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Dedication

 

This book is dedicated to my friend, Jennifer Stewart, who I playfully referred to as J-Stew the last time we talked, which was unfortunately, too many years ago.

Life happens. Good intentions to stay in touch go by the wayside, or are put off until another day in good faith that we have all the time in the world to make our connection. But the truth is, we only have now. Beyond that is not promised to anyone.

Jenny was the reason I started writing. We shared our love of writing back when we were neighbors, living our lives as 'desperate housewives' and dreaming of someday seeing our words in print. We devoured historical romance paperbacks and wrote contemporary romances together with strong female characters with sass - just like us.

[image: JENNY.jpg]

I learned just recently that Jenny passed away in June of this year. I never knew she was ill; I never had a chance to say 'goodbye.' But that is the way she wanted it according to her family.  Like all of life's challenges, Jenny was committed to doing it her way.

So, Jennifer, this book is for you. R.I.P my friend.

 


Re-Cap

 

To refresh the reader's memory, here are the highlights from Book 1 (Crushed) and Book 2 (Claimed) in the Evermore Series. Feel free to skip ahead if it's all still fresh in your mind.

In Book 1, "Crushed," we are introduced to Neilah Grace Evans, aged 13 when the story begins. Known as Neely, she has been uprooted from Tennessee when her father lands a job at a prestigious law firm in L.A., one that focuses primarily on entertainment law.

An only child, Neely has pretty much always had her own interests with which to occupy her time. That doesn't change once the family relocates to Malibu, California two years prior. 

Seth Drake is fourteen when "Crushed" begins, and has been Neely's best friend from down the beach since shortly after her arrival. They swim in her pool, go to the pier to fish, hang out on the beach, and take the same school bus together.

The friendship eventually evolves into a first love situation between Neely and Seth. They enjoy one another's company more and more, and though they have distinctly different dreams for their futures, they find common ground in their present.

Seth's mother is an actress on a popular daytime soap, and Seth hopes to get into acting himself after college. That is his dream.

Neely, of course, wants to pursue her passion for art, specifically, painting in various medias, perhaps even becoming a teacher.

But things come to a crashing halt when Neely's mother starts drinking heavily, and the truth is exposed all over the tabloids that her father has been having an affair with starlet, Tiffany Blume.

Her mother quickly flees California with her daughter in tow, hoping her husband comes to his senses and gives up the glitz and debauchery that comes with Hollywood.

It doesn't happen, though. 

Her parents' divorce, and Neely finds herself back in Tennessee, away from her father, and from Seth, trying to pick up the pieces of her mother's life for her.

Fast-forward three years. Neely is now seventeen and has only visited California once since the divorce. That was the summer she was fifteen, and she spent a few weeks with her father. 

During that time, things between Seth and herself heated up, but not to the point Seth would have liked. After a conversation with Laura, Seth's mother, Neely decided to cut her visit short. She left a break-up note for Seth, and returned the promise ring he had given her.

Now at seventeen, Neely has reconciled with her father after her mother enters rehab, and she finds herself once again in their home in Malibu.

Only everything has changed. Her father is now married to Tiffany Blume, and it is all Neely can do to remain civil to the glitzy actress. She has no desire to strike a bond with the woman who destroyed her family.

She has no clue where Seth is, or what he's doing, since she hasn't spoken to him for two years. She is determined to finish her senior year of high school and then find a college to attend where she won't have to remain under her father's roof any longer.

That's her plan anyway. 

If she can just get through the next eight months without snapping off Tiffany Blume's head, she'll be out of there. She'll be on her way to becoming an adult, and carving a life out for herself. One that is free of the complications of emotional ties and family drama.

* * *

In Book 2, "Claimed," we find Neely back in Malibu, living with her father and stepmother as her own mother goes into a rehab facility back in Tennessee.

It's been a couple of years since she was last there, and Seth is studying at a Performing Arts college in New York City. Neely pretty much feels like a loner, and is biding her time until she graduates from high school and goes away to college. She's not fond of her new stepmother, and the same holds true for Tiffany Blume.

A chance encounter over the Christmas holidays with Seth on the beach has Neely's heart skipping a beat once again.  However, she quickly learns that she misinterpreted Seth's intentions and is left feeling angry and humiliated.

Fast forward to her graduation. It turns out to be another 'night' to remember, but for all the wrong reasons. That night will haunt Neely for the rest of her life.

 



 

 


Chapter 1

 

April 5, 1999 (Present Day)

 

The night air was chilly and damp. Southern California wasn't supposed to host humidity, but here in the Valley, I suppose the weather played by its own rules. My walkie-talkie squelched static, and then the crackling sound of Malcolm's voice came over. "Ten-six to nine, Cracker Jack."

Oh, puleeze.

Malcolm was my boss. And though he was a pretty cool guy, he did have this peculiar penchant for using police codes over the two-way radios, like exclusively. Oh, and if you were wondering, I am Cracker Jack. That's the code name I was assigned by Malcolm right from the start, which was going on seven months now.

