somewhere. Maybe it was inside his head, a time bomb seconds away from going off.

Then it exploded as Whitney said, “No, we wouldn’t.” She sighed, as though she wished he would simply connect the dots she’d laid out for him. “I made up the pregnancies and the miscarriages so you’d stop harping on me. What else was I supposed to do? You didn’t give me a choice. You wanted what you wanted without any consideration for me.”

She didn’t hang her head in guilt or shame. She didn’t even seem to recognize the horrific nature of the lies she’d told. The worst possible lies about the worst possible thing. The utter anguish she’d caused. And she’d been doing it for years. He’d never questioned her. Hell, he’d actually blamed himself.

Until, in one fell swoop, at two p.m. on this late fall Monday afternoon, the blindfold was ripped from his eyes.

Suddenly, he could see that every facial expression, every gesture, every smile, every tear she’d shed were all designed to manipulate him.

Struggling not to lose it, his voice was almost too measured as he asked, “Has anything you’ve ever told me been true?”

“Of course it has.” She rolled her eyes as if he were being ridiculous and overly dramatic. “You know I love you.”

Did he?

Five minutes ago, he would have accepted those three little words at face value, despite how difficult she’d been to live with for the past few years. But the last five minutes had changed everything.

“What else have you lied about?”

“Do you really want the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?” She threw down her words like a gauntlet.

“I do.” He’d said those same words to her at their wedding, but they held a vastly different meaning now.

“Fine.” She arched her brow as if she were doing him a huge favor by finally admitting the truth. “I don’t ever want children. And since you never asked me what I really wanted and kept forcing the whole baby thing on me, I had no choice but to take matters into my own hands and have my tubes tied.”

He should have been shocked. He should have been furious. But in that moment, he was simply numb.

He couldn’t wrap his mind around the immensity of her lies. From the moment they’d met, she’d told him everything she thought he wanted to hear, even down to planning the family she now denied ever having wanted.

“Does Paige know?”

Why those were the words that came out of his mouth next, he couldn’t say. Maybe his brain was still trying to catch up with the last few minutes.

“Do you really think I would tell that little Goody-Two-Shoes anything? Especially since she’s always had her eye on you. I see the way she moons over you when she thinks I’m not looking. As if she’d ever have a prayer of stealing a man away from me. Her crush is so pathetic.”

“Get out.”

Of all the things to make him finally snap, it was the callous way she spoke of her sister that did it. Hearing Whitney disparage Paige—who had never hurt a soul—was the final straw.

Whitney stared at him, her lips parting in disbelief. “I know this must be coming as a bit of a shock to you right now—” She moved against him the way she’d done so many times before when she wanted something from him. “—but once you have a little time to think things through, you’ll see I did the right thing for us. We’ll be so much better without kids. Freer. Happier. In fact, since I’ve already got my bags packed, why don’t we go away together? Just the two of us. You’ll see how good it can be for us to be all alone, all day and all night.”

He pushed away from her, walked to the open front door, then signaled to the car and driver who were still there. He turned back to Whitney, the woman who was no longer his wife in anything but name. “Take your bags. I’ll have the rest of your things shipped to you. You can give your new address to my PA, because I won’t be taking your calls.”

She gaped at him, as if he were being horribly unfair. As if she didn’t understand the ruthlessness of what she’d done. Or maybe because she couldn’t believe, after all these years, that he’d finally seen right through to her rotted soul.

“You can’t throw me out of my own home without even talking about this.”

“We have talked. And now there’s nothing left to say.” He put her bags on the front step, and she had no choice but to follow. “Good-bye, Whitney.”

Less than two hours later, he’d gotten out as well, flying halfway around the world to get away from the memories.

And most especially from her.

* * *

Present day in Susan and Bob’s house…

“I did make the wedding cake, though,” Susan was saying, and Evan realized he’d totally zoned out. “It’s a princess cake, with that fondant icing you roll on. But don’t tell Will and Harper anything. It’s a surprise.” Her eyes were shining. She was so happy with all her family around her.

Doing his damnedest to shove away his dark thoughts and return fully to the present, he zipped his lips. “Mum’s the word. It’s going to be great.”

