
        
              
            
            
        






Her past brought us together, but it was mine that threatened to tear us apart.
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PREFACE

This edition of Tragically Broken is vastly different from the one I first published in 2018. It has been almost entirely rewritten and expanded—with many changes to the plot and how it’s executed—and hopefully is a much more enjoyable read for you, the reader. 

If you have read the first, I hope you will give this version a try and love it as much as I do.

With love,

A. R. Wile








SYNOPSIS

WE WERE TWO PEOPLE who couldn’t have been more different. She was the good girl; I was the bad boy. I was everything she shouldn’t have wanted. And she was everything I didn’t know I needed.

I was broken. She was perfect.

She wasn’t like the other girls. She intrigued me. Captivated me. When I first saw her across the room, I knew I had to talk to her. Needed to be near her. It’s why I followed her when she left suddenly, abandoning her friends and leaving the party to go outside. She was too quick for me to keep up, though when her screams tore through the night air, I broke into a sprint, needing to save her. 

——————————

We were two people bonded in tragedy. He was the mysterious saviour. I was the one saved.

I was broken. He was perfect.

He found me in the woods. Saw me at my most vulnerable. He held me when I was falling apart and got me the help I needed. We hadn’t planned to fall for one another. But we had. Deeply. Completely. But neither of our pasts were done with us yet, and they weren’t going to let us go without a fight.








DEDICATION

To all the courageous people who don’t realize their own strength.








ONE

GAVIN

LIFE SHOWED ME MY path fairly early on. Living on barely the necessities in Flint, Michigan, I discovered this for myself. My home—a small, white, lacklustre duplex—had a revolving door for the guys my mom, Elizabeth, would date in search of “The One.” She wasn’t always a disaster, but life didn’t hold back its punches. It dragged her down a road she couldn’t escape from.

As a child, my parents’ relationship always seemed perfect. My dad was attentive. Mom always smiled. They played the parts of doting husband and loving wife—so well that even my brother and I were fooled. We thought they were truly happy, and it wasn’t until I got a little older that I realized it was all a show. My father gave his love to every woman but my mother.

Once I removed the rose-coloured glasses my parents had me wear, I saw the ugliness—how Dad’s eyes would drift toward every attractive woman. How they’d follow their every move like a puppy hungry for a bone. When I was about six, the cheating started.

At first, Dad would randomly work late. Over time, the frequency increased to daily. He began late-night meetings and frequent business trips. He tried to sneak into his office to make calls. But stealth was never his strong suit, and his secret quickly became blatantly obvious.

For two years, Mom knew. She insisted he hadn’t meant to hurt her, but she suffered in silence while he got his rocks off, giving every other woman the love that was supposed to be hers—the love she deserved.

She was the saint everyone knew her to be. Generous. Funny. Beautiful inside and out—always drawing people in with her looks and holding onto them with her kindness. She was everything my dad should have wanted and more. But for some reason, he couldn’t see the amazing woman standing in front of him. He couldn’t see how lucky he truly was.

Just before I turned ten, Dad decided that juggling a wife, two kids, and mistresses took too much of his time. He wanted to settle down and get his priorities straight. He wanted to be more invested in what was important to him, the one thing he thought was worth losing his family over—a twenty-two-year-old blonde secretary named Mindy. He callously walked away and never looked back.

It was his lack of remorse that hurt the most, the blasé attitude that put the final nail in the coffin of our relationship. Shortly after, Mom was served divorce papers, and a series of unfortunate events were set in motion—each one snowballing her life down a steep hill, with nothing but suffering at the bottom.

After the divorce, Mom did her best to provide for my brother, Ethan, and me—waitressing at a nearby pub, scraping together enough for rent. It wasn’t a great neighbourhood, but at least we had a roof over our heads.

Eventually, money grew tight. Her wages barely covered the necessities. We rationed food until her next payday. Most of the time, we lived paycheck to paycheck, Mom picking up as many extra shifts as she could. But the hours she spent on her feet took a toll, and she turned to drinking for release.

I’d find a collection of empty bottles in the corner of her room. She’d be passed out, tangled among them, her tiny frame weathered, like she’d barely survived the storm. Then, random men started to appear.

Meeting them at work, Mom would invite them to her bed, craving attention. They were nothing like the men she deserved. They took advantage of her, used her, and abused her, instead of making her feel safe, loved, and respected. I’d often come home to find her in tears, bruised, the light completely gone from her dark green eyes. She just needed to be loved.

But the abuse didn’t stop with her. It sometimes crept into my brother’s and my bedrooms. It stole our innocence, our childhood. We were just boys then—two boys trapped with nowhere to go and no one to protect us, so I was forced to become the man of the house—the one who fought the demons. Because no one else would.

