

[image: cover]



[image: image]

[image: image]



Copyright © 2014 Monica Murphy

Cover image © Roman Seliutin/Shutterstock

The right of Monica Murphy to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published by the author in 2014

First published in this Ebook edition in 2015
by HEADLINE ETERNAL
An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 4722 3164 2

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headlineeternal.com
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk


About the Author

[image: image]

Monica Murphy is the New York Times bestselling author of the One Week Girlfriend series and the Fowler Sister series. A native Californian, she lives in the foothills below Yosemite with her husband and three children.

For more information, please visit her at www.monicamurphyauthor.com, and find her on Facebook at www.facebook.com/MonicaMurphyauthor, or on Twitter @MsMonicaMurphy.



Just some of the reasons to fall for the emotional love stories of Monica Murphy:


‘Owning Violet owned me from the first page to the last. Ryder and Violet’s chemistry is off the charts! Read it, own it, love it’ Katy Evans, New York Times bestselling author


‘A delicious read, hot romance, complicated characters and intense drama’ Literary Cravings


‘An emotional and heartbreaking storyline … Monica Murphy pulls the reader in and won’t let go’ The Reading Café


‘Monica Murphy succeeds in making a steamy romance between two characters with amazing chemistry and she turns a work of fiction into something so much more. It is a real, tangible, and beautiful thing’ The Life of Fiction


‘Full of secrets and heartache this is so much more than just a story of love, more like a journey of two lost hearts’ Lisa Jayne, Goodreads


‘A sweet and sexy read with a dash of angst. It will hook you from page one!’ Under the Covers


‘The author had me hooked within the opening pages … All I have to say is pick up the book and be prepared for the rollercoaster you are about to get on … You will not want to miss this book and this author’ Shh Moms Reading


‘I chose this book to be the book. The perfect book that would make the world stop for a few hours and suck me into another universe completely. The perfect book that would make my heart race and stop all at the same time. This book is that book! This book is perfect!’ The Obsessive Reader


‘An amazing read! … [I] can’t wait to continue the emotional journey of Drew and Fable’ A Bookish Escape



By Monica Murphy

Reverie Series

His Reverie

Her Destiny


The Fowler Sisters Series

Owning Violet

Stealing Rose

Taming Lily


One Week Girlfriend Series

One Week Girlfriend

Second Chance Boyfriend

Three Broken Promises

Drew + Fable Forever (e-novella)

Four Years Later



About the Book


[image: image]




I knew from the moment I first saw her she was the one. The only girl I could ever want. The only girl I could ever love. She is light. I am darkness. She is innocent. I’ve done too much. She is good. I am bad. She is my every dream. I should be her every nightmare. We come from different worlds. She’s … perfect. And I’m …  Not. Somehow she wants me anyway. So we’ll grasp at what we can. We’re going to make this summer count. She’s my secret. And I’m hers. The problem with secrets is they never last for long. And when others discover we’re together, they’ll do whatever it takes to keep us apart. All I know is: I won’t let them. Because Reverie Hale? She’s mine.




Reverie and Nick’s unforgettable love story continues in HER DESTINY, the powerful duet novel to HIS REVERIE.


And don’t miss Monica Murphy’s passionate One Week Girlfriend series and her sexy Fowler Sister series for more unforgettable romance.
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The future

I’m not good enough for her.

And I know it.

But it doesn’t seem to matter to her.

So it doesn’t matter to me.

The only thing that matters is her.

She is my everything.

My heart.

My soul.

They found out who I am.

What happened to me.

Where I’ve been.

Even though they don’t know the truth.

They tell me we can’t be together.

They try their best to keep us apart.

But when she’s not by my side.

It’s like a piece of me is missing.

I’m numb until I see her face.

Catch her smile.

Kiss her lips.

Hold her in my arms.

I come alive.

She loves me.

I love her.

No one can keep us apart.

We won’t let them.

I sometimes wonder if she’s a dream.

A figment of my imagination.

But then I touch her.

Feel her skin against mine.