The doorbell rang, and all heads in the living room turned. As Bob crossed to the front hall to answer, Susan rose from the table. “Oh good, Paige must be here.”

Evan’s heart started to pound hard and fast as Paige stepped inside. The other Mavericks closed around her with hugs and kisses on the cheek. He watched like he was wrapped in a fog, like his limbs couldn’t move.

Thanksgiving had been momentous for more than just the unveiling of Whitney’s lies. Other things had been revealed that weekend. Things that had made his guilt skyrocket.

He hadn’t had a clue about Whitney’s lies the day he’d looked at Paige in her gorgeous peacock-blue dress and thought, I married the wrong sister.

It was crazy. He’d told himself repeatedly that it was just his frustrations with his marriage that had been talking. Paige was not only his sister-in-law, she was also the girl next door. She was sweet. Gentle. A nice girl. He had no business thinking that way about her.

Yet even now, as he tried to reason with himself, the sight of her stole his breath. For the flight, she’d worn jeans and a soft sweater that fit all her curves. Curves that made his heart beat faster.

When she’d texted him while he was away, he hadn’t answered her. It was only now that he finally admitted to himself the real reasons why he’d been avoiding her.

Because of the way he’d reacted when he’d seen her in the formfitting Cleopatra costume at the Halloween party.

Because of the desire he’d felt for her over the past month, no matter how hard he tried to push it away and pretend it wasn’t there.

Because of the dreams he’d had about her in the dark of the night when he couldn’t control his thoughts.

Evan was still sitting in the dining room, reeling, when Paige headed in his direction. Standing with an awkwardness he hadn’t felt since he was in his early teens, he counted every one of her steps as she approached, then held his breath as she rose on her toes to hug him.

Her body was full and lush against his, her scent surrounding him. Her hair brushed his cheek, her breath teased his ear, her heat singed him. And he was damned for noticing, for feeling. Damned for his thoughts.

Damned for his desire for the one woman he could never have.


Chapter Three


Evan’s hands remained on her waist as Paige stepped back to look up into his eyes. She’d missed him so much this past month—especially his smile, which had never failed to shine a bright light into even her darkest corner.

He was thinner now, his face a little pale, the circles beneath his hazel eyes darker. She wondered when she’d see his smile again—there wasn’t even a hint of it in the flat line of his beautiful mouth.

She wanted to put her hand to his face and smooth away the lines across his forehead. But she wouldn’t. Because while she felt terrible for what he’d endured in his marriage to her sister, Paige was also furious with him for running out on his family.

“Paige, I’m so glad the whole family is here now that you’ve arrived. You must be starving after your flight,” Susan said. She was always looking out for everyone. “We have plenty of food laid out.”

“Thank you, it all looks delicious.” Paige smiled her appreciation. She wished she hadn’t missed the wedding rehearsal, but the holidays were a difficult time for many of her therapy clients, full of bad memories, loneliness, feeling apart rather than together—so she’d driven straight from her last appointment to the airport.

Truthfully, she’d also been unable to fully push away the worry that, with Whitney out of the picture now, Paige didn’t really have a place in the group anymore. But Susan had quickly dispelled that worry with her comment about everyone in the family being here now that Paige had arrived. And of course the other Mavericks had welcomed her with open arms. It was only Evan whose thoughts, whose emotions, whose response to his soon-to-be ex-wife’s sister, remained a mystery.

“Evan, since you haven’t finished eating yet,” Susan continued as she took Paige’s coat, “why don’t you help Paige fill up her plate at the buffet, and then the two of you can catch up?”

Susan spoke in a light voice with a smile, but they both knew it was an order rather than a suggestion. Clearly, she could see they had plenty to hash out tonight—friends who were also linked by a sister and a wife who had hurt them both—and she wasn’t going to let either of them escape doing just that.

As Evan moved into the dining room with Paige, a wary shadow filled his eyes. He damn well should be wary of her, considering that he hadn’t responded to any of her texts, emails, or phone calls during the past month. What’s more, she’d bet money that no one here had confronted Evan about his behavior.

