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She slept with wolves without fear, for the wolves knew a lion was among them.

            R. M. Drake

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         Lucy, Eleven Years Old

         

I pick at my peanut butter and jelly sandwich, tearing off the crust and shoving it to the side of my paper plate. I keep my eyes down to avoid making eye contact with the two boys sitting across the table from me. I don’t know their names, but they’re my new foster brothers. Their mother is standing over my chair with a fisted hand on her hip. “You get three chances a day to eat around here. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. You don’t eat now, you’ll be hungry ’til morning.”

         Her firm voice draws my eyes up. Her yellow hair is tied in a knot on the top of her head, and a ring of dark brown roots surrounds her stern face. I nod obediently as she takes a drag from the cigarette hanging from her lips. But I can’t eat, not when my stomach is full of rocks, like it always is when I get moved to a new home. I’ll be hungry later, though. Probably tonight when it’s dark and everyone is asleep. I got pretty good at sneaking food at my last foster house. I sip my water and watch a trail of smoke follow her out of the room.

         One of the boys gets up from the table and folds his paper plate in half. He’s taller than the other one, who looks about my age. He must be older. “When was the last time you brushed this mess?” he asks, tugging my hair as he passes me.

         I shrink in my chair. My hair is always tangled and it’s hard to get the knots out, so I don’t brush it very much. I feel the tears coming, but I grit my teeth until they go away.

         The younger boy with buzzed hair and freckles reaches across the table and grabs my plate. “Thanks, I wanted seconds,” he says, taking my sandwich for himself.

         Another boy walks into the room and smacks it out of his hand. He’s tall and thin, and his hair is the color of caramel, hanging around his face and over his eyes. “Give it back to her, Will.”

         Will presses his lips together and slides the plate back to me.

         “You don’t mess with her, you don’t talk to her, you don’t look at her the wrong way. Understand?”

         Will swallows and nods.

         “That goes for you too, Tommy,” he says to Will’s brother, who bobs his head. He sits down in the chair next to me and moves his hair out of his eyes, which are a mix of blue and brown, unlike any eyes I’ve ever seen before. “What’s your name, newbie?”

         “Um, Lucy,” I say, looking at his strange eyes.

         “You been in the system long, um-Lucy?”

         “No, it’s just Lucy.”

         He grins and nods. “Lucy…how long you been in?”

         “Um, since I was eight. I’m eleven now, so…” I shrug. “Three years.”

         “Seven for me. Been in since I was five.”

         “You’re twelve?” I ask, surprised that he’s only a year older than me.

         “Yep.”

         “Wow,” Will says, leaning over the table. “I didn’t know your kind could add or subtract. I mean, I know you can’t read.”

         “Shut your mouth, asswipe. That’s A-S-S-W-I-P-E. Do I need to write it on your forehead so you don’t forget?”

         Will gets up from the table and Tommy follows him out of the room.

         “Just ignore Tweedledee and Tweedledum. They’re morons.”

         I giggle quietly.

         “I’m Sam, by the way. Sam Cole.”

         I nod and pick at my sandwich.

         “You have a last name, Lucy?”

         “Bennett.”

         “Well, Lucy Bennett, either of them mess with you again, just let me know.”

         “Okay.” I pick up a piece of crust and tear it in two.

         “You going to eat that or just pick the crust into a million pieces?”

         “I’m not really hungry.”

         “First day’s always hard. But don’t worry, I’ve been here for a few months now. Maxine’s pretty cool. She’s strict, but fair. She knows her boys are assholes. She’ll tear ’em up if she catches them doing anything stupid. And if they mess with you again, I’ll kick both their asses.”

         “Okay.”

         “So, what’s your story?”

         “My story?”

         “How’d you end up here?”

         “Oh, um, my mom died. And my dad’s in prison, so…”

         “Drugs?”

         I look down at my lap and nod.

         “Yeah, mine are both in for drugs too, somewhere in California.” He shakes his head. “I’ll never touch that stuff.”

         “How did you end up in Atlanta?” I ask.

         “My uncle. Turns out, he didn’t want me any more than my parents did.” He leans back in his chair. “So here I am, living the life in Brighton Park.”

         “I’m sure they wanted you. They probably just made some bad decisions. Everybody messes up.”

         He leans forward and puts his elbows on his knees. “Is that what you tell yourself? Or has your social worker said it so much that you actually believe it?”

         “What?”

         “Our parents didn’t want us, Lucy. That’s why we’re here. The sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be.”

         “That’s not true. My mom wanted me. She loved me.”

         “How did she die?”

         “What?”

         “How did she die?” he asks again, making me squirm uncomfortably in my seat. He stares at me, waiting for me to answer.

         “A drug overdose,” I finally say.

         “And your dad…he’s in prison for dealing, right?”

         “Yes, but—”

         “You’re here because they wanted drugs…more than they wanted you.”

         The rocks in my stomach are the size of boulders now. I get up quickly and find the room where Maxine put my book bag, and cry into the musty pillow on the bed, hoping that no one hears me.

         A few minutes later, someone knocks on the door.

         “Lucy?” Sam calls, pushing it open. He’s holding my sandwich in a ziplock bag.

         I sit up and wipe my face as he walks into the room and sits beside me.

         “I’m sorry. I was a jerk. I didn’t mean it.” He shrugs. “I guess after a while, you just get used to it all…to being on your own, to not having parents or knowing where you’re going to live in six months. I gave up on my parents—and the idea of having a family—a long time ago. But I didn’t mean to upset you. And you don’t have to give up. Maybe your dad will come for you when he gets out.”

         “No, you’re right. My dad’s not going to come for me. He didn’t want me to begin with. My mom was all I had.”

         He nods and hands me my sandwich. “Thought you might get hungry later. Just put it in your backpack so Maxine doesn’t see. And don’t leave crumbs, unless you have a thing for rats.”

         I glance around the dusty room. It’s filled with stacked boxes that are overflowing with magazines and old junk. “No.” I frown. “I don’t like rats.” I put the sandwich in my book bag.