Her lips on mine.

Her tongue on my …

You know.

And I realize that this dream.

Is my reality.

My Reverie.
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The past

I’m a new man. Reborn on this late spring morning as I walk out of the county jail, breathing deep the fresh, warm air.

When had I last inhaled air that wasn’t tainted by the scent of sweat, illegal cigarettes and that always-present hint of desperation? Eleven long, agonizing months ago, that’s when.

Finally I’m out. Finally a judge listened to me and my county appointed lawyer and realized the evidence against me couldn’t stand. Yes, I’m the dude in the jailhouse yard proclaiming to anyone who’d listen that I was innocent. They all say that but I’m telling the truth.

I didn’t do it. I never even saw that guy that night. I was seventeen and dumb and my friend was dumber and the next thing I know, he’s making statements against me, claiming I murdered someone and he helped me.

Murdered.

“Nick!”

I turn at the sound of Mom’s voice and see her standing in the public parking lot across the street, her hands clasped together as she beams at me. I can see that familiar smile even with the distance between us and I instantly feel young again. Ten years old and insecure and desperately needing my mama’s love. Tears prick the corners of my eyes and I fight them off, blinking like I got something in my eye. I will not fucking cry.

Spending nearly a year in jail forces you to man up. I have seen things I can’t unsee. Had things happen to me that I can’t …

Nope. Won’t go there.

Pasting a smile on my face, I jog along the crosswalk toward Mom. She’s leaning against her faded gold 2000 Camry, wearing beat up jeans and a bright green T-shirt, looking so familiar, so much like the mom I know and love and missed so damn much that the tears threaten again.

I pull her to me the second I stop in front of her, her face smashed against my chest as she quietly falls apart, her shoulders shaking with her silent sobs as she holds me tight. But these aren’t sad tears. I can tell the difference, since I’ve seen her cry enough to last me a lifetime.

“You look so good Nicky,” she says, her voice muffled, her breath hot against my shirt. “It feels so good to hug my baby again.”

I’m all she has. We’re all each other has ever had. That I was taken away from her hurts me still. She put on a brave face every time she visited me. Told me everything was fine, she was fine, she had enough money, she missed me but hey, she had to get used to me leaving sometime. We just didn’t plan on it happening like this though, did we?

Ha, ha funny joke. Easy to say when she’s not the one behind bars but I don’t hold that against her. She didn’t know how to cope with her only child in jail. She did the best she could.

“Mom.” I grab hold of her skinny arms and pull her away from me so I can look at her. Really look at her. “Are you okay?”

The smile hasn’t left her face, though her cheeks are beet red and tears are streaming down them. “I’m wonderful now that you’re standing here in front of me.”

My stomach growls so loud she hears it and bursts out laughing. “Some things don’t change, do they Nicky? Always led by your gut. Come on, let’s get you fed.”

We get into the Camry, the lingering scent of her familiar perfume hitting me the minute I shut the door. The same crystal dangles from her rearview mirror, and when she cranks the engine, her favorite radio station blasts out of the tinny speakers. I feel at home. Comforted by the normalcy of the situation compared to my completely abnormal existence this last year. It feels good.

You never realize how much you miss normal until it’s gone.

“Where we going?” I ask as she turns onto the main drag of our small coastal town. I grew up here. She grew up here too and when Dad told her he hated this Godforsaken town (direct quote) and he wanted the hell out, she told him he could go on ahead and leave then. Since she didn’t fight him, he did, moving up to Washington, where I visited him for one Thanksgiving, one spring break and one month of summer before he got into a motorcycle accident and died that following fall.

I was ten and wailed like a wounded beast when Mom broke the news to me. She explained, gentle and firm, that I was the man in the family now. Not only the man of the house, which she declared me to be after Dad left, but the man of the entire family. Our family of two.

This meant I not only took care of me, but I needed to take care of her. Talk about pressure. So we’ve never left, never had an inclination to. She has a decent job. And she had to stick around when I got tossed into jail. Oh, she wanted to make bail for me but we had nothing. No collateral.

