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        Sometimes when you’re in a dark place you think you’ve been buried, but you’ve actually been planted.

        CHRISTINE CAINE

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        Deadly emotions, buried alive, never die.

        JOYCE MEYER

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            ROMI

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain streaked the windows against a grey September sky as the airplane descended toward Portland. Figured. The weather matched my mood, and that mood reflected my life in general.

      Miserable.

      Not that I could admit it. Wasn’t I living the American dream?

      The world sure seemed to think so. I had millions in the bank, a wealthy silver fox on my arm, a body made for the runway, and—as of last month—my own accessories line.

      I also had an ex-boyfriend who refused to get the message, more addictions than I cared to think about, and what my therapist termed “father complex” but society called “daddy issues.”

      Most of the time, I felt as if I was living in a house of cards, just one gust away from the walls collapsing on top of me.

      And a storm was brewing in Oregon.

      Home.

      Funny I should still think of it that way when I’d spent the first eighteen years of my life counting down the hours until I could get the hell away from there. In the past eight years, I’d set foot in Baldwin’s Shore precisely twice, both times for funerals, and this visit was no different.

      There were three things I wanted from this trip—firstly, to get justice for my mom, secondly, to catch up with my brother and a few old friends, and thirdly, to keep far, far away from Aaron Bartlett. Which was easier said than done when he was my brother’s best friend and his fiancée’s only sibling.

      Davis reached across the armrest and squeezed my hand. “We can leave whenever you want. Just say the word.”

      “Probably it would look bad if we skipped town after an hour.”

      “Let’s try to stick things out overnight?”

      If I could have sent flowers and a card, I would have, but this time, the deceased was my mother. I owed it to her to be there, and to my brother as well. How long did it take to arrange a funeral? A couple of days? A week? As for her death, we all knew who’d killed her.

      Our father.

      Davis’s personal assistant was on standby to assist with anything we needed, and she was an organisational genius. She’d already scheduled our flights, hired a car, and booked a room at the new resort that had opened on the outskirts of Baldwin’s Shore since I last visited. The Peninsula got five glowing stars in every review, thank goodness. The only other options were the Starfish Motel or my brother’s guest room, and the thought of setting foot in the Starfish filled me with horror considering the number of health citations the place had received over the years.

      My brother’s guest room? Well, I’d rather stay at the motel.

      The woman across the aisle glanced at me again—a look I’d seen a thousand times before. She was wondering if she recognised me, curious but too polite to ask. Hardly surprising since my face graced the cover of the magazine in her lap. On another day, a better day, I might have struck up a conversation, but today, the attention made my skin itch. The cabin crew hadn’t left me alone either. Next time, I’d listen to Davis when he suggested taking a private jet.

      I’d also learn to pack lighter. Despite dressing impeccably at all times, Davis had managed to fit everything he needed into only one suitcase while I needed three, and after fifteen minutes of waiting, there was still no sign of the third on the baggage carousel. Tell me they hadn’t lost it? The whole damn world was being sent to try me this week.

      “Excuse me? Are you Romina Mendez?”

      I turned to find a pair of teenage girls staring up at me, nervous but hopeful. The smaller of the two looked as though she might run away if she didn’t get the answer she wanted.

      “Romina would rather—” Davis started, but I put a hand on his arm.

      “It’s okay.” I remembered being a teenager, star-struck when I thought I’d spotted Hugh Jackman in an airport. Except it wasn’t Hugh Jackman, it was an accountant called Steve, but I’d felt bad for stopping him, so I’d asked for a selfie anyway. He’d laughingly agreed. Probably told the story at parties now. “Sure, I’m Romina. Do you want pictures?”

      Davis took their phones and obliged while they giggled and I smiled a humourless smile, one I’d practised enough times to know that it would look good on camera.

      “Are you in Oregon for a photo shoot?” the taller girl asked.

      “Just visiting the beach.”

      A bland reply that gave no meaningful information. I used to blurt out everything, but Davis had been coaching me over the past three years, and I’d learned an important lesson: if you didn’t give people anything personal, they couldn’t use it against you. These days, I second-guessed the questions I’d be asked and prepared canned answers or sometimes lies.

      “Which beach? Cannon Beach?”

      “Oh, there’s my suitcase.” Thank the stars. “Great meeting you.”

      I flashed one more smile as Davis hauled my case off the conveyor and stacked it onto the cart. Dread settled in my stomach. Too late to run, too late to make some pathetic excuse and fly back to New York.

      I had to bury my mother, make sure my father ended up in jail where he belonged, and answer awkward questions about why I hadn’t been home for so long.

      Oh, and avoid Aaron.
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      The arrivals hall was a sea of heaving bodies, businessmen hurrying between hugging families, backpackers carrying their worlds in oversized bags, tourists scanning the rows of guides and drivers holding up placards. I sidestepped a particularly amorous couple, and my heart jumped when I spotted my brother beside a coffee stand. When I’d called Luca with my flight details, I’d told him not to worry about picking us up, that Davis had rented a car so we wouldn’t be dependent on others, but of course Luca had insisted on meeting us anyway.

      That made me happier than I’d ever admit.

      Yes, I prided myself on my independence, but there were times in a girl’s life when she really needed a hug from her big brother, and this was one of those times. He was the only person in the world who truly understood how I felt right now. Which was…mixed up. Sad, angry, guilty… Our whole lives, we’d been told our mom had abandoned us when in truth, she’d been dead. Murdered.

      “I’ve missed you,” I mumbled against Luca’s neck.

      “It’s been too long.”

      Over a year. Back then, Luca had been on a break between security contracts, and I’d flown to meet him in the Seychelles for a long weekend. Just the two of us. Davis had stayed in New York, Luca had refrained from picking up random women, and the hotel was far enough off the beaten track that the paparazzi couldn’t find me. We’d eaten too much, drunk too much, and talked about past, present, and future.

      Then everything changed.

      Luca had done the unthinkable and moved back to Baldwin’s Shore.

      Crazy.

      He hated the place.

      And he hated our father, as did I.

      But he loved Brooke, and Brooke lived in Baldwin’s Shore, so… Here we both were.