         “Did you do those?” he asks, pointing to the colored drawings inside my bag.

         “Yeah.”

         He pulls a few of them out and looks at each one for a few seconds. “You drew these?” he asks again.

         “Yes.”

         “They’re really good.”

         “Thanks.”

         “Do you do other stuff, like paint, or do you just draw?”

         “I like to paint. I just don’t get to very much. I can usually find colored pencils lying around at school, so…”

         “Well, I’ve never seen drawings like these. They’re really cool.” He narrows his eyes at me and says, “Kind of badass.”

         “Thanks.” I smile softly. “And…thanks for the sandwich.”

         He smiles and I see dimples in his cheeks that match the one in his chin. “You’re welcome.” He stands up and walks to the door, but pauses and looks at me before he leaves. “Kids like us have to stick together, Lucy.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Lucy

         

“Are you ever going to hang this?” my future mother-in-law asks me in her polished southern accent, picking up a painting that’s leaning against the cinder-block wall in the back of my art studio. “I just love the colors you used. The blue is so vibrant, like the sky on a cloudless spring morning. And the magenta is just gorgeous. So deep and rich. Like the color of love,” she sings, draping her cashmere scarf around my neck.

         I shake my head at her uncanny way of interpreting my paintings. But if she only knew the real meaning behind that particular one…

         “What do you call it, dear?” she asks, flitting over to it again.

         “Oh, um, I haven’t given it a name,” I say, fidgeting with the delicate gold bracelet on my wrist.

         “Well, I think it should be called True Love,” she says wistfully, throwing her arms in the air as she spins over to me. “Art inspired by life.”

         I choke a little, because the part of my life that inspired that painting is not the part I’ve spent with her son.

         “Drew loves you so much, darling. What you two have is what I had with my dear Maurice.” She sighs and laments, “You would have loved him.”

         “I’m sure I would have, Janice.”

         “Drew is just like him, you know. Hardworking and tough as nails. But soft as a teddy bear on the inside,” she says, smiling with pride. Janice has had only three loves in her life. Her late husband, Maurice Thomas Christiansen III, her son, Andrew Thomas Christiansen, and her vintage 1986 Jaguar convertible, which was a present from Maurice the year Drew was born.

         “Janice, I’m sorry, but I really need to get to work. I have a lot to do to get ready for the exhibit next month.”

         “Of course you do, darling.” She grabs her expensive purse off my desk and smooths her short silver bob. “The best of Atlanta will be here and they’ll be buzzing about the wedding.”

         “It’s still a year away.”

         “Eleven months, to be exact. And you haven’t even picked out your dress.”

         “I know, I’ve just had so much going on with the exhibit the last few months,” I say, hoping she doesn’t notice the gleam of sweat that sheens my forehead every time she brings up the lavish wedding she’s been trying to plan since Drew proposed.

         “Don’t you worry, you just leave everything up to me.” She narrows her excited eyes. “We’re going to throw the biggest party this city has ever seen.”

         “Oh, Janice, I don’t know.”

         “Nonsense. You’re marrying my only son.” She reaches for my face and smiles softly. “You are the best thing that has ever happened to him. It’s worth celebrating.” She touches my cheek with the back of her hand. “You are worth celebrating, Lucy Bennett. My beautiful, smart, talented future daughter-in-law.” She drops her hand to her purse and retrieves her lip gloss. “Now”—she dabs some gloss on her thin lips—“how do I look?”

         I smile and sigh with inevitable defeat. “You look great, Janice. Oh, don’t forget your scarf,” I say, removing it from my neck.

         She takes it from me and wraps it around her neck several times as she sashays through the studio. “Well, I’m off. Oh, Sebastian, darling, you look as handsome as ever,” she says to my assistant, passing him on her way out.

         “Thanks, Jan. You look gorgeous as always. Are those new diamonds?” he asks, touching his earlobes.

         She spins around with a big grin on her face. “Do you like them? They were an early birthday present.”

         “Oh? From who? A new suitor?” he asks, perking up in his chair.

         “Heavens no. From me.” She winks and pushes her big black sunglasses on. “Lucy, you should really think about covering these windows. It’s awfully bright in here and you have utterly no privacy. Everyone on the street can see right in.”

         I press my lips together and raise my eyebrows. “That’s the idea.”

         She nods absently and blows two kisses as she opens the door. “Bye, darlings.”

         “Bye, Janice.”

         “Oh, my God, your mother-in-law is delectable,” Sebastian says, biting the end of his pen. “I’m so jealous. Paul’s mom is such a drag.”

         “Future mother-in-law. And don’t encourage her.”

         “I’m sorry, sweetie, it’s just too tempting. You have Joan Rivers for a mother.”

         “She’s not my mother,” I remind him, and slouch against the front desk. “She’s just the woman who took me under her wing and introduced me to a community I never thought I could be a part of. The woman who told me to believe in my talents and convinced me that I could actually make a living off them. The woman who taught me to always wash my face before bed and to never leave the house without sunscreen.” I stand up straight. “Oh, my God. She is my mother.”

         Sebastian gives me a satisfied smile. “I bet Drew has no idea how fabulous she is.”

         “I’m not sure Drew would use the word ‘fabulous’ to describe anything.”

         He rolls his eyes. “You definitely scored in the mother-in-law department, but the jury is still out on her son.”

         “Sebastian.”

         “Well, she’s just so amazing and full of life, and he’s just so…normal.”

         “What’s wrong with normal?”

         “Nothing. If you like that sort of thing.”

         “Well, I do. As a matter of fact, normal is exactly the sort of thing I like. All I want is a nice, normal existence. So, case closed.”

         He arches one of his dark eyebrows and bites the end of his pen. “Pity.”