“You’ll find out where I’m taking you soon enough,” she says with that smug smile she wears when she’s got something good up her sleeve. I lean back in my chair and breathe deep, taking in the perfume, the slightly musty smell that lingers because of the ocean, the faint scent of cigarettes. She quit smoking a couple of years ago after I harassed her one too many times. I already lost one parent. Really couldn’t afford to let that happen again.

She takes me to my favorite breakfast place and I utter a mock “thank the lord Jesus” under my breath as she parks the car. I order the biggest meal they’ve got on the menu, and when they set the plate in front of me I dive in, not even bothering to act polite. I flat out devour the food like my mouth is a vacuum. Like I’m eating the best meal I’ve ever had in my life.

Which isn’t too far from the truth, considering what I’ve been living on.

“Your hair is long,” Mom says as she watches me, amusement lighting her eyes that are the same color as mine, dark, dark blue.

I flick my head, the hair that falls over my forehead flipping to the side. “Yeah. Didn’t bother much with haircuts in there.”

She hadn’t come to see me much the last couple months I was locked up. She was at her job most of the time and needed the money since I was not there to help. She’s a LVN nurse and works at a senior care center, AKA a rest home. She loves it, tells me she finds it rewarding. To me it’s like she’s always losing someone there. That’s where the old folks go to die. I don’t know how she can stand it. Liking someone, caring for someone, then losing them.

Witnessing her cry over one of her patient’s death, combined with how I lost Dad … I don’t let myself get close to anyone. It’s easier that way. Less chance to get hurt.

I’ve been hurt enough. By my best friend, who I still refuse to talk to and will until the day I die if I can help it. By my ex-girlfriend, who told me she loved me and banged my best friend all in the same day. By the system that failed me.

The only person who’s ever been there for me with unconditional love is sitting across the table, her eyes going wider every time I shovel more food in my mouth.

I can’t help it. I’m fucking starving. Jail food is shit.

“You act like you haven’t ate for days,” she says, wonder in her voice.

Pausing in my shoveling act, I stare at her for a moment before grabbing the glass of ice-cold chocolate milk in front of me. “Feels like I haven’t,” I say just before I chug half the glass down.

The cold liquid hits my gut and makes me grimace. I ate way too fast and I need to slow down before I puke. Leaning back against the booth seat, I watch Mom as she eats a far more civilized meal, but she doesn’t bother putting the fork in her mouth. Just pushes her food around with her silverware, streaking syrup from her French toast all over the plate.

She’s barely touched it.

“Mom.” She glances up, guilt and worry written all over her face and I know something’s wrong. Alarm races through me, buzzing through my veins and I try to stuff it down. “Why aren’t you eating?”

“I don’t have much of an appetite lately.” She shrugs, her eyes skittering away from mine.

As if she’s guilty of something.

My gaze roams over her, noticing for the first time the gauntness in her cheeks, the pale color of her skin. Her hair is long and curly, dyed blonde to hide all the gray, she told me that long ago. She has it pulled into a ponytail and it looks …

Thin.

She looks thin. Tired.

Too tired.

“You’ve been working too much,” I state, not bothering to ask if that’s the case. I know it’s the truth.

“Not so much lately.” She pushes her plate away and rests her arms on the edge of the table. “I didn’t want to do this now, not with you just being released, but I can’t hide it forever … I need to talk to you, Nicky.”

Fear slithers down my spine like the coldest, deadliest snake. This isn’t good. It can’t be good. “What’s up?” I try for nonchalant. Casual. But I’m just deluding myself.

I can feel the bad news she’s about to deliver, creeping over me like the thick, damp fog that can settle in around here, even in the summer. Especially the summer. What she has to say is going to devastate me. I know it.

“Honey. Nicky. I …” She pauses and the tears form again, welling up in her eyes and I shake my head, push my own plate away with such force it bumps into my glass of chocolate milk and it spills all over my remaining breakfast. Mom’s eyes widen in horror. “Call the waitress,” she urges. “We need to get this cleaned up.”