      Brooke grinned at me, and I extricated myself from Luca’s embrace and hugged her too. A part of me hated that he’d moved back home to marry Aaron’s sister, but the bigger part of me was thrilled because secretly, I’d always hoped they’d end up together. They were perfect for each other. Aaron had done his best to derail things by making some stupid pact with Luca that they wouldn’t touch each other’s sisters—a pact that Aaron had broken first, by the way—but thankfully, Luca had seen sense and made a move. Which led to yet another problem—Brooke wanted me to be a bridesmaid at their wedding, and of course I’d had to say yes, but then Luca had asked Aaron to be best man, and now I had to come up with a plausible reason to miss the entire thing. Because no way was I going anywhere near an aisle with Aaron “Backstabber” Bartlett.

      But that was an issue for another day.

      “Brooke, you look great.” Radiant. “You’ve got this glow about you.”

      “I’ve got your brother to thank for that.”

      My mind went from zero to “holy fuck” in nought-point-five seconds. “You’re not…?”

      “Not what?”

      I leaned back and glanced at her stomach. “You know…”

      Her jaw dropped. “Oh my gosh, no. Luca makes me happy, that’s all.”

      “So, uh, that’s good. Terrific.”

      And just like that, I was back to my old gawky self. There was a reason I rarely gave interviews, and that was because I was scared of putting my foot in it. An ex-boyfriend once told me I had the face of an angel, the body of a goddess, and the brain of a cabbage. We’d been in the middle of a break-up fight at the time, but his words still stung. Probably because my GPA had been nothing to write home about, but not everyone could be academically gifted, okay? And who needed to learn about algebra and Shakespeare and glaciers anyway? If the teachers had explained how to balance a chequebook or change a tyre or ace a job interview, I’d probably have paid more attention. Schools should replace chemistry with lessons on how not to date an asshole—it was a far more valuable life skill, one I’d sadly struggled to master.

      And now people were staring at our little reunion.

      “Maybe we should leave?” Luca suggested. “Go somewhere quieter.”

      “Good idea. The hotel?”

      “You don’t want to see our new place?”

      “Of course I do!” Was that too much fake enthusiasm? “How about tomorrow?”

      “Brooke’s cooking dinner tonight.”

      “We’re both very tired,” Davis tried, protective as always.

      “But you’ve gotta eat,” Brooke said. “Right? The food’s ready to go in the oven.”

      And she sounded so disappointed that guilt punched me right in the chest.

      “Just us?” I asked.

      “Sure. Well, we invited Colt and Brie too. We figured you’d like to meet her, seeing as they’ll be your neighbours at the hotel.”

      I’d actually already met her, several years ago at a fashion show in Denmark, but she probably didn’t remember me. She clearly hadn’t wanted to be there, and her small talk had been perfunctory, albeit delivered with a smile. Colt Haines was another old school friend of Luca’s, and now a colleague in the sheriff’s department too.

      “So it’ll be the six of us?”

      “Colt and Brie will bring Kiki. You remember Colt’s daughter? She’d have been two years old the last time you came back here.”

      How could I forget? Not only was Kiki the cutest kid ever, but we’d been introduced at her mom’s funeral.

      “What about Addy?” Adeline Crowe had been Brooke’s best friend since we were kids. “Is she coming?”

      “She has a hot date tonight.”

      “Where does she live now?”

      “Coos Bay. One of the big apartment buildings in Shoreside. She said she’ll drive over tomorrow, and then we’ll have the whole gang back together.” Brooke’s smile faded. “Apart from Hannah, but everyone else.”

      Hannah, Colt’s late wife, was with Mom now, both physically and spiritually. We’d buried her in the same cemetery six years ago.

      “What about Aaron?”

      Was it too much to hope he’d gone on vacation?

      Of course it was. Aaron was a workaholic. If he wasn’t lawyering, he was busy fixing up his apartment, so Luca told me, and I had to concede he was good with his hands. Good in every possible way. Dammit, why had I been so stupid?

      “Oh, sure, he’ll be there tonight. I’m planning to borrow his kitchen since it’s bigger than ours, plus his dining table seats twelve.”

      They all lived in the same building. Not even a big apartment building with dozens of units, but a converted car dealership, just the three of them. Aaron had the entire first floor, and Luca shared the second with Brooke.

      Luca’s expression morphed into worry. “Romi? You okay?”

      And so it began… Smile.

      “Not really. I mean, Mom…”

      “Hey, are you Romina Mendez?”

      I turned to see a teenager with a smartphone at the ready. Couldn’t I get two damn minutes to myself?

      “Please, not now.”

      The girl backed away, and as she hurried off, I heard her friend say, “Told you she was a bitch.”

      Great.

      Details of that little interaction would undoubtedly be on social media within five minutes, further cementing my reputation for being difficult. Why was it always the bad stuff that made the news?
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      The last time I’d seen the building formerly known as Deals on Wheels, I’d been eighteen, and I’d run out of there screaming with Hannah Haines—or Hannah Willmer as she’d been called back then—at roughly three a.m. after we got dared to spend the night there. We’d taken sleeping bags and flashlights and huddled behind the dusty remains of an old desk until we heard footsteps in the early hours. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Hannah tried to convince me it was just one of the boys playing a prank, but as my heart threatened to hammer its way through my ribcage, I’d made an executive decision—we were getting the hell out of Dodge. Fast.

      Of course it had been the boys, but thankfully, their photos of our not-so-elegant escape had turned out too blurry to identify our faces. Otherwise, those would have come back to haunt me as well.

      As things stood, Deals on Wheels was still the stuff of nightmares, but for a very different reason.

      “Not too late to back out,” Davis murmured as we approached the door.

      But it was. I couldn’t hurt my brother like that. And besides, I needed answers.

      Two days had passed since I’d gotten the call from Luca telling me a body had been found in a deserted old cabin in the forest. A skeleton. He’d been the one to find it—find her—and when he called with the news, I’d heard the hitch in his voice. My brother, my tower of strength, former Army Ranger and current Sheriff’s Deputy, had been on the verge of tears. I’d been on a break in the middle of a shoot, and when he told me how he’d recognised the dress she was wearing, the one with the hibiscus flowers that she’d made herself, I’d ruined my make-up. I’d loved that dress. Mom had sewn most of her own clothes—partly because she’d been talented, but mostly because we were dirt poor—and she’d made me a matching outfit.

