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Trigger & Content Warnings





TRIGGER AND CONTENT WARNINGS 

I have experienced the loss of immediate family members and have done my best to portray grief. For those who are triggered by scenes about the emotional turmoil of death and the effects it has on those who must carry on, and those who are particularly sensitive to the grim realities of elder care, especially dementia and Alzheimer’s, please read with caution.

This book also contains four very explicit intimate scenes and several instances of what could be considered foul language throughout. 
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PROLOGUE





Taren

He was a praying mantis. All gangly, awkward arms and legs and pointy elbows. A lean, supple, wolfish shadow of a boy. 

He had a mop of wavy hair that gleamed like raven wing and polished mahogany in the dappled sunlight. He had a scar that bisected the edge of his right eyebrow that he never acknowledged. There was a bump on the bridge of his nose, like it had been broken more than once, and each time knitted itself back together before it could be straightened. His features were stark and arrestingly beautiful – his jaw a sharp, unyielding line, nearly a perfect right angle, and chiseled lips that seldom curved in a smile. Amusement sparkled in his eyes, and when it snuck out in a rumble of laughter it hurt my chest. He kept everything locked down like a maximum-security isolation cell – unless he was with Trevor and me.  

And then I found Mom’s tattered bird guide on the shelf and pored over its pages. And I could put a name to what I saw and felt when I looked at him. I realized he was a peregrine. Fiercely protective and aloof and always watching. His slow simmer, crystal blue gaze scorched through every layer of my skin like the sky before a winter storm. An arrow of lightning, piercing through cartilage right down to my heart, severing every single artery in its ruthless pursuit. 

A quivering arrow flexing in the wind, following him as if there were a string and pulley unraveling and tightening between us. A quivering arrow I knew I could never dislodge. 

So, I became his personal sidekick and the shadow he could never chase away. The Wendy to his Peter Pan. But unlike Wendy, I was never the voice of reason or caution. No matter what mischief he and Trevor got into, I was determined to become tangled in the web. He never excluded me from their pranks. He even protected me when we were caught, saying I was younger and easily influenced and shouldn’t be held accountable for their shenanigans. Even when the wild burros ended up on the main road, somehow decimating Ms. Snead’s prize-winning chrysanthemum beds. And that was my idea because I was trying desperately to impress him. 

Even though I was two years younger, my brother’s best friend always found time for me. He was never impatient or patronizing. He taught me to fish and baited my hook for me with what seemed like a bottomless well of patience when the worm grossed me out. He gutted the fish I caught and scraped the shiny silver scales away. He said, yes, I should climb the tallest tree, and boosted me into its branches so I could see for miles. I’d spend hazy summer afternoons perched there reading, my back against the trunk and my legs straddling a sturdy branch. 

He never discouraged me. Ever. He made me feel brave and fearless. Always.

The switch flipped when I started eighth grade, and he started high school. He was no longer my rangy wolfish Zane. Suddenly, he couldn’t fit his found family or his surrogate little sister into his schedule. 

He became the second-string quarterback his freshman year. Then first-string quarterback the next year. He spent every afternoon in the weight room. His chest grew impossibly broad and defined. A wall of muscles from which you could scale and rappel down, like a cliff. His upper arms looked like they could sustain his weight over a looming precipice with no problem. Squealing girls surrounded him constantly. And they didn’t maintain their chill like I’m sure Regina and her posse would have. Nope. They circled and sighed around him like a pack of silly gazelles around a stalking lion. It was pathetic and annoying. I would’ve sworn on a stack of bibles he had more depth. But the hidden depths I sensed became even more hidden. 

The flash of vulnerability I sometimes saw flickering across his gaze like northern lights, rare and astonishing, completely disappeared. He started burying it behind a suit of armor I couldn’t dismantle. 

And he stopped coming over.

