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        My childhood best friend is a big, bad biker—and an animal in the bedroom.

      

        

      
        I should know because we’ve been hooking up in secret for weeks.

      

        

      
        We crossed a line we swore we’d never cross, but the lust we’d buried for years finally culminated in a night of heated passion.

      

        

      
        I know the taste of Duke’s lips, but this is more than just desire. When we’re together I see the promise of forever in his eyes.

      

        

      
        Duke is the only man who makes me feel safe enough to be vulnerable, but I’m terrified I’m going to screw it up and lose it all.

      

        

      
        He won’t stop until he has every piece of me, including my heart. He wants me on the back of his bike, my name inked on his skin.

      

        

      
        He wants me to be his Old Lady.

      

        

      
        He wants me pregnant.
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      “Hey doll, do me a favor,” Mia said as she placed three pint glasses of beer onto a serving tray. “Take these to my husband and your boys. I’m a little short-staffed tonight.”

      I grabbed the tray from the counter. “No problem.”

      The tiny brunette smiled gratefully, lines of exhaustion bracketing her mouth. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      I walked through the bar, balancing the tray of drinks on one hand like a pro. It was busy due to Mia’s drink specials for the evening, and the place was packed with a wide array of customers. The Tarnished Angels MC often hung out at Shelly’s because Mia owned it, and was married to the club’s president, but it was in no way a biker bar.

      As I approached Colt and my two best friends from childhood, I attempted to avoid collision with several patrons.

      “You’re the best there ever was,” Savage quipped, a bright, infectious grin stretching across his handsome face. He raked a hand through his blond hair.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I quipped. “I’m just giving Mia a hand, keeping you big, scary bikers hydrated.”

      A young woman with nearly jet-black hair in five-inch stilettos and a skirt so short it showed the curves of her ass was arguing with her roided-out boyfriend a few feet away. I hadn’t noticed them until she began to get loud.

      “Fuck this, asshole. You’re drunk and I’m not putting up with this. I’m out of here,” she yelled.

      I turned my head just in time to see the guy she was with grab her wrist and drag her toward him. The young woman yanked her arm free. She wobbled on her heels and collided backward into me, causing me to nearly lose my hold on the tray.

      “Willa.” Duke grasped my elbow to steady me. His touch caused a zing to swoosh through my belly.

      “Thanks,” I said, righting the tray. Some beer had splashed over the rims of the glasses, but I managed to keep them upright. I looked up just in time to see the meathead reach for the girl’s hair.

      “Enough,” Savage growled in the direction of the arguing couple. “Keep your fucking hands off her.”

      “Hey, fuck you, dickwad,” the meathead snapped. “She’s my fucking girlfriend. I’ll touch her if I want.”

      Savage’s blue eyes narrowed, and he looked down at the young woman who’d regained her balance. “Go on. Get out of here.”

      She blinked, and as she turned to leave she shot him a flirtatious grin. “Thanks.”

      “You stupid bitch,” the drunk yelled as the girl started to walk away. “You better not leave. Meet me outside.” He stepped toward her, but Savage reached a large hand out and stopped the jerk dead in his tracks, like he’d run into a brick wall.

      “You want to let her go,” Savage commanded, his voice dropping.

      “Shit,” Colt muttered. “Here we go.”

      The roided-out guy was too drunk to be scared and slapped Savage’s hand away.

      Duke quickly moved in front of me, his tall, brawny frame protecting me from the brewing altercation.

      Savage’s grin was feral as he cracked his knuckles. “Oh, this is gonna be fun.”
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        * * *

      

      “Tell Mia you’re sorry,” I commanded, hands on my hips.

      Savage removed the towel from his fat, bleeding lip, swiveled on his bar stool and said, “I’m sorry we broke your jukebox.”

      Mia stood behind the bar, icing Colt’s knuckles. She glanced at Savage and grinned at him. “You didn’t technically break it. The douche who put his hands on that girl broke it.”

      “But only because Savage flipped him over and threw him onto the jukebox,” I pointed out.

      “I was a valiant knight in shining armor, coming to a lady’s rescue,” Savage remarked. “Thanks for having my back, Prez. I should’ve guessed that guy had friends.”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve been in a good fight,” Colt remarked.

      “You’d think a brawl in a bar would be bad for business,” Mia joked. “But videos of you guys have already hit social media. I expect another rush within the hour.”

      Colt looked down at his wife, who he towered over. “You know what’s good after a fight?”

      “What?” Mia demanded.

      Colt leaned down and stage whispered, “A good fuck.”

      Mia’s brown eyes flashed with heat. She took Colt’s hand and placed it on the pack of ice and then addressed the other female bartender. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Mia pushed against her husband’s side, all but shepherding him off the floor toward the back office.

      “Lucky bastard,” Savage muttered. “I need a good fuck too.”

      Duke—who’d made sure I was well out of harm’s way before he joined the fight—sipped from his pint of beer. “I think you just might get lucky…”

      “Yeah?” Savage perked up.

      “She’s back,” Duke said.

      The young woman with dark hair that Savage had gotten into a fight over stood near the entrance, looking around the bar. Finally, her eyes landed on Savage. She walked toward us with purpose, rocking her heels like a runway model.

      “Hi,” she said to Savage.

      “Hey,” Savage greeted.

      “I just wanted to thank you for what you did.” Her brown eyes were wide and beseeching. “I broke up with him.”

      “Yeah?” Savage drawled.

      She nodded.

      Savage rose from the bar stool. “What’s your name, darlin’?”

      “Elizabeth,” she said. “Can I—will you let me buy you a drink?”

      “Nah. How about I buy you a drink?”

      She grinned and the two of them walked to the other end of the bar.

      I looked at Duke. “I bet he’ll be in her pants in under five minutes.”

      Duke cleared his throat and gestured with his chin. I turned. Savage already had his arm around the woman’s shoulders, and they were headed toward the restrooms.

      “So, what about you?” I asked, filching Duke’s pint of beer from his grasp and taking a sip.

      “What about me, what?” he asked.

      I leaned forward ever so slightly and peered into his dark eyes. “Do you need a good fuck?”

      “You offering?”

      “Yes.”

      He ran his fingers through his brown hair. “I told you I don’t want to be your dirty little secret.”

      “That hasn’t stopped you from fucking me the past few weeks.”

      “Willa,” he growled. “You know I love fucking you, but I also want to walk in public with my arm around you, claiming you as mine. You know what all this means to me. Being with you behind my best friend’s back puts our friendship on the line. For all of us. Either we do this out in the open, deal with the shitstorm it causes and it is what it is, or we need to end it now, stay friends, and move on.”

      “Move on,” I said quietly. “You can move on? Just like that?”

      His eyes seemed to flicker in the low light of the bar. “I’ve buried my feelings for you for years. I can do it again if I have to.”

      His words sliced into me, and I suddenly remembered where we were. “This isn’t the place for this conversation.”

      “There’s nothing more to talk about, Willa. You either want to be with me publicly, or you don’t.”

      “Hey, Willa,” Crow greeted as he approached us. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      I turned to the Tarnished Angels prospect and forced a smile. “It’s fine. Hi, Crow.”

