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Dedicated to all the girls who know Prince Charming is nice but the villain really knows how to use all that pent-up rage between the sheets.


Here’s to choosing a guy who can be both.










“Everyone wants to shine bright like a diamond, but no one wants to get cut.”


—Eric Thomas
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Prologue


Cal


“Creep”—Radiohead


Age Eighteen


If someone told me an hour ago that I would be pinned beneath Row Casablancas, partially naked and writhing against the hood of his black Mustang, I would have guessed he’d gotten himself into some kind of trouble and had resorted to drugging me and harvesting my organs to make a quick buck.


Row didn’t hate me. He didn’t love me either. I would guesstimate his feelings toward me were somewhere on the spectrum between Look at this adorable little moron and Shit, I forgot she existed.


I was his baby sister’s best friend. The awkward klutz who suffered from bouts of verbal diarrhea and extremely questionable fashion sense.


Fine. I didn’t suffer from the questionable fashion sense. I owned it. Sue me for celebrating my individuality.


I always figured he liked me in the same way people liked puppies—because they were cute, dumb, and adored the ground you walk on even if you were a terrible human who peeled clementines in public places. But I digress.


Harboring a small, totally manageable crush on your best friend’s brother was a cliché. However, I was obsessed with the nineties, an era that celebrated true and tested formulas. Ergo, pining after him fit me like a tattoo choker.


In my defense, Row made it impossible for my adolescent self not to lust after him on account of him: 1) being six foot four inches of lithe, corded muscles, floppy onyx hair, and a jawline stronger than my lifetime of New Year’s resolutions combined, and 2) having the entire bad-boy vibe down to a T—including a sports car, athletic genes, witty one-liners, a dimpled smirk, and unlaced combat boots with tight-fitting jeans stacked upon them.


To sum it up, he was a morally gray hunk who was a total red flag—my age group’s favorite color scheme. So, yes. Of course I, too, wanted to be ruined by Dylan Casablancas’s older brother. Who didn’t? Our entire high school worshipped at his altar. Fenna McGee once even made a sticker that said, I’m not saying that Row Casablancas and God are the same person—but have you ever seen them in the same room?


Point was, Row’s tongue was currently shoved so far down my throat, we were playing tonsil hockey. His ballistic missile–sized erection pressed against the buttons of my yellow plaid skirt, threatening to snap them and send them past the Milky Way. And all I could think about was how I was doing Dylan dirty.


Bile coated the back of my throat. Dylan hated it when her friends fell at her brother’s feet. She’d make gagging sounds every time someone we knew flirted with him, which made what was happening right now completely inexcusable. But I was semidrunk, exceptionally raw, and uncharacteristically reckless. Plus…Dylan was so used to seeing Row ruining her friends like it was an Olympic sport, what was adding one more into the mix?


I was also a people pleaser, and I really wanted to please Row. So I made complimentary moaning sounds I’d learned from the Pornhub University of Fake Orgasms. This included head lolling, enthusiastic panting, and girlie gasps.


Row took this as an invitation to move to second base, coiling his calloused fingers around the front of my throat and flattening me against the hood of his car. The hood still exuded heat from the engine, and I wondered if I’d sport second-degree burns tomorrow morning. My butt cheeks were squeezed together to accommodate his lean waist between my thighs, my heartbeat thrashing against my eyelids like an angry woodpecker.


We were parked on a rocky cliff overlooking the glacial-tipped Maine mountains. The ocean stretched like a tight black sheet across the horizon. The briny scent floated into my nostrils, and goose bumps coated my arms.


It felt so good and yet so wrong, I didn’t know whether to burst into giggles, tears, or flames.


Stop this right now, Cal. Dylan is going to strangle you.


Actually, my BFF was more the type to steal my clothes and go on a killing spree. Dylan Casablancas was creative, innovative, and delightfully hilarious. I loved her so much. She deserved better than this.


Row’s hand snuck under my beige turtleneck and my yellow plaid vest, cupping my left boob as his mouth trailed along my jaw, leaving wet, hot kisses in its wake, making my spine tingle. His lips were sinful, his tousled hair as soft as silk between my greedy fingers.


Dammit, I’m only human.


We were grinding against each other, and I was in awe of how different his body was from mine. Hard to my soft. Tall to my short. Tan to my pale. He was doing everything right. The way he swirled his tongue over my sensitive spots, drawing happy whimpers from me. The way his thumb rubbed the tip of my hard nipple, making it tingly and sensitive and desperate for more, felt like some kind of dark magic.


“Fuck, you’re beautiful.”


What a terribly un-asshole-y thing to say. Then again, Row never directed his infinite wrath at me. Probably because I was like a sister to Dylan.


There was a bonfire happening in the moorlands below the cliff where we were parked. A farewell bash for us seniors before we all scattered away to our respective colleges. Row had dropped by to pick Dylan up—he was in town for a couple weeks, visiting from his fancy culinary school in Paris—but Dylan had wanted to stick around a little longer. Meanwhile, I’d wanted to go home, eat pickled eggs, and binge-watch Riverdale.


Yet we’d ended up on the notorious Make-out Mountain, where couples went to lose their virginity, and sometimes lacy thongs, without being interrupted.


Row and I were friendly. He was always protective of me. I’d asked him to drive up to the cliff so I could take one last look at the ocean before I moved to New York. I definitely hadn’t planned on attacking his mouth with mine like a rabid raccoon when we’d both stared at the yolky sun crawling up the sky.


Yet…it had happened. It had happened, and now I was in his arms, the cold recipient of his kisses and licks and roaming hands. I froze, yet again feeling guilty about Dylan. She’d forgive me, surely. It wasn’t like he was her boyfriend.


Row ripped his mouth from my skin, staring me down through a disapproving scowl. “Are you still alive?”


“Hmm-mm.”


“Should I stop?” His fingers immediately loosened around my waist and back, and I suddenly remembered what had made me want to have sex with him in the first place.


“No!” I wrenched him closer and pressed my lips to his, doubling down on that rabid-wildlife conduct. “You…you can’t stop.” But maybe he should? My mind and my body were definitely not in sync.


“Sure I can.” His mouth moved over mine again, his voice velvet and smoke. “Consent is a real thing. Google it.” I was blushing so furiously, it was a medical miracle my head didn’t explode. His mouth grinned against mine, teeth grazing my bottom lip. “Fuck. You’re so sweet. So innocent. I want to eat you out.”


“I want to eat you out too.” Wait, what? That didn’t sound right. I had social anxiety and literally zero filters when I was nervous.


“Do you, now?” I could hear the smirk in his smartass tone.


Dammit, Cal. “Not, in, like, a cannibalistic way—”


“Show me, then. Use plenty of examples. I’m a slow learner.” He growled, deepening our kiss. Our teeth brushed together, and a wave of pleasure rolled along my spine. My skin was cold, but my insides were ablaze. I pushed my palm against his groin over his black jeans. I couldn’t believe I was touching him, really touching the guy who literally made women melt into a pool of hormones just by glancing at them.


He ripped his mouth from mine, eyeballing me hard. We stared at each other, panting. I had no idea what I was doing. I kept my hand on his penis and rubbed a little, like I did when my cat, Semus, asked for a head rub.


His dick twitched, pushing against my palm appreciatively. Row dropped his forehead to mine, letting loose a low grumble that reverberated inside my chest. “Fuck, Dot. Your goddamn existence turns me on. Your mere breathing makes my balls tingle.”


Whoa. Men said crazy things to get laid. Did women know about this? We could’ve collectively prevented wars. Gone on reckless shopping sprees at Target.


There was something about the fact he called me Dot that sent pleasurable shivers up and down my back. Dylan had come up with the nickname because when we were little, four or five, she couldn’t remember the word freckle, so she’d named me after the galaxy of star-shaped dots peppered across my nose. The nickname had stuck.


I unglued my hand from his groin, wrapping my fingers along the lapels of his leather jacket, pulling him to me. He smelled delicious. Of cedar, worn leather, and spices. Of an entire foreign land full of Michelin-starred restaurants, romantic chansons, glass chandeliers, and thick, dusty French books. And yet, strangely, also…like home.