         I love Sebastian, from the top of his perfectly styled hair down to his patent leather loafers, but sometimes I want to throw a paintbrush at his head. He’s been happily married to his partner for three years, he lives in arguably the coolest apartment in Atlanta, his family adores him, and he’s generally pretty happy most of the time. My life is messier. Or at least, it was, until recently. Now, I’m well on my way to nice and normal.

         “Can you help me with this?” I ask, struggling to pick up a heavy box off the floor by the front desk.

         “Yeah, I’ve got it,” Bas says, taking it from me. “Where do you want it?”

         “I think it’s the paints I ordered. You can just put it in my office for now.”

         “You got it, boss lady.”

         I follow him to my office in the back of the studio.

         Sebastian probably knows me better than anyone, but I haven’t told him very much about my past. He doesn’t know why I strive so hard for normalcy. He knows that I met Drew when I was waitressing at La Pêche, one of the restaurants Drew owns here in Atlanta. But what Sebastian doesn’t know is that a few years before that, I dropped out of high school and left my foster home in Brighton Park after the love of my underprivileged life was arrested for drug possession and sent to prison. Then again, Drew doesn’t know either.

         “Hey, Paul got tickets for fight night at the Garden this Saturday,” Bas says over his shoulder. “What do you say, take a break from all this and come to New York with us for the weekend?”

         “New York? Who’s fighting?”

         “Cole versus Sanchez. I’m surprised you don’t know. I thought you were a big Sam Cole fan.”

         “I am,” I answer with what little air is left in my lungs, while I try to find my heart. “He’s fighting Mario Sanchez?”

         “Yeah, it’s a title fight. It’ll be on HBO and pay-per-view. I know Drew isn’t a big boxing fan, but you guys should come anyway. Paul got like six tickets.” He raises his perfectly manicured eyebrows and puts the box down on my desk. “Perks of working for a music producer.”

         “Yeah,” I say softly. “I guess so.”

         “So what do you say?”

         “I, um, I can’t go to New York,” I say over my pounding heart. “I’ve got way too much to do for the exhibit.”

         “That’s why you have me. We’ve got it covered. Besides, it’s still six weeks away.”

         “Five and a half to be exact. And Drew probably has to work anyway.” I try to keep my voice even, but my heart is still pounding inside my chest and my scattered thoughts are stammering around my head.

         Sebastian gives me a slanted look. “Drew always has to work. In fact, as I recall, it was the very reason for your little breakup not so long ago,” he says. “I thought his work demands were no longer supposed to interfere with your ability to enjoy life. With or without him.”

         “That’s not what this is.”

         He narrows his eyes. “Mmm, really? How?”

         “It just isn’t. I don’t want to go without him.”

         “Oh, come on, Lucy. We can go to the Met and get some inspiration for the show. It’s just what we need right now.”

         “I’ll be a third wheel, Bas.”

         “Have Paul and I ever made you feel like a third wheel?”

         “No,” I answer honestly. I adore them both, and I love hanging out with them.

         “Then, come with us.”

         I pick at my thumbnail. “I can’t.”

         “Why?”

         “I just can’t, Sebastian,” I say abruptly. “Maybe some other time.”

         “Fine,” he says, holding his hands up. “But if you change your mind…”

         I nod. “Thanks for the invitation. We’ll go somewhere after the exhibit is over, okay?”

         “Okay.”

         “Hey, you know, I was actually just going to paint this afternoon. So if you want to cut out early for the day, it’s fine.”

         “You sure? You don’t need me for anything else?”

         “No, not today.”

         He smiles and shoves his hands in his pockets. “You know, you’re sort of the best boss ever, right?”

         “Don’t forget it.” I narrow my eyes and force a small smile. “Now go, enjoy the rest of the afternoon with Paul.”

         “Okay, Okay. You don’t have to twist my arm.” He winks. “See you tomorrow.”

         “Bye.”

         When Sebastian leaves, I fall into my desk chair, drop my face to my hands, and take a deep breath to clear my head. I quickly unplug my laptop and shove it into my desk drawer. I’ve Googled Sam so many times, I’m surprised the letters of his name haven’t worn off my keyboard yet. It’s a form of self-torture I’m far too familiar with. A game of Russian roulette where the search button is the trigger, delivering a blast to the head each time I see a new girl hanging off his arm. He has varied tastes, but his favorite flavors are model, actress, and volleyball player, in no particular order.

         I get up and grab my painting clothes off the back of the door, exchanging my pleated cream pants and blue silk top for my old ratty cutoffs and paint-covered T-shirt. I’m desperate for the solace only a brush will give me as I walk barefoot to a six-foot-tall canvas in the back of the studio. I grab its wide edge and shuffle it across the cement floor, holding it upright between my knees as I drag it to a spot where I like to paint.

         I scan my paint cart and begin selecting various tubes and sizing up my paintbrushes, laying them out carefully as I go. I squeeze several small mounds of paint onto my palette and pull the colors together with my palette knife, blending and mixing them until they’re just right.

         I begin painting with large brushstrokes, thinking of Sam.

         I wonder if he ever thinks about me.

         I wonder if he’s okay.

         I wonder if he hates me.

         I keep painting, until the only thing left to wonder about is if I’ll ever stop thinking about him.

         
            


         

         Lucy, Sixteen Years Old

         

I hold Sam’s hand tightly as he leads me down a sidewalk adjacent to a chain-link fence that surrounds the airport a few blocks from our high school. “Where are we going?” I ask warily.

         “It’s a surprise.”

         “Well, I hope it’s somewhere we can study, because you have a test on King Richard tomorrow, and I have a paper to write.”

         He looks down at me and grins. “We can do whatever we want there.”

         “You know, those dimples will only get you so far in life.” I narrow my eyes at him.

         “They worked on you, didn’t they?”

         “It was more than your dimples, but yes.”

         He pulls me off the sidewalk and pushes me up against the fence. “More than my dimples? Hmm…Was it my eyes?” he asks playfully.

         I gaze up at his beautiful eyes. They’re a mix of brown and blue. The left one is more brown, but it fades to blue on one side and has a gold ring in the center. The right one is mostly blue with brown around the edges and a matching gold ring. “I love your eyes, but no, that wasn’t it either.”