I’d tentatively jog down the steps on Saturday mornings, hoping I’d find him nestled in the kitchen with a half-empty bottle of Mrs. Butterworth dumped onto a stack of pancakes in front of him. So much syrup the pancakes were saturated, and it pooled on the edges of his plate. But I was always disappointed. 

It became apparent he was just like every other shallow idiot. He singled me out for attention. And not the good kind. It wasn’t benign, yet disgusting, stuff like shooting spitballs through a straw. I became the one and only target for his sarcasm. He made me the butt of every single one of his jokes and encouraged his groupies to make my high school journey arduous and endless. He left nasty, vindictive notes on my locker, commenting on my wardrobe and my books. 
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Chapter 1





Zane

Everything I’ve done to get under her skin has been futile. I’m desperate to get a reaction from her. I’m desperate for her to acknowledge that she still sees the real me underneath this social veneer. I’m still the boy who doesn’t mind baiting her worms. I’m still the boy who will catch her when she tumbles from the tree. I’m still the boy who holds back his laughter and doesn’t talk about his scars and everything broken inside him. Everything I’m convinced her smile could mend. 

She rips the note off her locker and shakes her head. Then she crumples it up and tosses it into the trashcan across the hall. 

I know the words are going to fall out of my mouth like a shit storm. I know I should reel in the asshole factor—she’s my best friend’s little sister. But she always ignores me and it gets under my skin. I’m hyperaware of her any time we’re in the same space. Even if it’s a space as big as a high school gymnasium. The air shifts and settles around her so that she’s front and center.

The glance she throws at me feels like a million things crawling over my skin. It’s a glance so incisive and visceral, I can feel the weight of her disapproval.

“Who the hell are you looking at and judging, Pippi?” I stalk over and crowd her until her back is pressed against the locker—we’re close enough to kiss. She shakes her head. I know she hates the nickname, but it’s how I think of her. Brave and crazy and unique and beautiful. Because she never backs down; she always finds a way. She’s resourceful and brilliant, and I wish I had a fraction of her resilience.

Her hazel eyes fill with disappointment, dialing up my rage and insecurity. “You have no right to judge me,” I snarl. “You lurk on the edges of our inner circle, like you want to be a part of it. But you never will.” I don’t tell her she’ll never be a part of it because she’s so much better than all of it. 

“Trust me, you can keep your inner circle.” She rolls her eyes and turns back to her locker like I’m not even standing there.

I put a hand on her shoulder and spin her toward me. I hope she can’t see the truth. That I can’t stop looking at her and that’s why I’m pushing her away. She sucks every molecule of air out of the room, leaving me breathless and empty. She makes me feel too much and not enough. “You shouldn’t ignore me,” I admonish.

“Why can’t you just leave me alone? Why does the fact that I don’t worship the ground you walk on, like all your other sycophants, bother you so much?” She won’t back down. She’s right up in my face, completely unintimidated by my ruthless reputation on the football field or my undisputed reign over the entire school.

She’s too perceptive. She always has been. “Because you’re asking for me to notice you. You’re asking me to notice you when you act like you’re completely oblivious to me. That’s a dare, Pippi, because there’s no way you’re that oblivious. You were so far up my ass when we were younger, I had a permanent wedgie. You’re trying too hard to ignore me. Like you’re determined to be one of those science nerds who lives with her cats and says you hate men because you’ve never been kissed. You dress like a homeless nun.” I make a motion at the end of my tirade like I’m dropping a mic.

She raises her chin. “Your asinine commentary will not get under my skin. Calling me a steminist is the best compliment you could have given me.” She has her hand raised and is ticking off each rebuttal by lowering a finger. “Cats are far more entertaining than most people. You are way too fixated on my wardrobe. You’re just trying to impress your cronies. You know I am a safe target because I couldn’t care less what any of you think.” She drops a clenched fist back to her side. “Trevor should be ashamed to call you his friend.”

“You think so, huh?” I curl my hand around her nape. She gasps at my touch. I can feel the satin of her skin beneath the pads of my fingers. I know my grip is possessively tight, but some demon is hounding me. “There’s nothing you can do about it.”