“Row?”


“Yeah?”


“As you know, I have…uhm…” Social anxiety from hell.


“A healthy aversion to strangers,” he mumbled into my skin, biting the side of my jaw softly. “Understandable, I’m not a fan of humans myself.” He rubbed the sensitive spot behind my ear with his thumb. “If you want to stop—”


“No!” I cried out. This was the first time I was actually having fun being with a guy. Well, it was kind of the only time I’d been with a guy since…since. “I want you to take my virginity,” I choked out, my lips latching onto his. I was shaking with panic, adrenaline, and the morning chill. “Be my first.” This wasn’t planned in any way. I’d never dreamt of seducing Dylan’s brother. But now that it was just the two of us, I couldn’t think of anyone else I wanted to do it with.


“Dot.” His fingers were buried in my hair as he ravaged me with his expert mouth. Without finesse, without game, without the untouchable coolness he normally carried himself with. “Don’t say shit you don’t mean.”


I’d never seen Row so authentic, so final, so…out of control. He was usually unruffled and composed; I felt so drunk with power, my head spun.


“Please,” I croaked. “I know what I want.”


“And what is it that you want?”


“You.”


He tore his mouth from mine, his hooded golden eyes of a ravening tiger studying me. “From one to ten, how sure are you? Ten is without-a-doubt confident, and one is forget what I said and take me home?”


“Twelve.” I blinked excessively, maybe seven or eight times in a row. It happened when I was anxious. A nervous tic I’d developed when I was four and never gotten rid of. Contrary to general belief, this didn’t fall into Tourette’s category. It was a chronic tic disorder. My way to wear my heart on my sleeve and show people how nervous I was.


“Are you sure you want me to take your V-card?” His eyes narrowed.


“Yeah, Row, I’m sure. Who else would I give it to? Some trust- fund baby from SUNY? Someone with a broccoli haircut? A guy who doesn’t even care about me and would make me sit in his dorm room and listen to his experimental techno music?” Technically, Row didn’t care either. But I knew he’d never ridicule or tease me. He had a history of making me feel safe, and feeling safe wasn’t something I was used to.


His mouth slacked, and I could tell he wanted to refuse my request. He probably thought I was odd. Just like everyone else in this small town.


“Why?” His thick eyebrows nose-dived. I decided to give him the truth. He deserved it, after all.


“Because I have…” Severe androphobia. “Trust issues, and I know I’d never regret you. You’re the only guy I know who is fuckable and not a fuckup. Make sense?”


“I’m a major fuckup.” He ran his fingers over my side bangs, tucking the hair behind my ear. “But too fucking selfish not to fuck you. It’s going to hurt, you know.” He gave me a cool once-over. “The first time, anyway. It’ll get better the more times—”


“There won’t be more times,” I interrupted him. I appreciated him pretending it wasn’t a one-night stand, but that wasn’t necessary. “You don’t have to say that to make me feel better.”


His desire-drunk expression melted into a frown. “I’m not saying that to make you feel better. I’m saying that because fucking you is probably all I’ll want to do once we start.”


“Row, this has to be a one-time thing. Dylan can’t know. Please.” I placed my palms over his chest. I was a coward and a cheat, and in that moment, I hated myself more than Dylan could if she ever found out. And still, he was my one shot at not dying a virgin.


He must’ve understood the gravity of the situation because he nodded. “Okay.”


“I’m ready, Row. Let’s do this.” I shoved my tongue into his mouth before he could use it to change his mind. I’d already made a colossal mistake by making out with him. Might as well lose my pesky virginity before I went off to college.


It was the right thing to do.


First of all, because according to the rumors, he knew his way around a woman’s body. Second, because his Adonis face was attached to some history, context, and nostalgia. He was comfort, familiarity, and ease, not some sordid mistake. And third, because I knew that despite his reputation, he wouldn’t hurt me.


And that last part? It was huge.


Row was my security blanket in many ways, even though he didn’t know it. When we were kids, he’d throw Dylan and me into the public pool as many times as we asked. He’d taught us how to do cartwheels, drive a car, cheat in poker, pick a lock. He’d given us money for vinyl records even though we never paid him back. Driven us places. Bought us ice cream when we were PMSing. Dislocated a nose or two when someone catcalled us.


Row made sense. I didn’t have cold sweats with him. I didn’t go into hiding. Whenever I had extreme nervous verbal diarrhea in front of him, he didn’t look at me like I was a freak. And I was confident enough in his presence to sass back.


Our bodies fused into one another as he kissed his way down my throat, proceeding south, his head disappearing between my thighs.


“No,” I gasped, desperately trying to yank him up to his feet. “We don’t have time.” But the truth was, I was deathly afraid he wouldn’t like the taste of me. “Just…do it.” Great, now I sounded like a Nike commercial. “And hurry up.”


“You sure know how to set the mood.” Row stood up swiftly, returning his lips to mine, refusing to cheapen this experience for me. His strong fingers slowly snaked down my waist, flipping my skirt up. More grinding ensued. His cock slid up and down my slit through my panties and his jeans. I could feel heat rushing between my legs. He made sure I was hot and ready for him before he rolled on a condom, and then he was inside me, sealing my pained moan with an apologetic kiss. Tears seared my eyes, and I held my breath at the sharp sting.


“Okay to move?” he grunted, lodged squarely inside me.


“I strongly prefer that you didn’t.”


“We can—”


“Stop. I know. Please just fuck me.” Didn’t I literally tell him not to? My head was a mess. So was the rest of me.


“I don’t want to hurt you.”


“I know. That’s precisely why we should continue.”


He pulled out slowly, then thrusted inside. Soon, I was clawing at his shoulders, staring at the sun slithering behind his messy dark hair as he drove into me, my white Mary Janes thumping against his car hood every time he pressed home. I held my breath the entire time.


Clank. Clank. Clank.


Steadfast and determined, he screwed me like I was a hood ornament he was trying to drill back into place. He was kissing and nibbling, exploring and admiring. Didn’t he know that on some level, all women lost their virginity alone? It was kissing your innocence goodbye. This was the point it stopped being great and started being taxing. I wasn’t so turned on anymore.


Truth was, it hurt. It burned. It sucked.


All throughout, Row whispered sweet nothings into my ear. Things I knew there was no way he truly believed. Things like, Jesus, Dot, I could live inside that tight pussy if you’d let me, and You’re the most beautiful girl in the whole fucking universe, no close seconds, and Watching my dick inside you is more breathtaking than Paris at night.


It lasted way more than the average time my friends reported their boyfriends had sexed them. I was expecting five minutes—ten, if I wasn’t lucky. But no. Row seemed to carry on forever. I was planning my 401(k) while he was in there, mercilessly stabbing my poor hymen with what appeared to be his eleven-inch dick.


He had tricks too. With his tongue, his thumbs, his teeth. Tricks I could’ve admired had my mind not been stuck on how to explain to Dylan what had happened if she ever found out, then groveling into the next century in hopes she’d forgive me.


Dylan was staying here, in Staindrop. She’d decided the student debt wasn’t worth a liberal arts degree that would gain her zero opportunities.


“And anyway,” she’d chuckled the last time I’d broached the subject, “it’s not like I’m even good at anything. I’d be wasting money on a degree I’d probably never use.”


We’d promised to visit one another every other month, but I knew Dylan was worried I’d ditch her for new, shiny urban friends.


Finally—praise Jesus—Row grumbled, “Fuck, I’m coming.”


“Yeah. Totally. Me too.” I lifted my hand from behind his shoulder and bit into my fist to suppress a yelp of agony. I was worried my internal organs had gotten tangled around his penis. What if he pulled out and took my intestines with him? That thing between his legs was a health hazard.


Row was coming inside me when I heard the squeak of car wheels stopping abruptly to my right, followed by gravel crunching. Another couple coming to Make-out Mountain to get some action. A car door slammed behind my back.


Then I heard the unmistakable voice of my best friend.


“Somebody better hold my earrings.” Dylan’s tenor was like a pair of scissors cutting my heart into a Judas-shaped paper. “Because I’m about to murder a bitch.”