         “It must have been my body, then.” He can’t even say it without laughing.

         I laugh with him and push against his chest, which is like pushing on a wall. “Sam.” I shake my head.

         “No? Well, maybe it was my brains.”

         “I love your brains too. You’re very smart, even if you dismiss it. But no, that’s not it either.”

         “All right,” he says, gazing into my eyes. “What on earth could possibly make someone like you love someone like me?”

         The corners of my mouth turn up because the answer is so obvious. I place my hand on his chest and say, “Your heart.”

         His eyes narrow with curiosity.

         “It’s strong and fierce and brave. You’ve always made me feel so safe…and loved.”

         He drops his forehead to mine. “I do love you, Lamb. And I’ll always protect you.”

         The corners of my mouth turn up again. “Because you have the heart of a lion.”

         “Like King Richard?”

         I raise my eyebrows. “You’ve been studying!”

         He laughs softly and pushes on the chain-link fence, creating an opening where the metal wire has been cut. “After you.”

         “Sam, are we allowed in there?”

         He doesn’t respond and I know that the answer is no. But I bend down and slip through the opening in the fence anyway, scraping my jeans and catching my flannel shirt on the metal wire. Sam unhooks it and follows behind me. I take his hand again, and he leads me to a place on the wiry brown grass while I examine the damage to my shirt. It now has a hole in the back to match the one in the front that was there when I bought it from the consignment shop. I take it off and tie it around my waist over my white T-shirt, letting the bright November sun warm my bare arms.

         Sam drops his book bag on the ground and pulls a tattered-looking sheet out of it. He spreads it out on the dormant grass and sits down.

         “You had this whole thing planned out, didn’t you?”

         He smiles and pulls me down next to him. “Just wait a minute,” he says, pointing to a plane in the distance that’s taxiing toward the runway. We’re at the opposite end, directly in its flight path.

         “Sam, is this safe?”

         “As long as it takes off it is.” He laughs.

         I grimace at the thought of the plane barreling down the runway and plowing right over us.

         “Here it comes,” he says excitedly.

         I can hear the engines roaring as it gains speed and charges toward us. We’re on the opposite side of a small hill at the end of the runway, so hopefully the pilot won’t be able to see us. I can only imagine what kind of trouble we’d get in if we got caught. I glance at Sam, and he smiles at me with eager eyes. He’s worth the risk. I inhale a deep breath as the plane races down the runway.

         It’s getting closer.

         Closer.

         Closer.

         I squeeze Sam’s hand as the plane lifts off the runway into the air like a feather. I cover my ears as it roars over our heads, but I can’t take my eyes off it. I lean back on my hands and watch the wheels retract, tipping my chin up until I’m lying on my back watching it upside down as it disappears into the sky. “Wow.” I drop my head to the side and look at Sam lying beside me. “That was so cool.”

         “I thought you’d like it.”

         I smile and roll onto his chest and drop my mouth to his. “I do.”

         He reaches for my hips and pulls me all the way on top of him.

         I sit up and place my hands on his firm stomach. “We have to study. Well, you do. I need to write a paper.”

         He rests his hands on my thighs and squints up at me. “I’m too happy to study.”

         I lean forward and kiss him again. “I’m always happy when I’m with you. If I only studied when I wasn’t, I’d flunk out of school.”

         He crinkles his eyes. “Good point.”

         I climb off him and reach for my book bag.

         Sam watches me, but he doesn’t sit up. He doesn’t like to study. He doesn’t like school, period. But he tries, for me. One of the few things I remember about my mom is that she wanted me to get an education. She told me that if I made good grades, I could get out of Brighton Park. She hated what this place did to her. She wanted a better life for me.

         Sometimes I still get angry at her for leaving me like she did, but I know that she was sick. The drugs ruined her. Sam and I promised each other that we’ll never do drugs. Sometimes I think she’s watching over me and put him in my life, because without Sam, I’m not sure how long I’d be able to avoid it. Drugs are all around us, all the time. Kids are usually buying them from other kids at school. And they can’t afford it, so they steal to get the cash. It’s just a big ugly cycle. The same one that sucked the life out of my mom and put my dad in prison. So I’m going to get my education and get the hell out of this place, just like she wanted me to. And I’m taking Sam with me.

         “Come on,” I say to him, dragging his book bag into his lap. “I’m going to start my paper. Why don’t you answer the study questions at the end of the chapter…and then we’ll see where it goes.” I press my lips together to cover a smile.

         He shakes his head. “I think that’s extortion.”

         “Not exactly, but I’m glad your government class is rubbing off.”

         He grins and pulls out his history book.

         Both of us sit quietly, studying and writing, and looking up whenever a plane takes off. By the time the fourth one rumbles overhead, I shout, “This may not be the best place to study.”

         “I think you might be right.” He closes his book and tosses it aside, tackling me to the ground with kisses.

         “Sam!”

         He holds my hands above my head so that I can’t move, and he kisses my neck.

         “You didn’t hold up your end of the bargain.”

         “You said it yourself. It’s too noisy to study.”

         “It is. So we should probably go somewhere else. Like a library, maybe?”

         “I’ll make you a deal.” He rubs his nose against mine and looks into my eyes.

         “You’re going to try to coerce me now?” I laugh.

         “Stop worrying about books and papers and studying, and just be with me, right here, right now…and then we’ll see where it goes.”

         I grin and shake my head, but before I can say anything, his tongue silences my retort with long, smooth strokes that fill my head with clouds and my heart with sunshine.

         Another plane roars over us again, but neither of us look up.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Lucy

         

“Are you coming to bed?” Drew asks from the doorway of the theater room, where I’m watching Sam fight Arturo Moreno for the gold.

         “Yeah”—I glance up at him from the giant TV screen—“in a little bit.”

         “Why are you watching an Olympic boxing match from two years ago?”