      “Someone named Jessica is outside. Says she’s friends with your sister.”

      I frowned. “She is friends with my sister. Best friends. And Waverly is supposed to be at Jessica’s house right now.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Duke and he nodded as I headed out of the bar.

      My sister’s best friend was a cute, petite sixteen-year-old blonde, who at the moment looked like she could pass for twenty. Her hair was curled and teased, her lips were seductively red, and her low-rise jeans showed a hint of her pink thong. Her bared midriff revealed a pierced navel.

      “Jessica?”

      She flung herself into my arms. “Thank God, I found you!”

      “What’s going on?” I demanded. “Where’s Waverly?”

      Jessica pulled back and grimaced. “That’s what I have to tell you—and you’re not gonna like it...”
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      Jessica looked over my shoulder and stared at Duke.

      “You can trust him. He’s my best friend,” I assured her.

      “Wow,” she murmured and then she realized what she had said aloud. The glow from the bar’s outdoor lights illuminated the color suffusing her cheeks.

      “Focus, Jessica,” I said with a wry snort.

      “So, we kind of went to a party,” she said and then paused.

      “And?” I went on.

      “A party at a warehouse. There was a light show and music and…”

      “Drugs?” Duke supplied, his voice harsh.

      “Yeah, drugs.” Jessica winced. “We didn’t take anything, I swear. But we were dancing and the cops showed up. Everyone scattered like roaches, only Waverly and I got separated. She’s with Dylan, though.”

      She unzipped her leather belt bag and pulled out a cellphone and handed it to me. “Her phone. She asked me to hold it for her.”

      “So, my sister is out there with some strange kid named Dylan who she met at a rave, and you have her phone and she hasn’t called us?” I asked, my ire rising to the surface.

      “Not some strange kid,” Jessica said. “Dylan.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” I snapped.

      “Dylan’s her boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend? Waverly doesn’t have a boyfriend,” I scoffed.

      “Oh, she has a boyfriend,” Jessica insisted. “And they’re together right now. I called his phone, but it went to voicemail.”

      “And he hasn’t checked in with you?” I demanded. “I do not like this. I do not like this at all.”

      “Do you have any clue where they might be?” Duke asked.

      “There’s a diner on the other side of town called Boots. It’s kind of their spot.”

      They have a spot?

      “Why did you track me down?” I asked. “Why didn’t you go to Boots yourself or better yet, wait for her to get into contact with you?”

      “Boots is…well, it’s in a part of town I’m scared to go to alone.”

      “And this punk took my sister?” I shrieked.

      A hand settled on my shoulder and I immediately sank into Duke’s strong chest, my back pressed to his front.

      “Did you drive here?” Duke asked.

      She shook her head. “I took an Uber.”

      “Where do your parents think you are right now?” I demanded.

      Jessica nibbled her lip, suddenly looking a lot younger than she was. “Your place.”

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered.

      “I’m going to have one of my brothers take you home. I want to make sure you get home safely,” Duke said.

      “Oh, that’s okay, I’ll—”

      “Not up for discussion, kid,” Duke growled. He stepped away from me and went inside the bar.

      “I’m in a lot of trouble, aren’t I?” Jessica asked.

      “Yup.”

      “You’re going to tell my parents, aren’t you?”

      “Yup.”

      “You’re going to slaughter Waverly,” she said.

      “And then I’m going to find a way to bring her back to life just so I can kill her again.”

      “I thought, maybe, because you’re her sister and not her mom, you’d be cooler than my parents about this. Clearly, I was wrong.”

      “You guys just don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?”

      “I’ve been a teenager. I’ve lied and snuck around. I’ve gone to parties. I know you want your freedom, but you can’t lie about where you’re at. God forbid something really bad happened to either one of you tonight.”

      Was I overreacting? Maybe. But Waverly meant everything to me.

      “If we’d told you the truth about the rave, would you have let her go?” Jessica demanded.

      “Not the point,” I stated.

      “Kind of the point.” She cocked her head to the side. “Are you really mad about the party, or are you mad because she didn’t tell you about Dylan?”

      My gaze narrowed. “Thin ice, Jessica. Thin fucking ice.”

      A few moments later Duke returned with Crow and Savage.

      “Crow is going to give you a lift home,” Duke said as they strode toward us.

      “On a motorcycle?” Jessica’s eyes widened in excitement.

      “Fuck no,” Duke barked. “He’ll drive you in Mia’s car.”

      Crow swirled a keyring around his finger. “Let’s go.”

      Jessica dogged after him like a lost puppy.

      “We better get going,” Duke said. “I don’t want Waverly and Sheet Stain to go somewhere else and force us to spend the entire night tracking them down.”

      I nodded.

      “My bike or Duke’s?” Savage asked.

      “Duke’s, I guess.” I blew out a furious breath of air. “Weren’t you getting frisky with Elizabeth?”

      “I was,” Savage drawled as he turned to look at Duke. “This fucker interrupted me right when it was about to get good.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t want to know.”

      “I got her number. She’ll meet me later. So all is not lost.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I remarked dryly.

      The three of us trekked to the corner of the parking lot with all the motorcycles. Duke handed me a spare helmet and then climbed onto his bike. I clasped the strap around my chin and then got on the bike behind him, scooting close and wrapping my arms around him.

      He tensed ever so slightly and then relaxed.

      “You know where this place is?” I called out.

      “Yeah,” he yelled back as the engine of the motorcycle came to life. “Hang on.”

      We zoomed out of the parking lot. It wasn’t the first time I’d been on the back of Duke’s bike. I was comfortable there. Like I belonged.

      I’d ridden on the back of Savage’s bike, but it wasn’t the same. It had always been different with Duke, and that was why I’d been terrified of ever letting myself think about the possibilities of what we could become.

      The three of us had been friends since we were kids. They were my family. We worked well as a group, the three of us—but only because we’d sworn not to let anything romantic get in the way.

      But one night a few weeks ago, Duke and I crossed a line.

      And I wasn’t ready for it to change everything. It wasn’t just about Duke and me. It was about my friendship with Savage. But it was also about Duke, Savage and me as a collective unit.

      My situation with Duke was a mess.

      Now my home life was a mess.

      We pulled up to the curb just outside Boots, and Duke cut the engine. Savage rolled in behind us and did the same. It was clear the neighborhood was rough. The sidewalk was cracked, trash littered the gutter, and there were a few feral cats skulking around the alley. Half a block down, there were seedy looking men gathered in a cluster outside a liquor store.

      “What the hell is she thinking?” I demanded, climbing off Duke’s bike.

      “Hormones.” Duke grimaced. “Speaking of. Gimme a minute.”

      “Why would you need—” My gaze dropped to his lap, realizing that I’d been curled around him, the heat of me pressed against his back. “Got it.”

      I quickly turned away to give him the illusion of privacy.

      “How do you wanna do this?” Savage asked approaching me, a gleam in his eyes. “You want me to go in there and scare the shit out of this kid?”

      “Tempting,” I said with a flicker of a smile. “But no. Let me handle this.”