I became defiant. Stopped the trouble before it could come. I installed locks on our bedroom doors, lifted weights, and used a punching bag. I gained the strength needed to fight the predators and protect the people I loved. I made the abuse stop.

Then, five years ago, I came home after an afternoon with my friends and found twelve-year-old Ethan frozen over our mother’s body. He wasn’t supposed to be there. He should have been at soccer practice. Not home. Not for another half hour.

He wasn’t supposed to see his mother unresponsive on the floor.

No child should see that.

Now, every time we close our eyes, the image haunts us.
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5 YEARS AGO

“MOM?” MY VOICE BREAKS when I see her pale, motionless body on the floor.

Why isn’t she waking up?

I kneel down and shake her.

Nothing.

I check for a pulse. It’s barely there under her tepid skin. The faint warmth on the back of my hand tells me she’s still breathing, but her lips are already blue.

“Mom, you need to wake up. Wake up!” I yell, rocking her again.

“I—I came home and—and this is how I found her.” Ethan’s voice trembles and my world tips off its axis. 

I fall back on my heels and grasp my hair, just as my eyes catch on something next to the broken vodka bottle by her hand. It’s underneath the edge of the cabinet. 

A tiny plastic bottle.

It must have rolled there.

I turn the empty pill container over in my hand. 

This is her last refill of sedatives. Her doctor refused to give her more.

“Gavin, what do we do?” Ethan asks, looking at me like I have all the answers.

I stare blankly at my mother, trying to work through the millions of thoughts running through my head. 

I’m struggling to grasp even one.

“Gavin!” Ethan’s sharp outburst snaps me back into focus. 

“She OD’d.” I grimace, my stomach twisting when I see understanding cross my brother’s face. “Quick—roll her on her side.” I grab her arm and hip and tip her up. “Hold her like this.” 

I pull out my phone and dial 911.

My heart jackhammers against my ribs while the dispatcher asks, “What’s your emergency?” 

I numbly tell her what little I know, then follow her instructions, checking my mom’s airway, listening for breath. 

It’s there—weak.

Too weak.

A wet gurgle bubbles in the back of her throat, then stops—along with my heart.

My eyes shoot wide. 

“She stopped breathing!” I choke into the phone, my voice hoarse.

The woman steadily guides me through compressions, taking the need to know what to do away from my sixteen-year-old shoulders.

Following her instructions, I roll Mom back flat against the floor and press with everything I have, counting. My palms seem to span the entirety of her chest as I drop my weight, her ribs compressing under me. 

For years, she was the one who gave me strength. Now she needs mine.

Each push gets more aggressive, more emotional—her frailty so much more obvious now that I’m not the boy I used to be.

I thrust until my arms ache and my chest burns.

Mom, I can’t do this! I need you! We need you! My mind screams, overwhelmed, panicked. Then I lean down to give the woman who gave me life breath.

One. Two.

The paramedics burst through the door and take over. They bark orders as they strap her to the stretcher and rush to the ambulance. There’s so much movement and chaos, but Mom just lies there, eerily still. Ethan and I stand back—watching, numb, powerless—as they take her away and two officers drive in. Yet I’ve never felt more alone.

Breathing hard, I wrap my arms around Ethan’s shaking shoulders, eyes burning. It’s just us now—two young boys, standing in the middle of a driveway, trying to figure out where life will take us from here.
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PRESENT

SHORTLY AFTER THE PARAMEDICS placed Mom in the ambulance, she was pronounced dead. They were too late. The drugs and alcohol had already taken their toll. She’d given up and taken the easy way out.

But where did that leave us—her children? Her flesh and blood?

We were a part of her, and she left us to fend for ourselves.

We thought she’d finally realized her self-worth. She stopped looking in the wrong places for attention. She found a couple of good friends—women in similar situations who could help her through her recovery. They built her up and gave her distractions from her constant longing.

So, why did she choose to leave? Weren’t we enough? Couldn’t we bring her the happiness and love she needed? We’ll never know because she never felt the need to explain.

I always swore I’d save her from herself, protect her from her demons. But in the end, I couldn’t keep that promise. I guess… I guess I still wasn’t strong enough.

The night the paramedics came, children’s services tried to contact our father. They wanted to transfer guardianship of Ethan and me back to him. He was the obvious next choice. But after repeated unanswered voicemails, it seemed as if he’d wiped his hands of us. That’s when our aunt and uncle were contacted to step in.

They welcomed us with open arms.

It wasn’t until the day of Mom’s funeral that Dad’s guilt consumed him. He finally approached us, ready to own up to the infidelity, and accepted his role as father. He apologized for his callous exit and ghosting, then asked us to move in with him.
 
He’d promised to do better. But it was too little, too late.