“My mom would be so disappointed in you,” she softly chides.

That tone. It’s full of pity. I don’t need or want her pity. Her mom would be disappointed in me. And I need to strike out because I don’t want to hear what I know is the truth.“Whatever,” I growl. “I’m sure it’s nothing compared to how disappointed she is in you. Wasn’t she homecoming queen or some shit back in the day? And what are you? A big fat zero.” I know none of it’s true, that her parents are proud of her grades and her individualism. But I want to lash out. I want her to acknowledge I’m worth more than her pity. “I bet you’ve never even been kissed.” I say it because I want to be her first kiss. And now I’m determined to ensure that happens.

“I’m only six—" she chokes out before my mouth swallows her words. She tries to push me away, but my grip is relentless. My kiss is almost bruising at first, my mouth hard and unforgiving against hers because I want to punish her for making me invisible. For refusing to acknowledge me. But her lips are petal-soft, and I can feel her stealing beneath the wall of briar that surrounds my heart. The kiss gentles, and then our tongues are tangling together. I feel the brush of her lashes against the curve of my cheek as I angle my head for a deeper taste. I become lost in the feel of her against me, the flutter of her breath against my mouth. She’s all of the summer nights we ran around the yard as kids, all of the things that made my life bearable.

I want to push her away. I never want to let her go. I don’t want to reveal my inner tug of war. I don’t want her to see how this kiss has completely upset the axis of my world. I can dimly hear the hooting and hollering of my hangers-on, but my whole focus is narrowed on her. “I’m glad I was your first kiss, Pippi.” I hear the tenderness in my tone, and I want to deny it. I want to make a mockery of it. “But you shouldn’t mistake my pity for affection.” 

She glares at me. “You need to look in the mirror.” Her face is flushed, her freckles standing out in stark relief against the porcelain of her skin. “When did this become you?” she whispers. 

“This is who I’ve always been. You were too blinded by hero worship to see it,” I reply savagely. Her question is like a dagger twisting in my heart. This isn’t who I am. And this girl, who’s known me for half the time I’ve been on this earth, can’t see beyond the façade. I whirl on my heel and swagger back to my crew. They clap me on the shoulder, and I don’t look back, even though I know she’s watching me.

When the morons I hang out with ask if they can post the video on MySpace, I shut it down with a harsh no. I’m the only one allowed to torment her, because underneath it all, I want to believe she knows I care and that I would never hurt her. At least I hope she knows that.

When the video finally does surface, it makes her both a pariah and an object of curiosity. No one’s ever seen me lose my shit like that. I’m always rigidly in control of my emotions. But the reaction she provoked in me is something they’ve never seen. They can sense she holds a power they don’t understand. 

She’s oblivious to that power. She’s oblivious to the fact that she added to my mystery and inscrutability, that now I’m even more popular and appealing to my adoring fans. That I’m more popular and alone than ever.
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Chapter 2





Taren

The trees are dark and cold, rising like skeletal sentinels against the violet streaked sunset, the clacking of their branches shaking in the wind. Brittle, like everything inside me right now. They lower the caskets into the adjacent graves, one at a time. The sharp smell of overblown roses and freshly turned dirt permeates every inhalation of my breath, coating my nostrils and clogging my throat with unshed tears. 

I’m too devastated to throw flowers.

I’m too devastated to kneel on the cold, hard ground. To feel the damp grass seep through my dress as all my dreams slip away beneath clods of mud. 

My tears are frozen tracks on my cheeks, and I huddle beneath my mom’s ancient threadbare wool coat that reeks faintly of mothballs, bundling myself inside it to hide from the crippling grief and pain. Making myself feel like she’s hugging me and reassuring me that everything will be okay. 

It’s just Trevor and I now. He’s going to take over running the farm and orchard and go to the local community college now instead of Virginia Tech. I don’t expect or need him to be a surrogate parent. He’s even more bitter and broken than I am. My gentle giant of a brother looks implacable, but I can see him shoving down the pain and worry. His arms are crossed over his chest and he’s glowering, his eyes red-rimmed and his face a tight mask.

