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For every brother who’s ever gone a round for his sister




prologue


FANGIRL DOWN


Kailyn


Eight Years Ago


“The key to success is to visualize it.” The soothing voice commands my attention, mostly because I’m wearing earbuds and it blocks everything else out. I resist the urge to check my schedule again—I know exactly where my class is since I walked the route yesterday and focus on the podcast. It’s my first day of law school and I’m determined to go in with a clear mind. “Close your eyes and visualize what your success looks like. Visualize success.”


“Visualize success,” I murmur, and close my eyes as I cut across the open field. It’s a shortcut and also a place where students hang out between classes.


“Exhale your anxiety,” the motivational podcast woman exhales into my ear. “And breathe in success.” Podcast Woman sucks in a windy breath.


“Inhale success.” The fresh scent of grass and trees tickles my nose, and I think maybe someone nearby might be wearing cologne, because I get a whiff of that, too.


I crack a lid, just to make sure I’m not wandering off course.


“What does your success look like? Visualize that success. Say it with me . . .”


I close my eyes and repeat it, visualizing finals and graduation and getting the best possible internships, having the best average in the class, getting the best job. I repeat the mantra as I continue across the open green space, more and more excited for my first class. I’m going to kick all the asses this year. I’m going to beat every single one of my classmates and climb my way to the very top. Like Mount Everest, except not terrifyingly dangerous.


I’m in the middle of visualizing winning my first case when I’m startled by a loud shout. I open my eyes to find a Frisbee hurtling toward me. Worse than the Frisbee, though, is the huge guy jumping to catch it—the air he gets is rather extraordinary—unfortunately, it’s sending him on a collision course, and I’m the object he’s due to hit.


My knapsack slips from my shoulder, and I trip over it as I try to avoid either the Frisbee or the guy. The mantra in my ears silences as the headphones pull free.


“Watch out!” someone yells.


I spin around, disoriented, and am slammed into by the guy with the amazing vertical.


“Oh shit!” he yells.


I grab on to his shoulders as I stumble over my stupid knapsack and pull him down with me. We land on the ground with an oomph. I’m still gripping his shirt, trying to figure out how this happened, and thinking about how much this is not how I visualize success at all.


“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” He braces himself on his forearms, pretty much doing a push-up on top of me. I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so embarrassed.


“I’d be a lot better if people watched where they were going,” I mutter as I try to extract my limbs from his without doing any damage to either of us. He’s straddling my leg, so any sudden movements and my knee and his man parts will meet in an unfriendly way. I note that he smells like fresh laundry, deodorant, and a hint of cologne, accented by watermelon gum.


His face is only about six inches from mine, so his frown is up close and rather personal. “You walked through the middle of our game.”


I glance toward the group of Frisbee players, realizing he’s right. I was so busy visualizing my own success that I totally screwed up their game.


“I’m so sorry. I was listening to a podca—” I look back up at him, and my explanation gets stuck in my throat when I stop to really take him in.


I recognize his face as one I’ve had endless fantasies about all through my teen years. And into my adult ones. As recently as last week, even.


His slightly annoyed expression shifts into amusement as I stare up at him, slack jawed. I’m still fisting his shirt. He’s still doing a push-up on top of me. Daxton Hughes’s thigh is between my legs.


“Holy crap!” My voice is too high and far too loud, especially considering my face is less than six inches from his. In fact, it’s a full-on shriek. As if I’m an eleven-year-old girl again. “You’re Daxton Hughes! I love you!” I take him totally off guard when I throw my arms around him, setting him off balance so that he lands on top of me. He’s remarkably heavy, but I don’t care because our bodies are flush against each other. I will never forget this moment for as long as I live. Daxton Hughes is lying on top of me! Too bad we’re not at the beach and both in bathing suits. Or in bed. Naked.


I’m still hugging him as he drags me up into a sitting position. It’s super awkward with the way we both have a knee perilously close to each other’s crotch. I also register how stiff he is, and exactly what I’ve just said and what I’m currently doing. We’re in the middle of an open expanse of field, and there are people everywhere.


Horrified, I release him and crabwalk backward, almost kneeing him in the man jewels. I clamber to my feet, taking a step back as he pushes up, rising to his full height. My God he’s tall, taller than I expected, and broad. But I suppose he’s grown into his body since he starred in my favorite TV show. My hands are flapping. Why are my hands flapping? I need to make my body stop doing weird things, but I’m out of control and my nervousness takes over, sending me careening into the land of insanely embarrassing behavior. There are too many witnesses.


His blue-green eyes, the color of a tropical ocean, are wide, and that momentary gorgeous smile falters. Which I understand, because I’m being that girl. I am never that girl. Except in this moment.