         “Sam Cole is fighting this weekend and Sebastian and Paul have tickets. They invited us to go.”

         “Here?”

         “No, it’s in New York City, actually. Madison Square Garden.”

         “New York? Luc, I have to work this weekend. I can’t go to New York.”

         “And that’s exactly what I told Sebastian.” I give him a small, accepting smile.

         He drops his hands on the couch and hovers over me. “You mad?”

         I shrug and look up at him. “I could go by myself.”

         He narrows his dark blue eyes and runs his fingers through chocolate-brown hair. “By yourself?” He walks around the couch and plops down next to me. “I don’t know.”

         “What don’t you know?” I widen my eyes playfully. “Are you afraid I can’t handle myself in the big city?” I smirk. “I’m a twenty-six-year-old woman. And I grew up in Brighton Park, remember?”

         “Oh, I know you can handle yourself.” He pulls me into his arms. “I just don’t want you to ever be in a situation where you have to.”

         “I won’t. I’ll be with Paul and Sebastian the whole time.”

         “Paul and Sebastian don’t look at you the way other men do. They don’t know the kinds of things that are going through their heads.” He pulls my chin up and looks in my eyes. “You are so beautiful. I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to you.”

         I look away because the guilt seeping beneath my skin feels as if it’s about to reveal itself through my eyes.

         Drew sighs heavily and drops his hand. “Okay.”

         I look up at him, feeling a strange mix of excitement and angst. “Okay, you won’t mind if I go without you?” I ask, knowing good and well that I shouldn’t go, that I shouldn’t want to go. But I do. I desperately do. As soon as Sebastian mentioned Sam, all I could think about was going. I had an opportunity to see him fight a year ago, which I passed up under stronger resolve, and I’ve regretted it ever since. Part of me hopes that if I see him in person, it will quiet the unrest I feel in my soul whenever I think about him.

         “I’ll miss you while you’re gone, but no, I don’t mind if you go.” Drew rolls his eyes playfully. “Besides, I know you have a thing for that Sam Cole guy.”

         The guilt winds its long ugly fingers around my neck and slowly tightens its grip.

         “Are you”—I clear my throat—“are you sure? I won’t go if you really don’t want me to.” Say you don’t want me to.

         He smiles softly and reaches for my hand. “I know I’ve been working a lot, especially with the new restaurant opening in Philadelphia. It isn’t lost on me that you haven’t said a single word about how much I’ve been traveling, especially with all the wedding planning.” He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses the back of my knuckles. “Not that I could get a word in edgewise with Momma in charge.” He laughs and gives me a sincere look. “You know I’m doing it for us, right? For our future?”

         I bob my head.

         “It won’t always be like this.”

         “I know,” I say over the doubt that fills my mind.

         “Before Daddy died, he told me the most important thing a man can do is provide for his family. That’s what he did for me and Momma, and that’s what I’m trying to do for you and our kids. One day.”

         The thought of kids jerks my back up off the couch with an unexpected pinch in my chest.

         “You okay?”

         “Yeah.” I smile and ignore the unwelcome feeling.

         “Go to New York with Sebastian and Paul. Have a fun time. Just promise you’ll be safe, okay?”

         “I will, I promise.”

         “I love you…so much.”

         “I know. I love you too.”

         He tucks my hair behind my ear. “I’m going to bed. I have to get up early tomorrow.” He stands up, pausing halfway to kiss the top of my head. “Don’t stay up too late.”

         “I won’t.”

         Drew leaves the room, and I stare at the stranger on the TV who resembles the person I used to know, except that now he’s huge and has tattoos everywhere—down his left arm and across his chest. There’s a fierce-looking lion roaring over his heart and the phrase Pain Is Fleeting scrolled in cursive beneath the curve of his collarbone.

         When Sam was arrested for drug possession, I was devastated. He broke the very foundation we were built on. He betrayed everything we stood for. I wasn’t just hurt, I was shattered. The Sam I knew and loved was gone, and I was alone…again. At seventeen, I lost the only thing I ever wanted—a future with Sam. And for a while, I lost myself. I began ditching school and eventually I stopped going altogether. But as the months passed, my sorrow turned to anger and then determination. I refused to turn out like my mother. I wouldn’t break my promise just because Sam broke his. So the day I turned eighteen, I left the broken place that raised me and got a job in the city waiting tables at La Pêche.

         The restaurant was elegant and always smelled like the most delicious food. It was so very different from anything I had ever experienced. The people who came in looked like celebrities. They dressed beautifully, they spoke beautifully, they smiled beautifully. I was definitely getting a strong dose of how the other half lived. I didn’t want to be like them—I cringed just putting on my perfectly pressed black pants and crisp button-down shirt every day—but I couldn’t deny the charm of a life that seemed so easy. A life that came with houses and cars and clothes that weren’t purchased at secondhand stores. A life where kids went to good schools and could paint to their hearts’ content. A life without thugs and drugs and guns. A life that I found myself wanting more and more.

         I was making enough money waitressing to pay for the dilapidated apartment I rented, but not enough to support my habit. Painting had become my hobby turned therapy, turned obsession. It was as necessary as breathing. It was the only way I could organize all the clutter inside my head. So, in an effort to turn my obsession into a means of extra income, I got my GED and applied for the Savannah College of Art and Design in Atlanta. With the help of several student grants, I spent the next four years immersed in classes, learning new techniques, like painting with oils—my favorite—and art history. I graduated from SCAD with a bachelor of fine arts in painting, with a minor in art history. But that didn’t exactly equate to a career in painting. So I began entering my artwork in local contests around the city.

         Drew saw one of my paintings when La Pêche sponsored a community arts contest, and it wasn’t long before he was taking an interest in more than just my artistic ability. But I was cautious, keeping him at arm’s length. I was twenty-two with very little life experience, and he was twenty-eight with the life experience of someone twice his age, having already opened three successful restaurants, one of which I still worked at. Although I didn’t have a lot of dating experience, I was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to date your boss. But that didn’t dissuade Drew from pursuing me.