A better man wouldn’t have waited until his children’s mother’s funeral to make amends. A better man would’ve proved he’d changed. And even more, a better man wouldn’t have given up. He was well past the point of redemption. His attempt at reparation fell on deaf ears, and I let him know exactly what he could do with his offer.

Once he was served with custody papers, he didn’t hesitate. He gave up his rights to us. Walked away. Left us the way I knew he would. That’s when we picked up what was left of our old lives and moved to Westwood, California, with our mom’s brother, Jesse, and our Aunt Jillian.

Lucky for me, Uncle Jesse’s job as a well-liked professor at UCLA helped with my admission. My marks weren’t ideal, but he used my story and talent on the field to argue my untapped potential.

“He just needs a chance,” he’d said to the panel.

That chance changed everything. Before long, I was enrolled as a student with tuition and living expenses paid, courtesy of a generous uncle. I worked hard, trained harder, and built my reputation. 

Now here I am, senior year, living it up as the most sought-after athlete. A football god, partying among the best of the best, out of the reach of my past.








TWO

HANNAH

TODAY IS MY FIRST day at UCLA—the start of my adulthood. A life without my parents’ roof or rules hanging over me, a new chapter. And I plan to use it to find myself, since everything I thought I knew has become unrecognizable. I’m finally going to put myself out there again. Not let my fear of the unknown dictate what I want.

I keep telling myself I know what to avoid now. I’ll spot the warning signs before they appear. I won’t be fooled by a handsome smile or honeyed words. Though my reassurances can only go so far. I have to recognize what I missed before—all the things that left me heartbroken and almost another faceless statistic.

That’s why my parents weren’t enthusiastic about my leaving. They were scared I’d fall for the same lines, make the same mistakes. But at least now, I’m not going in blind. I’ll keep my eyes wide open, fill my cup with optimism, and let it drown the threat of what tomorrow might bring. Because tomorrow is never promised, and I refuse to live my present in the past.

Not anymore.

Though if it weren’t for my family, I don’t know what I would’ve done. They were there for me with open arms and shoulders to cry on. But we’ve always been close—even though my dad was often away on business. He always made sure to carve out time for my sister and me. He called them Daddy/Daughter Days—days when we went to the park, got ice cream from the mobile carts, or volunteered at a local pet shelter. My mom was the same.

Even my parents had their special times together—always so in love. Watching them made me wonder what it was like: the butterflies, the passion, the being someone’s everything.

I wanted that. Needed that. Thought I’d had that with my first love.

But when he painfully broke my heart, I thought I’d never recover. That’s what convinced me to let go of the fantasy. Now, looking around my room, I realize I’m ready to focus on my new beginning—life at UCLA.

I came here a couple of days early to get set up and claim my side. It’s plain, but relatively large for a dorm, with white walls drastically in need of some warm decorations. Still, there’s a beautiful glow on the wall next to my bed, where the Californian sun cuts through nearby palm trees.

I can be happy here. 

I’m sure of it.

Once I’m settled in, I go across campus to grab my schedule. I’m really pleased with the timetable they’ve given me. The longer days translate to extra time off, opening up the option for a part-time job or social life—depending on my ability to mingle. Though with over forty thousand students enrolled, there’s no hope for me if I can’t find at least one person I can connect with.

I unlock the door to my room.

“Hi!” A bubbly voice bursts as I walk inside.

A brunette with a personality vastly bigger than her five-foot frame beams at me.

“You must be Hannah. I’m Charlotte, your new roommate. I’ve been so excited to meet you.” She claps. “Wow, you’re beautiful!”

“Uh…thanks.” I smile, uncomfortable.

Compliments always throw me—I never know how to react.

“Of course. Anyway…since we’re going to be living together, I think we should get to know each other. I’ll start… I came here from Washington, and I’m majoring in psychology. I’m an only child with an obsession with fashion. I only know a few people here, but I can’t wait to meet more.” She winks, her enthusiasm making me smile. 

I take advantage of her tiny break for air to take in the tidal wave of pleasantries. But before I can wrap my head around how to reply, she’s off again, my mouth hinging in anticipation of the next pause.

“I’m friendly and enjoy movie nights and parties. Oh…and I have a moderate addiction to chocolate and the male physique.”

When she sees my brain trying to catch up again, she cringes.

“I’m sorry. I’m rambling, aren’t I? When I’m nervous, my mouth takes on a life of its own.” She inhales deeply, then lets it out slowly. “Okay…I’m good now. So how about you tell me about yourself? Are you from around here?”

“Yeah, born and raised. I actually grew up not too far from here.”

“Oooh, an LA native. You’ll have to give me a tour of the best places to shop.”

“Yeah, sure.” I nod with another smile.

She seems genuine—fun, like a constant ray of sunshine.

Maybe if we spend enough time together, her high-on-life personality will rub off on me—push away that cloud that’s been hanging over me.