I gain semicontrol of my hands, toning down the flap to an uncoordinated wave of dismissal, in an attempt to erase those last words. But it’s too late to take them back. I also seem unable to do anything apart from spew embarrassing, nonsensical word vomit all over him. “I mean, I loved your show. Like, so much. It was my favorite, like, ever. I watched it every Tuesday night for years. All through junior high and then by high school they had these It’s My Life weekend marathons and me and my girlfriends would have sleepovers and stay up all night. You were amazing as Dustin. I think season three was my favorite, or maybe season four. Oh my God. I can’t believe you’re standing here. I can’t believe I’m meeting you.” I can’t believe my mouth keeps running.


With every overly loud admission, his jaw tics. I can’t tell if he’s embarrassed or irritated. Probably both. I wish someone would club me over the head and knock me out so I could stop this train wreck. I’m 100 percent starstruck, and even though I know I’m making an absolute fool out of myself, I’m unable to stop.


“Can I get your autograph? Maybe you can sign my schedule. Or my map. Oh! You can sign me!” I pick my knapsack up, along with my phone and earbuds, shoving those into my jeans pocket. I jam my hand in the front pocket of my knapsack, grasping for any kind of writing implement. I come up with a fistful of options, including a hot-pink highlighter. “Do you think this color will show up on my arm? Oh! How about my shirt? I mean, the pink doesn’t really match but whatevs, right?”


He covers my hand with his. He’s touching me again. On purpose! His eyes dart around, and he leans in close. “I’ll sign anything you want, but as much as I love your enthusiasm, and I really do, I’m trying to go under the radar, and you’ve got some cheerleader lungs on you.” His voice is much lower than mine, and I realize it’s an attempt to get me to quiet down.


I cover my mouth with my palm. “Right. Sorry. Oh my God. I’m so sorry. This is so embarrassing. I just . . . you have no idea. Or you probably do. I didn’t think you’d be so tall. And you’re even better looking up close. I always thought you must wear contacts. Your eyes are so pretty.” I squeeze my eyes shut. “I really need to shut up.”


He chuckles. “Your eyes are pretty, too.”


I crack a lid, and he gives me a lopsided smile as he plucks a Sharpie from my hand and scribbles on my knapsack. I’m never throwing it out, ever.


“Hughes, we gotta roll out,” someone calls.


He holds up a finger, then caps the Sharpie and passes it back. “I gotta get to class, but maybe I’ll see you around.” He winks and turns away, breaking into a jog as he catches a bag from one of his friends.


“I just met Daxton Hughes and he told me I have pretty eyes,” I say as I continue across the quad. A couple of girls sitting under a tree give me a weird look, but I don’t care. This is the best first day of law school ever. Embarrassment hits as I make a quick stop in the bathroom to prevent hyperventilating due to excessive excitement. I fangirled so hard, and he was so nice. And he touched me.


I always imagined that if I met one of my favorite celebrities, I’d act cool, be all casual about it, treat them like a regular person. Obviously I was very wrong about that.


I spend too much time in the bathroom making sure I look half-decent, and I’m forced to speed walk all the way to my building. By the time I arrive I have only two minutes to spare. So much for getting a good seat. It’s fine. Visualize success.


I enter the lecture hall through the back door, so I don’t have to pass the professor on my way in. I’m sweaty and disheveled as I scan the room. Only a few empty seats remain. I murmur excuse me as I shimmy down the aisle, forcing people to move their feet and bags. As I close in on the open seat, I approach a set of outstretched legs and mutter another excuse me. I’m so high on the awesomeness of my morning that I don’t see the messenger bag strap. I trip again, and end up sprawled over the set of legs.


“What the fu—” A takeout cup lands on the floor, and coffee splatters my face and shirt, a puddle forming under the seat I planned to take.


I struggle to right myself without putting my hand in the puddle of coffee. “Oh my God, I’m so sor—” For the second time in the past twenty minutes, I look up into familiar eyes. “This is like that episode from season two!” I’m careful to keep my voice down this time.


Daxton smirks, maybe remembering the episode I’m referring to. The one where the girl trips and falls into his lap and then they end up dating for the next three seasons.


Before he can say anything, the guy beside him pipes up. “Jesus, Hughes, can’t take you anywhere without some fangirl throwing herself at you, can we?”


They all burst into laughter, but Daxton rolls his eyes. “Don’t be a dick, McQueen, and move your damn bag. It’s your fault she tripped.”


He rearranges his legs and helps me right myself. I drop into the empty one beside him, throat tight and cheeks heating with embarrassment thanks to his friend’s comments. It’s too late to find another seat, and I’ve already drawn enough attention. People are staring and snickering. I have to adjust my feet and keep my knapsack in my lap so I don’t step in the spilled coffee. I’m so glad my hair is down today, because my face is on fire.


“Should we put bets on how many restraining orders you’re going to have to file this year?” one of his friends asks loudly.


My stomach twists and my skin feels hot and damp. My eyes threaten to water, so I dig my nails into my palms. The incident in the quad was one thing, but now there are all these eyes I can’t escape for the next hour.