         
            


         

         Lucy, Two Years Ago

         

“One date. That’s all I want,” Drew bargains as I wait patiently for him to hand me an invitation to his mother’s gala. He’s been trying to get me to go on a date with him for the last two years. He’s nothing if not persistent. But he’s still my boss. And more importantly, he’s my friend. As persuasive as he is, I just don’t see him as anything more than that.

         “Drew, Janice invited me personally. I don’t need the invitation to attend.”

         “Technically, you do. The doorman won’t let you in without it.”

         I close my eyes and shake off the foreign thought of attending a party that requires a doorman. “I’m a guest of honor,” I say, ignoring the nerves that have been racking me since Janice asked to auction off one of my paintings at her annual charity ball. “And I have your mother’s number. I’ll just call her directly.”

         He taps the sturdy card against his palm and narrows his eyes. “You have my mother’s number?”

         I raise an eyebrow and hold out my hand. “Yes. Now, hand over my invitation.”

         “All right, all right,” he says, giving it to me. He smiles wide and shakes his head.

         “What?”

         “I just haven’t figured out who likes you more. Me or Momma.”

         I look at the vintage calligraphy on the beautiful invitation in my hand and say, “I’m pretty sure it’s my art that you both like.”

         “Is that really what you think?”

         “I don’t know.” I look up at him and shrug. “I mean, I’m not really like the people who will be at this party. I’m not, you know, fancy.”

         “Fancy,” he repeats, pulling his dark eyebrows together.

         “Sophisticated,” I clarify.

         He brings his hand up to his face and rubs his jaw. “You’re right. You aren’t like the people who will be at this party. Because you, Lucy Bennett, aren’t like anyone. You are”—he puts his hand on my shoulder and slowly trails it down my arm—“so bright and kind and funny. All things that have nothing to do with your art.” He moves his hand over my wrist and wraps his fingers around mine. “You are the strongest—and most stubborn—woman I have ever met. And you are far more beautiful than any of the high-society women who will be at this party. You don’t need a trust fund to be sophisticated, okay?”

         I press my lips together and bob my head. “You think I’m stubborn?”

         He smiles. “That’s what you took away from everything I just said?”

         I laugh softly and shake my head. “No.”

         He reaches for my other hand and holds it in his. “Let me take you to the party tonight, Lucy. I’d be honored,” he says sincerely, and it eases the nerves buzzing around inside me. “It doesn’t have to be a date, it can just be—”

         “Okay,” I answer.

         His eyes widen slightly. “Okay?”

         “Yeah,” I smile softly, “I’d like that.”

         He nods casually and tries unsuccessfully to hide a smile. “Okay.”

         
            


         

         That night I listened to Drew tell stories of how he swam with great white sharks in South Africa and climbed Mont Blanc in France. I was as captivated as the other guests by how worldly and cultured he was. Though it only reiterated how different we were. But Drew had a way of making me feel like I belonged in that room. He held my hand and introduced me with pride, and for the first time in two years, I saw him in a different light. I saw me in a different light. And as much as I wanted to believe that I could never love anyone besides Sam, I found myself falling for Drew, because he was all the things that Sam wasn’t.

         But that was before Sam won the US Amateur Boxing Championship and earned a spot on the US Olympic boxing team. I never even thought I’d see Sam again, let alone see him on my TV. But there he was, screaming back into my mind and staking claim on my heart, just days after Drew proposed. I couldn’t believe it. Everything I’d wondered about, everything left unanswered, everything I’d given up on was right there in front of me. Sam was okay; he was more than okay. And suddenly, without warning, everything that felt right about me and Drew seemed wrong.

         Sam won the gold medal, holds four championship belts, and is now the undisputed light-heavyweight champion of the world. He has twenty-two wins, ten of which were knockouts, and only two losses. He’s well on his way to becoming the greatest boxer the world has ever seen.

         “Just like he said he would,” I whisper to myself as I click off the television. And then I head upstairs to Drew, the man I should be thinking about.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Sam

         

“Come on, champ. Come on,” Joe growls in my ear while I spar with Tristan. “Block the jab, baby, block the jab.”

         I hold my gloves up to protect my face while Tristan throws punches at me. It takes everything in me not to hit him back, but the scar down the middle of his chest reminds me why I can’t. He’s my trainer and one of the toughest guys I know, but he has a weak heart. Joe just has me practicing defense with him.

         Joe has been my coach since I was fourteen. He was Tristan’s coach too, until Tris didn’t get up off the mat one day—he was seventeen when he had his first open-heart surgery. Joe is like a father to us. He took care of Tristan when he was sick, and he never gave up on me when I was in prison. When I got out, he helped me rebuild my life, gave me a place to live, started coaching me again. He taught me how to fight professionally. He taught me how to win. Every belt I have is because of him.

         “Ahhhhhh!” I scream, shoving Tris back against the ropes.

         “What the fuck, man?”

         “That’s enough! Get out of my face!” I shout.

         “Sam, take it easy,” Joe says. “Take a break.”

         Tristan steps toward me and holds his gloves up. “You want to go for real? Come on, champ! I’m not scared of you.”

         “I said take a break,” Joe shouts.

         I duck between the ropes and climb out of the ring.

         Tristan laughs and starts throwing practice jabs in the air.

         “You all right?” Joe asks.

         “Yeah.”

         “You seem wound up today. More than usual,” Joe says.

         “Wouldn’t have anything to do with Lucy getting married, would it?” Tristan chimes in as he moves around the ring.

         “Lucy’s getting married?” Joe looks up at me. “To who?”

         “Atlanta restaurant owner Andrew Christiansen, according to the Atlanta Journal,” Tristan answers. “She’s moving up in the world.”

         Joe puts his hand on my shoulder. “Sam, I’m sorry.”

         “It’s not Lucy that’s bothering me,” I lie. “It’s just…Sanchez. I can’t stand that motherfucker.”