“Forget it.” I shake my head, not giving a shit if the rest of my bacon is swimming in chocolate. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“But your food …”

“Fucking tell me what’s wrong!” I slam my hand on the table, and the plates, glasses and silverware rattle enough to cause the couple sitting across from us to turn and stare. I glare at them back. My meanest, hardest stare until they finally look away.

Guess I learned something useful when I was locked up.

“I have cancer,” she says, the words rushing out of her, like she said one word instead of three. Ihavecancer.

I blink once. Twice. The waitress approaches our table with white rags clutched in each hand but I wave her away. She doesn’t hesitate, scurrying away from our table like her shoes are on fire. “Cancer?” The word comes out a croak, my throat sandpaper dry.

Mom nods, her expression resolute. “Terminal, Nicky. I’m … I’m filled with tumors. They’re all too risky to remove.”

“What?” I blink again. Terminal. Tumors. Too risky. It’s all a jumble and makes no sense. “Can’t you do some sort of treatment? Chemo or whatever?” Isn’t that normal? How bad can it be? Did this happen because she smoked? God, she should’ve stopped sooner. Here I am, thinking all about myself, and Mom is sitting there with fucking cancer.

“No. It’s no use. The cancer has spread into my organs and my lymph nodes. The doctors are afraid it’s too late. So I’ve decided whatever happens, I’m going to live. And when I die, I want to do it on my terms.” She smiles, the sight of it like an arrow to my already breaking heart. “And I am dying. I-I don’t know how much longer I might have.”

I say nothing, just sit there as my brain tries to compute what she’s saying, the spilled chocolate milk still swimming in my plate, the food settling in my gut like a hard, ugly reminder.

Nothing in this world is perfect. I learned that long ago. But this? This was just … wrong.

Scary.

“We’ll make the best of it,” I vow to her, my voice quiet, my thoughts scattered all over the place. “However long you have is going to be the best time of your life. I promise.”

She reaches across the table and grabs my hand, giving it a squeeze. “Such a good boy, Nicky. You always try and take care of me.”

Not good enough. Not while I’ve been in jail for almost a year.

“I’m gonna take care of you. Now and forever.” I pull her hand to my mouth and give her knuckles a kiss. “I figure you have at least a few years right?”

She doesn’t answer.

Mom had less than two months. I got out of jail April 26th. She died June 6th. It was like once she told me she had cancer, her body shut down methodically. One day after the next, she just broke down. Like the lights shutting off in a giant skyscraper, one floor at a time, until finally she was just … dark. Empty.

Gone.


[image: img]

[image: img]

Believe: to have faith in.

June 23rd

From the moment I got out of jail, life has delivered me nothing but endless shit. Mom has cancer. I can’t find a job. Mom dies. None of my old friends will talk to me. The only friend who wants to talk to me is the one who almost ruined my life so forget that fucker.

No matter how much it hurts, I have to forget him.

Finally though, it’s looking up. Just when I thought I’d have to give up the apartment Mom and I lived in because I couldn’t make rent, I get a job.

Working for a crazy man.

Yeah, he’s not really crazy. He’s actually pretty smart since he has all these people snowed. They believe every word he says, listening to him with rapt attention. They open up their wallets and give him a crap ton of money too. I guess I should admire the guy for being so convincing.

But it all feels fake. What he says. How he looks. The way he acts. The convict that still lingers in me recognizes a smooth liar when I see one and I’ve met plenty. Some might even say I’m one of them.

I’m not though. Not really.

The Reverend Harold Hale is my boss. He of the Flock of the Lambs cable network, the current most influential televangelist around. The guy is freaking famous and rich as … sin. Yeah, I said it. So sue me.

Actually I better watch what I think and say because I had to sign a huge privacy disclosure where I’m not allowed to breathe a word of what I see and hear while working for Reverend Hale or else he’ll bring litigation against my ass so fast I won’t even see it coming.