“Any brothers or sisters?”

“I have one sister, Addy. She’s in her second year at Harvard.”

She was always the smarter one, acing tests with very little effort, while I struggled for a B. She left high school as valedictorian, with a 4.0 GPA.

“Wow! Are you some kind of genius too?”

“No, I’m—uh…majoring in Media Arts.”

“Oh…well, that’s good too. What else?” she asks eagerly.

“I’m told I’m a quiet snorer, and I’ve got a chocolate addiction, too. Tried the twelve-step program, but I just couldn’t commit.” Charlotte laughs as I think of something else to tell her. “I’m loyal to a fault. Not a fan of drama.” I glance around. “And I have a soft spot for abandoned animals.”

“Me too! I think we’ll get along just fine,” she muses, and this time, when my mouth curls, it’s with more ease.

The next hour flies by as Charlotte and I get to know each other better, discussing more of our likes and dislikes, must-haves and room rules. During that time, she gets a call from one of her friends. They make plans to go to a frat party nearby and invite me to tag along. I hesitate, then surprise myself by saying yes. The word feels heavier than it should—but also lighter. I feel stubbornly determined to get out of my old mindset of avoidance rather than proactivity.

Because I’m finally ready to move forward.
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THE SUN SET A few hours ago, and I’ve been counting down the minutes, trying to keep down the nervousness in my stomach. In our small group, I’ll be the odd one out, the tag-along among friends. I’ll be surrounded by strangers, and I don’t know if I should be excited or intimidated.

Following a quick shower, I rub a fluffy towel over my damp brown hair and search for the perfect outfit. It takes several maybes, nos, and definitely nots before I settle on a gold-coloured strapless romper with a frilly top. I curl my hair, then finger-comb it into loose, beachy waves down the length of my back, apply sultry makeup, and add large hoops to my ears. I grab my favourite three-tiered necklace and slip it over my neck just as I hear a knock.

Charlotte’s friends said they’d meet us here, so we could walk the ten minutes to the party. 

That’s probably them.

I hurry toward the door and swing it open. My eyes widen when I see two very attractive men—their tall, muscular bodies filling the wide doorway with broad shoulders. Their eyes travel over me, assessing, most likely wondering why there’s a stranger welcoming them.

“Uh…hi, you must be—”

“The gang’s here!” Charlotte chirps, rushing out as I step back to let them inside. She gives them hugs, then gestures toward me. “Guys, this is Hannah. Hannah, this big bear on the left is Scott.” She points to the one with a dark buzz cut and army tattoos, looking every bit a soldier.

He smiles and holds out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” My eyes go to the other one, lingering.

He’s beautiful.

It’s the first thought that hits me as he licks over his lips, holding me under his spell.

His thick dark waves are styled into a perfect mess—one I’d love nothing more than to run my fingers through.

The thought makes my breath catch.

Motioning toward him, Charlotte’s mouth pulls up higher, her teeth on full display. “And this big ape on the right is Ryan.”

Unfazed by her teasing, he gives me a white smile of his own, our eyes locked.

His are the bluest I’ve ever seen.

The side of his mouth draws up into a sexy smirk. He extends his muscled forearm, offering his hand. “Nice to meet you, Hannah.”

The warmth of it envelops me.

I shiver.

“Hi, Ryan.” His name rolls off my tongue—unexpectedly breathy, a touch sultry.

His eyes continue to burn into mine as Charlotte carries on with introductions, unaware of the sparks going off like fireworks. “…And hidden behind this muscled wall is my other best friend, Allie.”

Ryan releases me, and I release a sharp breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

It’s been a long time since I’ve allowed a man to touch me. Even in such an innocent way. Though there’s something about him, something that makes me think his embrace would be a sanctuary. Not at all threatening.

Dragging my gaze away, I finally notice movement behind Scott’s shoulder. A pretty girl steps around him. She’s wearing a genuine smile and a blonde pixie cut that frames her diamond-shaped face.

“Hi, Allie.” I shake her hand, then turn to everyone. “It’s nice to be able to put faces to the stories.”

“Uh-oh. What kind of gossip is Charlotte spreading now?” Scott pipes in, narrowing his eyes before breaking out in a wide grin. He wraps his arm around her shoulders and pulls her into a side-hug.

“Nothing bad,” I tell him. “She just told me how you guys met.”

His gaze goes to hers, and she holds it. “She did, did she?”

“Yeah, how Allie offered to help when the high school mean girl set her sights on her. And how she introduced you guys, and you became her self-proclaimed big brothers. It was great that you were able to keep that girl away.”

He clears his throat. “Yeah…yeah, it was.” He glances at Charlotte again, then back at me. “Well, we should probably get going. The party started about an hour ago.”