         “Yeah, well, Saturday’s your chance to show him how much,” Joe says. “Sit down, cool off a minute. You want your headphones?”

         I nod and Joe disappears to the locker room.

         “Sanchez my ass,” Tristan says, but I ignore him.

         Joe returns with my headphones and puts them over my ears for me. He turns the volume up, and the screaming rap music drowns out the sounds of the gym, and Tristan.

         I drop my head to my gloves as my thoughts bounce between Sanchez and Lucy, but they ultimately stay with Lucy. Like they always do.

         
            


         

         Sam, Eighteen Years Old

         

I jog across the street, weaving between the passing cars, ignoring the driver shouting out of his window at me. When I reach the uneven sidewalk, I push my hood off my head. It’s March, but the sun is making me hot inside my sweatshirt, even though it’s still pretty cool out.

         “Hey, man, you need something today?” the dealer on the corner asks when I reach the crosswalk.

         “Nah, man, I’m good. I don’t do that stuff.”

         “You a boxer or somethin’?” he asks, eyeing the gloves hanging from my backpack.

         “Something like that.”

         “Yeah…yeah…I seen you. You that kid down at Joe’s. I seen you fight before.”

         I nod and keep walking.

         “You need a manager or somethin’?” he calls.

         “Nah, man, I’m good,” I call back.

         “Well, if you change your mind, you come find Big T.”

         I ignore him and continue toward school. When I round the corner I see a small group of guys crowded together on the sidewalk. After I hear what they’re saying, I know they’re talking to a girl.

         “Honey, you fine. Just let me get a little piece of that…Nah, she don’t want yo skinny ass. She want a real man. Don’t ya, baby?”

         “Leave me alone.”

         Lucy.

         I drop my backpack and charge the three guys surrounding her, knocking them back like bowling pins. “Get away from her,” I shout, standing in front of her. One of them steps toward me and stands two inches from my face. He’s taller than me, but I push him back and make him fall against his friend.

         He gets in my face again. “What? You gonna fight me, son? Over that?” He looks at Lucy and says, “Nah, she ain’t even worth it.”

         “What’d you say?” The anger burns inside me like wildfire. “What the fuck did you just say?” I shout in his face.

         “Sam, don’t.” Lucy tugs on my sweatshirt, but I can barely hear her through the rage that’s roaring through me. “I’m fine.”

         “I said why don’t you back the fuck up.” He pulls his jacket open and shows me his gun.

         “Cole…Cole!” Joe shouts, running up to me. He pushes me back a few feet. “Come on, save it for the ring.”

         “Sam, let’s go,” Lucy says, grabbing my hand and yanking me back farther.

         “Wait…wait. You’re Sam Cole?”

         “Yeah, he is,” Joe answers, pushing me down the sidewalk.

         “Oh, I’m gonna remember this. Sam Cole. I got you, Sam Cole. I got you,” he shouts down the sidewalk.

         “Ignore him,” Joe orders, aware of the storm brewing inside me. “Keep it in until Friday. Russo won’t stand a chance.”

         “He wouldn’t stand a chance anyway,” I say confidently.

         “Yeah, well, that’s probably true. But you’ve got to start channeling your anger, Sam. Use it to be better. To be great. No more street fights.”

         I take a deep breath and hold Lucy’s hand tighter. Just thinking of what they could have done to her makes my pulse race faster.

         “You left this,” Joe says, handing me my math book. “Thought you might need it.”

         “He does need it,” Lucy says, giving me a sideways glance.

         Lucy is smart. Too smart for me. She’s a junior, but she’s in my senior calculus class. The only reason I’ll be graduating in a few months is because of her. She makes me study. I don’t like to, but she can be very persuasive.

         “Is that what you were doing down here, coming to drag me to school?”

         She looks up at me with her innocent pale blue eyes and shrugs. “I had some extra time this morning. I thought I’d meet you at the gym so we could walk together.”

         “See ya this afternoon, Sam,” Joe says. “Stay out of trouble.”

         “Bye, Joe.” Lucy waves at him.

         “Bye, sweetheart. Make sure he gets to class.”

         “I always do.”

         After a couple of blocks, I look down at Lucy and she smiles up at me. The sun is shining on her porcelain skin, reflecting off her shiny pink lips and blond hair that’s streaked pink to match. Much to her amusement, my fingertips are still stained from the Kool-Aid packets we used to dye it. It’s pulled back into a ponytail, showing off the soft skin below her ear. My eyes follow the curve of her neck down to her bright yellow bra that’s peeking out beneath the collar of her jacket, and they continue down to her creamy legs. I squeeze her hand and tear my eyes away from her. “You shouldn’t be wearing that skirt.”

         “Well, I thought it was going to be warmer today, but now I’m wishing I hadn’t. Why? You don’t like it?”

         I pull her into the doorway of an abandoned building and turn her around so that her back is pressed against the brick exterior. I place my hands on the wall by her shoulders and lean in close. “I like it. But so do the wolves.” I bring one hand to her face. “You’re so beautiful, Lamb. You don’t even know it.” I slide my hand down her neck, tracing her collarbone with my thumb, and push her jacket off her shoulder. “And so pure.” I kiss the spot below her ear. “You have no idea what they’d do to you.”

         She raises her hand and drags her finger down the middle of my chest. “That’s why I have you. You’ve always protected me. And I’ve never felt afraid.”

         “What if I wasn’t there?”

         “You always are.” She smiles and presses her lips to mine.

         “Yeah.” I move my mouth to her ear. “I always will be.” My greatest fear is that one day, I won’t. I close my eyes and kiss her hard, pressing myself against her so that I can be as close to her as possible. I drop my hands to her thighs and run them up her smooth skin until they’re under her skirt. I groan against her mouth and she moans into mine, sending a fire blazing through me that only she can put out.

         I pick her up and she wraps her legs around me. “We can’t,” she says, running her fingers through my hair, kissing me. “We have to go to class.”

         I ignore her.