“Shit.” Row lurched away from me like I was fire. His condomed penis materialized from my body one inch at a time, wet and entirely too big to be nestled inside anything that wasn’t a lifeboat. He yanked off the condom, tying it and zipping himself up.


“Please tell me I’m suffering from a brain hemorrhage and not really seeing what I’m seeing.” Dylan tramped her way to us, her neon pink ankle boots chomping the pebbles beneath her. She wore a red leather skirt she’d borrowed from me, knee-length plaid socks, and a black sweater. She looked adorable. Also, pissed off. Mostly pissed off. Way more pissed off than I’d anticipated, to be honest.


Row tossed his leather jacket over my torso, and that was when I remembered he’d removed my shirt and bra sometime during our sexcapade.


Also—why wasn’t I moving? Talking? Breathing? Oh. That’s right. Because my go-to during fight-or-flight situations was the third option—freeze. I’d simply turn to stone and play dead.


“Cal!” Dylan stopped in front of me, her dark, upturned eyes glittering with tears. “What the…what the shit, dude?!” She tossed her arms in the air like they were boneless noodles before pointing at Row. “That’s my brother. What do you think you’re doing?”


That was a very fair question. To which I had no good answer.


Dylan’s face was devastating. Her full lower lip trembled, and her apple cheeks were stained pink. I had completely miscalculated how much she’d care about this. I peered behind her shoulder. I noticed Tucker, the beefy bully we both hated, sitting in the driver’s seat of the car that had driven her here, pretending to read his insurance papers. Probably scared Row would make a punching bag out of him if he realized he was here.


What was Dylan doing with this douche canoe? Was she planning to make out with him here?


Now was decidedly not a great time to interrogate her.


“Dammit, Dot, say something!” Dylan grabbed me by the arms and shook me hard, desperate and panicked. The leather jacket fell from my chest. I was now topless. And anxious. So anxious I couldn’t breathe. The flashbacks poured out.


Naked.


Defenseless.


Attacked.


“That’s enough, Dylan.” Row’s voice was pure gravel.


For the first time in my life, I witnessed my best friend ignoring her older brother. Usually, she treated him with godlike respect. Which was maybe why she was so pissed right now? There was no other way to explain it, since she looked ready to murder someone. Ideally me.


Still, I was incapable of producing any sound, let alone words of apology. I was shell-shocked, caught red-handed doing something I shouldn’t have. Namely, my best friend’s older brother. I sifted through my mind for a plausible reason for what had just happened.


He was my one chance to lose my virginity. I’m broken.


I’ve actually had a crush on him for ages. I never told you because I care so deeply about our friendship.


I didn’t even plan to do it. It just…happened.


But they all sounded dumb, even in my head. I had messed up. And I needed to pay for it.


“Stop this right now.” Row stepped between us, bunching Dylan’s wrists behind her back and pulling her away from me. “You can’t kill her,” he said dryly.


“Give me one good reason!” She kicked the air manically, trying to break free and throw punches my way.


“For one thing, we can’t afford the legal fees.”


“We can always hide her body,” she spat out, wiggling ferally in his arms. She had no idea how much her words triggered me. A scream clogged my throat.


“You can’t even hide your birth control from Mom.” Row rolled his eyes.


“You’re on birth control?” I gasped. “You never told me that.”


“Chill. It’s to regulate my hormones. You know I haven’t even gone past second bas—” Dylan frowned, catching herself. “Hold on a minute, why am I explaining myself to you? We’re not even friends anymore.”


What?


Tears sprung into my eyes. Blistering white panic gave way to realization: I had slept with my best friend’s older brother and she’d caught me. Maybe I didn’t think it was a big deal, but what did I know? I had no siblings, so I’d never had to deal with anything like this.


Row was leaving for Paris next week, I was leaving for New York tomorrow, and I had just thrown away fourteen years of friendship for the dubious pleasure of being railed by a man with a rolling pin instead of a penis.


“It was my idea.” Row’s voice sounded disinterested and aloof. I didn’t know why he said that. It absolutely hadn’t been.


“Don’t protect her!” Dylan finally broke free from Row’s grasp, pushing at her big brother’s chest. Her tears flew sideways. He didn’t even budge. Dude was built like a Marvel superhero. “She’s a selfish, mean, heartless bitch who betrayed me!”


“I’m a selfish, mean, heartless asshole who did the same.” His lips barely moved, but a muscle in his chiseled jaw jumped. “Yet I don’t see you plotting my murder.”


“Well, you I have to put up with.” She tossed her hands up exasperatedly. “You’re blood. But she? She is…piss!”


Holy hell. I’d never heard Dylan speak to me that way. Not even close. I really was dead to her.


“Watch your mouth,” he snarled, his face turning frosty, impassive.


Whoa. Why was he defending me?


“She should watch her legs!” Dylan flipped him off. “While she’s at it, she should probably get dressed before she gives Tuck a lap dance.”


“Dylan.” He pinned her with a look that made me shrivel into myself in fear. Dylan stared him down, and it looked like an entire conversation passed between them wordlessly.


With a slow shake of her head, she let her shoulders sag, exhaling. “God, you’re pathetic.”


Row? Pathetic? I doubted he could even spell the word. Row was magnificent. Spectacular. Self-assured, talented, and formidably hot. He’d always been bigger than life. Even as a kid, he had known he was destined to be a great chef. When he was ten, he’d used test tubes and droppers to measure ingredient quantities to come up with new recipes. When I was ten, I had taught myself how to laminate my eyebrows using a glue stick and an eraser.


Finally, the words that were bunched in my throat rushed out like a river.


“Dylan, I’m so, so sorry.” I crouched down, hastily picking up my discarded bra and turtleneck. I’d been wearing Cher from Clueless’s iconic yellow outfit, which I’d sewn for myself. My white knee-length socks were muddied.


“Actually, sorry doesn’t even begin to cover how I’m feeling. What I did was deplorable! It was all a huge mistake. I’m sick to my stomach. Horrified, disgusted, revolted—”


“Stop. I’ll fucking blush.” Row rolled his tongue over his inner cheek, propping his unlaced army boot against the hood of his car. I ignored him. He wasn’t really offended. Sarcasm was his native tongue.


“…revolted, no, repulsed by my own actions,” I continued.


“Did you swallow a whole-ass dictionary?” Row’s whiskey-tinted eyes slanted into furious slits. “Also, you can say it felt like shit until you’re blue in the face, but your body told me a different story when you dripped all over the hood of my car.”


“Argh! Blasphemy.” Dylan pressed her palms to her ears, squeezing her eyes shut. “The mental image is now burned into my retinas, and I have no other choice but to murder both of you.”


“I swear I didn’t mean to! I was drunk,” I continued, lying through my teeth. I had always been a liar. My white lies were like makeup. Small, harmless concealers designed to fix up the blemishes of my life. To ensure my loved ones’ minds were at ease. Lying was second nature to me. If I thought someone I cared about wasn’t going to like my answer, I made up another one especially for them.


I shoved my arms into my sleeves, covering up, my eyes clinging to Dylan’s beautiful, distressed face. “It was a huge mistake. A one-off.”


I couldn’t lose her. Couldn’t lose my best friend. She was there when, in kindergarten, kids had made fun of me for wearing a socks-and-sandals combo. She had started wearing them to school too, as a fashion statement. A middle finger to the bullies. Dylan always marched to the beat of her own drum. She always did the right thing, even if that thing was scary. The opposite of me, she never lied. She wore the truth like a badge of honor, even if it was ugly.


She had been there when my babushka had passed away, braiding my hair and listening to me for hours. There for the laughs, for the tears. For the college rejection letters, for fights with my parents, and when we’d veg out on the couch in our pj’s, watching Teen Mom and polishing off my entire fridge.


“All I hear is me, me, me.” Dylan’s tear-rimmed eyes rolled in their sockets, and she tipped her head back, chuckling humorlessly. “It’s all about you, isn’t it? You were drunk. You made a mistake. You feel disgusted. You have anxiety. What about me? Did you ever stop to think how much I hate it when my friends hit on my brother? How everyone wants to befriend Dylan Casablancas because her brother is hot?”