“After you,” Ryan says, inserting himself between us and waving me ahead.

My body warms, all too aware of how close he is.

When the Beta house comes into view, Ryan’s still by my side, trying to make me laugh. The front door opens, and the clamour of bass pours out, hitting us even at a couple hundred feet away.

Charlotte moves up the steps first and gets stopped by a wall of a man guarding the door. She waves him down to her level, expecting him to meet her halfway. She stands on her tiptoes and whispers in his ear. After a few mumbled words, his cheeks redden, and his frown flips into a toothy smile.

He waves us inside.

Shaking my head when Charlotte grins mischievously at me, I follow her inside with Allie, Ryan, and Scott trailing behind. There’s a tray of Jell-O shots waiting for us when we enter. After downing our rite of passage, I slowly spin around to take in the massive, two-story house. I watch as partygoers walk up a large central staircase, their giggles spilling down toward us.

We make our rounds, scoping out the guests, taking notes on who we should introduce ourselves to later. Hand-in-hand with Charlotte and Allie, I follow them onto the makeshift dancefloor, losing myself in the beat. Ryan and Scott trail a few steps back but get pulled away by other friends. Near the centre of the room, I spot a small opening—just large enough for us—until a firm hand yanks me aside.

The air suddenly reeks of bourbon, damp breath against the back of my neck. Bile climbs my throat when thick arms slip around my stomach, holding me against a man’s rigid front. He grinds against me from behind. 

I shift to get out of his hold, but his grip only tightens, ignoring my resistance.

Unwanted memories spark, threatening to catch.

My heart thunders.

My breathing’s ragged. 

A gentle hand finds me through the haze.

“Is this guy bothering you?” Ryan’s cerulean blues look at me with concern as relief blankets me.

He must see something in my gaze because in the next second, he’s prying the neanderthal’s fingers off my hips and guiding me behind him. His voice takes on a threatening tone. “She’s not into you, so take a hike.”

“Leave it alone, pretty boy! We were getting along just fine.” 

“Really?” Ryan scoffs. “From what I see, you can’t take a hint.” 

He turns to look at me, his demeanour shifting from intimidating to gentle in a single beat—his brow lowering, his gaze scanning mine. 

“Am I reading this wrong? Do you want him here?”

His eyes sparkle in the shifting lights.

I shake my head. “No. Not him.” I emphasize the pronoun, telling him exactly who I want with me.

The side of Ryan’s mouth pulls up, refusing to take his eyes off of mine. “You heard her. Walk away.”

Scott chooses that moment to flank Ryan’s side, after already dealing with this guy’s pushy friend. 

Ryan stands taller, more confident. “Now!” 

The firmness in his voice leaves no room for debate.

The man smartly heeds the warning.

Quitting while he’s still standing, he growls, then lumbers away. Ryan leans in close, raising his voice just enough for me to hear over the music. “Are you okay?”

“I am now. Thank you.”

“I hope I didn’t overstep—”

“No! Not at all. I’m glad you stepped in when you did.” I smile. “It’s like I have my own personal bodyguard.”

“Bodyguard, huh?” Ryan chuckles. “I like the sound of that.” He stares at me, the fire in his eyes smouldering until the lightness dims a little. “Seriously, though. If anyone gives you trouble, let me or Scott know. You’re one of us now. We’ll always have your back.”

“Thank you. That means a lot.”

He nods, with a slight tip of his mouth, then takes in a deep breath, releasing it slowly as if he’s working up the nerve to ask me something.

“I know I’ll have a lot to live up to—considering your previous partner—but would you like to dance?”

I laugh, envisioning the comparison. 

Ryan is on a plane of his own—well above that guy, and probably even every other one here. 

“I’d love to.”

His arms band my waist, and I swing my arms around his neck. Leaned in close, I let my eyes fall closed as I inhale, getting wrapped up in the sweet scent of his cologne. 

“Smell something you like?”

I blush. “Sorry, but…you smell really good.”

He laughs. “Thanks. That’s kind of what I was going for.” When my cheeks heat further, he schools his features with mock seriousness. “Well, don’t let me stop you. Smell away.”

I bite back a grin. “Well, if you insist.”

Ducking my head, I lower my nose only an inch from his neck, feeling the warmth of his skin heating the tip. Just as I’m inhaling deeply, my neck tingles as if someone’s watching. I look up and meet intense dark eyes.

My breath catches at the way he’s staring at me, seated at the back wall, his gaze smouldering like an unlit fire.

The guy is surrounded by friends, giggling girls, and preying jocks. A blonde sits sideways on his lap. She’s whispering in his ear as his hand hangs loosely around her hips—yet he’s entirely unaffected by her.

Because his attention is wholly on me.