Susan, Bob, and the Mavericks had continually told her they thought it best to give him room, to let things settle. But as far as Paige was concerned, all that had accomplished was enabling Evan to go deeper into hiding with every passing week. If not for tomorrow’s wedding, he’d probably still be thousands of miles away.

Well, Paige was happy to play the bad guy if it meant getting Evan to wake up and realize how much everyone cared for him—and how badly they all wanted to help him rebuild his life without Whitney. Hopefully, their friendship could survive some hard truths. Because Paige couldn’t imagine her life without Evan in it.

Deciding there was no time like the present, even if they were currently standing in front of the vast array of food set out at the buffet, she said, “Everyone has been frantic about you.” She made sure to modulate her voice so that only Evan could hear what she was saying. “You ran out on them all—Susan, Bob, the other Mavericks.” And me. “It didn’t help that your text left way more questions than it answered. Daniel told me all about it when he called to see if I might know anything that could allay Susan’s worries.”

“The bean casserole is good.” Evan added a lump of it to her plate before saying, “I needed some time. They all understand that.”

“Of course they understand. But you still deserted them. The wedding was coming up. The holidays. It was supposed to be a happy time, but they were all too worried about you to really enjoy it.”

Emotion moved through his eyes even as his mouth settled into an increasingly stubborn line. He took her plate and plunked it down next to his at the end of the dining table, far away from everyone else in the house. But though his family tried to pretend nothing was happening in Susan’s prettily decorated dining room, Paige still felt as if they were on display.

“I know how bad it was for you,” she continued in a low voice. “But you still blew it. You’ve been there for them when they needed help. You should have let them be there for you.” She’d gotten herself so wound up, she couldn’t hold back anymore. “And you should have let me be there for you too.” She swallowed hard before adding, “I’m sure that my being Whitney’s sister made it hard for you to talk to me, but I thought we were friends.”

“We are friends,” he said in a low voice. But he followed up with, “What exactly did she tell you?” The tenor of the question told her he suspected the worst.

“She admitted that she faked the pregnancies and miscarriages…and took steps to make sure she wouldn’t get pregnant by accident either.” The horrible way Whitney had abused Evan’s love and devotion sickened Paige. She shook her head, unable to adequately express the monstrosity of those lies and the utter ruthlessness of her sister’s actions. “I don’t know how she could have done that—and I can’t even begin to imagine what learning the truth must have been like for you.”

The shock of discovering Whitney’s horrible lies must have been devastating. Beyond devastating. Paige had been so sure Evan would need his family, his friends. She’d waited for his call. A text. An email. Some word from him.

Instead, there’d been total silence.

Even now, his face was a steely mask as he worked to hide every last ounce of emotion. But that was no good. Not with her. Not when she knew him well enough to see the grief—and fury—that flickered in his hazel eyes, darker now with the emotions he couldn’t fully conceal.

“She claimed it was all because of me,” he said in a grim voice. “That I pushed her to have kids when she didn’t want to. That she had no other choice.”

“She’s always been good at putting the best possible spin on things for herself,” Paige said. “Gathering her supporters around her, revealing exactly what she wants them to hear, eliciting the necessary sympathy.”

He held her gaze for a penetrating moment. “Did it work?”

She stared at him in shock, an actual physical pain tightening around her heart. “How can you even ask me that?”

Whitney was two years younger, the baby of the family, and though Paige hadn’t wanted to admit it, she’d long known that her sister had a dark side. How could she pretend it didn’t exist when she’d been the recipient of that darkness herself so many times?

But this was beyond anything she could have imagined Whitney was capable of.

As a psychologist, every single day Paige helped people manage their emotions—which often included dealing with difficult family members. Somehow, though, none of her schooling or experience helped her when it came to her own sister. Whitney always managed to make her feel like she wasn’t good enough.

According to her sister, the men Paige dated were losers. She didn’t wear the right clothes. Didn’t live in the right neighborhood or have the right kind of friends. And every time Paige looked into the harsh mirror her sister held up, she would question her decisions, asking herself if Whitney might be right.
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