      The first time I put it on, she’d done my hair and painted my nails, and I twirled in front of the age-spotted mirror in her bedroom.

      “I love it! But I don’t understand—why are the flowers called ‘his biscuits’?”

      She’d laughed that tinkly laugh of hers. “Not ‘his biscuits,’ chiquita. Hibiscus. My mom used to grow them in our yard when I was little.”

      “Can I see them?”

      “Nana’s in heaven now, but maybe we can grow the flowers ourselves?” Mom had twirled alongside me. “Now we’re twins.”

      It was one of the few memories I had of her. And after she left, I’d never worn the hibiscus dress again.

      The day Luca called, I’d messed up the shoot. Intergalactic space maidens weren’t meant to cry. I’d tried to pout my way through it, but after half an hour, Ishmael, the designer, had taken me aside and said we’d reschedule. Okay, what he’d actually done was wave his arms around and inform everyone that the vibe was wrong, all wrong, and then skateboarded out of the studio, but that was just his way. He acted like a lunatic, but I’d known him for years, and underneath the endless drama, he had a good heart. The best.

      My agent had grudgingly cancelled a couple of appearances and pulled me out of a runway show, Davis had rescheduled his meetings, and now here we were. Ready to sit down and discuss my mom’s murder over dinner with my oldest friends, a bona fide princess, and the man who’d stomped all over my heart.

      Luca opened the door and pulled me into a hug.

      “Hey, you only saw me an hour ago.”

      “Can’t I give my little sister two hugs in one day?”

      “Less of the ‘little.’ I’m as tall as you are.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m wider.”

      Perhaps not for much longer if the smells wafting in my direction were anything to go by. Garlic, tomato sauce, bread… I’d barely eaten since I got the news about Mom, but now my stomach grumbled. Brooke appeared behind Luca, casual in jeans and a pale pink sweater with two cherries printed on the front. My brother hadn’t gussied up either, but after Davis and I had unpacked at the hotel, I’d changed into a plum pencil dress with an asymmetric neckline and studded belt, teamed with high-heeled pumps and full make-up. Perhaps I should have worn pants? I’d considered it, but I’d figured a power dress would send a better “fuck you” message to Aaron. And Davis had worn a suit, so I wasn’t totally overdressed.

      “Okay, fine, you can hug me.”

      “I wasn’t asking for permission.”

      Davis got another cool handshake. I could tell Luca wasn’t his biggest fan, although he’d never said as much in words. I suspected it had something to do with our age difference—seventeen years—or the fact that every news article ever written about us referred to me as a trophy girlfriend. But the journalists didn’t understand our relationship. Davis was the best thing that had happened to me since my modelling career took off. He supported me, grounded me, kept me sane. It was Davis who’d helped me to pick up the pieces after Aaron tore me apart, and I’d forever be grateful.

      Luca finally let me go, and I followed him into Deals on Wheels. An open door to the left led to Aaron’s apartment, and the giant ramp cars had once driven up to reach the second floor stretched ahead.

      “I’ll give you the tour while Brooke finishes dinner. Start upstairs?”

      “Sure.”

      Anything to put off the inevitable.

      We trailed Luca up the ramp to the apartment he and Brooke called home. It was smaller than Aaron’s—although still expansive—thanks to the roof terrace that took up a third of the top floor. Luca turned on the outside lighting as I peered through French doors securely bolted from the inside.

      “We haven’t finished the terrace yet. Brooke wanted palm trees, so I got her palm trees, but it’s still a work in progress.”

      “It’s a good space,” Davis commented. “Got a view of the ocean from here?”

      “Not the best view, but we can see the water from the far side.”

      “You could put a grill over there. Or a hot tub.”

      “Aaron’s got a hot tub on his wish list, but that’ll have to wait for a few years. We don’t have the budget for luxuries at the moment.”

      If Luca and Brooke had wanted a hot tub, I’d have bought them a hot tub, but Aaron could go fuck himself. Or drown himself—either worked for me. I managed a non-committal shrug.

      “It’ll look great when it’s finished.”

      “You given any more thought to buying an apartment?”

      Translation: how serious were things with Davis?

      “I travel so much that I’d barely use it. When I’m in New York, I can just stay in Davis’s penthouse.”

      Judging by his, “Hmm,” Luca didn’t much like that answer, but I ignored his disapproval and made the right noises while he showed me around his new home. And it was a great place. Light, airy, generously sized rooms. Brooke’s artwork decorated the walls, and she’d made the place homey with cushions and candles. She always did have an eye for colour.

      When Luca showed me the guest bedroom, I felt a pang of regret that I wasn’t staying there. The suite at the Peninsula was comfortable and opulent, the same as in every other five-star hotel I’d stayed in, but no matter how many personal touches they added—the slippers, the selection of herbal teas, the fashion magazines—it wasn’t home.

      Sometimes, I missed having a home.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Brooke yelled from downstairs, and I stiffened on instinct. Bracing for what was to come.

      “You okay?” Luca asked.

      Dammit. He always had been observant, but he also only saw what he wanted to see. He’d remained mercifully oblivious to my crush on Aaron all through high school, and that was the way it needed to stay.

      “Absolutely fine.”

      “Don’t worry about meeting Brie. She’s surprisingly down to earth.”

      Oh, thank goodness, he’d misinterpreted. “I’m sure we’ll get along.”

      “Fashion royalty versus blue blood,” Davis murmured.

      “What does that make you? The King of Wall Street?”

      He flashed me a grin. “More of a duke.”

      Aaron wasn’t seated at the dining table, but there was a place set for him. Waiting for him to appear was like slow torture when all I wanted to do was rip off the Band-Aid.

      Colt rose to greet me with a kiss on the cheek, and he had a genuine smile for Davis too. He’d been my brother’s other partner in crime growing up, a regular guy until he’d taken his duties as a sheriff’s deputy to the nth degree and saved a princess—twice—as well as falling in love with her. My brother, a freshly minted deputy himself, had given me a blow-by-blow account of the gorier elements of the drama, and I’d followed the rest in the papers.