She thought I’d used our proximity to hook up with Row? That was ridiculous. My crush on Ambrose Casablancas was akin to my crush on Chris Pine. Just because it was there, didn’t mean I ever had any plans to act on it. He was the least attainable person on planet Earth, with his mood, hair, and allure all darker than the pit of his own soul.


Plus, it wasn’t like I’d planned to date him. I didn’t do boyfriends. And I definitely didn’t do relationships. Relationships were for other humans who could “people” normally and not topple over like a fainting goat at the slightest social interaction.


“Dylan!” I rushed the four steps between us, erasing them completely as I fell down to my knees at her boots. The little stones dug into my shins with gusto. Blood oozed from my scraped flesh. “It meant nothing. I swear. I never looked at Row twice before today.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. “You know I always thought he was freakishly tall and a little frightening—”


“And the compliments just keep on coming.” A wry sneer rolled off Row’s tongue above my head. He was leaning against the hood of his car, arms folded, not a care in his world. “Is your secret talent pissing people off, Cal?” I hated him so much in that moment.


“Worst-kept secret, as you can see.” I flashed him a glare, gesturing toward his sister.


“Don’t you dare answer my brother like that.” Dylan shoved her finger in my face. “He’s way out of your league and the height of your love life.”


I was in complete agreement with her. Row was the entire deal. Hot, smart, and talented as hell. Not only was he not in my league, we weren’t even playing the same sport. He was football and I was…cheese rolling. Or something equally as eccentric.


“All I’m saying is I never meant for it to happen. It was a small lapse of judgment.” I pressed my palms together, still begging her on the ground, my clothes filthy and askew. For a reason unbeknownst to me, I had underestimated how important it was to Dylan that I wouldn’t mess around with her brother. Probably because literally every other girl at our school had. Or had tried to, at some point.


“Small?” Row inquired behind me.


“Huge,” I corrected, my head so hot I felt like it was going to explode. “Thick too. Better?” I shot him a dirty look.


“Infinitely.” He fished in his front pocket for a cigarette, producing a pack of Gitanes. Of course he smoked French cigarettes now.


“Wow. Okay.” Dylan scrubbed her forehead, shaking her head. “Guess I’m about to vomit the three slices of pizza I just ate.”


“Please forgive me, Dylan. Please,” I said desperately.


Row shook his head, trudging to the driver’s seat. He slipped inside and started the engine.


Dylan stared at me like a queen deciding whether to spare a lowly subject from execution. Her lips curled, arms folded over her chest archly.


“You know, Cal, I’ve always looked up to you. You’re gorgeous, funny, smart, a kaleidoscope of colors and facts about the nineties; I mean, damn, you’re a walking Wikipedia about serial killers and ghost stories, and still have the most sunshine personality I’ve ever known. It’s tempting to stick around, to let those Calla Litvin sunrays kiss your skin. But when you strip it all off…the playlists, the outfits, the good times…when you look inside and examine what kind of friend she is…she sucks.” Dylan shook her head, her arms dropping to the sides of her body. “Grow up, Dot. And do it far away from me because I never want to see your face again.”


She strutted back to Tuck’s red truck, slid inside, and barked at him to drive. Shockingly, the guy who had spent the last four years stuffing cigarette ash and condoms into our lockers did as he was told.


I stayed on my knees, in the freezing cold, mulling over her words. My fingertips numbed at the edges. Chill draped across my shoulders like an oversized cloak. I tilted my head sideways, at Row’s headlights. He flicked them on and off, his silent way of telling me to get inside before he changed his mind about not leaving me to walk home and catch pneumonia. He was stone-faced. The same standoffish version of himself he gave anyone who wasn’t Dylan and his mom. And, sometimes, me.


Cocky.


Calculated.


Corrupt to the bone.


Humiliated, I pushed my palms against the ground, staggering up to my feet. I began limping toward his car, icy mud falling off my knees in clumps. Behind the windshield, Row’s expression was flippant.


I tried to see myself through his eyes. This pitiful, crumpled creature. Mangled and stained, like a discarded supermarket list at the bottom of a cart. A beautiful girl, the townsfolk all agreed behind my back, but so very odd, just like her father.


Tucking myself in the passenger seat, I shut the door and hung my head low and fingered the friendship bracelet Dylan had given me. At least I still had it. My finger caught in the elastic string, and as if on cue, it snapped and broke, the beads raining down my seat and onto the floor. I hastily tried scooping them, but I couldn’t feel my fingers.


“That went well.” He flicked the bottom of a Gitanes with his finger. Another cigarette popped from the pack, and he clasped his teeth around it, lighting it like a movie star.


“I’m such an idiot.” I flicked mud from my knees, banging the back of my head against my seat. I didn’t let my tears loose, even though it was near impossible. “I traded my best friend for a fling.”


“For all she knows, this could be the romance of the century.” He rolled his window down, a cloud of smoke drifting past his lips.


I shook my head. “Dylan knows the score. She knows I can’t fall in love. That I’m…” The rest of the sentence perished in my mouth.


“A narcissist?” He bowed a brow.


“Broken.” I frowned. “But thanks.”


“You’re not broken, Dot.” He stuck the cigarette in his mouth, patting my thigh offhandedly. “A little cut, sure. All diamonds are.”


Not me, I thought. Underneath my sunshine personality, all you’ll find is darkness.


“So.” He swiped his tongue across his upper lip, eyes hard on the road ahead. “I need to tell you something.”


He was going to warn me off bothering Dylan. He was so protective of her and knew how much she hated me right now. But I couldn’t bear it, the idea of her not being in my life anymore.


“Please don’t say anything,” I begged. “My night is hideous as it is.”


“It’s not about Dylan.” Of course it wasn’t. It was about how awful I was. Sleeping with my best friend’s older brother. I was wrong about Row. He was going to hurt me after all.


“Row, please. There’s nothing to talk about. Trust me, I’m as horrified about you and me as you are. Probably more.”


He punched his steering wheel, muttering something under his breath. “Would you get out of your own fucking head for one second and listen?” he seethed.


“No thank you. My head is a terrible place. It’s exactly where I deserve to be right now.”


I wanted to apologize for the way I’d treated him. To try to beg him to reason with Dylan. But I also wanted to hold on to whatever little pride I had left in me.


We zipped past lush New England trees, English lampposts, and the local library, all cloaked by a bluish-orange dawn. The lighthouse gleamed behind a curtain of my unshed tears. With piercing pain, I realized that home wasn’t Staindrop, Maine. It was the Casablancas siblings. And I was forever banished.


“I really am sorry, you know,” I murmured when he stopped in front of my house, the engine still running. His stare was glued to the windshield, his jaw so tight it looked painful. “You guys are like my family. And I…I…” Like you so much. You are the two people I always felt truly myself with. But I didn’t have the guts to say these words. I swallowed. “And I hope everything works out for you.”


Row’s eyes, blank and hollow as a Greek statue’s, were still trained on the road ahead. “Good luck at Columbia.”


“Good luck in Paris.”


“Don’t need luck; got talent.”


He drove off without sparing me a glance. I stared at my clapboard stilt house, the color of strawberry ice cream, with the wraparound porch, pastel-potted plants, and knitted sweaters Mom wrapped the tree trunks in. Kooky, like its occupants. And I knew it would be a long time before I saw it again.


I never wanted to set foot back in Staindrop.


Not if my life depended on it.










Chapter One


Cal


“End of the Road”—Boyz II Men


Five Years Later


As it turned out, it was death that brought me back to Staindrop.


My father’s death to be exact.


“So, where did y’all bury Artem?” Melinda Fitch, our middle-aged neighbor, clutched her pearls in my parents’ living room, rearranging them across her heavy cleavage.


“Mom’s favorite vase.” I gestured in the direction of the mantel above our fireplace. The urn was a beautiful piece, a nineteenth- century silver and enamel samovar my babushka had brought to the U.S. when the Soviet Union collapsed.


Melinda barked out a high-pitched laugh. When she realized I wasn’t joking, she paled, pressing her lipsticked mouth to her cup of tea. “Wait, he got cremated?” She whispered the last word, like it was a swear word.