Thankfully, the professor calls the class to order, and the snickering beside me quiets. At the end of class I keep my eyes on my bag as I shove my books back inside. A folded piece of paper drops onto my desk.


“See ya next week.” Daxton gives me a half grin and shoulders his knapsack, following his friends down the aisle.


I wait until they’re gone before I flip it open.


Exactly like season two ;)


Like a love-struck idiot, I carry that note around with me for the rest of the year and then tuck it away in my underwear drawer for safekeeping. Every time he says hello to me I practically swoon. When he arrives to class after me he sits behind me, and he smiles when he passes me on campus. And when the mock trials start up in class, we’re always against each other. It feels a lot like flirting.


But when it comes down to it, regardless of how friendly the competition seems, we’re all looking out for ourselves. So in our final year of law school when I go to him for help, I shouldn’t be surprised that he screws me over so he can have the thing I worked so hard for.


Fat lot of good all the visualizing success does for me in the end.




chapter one


BLAST FROM THE PAST


Kailyn


Present Day


The problem with temp assistants is that they don’t know the rules. Such as rule number one: Take down the name of the client before you book them an appointment. My regular assistant, Cara, is on vacation and I miss her so much right now. The only thing I know about my mystery client is that they’re a couple looking to set up a trust for their daughter. Pretty freaking broad. And I have zero time to call for details because they’ll be here any minute.


My mug is halfway to my mouth when my temp assistant throws my door open. “Your next client is here!”


Half a second later she’s ushering in a couple who look to be in their mid- to late fifties. A few steps behind them is a much younger man. A man I recognize.


The same man whose teenage self is forever immortalized on my It’s My Life mug. The mug isn’t particularly flattering, boasting an image of Daxton sobbing with the hashtag #mondayforever stamped under his tear-stained face.


I almost lose my grip on the mug. As it is, the liquid sloshes over the side and runs down my hand. Thankfully, it’s just water—yes, I drink it out of a mug. I like cups with handles. I rush to set the mug on my desk and wipe my wet hands on my skirt.


I guess my clients are no longer a mystery. “Mr. and Mrs. Hughes, it’s so lovely to meet you!” Shit. My voice is so pitchy.


I shake their hands as they introduce themselves as Craig and Evelyn, and then turn to Daxton, who’s only half paying attention since he has a phone in his hand and he’s clicking away on it. Probably plotting to take down another friend.


He’s still ridiculously gorgeous, possibly even better looking than he was five years ago. He’s filled out, the lankiness of his twenties giving way to a physique I’m sure he spends many hours a week staring at in a mirror while he lifts weights.


Beyond being attractive he has that magnetic appeal so many actors possess. It makes him the perfect lawyer. His beautiful face and commanding presence scream trust me. But I know better.


I hate that I can still appreciate how nice he is to look at. I wear a tight, practiced smile as I hold out a hand even though the last thing I want to do is touch him—okay, that’s a lie, I actually have a nervous flutter in my stomach. It’s annoying.


I wait for him to recognize me as his eyes move over me in a slow sweep. They linger on my legs for a few seconds, probably because of my patterned hose—it’s how I spice up my business wardrobe. When his eyes finally return to my face, his brow furrows slightly while he shakes my hand. “Daxton Hughes. Nice to meet you.” His eyes drift to the mug on my desk, and a smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth. Motherfucker. He doesn’t even remember me.


I pull my hand from his grasp, frustrated by the tingles shooting down my arm into inappropriate places thanks to a freaking handshake. “Why don’t we all have a seat?” I better not sound breathy to anyone but myself.


They settle into the chairs around the table in my office. I wish I could hide the mug, but the image is on both sides.


Dax stretches out his long legs and slips his phone into his pocket, muffling the constant buzzing of messages.


“My assistant, Laura, indicated that you’re interested in setting up a trust for your daughter.” I flip open my laptop, and the theme song to It’s My Life fills the room. The timing couldn’t be worse. My best friend Holly regularly sends me memes and video clips as a joke. Normally it’s not embarrassing because the guy who starred in the show isn’t sitting across from me, with his parents.


I slam my fingers on the keyboard, aiming for the Mute button, but all I succeed in doing is making it louder for a few painfully awkward seconds. “So sorry about that.”


Daxton wears an amused smile. Maybe it’s not the worst thing in the world that he doesn’t seem to remember me. I fold my hands on the table and focus my attention on his parents. The back of my neck is damp and my face is on fire. “The trust for your daughter. How can I be of assistance?”


Mrs. Hughes smiles kindly. Her graying hair is cut into a short, stylish bob. Her makeup is light and carefully applied. She’s not flashy, but she’s dressed nicely. She looks so sweet. It’s too bad she birthed a gorgeous asshole. I hope her daughter is nicer.


“We’d like to secure Emme’s savings, and Daxton wanted to join us.” She pats his hand.