      I walked into Boots first, Savage and Duke trailing behind me. Heads turned in our direction and there was a momentary pause in conversation before the diner roared to life again.

      As I surveyed the room, Duke pointed at the booth in the far corner. Waverly was easy to spot because of her bright red hair. She was sitting with her back to the door so she had no idea that I’d arrived.

      I strutted up to the table and casually slid into the seat across from her.

      My sister was in the middle of sipping a soda through her straw when her blue eyes—heavily caked with black eyeliner and shadow—widened at the sight of me. She immediately began to cough as she set her drink aside.

      “Willa!” She hastily grabbed a napkin and dabbed her watering eyes.

      “Fun night?” I asked, reaching across the table to pluck a fry from her dinner. I dunked it into the blob of ketchup on her plate and then stuck it in my mouth.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded.

      As I swallowed my French fry, I finally noticed what she was wearing. My mouth gaped. “That’s mine.”

      She glanced down at herself and then quickly looked at me. “I borrowed it.”

      “Borrow implies that you asked. I don’t recall you asking if you could borrow my leather corset.”

      Her mouth pinched. “You would’ve said no.”

      “Damn right. You’re fifteen years old.”

      “I’m old enough to dress myself. What crawled up your ass and died?”

      “What crawled up my ass, you ask? How about the fact that you lied to me about spending the night at your best friend’s house when you really went to a rave so you could meet up with your boyfriend.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Next time, don’t leave your phone.” I reached into the tiny purse I wore slung across my body, fished out her cell, and placed it in front of her.

      She grasped it. I noted the bright red nail polish on her fingertips. When she’d left to go to Jessica’s for the night, they’d been painted black.

      “Next time?” Her hand curled around her cell.

      “Right, what was I thinking?” I clocked my forehead with the palm of my hand. “There won’t be a next time. You’re grounded until you’re thirty.”

      “You don’t have the authority to ground me,” she lashed out.

      “Your best friend tracked me down. Not Mom. As far as you’re concerned, I’m judge, jury, and executioner. Speaking of executions…where is this boyfriend of yours?”

      “Bathroom,” she muttered. “Please don’t embarrass me.”

      I raised my brows. “Like you have any grounds to make requests here.”

      A dark-haired teenage boy wearing jeans, a black T-shirt, and black Converse strode out from the back hallway into the dining room. He paused but a moment when he saw me and stood taller when Savage and Duke rose from their stools at the diner counter. They corralled him and shepherded him toward the table without a word.

      He slid into the seat next to Waverly, who didn’t move over for him. Instead, she tucked herself into his side. He raised his arm and placed it around her shoulder.

      My gaze narrowed at him.

      Calm green eyes peered back at me. Not pugnacious, not ready for a fight. But merely staking his claim.

      “Dylan, I presume?” I asked.

      He inclined his head. “You must be Willa.”

      “In the flesh.”

      Duke and Savage pulled up two vacant chairs from a nearby table, turned them backward, and sat down next to us. Dylan still didn’t look uncomfortable despite two inked, muscley bikers making their presence known.

      “What happened to your lip?” Waverly asked Savage.

      “Bar brawl.” Savage shrugged.

      Waverly rolled her eyes. “Shocker.”

      “Don’t start, squirt,” Savage snapped.

      Before the two of them could get into it, I interjected, “So, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to ask some questions, and if you answer them to my satisfaction, I won’t drag you out of here and make a scene.”

      Waverly didn’t move, and then suddenly she blew out a puff of air. “Okay. Sounds fair.”

      “Why did you lie to me about sleeping over at Jessica’s?” I asked.

      “I didn’t lie,” she said. “I just didn’t add that we were going to head to a rave before I slept over.”

      “She said her parents thought she was sleeping over at our place. So…try again.”

      Waverly sighed and rolled her eyes. “I knew you wouldn’t let me go.”

      “Correct.” I looked at Dylan. “But there’s more, yeah? I had no idea you even existed until tonight.”

      “I wasn’t ready to tell you about Dylan.” Waverly sat up and glared at Duke. “I can’t believe you told her.”

      The breath froze in my lungs, and I slowly turned my head to look at Duke. “You knew?”

      Duke rubbed his chin. “I knew.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?” I snapped before returning my focus to my sister. I’d yell at Duke later. “Why didn’t you tell me about Dylan?”

      “Why are you talking about me like I’m not here?” Dylan asked.

      “Dude,” I said to him. “You really want to be quiet right now.”

      Savage glared at Dylan who showed no signs of fear, but he did immediately clamp his mouth shut.

      “Jessica found me at Shelly’s to bring me your phone that you lost at a rave you weren’t supposed to be at with a boy who looks old enough to get a tattoo without parental consent!”

      My voice had risen to the point that we were actively drawing attention. The waitress behind the counter stopped wiping up a spill and stared at me.

      “I think it’s time to go,” Duke said, standing up from his chair. Savage did the same.

      “I’m so pissed at you right now,” I seethed. “You didn’t tell me she had a boyfriend!”

      “I begged him not to, okay?” Waverly said.

      “Why?” I demanded.

      “Can we please talk about this at home?” Waverly asked, pitching her voice low. She suddenly sounded in control, and not at all like a recalcitrant teenager.

      I took a deep breath and stood up.

      Dylan rose from his seat and then held out a hand to help her.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “Did you have to bring her here? This isn’t exactly the safest part of town.”

      “My uncle owns the place,” Dylan explained. “Everyone in the neighborhood knows me. We’re safe here.”

      “But I don’t know you, and right now I’m the only one that matters,” I stated.

      Dylan’s eyes were steady and earnest. “I’d never put Waverly in danger.”

      “You took her to the rave,” I pointed out.

      Waverly piped up, “It was my idea. He didn’t want to go, but I said I was going, so he came to make sure nothing happened to me.” She stood in front of Dylan to protect him from my wrath. She was a good six inches shorter than him, so it was a comical gesture.

      My heart softened when he stepped closer to her and wrapped his arms around her, obviously not caring about anything in the moment except her.

      I was starting to have a smidgen of respect for him. But I didn’t know this kid. And I didn’t know how far their relationship had advanced.

      “I’m taking my sister home,” I said.

      Dylan released Waverly. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      Waverly nodded and then stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

      Savage headed the pack and Waverly followed him. Duke and I brought up the rear.

      “You knew?” I asked him again, quietly this time. “And you didn’t tell me? You broke the code.”

      “You’re lecturing me about the code?” he replied, equally as quiet.

      I flinched.

      The four of us stepped out into the night. Savage walked over to his bike and picked up the spare helmet and handed it to Waverly. She took it and put it on.

      “I’m sorry you were worried,” she said to me.

      “But not sorry about lying,” I said.

      “I…” she sighed. “I don’t know what to say.”

      I needed another ride to clear my head. Why had Duke kept Waverly’s confidence? Why had Waverly asked him not to tell me? Why did she keep it from me? Keeping it from Mom, I understood. Keeping it from me? No.

      My sister was growing up. I just wanted to be there to make sure she made good choices along the way.

      “Hey,” I said to her as she climbed onto the back of Savage’s bike.

      She lifted her gaze to mine.