         “Sam.”

         I kiss her harder and she kisses me back.

         “Not here,” she says, looking at me with a conflicted grin on her face. She lost the battle with herself.

         I smile wide and put her down. “Come on.” I pull her around the side of the building.

         “Where are we going?”

         “There.” I point to a ladder that leads to the roof. “Come on.”

         “You want me to climb up that?” she asks, watching me yank on the bottom of the ladder to test its stability.

         “Yeah, it’s safe. You can go first. I’ll follow, in case you slip.”

         She gives me a slanted look. “Wouldn’t have anything to do with the skirt, would it?”

         I grin. “Of course not.”

         She begins to climb the ladder, and I follow behind her. About halfway up, the wind blows her skirt up, and I groan quietly.

         “Knock it off,” she says.

         “Not possible.”

         She pauses and looks down at me, pursing her lips.

         “Don’t stop, you’re almost there.” I wink and give her a gentle push over the top. I climb over after her.

         “Holy crap, it’s cold up here,” she says, rubbing her arms.

         I drop my backpack and pull her into my arms, and hold her against me until she warms up. When the wind stops blowing, it feels ten degrees warmer in the sun. “Better?”

         “Yeah. It’s actually really beautiful up here. So quiet. Kind of makes you forget all the crap down there.”

         I look out at the low brick buildings that make up Brighton Park. The sky is so clear, I can see all the way to downtown Atlanta where the tall buildings stagger across a small section of the horizon. “We’re going to get out of here one day, Luc.”

         “Promise?”

         “Yeah. I promise.”

         She sighs. “How?”

         “You’re going to get a scholarship after you graduate next year and you’re going to go to college.”

         She props her chin on my chest. “No, I’m not.”

         “Lucy, yes you—”

         “No,” she says firmly, “not without you.”

         I made the grades to graduate, but I won’t be getting any scholarships.

         “Joe thinks I have a real shot at boxing. Maybe that’s my ticket out. If it is, I’ll work night and day to be the greatest boxer this world’s ever seen.”

         She smiles wide. “Like Muhammad Ali?”

         “Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee.”

         “And we’ll live in a big house?”

         “The biggest.”

         “And we’ll eat pancakes every morning?”

         “With bacon.”

         “And I’ll be able to paint whenever I want?”

         “Whenever you want.”

         “And we’ll have a family? A real family?”

         I tuck a windblown piece of her hair behind her ear and nod. “Yeah, we’ll have a family.”

         “I love you, Sam. Even if none of that ever happens, I’ll still love you. You’re my family.”

         I take her face in my hands. “I love you too.” I kiss her softly until we melt into each other, numb to the cool air that’s wrapping around us. I pick her up again and she wraps her legs around me like before, kissing me slower this time.

         She pulls my sweatshirt off and drops it on the concrete rooftop beneath us, and pushes my sweatpants down on my hips. She reaches under my shirt and runs her hands over my chest and stomach, making my muscles tighten where she touches me.

         I sit down on my sweatshirt with her in my lap and lift her shirt above her bra, but I notice goose bumps on her skin, so I lower it back down and hold her close to me, kissing her slowly until I feel the heat between us.

         Her tongue moves over mine, and I feel it everywhere.

         I push her jacket off her shoulders so that it’s still covering her arms and kiss her neck, but she shrugs the rest of the way out of it. “I’m not cold anymore,” she whispers, taking her shirt off.

         I run my hands up her thighs and tug on her panties. I might spontaneously combust if she doesn’t take them off soon.

         “Do you have a condom?” she breathes.

         Fuck. No, I don’t. I look at her, desperately hoping that she has one.

         “I have one,” she says, smirking, reaching for her backpack. “I want a family with you, but not yet.” She tears it open and puts it on me, and I welcome her warm hands.

         She pulls her panties off and climbs over me again, and I hold her hips while she sinks down on me until she’s flush against me, surrounding me and making me forget everything else. There’s only me and Lucy in the entire world.

         She reaches for my face and kisses me slowly while she moves up and down, sending electricity coursing through my body.

         I grip her warm thighs and she moans against my mouth, igniting the fire that’s scorching through me. I wrap my arms around her and lift her up and down on me, again and again, listening to every breath, every moan, every whisper she makes.

         “Sam.” She tightens around me and her body trembles under my hands, making me lose control.

         I hold her tight and let go, groaning against her neck as I come. “Luc,” I grit through my teeth.

         I reach for her face and kiss her softly, but the wind blows and raises goose bumps on her arms again. I grab her T-shirt and jacket, and she slides both back on.

         “What would you have done if I hadn’t shown up earlier?” I ask, watching her pull her panties back on.

         “Sam.”

         “Just humor me.”

         “I would have done what you taught me. Throat, knee, groin. And then I would’ve shown ’em my right hook.” She smiles.

         “Show me,” I say, getting to my feet.

         “Sam.”

         “Show me. Make a fist.”

         She curls her small fingers into her palm and wraps her thumb around her knuckles tight.

         I push against her fist with my hand. “Good. Keep it strong.” I hold my palms up. “Now show me. Let me see that right hook.”

         She pulls her right arm back and hits my left hand, but I barely move.

         “Harder.”

         She does it again, a little stronger.

         “Harder.”

         She does it again and my hand actually moves back an inch.

         “Good.”

         She shakes her hand.

         “You can’t be afraid to hit, Luc. They won’t be afraid to hit you.”

         “I just don’t like hitting you.”

         I smirk. “I think I can take it.”

         “I don’t care if you can. I don’t like it.”

         I reach for her wrist and spin her around, locking her in my arms with her back to my chest. I hold her tight. “Now what do you do?”

         She squirms in my arms but barely moves. I’m using only a fraction of my strength.

         “Come on, Luc, what do you do?”

         She squats down fast, spins out of my hold, and brings her knee up to my crotch. “Lower my center of gravity.”

         “Good.”

         “Am I done now?”

         I nod and hug her. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”
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