Daxton smiles at his mother. “I thought it might be a good idea to tag along since the trust lawyer at my firm is on leave and they didn’t want to wait.”


“Whitman and Flood is one of the best firms in the city. You’ll be in good hands here,” I say proudly.


Evelyn nods her agreement. “I keep thinking she’s just a baby, but she’ll be thirteen soon enough and then eighteen is around the corner and the next thing you know they’re moving out.” She smiles fondly at her son. “Anyway, we didn’t set up a trust for Daxton when he was Emme’s age, and it probably would’ve been a lot easier on everyone if we had.”


“Daxton was always very responsible with his money, except for his first year of college,” Mr. Hughes says.


“You could hardly blame him for that. Daxton used to star on a TV show when he was Emme’s age.” Her gaze darts to my mug for a second.


Daxton’s cheeks flush a little. “Mom, we’re not really here to ta—”


“I’m sure Miss Flowers knows what it’s like to have braggy parents,” Mr. Hughes breaks in.


I smile but the comment makes my heart twinge. It’s been a long time since someone bragged about my accomplishments, and the man who stole my biggest one is sitting on the other side of the table, and apparently doesn’t remember the way he screwed me. Not literally, thank God.


“Please, call me Kailyn,” I say through a granite smile.


Daxton’s brows pull down and he tips his head to the side, inspecting me.


“Where did you go to law school, Kailyn?” Evelyn asks.


“UCLA.”


“Really? Daxton went to law school there, too! What year did you graduate? It couldn’t have been that long ago, you’re so young.”


I fight with my hands to stay folded on the table rather than allow them to flutter around. “It’s been five years.”


“Oh my goodness! Daxton!” She grabs his arm. “You went to law school at the same time! Did you know each other?”


“We might’ve run into each other once or twice on campus.” I look to Daxton, waiting for him to acknowledge, to remember. Waiting for a sign that he feels some kind of remorse over what he did. While we never hung out, we were always competing with each other. We bantered in class, especially during debates, sometimes to the point where the professor would have to put a stop to it. It felt a little like verbal foreplay at the time. It kept us both entertained, or so I’d thought.


Daxton’s eyebrows shoot up. “Holy shit!”


“Daxton!” His mother slaps his arm.


“Sorry. Wow. Kailyn. I didn’t recognize you.” He rubs his fingers over his bottom lip, eyes moving over my face again in a way that reminds me a lot of how he looked at me in law school. “You, uh . . . look so different. Good. You look good.”


I give him a tight smile and adjust my glasses, wishing I’d worn contact lenses today. “Yes, well, T-shirts and jeans don’t quite cut it in the business world, as I’m sure you know.”


His eyes drift down. “I liked you in jeans and T-shirts.”


“Did you have classes together? Were you friends?” His mother seems oblivious to the tension flaring between us.


“We had a lot of classes together,” Daxton replies, gaze locking on mine.


Why is it so hot in here all of a sudden? “But we weren’t exactly friends.” I pick up my pen and flip it between my fingers to avoid pulling at the collar of my blouse, which feels too tight.


He tips his head to the side, his expression curious. “We were friendly rivals, though, weren’t we? You kept me on my toes, always two steps ahead of everyone else, me included most of the time. It was hard to compete with beauty and brains.”


I bark out a laugh. At one time I’d almost believed we were friends, but he’d proved me wrong. “Rivals, sure. Friends don’t generally screw each other over by stealing the top spot in the class, do they?”


“Stealing . . . what?” His brow pulls down. “I worked my ass off for that. You can’t be mad about that after five years.”


I sure as hell can still be mad about it, especially when he’s acting like he earned it fairly. As we stare each other down, I briefly wish I’d pursued criminal law instead of trust law as a career. Then I would have much better knowledge of how to get away with murder.


At the clearing of a throat, I’m suddenly aware that I’m being completely unprofessional, and this juvenile battle is being witnessed by my potential clients, who are also his parents.


“Well, you two are certainly full of fire, aren’t you?” his mother chuckles.


I don’t want to let it go, but if I push this further, I’m at risk of embarrassing myself, and I don’t want to give Daxton the satisfaction of seeing how much he gets to me. Still. But this is the first opportunity I’ve had to confront him in five years, so it takes an infinite amount of grace to stow the anger and fix my face with a fake smile. “Daxton and I were always competing for head of the class. In the end I came in second. Anyway, you’re not here to talk about law school. Let’s discuss Emme’s trust and how you’d like the funds allocated. I’m sure we can set up a great plan that will help her manage her money responsibly as she grows.”


I spend the next hour reviewing the insane amount of money this almost-thirteen-year-old girl has amassed from six years’ worth of commercials. It makes me wish for the briefest moment that my parents had been more Hollywood. And then I take a look at Dax and remember why it’s good not to fall into the trap of believing you’re above reproach. So much so that he’s convinced himself he earned something he stole.