“No, we just pushed him in there. It’s really not that difficult when you squeeze someone one limb at a time,” I deadpanned.


Verbal diarrhea—one.


My flimsy reputation—minus thirty.


Melinda looked ready to bolt through our wall like a cartoon character. Her eyes were the size of derby hats. Most people weren’t accustomed to my zero-filter train of thoughts. Over the years, my coworkers and peers had learned how to ignore my foot-in-mouth, nervous blabbering. Mostly, anyway.


Melinda brought another biscuit to her lips, nibbling on its edges demurely. “May I ask…um, why you chose cremation?”


“He was an atheist. He didn’t believe in God, religious rituals, or the afterlife.” A sharp stab of emptiness impaled my stomach when I spoke about him. “He told us cremation was less burdensome on the ecosystem.” I could tell my words flew right over Melinda’s hair-sprayed do. She probably thought ecosystem was our AC brand.


My dad had stood out in the quaint small town of Staindrop, Maine, like a dildo in a church. He had taught physics at the local high school until the last month of his life and enjoyed chess, mental math, and volunteering twice a week at the local reservoir, collecting litter. He was ruthlessly pragmatic yet an oddly optimistic creature. His stage four cancer had bitten at his existence a chunk at a time but hadn’t stopped him from making every moment count.


Dad had been alive—not just living—until his very last breath in hospice. Only three days ago, we were still hunched over a game of chess, bickering over which hospice food was the most depressing (the porridge, hands down, no matter how much he loathed the Jell-O).


Now my living room was full of people I once knew offering their condolences. Everybody had brought a beet-based dish, Dad’s favorite root vegetable (and yes, he ranked them). Casseroles, cakes, au gratin beets, all in different shades of purple.


I went through the motions. Hugging people, answering mind-numbing questions. “How is New York?” Cold and pricey. “What are you doing there?” Waiting tables and mustering the courage to launch my own true crime podcast. “When are you planning on moving back?” Never seems like a good timeframe.


What shocked me the most was how easily I slipped back into the familiarity of this house I hadn’t set foot in for years. How it wrapped around me like an old dress. How drenched these walls were with timeless memories.


The only difference was that now, Dad wouldn’t materialize from the kitchen, a newspaper tucked under his armpit and a cup of honeyed tea in his hand, saying, “Tell me something good, Callichka.”


Spotting Mom on the other side of the living room, I cut through the mass of black-sheathed shoulders and rested a hand over her arm. She was squinting at a dessert tray, pretending to give it great thought.


“Hanging in there, Mom?” I brushed a wayward lock of hair from her eye. She nodded, pressing her lips together. I was her mini-me. Same almond-brown hair piled up in tight curls atop our heads, giant azure eyes, and petite frames.


“It’s just…” She shook her head, waving a frantic hand at her face to keep her tears at bay.


“What?” I rubbed her shoulder. “Tell me.”


She sliced a piece of sponge cake with her fork. “I feel…lighter. Like I can breathe again. Is that terrible?”


“Mom, no. Dad was sick for sixteen months, and he suffered every second of it. His relief is your relief. It’s hard watching someone you love hating their own existence.”


Dad had been sick of being sick. I had been in the room when he passed away. I had held his hand, stroked the thick blue veins running up and down the back of his palm. I’d sung his favorite song, “California Dreamin’” by the Mamas and the Papas.


I had sung it, fighting the tears and the lump in my throat. I’d envisioned him as a small boy, tucked in his cot in Leningrad, dreaming about golden beaches and tall palm trees. He must have imagined it too, because he’d smiled. Smiled as his systems began shutting down. Smiled as a lifetime of educating kids, uncoiling my mother’s yarn in precise increments when she knitted mittens, and stealing tea cakes from the cookie jar above the fridge when no one was looking had flashed before his eyes. Dad had smiled through it all. Because he knew that his happiness was my favorite view.


His hand had still been warm when he’d flatlined. The nurse had come in and squeezed my shoulder. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she’d said. But I had gained so much over the years. Love, resilience, and endless memories.


Mom rubbed her forehead, frowning. “Maybe I’m just in denial. It’s all going to dawn on me once you go back to New York and I stay here by myself. That’s when reality always kicks in, isn’t it?” She pressed a fist to her lips. “When everyone leaves and grief is your only companion.”


I clutched her in a hug, desperate to comfort her but not really sure how.


“You know, it’s going to be weird, the first time I sleep here by myself.” She glanced around the room, her throat bobbing with a swallow. “Even when Dad was at the hospice, I always had a friend stay over. I married him when I was twenty-one. I’m not even sure I know how to be alone.”


Mom needed someone next to her. The accusations Dylan had hurled in my face the night our friendship had perished crashed over me like a tsunami. About me being a shitty friend. Maybe I was a shitty daughter too. After all, I had managed to successfully avoid Staindrop for four years. I’d seen my parents plenty—we’d met in Portland, New York, and some places in between. But I never made the journey here.


Then I thought about being a parent. The act of sacrificing—your time, your sleep, your money, your attention, your concern, your love. All for…what? So that one day, your kid would give you half a hug and tell you that everything will be okay, then run off to New York, leaving a trail of half-assed apologies?


Mamushka always told me that when you became a mother, you expanded. Found ways to provide more of you to meet your child’s needs. Maybe it was time I expanded as a daughter too. Rose to the occasion.


“I’ll…I’ll stay here for a while,” I heard myself say. No permission was given by my brain for my mouth to utter these words. And yet, here they were. Out in the wild. Entering my mother’s ears before I could stop them.


“You’d do that for me?” Her head snapped up, eyes flaring with hope.


This woman changed your diapers. Band-Aided your boo-boos. Paid for your utterly useless degree. You are not going to bail on her just because you are frightened of Dylan Casablancas.


And that was what it boiled down to: Dylan. Row was long gone now. He became a world-famous bad-boy chef: restauranteur, reality TV judge, and Michelin-starred prince. Over the years, he had graced my television screen in frightening quantities. Smiling his dimpled smirk during morning shows before Thanksgiving to teach viewers how to make the perfect, moist stuffed turkey. Opening a new restaurant in a trendy European location on E! News, a Victoria’s Secret model draped on his arm, or as a grumpy judge on a low-stakes Netflix reality TV show, scowling at fancy dishes and barking obscenities at hopeful chefs. An entertainment columnist had once written, Ambrose Casablancas is what happens when Gordon Ramsay and James Dean have a secret child. I felt the entire sentence in my bones.


“Yup, I’m here for you.” I wrapped an arm around Mom’s scrawny shoulders. “We’ll make comfort food, watch movies, catch up. I’ll stay until January first, how does that sound?”


Let me tell you how that sounded to me—terrible. January first was eight weeks from now. That meant I’d bump into Dylan at some point. Into other people I wanted to see even less.


“Oh, Cal.” Mom patted her nose with a crumpling piece of tissue, mustering a grateful smile. “If it isn’t too much trouble.”


“Not at all. I missed you. I want to spend time together.”


If my bank account could speak, I was sure it’d tell me I was high. I couldn’t simply take time off. I still needed to work in order to pay for my Williamsburg apartment. And by apartment,I meant shoebox. A terribly expensive shoebox. I had to figure out a way to make money in Staindrop, and God knew the answer wasn’t going to be through my pipe dream, my unrecorded true crime podcast, Hot Girl Bummer.


“Only if you’re sure.” Mom clutched my arm. “I don’t want you to stop your life for me.”


“Don’t worry, there’s literally no life for me to stop.” I pulled her into another all-consuming hug, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “We’re going to have a blast, Mamushka. Just like the old days. You’ll see.”


“Really?” Hope painted her face.


“Really. Nothing will ruin this for us.”


As I said that, the door flung open and in walked Ambrose Casablancas.


And a very pregnant Dylan.










Chapter Two


Cal


“I’d Do Anything for Love (But I Won’t Do That)”—Meat Loaf


Dylan was pregnant.


Eighteen months pregnant by the look of it.


With triplets.


Holy shit, her belly was huge. Who was the father, Hodor? When had she gotten married? How come no one had told me?