Why would he hire an ex-convict like me? I’m officially not a convict at all but we all know that’s what people see when they look at me. When they hear my name. I have a reputation that was blasted all over the local media and it follows me everywhere I go in this town.

It will for the rest of my life. I’m innocent but I may as well have done it, what with the way people treat me. I need to escape. Get out of this place and never look back. But I have no money. That’s why I need the job. I save up enough I can leave this town.

That’s my plan. I’m determined to follow through.

Lucky for me, Reverend Hale is on a current crusade to save lost souls. That’s what the guy who initially interviewed me said. When I protested that I’m not a lost soul, that I never committed the crime I’d been accused of, the dude just nodded and closed his eyes for a brief moment, like he was saying a prayer for me or something.

He probably was. Kinda tripped me out but I let it slide. I need the job. I need the income. I probably needed the prayers too.

I’m working at the Hales’ summer home. Yeah, the guy is so rich he has multiple houses. And this house I’m working at is freaking amazing, there’s no other word for it. First day on the job and I’m being trained by Michael, a cool dude that’s worked for the Hales the last three summers. He’s a little older than me, I’d figure around twenty or twenty-one, and a college student home for the summer.

According to Michael, we’ll be cleaning up around the estate, doing mostly yard work, various odd jobs and setting up for the multiple parties and social events the family hosts throughout the summer.

And from what Michael’s told me, they party a lot.

Weird.

“It’s all about the social connections for the Hales,” Michael explains as we’re walking out toward the very edge of the property. He’s showing me everything he can today before we have to go back to the pool area and clean it up for the dinner event they’re having tonight. You know, just forty of their closest friends are coming over.

I don’t even have four friends, but whatever.

“Social connections?” I ask because I pretend I care.

“Sure. The more people he knows and makes direct connections with, the more money he can get out of their pockets.” Michael rolls his eyes. I like this guy. He’s tall with bright red hair and bright blue eyes, his face covered with freckles. “They have these sort of get-togethers here all the time.”

We’re out walking along the fence line, a thick grove of pine trees on the other side and I can smell the salt of the ocean in the air mingle with the forest scent. The house isn’t that far from the Pacific but it’s not what I would call beachfront. Still a badass house though. “This place is awesome. I can see why they’d want to show it off.”

“Yeah well, I think it’s kinda stupid if you ask me. Why use this place to brag about how much money they’re making? Won’t their donators wonder if it’s their money financing the parties and the out-of-control house?” Valid point. One I didn’t consider, but I’m too dazzled by the wealth I’m seeing. “Okay, see that?” Michael points toward a building not too far from where we stand. He’s already moving on to the next subject. I notice he does that a lot. “Over there are the horse stalls. We’ll need to clean ’em up, not too often though, thank God.”

Gross. “You gotta be kidding me.”

“Wish I was, bro. They have stable staff but not full time. And the kids love riding horses, especially Hale’s daughter.”

Huh. Didn’t know Hale had kids, not that I know anything about this guy beyond what I’ve learned since they hired me. Probably spoiled, demanding brats who get whatever they want whenever they want it.

Lucky little bastards.

Michael takes me on a quick tour around the stables, which has four horses bordered inside.

He showed me what needs to be done and where the cleaning supplies were. Then the smug jerk left me there with the instructions I needed to clean the place from top to bottom.

“As the new guy, this is your job until you can prove to me you know what you’re doing. Consider it a sort of initiation.” Michael grinned at me then strode off whistling like he hadn’t a care in the world.

Muttering a few curses under my breath, I gather the supplies I need. It stank like hell and was damn hot in the mostly enclosed structure so I went to work, wanting to get it over with. Within ten minutes of hard-ass manual labor, I’m stripping off my shirt since I’m sweating like crazy. I leave it hanging over one of the stall’s doors then start digging into the pile of horseshit at the farthest corner of the stall.

What a freaking disgusting job. Not that I can’t hack it but man. The things I’d do for some cash in my pocket. I’m that desperate, something I can admit to myself but not anyone else. Michael told me the stable cleaning would only be about once a week since we mainly had to do it on the weekends. He also mentioned this was the worst part of the job. Otherwise, he reassured me, it was easy street. Like working at a country club or something, as if I have any idea what that’s like.