The volunteer fire department saved the house, and the insurance settlement will pay for repairs. But they are gone forever. 

I don’t want to live there and hear the ghost of Dad’s atrocious harmonica serenades, or imagine I smell apple pie baking in the oven. 

I just want to escape from the cut glass inside me. Our family was my sanctuary from the world of mean girls and bullies and impossible high school cliques. 

Home was where I could be myself. Now that safety net is gone, obliterated by faulty electrical wiring and smoke alarms with dead batteries. Mom and Dad succumbed to the smoke inhalation before they could be rescued. 

When I turn my head to burrow my nose into the musty wool of the collar, Zane’s eyes meet mine across the muddy chasm. I glare at him, though I can see the glimmer of an apology in his gaze. He shakes his head, rueful, knowing I haven’t forgiven him for his intimidation tactics. Even though I’m glaring, I still can’t forget the kiss. It was two weeks ago, and I’ve avoided him since. I still feel the clash of our tongues, the lick of heat invading my stomach when he pressed against me. The way the world narrowed to nothing but the space between us. I close my eyes and see the hint of uncertainty flickering in his eyes right before his hand curled around my nape and he dropped his lips to mine. That flash of vulnerability I thought he’d keep buried forever.

I know I shouldn’t be thinking about it while there’s an empty grave in front of me. While the pain’s so raw, it’s digging into me like the blunt edge of a carving knife. I’m pretty sure I could drive my troubles away for a while in his arms. Right now, I’ll turn to anything that stems the tide of hopelessness stabbing a hole in my ribcage.

I don’t know what makes me do it. 

I’m never reckless.

I never take risks. 

I’m probably the most risk-averse sixteen-year-old on the planet.

I gesture toward his beat-up truck and raise an eyebrow. He shrugs and nods his head, then backs away. Of course, I follow him. 

He uncharacteristically opens the door for me. His sudden adoption of gentlemanly behavior is at odds with our recent interactions.

I stare silently at the battered hood through the windshield. My gaze is laser focused on the view that doesn’t include mounds of freshly turned soil and stone markers lined with faded sentiment. I know the last thing I should be doing right now is ignoring the loss that will always be a part of me. But I’m raw, and even if he’s now my sworn enemy, we share some of the same golden memories.

The three of us fighting over who gets to lick the brownie batter from the spoon.

The three of us running around Mom’s flower garden at dusk, trapping fireflies in mason jars. 

The three of us lying on the banks of the stream, making pictures of dragons, demons, and castles from the clouds, exhausted from swinging across the water on the vines. 

The three of us lethargic and sated after gorging on the hotdogs and potato chips we always brought along for our adventures. 

I can still feel the sun on my face as we lay there napping.

I can still see the iridescent wings of the butterfly landing on his contented profile, and the gentle smile curving his lips. A gentle smile that’s been absent for so long I’ve nearly given up searching for it.

He doesn’t turn on his radio or try to start an awkward conversation. I feel his gaze on me every so often, but he’s as shell-shocked as I am. He practically grew up in our house. 

When he takes the gravel road toward the Lansing property, I know where we’re headed. It’s one of my favorite places and holds some of my best memories. 

The trees are starting to turn, and the canopy is still full. The birch leaves are a deep golden color, the oaks are cloaked in dark red. Water ripples over the rocks in a soft murmur. The crisp scent of autumn, of the pungent leaves carpeting the ground, blankets the clearing.

I wrench the door open and jump down as soon as we’re parked. I run past the graceful birch and towering oak, until I’m standing on the bank, staring at the water pooling and rushing over the gleaming stones. I hop back and forth, discarding my socks and shoes, desperate to feel the eddy and swirl of the creek around my ankles. I need to absorb its constancy and stillness. The water is cold and bracing and numbing. Exactly what I need because it brings everything into stark relief. 