      At least the press was being a little kinder to Gabrielle now that she’d starred in her own fairy tale. The paparazzi could make a girl’s life a misery. They’d done several hatchet jobs on me over the years, but in the early days, I hadn’t known how to handle the attention. Back then, I’d been a slave to the old adage of “no publicity is bad publicity,” but in recent years, I’d followed Davis’s advice and kept a much lower profile. No drunken parties, no wild vacations, no running my mouth at people who provoked me. New Romi went to bed early, ate healthily, and embraced teetotalism.

      Fuck, it was hard.

      “Good to see you. Both of you,” Colt added, but his focus was on me. “How’ve you been keeping?”

      “Busy, always busy.”

      Not entirely true—Davis made sure I scheduled downtime—but easier to fib than to explain why I’d barely been home for eight whole years.

      “I’d like you to meet Brie, and do you remember Kiki?”

      “I do, but she was just a baby when…before.” When I’d flown in to attend her mom’s funeral and then flown straight out again. “Hi, Brie.”

      What was the proper etiquette for greeting a princess? Should I have used her title? I’d asked Davis during the flight to Portland, but he’d been clueless, and Google had been no help either, not for a private setting. At the fashion show, we’d been briefed not to say “pleased to meet you” because that was meant to be a given, and she’d offered a bland smile and a few pleasantries as I curtsied. No touching. Dammit, I should have asked Luca, but my mind had been on other things. So I bobbed in a sort of curtsy, and Brooke burst out laughing.

      “Don’t curtsy,” Kiki whispered, and my cheeks burned. “You’re really tall. Are you a princess too?”

      “No, I’m just Luca’s sister, but thanks for the tip.”

      Brie’s smile seemed genuine. “Honestly, I wish the curtsying would go the way of codpieces and court jesters, but my mother’s big on tradition. The whole greeting thing is a minefield. Do I hug people? Give them a high five? Deon from the grocery store does this weird thing with fist bumps, and I get it wrong every time.”

      This wasn’t how I’d expected Gabrielle to be at all. She seemed so…down to earth.

      “I’ve never loved the hugging thing. When you get poked and prodded by strangers daily, the last thing you want is more strangers squeezing the breath out of you.”

      “No curtsies, no hugs from strangers. We’re set. Although we have met once before, I believe. You probably don’t remember.”

      She remembered? “No, I do.”

      Luca looked surprised too. “You’ve met Brie already?”

      “Very briefly.”

      “At a fashion show in Denmark,” Brie explained. “Sorry if I didn’t seem thrilled to be there. As I recall, my sister was meant to go, but she felt unwell, so I had to step in. And fashion really isn’t my thing. Although it’s an admirable pursuit,” she added hastily. “It’s just that I like to sail, and there isn’t much call for haute couture on a boat. Anyhow, it’s lovely to see you again, and I’m so sorry to hear about your mother.”

      When I first heard that Colt had hooked up with Princess Gabrielle, I’d checked the calendar to see if it was April first, but now that I saw her away from the spotlight, I understood why they’d ended up together. Colt was a good man, the best, and Brie was easy to like.

      “The identification isn’t official yet,” Colt reminded us.

      “We all know what happened.” Luca’s voice sounded hollow. That he should be affected more than me wasn’t a surprise—I’d barely been six when Mom disappeared, and the fleeting memories I’d stored away had faded with time. Luca had been eight, and although he’d confided that it hurt to think of what we’d lost, he’d kept those pictures of her in his mind.

      “Yes, we do know what happened. Have you arrested Dad yet?”

      “That’s not the way things work.”

      “But you’re a deputy. It’s your job to arrest people.”

      “I am, and it is, but I’m not working this case.”

      What? Why the hell wasn’t Luca investigating Mom’s murder? Didn’t he want her killer to pay?

      “But there are only two deputies in Baldwin’s Shore. Colt’s working the case on his own?”

      “Neither of us is working it. It’s a conflict of interest. We just had a meeting with the state police this afternoon, and a detective from the Roseburg office is gonna take over.”

      “Roseburg? But that’s crazy. You know the town. You know the people.”

      “The sheriff didn’t give me a choice in the matter. I’m not allowed to be involved.”

      We’d see about that. Who had more passion to investigate, to see the case through to the end than Luca?

      “Who’s the sheriff nowadays?”

      “Mort Newman.”

      “What, still? He had one foot in the grave when I was in high school.”

      “Yeah, well, people keep electing him.”

      “Maybe he’s gone senile? I’ll speak to him tomorrow.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “I’ll be diplomatic, I promise.”

      Luca just groaned. Okay, so I’d lacked tact as a teenager, but that was ages ago. And during the intervening years, I’d mastered the art of pretending to be nice to people I didn’t like. Only two weeks ago at a movie premiere, I’d told Emiliana Sardo that her outfit looked fantastic when in reality, she’d reminded me of an anorexic cassowary.

      “This is the way it has to be,” Colt told me. “We don’t like it either, but if this investigation leads to an arrest—which everyone hopes it does—the investigator will end up on the stand testifying. A defence attorney’s gonna search for any signs of bias or favouritism and use that to sink the case, and the fact that Luca and his father aren’t on good terms counts as a major bias.”

      “So he just gets sidelined?”

      “He’ll be a witness. You’ll both be witnesses. I’m sure the detective from Roseburg will want to sit down and ask you a few questions before you leave.”

      “Are you sure there’s no way…?”

      “We ran it past Aaron, and he agrees with the sheriff.”

      “Oh, and Aaron’s so fantastic at everything. Try asking someone else.”

      Luca gave me an odd look. Shit.

      “Well, he is a lawyer. Romi, did Aaron do something to upset you?”

      Yes. Aaron had done everything to upset me. But I couldn’t tell my brother that, so I forced what I hoped was an innocent expression.

      “No, no, everything’s fine. I’m just a little upset in general at the moment.”

      “Hell, we all are. Where is Aaron, anyway?”