“Mom,” I whisper-shouted, tugging on her sleeve, feeling the full weight of the entire continent pressing against my sternum. “Why didn’t you tell me Dylan got married?”


Terror laced through my veins. I was entirely unequipped to face the Casablancas siblings. Especially Dylan, who had ripped my heart out of my chest the last time we’d spoken and stomped on it until it had dispersed into dust. And what was Row doing here, anyway? Didn’t he have a reality TV contestant to yell at about their stew tasting like a diarrhea puddle? Because that had actually happened. I remembered watching that episode in horror and thinking, I had this man’s salami stuck in my canal.


Mom dazedly stirred her gaze from her sponge cake to the door, where people clamored around a ridiculously glowing Dylan.


“Married?” She frowned, her mouth clamping around an airy piece of buttery cake. “No, Callichka. Dylan didn’t get married.”


“She’s pregnant.” I gestured to my ex–best friend, as though this fact couldn’t be detected from Neptune. I knew I sounded judgmental. Plenty of people had children out of wedlock. This wasn’t the forties. But Dylan had always wanted a grand wedding. With a golden carriage and unicorns and white doves and five different dresses. She’d had ripped-out Vogue pages folded neatly inside her underwear drawer with flower decoration inspiration, like Pinterest didn’t exist.


“That’s right, Callichka. But the wedding ceremony isn’t how babies are made. I thought you knew that?” She frowned, cocking her head. “We never discussed the birds and the bees, did we?”


“Whose baby?” I looked around us frantically.


She stared at me like I was insane. “Why, Tucker Reid’s, of course. Who else?”


Who else? Good question. Maybe anyone who didn’t threaten to wedgie us all throughout high school.


Were they together now? When had it started? The night she’d caught me and Row? And how had Row even agreed to this? He was very trigger-happy when it came to guys he deemed unworthy of his sister. Which was every human alive, by the way. I was pretty sure Tucker’s nose and Row’s fist were intimately acquainted.


Also—Dylan had sex with Tucker Reid? He was a shithead but…kind of hot? I wanted to dissect that piece of juicy information immediately and at length. Problem was, it was Dylan I wanted to discuss it with.


Tucker. Freaking. Reid. I couldn’t get over the revelation.


He was our bully. Well, I guess now, technically, he was only my bully. Evidence suggested he no longer unpinned the Goosebumps pin-back buttons from Dylan’s JanSport and “accidentally” sneezed into the food on her tray at the cafeteria.


As if sensing our presence, Row and Dylan turned their heads in unison, catching sight of me and Mom.


Forever a responsible, sensible adult, I decided now was a good time to swivel toward the person behind me and launch into an avalanche of incoherent words to appear busy and unaffected. I didn’t want either of them to know how terrified I was of a showdown with them.


My poor victim was Lyle Cooper, a tiny carpenter in his seventies who used to have fish and chips with Dad every Sunday over beer.


“Lyle. Wow. Haven’t seen you in a long time. Let’s catch up!”


I was acutely aware of Row and Dylan as they sliced through the throng, ambling to my corner of the room. More accurately, Row was ambling and Dylan was wobbling. They stopped to talk to Mom, who stood right beside me, and I tried to simultaneously converse with Lyle and eavesdrop on their conversation.


“…sorry for your loss, Mrs. Litvin. Mom sends her regards…” Dylan.


“…pain can only be dulled by time, and you know we’re always here for you…” Also Dylan.


“…Artem was the first person to truly believe in me,” I heard Row say in his bottomless baritone that licked at my skin like fire. “He saw my potential, made me work for things; they say every kid needs one grown-up to love them and one to believe in them. My mother loved me. But Artem? He believed in me.”


My mouth kept on moving, and it occurred to me that I was talking to Lyle and that he was listening, though not with great enthusiasm. A troubled frown engraved his crumpled forehead, and he kept sloping his head back and forth. Was I even speaking in English?


“…all I’m saying is Meat Loaf shouldn’t have called it ‘I’d Do Anything for Love (But I Won’t Do That)’ because what’s even the point?” I rambled. Oh God. Someone shut me up. Immediately. “Well, Mr. Meat Loaf, clearly, you won’t do anything for love. There’s no exception to the word anything. Everything is kind of baked into the cake, you know? The song should’ve been called ‘I Would Do Most Things for Love.’ But I guess that would have been less catchy. It’s all about the marketing.”


In my periphery, I caught Row pressing his knuckles to his mouth, enjoying my first-degree murder of whatever coolness I had left.


“Ya know, I was never a big Meat Loaf fan.” Lyle took a pull of his Coors, his eyes searching for an escape route from the conversation. “The dish? Sure. Not so much the artist. Springsteen fan, myself.”


His eyes crinkled with affection, like I was a six-year-old trying to spell a new word. “Don’t worry, Calla.” He patted my arm, and I forced myself not to wince and jerk away. “You don’t need to be smart. You’re mighty pretty, just like your ma.”


Dylan chose that moment to unzip her colorful, wet windbreaker and shake it in my general direction. Raindrops caught my dress and peppered my eyes.


“Oops. Clumsy me,” Dylan singsonged, no trace of regret in her airy tone. “It’s been raining like a bitch today, huh?”


So much for giving me a break because I’m newly fatherless.


I turned around, coming face-to-face with my former best friend.


Her face alone made me want to cry again. She was so…Dylan. Her skin smooth to the point she looked like an AI figure. Every feature perfectly proportioned and Apollo-like. With a wide, dimpled Julia Roberts smile and the long, spidery legs of a runway model. She had that Eva Mendes glow that made her look sexy doing anything, including staring me down like I had just battered a baby panda with its own bamboo stick.


My gut pretzeled into itself a hundred times over.


I missed her.


I missed her, and I still wanted her forgiveness. Her love, acceptance, and quirky jokes.


“Not a problem. Mistakes happen.” My eyes twitched four, five, six times. Not even ten seconds had passed, and I already had a tic. I extended a hand for her to shake. “Thank you for coming.”


Row was standing next to her, but I had yet to muster up the courage to look directly at him. Dylan rolled her eyes, not taking my hand. “Ugh.” She looked disgusted with herself for even looking at me. “Come here, you annoying…piece…of…Cal.”


Using my outstretched hand, she tugged me forward. I crashed against her belly. She gave me a crush-your-bones hug full of reassurance. It felt like she’d put an oxygen mask to my face, breathing life into me.


“I’m still mad, but I’m also in pieces for you,” she mumbled into my hair, stroking it softly, the touch achingly familiar and comforting. “Artem was our bestie. Remember when he let us practice our makeup skills on him?”


“Yes,” I choked out, the memories flooding me like a river. “We weren’t even that young anymore. Thirteen, right? Totally past the cute stage.”


“The man could rock a winged blue eyeliner like nobody’s business.”


“So true.” My chin wobbled. “It really made his eyes pop.”


The waterworks officially began. I’m talking Bellagio fountain show. My eyeballs were leaking as she rubbed circles on my back. She smelled like old Dylan: Libre by YSL, bubble gum, and that scent that always lingered at the Casablancas’ household, of hearty Italian food.


“Dylan,” I gasped, melting into her hug, breaking into a million pieces and knowing somehow she’d hold me together. “It hurts so bad.”


“I know.” She kissed my ear, wet with salty tears. “I lost my dad three years ago.”


Doug Casablancas had died? And I hadn’t been there to comfort her?


I pulled away, wiping my face quickly. “What? I’m so sorry. I had no idea. Mom and Dad…no one said a thing to me. I would’ve dropped everythin—”


“It’s me.” She stepped back, and it seemed like we both sobered up from that hug. “I asked them not to. It fell on your second semester finals.”


“Who cares?” I asked, horrified. “I’d have dropped everything to be there for you. No questions asked.”


“I cared. One of us had to do something productive with her life. Even though…” Her eyes swept over me. “Looks like neither of us did. What happened to your fancy degree?”


Ouch. I chewed my inner cheek. “Working on a game plan right now.”


“You always needed a little push in the right direction.” A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “Admit it, Dot, my pep talks were your fuel.”