      “I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t tell me something. Something really important.”

      I didn’t wait for her to reply. I wanted to let that sink in as they drove us home.

      “We’ll see you guys there in a bit,” Duke said. “Willa and I have some shit we need to talk about.”

      “Fun times,” Savage said.

      “Did you know that Waverly had a boyfriend?” I asked Savage.

      “Nope,” Savage replied.

      “Good. At least one person hasn’t screwed me over tonight,” I said lightly.

      Savage cranked the engine and a few moments later, he pulled away from the curb, Waverly’s arms around his middle. I stared off in the distance, watching the taillights of Savage’s bike fade into the darkness.

      “She skipped school a few weeks ago,” he said.

      “I remember,” I said, facing him. “She called you.”

      “Yeah, she called me. I picked her up and put the fear of God into the kids she skipped with.”

      “Was Dylan one of those kids?” I asked.

      “No.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “What? Out with it.”

      “Dylan is her tutor.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “She was having trouble in some of her subjects, so the school assigned her a tutor—Dylan.”

      I blinked. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? That Waverly is the bad influence?”

      “I wouldn’t say bad influence… She’s rebellious and pushing boundaries, but not a bad influence.”

      I swallowed. “Is she—is she doing drugs?”

      “No.”

      I let out a slow exhale.

      “I wanted her to feel like she could come to an adult that wasn’t going to rag on her, you know? So that if she really got herself into some shit, she would feel okay reaching out instead of trying to handle it herself.”

      “She could’ve talked to me,” I muttered.

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me to him. “Hate to break it to you, but you’re more like Waverly’s mom than Angel is. Which means she’s going to hide shit from you because that’s what kids do with their parents.”

      “Shouldn’t the school have called to let me know that Waverly needed a tutor?”

      “They called Angel.”

      “Mommy Dearest forgot to pass along that message,” I said bitterly. “And Waverly didn’t say anything.”

      “You know what you’re really pissed about, don’t you?”

      “What?” I demanded.

      He smiled softly. “That she’s growing up.”
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      “I’m not sure I like this,” I said.

      “Like what?”

      “Insightful you.” I cocked my head. “Adult you.”

      “What about reliable?”

      “You’ve always been reliable,” I pointed out. “Every time I’ve needed you. You were there. Especially that night…”

      “Willa.” We were on the sidewalk outside of Boots, but that didn’t stop him from moving his large body toward me.

      Even though I wore heels, Duke still had a few inches on me. He cupped my jaw and bent his head, his mouth inching closer to mine.

      “I thought we weren’t going to do this,” I whispered.

      “To hell with it,” he growled.

      His lips were just about to capture mine when my phone rang.

      “Son of a bitch,” he rumbled, lifting his head and dropping his hand from my face. He didn’t step away though, choosing to remain close.

      I pulled my cell out of my purse and saw Waverly’s name flashing across the screen. With a frown, I pressed the answer button and put the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “It’s gone!”

      “What’s gone?”

      “Our home. We just got here and the RV is gone. I called Mom, but she didn’t answer. Savage went with me to knock on Mr. Edisto’s door. He said Mom was here around six with some guy in a red truck. They hitched up the RV and drove off! My backpack with all my books are in there. Not to mention all our clothes!”

      “Put Savage on the phone,” I said, knowing there was very little I could do to stem the flow of a teenager’s meltdown.

      There was a moment of shuffling and then Savage said, “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I said quietly.

      “I’m gonna take her to the clubhouse. You guys can crash with us while we figure shit out.”

      I exhaled. “Thanks.”

      “Did you have anything of value in the RV?”

      “No,” I admitted. “Thank God.”

      The first and last time I’d hidden money in a home I shared with Mom, she’d found it and blew it all on useless crap. After that, I opened up a bank account. I didn’t have a lot of money, but it was safer there than anywhere near my mother.

      He hung up and I shoved my phone into my purse. I looked at Duke. “Did you hear that?”

      “Yep.”

      “My mom’s a real piece of shit.”

      “Yep,” he agreed. “Come on, let’s get you to the clubhouse.”

      “We have no clothes,” I pointed out.

      “Nope.” He handed me the spare helmet.

      “We don’t even have our toothbrushes.”

      “We can get you new toothbrushes.”

      I set the helmet on my head and then clicked the belt. Duke made sure it was fastened tight enough and then dropped his hands. I shook my head and climbed onto the back of his bike.

      He cranked the engine and then tore off away from the curb. I had my arms wrapped around him, but the thrill and excitement of my position never diminished, no matter how many times I rode with him.

      Duke made me feel safe and free at the same time.

      Just outside city limits, we turned off the main road onto a winding dirt path. The clubhouse lights shone brightly against the night.

      South Paw stood at the gate and opened it when he saw us coming.

      Duke parked in the gravel lot next to another bike that I knew instantly was Savage’s. There were only a few other bikes and no cars in the lot. Old Ladies and kids weren’t here tonight.

      I climbed off the motorcycle before Duke cut the engine, and I waited for him. We walked up the pathway to the clubhouse porch steps, our arms brushing.

      My body was a live wire when he was near. The night we were together, something changed for me. Now I couldn’t stop thinking about him or what we’d done in bed together.

      I pushed open the front door of the clubhouse. Waverly was sitting on the couch, her Doc Martens resting on the coffee table. She was eating something I couldn’t decipher, but it smelled delicious.

      “Didn’t you just eat?” I asked, taking a seat next to her.

      “This is comfort food,” she said. “I’ve been abandoned by my mother.”

      “Oh, we’re resorting to dark humor, are we?”

      “If we didn’t laugh, we would cry,” Waverly pointed out.

      “What is it?” I leaned forward to inspect her plate.

      “Crow made chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes last night,” Savage said from the recliner on the other side of the room. He took a sip of his beer.

      “Crow did this?” I asked in amazement. “That kid knows his way around the kitchen.”

      “You want something to drink?” Duke asked me.

      I shook my head.

      The four of us were quiet as Waverly finished her food. My mind turned over ideas about how to find a place for us to live that would be both affordable and safe. That would come, but Waverly and I needed to have another discussion—one I didn’t want to speak about until we were alone.

      “That was really good,” Waverly said as she polished off the last bite. She got up and rinsed her plate before sticking it in the dishwasher.

      I studied my sister as she moved around the kitchen, putting things away. Though I didn’t like the outright deception and lying to me about her whereabouts this evening, I couldn’t help but realize that she definitely wasn’t a kid anymore. And it wasn’t just because she’d stolen my leather corset, or that it actually fit her. No, it was the fact that she moved with assurance and grace. I realized that a war of teenage independence was raging within her.

      I hadn’t had the chance for that. When I’d been a teenager, she’d been a young kid, and I’d been old enough to take on the responsibility of looking out for her. I’d become a mother long before I’d wanted to—but it had been out of sheer necessity.

      And I’d do it all over again. All of it. Just to make sure she was fed and safe. It was clear now that I’d have to. My mother had shirked her maternal duties.

      “You tired, kid?” Savage asked Waverly.

      “Stop calling me that,” she said reflexively.

      Savage snorted. “I will when you stop acting like a child.”