      Nobody answered because Brooke walked in with a platter of hors d’oeuvres. Brie managed to grab a breadstick before Luca and Colt fell on the snacks like a pair of starving seagulls.

      “I made appetisers,” Brooke said, stating the obvious. “Marinated mozzarella balls, prosciutto bruschetta, and spiedinis, which are breaded beef and onion kebabs.”

      I knew what spiedinis were. After all, I’d spent a lot of time in Milan. Which led us to a bigger problem. Not quite Aaron-sized, but it sure had the potential to be awkward.

      “Luca didn’t tell you I’m a vegan?”

      The colour slowly drained out of Brooke’s face. “What? But you used to love cheeseburgers?”

      “I thought it was just a phase,” my brother mumbled.

      To be fair, so had I, initially. Going vegan had been all the rage in the fashion world several years ago, and as so often happened in those days, the peer pressure had gotten to me and I’d jumped onto the bandwagon. But after a photo shoot with a bunch of baby goats, I’d picked up one of the pamphlets lying around, and now I’d never eat animal products again. Plus I steered clear of leather. Sure, that closed off some opportunities, but it also opened the doors to others, with the added bonus that eating a bunch of veggies helped me to keep my weight down. Appearances were everything in my world.

      “I haven’t eaten animal products in six years. When we met up in Casablanca for my birthday last March, we ate at a vegan restaurant, remember? The waitress asked how your food was, and you made a crack about it needing a good steak to go with it, but she didn’t see the funny side?”

      “Oh, yeah. Shit.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you forgot to tell me. Uh, we’ve got olives. And salad.”

      “You put parmesan in the salad,” Brie reminded her.

      “Dammit, and there’s beef in the lasagne. And cheese, and milk, and eggs.”

      Yes, definitely awkward. “I can eat the breadsticks.”

      “Why didn’t you tell Brooke you’d turned vegan?” Luca asked.

      “Because I’m hopeless at keeping in touch with people, okay?”

      Luca used to say my memory was like a sieve, but it was more of a colander. Sometimes, even important stuff slipped away. I’d gotten slightly better in the last couple of years since Davis’s assistant got involved—she organised birthday and Christmas gifts, sent flowers whenever a friend was feeling down, and commented on my social media posts—but I still tended to block Baldwin’s Shore from my mind. Especially after the Aaron debacle.

      Although he’d always remembered my dietary preferences, at least. The last time we’d been out for dinner, he’d picked out a vegan burger joint in the East Village, then insisted on splitting the check even though I earned twenty times more than he did. Aaron was one person I had kept in touch with, and although I never wanted to speak to him again, a twisted part of me still missed our weekly chats.

      Chats I was almost certain Luca knew nothing about.

      “Let’s not argue,” Brooke said, ever the diplomat. “I’ll call Aaron and then whip up something vegan for Romi. You can eat pasta, right?”

      Now wasn’t the time to complain about carbs. “As long as it’s not the kind with egg in it.”

      Brooke patted her pockets until she found her phone. She’d lost weight since I’d last seen her. Not a huge amount, but enough to nip her waist in an inch or two.

      “Oh, wait, Aaron sent a message.” Her face fell. “He says he’s been delayed at work and not to wait for him.”

      “Guess he’s got an important case to deal with,” Colt said.

      Either that or he was avoiding me. And if it was the latter, I could only be grateful.
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      Even though I’d broken the glass deliberately, the tinkle of the shards falling into my trash can still made me wince. The gift had been a joke—from Romi, ironically—a miniature bottle of Scotch in a red box, with a tiny hammer stuck to the side and “IN CASE OF EMERGENCY BREAK GLASS” written across the front in block letters. The box had sat on a shelf behind my desk for the past five years, first in New York and then in Baldwin’s Shore, and only once before had I been tempted to drink the contents. I’d resisted, but now memories of that night had come back to taunt me.

      Because Romi was in town.

      A town she’d sworn never to set foot in again.

      I understood why she’d come, applauded it, but that comprehension did nothing to ease the tension between us. Even though I’d kept my word, kept my mouth shut about what had happened between us three years ago, Romi still hated my guts, my dick, every fibre of my being. I couldn’t entirely blame her. Now that I’d had time to reflect, I saw there were a dozen other ways I could have handled the situation that night. Smarter ways. Ways that wouldn’t have involved lying to my best friend and losing the girl I’d had feelings for since puberty.

      Even back then, I’d known she’d break my heart. Romi had a way about her, a layer of feistiness over a core of vulnerability, sass that hid sweetness. Plus she was a free spirit.

      A dangerous mix.

      That was why I’d made a pact with Luca—I’d stay away from Romi if he kept his hands off Brooke. At the time, it had seemed like a win-win situation. Luca chased anything with breasts, charmed girls from Coos Bay to Coquille out of their panties, and then “forgot” to call them afterward. I’d hated the thought of my sister getting hurt, and I’d also wanted to protect myself from whatever havoc Romi might wreak.

      Years later, I’d cracked and taken a taste of her, spent one forbidden night doing all the things I swore I never would. A mistaken night. A night that had ended with me dropping her off at the Maple Mountain Recovery Center in upstate New York. Not a mountain or a maple in sight, but the place had an excellent reputation, although at eighty thousand bucks a month, I’d have expected nothing less.

      The media reported that Romi had been suffering from exhaustion.

      Luca believed she’d checked in to get help with her alcohol problem.

      I knew her issues ran far, far deeper.

      She’d always had problems with drinking, but alone and away from home, under pressure from the wrong crowd, her one-too-many-at-parties habit had morphed into full-blown alcoholism, and that was before she got started on the coke.

      Maybe I should have told Luca about the drugs. In the years since my showdown with Romi, I’d had plenty of time to regret the decision not to, but at the time, Romi’s argument that landing a bombshell on him in the middle of an op would be distracting had made enough sense for me to stay quiet. In those days, Luca had been an Army Ranger, and in that line of work, distractions could prove fatal. Plus she’d agreed to go to rehab as long as I kept my mouth shut, and more than anything, I’d wanted her to get help. To get off the drugs and stay healthy. Stay alive. I’d known all too well what drugs could do to a person, had even attended the funeral to prove it.