Once we’ve addressed the major concerns, I inform his parents that I’ll have papers for them to review in a couple of weeks.


As I usher them out the door, Daxton snags a card. “It looks likes you’ve really got it together here.” He scans my office.


“It’s a great firm.” Hints of my personality bleed through in the quirky memorabilia and trinkets I keep on my desk and that hang from the wall.


“It was nice to see you again, Kailyn,” he says, but this time his eyes aren’t on the walls. Once again he’s checking out my legs as he does another slow sweep of my funky patterned hose.


“Likewise,” I reply, but my tone sounds a lot more like fuck you.


He has the nerve to wink as he slips the card into his breast pocket and follows his parents out of my office. Once he’s gone I flip the double bird at the wall and mouth all sorts of profanity. It’s highly immature. That man brings out the worst in me. I wish I’d had five minutes alone with him so I could finally confront him about what he did and rip him a nice new asshole.


I glance at the clock and realize I’m running late for lunch. Normally that wouldn’t be a problem since I often skip real food in lieu of a bag of Sour Patch Kids, or whatever candy I have stashed in my desk—not particularly health conscious of me, but it gets me through when I don’t feel like taking a break.


Today my best friend and I have a lunch date at our favorite bistro and I have a full schedule this afternoon, so being late means less time with her, and I now need to vent post–Hughes meeting. I shoot her a message to let her know I’m on my way. Holly’s already seated on the patio when I arrive. She pushes away from the table and pulls me in for a tight hug. “Thanks for making time for me.”


Holly is a compulsive hugger, and even though I expect the affection from her, it still takes a moment before I remember to return the gesture. “Of course. Anything for you.”


Holly and I have been friends since I moved next door to her at the age of three. Apart from when she went to college in Santa Barbara, we’ve always lived in the same city.


“So you’ll never believe who came by my office this morning,” I say as we drop into the chairs across from each other.


“Does that mean you want me to guess?” Holly half smiles and raises her eyebrows.


“You can try, but I doubt you’ll get it right.”


“Oooh, now I’m really intrigued. Was it that guy from that law conference last month, the one who wanted to see your not-so-legal briefs?”


I roll my eyes. “Oh my God, no, and that was literally the worst line in the history of lines. Try again.”


“Just tell me. You’re all worked up about it with the way you’re fidgeting, so it’s got to be good.” She motions to my hands.


I’m twisting my napkin into what could approximate a sword, or a knife.


Before I can respond the server comes by. Neither of us needs to open our menu. We come here so often we could practically recite it to each other.


Once our server has taken our order, Holly makes a go-ahead motion with her hand and props her chin on her fist.


“Daxton Hughes.” When she does nothing but blink at me, I add, “You know, the guy from It’s My Life. The show we watched like it was our religion every Tuesday for years.”


“Oh, I know who Daxton Hughes is. You pretty much talked about him nonstop for the entire three years you were in law school, and the ten years before that, too.”


“Well, he turned out to be asshole, in the end, didn’t he?” I mutter. “And that hasn’t changed at all in the last five years, either.”


“Oh? What happened? What was he there for? Oooh! Does he have an illegitimate love child he’s trying to keep secret?”


I glance around the restaurant and make a keep it down gesture. The meeting wasn’t really about him, so telling Holly isn’t a big deal, but I don’t need to broadcast it. “No, he was with his parents and they’re setting up a family trust.”


“That’s way less exciting than an illegitimate love child.” Holly frowns. “It’s actually sweet that he would help his parents do that.”


“Do not call Daxton Hughes sweet! He is the opposite of sweet.”


Holly bites back a smile. “Let it all out. You know you want to.”


I glare, but she’s right. I’m so agitated now. “You know what’s even worse? He didn’t even recognize me at first.” I start flailing, as is typical when I’m edgy. “We went to law school together for three years.”


“Five years ago.”


“Still, you’d think he’d remember the person he intentionally screwed over.” I grip the edge of the table and lean forward. “He couldn’t believe that I was still angry that he stole the top spot!”


The corner of Holly’s mouth twitches. “Pretty sure you’d get the top spot for holding a grudge.”


“It’s not funny! You’re supposed to be sympathetic!”


“I am sympathetic. But from what I remember, you two were always in competition with each other.”


“He handed in my paper late!”


“Why didn’t you just email it?”


“My professor was old-school and shunned technology. If he’d handed it in on time like he said he would, late marks wouldn’t have been deducted and my GPA would’ve been higher than his. I even went to the professor about it and he said there was nothing he could do.” I lean back as the server sets our plates in front of us. I unwrap my silverware and aggressively stab a sweet potato fry.


“You know, Kay, maybe you should pull out one of those It’s My Life Daxton Barbie dolls you have and perform some voodoo. It might make you feel better.”


I roll my eyes. “I didn’t expect to see him, like, ever again, and he was so smirky and smug and kind of flirty and just . . . gah! And he’s still hot, and he still has all his hair. I just hate him!”