      “Savage,” I warned. “It’s late. I’m tired. Waverly’s tired. And this doesn’t really concern you.”

      “It doesn’t concern me?” His mouth nearly gaped. “For fuck’s sake, Duke and I are basically her brothers. She got herself into some shit, and the three of us had to stop our night to bail her out. Now you guys are homeless and it falls to me and Duke to look out for you—like hell this doesn’t concern me!”

      “Oh, this is fun.” Waverly wrinkled her nose. “Did I ask for two overprotective biker boys to act like big brothers? No. Did I ask you to trek across town and embarrass me in front of my boyfriend? Also no.”

      “Embarrass you? Embarrass you?”

      “Savage,” Duke growled. “Walk it off.”

      With a huff, Savage stood up from the recliner and stomped down the hallway. A moment later the screen door slammed shut.

      The three of us didn’t say anything for a while and then Waverly piped up, “I don’t have any pajamas.”

      “You can borrow one of my T-shirts,” Duke said.

      “Me too, please,” I said.

      He smiled, his dimples popping. “I’ll get them. The theater room downstairs has a pull-out couch. Fresh sheets and pillows are in the closet down there. And there’s a half bath, too.”

      “Thanks, Duke,” I said.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Waverly said. She nibbled on her lip. “I really didn’t mean to make anyone worry. I just…”

      Duke wrapped an inked forearm around Waverly’s shoulder and roughly pulled her to him. “We get it. We were teenagers once too.”

      “Once, eons ago,” she teased. “Now you’re old. Like, old old.”

      He ruffled her hair and let her go.

      “I’m the same age as your sister,” he pointed out.

      “Yeah and twenty-four is old,” she sing-songed.

      “I’ll meet you down there,” I said to her. Waverly nodded and then headed in the direction of the stairs that would lead down into the theater room.

      When Duke and I were alone I turned to him and said, “Thanks.”

      He pulled me into his arms and held me longer than was necessary. He only released me when we heard the screen door slam again. Savage appeared in the hallway, looking a lot calmer than he had moments ago. The smell of weed wafted from him.

      “A blunt?” I demanded. “Seriously?”

      “What can I say? That little squirt brings out the worst in me. It’s how I cope,” he said nonchalantly.

      “She’s sorry, Savage. Can’t that be enough?”

      “No. No, that can’t be enough,” he said, his eyes turning violent. “She’s like my own kid sister and I was sick to death worried about her. She’s not just your family, Willa.”

      I went to him and wrapped my arms around him and pressed my face to his chest.

      “So, you’re an ass because you care?” Duke asked dryly from behind us.

      “Pretty much, yeah,” Savage said, dragging me closer and burying his face against my blonde hair.

      “You’re not called Savage for nothing,” I pointed out. I pulled away and shot him a smile. “You’re always there when I need you. The both of you.”

      “We got you,” Savage said. “Waverly, too.”

      “I know.” I squeezed his hand and then went downstairs to the theater room. Waverly had already opened the couch and was sliding the pillows into their cases.

      “I would’ve helped,” I said.

      “I know. But I wanted to get it done.” She tossed a pillow onto the mattress and sat on the edge of the bed. She started undoing the laces of her heavy boots. “Is Savage still pissed?”

      “Sometimes his concern comes off as anger.”

      She sighed. “Yeah. I didn’t think that you’d—and they’d—well, I didn’t think about how this all could’ve played out. I really thought we were going to go to this party and Jessica and I would be able to sneak back to the RV, and no one would be the wiser.”

      “Mom’s gone,” I said quietly. “It’s you and me now. We can’t—I can’t—no secrets, Waverly. No lying. Okay? We have to be a team.”

      “Team.” She kicked off her boots and looked at me, nodding. “Where are we going to live?”

      “Don’t know yet,” I said. “We’ll figure it out. We always figure it out, don’t we?”

      She gave a tentative smile. “We do.”

      There was a soft knock at the top of the stairwell a moment before Duke came down. He held a stack of folded T-shirts and towels. On top were two plastic toothbrushes in their packaging and a tube of toothpaste. He set them down on the bed.

      “You guys find everything okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Waverly said.

      “Good. See you guys in the morning.”

      He turned to head back upstairs, but Waverly called out, “Wait!”

      Duke stopped. Waverly ran to him and flung herself into his arms. “Thanks, Duke.”

      He enveloped her in a bear hug and said, “You’re going to be the reason I go gray early, I swear it.”

      Waverly pulled back and grinned. “Challenge accepted.”

      He tousled her hair like she was six years old, shot me a smile, and then left us alone.

      “You want the orange or the pink toothbrush?” I asked her.

      “Orange,” she said. “Why does he have brand new toothbrushes for us?”

      “Ah…”

      “For their random hook-ups the mornings after?” Waverly pressed.

      I cocked my head to the side. “How’d you know?”

      “I’m fifteen. I’m not stupid.”

      “Fifteen, right.” I opened my toothbrush. “Are you having sex with Dylan?”

      “Willa!” Waverly’s face flamed immediately, blushing the color of a ripe beefsteak tomato.

      I raised my brows. “It’s a valid question. He’s your boyfriend. You lied about him. You lied about sneaking out, and you were literally just talking about people hooking up. Is it wrong to assume?”

      She ripped open the packaging of her toothbrush, her eyes downcast. “No. You’re not wrong to assume. But no. I’m not having sex with Dylan.”

      “Are you doing other things with Dylan?”

      Her head whipped up. “Willa!”

      “This is serious. I know it’s embarrassing, but if you can’t even talk about it, then you shouldn’t be doing it. Sex can have consequences—”

      “I know about the consequences,” she snapped. “It’s like you’re forgetting about Mom. Do I have to remind you that she’s been a less-than-stellar role model when it comes to the subject of sex?”

      “So, you’re still a virgin?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” I tried not to be obvious about the relief I felt.

      She filched the tube of toothpaste and traipsed toward the bathroom. “So,” she began, “are you sleeping with Duke or what?”
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      “I’m not sleeping with Duke.” The lie fell from my lips. I’d been saying it for years, because for years it had been true. A twinge of guilt moved through my chest as the moment evolved.

      My sister stared at me for a while and then said, “Maybe you should be. He loves you, you know.”

      “Of course, he loves me. It’s Duke.”

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

      She sauntered into the bathroom, and I followed. I stood in the doorway while I watched her slather her toothbrush with far too much toothpaste.

      “I’m curious what makes you say that.” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the doorframe.

      “Duke has been in love with you for like, ever. The way he looks at you when he thinks no one is looking is the definition of pining.”

      I raised my brows as my heart beat in my chest. I was trying desperately to hide the truth from her, but I wasn’t sure I was succeeding.

      “I think it’s kind of cool.” She turned on the faucet. “To have someone know you that well and still love you for who you are.”

      God, if only she knew what secrets Duke and I shared.

      While she brushed her teeth, I changed into one of Duke’s T-shirts, along with a pair of his boxers.

      Waverly came out of the bathroom, her face washed and clear of makeup. She suddenly looked younger; innocent.