I feel his presence behind me. I nearly lose my balance when he steps into the creek as well. He’s barefoot too. He slides his arms around my waist, pulling me back against him and resting his chin on my head. “Thank you,” I whisper past the lump in my throat. 

“You’re welcome,” he whispers back. I feel the tremor in his voice against my ear, and I think he has his lips buried in the messy bun at the nape of my neck.

“Why does life have to be so unfair?” I don’t expect him to answer. I just need to put everything I’m feeling out there in the world. 

“Nana says life doesn’t give us anything we can’t handle. I don’t know whether I believe that or not because sometimes the hand we’re dealt seems pointless and shitty.”

I bark out a laugh, and choke on a sob. “This goes beyond pointless and shitty.”

His arms tighten around me. “I know, Pippi, I know.”

I’m not angered by his use of my childhood nickname. I’m glad he’s not being a complete asshole for once. I’m glad he seems approachable instead of guarded. Open instead of closed. I’m here with someone who loved my parents as much as I did. As much as I do. As much as I always will. 

“I can’t believe they’re gone. What am I going to do? I feel so lost.”

“They’d want you to focus on your grades and land the scholarship you’ve had your sights on since you were thirteen. They were so proud of you.”

I smile through my tears. “Yeah. I really want to turn the cidery around and show the world organic farming has a future here. Dad and I talked a lot about implementing new growing techniques.”

He squeezes my hip through the fabric of my black jersey knit dress. “I have faith in you, Pippi. You’re going to make your dreams come true.”

I shouldn’t be surprised by his faith in me. The last few years aside, he was always one of my biggest supporters. His confidence wraps around me like a warm quilt. “I’m going to try. It’s going to be even harder now I know they won’t be standing behind me. I need to make their legacy mean something.”

He slowly turns me around and places his hand beneath my chin. When I lift my eyes to his, I’m surprised to see that he’s holding back tears as well. “I’ll be here for you. Trevor will be here for you. And you know Nana adores you.”

I shake my head slightly. “Of those three options, I think your Nana is the most viable. You haven’t exactly been in my corner lately, and Trevor is just as devastated as I am. He’s already resentful that he has to be my older brother and my surrogate parent.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been in your corner lately. I lashed out at you because you’ve always reminded me that I can do better. That I can rise above whatever demons I have. But it’s hard, and most of the time I fail. And knowing you believe better of me is a constant reminder of that failure. Will you forgive me?” His gaze is solemn and unwavering.  

He’s so earnest. And I know he has demons. That his parents are not exactly attentive. That there is a reason my mom and dad basically adopted him. He’s just like the Zane who’s always been woven into the fabric of my life. I suspected that there was more behind the insults. Especially after that earth-shattering kiss. I knew he was pushing me away because I saw him too clearly. I can’t stay mad at him. I cup his cheek. “There’s nothing to forgive.”

He places his forehead against mine, and we sway together as the water rushes around us, and our toes sink in the mud. “I can’t stop thinking about that kiss.” He murmurs. 

I swallow. “Me either,” I admit. 

“Can we try it again?” he softly entreats me. “This time without an audience.”

There’s nothing I want more right now. Something to keep the darkness at bay. I nod my head. “Yes, please. Make me forget, just for a while.”

His lips land on mine, feather light. His scent of cedar and snow surrounds me, and I inhale. He brushes his mouth back and forth across mine, then sips at the corners. He kisses the tip of my nose, the upper curve of my cheek, the silk of my eyelashes, and my mouth once again. His lips soothe the raw spot where I’ve been biting my lip. 

Tentatively, I grip the curls at his nape and urge him closer. Desperation claws at my soul, and I need this to be fierce enough that I bury my grief fifty fathoms deep. 

His tongue sinks into my mouth, tangling with my own. I feel it in places I need him to touch, places I’ve imagined him touching. I draw closer and rub myself against him. Everything in me is consumed by molten fire, and I moan into the kiss. He groans in response, his hands drifting from my face to cup my ass and lift me against him. He walks backward, out of the water, and I lock my limbs around him like an octopus. 