“So does that mean we’re not having that It’s My Life rerun marathon this weekend?”


I shoot her a dirty look. “That show is banned for life. Oh, and thanks so much for that clip you sent me this morning. It just happened to pop up right as the Hugheses came into my office.”


“Oh my God! What are the chances of that happening at that exact moment?”


I shoot anger beams at her from my eyes. “I almost died of embarrassment.”


“Are you sure you don’t want to have a rerun marathon? It might be cathartic to yell at him, even if it’s just on a TV screen.”


“Har har, Holly, har har.” I exhale a long slow breath and run my hands over my thighs. I really need to calm down. “Okay, I think I’m done venting. Sorry. That man just riles me up in the worst way. Let’s change the subject. How’s work? How’s that adoption case you were dealing with? Is everything okay there?”


Holly smiles, but it’s sad. “Physically, Hope is thriving.”


“Uh-oh. It sounds like there’s a ‘but’ in there.” This is what I need, a distraction from Daxton Hughes and his gorgeous smirk and asshole attitude.


“Unfortunately the birth mother has had a change of heart and there’s a problem with the adoption paperwork.”


That makes me sit up straighter. Holly is a social worker and often deals with custody issues. “What kind of problem?”


“The lawyer who drew up the contracts was sloppy about it, and the adoptive parents, the Lipsons, didn’t see the loopholes. It looks like the birth mom might be able to take custody of Hope.”


My stomach sinks. Her mother is a recovering addict, and while she was clean through the pregnancy, past behavior has had her falling into old patterns when the stress gets to be too much. Sadly, retaining custody of Hope is more about the government check than being able to raise her.


I tap on the edge of the table, considering the options for the Lipsons. As someone who was adopted at the age of three and removed from a home where love was only shown to the public assistance check that came on a monthly basis, I found the travesty in this a particularly difficult pill to swallow. “What if I could take on the case pro bono?”


Holly shakes her head. “You’re working toward a partnership. You don’t have time to take on something like this. Besides, it’s so close to your own experience.”


“Which is exactly why I should take it on. Who better to fight for these parents than someone who’s experienced the flaws in the system? It might actually help me earn the partnership in the long run. I’ll talk to Beverly, but I think she’ll see the benefit.”


“Are you sure? It’s a lot to add to your caseload.” Holly’s hopeful expression fortifies my resolve. While I’ve spent the past five years working primarily in trusts, I’ve always been interested in this side of law. Enough that I’ve studied adoption contracts and cases outside of work hours. It’s sort of a hobby, which is a little sad, I realize, since it’s also related to work.


“If it keeps one little girl with a loving family, then it’s worth it. I’ll just have to cancel all my Friday night dates.” I grin cheekily, hoping to lighten the mood.


Holly rolls her eyes. “You can’t do that. I’ll be lonely.”


We both laugh.


Holly pokes at the lemon floating in her glass with the end of her straw. “But seriously, we should probably think about dating actual men one of these days.”


I snort. “Boyfriends are too much work. They want things, like time and energy.”


“And blow jobs, don’t forget those.” Holly snickers.


“Yes, all things I don’t have to spare or really don’t feel like giving freely. Besides, I have cats. They’re lower maintenance.” Linus and Shirley are my sweet tabbies. The only time they’re a problem is when I’m cooking bacon, but otherwise they’re incredibly well behaved.


She spears a fry and points it at me. “If you ever run into Daxton again, you could give hate fucking him a try. I hear it’s a good way to exorcise a grudge.”


“Since I’m not planning on running into him ever again, it looks like I just get to hold on to that grudge.”




chapter two


ORPHANS


Daxton


Six Months Later


I’m staring at a stupid meme—of myself. The image is more than a decade and a half old, but it never seems to stop circulating the internet abyss. It’s one of those I Hate Monday memes, complete with an ugly cry face.


One of my colleagues and close friends sent it early this morning, so it’s the first email I check. Felix McQueen, a defense lawyer at Freeman and Associates, does it at least once a month under the guise of an URGENT email. We’ve been tight since undergrad, so I put up with his shit.


Also, his emails often are urgent, so I rarely hesitate to open them. He thinks he’s being funny, but in reality it’s another reminder that I will never live down my years as a child TV star, no matter how far I’ve come since the days of Teen Beat magazine spreads.


The knock on my door has me closing the email. Not that it matters. Everyone in the office has seen the same damn meme at some point. Felix has a coffee mug boasting the image, and he loves to drink out of it at meetings. Because he’s an asshole. Whatever. At least my humiliation is profitable. And I’m immune to it. Mostly.


I flip Felix off as his head appears in the doorway. “Thanks for being an asshole, asshole.”


He makes a face, one I can’t really read. “Sorry about the stupid email. I wouldn’t have sent it if I’d known.”


“Known what?”