      By the time I was done in the bathroom, Waverly was beneath the covers, her eyes closed. I turned off the light and made my way to the pull-out couch. It was a thin mattress, and I could feel the springs digging into my back, but I was grateful to have my sister next to me and that we were both safe.

      I had stopped being mad at my mother years ago. Being angry wouldn’t change the truth. She was a crappy parent who put herself first and foremost as a method of survival. Sometimes things happened to people they never recovered from. Mom was one of those people.

      Waverly fell asleep quickly, but I lay awake. I tried not to toss and turn so as not to disturb her, but finally, I gave up the fight. I got out of bed and quietly trekked up the stairs to the first floor of the clubhouse. The kitchen and living room lights were off, and I listened for noises coming from any of the bedrooms. There were none. Whoever was here was bedded down for the night.

      The second floor was a different story. I heard the sounds of passion coming from behind the closed door of Savage’s room. I deduced that he’d called the brunette he’d met at Shelly’s before my sister had turned the night upside down.

      I gently rapped on Duke’s closed door. He opened the door a crack. When he realized it was me, he quickly hauled me into his room. The lamp on the bedside table was on, and it illuminated an unscrewed bottle of Jack Daniel’s.

      He closed the door.

      “You’re not asking why I’m here,” I whispered.

      “There’s a reason I didn’t go to bed,” he countered.

      I smiled and gestured in the direction of Savage’s room. “I thought it was the moaning and grunting that kept you awake.”

      “You forgot the occasional ass smacks,” he quipped.

      I placed my hands over my ears. “Earmuffs.”

      He chuckled. “You don’t want to hear about Savage’s sexcapades?”

      “Not even a little bit.” I dropped my hands from my ears and wandered over to his bed. Without pause, I climbed into it.

      Duke sauntered over, settled down next to me, and propped up against the wall. He reached for the bottle of whisky and held it out to me. I shook my head. He took a sip and then screwed on the lid before setting it down again. He shut off the lamp. Without a word, he pulled me into his arms and rolled us over so he spooned me.

      After a few deep breaths, I slipped blissfully into sleep.
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      “Willa,” Duke whispered.

      “Hmm?” I asked, keeping my eyes closed. I was in that perfect state of being awake but completely able to go back to sleep.

      “It’s five in the morning,” he said. “You might want to get back downstairs before anyone realizes where you are.”

      My eyes sprung open and I shot up, accidentally colliding my skull with Duke’s.

      “Fuck,” he hissed.

      I rubbed my head. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” he muttered.

      “Thanks for waking me up.”

      “You know, if this was out in the open, you could’ve stayed here until you woke up. We wouldn’t have to sneak around.”

      I scooted down the bed until I got to the end and then stood up. “It’s too early for this fight.”

      “Not a fight, Willa. A conversation.”

      The lamp came on and I winced. “Then it’s too early for a conversation.”

      I walked around the bed and leaned over and kissed his lips quickly. But before I could make my escape, he grasped the back of my neck and hauled me closer. I fell into him, our mouths tangling with an illicit goodbye.

      Duke released me, looking far too cocky this early in the morning. I knew what he was capable of when he was fully awake, and he had that look about him now. I needed to get back downstairs before I demanded a quickie.

      It didn’t help that he dipped his hand into his boxers and began stroking himself.

      “I have to get downstairs,” I whispered.

      “You don’t have three minutes?”

      “Three minutes? Three minutes for what?”

      “For us both to get off. Touch yourself, Willa. I want to watch.”

      “Duke, I—”

      “You’re wasting time,” he growled. “And I’m already close. Woke up with your gorgeous ass pressed against me. You know what I wanted to do to wake you up? I wanted to slide my hand into your panties, play with you until you were nice and wet, and then I’d slip my finger all the way inside you, and then add another. And when you were slippery and hot, tender, needy, begging, I’d gently remove my fingers.”

      His eyes were on me as he stroked himself harder.

      With a dry swallow, I glided my hand into the boxers I wore, pressing my fingers against myself.

      “You know what I’d do next?” His voice was raspy, like it was taking all of his concentration to paint a dirty picture.

      I shook my head.

      “I’d take off your panties and then I’d grasp your hip, holding you in place, while I thrust into you from behind. I’d rock against you until I was all the way in, until you couldn’t tell where you stopped and I began, but then I wouldn’t move. I’d throb so deep inside you that you could feel it, and you’d wriggle that hot ass against me, needing me to get you off.”

      My skin was on fire as my fingers danced across my swollen flesh. Our gazes were locked on each other as I stood in front of him.

      “And I’d get you off, Willa. I’d make sure you were so well satisfied that when I pulled out of you, you cried at the loss of me. You deserve to be sore between your legs. You deserve to remember what a night of hot fucking feels like when you’re living your life during the day, trying to keep it all together for everyone around you. But at night, and in the morning, I’d remind you that you had nothing to do but lay down and let me make you come.”

      “Duke.” I groaned out his name.

      “Yeah, babe. Say my name. Think of me fucking you from behind. Think of waking up every morning to me filling you.”

      I was so close. His words were liquid fire that shot straight to my core. I imagined it was his fingers touching me, not my own.

      He grunted softly, his hand working himself harder and faster, until his breath hitched and he was coming. His release triggered my own and I came.

      When the tremors subsided, I slowly removed my hand from the boxers I wore and headed for the exit. With my heart racing, I made it down to the theater room without seeing anyone.

      Waverly’s soft, steady breathing let me know she was still sound asleep. I climbed into bed next to my sister, Duke’s words playing over and over in my head.
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      “Morning, sleepy head,” Mia said, greeting me with a smile thrown over her shoulder.

      I blinked as I sat down on a kitchen stool. “What time is it?”

      “A little after nine. I thought for sure we’d woken you up, what with Captain barking when we came in and Scarlett crying.”

      “Did you close Shelly’s last night?” I asked.

      Mia flipped a pancake in the pan and shook her head, brown hair sliding off her shoulder. “No, but it was a late night, what with the second rush. Scarlett was up at the ass crack of dawn, too. I’m a train wreck.”

      She set the spatula down and went to a cupboard, opened it, and pulled out a mug. She poured hot, fresh coffee into the cup and set it down in front of me.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You look like you need it.” She winked and turned back around.

      I grabbed the carton of cream on the counter in front of me and poured a hefty amount into the cup. “Have you seen Waverly?” I asked.

      “She’s helping Joni get some stuff out of her car.”

      “Joni’s here?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” Mia finished the stack of pancakes and set them down in front of me. “Eat.”

      “Smells amazing,” I said. “Thanks for this.” I doused the short stack with butter and syrup and then cut a bite.

      “Duke called Colt last night,” she said, reaching for a blue coffee mug and leaning against the counter, facing me. “After he brought you here.”

      “Did he?” I asked, bowing my head. “So, you know…”

      “That your mom took off in the RV with all your earthly belongings and now you and Waverly don’t have a place to live. Yes.”

      “Blunt is your middle name, isn’t it?” I asked with a sigh.

      The president’s Old Lady looked at me with understanding. “It’s not easy to ask for help. Believe me. I know. So, I’m going to do what the other Old Ladies did for me when I needed a hand. I’m going to force you to accept the help because that’s what family does.”