Country clubs are things I see on TV. I have no idea how that side of life really lives. I’m a broke joke, not a rich boy with money to waste. The building I’m in now is nicer than my apartment and this place houses the horses. I can’t imagine what the main house is like. I know what it looks like from the outside and it’s impressive. The house is huge, two stories and with giant windows. From what I can tell at least. Not that I’ve been inside or anything, but it looks pretty damn nice.

Almost too nice. I had no idea televangelists make so much money.

I work for a solid hour until the stables are practically gleaming they’re so clean. Working this hard, concentrating on doing a good job so they won’t fire me helps keep my mind off the heavy crap. The stuff that has been weighing on me since pretty much the moment I got out of jail.

I just want to forget, to lose myself in something mindless and push all the worry and the stress out of my head and my heart. I’m sick of it.

Pausing, I lean the shovel against the wall and glance around, one hand on my hip as I wipe at my damp-with-sweat forehead with the wrist of my other hand since I have gloves on. My throat feels like a desert, I’m so thirsty and the horses all watch me carefully, nodding their heads as if they like what I’ve done with the place.

Glad at least someone approves.

There’s nothing to drink and I forgot to bring my bottle of water out here with me so I shed my work gloves and exit the stables, thankful when I catch sight of a faucet and hose right outside the doorway. I crank on the water and grab the hose, let it run for a while so all the hot water gets out before I bend over and start slurping the running water. It’s cold and feels good going down my throat and I close my eyes, feeling like I’m six and drinking from the hose like I did when I was little and didn’t want to bother going inside.

I can still hear Mom yelling at me not to put my lips on the hose. Just remembering her puts a catch in my throat, making it hard to swallow …

“Thirsty?”

I jump at the sound of a soft female voice, my hand jerking so the hose splashes me right in the face. Muttering a curse, I drop the hose and reach out blindly, wrenching the faucet off with one hand as I swipe at my eyes with the back of the other. I hear the girl laugh and I whirl around, fully prepared to find some bratty preteen Hale daughter mocking me.

But she’s not a preteen. Not even close. More like around my age. She’s tall and slender, her long blonde hair falling far past bared tan shoulders. She’s wearing some sort of sundress or whatever you call it and she’s pretty much covered since it hits just above her knees, though her arms are exposed since the dress is sleeveless. The sun catches her just right though, shining through the thin fabric of her skirt so I can see through it.

My gaze drops and all I can see is long, long legs through the shadowy fabric. Damn. Those sexy legs are endless. She clears her throat, like she knows exactly where I’m looking and what I’m thinking and I jerk my gaze up guiltily to meet hers, feeling like a jackass.

That’s when I notice her eyes are blue. As blue as the sky above us, and she’s so damn pretty, with delicate features and pink, pink lips, that I can’t seem to form words.

“Who are you?” she asks curiously. Her voice washes over me, sweet and melodic and now it’s my turn to clear my throat to get the lump out so I can freaking speak.

“Who are you?” I ask back like an idiot.

She smiles shyly and my entire body reacts, a bolt of electricity seeming to go through me. “I asked first.”

“Are you Hale’s daughter?” If she is, that sucks because holy hell she’s hot but yeah.

She’s completely untouchable if she’s a Hale.

“What if I am?” She kicks at the ground with her sandaled foot, her cheeks coloring the faintest pink. Innocence radiates from her. She looks like a damn angel and seems a little uncomfortable with me.

Despite her seeming discomfort, I think she might be trying to flirt with me.

“Well, I’d make sure and be extra polite to you since I work for your dad.” I go with the truth because I don’t want any problems from this girl. I probably shouldn’t even be alone with her. She could say anything, accuse me of something terrible and I’d have no defense. Her word against mine.

And her word would win every single time.

Another laugh escapes her and she slowly shakes her head. “I like your honesty.”