He mutters something I don’t catch, his expression somber, almost convincing in his remorse. “I gotta talk to you.”


I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest, a heavy feeling I can’t explain settling in my gut. I brush it off with sarcasm. “I already know there’s a twenty-four-hour It’s My Life marathon this weekend. No, I don’t want to watch it with you and let my vagina hang out.”


He closes the door behind him and passes a hand over his tie. He seems fidgety, which is unlike him.


“What’s wrong? Did you lose the Kent case?” The jury has been deliberating for two days. It’s only a matter of time before they make a decision, but it could go either way.


Felix shakes his head, refusing to look me in the eye as he comes around the side of my desk. “It’s not about a case.”


“Well then, what’s it about? What’s with this?” I motion to his serious face.


He scrubs at his chin with his palm, expelling a long breath. “Your parents were in a car accident.”


Disbelief needles under my skin, but anger is what pushes to the surface. “Don’t fuck with me, Felix.”


He licks his lips, throat bobbing with a hard swallow. “I wish I was, but I’m not.”


My chair flies backward as I push to stand, making the glass rattle when it connects with the windowpane behind me. “Are they okay? Which hospital were they taken to? How bad was the accident?”


The answers I don’t want are already written on his face in grief. “It was fatal. I’m so sorry.”


His statement ricochets around in my head, the word fatal a blow to the heart. “They’re . . . dead? Both of them?” I have to strain to hear him over the rush of blood in my ears.


“They were on the freeway. A tractor trailer jackknifed.”


“How did you find out? How do you know this?” Everything feels like it’s moving in slow motion and fast-forward at the same time. My mind spins with this new, horrifying truth.


“The police are here. I thought it would be better if the news came from someone who gives a shit. I’m so sorry, Dax. The police said they died on impact. Your parents wouldn’t have felt anything.”


I reach behind me for my chair and drop back into it, my legs suddenly watery. I drag a palm down my face, the news pinging around in my head, unwilling to settle. A crushing realization hammers into me: This loss isn’t just mine. This sudden gaping hole in my chest is echoed in another, more fragile body. “Emme?”


“She’s at school. She doesn’t know yet.”


I root around in my desk for my keys. “I have to— I need to get her. I need to be the one who tells her. I don’t want anyone else to tell her.” Poor Emme. I’m thirty and this is crushing me. How is this going to impact my kid sister? How is she going to survive without parents?


I round my desk only to have Felix step in front of the door. “Whoa, Dax, you can’t drive.”


I fist the lapels of his suit jacket, anger and grief stealing rationality. “They’re her world. I need to get her, and you need to get out of my fucking way.”


He puts his hands on my shoulders, none of my aggression echoed in him. “I know, man. I’ll take you. You have to keep it together though, okay? You’re all she has. If you need to fall apart, do it now, because you have to be in control once you get to her.”


He’s right. I’m all she has. And now she’s all I have, too. I’m not sure which one of us is worse off for it.


Before I can leave the office, I speak with the cops. Felix was right to be the one to tell me. They wear apathetic expressions, so accustomed to delivering bad news in the form of death. I vomit into the wastebasket beside my desk when I find out the tractor trailer was a fuel truck that exploded on impact. Which is also the moment I break down.


I don’t remember cleaning myself up in the bathroom after the cops leave. I don’t remember getting into the elevator with Felix. I don’t remember getting into his car. When I arrive at the school, I tell Felix not to bother waiting. We’ll get an Uber or something. I don’t know how long this is going to take, and as much as Felix is my best friend, I need to do this with Emme on my own.


My entire body feels as if it’s encased in cement. It’s so hard to move, to think. The pain in my chest is a vicious, pervasive ache I can barely function around as I climb the stairs to the front doors.


I arrive at the beginning of lunch. I wait in a chair beside a sullen preteen boy who’s clearly gotten himself into trouble based on his hunched shoulders, while they retrieve Emme from the cafeteria.


“Daxton? What’re you doing here?” I look up to find my aunt Linda, my mother’s sister, standing behind the reception desk as grating bells ring through the building. Her questioning smile drops as she takes me in.


I’m sure my eyes are red rimmed and my expression is grim. I push up out of the chair with the half-destroyed armrests and run a heavy hand through my hair. “I need to see Emme.”


“Is everything okay?” Linda asks, suddenly on alert.


“No. It’s not.”


Before I can explain further, Emme’s excited voice twists my stomach into a tighter knot. “Dax?”


I turn to find her standing in the middle of the office. I wish I could bottle her happiness at this moment since I’m about to take it all away. Her wide smile lights up her face, dark eyes sparkling with excitement as she practically dances her way to me. She throws her arms around me. “Are you here to take me for lunch?”


It’s always something I tell her I’ll do when I see her at Sunday lunch, but work makes it difficult to follow through, especially since her school is a good twenty minutes from my office. I worry I’ve been a shit brother, too focused on my own life to be bothered to be part of hers outside of family events.