He lands on the bank, and our bodies are aligned. I glance down, and the outline of his arousal is unmistakable. He settles me in his lap and drags me across him. He’s as hard as a steel pipe against my soaked panties, and I feel his cock slide against my clit through his black dockers. He pulls my neckline aside, his head drops forward, and he swipes his lips across my exposed shoulder. I lean back and ease the wool coat from my arms because suddenly it’s suffocating me. His eyes are blazing and his breath gusts out. He clenches his jaw and grips my hips. “Are you sure you want this?” he grits out. 

“Yes. Give me a memory of this day that’s more than loss and heartbreak,” I fiercely demand.

“I’m not going to steal your cherry, Pippi,” he warns me as he pulls up my knee-length skirt, so the folds of fabric are bunched at my waist and fall to either side of us. 

I smirk down at him. “You don’t have to. And it wouldn’t be stealing if I gave it to you. But I’m not doing that right now, so show me those skills you’re always bragging about.”

His fingers trail up my spine and he gives me a shit-eating grin brimming with heated promise. And then every rock-hard inch is surging against me, stoking the flames. His gaze is locked on mine as grinds slowly against me, his grip tight on my arms, but not too much. I need him to be fierce right now. I grind down as he pushes up, and he clenches his jaw as he throws his head back. “Fuck, Pippi. You have no idea how long I’ve been imagining this. How many times I’ve come in my hand picturing you in my lap.”

The thought of him stroking himself while he thinks of me ratchets up my arousal. I moan as I bear down on him. And then I feel the whole world pulsing around me. I’m breathless and speechless. It’s the first orgasm I didn’t give myself.

“You feel amazing. I can’t hold it…” He groans gutturally, and then he loses it too. 

We sit there entangled like spider monkeys.

We barely touched. 

We’re still fully clothed. 

It’s freezing outside, the air fracturing like shards around us as the sun sets on the horizon. We couldn’t care less. The few inches we’ve bared are covered in goosebumps. I can hear my mom’s voice in my head hollering that I need to wear my coat, not just carry it around. 

“She’d be yelling at us to put on the danged hood.” He could always read my mind. 

Reality comes knocking again, a bitter reminder of what this day has been and why we’re sitting here in each other’s arms, oblivious to the cold. I try to remove my hands from his shoulders, but he grips my wrists. His eyes are earnest on mine.

“How could we do this? What would they think of us?” I whisper in shame and self-loathing.

He places his forehead against mine. “Pippi. Your mom knew how I felt. I’m sure of it.”

I gaze down at him, bewildered. “How can you possibly know that?”

“That last day at the creek when I tried to ignore you in that green bikini. She caught me looking at you. Do you know what she said?”

“I have no idea. I was only fourteen. She probably told you to keep your eyes to yourself.”

He chuckles. “That’s what I thought she was going to say. But it wasn’t. She said that I was looking at you the same way your dad looked at her. Then she gave me that great big smile she had. I think she was giving me her blessing. I want to believe that those words were her blessing.”

I’m stunned by his confession. I wonder if my feelings for him were transparent to Mom as well. 

And now everything’s changed. “So, where do we go from here?”

“This changes everything,” he confirms.

He’s reading my mind again. I narrow my eyes. “Does it?”

He sighs and pulls me closer. “Yes,” he replies, giving me a wicked grin. “And I’m taking these.” He rips my underwear in half, holding them above his head as I collapse against him, my hands fluttering uselessly as I try to grab them. He eases me off his lap, not letting go of my panties. My face is redder than my hair. I’m mortified and turned on at the same time. 

“These are mine now. I love the fact that they’re pink. I’m going to imagine they’re pink like all of the places I want to savor on your body. I need something to touch when you’re not beside me.” He places a gentle kiss on my lips. “Come on, Pippi. I’m taking you back to the farm.”