“Yeah, well, I was short on those in the past four years.” My nose twitched. There was an awkward pause. My mother drifted to a nearby group of people to give us some privacy.


“Whatever, you know?” Dylan blew out air. “I mean, you were a shitbag for screwing my brother. But…maybe the timing was convenient for me too.”


“How do you mean?” I frowned.


“It was a great excuse to cut ties with you before you cut ties with me.” Dylan stared down at her Adidas Superstars, biting hard on her lower lip. “Once you realized the big city was full of supercool people you could hang out with. I didn’t want to deal with the rejection. Didn’t want to feel like I wasn’t good enough for you anymore.”


She was crazy if she thought anyone I’d met in NYC could rival the awesomeness of her, but I could tell she didn’t want to talk about us. I grabbed her hands. They were limp against my own. It was time to change the subject.


“You’re pregnant!” I announced.


She looked up, her face awash with mockery. “Whoa. What gave it away?”


I chewed on the side of my lip. “Tucker’s?”


She nodded sheepishly before awarding me with her signature eye roll. “It’s lobster season, so he’s away on the boat for three to four weeks. Depending on the catch.”


“Tucker is a fisherman?” My eyebrows jumped to my hairline. I was so far out of the loop.


“Well, NASA reached out for the aerospace surgeon position, but he said the Texas weather didn’t agree with him.” She waved her hand to her face, fighting her pregnancy sweat. Dammit, I’d missed her sense of humor. “I mean, he’s a hunk, but not the brightest bulb in the chandelier. I’m pretty sure half the lobsters he catches are smarter than him.”


“I’m sorry,” I blurted out.


“Don’t be.” She ran a hand over her belly. “Remember we did those exams in ninth grade? My IQ is above average, so I think the baby will be fine.”


“I meant I’m sorry he is out in the ocean, risking his life.”


“Oh. I’m not,” she answered airily. “All he does when he’s around is watch football, drink beer, and complain I don’t fulfill my ‘womanly’ duties. Team Ocean all the way.”


There was a beat of silence as we both stared at each other. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I mouthed, You had sex with Tucker Reid, Dylan. Ohmigod.


That made her snort out a laugh. She slapped a hand over her mouth, frowning sternly. “Shut up. I’m still mad at you. I’m not here to make amends.”


“Not even if I beg really hard?” I wiggled my brows.


“Ask again after I eat. I’m hangry.” She glanced around the room, taking inventory of the people and dishes. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to make myself a pregnant lady plate and devour it while listening to a complete stranger reciting birthing horror stories to me. Last time I socialized, Melissa told me about her two inductions, steroids shots, and emergency C-section. Hard to top that, but I have faith.”


She sauntered away, leaving me with my heart in my throat and a pathetic determination to make things right between us. I had let her down once, but I wasn’t gonna do it again. A Dylan-less life was unthinkable now that I had another taste of her presence in my universe.


“Dot.” A husky voice drifted straight into my bloodstream, and I knew exactly who it belonged to. “My sincere condolences.”


Reluctantly, I sloped my head all the way up, extending my neck to stare Row in the eye. He was nearly a foot taller than me. Nausea twisted my stomach upside down.


He was so gorgeous. I was so screwed.


Row Casablancas had always been a showstopper, but this? This was the face of my feminism leaving my body permanently, buying a one-way ticket to Bora Bora.


The chiseled planes of his jawline, the dent in the center of his lower lip, the crinkles fanning his heavily lashed eyes. What business did he have being so attractive?


His lips moved, and that was when I realized he was talking to me while I was imagining myself riding that mouth like the future of the nation depended on it.


“Can you say that again?” I cleared my throat, thunderstruck by his features.


“Sorry about Artem,” he drawled in a tone normally used to announce first-degree murder verdicts. “My aversion to his daughter aside, he was truly one of a kind.”


We were definitely not on the same page. I wanted to climb this man like a tree. And he wanted me to fall from one and break my spine. It was obvious he wanted to be polite and move on. His body was already half-tilted to give me his back and walk off. My eyes ticked.


“Yeah.” I slipped my hair behind my ear. “I mean…I, uhm, agree.”


That’s not even a sentence, Cal. Just a collection of filler words.


He turned around, about to walk off and leave me there. Something compelled me not to leave it at that. Guilt, maybe?


“Do you remember much about him?” I blurted out.


Everyone who graduated from Staindrop High knew Dad. He was that teacher. With the checked shirts, nine pens in its breast pocket, and a fanny pack he’d gotten for free from his insurance company. But Dad had never discussed his relationships with other students with me. He’d cared about their privacy just as much as he had about his own.


“All the good parts.” His eyes crinkled. “Physics and chemistry were my favorite subjects in high school.”


“I didn’t…know…that.” This was awful. Looking at his face and trying to English properly at the same time. On second thought, it was time to wrap it up. “Well! Thanks for coming, I better—”


“I visited him the day before he passed.”


He had? I hadn’t even known he was in town. How had Mom failed to mention that?


Well, she didn’t know he took your virginity and whatever was left of your soul the night before you moved to NYC.


I stared at him, too shocked to pick up my jaw from the floor. “You did?”


“He asked if I was going to attend his ‘real fun.’” Row quoted with his fingers. That was what Dad had called his impending funeral. Real fun. Because he’d wanted people to be happy that he’d lived, not sad that he’d died. “Said to remind you that he isn’t in pain anymore. That he is probably in heaven right now, playing chess with Leonid Stein and Abe Turner and eating beluga caviar.”


I blinked at him, registering his words. That was the most Dad thing I’d ever heard. “He didn’t believe in heaven.”


“He said you’d say that. And to tell you that he was wrong. The first and last time that happened.” Row half shrugged.


Tears stung my eyes, but I was smiling. “What else did he say?”


“He asked you not to call it a celebration of life because that always feels like rubbing it in to the dead person.”


I felt my chin wobbling. “And you remembered his exact words?”


“Well, it is three sentences,” Row said coolly, glowering. “And I’m not a fucking idiot.”


“Is there anything else? Something more he wanted to tell me?”


“That’s all she wrote.”


I started laughing and crying simultaneously. Somewhere between touched and moved and completely shattered. Row said nothing. Just stared at me dispassionately with his liquid gold eyes. I wiped my face quickly. I hated that every encounter with this man involved me looking and acting like a hot mess. He twisted again, about to walk off and leave me. Man, he couldn’t stand me. I was going to keep him here and talk to him just to piss him off. How dare he? He took my virginity and it was my dad’s funeral. He was going to be nice to me if it was the last thing he did in his life.


“So how’s Paris?” I sniffled, wiping at my eyes.


He stopped midstep. Growled in dissatisfaction. Turned to look at me. “Don’t know. Ask someone who lives there.” He spun to pluck a clean plate from a stack on the table, piling it with food. He was downright arctic. Whatever grace he might’ve given me as a teenager did not extend to my adulthood.


“I asked you.” I tried peering into his face, dread blooming in the pit of my stomach. “Because you live there. Wikipedia says so. So it must be right. It’s right, right?”


“Great, another stalker.” He scowled, stabbing a piece of prosciutto with a plastic fork, loading it onto his plate.


Another? How many were there?


“You’re famous and I grew up with you. Of course I jealousy-googled you. It’s not like I stole your sperm. And hey, I actually had the chance.” I really needed to shut up. The sooner, the better. Twenty minutes ago would’ve been ideal.


“I live in Staindrop now” came the reluctant answer. “Though live is an exaggeration. This place doesn’t even have a fucking Whole Foods.”


We were going to be neighbors? Lovely. Things just kept getting worse for me. And I’d spent this morning picking up my father’s ashes from a crematorium. Sliding over a clean plate, I joined him, pretending to examine the options I myself had arranged there only an hour ago.


I wanted to make amends with Dylan. I’d just lost an important person in my life and craved balancing it out by returning a special someone to it. The way to Dylan’s heart passed through her brother’s approval. So maybe him and me occupying the same town wasn’t such a bad idea.


“Why’d you move back?” I piped out.


“Opened a restaurant here about a year ago.” He grabbed a piece of cherry pie, shoving it into his mouth without tasting it. “Descartes.”