I like everything about her so far but I keep my lips clamped shut. I’ve already said enough to make myself look like a total loser. “So I’m guessing you’re definitely Hale’s daughter?”

She nods. “I’m Rev.”

Rev? What kind of name is that? “Like reverend?” That’s the only logical conclusion. Though she looks my age so there’s no way she could be a reverend or whatever right? I wasn’t raised religious. I’ve never been to church. I believe in God but I’ve never read the bible.

Admitting anything like that would probably shock this preacher’s daughter. Reverend’s daughter, whatever.

She stops laughing and rolls her eyes. “Sorry. I can see why you’d think that because of my dad and stuff.” She pauses and takes a step closer, her gaze dropping to my chest for a too-long-moment, her eyes going wide before they meet mine once more. I totally forgot I’m not wearing a shirt and I scratch between my pecs, self-conscious. This looks really bad. Like majorly bad.

I’ll probably lose my job first day in if she runs and tells daddy the bad boy half-naked ex-con talked to her.

“My name is Reverie,” she explains, confusing me further. What the hell kind of name is that?

“Reverie,” I repeat. “Uh, that sounds unique.”

“You’re just being polite. It’s weird, right? Not really a name for a person, you know?” She shrugs those slim, pretty shoulders again. Her skin is smooth and golden from the sun and I bet it’s soft to the touch too. Like I’ll ever get a chance to touch her.

Not.

“What does it mean?” When she frowns I continue. “Reverie.”

“Oh! Daydreaming. Lost in thought.” She smiles, a little more timidly now and that show of uncertainty fuels me.

Makes me feel a little braver. If she didn’t want to talk to me she would’ve jammed by now, right? That’s what I’m going with. “So why didn’t they name you daydream?”

“Well, that would’ve been even weirder. Don’t you think?” She tilts her head, studying me. “You never did tell me your name.”

“Nick,” I offer, flicking my chin at her like she’s my homeboy or something stupid. God, what the hell is wrong with me?

“As in Nicholas?”

“Just Nick.”

“As in a cut or a dent?” She’s smiling again, her voice light. She’s teasing me about my name like I teased her.

This girl is definitely flirting. And I’m flirting right back.

“I guess so, Daydream,” I drawl, making her blush.

“I’d rather call you Nicholas,” she says, taking yet another step toward me. I catch her scent, light and sweet and I inhale as discreetly as I can. Like I’m trying to imprint her smell on me.

“Only my mom called me that. And only when I was in trouble.” Which was a lot of the time.

It hurts. How much I disappointed her. Right till the very end.

“Really? It’s such a nice name.” She pauses, sinks her teeth into her plump lower lip. I don’t think she’s wearing gloss or lipstick or anything so that deep, pink color is all natural. Damn. She’s not even trying to be sexy but she just … is. “Nicholas.”

I like the way it sounds when she says it. “Well, you’re definitely not a Rev to me. So I think I’m gonna call you Daydream every time I see you.” Which probably won’t be often because come on. She’s the owner’s daughter, a rich girl who probably has a packed summer schedule and a hundred guys chasing after her and I’m the hired hand.

Yet she beams at me like I said something amazing. “I like it.”

From far away I hear someone call her name. It’s a guy. He sounds younger but maybe it’s her dad? A rush of panic steals through me and I back away, glance over my shoulder quick so I don’t fall on my ass. “I gotta go finish cleaning the stables. Nice meeting you Daydream.”

I turn and practically run through the stable doorway, my heart racing. I hear her voice, rising above the roar in my ears.

“Bye Nicholas.”

The door slams as I pull it shut, cutting off whatever else she might’ve said to me.
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Dear Diary,

(June 23rd, 10:17 p.m.) I met a boy today. Well, I shouldn’t call him a boy since he was tall and broad and had a man’s body. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. I didn’t mean to look. It felt wrong to look and I should probably say some extra prayers tonight but …

I looked. A lot. And he was all muscle and skin, covered in little droplets of water that ran down his bare chest. I scared him. He was drinking out of the hose in front of the stables, his sun-kissed hair kind of stuck up all over his head like he’d run his hands through it a lot and his jeans riding low on his hips. All I saw at first was the muscles of his back and the width of his shoulders before I said something to him. I can’t even remember what I said.