      Well, I’d gotten my wish. Romi had changed her lifestyle. I read more news articles about her than was healthy, scanned the gossip websites most mornings, tried to filter out the bullshit. At first, she’d dropped out of sight save for the occasional modelling appearance. But then she’d popped up on Davis French’s arm at some art show with a new haircut, a dress that could only be described as demure, and a tight little smile. Hell, I’d barely recognised her at first. She’d always been a butterfly—colourful, eye-catching, not to mention fragile—but no longer. It was as if French had arranged her as he wanted her, then pinned her to his arm to fade in the sun. A rich lepidopterist.

      How rich? The jury was still out on that one. Rumour said he’d been a billionaire once, but he’d lost a chunk of change to his ex-wife in the divorce. Although he’d probably make the money back soon, and more. That was how the world worked—the rich got richer while the poor were left scraping around behind the couch cushions for their loose change.

      Not that I was bitter or anything. I had a comfortable enough life—I just disliked flashy, Machiavellian hedge fund managers in general and Davis French in particular. I’d crossed paths with too many of those pricks when I lived in New York. In my time as a student assistant at the New York State Office of the Attorney General, I’d come to understand the dirty tricks they played, and over a summer internship at the NYPD, I’d heard stories about what they got up to after hours. They fucked around, found out, and then…poof. The charges disappeared. It wasn’t what you knew, but who you knew. And who you could pay off.

      At first, I’d worried the asshole would push Romi onto drugs again, but I’d watched her from afar over the years, and as best I could tell, she’d stayed clean. If she went to a party, it was with French, and they tended to be the kind of stuffy red-carpet affairs that one walked out of at the end of the night rather than crawling. Hell, I never even saw her with a glass of wine in her hand. So I had to give French credit for keeping Romi on the straight and narrow, but I still didn’t have to like the guy.

      He had what I’d lost.

      Davis French’s presence in Baldwin’s Shore was the second reason I’d cried off dinner tonight. The first reason? I had no idea what to say to Romi. And considering I made my living by knowing the right words to use at any given time, that was a pretty big problem.

      My phone buzzed across the desk, and a message popped up.

      Brooke: Aw, work sucks! I’ll make up a plate for you to reheat when you get home, hope the case prep goes okay x

      Shit. I hated lying to my sister.

      I twisted the cap off the bottle of Scotch, took a long swallow. Coughed as the fire burned down my throat. I’d never been much of a drinker—beer, sure, but not hard liquor. How long would Romi be in town? A week? Two weeks? She’d want to bury her mom, but the ME didn’t seem to be in any hurry to release the body. Body. There hadn’t been much left of Serena Mendez, just a pile of bones arranged where she’d fallen. Or, more likely, where she’d been dumped. Nobody believed she’d ventured into that crawl space of her own accord.

      Fuck, Romi must be hurting, and I couldn’t even give her a hug. Couldn’t offer to assist with the funeral or tell her how sorry I was. At least Brooke would help out. And Luca, although I saw the pain in his eyes every time he spoke about his mom. Plus Colt was around, and Brie, and Addy. And Davis. I might not have been able to stand the guy, but I had to concede that he was probably good at organising. Or he had staff to do that shit. Either way, Romi wouldn’t be on her own.

      But being cut out of her life still hurt. I’d tried to call her after she got out of rehab, of course I had, but she’d changed her number. My emails bounced back. I couldn’t even resort to a pen and paper because Romi didn’t have an address. For years, she’d travelled the world as a nomad, staying in hotels when she had a job to do or occasionally renting an apartment if she needed to stick in one place for longer. That night in New York, she’d borrowed a penthouse from a friend who was out of town, a photographer, and every wall had been covered in moodily lit pictures, including half a dozen of Romi herself.

      She’d found me checking them out in the early hours, padding up behind me on silent feet, her hair still damp from the shower. Caught red-handed, or rather, red-faced since she’d been posing practically nude. I’d tried to pretend I was admiring the view of the city, but Romi wasn’t stupid. Naive, sometimes, and too easily led, but not stupid.

      “It’s okay; you can look.”

      “I didn’t mean to… These are personal.”

      “I was just doing my job.” She paused, studied the pictures herself. “Does it make you uncomfortable, looking at me like this?”

      “No, not— A little,” I admitted.

      “Why?”

      Because now I had a semi and she was standing in front of me in a silk kimono.

      But that wasn’t an answer I could give, so like every good law student, I’d dodged the question.

      “Doesn’t posing like that make you uncomfortable?”

      “For Quentin? No, not in the slightest. He’s a master behind the lens. Plenty of photographers are creeps, but I avoid working with them.” A shrug. “I’m lucky that I don’t need the money. Anyhow…” She took a step back. “Look all you want. I know you won’t touch me because you made some stupid agreement with my brother.”

      She knew about the pact? “How did you…?”

      “Find out? Luca told me one night when I questioned why he didn’t man up and ask Brooke to go on a date with him. So even if I was standing right in front of you naked, you’d keep your hands off.” Romi flashed the dirty smile that had gained her a whole damn fan club and slipped the robe off one shoulder. “Hey, I’ll prove it.”

      “Romi, don’t.”

      I made a grab for the top of the robe, but it slipped farther down her arms, and then she beat me to the sash and the whole thing pooled on the floor. Romi strutted away from me on tiptoes, one hand on her hip, ass swaying as if she were on the runway. I groaned out loud. Was she trying to kill me?

      “Romi, put the damn robe back on.”

      “Make me.”

      She’d been drunk earlier when I rescued her from her friend’s place, but dammit, I thought she’d sobered up. I’d made her vegan grilled cheese. Poured a carafe of coffee into her. And now…now she’d turned into a monster. A temptress. I told myself I needed to tuck Romi into bed and then get back to my sister—I’d abandoned her at a Broadway show when I got the panicked call from Luca that Romi was in trouble—but my traitorous dick had other ideas. As Romi twirled and sashayed back toward me, it turned to rock, and of course she noticed.

      “That really was a stupid agreement you made. We could have had so much fun together, you and me.”

      I found myself nodding in agreement. “Yeah, totally fucking dumb.”