"Ten-four to nine, Bald Eagle," I replied, switching the channel on my unit over to nine. He wanted to switch to a different channel for an extra precaution.  I still didn't understand why we didn't use cell phones instead of these contraptions, but Malcolm was adamant that going with walkie-talkies was a much more secure means of communication.

"Anyone can listen in on those damn cell phones, Neely," he'd argued when I nagged him for about the tenth time to lose the radios and get with the newest and easiest technology.

I snorted. 'Well, anyone with a two-way radio in the vicinity can hear our transmissions," I argued.

It was pointless. He wouldn't budge. "The beauty of it is that nobody bothers with walkie-talkies much anymore. And besides that, we use code, so it's all good and we're keeping with tradition on this one."

It had been pointless to argue. This was Malcolm's business. He could run it anyway he saw fit. I was simply a Junior Operative, and part-time at that. 

Oh, I didn't tell you, did I? 

Malcolm West was a Hollywood private investigator. A one-man show, but that didn't mean he didn't pull the clients in because he did. He was as slimy as they come, but loveable as all get out. I'd seen a 'Help Wanted' post on the bulletin board outside the Photography Lab at school when the semester started last fall.
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The post had creeped everyone out except me. I was intrigued, so I snatched it off the board and called. After my interview, I officially became Malcolm's part-time sidekick.

Most of the business coming into Malcolm's agency was from divorce lawyers in and around the LA area. And their clients were wealthy enough to spend funds trying to get dirt on their respective spouses in order to ensure the best divorce settlement possible. 

Cheating husbands, cheating wives, scandalous public behavior, unsavory friends or business connections--you name it, we captured it on film. At least I did. That's where Malcolm needed my expertise. I had changed my major to Commercial Photography last fall, and I was always at the top of my class. My grades were mine, not the result of me doing my professor. Those days were long gone.

I pressed the button on the side of my radio. "Breaker one-nine," I barked, smiling mischievously. I enjoyed messing with Malcolm from time to time, "What's your twenty, Bald Eagle? Am I gonna catch you on the flip-flop? Over."

I heard the crackling of the radio break, and then, "Very funny, Cracker Jack. Your 10-62 has an ETA of seven minutes. Do you copy?"

"Ten-four. Out." I replied, shutting off the radio. 

"Showtime," I thought to myself as I piled my hair up inside my ball cap, making sure the tiny camera that was made to look like a NASCAR button that I'd pinned on the front was ready and in place. It operated as a video camera and only had fifteen minutes worth of recording storage once I activated it. 

I waited a few minutes, and then, sure enough, the Ponchello's Pizza car came careening around the corner, anxious to deliver before his thirty minutes was up no doubt. Same stuff, every week for the past four that I'd been watching. People truly were creatures of habit I decided. I pressed the tiny button on the backside of the pin and climbed out of my car, walking up the driveway where the driver was delivering the pizza.

The driver was leaning over, trying to check the order to see which pizza he was to deliver to the "Smith" house, I was sure. You'd have thought they'd have come up with a more original name.

Good. It wasn't the usual driver, which made my job easier. He'd just slammed the passenger side door and turned towards the house when he spotted me coming towards him.

"About time," I said with a smile. "We're starving in here."

"I'm not past thirty minutes," he interjected quickly.

"Hey, I never said you were, Slick. Where's Jimmy? He's usually the one who drops off here."

He visibly relaxed a bit, seeing that I wasn't trying to jack a free pizza from him. "Oh, he…uh, had an audition or something. This is my first night on my own. I got lost for a minute when I got off Reseda, but I think I'm still within my thirty minutes, but I got three more deliveries in the back."

"Well, here," I said, flashing him a smile, as I handed him a twenty. "Keep the change. I don't want to slow you down."

He hesitated momentarily. "You live here…at this address?"

I was still holding the bill for him to take. "Well…duh," I replied, giggling. "I just got off work. Mom had me order the pizza before I left so it would be here when I got home."

"Oh, okay then," he replied, grabbing the bill and shoving the pizza box my way. "Thanks for the tip. Enjoy."

"Drive carefully," I called after him and started up the driveway, moving a bit slower than my normal pace to allow him time to drive away. Once his car was well down the street, I prepared myself for Phase 2 of the plan. 

At the front door of the one-story stucco ranch, I rang the bell and waited. I knew from previous stakeouts that our mark, Mr. Richard Blumfield, would be answering the door to pay for the pizza. My job was to see exactly who it was he had pizza with every Wednesday evening. The house was a rental in the Blumfield's secret LLC name, but it wasn't his residence, that much we knew. Movie directors with this guy's reputation didn't live in the Valley, trust me.

He answered the door, dressed casually in jeans and a sweater. Not a bad looking guy for being well into his forties."Right on time," he said, thrusting a twenty-dollar bill at me. "Keep the change."

"Thank you, Sir," I replied politely. "Would it be okay if I used your phone? That beater they gave me to use tonight died across the street," I explained, waving my hand toward Jazzy's vintage VW bug I'd borrowed for this assignment. "I have three more pizzas in the car, so I have to call back to the store to have someone come get me."