Okay I’m lying. I totally remember what I said. I asked if he was thirsty.

He literally jumped when I spoke, the water from the hose going everywhere. He didn’t know I was standing there. He turned to face me and it was like I swallowed my tongue. I couldn’t speak. He was just so … beautiful.

Can a boy be beautiful? I never thought so before. I mean, I’ve seen handsome men but I try not to pay attention because Daddy says vanity is a sin. And he’s right. Focusing too much on your looks, worrying about brand names and stuff … it all gets you in trouble. I’m not allowed to wear makeup. I’m not allowed to wear cute bras or panties or low-cut shirts or too-short skirts, dresses, shorts. I’m modest. I have to be.

I have an image to uphold. And I don’t want to disappoint my parents.

But the boy … Nicholas … he stared at me like he thought I was beautiful too. I tried to flirt with him. I have never flirted with a boy in my life so I didn’t know what I was doing, not really. The things I said, my voice, all of it changed. I sounded like a different person. I acted different too.

I liked it. So did he. I think.

He teased me and called me Daydream. I’m usually so self-conscious of my stupid name. I hate it. He didn’t seem to mind though. Oh, he stumbled over it and I could tell he thought it was a little odd but then he made me feel special.

Boys don’t really talk to me and I can never work up the nerve to talk to them. I go to an all-girls’ school and never get a chance to talk to boys anyway so I have zero experience. I wish I did talk to them more so I could’ve sounded confident. I wanted to say more but then Evan called me and Nicholas seemed to get a little panicked. Like we were about to get caught or something. He took off so fast but I know it wasn’t because he didn’t like me. He just didn’t want us to be seen together since he works for Daddy.

So he’s my little secret. Nicholas. I’m going to the stables to see him again soon. Or maybe … he’ll be around the pool or on the yard or something. He might work with Michael and that would be perfect because I always see Michael every summer. He ignores me though. He always has which is fine with me. I usually don’t want to be noticed.

I liked it when Nicholas noticed me. When he called me Daydream. That was sweet. He seemed sweet. And he wore no shirt.

I kind of can’t get over the fact that I stood there talking to a guy like no big deal and he wasn’t wearing a shirt. Can your fingers itch? Because mine felt like they wanted to reach out and touch him. Just … stroke my hands and fingers all over his firm, naked skin …

It’s nice, having a secret. I’ve never really had one before beyond intangible ones. Bad thoughts or secret desires. Desires are bad. It means we want something we’re not supposed to have. Daddy says that all the time. I try to keep my thoughts as pure and clean as possible. I swear Daddy can read my mind. It’s best to keep it blank … or full of God.

Right now though, locked away in my room, my thoughts are anything but blank. They are full of the boy I met today. The boy I talked to. The boy who talked to me.

I can’t help but wonder what Nicholas’ lips feel like. They were full and looked soft. I’ve never been kissed and I want to be so bad. I read a lot. Scandalous romance books Daddy would flip out over if he ever found out. I watch as many romantic movies as Daddy approves of because I want that. A special love, a boy who will want me and love me above all else, who will do anything for me. Do anything to have me …
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Reverie: a daydream.

June 27th

I’ve worked at Hale House for four days. I’ve cleaned out stalls, I’ve mowed the back lawn—which felt like a billion acres but whatever—I’ve moved rocks from one pile to another, I’ve weeded the garden, I’ve cleaned out the pool house, I blew up all the toys with an air compressor for the pool party they were having yesterday afternoon for a bunch of screaming brats and I trimmed all the bushes in the rose garden. My arms are now covered in scratches from the thorns and my entire body aches in a way I don’t think I’ve ever experienced. Not even in jail. Not even when I was on the football team my freshman year in high school, which feels like another lifetime.
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