      Damn, she had perfect tits. Small, but high and firm, just begging to be sucked. And she waxed everywhere.

      Stop staring, asshole. I stooped to pick up the robe, then averted my gaze as I held it out.

      “Put this back on.”

      “But it’s so hot in here. Don’t you think it’s hot?”

      “Romi…” I practically growled her name. “This isn’t funny.”

      “I’m having a great time. You should loosen up. Take that stick out of your butt every now and again. Do you need a hand?”

      Since I was still looking away, she caught me by surprise when she squeezed my ass. When I jerked my head around, her lips were three inches from mine and I was staring straight into mesmerising brown eyes. In bare feet, she stood half an inch taller than me. The perfect height for… No, don’t even think about that.

      This. This was what I’d been afraid of all those years ago. That Romi would break down my defences and leave me raw. Exposed. Bleeding. But at that moment, I didn’t think. Couldn’t think. When she kissed me, I kissed her back, and soft soon turned into frantic. My shirt disappeared. Romi rubbed herself against me like a cat, lithe and practically purring, then her hands went to my belt buckle.

      Holy fuck.
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      “Wait, wait.” I fisted a hand in Romi’s hair, then tilted her head back so she had to look at me. “Wait.”

      “Why?” Slowly, deliberately, she bit her lip in what had to be a practised move. “We’ve waited a decade already.”

      I had no answer for that. In fact, I had no coherent thoughts at all. Romi got my pants undone, and then she was on her knees, and I lost the ability to speak entirely when she took me into her mouth. Hell, if the wall hadn’t been there, my knees would have given way. The woman was a goddess. A siren. A beauty who lured men to their doom. Even now, the image of her sucking me off was burned into my brain like a brand. Close my eyes and I was transported right back there, forever doomed to teeter on the edge of hell.

      But she didn’t finish. No, she waited until I was nearly there, then rose gracefully to her feet and sauntered over to the nearest floor-to-ceiling window. Bent at the waist. Placed her palms against the glass.

      “You can’t be serious,” I choked out.

      “Relax. Quentin told me there’s a coating on the outside so we can see out but nobody can see in. I’ve always wanted to do this.”

      She had? In all the fantasies I’d had about Romi, all the daydreams, I could honestly say the idea of screwing her against the New York skyline had never entered my head.

      “With you,” she added.

      Fuuuuuck.

      “I don’t have a condom,” I told her, my brain finally coming up with a coherent thought.

      “Oh.” She bit her lip again, but this time she came across as worried rather than alluring. “Uh, I’m on the pill. And I’m clean, I swear. I’ve never had sex without a condom. Never.” A giggle. Yeah, she was definitely nervous. “If I got pregnant, it would ruin my career, so I get a little paranoid.”

      “So why would you do anything different with me?”

      Her voice softened, and just for a moment, I saw the real Romi. The insecure woman lurking beneath the brash exterior.

      “Because you’re the one man who would be worth it.” Then her confidence returned. “Are we gonna do this, or aren’t we?”

      I’d forever regret not backing off. Not wrapping her up in the silk robe, carrying her to bed, kissing her on the cheek, and running the hell back to my apartment. Instead, I did what only a fool would do. I took three long strides, then sank my dick into her hot centre even as curses slid from my throat.

      This was Romi—enchantress, femme fatale, destroyer of men.

      And I didn’t stop there, oh no. After I’d fucked her against the window, after I’d emptied myself into her and watched my cum run down her legs, I staggered into the bedroom with her and did it all again.

      The guest suite had a skylight above the bed, a window to other worlds. That night, the sky was clear, and as a sleepy Romi lay beside me with her head on my chest, I wondered if maybe I’d died and ended up in heaven. She was fire, pure fire, but for five whole minutes, I’d actually dared to think I might not get burned.

      “The portraits aren’t a patch on the real thing,” I murmured, skimming my hand over her bare back in the moonlight, nape to ass. She must have some kind of treatments. Surely no woman’s skin could naturally be that silky? “You have no idea how long I’ve been wanting to do that.”

      “Sure I do. Since Tania Fry’s party when you were sixteen. Remember? Easton Baldwin truth-or-dared you to feel me up, and instead of touching me, you told everyone you’d pooped your pants one Halloween. I don’t know why you didn’t just squeeze my boob. You nearly did, didn’t you? I saw the look in your eyes.”

      “You were fourteen, Romi. And you didn’t deserve to be a pawn in some stupid game.”

      “I wouldn’t have minded.”

      “I would have minded.” She sighed as I kissed her dark hair. “Anyhow, you were worth the wait.”

      “I don’t want this night to end.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Give me a minute.”

      She swung her legs off the bed and headed toward the en suite, and this time, I didn’t bother to look away. Now that the dam had broken, I wanted every piece of her that I could get. What the hell was I meant to tell Luca? If this was gonna be more than a fling—which I hoped it was—we couldn’t hide it. He’d probably punch me in the face, and I’d deserve the bloody nose. But I’d take the hit. Romi was the one woman who would be worth it.

      I found my phone, tapped out a quick text to Brooke while I waited for Romi to finish doing whatever it was women did to freshen themselves up at three a.m.

      Aaron: Romi split up with her boyfriend, and she’s not feeling herself. I’m gonna stay in the spare room so I can check she’s okay in the morning. Meet you for lunch?

      That high-priced NYU law education was paying off already. Technically, everything I’d written was true. Technically. Romi wasn’t feeling herself, she was feeling me. And we were both staying in somebody’s spare room. But, yeah… I was still going to hell.

      Brooke: Lunch sounds great! Can we go to that noodle bar you told me about?

      Aaron: Sure, anywhere you want.

      The bathroom door opened, and Romi strode toward me, silhouetted against the light as if she’d stepped from the opening credits of a Bond movie. When I heard she’d been scouted as a model, it hadn’t surprised me in the slightest. She always had known how to move. I sat up to take a better look, but she quickly pushed me down onto the bed and straddled me.

      “My turn on top. Although if you’re good, I might let you roll me to finish.”

      “You want to… Again?”