She tries to get his attention, but he smoothly moves out of the way as her hand grips his face. Rich, chestnut brown hair falls sexily over his one eye as he tries to catch my gaze again. When he sees that I already found him, he confidently licks over his full bottom lip, then tips his mouth with a smile, nudging his chin at me.

Ryan’s talking, but I can’t focus. There’s a dark brown gaze holding me hostage. 

It’s mesmerizing—twin dark pools so full of depth I swear I could fall into them. It’s like being caught in a riptide, the heat pulling me deeper and deeper. Drowning. I’m fully immersed when a group of dancers crosses our path, breaking the connection.

I blink—snapped back like an elastic breaking.

Though instead of using the olive branch to return to Ryan’s story, I dive back in, searching for the stranger. By the time I find him, his gaze has already retraced its way to me—holding my stare, making me feel like I’m the only person in the room. His eyes roam down my body, carefully drinking in every part of me, lingering.

He seems to like what he sees, but the girl on his lap tries again, whispering something else in his ear, dragging a red fingernail up and down the hard contours of his chest—the one barely contained beneath his fitted grey tee, filling out a school jacket. When he still doesn’t seem interested, she stretches up to nibble on his neck, his ear, finally getting the reaction she was looking for.

His eyes fall closed as his mouth parts, his breath heavy. I can almost hear the moan in his throat, how deep his voice would be as his head slants to the side, letting her taste what’s probably already hers.

My heart thumps painfully against my ribs.

“Hannah?” Ryan tries to get my attention.

“Hmm?” I draw back.

Did he just ask me something?

“Do you want to do something tomorrow? Just the two of us?”

“I, uh…” Something twists in my chest. “I’m sorry, I need to go,” I say more quickly, spinning on my heels. I rush toward the door with Ryan and the others calling out my name. 

Air—I need air.








THREE

GAVIN

I’M SURROUNDED BY GROUPIES sticking their cleavage in my face, pressing against me, their hands kneading my shoulders, tenderizing me like I’m a piece of meat. They’re always trying to get my attention. Perks of being UCLA’s star quarterback, a position I claimed in my second year here.

I know I should say that I hate the way they sexualize me. But if I’m being honest, it’s a small sacrifice to make if they keep distracting me from my head—or at least the one where my thoughts are too heavy to lift.

They both perk up when I catch sight of a blinding smile across the room. Ignoring everyone, I focus my energy on the stunning brunette moving through the crowd, her dark caramel hair falling in large, bouncy waves down her back. She’s holding the hands of two of her girl friends, guiding them toward an opening on the dance floor. 

Just as she reaches it, a guy pulls her aside and starts grinding behind her, rubbing against her like a dog in heat. He’s getting way the hell too touchy for my liking, and she sure as hell doesn’t look happy about it either.

Her smile drops immediately.

Needing it like I need the sun, I unconsciously shift to get involved. But the motion gets cut short when a new guy strides toward her, his entire demeanour reeking of someone close to her.

Does she know him? Is he her boyfriend?

My jaw pulses just thinking that he might be.

With the help of another guy who has his back, he scares the asshole away, just in time. It’s almost comical how he runs away, his tail between his legs. Though with the liquor flowing through everyone’s veins tonight, I’m sure he’ll find someone else to lick his wounds. Hopefully, with newfound knowledge not to go in swinging—especially when he’s clearly outside of his league.

The crowd temporarily parts, giving me a better view, and shit, my thoughts rapidly drop toward inappropriate.

She’s a goddess—every inch of her.

From her full breasts down that five-foot nine-ish frame of hers.

I’m struggling to look away. I can’t help but torture myself as the possible boyfriend leans in next to her ear, bringing back that beautiful smile that caught my attention earlier. His hands find the divot of her waist, then her arms wrap around his shoulders. And fuck me, don’t I wish I was this lucky bastard, pressed up against that curvy body.

The lighthearted banter between them gets heavier, dropping a lead weight in my gut.

Why the hell do I care so much?

I know I should look away, to not be so voyeuristic. I should pay attention to the tall, size-four blonde whispering in my ear—the one I already have one foot out the door with, ready to test the flexibility she’s so famously known for—but I can’t. Look. Away.

This new girl is charming me with her hips, swaying to the music. I follow the smooth lines of her heart-shaped face down to her full, pouty lips.

I silently will her to find me, and a shiver rolls over her, just before her eyes are on mine.

I can’t fucking breathe. 

Her beauty literally takes my breath away.

Heart thudding in my chest, I duck around the hand tugging on my face, trying to get my attention, and stare with fascination, her piercing grey eyes holding me captive. Shifting left and right, I try to keep our gazes locked. Because I’m scared that if I lose sight of her, she’ll slip away. Then I’ll be stuck with the same opportunists I’m always left with—babbling nonsense while hitching a free ride on my popularity.