I saw the reluctance on his face and there was a moment of silence before he finally relented. "Sure, no problem," he said, opening the door wider, allowing me to step inside the house."There's one just around the corner to the right. It's on the wall right inside the door."

I followed his direction and stepped into what must have been the family room. A television was blaring, and across the large room, a fire in the stone fireplace crackled. An extremely pretty, and extremely pregnant Hispanic woman came into the room from an opposite doorway that led to the kitchen I presumed. She had plates and napkins in her hands, and a toddler followed closely at her feet.

"She needs to use the phone. Her pizza delivery vehicle broke down," Blumfield informed her. She smiled and nodded at me.

"I'll just be a minute," I promised, turning my back to them and lifting the phone from its cradle. I made a fake call to the pizza parlor, which was very convincing.

The toddler, as it turned out, was a boy named Luis. His mother was trying to get him settled into his highchair, and he was not a happy camper. He wriggled and squirmed, his little face contorted with anger. "Quiero Papá! Quiero Papá!" he squealed, his little hands fisted and flailing.

"Su papá no se puede sostener, Luis, que está comiendo demasiado," his mother consoled him. "Y que quería otro, Richard? Lo que estábamos pensando?" she said with a laugh, looking over at the mark with love evident in her dark brown eyes.

 

He smiled up at her. "Éste es una niña. Probablemente se pegará a ti, María."

 

I pretended I didn't understand what was being said. This ought to do nicely I thought to myself, as they both turned to look my way. "Thank you so much. My ride is on the way. Enjoy your pizza. I'll let myself out," I said.

 

"Have a good evening," Richard Blumfield called after me.

 

Oh I would. I most certainly would.

 

* * *



Back at the office, Malcolm and I went over the video recording. "Does this tell us anything?" he asked abruptly.

 

"Of course it does," I replied with a sly smile. "I take it you don't speak Spanish?"

 

"Very limited knowledge of the language," he admitted. "Why?"

 

"Well, it seems our Richard Blumfield has a mistress with whom he's fathered a son, Luis, and has a daughter on the way," I replied, beaming.

 

"Bingo!" Malcolm said, holding his hand up to high-five me. "Well done, Neely. Mrs. Blumfield is going to be very pleased with your work."

 


Chapter 2

 



"Mr. Montego called you again…twice," Jazzy said, as I stepped inside our apartment. "Are you sure you don't want me to give him your cell number? You know, if you weren't so damn secretive about your number, we could get rid of the expense of having this landline."

"Yeah, yeah, you keep telling me that, Jaz. I cover the landline bill, so no worries."

She jumped off the sofa and headed into the kitchen. "I just don't get it, Neel," she continued, grabbing bottled water from the fridge. "I mean I know you're making good money, but still, if we pooled our resources and cut out some of the non-essentials, we could get a nicer place, you know?"

I sighed, collapsing down on our overstuffed sofa and hugging one of the throw pillows to my chest. "It will happen, Jaz, we're almost there. I graduate in five weeks with my Associate's Degree, and then I'm sure Malcolm will put me on full-time, at least I hope he will."

She plopped down beside me, taking a long drink of her cold water, "Is that what you really want to do?" she asked. "You're not going for your Bachelor's?"

I shrugged. "Not right now. I want to start making real money and do what I love: take pictures. Why not?"

She sighed, shaking her head. I knew where she was going with this. I could read Jazzy every bit as well as she could read me. I was waiting for her to follow up with her usual 'you're not meeting your full potential, Neely.'

"It's just that I don't think you're really living your dream, babe. You could make better money and take lots more pictures if you'd call Montego back, you know?"

There it was. Worded a little differently, but the same message rang out loud and clear. I chose to ignore the bait. I didn't want to go there. I grabbed the remote from the coffee table, and instantly powered the television on. "Crap, why didn't you tell me it was this late, Jazz," I bitched finding the station that hosted the show I watched every Wednesday night at ten o'clock. Only now, I'd missed twenty-two minutes of it, and had forgotten to record it.

Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

"Oh for shit's sake!" she snapped, slamming her water bottle down on the coffee table. "You and that damn show. I swear to God, I'm starting to worry about you. This…this obsession or whatever it is with Seth has gone on long enough, don't you think?"

"Shh," I hissed, "Wait until the commercial if you're going to bitch at me, okay? I've already missed a third of it."

She sighed loudly and got to her feet, mumbling something under her breath about me and my goddamn fatal attraction as she went to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. It wasn't anything new from her. Jazzy really needed to refresh her script.

Okay, so yeah, I watched Seth's new show and even recorded the episodes on the VCR when I didn't forget to set the timer like tonight. What was so bad about that? He had a starring role in Bangor. A big step up from his occasional appearances on Lotus Pointe, that was for damn sure. I was glad he'd left that show. I hoped with all my heart that it had left the producers in a lurch having to replace that character for the third time.

Bangor was pretty interesting. One of the few shows I watched religiously, and not just because Seth played the character, Robbie Spencer, the middle child in the family. His character had an older sister, Dee, who was a doctor, and a younger sister, Sally, who was a wild child. Their mother had passed away and the father was a veterinarian who practiced in the basement of their home in Bangor, Maine.
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