His French accent was on point. So were my nipples, which apparently approved of his grasp of the French language. “Really? I hadn’t heard.”


“The Michelin people did. Gave it three stars. The first restaurant in the state of Maine to receive the honor. Just won the James Beard Award for it, actually. Guess that levels things out.”


Sarcasm was a good look on him. Hell, a trash bag probably would be too.


Also, why did he have to be good at everything he touched? It was completely exasperating to someone like me, whose life was a string of failures, interspersed by bodega runs and late-night trips to the laundromat.


“Why the name Descartes?” I munched on the corner of my mouth.


“Taco Bell was taken.” He rubbed his thumb over his lower lip, and my nether region clenched in response.


“No, what I mean is, why him of all philosophers?” Descartes was known for the connection he had made between geometry and algebra. My father had been fascinated by him and had spoken of him often.


“Are you always so full of questions?” he seethed.


“Are you always so full of attitude?” I sassed back.


“Yes,” he said simply. “Made an entire career based on it. Asshole is my entire personality.”


“You weren’t always like that,” I pointed out, my gaze holding his. “Once upon a time, you were the best part of my day some days.”


My confession frightened me. It was too honest, too raw. Row’s face remained blank and unimpressed. Not one muscle twitched. “What a crappy adolescence you must’ve had to put so much stock in someone who didn’t give a shit. Go back to torturing Lyle with your VH1 trivia.”


“You know, I think I’d rather torture you. You’re closer, and unlike Lyle, I don’t like you. So I guess you’re stuck with me.” I didn’t care about his scary reputation or the fact that I was usually a ball of anxious sunshine just trying to get along with everyone—I couldn’t let him get away with this kind of behavior.


Row’s eyes flicked over my frame briefly. He pushed another piece of unidentified food into his mouth. “You changed your hair color.”


“Just the tips.” I felt myself blushing and was surprised that I did. Yes, I’d had a crush on him when I was a teenager, but I was over him. I’d only thought about him whenever he popped up on my TV screen or in glossy magazine covers. “Indigo. It represents sadness and mourning.”


“Didn’t ask.”


“Didn’t care,” I fired back. “You won’t offend me with your offhanded attitude. I’m not one of your TV protégés.”


“If I stop answering you, will you go away?” He scrubbed his jaw with a frown.


I pressed a hand to my chest. “You wound me, Ambrose. I thought we could catch up.”


He said nothing, piling more food onto his already overflowing plate. Over the years, Row had opened and helmed upscale restaurants across Europe that were booked six months in advance, but that didn’t make him a food snob. He still liked mac-and-cheese casseroles and his momma’s famous lasagna.


Me? I chose my meals like I chose my paths in life—badly. Junk seemed to be the recurring theme in both of those fields, and I always ended up feeling like crap.


“I pick the color by my mood,” I heard myself drone on, even though Row certainly wasn’t keen for me to elaborate. “So, before Dad died, the tips were yellow. I was feeling kind of confident. Brave about the week ahead. I thought I had a few more days with him.”


He harrumphed to show me that he had heard me but offered no words of consolation. Wetting my lower lip, I said, “You know, I will be in town for a while…”


“Not interested,” he quipped, tone wry.


“Cocky much? I was going to say I’d really like to reconnect with Dylan.”


“You do? Huh, the feeling doesn’t seem to be mutual.” He brought a piece of Walmart pie to his lips, chewing slowly. If he found the flavor lacking, he didn’t show it. He stared at me indifferently. “She despises you.”


All thanks to you, slimeball.


Fine, that wasn’t fair. I took full responsibility for what happened. I’d played that night hundreds of times in my head over the past few years, and the only excuse I could come up with was a moment of sheer madness. It was like gambling away your entire life savings at the casino.


“She might forgive me.” I slammed a bread roll onto my plate.


“I might become a space cowboy.”


“No, you won’t.”


“My chances are better than yours, though,” he replied flippantly, popping a piece of cheese between his lips. “If Dylan’s forgiveness is what you’re after.”


“You seem to be taking a lot of pleasure in my misery over my fallout with your sister.” I squinted at him.


“A lot? No. A very modest amount? Sure, I’ll stand behind that.”


Lyle and Randy—the owner of the local food mart—whooshed past us in the cluttered living room, cutting the line to the quiches. Randy sent Row a fuming glare that concentrated enough hostility to fuel a nuclear bomb, baring his teeth at him.


“Hey, Casablancas. Come to ruin another fine piece of this small town?” he all but spat at Row’s feet as we stood on the buffet-style line along a table.


Whoa. What the hell? Row was royalty in this place. Staindrop’s golden boy. He had been handled with adoration and respect before he’d gone on to become the American Alain Ducasse. His shitty attitude added to his mysterious aura and bad-boy persona.


“I think I’m going to spare her.” Row dunked a sponge cake in an unidentifiable syrup, sniffing it before tossing it into his mouth. “Not my type and talks a mile a minute.”


Too stunned to be properly offended, all I could do was stare at him, jaw on the floor.


“I wasn’t talkin’ about Calla. I was talking about this house.” Randy balled his free fist, taking a step in Row’s direction.


“Talk all you want about either. As always, no one’s listening.” Row smirked defiantly.


Randy shoved his plate in Lyle’s chest, stepping into Row’s vicinity with his fist raised above his shoulder. “You got somethin’ to say to me, Chef?”


“Yeah, actually.” Row ate the rest of the distance between them, dropping his plate at the table with a loud clank. “Eat. Shit.”


Gasps erupted from every corner of the room. Whispers and loud shrieks ensued. And poor Lyle, who still looked only half-recovered from our Meat Loaf conversation, pushed Randy to the other side of the room, shoving at his chest like he was breaking up a bar fight.


“Knock it off and show some respect to Artem. Now’s not the time to discuss such things.” Lyle hushed his friend, and the two were immediately swallowed by a human flock of gossipers. Everybody’s eyes hung on Row’s face, and nobody came to his defense.


“What things?” I turned to look at Row, awestruck. “What did you do to make Lyle and Randy, two of the sweetest people on planet Earth, mad?”


He turned to glower at me. “Why don’t you ask them?”


Wasn’t it obvious? “Because I’m incapable of starting a conversation without turning it into a love fest for everything nineties related, and I will probably give both of them a ten-minute lecture about the origin of ‘Kiss from a Rose’ by Seal, which, by the way, is one of the greatest songs of all time. Ask anyone with ears.”


“You can’t help yourself, can you?” He gave me an exasperated look, shaking his head. “Well, I think I’m gonna let you brew in the unknown a little longer.”


“What an ass.”


“You know, I had the same thought when I walked into this place and you had your back to me.”


“Are you flirting with me or ridiculing me?” I stomped. Actually stomped. The man was insufferable.


“Neither.” He picked up his plate and resumed his feast. “Just fact-stating, is all.”


Tapping my finger over my mouth, I asked, “How come you didn’t kick Tuck’s butt for getting together with Dylan?”


“Who says I didn’t? Relocated his nose the first time they got together. Then closed the trunk door on his fingers, breaking four out of five, after their post–pregnancy test breakup.” Pause. “Accidentally, of course.”


“No, you didn’t.”


A somber nod. “He’ll never be able to jerk off again. His fingers look like deep-fried Cheetos.”


“Also—no, he didn’t.” I cupped my mouth, realizing Tucker had tried to weasel his way out of taking responsibility for that pregnancy.


“Tried to.”


“Whoa.” My eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. “Ballsy.”


“That was the next item on my list of bodily organs to destroy if he didn’t man up.”


“Are they together now?” I was thirsty for tidbits about Dylan’s life.


“Why don’t you ask Dylan…? Oh, that’s right.” He snapped his fingers, nodding. “Because she hates your guts.”


That was it. I’d had enough of his behavior.


“That she hates my guts, I understand completely, considering the circumstances.” I tossed my plate into the trash can under the tableclothed table in fury. It wasn’t like I had an appetite anyway. “But why do you loathe me? What did I ever do to you? I gave you the greatest gift of all.”


“Pretty sure you moved away because of college, not as a gesture of good faith.” He popped an olive into his mouth.
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