      She pulled a set of keys out of her back jeans pocket and set them down in front of me.

      “What’s this?”

      “Keys to your rental,” she said. “Brooklyn and Slash were the last of the club to live there, but he bought her a house and she’s in nesting mode in their new place so the rental is empty.”

      “I’ve been there,” I said. “It’s cute.”

      “Waverly can have her own room. So can you,” she said gently. “It’s safe and clean, and you can stay as long as you want. But the price is better than anything you can find on the market right now.”

      I raised a brow. “I don’t want you to cut me a deal on rent…”

      Mia shrugged. “It’s my house and I’ll do what I want.”

      “I’m paying,” I insisted.

      “Of course, you are.” She smiled. “As someone else who hates charity, I get it. Believe me. Now, eat your breakfast.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” I said, relief curling in my belly. Waverly and I would have a place to sleep. A real place, too. With a roof that wasn’t literally taped together to try and keep the rain out.

      That was the thing about the Tarnished Angels. They took care of people they thought of as family.

      The front door of the clubhouse opened, and Joni waddled inside carrying two canvas bags. Waverly followed with another few bags.

      “Hey,” Joni said to me. “You’re awake. Awesome. Now I can see if my jeans fit you.”

      “Your jeans?”

      Joni lifted the bags. “My pre-pregnancy jeans. We’re nearly the same height, so I figured it was worth a shot. There’s some other stuff in here too.”

      “Wait,” I said. “I’m not following.”

      Waverly set the bags down by the couch and then sauntered over to the counter. She took my fork and cut herself a bite of pancake. “Mia gave me her pre-Scarlett clothes—her words not mine—and Joni is giving you her pre-pregnancy clothes. So now I won’t have to wear the leather corset you’re mad that I stole from you.”

      I grabbed her nose and gave it a tweak. “Jerk.”

      “You gonna finish these?” she asked.

      I dropped her nose and shook my head, pushing the plate toward her.

      “Can I show you my favorite pair of jeans?” Joni asked. “They’ll make your ass look great. I should know. They caused this to happen.” She pointed to her stomach.

      “What caused what?” the vice president of the Tarnished Angels asked, striding in from the back, holding a baby. He marched to Mia. “Your husband wanted me to give you this.”

      Mia took the baby. “Hungry, needs changing, what?”

      “Yes,” Zip said. He looked away from Mia to his pregnant wife, a roguish grin on his face.

      “I stand corrected,” Joni drawled. “It wasn’t just the jeans. It was those jeans and that smile… That’s why I got pregnant.”

      I hastily tossed the jeans in question at Joni. “You keep them. I don’t want that kind of energy.”

      “Suit yourself,” Joni said, folding up the pants. “But I’m not allowed to wear these again until I’m ready for another baby. Because knowing Zip, it’ll be a one shot, done deal.”

      Zip wrapped an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “I love it when you compliment my sperm.”

      Waverly choked on her food.

      “Look what you’ve done to the poor kid,” Joni said.

      “This poor kid is taking these pancakes to go,” Waverly said, picking up the plate and beelining it to the theater room stairs.

      “Thanks,” I said to Zip.

      Zip frowned. “For what?”

      “For scaring Waverly away from ever having sex.”

      “Oh man,” Mia whined. “Scarlett just blew out her diaper and got it all over me!”

      “Quick, get her back here,” Joni said. “We can double whammy her. She won’t have sex for years.”

      Mia sighed and wrinkled her nose as she kept the baby pressed to her chest. “Excuse me while I go deal with the consequences of my actions.”
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      I wasn’t sure how I felt about the fact that the Old Ladies—and by proxy—all the Tarnished Angels knew what my mother had done. If it was just me, I’d figure out a way on my own. But I had Waverly, and she’d been through enough upheaval. The fact was, we needed help.

      My phone rang as I buttoned up a pair of Joni’s jeans. They fit like a glove and I was instantly in love. I fished underneath a pile of clothes to find my cell and answered it.

      “You’re either calling to tell me you’re changing the café menu and I have to update your website, or you’re calling because of the Old Ladies group text and you know about me chasing my fifteen-year-old sister around the city last night, only to discover she has a secret boyfriend and then later get news that our mom hitched up the RV and bounced, and that Waverly and I are moving into Mia’s rental.”

      “It’s not to update my website,” Brooklyn said. “And I’m going to need more details on all of that. I just heard that you were moving into Mia’s rental and I was wondering what I can do to help. I’m sort of in the nesting phase of my pregnancy and I’m worried I’m about to start crocheting table cozies.”

      I chuckled. “You could just crochet scarves.”

      “We’re in Texas. There are like three days a year you need a scarf. We’re getting off topic.”

      “I don’t need anything,” I assured her. “We’re good.”

      “Okay, but you ask if you need anything, alright?”

      “I will.”

      She sighed.

      “What? What’s that sigh mean?”

      “It means you won’t ask for help even if you need help because you’re inherently stubborn and independent.”

      “Sure, that’s the reason. We don’t need to unpack that trauma over the phone.”

      “We could unpack it over coffee and a quiche. I’ll be at the bakery Monday morning.”

      “I’ll swing by after I drop Waverly off at school,” I said.

      “Bye, girl.”

      “Bye.”

      I hung up and tossed my phone aside.

      “Your ass looks amazing in those jeans,” Duke said.

      I whirled. “Don’t sneak up on me.”

      He raised his brows. “I wear boots and there’s no carpet. There’s no sneaking.”

      “You’re not allowed to just comment on my ass,” I said.

      “We’re sleeping together in private.” He took a step toward me. “Doesn’t that warrant me complimenting your ass?”

      I hastily put my hand over his mouth. “Someone might hear you.”

      His brown eyes twinkled with devilish humor and then he kissed my palm.

      I yanked my hand away, tingles shooting through my body.

      “How’d you sleep?” Duke asked.

      “Fine.” I blushed.

      I wasn’t the blushing type, and I’d known Duke forever. But what we’d done…

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “Did you just come down here to compliment my ass or was there another reason?” I asked, my lips quivering in humor.

      “You want to get breakfast?”

      “Mia made pancakes.”

      “When am I going to see you again?”

      “Probably tonight when I call you and Savage to help me put together an IKEA shelf.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant and the answer is I don’t know. I kind of just became a full-time caregiver and, oh shit, I forgot to tell Laura an emergency popped up and I won’t make it in for my shift. Fuck.”

      “It’s been taken care of,” he said.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Of course it has. This is what happens when your entire life is wrapped up with the Tarnished Angels.”

      “The club fronted Laura the money for Leather and Ink. She gets club money; she gets club life. That’s the way it works.”

      “She’s the best boss,” I said. “Super understanding, what with who I run around with.”

      “Back to my question,” he said.

      “I don’t know.” I put my hand to his chest.

      He covered my hand with his and sighed. “Call me when you need help with the IKEA stuff.”

      “You promise to read the manual?”

      “I promise to pretend to read the manual.”

      I smiled and leaned in to kiss his cheek. “Thanks.”

      “We’ll bring the pizza and beer.”