I hug her tightly, hating that I’m about to crush her world. The pain is brutally raw, scraping at the inside of my heart.


She pushes away, her smile full of anticipation. I want to preserve this innocence, keep her safe from the harsh realities of the world for a few more moments.


Her expression falls, sharp brown eyes taking me in. “What’s wrong?”


I can’t protect her from this. Nothing will soften this violent blow. “It’s about Mom and Dad.”


“What?” She looks around as if she expects them to appear.


My next words will change her entire life. “They were in a car accident.”


The color drains from her face. I wish we were somewhere else. Anywhere else. Somewhere without eyes on us. A room with walls and comfort and privacy.


She lifts her purple-painted nails to her lips. “Are they okay?”


My head feels heavy as I give it a slow shake. “I’m sorry. They’re gone, Emme.”


“Gone?” she echoes.


“They’re . . . dead. They died in the accident.” The words spit out like sharp gravel popping under tires.


Her hand drops to press against her chest, as if she’s trying to keep her heart from cracking open inside. “No.” She shakes her head furiously. “They dropped me off this morning. I had a dentist appointment. They were just here. They were just here!” Her voice rises, her fear giving way to a rush of anger as I reach out to comfort her.


“No!” She shoves me.


“Emme!” Aunt Linda’s eyes are wide with the same shock as my sister’s.


I’d forgotten she was here.


“I’m so sorry, Em.”


I grab her fists when she tries to pummel me, and I pull her against my chest, wrapping my arms around her. I want to shield her from the agony as the truth sets in and she crumples.


“No, Dax, no.” The fight leaves her and she sags against me, breaking into a fit of sobs, the sound full of anguish. “They were just here. They can’t be gone.”


And all I can do is tell her how sorry I am. Over and over.




chapter three


NUMB


Daxton


The funeral is much like pouring lemon juice on a fresh wound. Emme is a mess. I’m a mess. I act as her anchor to keep us both from drifting away in a stormy sea of raw emotions and we drag ourselves through the day together. We’ve shaken hundreds of hands, accepted as many hugs and condolences, but it in no way dispels the feeling that we’re floating, untethered in the unknown.


I’m slouched in a beanbag chair on the floor, staring at the glow-in-the-dark solar system on Emme’s ceiling, wondering how bad the pain will be before it starts to get better. Easier.


Emme rolls onto her side in her girlie double bed, the stuffed llama she grew out of years ago tucked under her chin. “Dax?”


Her bedside lamp casts shadows over her face, making her dark eyes look hollow. She’s been sleeping with the light on since Mom and Dad passed.


“What’s up, kiddo?”


Her fingers are at her mouth. Her nails are bitten ragged, the skin around them torn and bleeding. She’s so anxious and emotional, no wonder she doesn’t want to sleep alone.


“Mom had to reschedule my dentist appointment because it was at the same time as my presentation. That’s why they drove me to school.”


“Ah, kiddo, you can’t blame yourself for this.”


“But they might still be here. They might not be gone—” She breaks down again, as she’s done so many times over the past few days. She uses her stuffed llama’s feet to wipe her tears away. She looks so young, like the little girl whose scrapes I sometimes bandaged so many years ago. But I can’t cover this wound with a Band-Aid. It’s just too deep.


I want to tell her to try not to think about it, to just remember the good things, but Emme is like me in this regard. She can’t stop thinking about it, and not talking isn’t going to help her. I brush her hair away from her face—something I’ve seen my mother do a million times. I wish I had the right words and my mother’s soft hug to make it better.


“They could’ve stopped at a coffee shop on the way to the freeway, Em. If they’d been one minute either way, it could’ve been someone else and not them. It’s not your fault.”


“I just want them back. I want to wake up and I want them to be here and I want this to just be a really bad dream.”


“I know. Me, too.”


I let her cry, because I don’t know what else to do. When there are no more tears, she asks in a meek voice if I’ll stay until she falls asleep. I pull the beanbag chair next to her bed and settle in.


I wake up at midnight with a stiff back. Emme is fast asleep. Thank God. She’s been up the past couple of nights with bad dreams, and I stay with her until she falls asleep again. I tiptoe out of her room and down the hall, desperate not to disturb her.


I’m exhausted, but now that I’m awake, my brain is in motion. Tomorrow the lawyer is coming to read the will. He knew my dad personally, so the house call is out of respect for him and our family. There’s so much paperwork to go through, and my mind has been scattered. I decide it might be best to review some of it before Thomas arrives in the morning so that I’m somewhat prepared. Especially where Emme and custody are concerned.


Light seeps out from the crack at the bottom of my dad’s office door. I don’t remember leaving it on when I was in there earlier. Aunt Linda jumps when I push it open to peek inside. She’s been staying with us during the funeral arrangements, which has been helpful, sort of. She has a habit of coming in and taking over, which can be hard to handle.
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