“What about tomorrow?”

“I’ll still feel the same way I feel now. I’m not letting go. Especially since I know you need me more than ever. We’ll talk tomorrow. But free weekends are no longer your thing. And your homecoming and prom memories belong to me.”

I’m flustered by his declarations, but happy. There’s still a kernel of doubt gnawing at my hopes, though. “You’ll have to prove it to me, QB. I’m looking forward to an epic Promposal.”
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Chapter 3







Zane

When I get back to Nana’s house, my parents are waiting for me.

I stare at my dad in disbelief. “What?” I repeat.

“You’re done with this pathetic little town and that sorry excuse for a high school sports program. With the way you handle the ball, you need to be in a bigger sea where you’ll get the notice of people who matter. You’ll be moving in with your mother and I and attending high school in northern Virginia. The local coach saw a couple of your games, and they just lost their quarterback.” 

We’re gathered around the table for a tense family meal. He’s on at least his fifth glass of wine, and I already smelled the yeasty aftertaste of beer on his breath before we sat down. He’s been at it all day. Nana does her best to keep the peace, but once he has alcohol in his system, it’s basically impossible.

“So just like that you make this decision about my future.” I’m clenching my fists, so I don’t lose control, launch myself across the table and punch him. All he cares about is how the accomplishments of those around him benefit his personal agenda. 

“Yes,” he confirms impatiently. “You’re wasted in Willow Creek. My son was made to run with the big dogs, not scamper and piss around in a tiny pack.”

“It’s not a tiny pack. We went to state last year in our division.” I need to defend the place and the people I love. I need to be there for Trevor. And for Taren. God. Taren. She’ll never forgive me.

He scoffs. “Yeah. A division full of dying towns and rednecks. You’ll never get what you deserve as a Reid if you stay there.”

“You can’t yank me away in the middle of the season,” I reason. I want to ask what he thinks I deserve as a Reid. From what I can see, the Reid men have distinguished themselves as nothing more than colossal assholes. A legacy I want no part of. I’m determined to be the man Taren believes I am.

He doesn’t look up from the mound of mashed potatoes in front of him. “Yes, I can. You can thank me once you have your golden ticket.”

“I don’t want to leave.” I struggle to sound calm. I wonder what he’d do if I threw my plate at his head. If I refused. Of course, I won’t. When I fail to bend to his will, when I’m too independent, he blames it on her influence. Her blood. Her presence. If he hears the edge of desperation in my voice, he’ll think I’m begging. And that won’t end well.

“I don’t care what you want.” He sneers and gulps down the rest of the red wine. “It’s not about what you want. It’ll never be about what you want. It’s about whatever it takes to make sure that you win.”

“Winning isn’t everything.” This is why the Reid’s have the legacy they have. Because they have a history of leaving a wake of destruction. 

“Yes, it is. It’s all that matters. This world is all about who has the best and the biggest. The sooner you learn that lesson, the easier your life will be.” 

That isn’t what the world is about. I know this and I’m barely eighteen. But there’s no refuting him. I glance toward the other end of the table. She’s sitting there, oblivious. Carefully spearing her green beans. She always cowers, living in constant fear of his fists. I wonder what would be different right now if she’d left when I was thirteen. If she’d left the first time I stood up in front of her and started absorbing the brunt of his rage. I wonder what would’ve happened if she’d emerged from her shell long enough to put me first. 

Just once I wish she’d be more like Pippi is with me. That she’d challenge him and stand up for herself. But she won’t. She’s resigned herself to a life of quiet and shadows, unassuming and unobtrusive. Her eyes are begging me to do the same. To bend without breaking completely.

I don’t want to leave Willow Creek behind. I don’t want to abandon Pippi.

But I don’t have a choice. 

My life won’t be easier. It’ll be worse. I know that no matter what I do, it’ll never be enough to please him. And now he’s taking me away from the only person I’ve ever wanted for myself. 
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