      I reluctantly dropped my hand. I would’ve liked to stay in that moment for a while longer, but my sister was upstairs, along with everyone else.

      “Has Savage’s lady of the night left?”

      “As far as I know they haven’t even come out of his bedroom yet.”

      “That poor girl,” I said with a laugh. “She’ll be ruined, you know.”

      “You think so?” he asked.

      I started folding clothes and putting them back in the bags. “Definitely. I heard the noises coming from his room. Ruined for all others. I’m sure of it.”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “What about me what?”

      “Did I ruin you for all others?”

      “Hey, can we please go!” Waverly asked as she traipsed down the stairs. “I have to call Dylan and I’d like to do it in private.”

      “Who said you’re going to be talking to Dylan?” I demanded.

      Waverly’s eyes widened and her lips began to quiver. “My mother abandoned me.”

      “Okay, but you can’t play that card again for the next six months,” I stated.

      Her face straightened immediately and she saluted me.

      “Shit, one problem,” I said. “I just realized I don’t have my car.”

      Duke removed a set of keys from his leather cut and handed them to me. “Gotta love prospects.”

      “How do I get that kind of power?” Waverly asked.

      “The price is too high,” I joked.

      “Savage and I are bringing pizza over to your new place tonight,” Duke said to Waverly, wrapping his arm around her neck. “Any requests?”

      “Pineapple and ham.”

      “Ew. No,” I said.

      “One purist pepperoni and the other adventurous. Got it,” Duke said.

      “I’m the fun sister,” Waverly said.

      She turned back around and marched up the stairs.

      Duke opened his mouth to say something and I said, “Don’t. Just don’t.”
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      “We get to live here?” Waverly asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. You’ve been over here before.”

      “Yeah, but this was Brooklyn’s place.” Waverly’s mouth was agog as she whirled around the living room. She bumped into the couch that had once belonged in the clubhouse. “This is way nicer than the RV—which, let’s face it, isn’t hard to beat.”

      “It’s also nicer than that motel we had to stay in for two weeks.”

      “Oh, I forgot about that,” Waverly said.

      Good. It means she doesn’t remember the roaches.

      “You get your own room,” I said.

      “No.”

      I nodded. “You do.”

      “Which one do I get?” she asked.

      “Which ever one you want,” I said, my throat constricting with emotion.

      “No fighting over the bigger room?”

      I smiled. “No.”

      “No Rock Paper Scissors?”

      “Nope.”

      She launched herself at me. “You really love me, don’t you?”

      “More than anything.” I patted her. “More than anything.”

      Waverly pulled away and grabbed my hand, dragging me in the direction of the bedrooms, which were dramatically different sizes.

      “I don’t feel right about taking the bigger bedroom,” she said quietly. “You’re going to need a desk to work.”

      “So are you,” I said.

      “But you wanted to buy a dual monitor for your web design business.” Her lip quivered. “Mom leaving really fucked up your finances, didn’t it?”

      “It’ll be fine,” I lied. “Better than fine. Whatever furniture you want, you get, but…”

      “We probably won’t be able to go to New York for my sixteenth birthday.” Her shoulders slumped.

      “Probably not,” I said. “But we’ll make it happen at some point.”

      She blinked watery blue eyes at me. “Really? Or will something else derail our lives before we get to go?”

      “Who knows,” I said. “But that’s the fun of it, right? The roller coaster of life?”

      “Roller coasters make me puke.”

      “That was only once at Six Flags, and it was because I let you have an entire funnel cake first.”

      “It’s weird, you know,” she said.

      “What is?”

      “All my best memories are because you made them happen. Not Mom. You.”

      “You’re killing me, kid,” I groaned. “Seriously. I’m going to start crying any minute now.”

      “Tears make me uncomfortable,” she teased.

      “Then I’ll make sure to bawl.”

      She laughed, but the look on her face said the moment was impactful.

      “Come on, let’s go pick out some cheap furniture that Duke and Savage have to put together.”

      I locked up the house and we headed down the front walk that was lined with blooming yellow and pink flowers.

      “Where were you this morning?” Waverly asked as she buckled herself into the passenger side of my car.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I rolled over early and you weren’t there. And you definitely were not in the bathroom at the clubhouse.”

      “Oh,” I said, feeling my insides heat. “I was hanging out with Duke. I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Hanging out, huh?”

      “Why do you say it like that,” I demanded. “We were hanging out. I don’t have to defend myself to you.”

      “Who’s defending?”

      “Have you called Jessica?” I asked, deliberately changing the subject.

      “No, I’m mad at her. Are you going to call her parents?”

      “Yes,” I said automatically.

      “Her parents won’t let us hang out if you do that,” she pointed out.

      “It’s probably for the better,” I said. “You guys should chill out for a while. We’ve got a lot of stuff to get sorted with Mom gone…”

      She looked out the window as we drove. “What do I tell the school?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “You tell them nothing because if you tell them anything about Mom, they’ll get CPS involved and that’s a whole mess we don’t want, okay?”

      “She drove off with my books!”

      “I’ll go in Monday morning and talk to your principal. Books can be replaced.”

      “What are you going to say?” Waverly asked.

      “I’ll tell him that you left your backpack on the bus and it was stolen. If we can get through the next couple of months without them knowing Mom bailed, we have some time to figure stuff out before the school year this fall.”

      “So, you want me to lie to my teachers and my principal?”

      “Yes.”

      She grinned. “Okay. I can do that.”

      I pointed a finger at her. “Just no lying to me, yeah?”

      Waverly grabbed my finger and gave it a little tug. “No lying to the big sister who is buying me Swedish furniture that’s impossible to assemble.”

      “We better get going. We still have to hit the grocery store.”

      “Can I drive home from the grocery store?” she asked, her blue eyes wide and pleading.

      “Yes. But no speeding.”

      “I don’t speed.”

      “Waverly.”

      “Fine. No speeding.”
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t have to do this,” Waverly said.

      I forced a smile. “This isn’t for you. This is for me.”

      “When did cheap furniture become so expensive?” Waverly demanded as we strung up the twinkly lights. We were in the middle of turning the biggest bedroom in the house into a fairy fort like I’d done for Waverly’s seventh birthday.

      “No idea,” I said.

      “We should’ve just asked Duke.”

      “We should’ve just asked Duke what?” I queried.

      She raised her brows.

      “Is that expression supposed to mean something to me?”

      “You don’t think I heard your breath hitch when you handed over your credit card for the mattresses? We bought the lowest end twin ones and they were still a lot of money.”

      “And you think, what, if we asked Duke for some financial help we’d be better off?”

      “Wouldn’t we be? He’s got the money. You know he does.”

      “I don’t know anything about Duke’s finances,” I lied. “Besides, friends don’t ask friends to loan them money. And I don’t want you worrying about money. I’ve got it covered.”

      “I worry about money because we’ve always had to worry about money,” she pointed out. “Mom really tried to pitch the idea that living in an RV would be an adventure, but that thing she bought… An RV is only an adventure if it’s actually nice and you take it to see cool places—which I guess is what she’s doing now with some random guy instead of us.”
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