      Five minutes ago, she’d been yawning, practically asleep. I’d wanted her to drift off first so I could watch her at peace, which, now that I thought about it, made me sound like a creeper, but it was what it was.

      “Where’s your stamina?” She grabbed my dick in her hand and began jerking it roughly. Too roughly. “It’s only, like, three o’clock? The night is still young.”

      “Aren’t you tired?”

      “Nuh-uh, I’m good to go again. Ready to par-tay. But just the two of us, Romi and Aaron, Aaron and Romi. A private celebration.” She giggled, but not nervously like she had earlier. No, now she sounded…well, crazy. “Want some champagne? Rocki always keeps a bottle on ice.”

      Rocki was her ex. The one she’d just split up with. “I thought you said this place belonged to Quentin?”

      The laughter grew hysterical. “Oh, yeah, right. Quentin. He’s not allowed to watch us. No cameras, not tonight. Aaron…” She gave a sulky little pout. “Why won’t your cock work?”

      “Romi, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Nothing! Everything’s right. You, me, together. It’s perfect.”

      I reached out and fumbled around for the bedside light switch. When the lamp blinked on, it took me two seconds to spot the white powder around her nose. The dilated pupils. The madness dancing in her eyes.

      Fuck.

      “What have you taken?”

      “Taken? I’m a giver, baby.”

      “Don’t bullshit me.”

      “Okay, okay. It was just a little coke. You want some? I have plenty.”

      “What the hell? I don’t do drugs, and you know it. Where are they?”

      “Why do you care if you don’t want any?”

      “Because I need to get rid of them.”

      I was halfway to the bathroom when she caught my arm, but I shook her off. Last year, I’d been powerless to stop my former roommate’s coke habit from spiralling out of control, but I’d be damned if I was going to let Romi suffer the same fate. Where had she hidden her stash?

      I pulled open the top drawer of the vanity as she shrieked at me, but it was empty. Same for the next drawer. Then I noticed her glance toward her purse, and I dumped the contents out onto the counter. Phone, lipstick, make-up compact, ponytail holders, tampons, and…holy shit…a ziplock bag full of white powder. I wasn’t an expert on drugs, but I knew the law, and there had to be at least an ounce in there.

      “You’ve been carrying this around New York? Have you lost your mind? If you’re caught, that’s a Class B felony. You could get nine years in prison.”

      “Well, I didn’t get caught, and it’s cheaper if you buy in bulk.” She tried a smile, but it didn’t work. “Nonna always said saving the pennies was a good thing.”

      “Don’t you bring my grandmother into this. She was talking about a Costco membership, not illegal substances.”

      I flipped the toilet lid open, and Romi pounded on my back as I poured the contents of the baggie into the water and flushed. In the morning, I’d have bruises to go with the earlier scratches from her fingernails, but I didn’t care.

      “Hey, that cost me two grand!”

      That would’ve paid my rent for a month. “Next time, buy a diamond or something.”

      “I’ll buy whatever I damn well want. You’re not the boss of me.”

      “No, I’m not. I only came to pick you up tonight as a favour to Luca, so you’re his problem now.”

      “You can’t tell my brother!”

      “Watch me.”

      Her tone turned pleading. “But it’s the middle of the night. He’ll freak out and make me go to rehab.”

      That was a good point. The first part, not the second part. I didn’t know what time zone Luca was in, whether he was on some kind of mission or not. Certainly, he hadn’t been able to stay on the line for long earlier, and I’d heard what sounded like gunfire in the background.

      “Fine. Then how about we cut out the middleman?”

      “Huh?”

      “You go straight to rehab, do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars.”

      “And then you won’t tell Luca?”

      “You can’t hide this from him forever.”

      “I can. We can.”

      Romi argued, bitched, wheedled, and even offered to fuck me ten times over in a position of my choosing if I’d brush the problem under the carpet, but I refused to back down. We negotiated. In the end, she consented to check herself into rehab if I promised never to tell Luca the real reason why she was going, and so help me, I’d agreed. At the time, I’d believed it was the best option for everyone. Romi was right—Luca would freak out if he knew, and it was safer for him to remain blissfully unaware of his little sister’s mistakes.

      “I’ll sign up as soon as I have a gap in my schedule,” she promised. “Happy now?”

      Not in the slightest. The best evening of my life had turned into a nightmare. “You’ll go tomorrow.”

      “No way. I have shoots booked. Shows to walk in.”

      “Cancel them.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can, and you will.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Well, I love you too much to stand by and watch while you kill yourself slowly, so this is the way it’s gonna be.”

      I spent the rest of the night mainlining coffee and researching rehab facilities while Romi crashed from her high and passed out on the bed. The next morning, I rented a car and drove her to Maple Mountain. She didn’t speak to me the whole way. Lunch with Brooke turned into dinner, and as I listened to her scene-by-scene account of everything I’d missed from last night’s musical, I steeled myself for a life without Romi.

      More than anything, I missed her friendship.

      Whenever I’d felt tired after a hard week of work and study, she’d always been at the other end of the phone, ready to beam a few minutes of sunshine into my life. Sure, she could be mercurial and difficult, but her nervy exterior hid a sweetness few dug deep enough to find. Plus she was fun. Romi always made me smile. And I knew damn well she’d paid off Nonna’s medical bills, even if she’d played innocent and shrugged whenever I tried to thank her.

      Romina Mendez was one in a million.

      The day after she reappeared on Davis’s arm, she’d modelled Ishmael’s latest collection in a show billed as his edgiest yet, and considering the designer had once propped up corpses along the runway—actual corpses—that was saying something. Romi strode out wearing a ball gown covered in opium poppies, turned, pouted, then practically snarled as she gracefully extended her middle finger to a waiting camera. I’d just known that gesture was meant for me.

      And I’d probably deserved it.

      Just like Romi deserved an apology. That night, I’d been the one to panic, and I’d acted too harshly. I took another swig of whisky and picked up a pen. Wrote half a sentence. Wadded up the page from my yellow legal pad and tossed it at the trash can. Missed.

      Story of my life.

      I tried again.

      

      Romi,

      I realise I’m the last person you want to hear from right now, and I wish I didn’t have to write to you this way, but I need to say…
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