I like that this girl knows I noticed her.

But first, I need to see if she’s taken or not.

If she returns her attention to Abercrombie, then I know there’s a label on their relationship—or at the very least, she’s committed, and I’ll have to shift mine elsewhere. If she doesn’t? Then there’s nothing stopping me from walking up to her and telling her I’m interested.

My gut drops when she turns away. But when she finds me again, blushing, my heart pounds with excitement and a feeling I can only describe as unbelievable relief—two things I haven’t felt in a very long time.

Just as I’m already priming myself to get up, a train of dancers crosses our path, breaking my hold. 

Shit.

Cursing some more, I dart my eyes around, frantically searching her out until the bodies clear and I find her again.

“Are you ready to go now? Play Show and Tell?” The sultry whisper ghosts my ear.

The owner is my team’s head cheerleader. Small waist, perky breasts… She’s a solid nine on most days. Always at the top of her class. She’s known to be an overachiever in everything she does. And by the activities she’s purring in my ear, she’s gunning for extra credit.

But it’s no longer her I want. She needs to tone it down before this other girl gets the wrong idea.

“I changed my mind.” I shift farther away. “I’m not feeling it anymore.”

Twisting her hips, she gives me a sample of what I’m missing, not-so-subtly brushing parts of me she just vividly described exploring.

“How about now?” She runs a fingernail down my chest, then drags her teeth up my neck, sucking at my ear. A groan slips out before I can stop it, my head involuntarily slanting back as my eyes drift closed. 

Fuck, that feels good.

But then the brunette flashes in my mind—and just like that, I have the strength to fight the stirring in my jeans.

I need to find her again.

“It’s not happening.” I lift the cheerleader off me, ignoring her sulking. I lean forward on my forearms, just as the brunette spins around, leaving me gaping as she rushes away.








FOUR

HANNAH

I HURRIEDLY WEAVE THROUGH the bodies in my way, feeling the same set of eyes following my every move. Thankfully, when I reach the exit, I can squeeze through the bottleneck of the doorway to escape. Instantly hit with the warm night air, I can finally breathe in deeply. Releasing it slowly, I let it unwind the tension coiled inside me.

Who was that guy? 

The look he gave me… Why would he toy with me like that? Was it a game to him just to inflate his ego, to make me think he was interested? And why am I getting so upset when I should simply be irritated?

There was just something about him. He looked at me with such an intense fire in his eyes—like I was the purest oxygen to fuel his flames. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. He made me lose sight of everything around me, and it was just too much, too…consuming. I had to get out of there to clear my head. And now that I’m out here, I can finally feel the heat of the moment leaching from my skin.

I press my hand to my chest, still feeling the effect of how he made me feel, my heart stampeding. Leaving the party behind, I walk around the property in a daze. 

In hindsight, it probably wasn’t the best idea to leave the safety of numbers behind. “Never walk alone,” my parents always told me. “Have someone with you at all times, and make sure to stay in the light.” 

I don’t know why, but I keep walking, not listening to their guidance. Before I realize it, I’m at the end of the driveway, near a wooded area on the right. Tall trees loom above the edge, creating a cavernous tunnel over a narrow path. Suddenly aware of my oversight, I spin around, slamming into something solid—someone I know too well.

“Hi, princess.”

That warm night air suddenly turns cold.

The past I’ve been so adamantly running from stares me in the face.

Just as handsome. And just as dangerous. 
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3 MONTHS AGO

TONIGHT IS THE SENIOR prom—all glitz and glamour, followed by high expectations of what happens next. Different schools. New friends. It’s my last chance to show Matt how much I love him before we start a new chapter in our lives.
 
After hearing the car pull into our driveway, I look out the window and see him walking up to the door of our modern-style home. He raises his hand to knock, but I excitedly open the door before he can.

His wavy, dirty blond hair is slicked back, highlighting the tiny scar above his left eye. It reminds me of one of his chivalrous moments—about a year ago—when we tried ice skating at a local rink. We both fell awkwardly, and in trying to save me, he came face-to-face with the toe pick on my skate. Eight stitches later, I’d apologized at least a dozen times. Then he walked out with a scar slashing his brow.

It only added to his appeal.

Next, my eyes go to his tux, how it moulds to his broad shoulders and tapers at his narrow waist. It looks like it was made for him, and thoughts of what’s underneath make me blush. 

He smirks knowingly, then follows my lead, scanning me from head to toe—following the silky lines of my full-length, burgundy strapless gown, concentrating on where it hugs my curves.

I don’t miss the way his eyes return to the sweetheart neckline that accentuates the cleavage I’ve recently come into possession of. Or how they travel up the length of my neck, to where my hair is pulled up into a classic updo.

Hunger darkens his eyes.

“You look”—he slowly shakes his head while biting his lip—“absolutely stunning.”

“You look great, too,” I say honestly.

“Thanks, princess.” He finally looks up, landing on my face. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah.” I turn around. “Just let me grab my purse.” 

I can feel his eyes continuing to drink me in as I walk away, making sure to get every last drop. And I have to admit—I like the attention. It makes me feel beautiful. And sexy. Like I’ve finally turned into the woman I’ve anxiously been waiting to become. 

Just before we can leave, my mother stops us with hundreds of photos, while Dad lays out the guidelines for the evening, using intimidation tactics usually seen in movies.

“These two make such a beautiful couple. Don’t they, Richard?” Mom gushes, crying proud tears.

“Yes, they do. Have fun tonight, you guys.” His smile turns stern. “But don’t stay out later than we discussed.” His gaze narrows on Matt, reminding him he means business.

My cheeks turn crimson again, and I put a hand on my father’s chest, my eyes silently begging him to back down. “We won’t, Dad.”

I give him a light peck on the cheek, then turn to leave, my sexy date’s hand hovering near my back. He opens the door for me. As I step past, the light purr of an engine draws my attention out toward the road, where a beautiful black car rolls into view.

“A limo?” I squeal, jumping up and down and clapping my hands. “You said they were all booked.”

“They were.” He smirks. “After I booked the last one.”

Excitement courses through me, and I jump into Matt’s arms, peppering him with kisses. When I realize my enthusiasm just painted his face, I sheepishly rummage through my purse for a tissue, then wipe off my smeared lipstick as he takes it in stride, laughing at my horror.

Once we’re standing next to the car, I run my finger over the sleek, black surface, admiring its beauty. Matt reaches for the door and swings it open. Offering his hand, he lifts the back of mine to his mouth, then takes a bow.

“M’lady.” He grins, gesturing inside as the cheers of our friends erupt inside.

In our tuxes and gowns, we all look like we’re ready to walk the red carpet, our excitement palpable. It’s a short drive to the school, and when we arrive, we make sure to carefully exit the car. The guys help the girls with their gowns, and like gentlemen, they lend their arms to hurry us inside.

Our hearts pound with each step, the gymnasium transformed beautifully. It’s now the Parc de Belleville in Paris, France, complete with the Eiffel Tower backdrop, gorgeous flowers, and a large, artificial waterfall. 

It’s breathtaking. 

Hand in hand, we make our way over to our other friends. We greet everyone—the boys fist-bumping while the girls gush over each other’s gowns and hair.
 
The whole room buzzes with excitement.

With our next chapter looming, we’ve promised to enjoy our last days together as a group before we part ways. In just a few short months, the people we’ve spent our entire lives with will be nothing more than distant memories—good times we’ll only look back on. But it’s inevitable, and we’ve vowed not to let it ruin our night.

“Would you like to dance?” Matt holds out his hand, and I gladly accept. We spend the entire evening in the centre of the gymnasium, dancing, laughing, and reminiscing—until we’re interrupted by a tapping echoing over the main speakers. Our principal’s voice booms through the room, and a sudden hush spreads over everyone.

“It’s the moment everyone’s been waiting for. Drumroll, please.” Our music teacher trills their tongue next to the microphone. “This year’s Prom King and Queen are…” He hesitates for effect. “Matt Pearson…and Hannah Coleman.”

The room explodes with cheers and roars. Matt and I step onto the stage to accept our crowns, grinning widely. My heart is almost filled to bursting when Matt looks at me, seeing the love and adoration. Then, with an outstretched hand, he leads me back to the centre of the dance floor.

With my arms curled around his neck and his large hands on my waist, the night is perfect. Magical. Everything I could’ve asked for…

Until it wasn’t. And all of it shattered.
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PRESENT

MATT AND I STARTED dating in middle school, and it was love at first sight—butterflies in my stomach, choirs singing, doves taking flight. We were intensely happy and in love. He was my Prince Charming, and we were going to ride off into the sunset together. It wasn’t until after our senior prom that my opinion of his charm had crashed and burned. Our relationship went up in flames. And after my terrifying trip to the police station, I hadn’t expected to see him again.

“Matt, what are you doing here?” My voice is surprisingly steady, considering the boulder-sized knot in the pit of my stomach.

“I missed you,” he answers simply, reminding me of all the times that same smooth voice told me he loved me before.

His gaze warmly slides over my body as if he’s looking at me for the first time. “You’re even more beautiful than I remember.”

He reaches for my hand, but I yank it back out of reach.

“Don’t touch me,” I snap, forcing a confidence I don’t feel—even though I know he’ll see through it.

I could never hide my true feelings from him. Matt, more than anyone, was very fluent in reading them.

He grins, looking at me like I’m a puppy growing into its bite.
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