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  Love many things,




  for therein lies the true strength,




  and whosoever loves much performs much,




  and can accomplish much, and what is done in love is done well.




  —VINCENT VAN GOGH
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  One




  CALEB BARELY STIFLED a grimace.




  Across the table from him, Amber burst into tears. He hated how good he had gotten at predicting when the emotional shit would hit the fan. The chin quiver, the reddening of the nose, the

  welling of the eyes—he had memorized all the signs. What grated most was that the skill came from years of experience. He could teach a Master’s class in Jerkology. In his defense, he

  thought he had made things clear at the start of senior year. Amber had readily agreed to no-strings-attached fun.




  The original plan was to break up with her a week before he left for Europe with his cousin Nathan. Unfortunately for him and his carefully crafted post-summer breakup speech, she had other

  plans. Yesterday, at her graduation after-party, she invited him out on the dock behind her house and broke his number one rule under the moonlight. If he were less messed up, he would have been

  happy to have someone like Amber in his life. Beautiful. Well-bred. A girl his father would approve of. Instead he kissed her on the cheek, made some excuse about running an errand, left the party,

  and then sent her a text asking to meet him at the country club for lunch.




  He pushed the starched white napkin on his side toward her. Ignoring it, she opened the small purse she had with her and pulled out a neatly folded square of tissue. She dabbed at the corners of

  her eyes and sniffed. He suspected crocodile tears from the way her actions seemed so rehearsed. Each sniff and silent sob orchestrated to tug at his heart, or whatever was left inside his chest.

  As far as he was concerned, the muscle had been buried along with his mother all those years ago.




  Tapping the table with his index finger, he admitted to himself that asking her out to lunch to break up with her might not have been the best idea. He definitely shouldn’t have started

  the speech right after ordering a blue cheese burger and truffle fries for himself and a Caesar salad with croutons, anchovies, and dressing on the side for her. But he’d had to stop this

  before Amber’s feelings dug in deeper. In his mind, he was doing her a favor.




  Heads swiveled their way from curious onlookers. Since it was the weekend, the dining room was packed. Another strike against him. Caleb shut his eyes to keep from rolling them when the women

  began whispering. Before sundown, news would reach the farthest corners of Dodge Cove. He could see the headline in big, bold letters: FAMOUS LAWYER’S

  SON BREAKS UP WITH IMPORTANT CLIENT’S DAUGHTER.




  “Amber,” he said, his eyebrows coming together. She gasped as if he had lobbed a grenade at her. He sighed and schooled his features into a more charming mask. “Look, I’m

  sorry.”




  “But . . . but . . . you and me . . .” Her shoulders hitched up with every word she attempted to say. Hiccups prevented her from continuing. Thank God for small miracles. This

  situation was painful enough without her having to justify why they were perfect for each other.




  No longer interested in Amber’s hysterics, Caleb waved one of the waitstaff over. A girl about his age shuffled toward him. He paused.




  Her eyes startled him—warm brown with specks of gold. Yet there was no light behind her remarkable irises. It was like she looked past him. Her brown hair fell in a messy braid over her

  shoulder as if she hadn’t bothered running a comb through the strands before weaving them together. Her skin stood out despite the blandness of the country club’s uniform of tan slacks

  and button-down in a color Nathan called sherbet—whatever the hell that was.




  This time he didn’t bother hiding his grimace when an ear-piercing keen accompanied Amber’s hiccups. “Can you bring us two glasses of water?” He glanced at her name tag.

  “Diana.”




  Diana Alexander, or Didi as they called her, forced a smile on her face when the stretching of the muscles around her lips was the last thing she wanted to do. She nodded at

  the trust-fund brat who had reduced the poor girl sitting across from him to a mess of tears, and then turned on her heel to do as she had been asked. She should probably care more, but she

  couldn’t bring herself to do so. If she wanted to make it through this day, she had to keep it together.




  At the bar, she took a deep breath that didn’t quite make it into her lungs. Exhaling anyway, she concentrated on her task. With practiced movements, she pulled a circular tray from the

  stack and placed two glasses in the middle. Then she reached for the pitcher with cucumber and lemon slices floating with ice in the rich-people water and poured. Once the glasses were

  three-quarters of the way full, she balanced the tray on her open palm and returned to the table.




  In the background, a middle-aged man asked for extra parmesan cheese. She ignored him, reminding herself to chill. Just attend to one table at a time.




  She had woken up to a dead alarm clock because the power must have been cut in the middle of the night. This triggered the downhill slide. Her mom had probably run out of money before paying the

  bill . . . again.




  No power meant no hot water, so no shower. To make matters worse, she’d had to make do with yesterday’s uniform since she’d been too exhausted to run the wash. And no matter

  how hard she looked, she couldn’t find her white tennis shoes, which forced her to wear boots that had seen better days.




  Another patron calling her name surprised Didi out of her head. She tripped as she stepped on the shoelace she kept forgetting to tie, sending the tray lifting out of her hand. She managed to

  catch the tray by taking a step forward and placing her free hand on the edge. Sadly the two glasses had already spilled their contents onto the blubbering girl with Trust-Fund Boy. The girl

  screamed and pushed away from the table so fast the back of her chair caught Didi on the hip. This activated a sequence of events that killed her inside. The glasses fell and shattered. The girl

  yelled for the manager, then spat obscenities no lady should ever know.




  Humiliated and close to tears herself, Didi dropped to the ground and began gathering shards of glass and placing them on the tray. Blubbering Girl wouldn’t stop screaming hateful words,

  adding to Didi’s fast-rising stress levels. Doing her best to close off as much of the noise as she could, she concentrated on picking up what was left of her dignity scattered among the

  glass and lemon slices. She wasn’t going to cry. Damn it. She totally wasn’t.




  When she reached for the largest piece, a hand beat her to it. She looked up into the brightest blue eyes she had ever seen. They were so clear she could almost see her reflection in them. She

  gasped when the tips of her fingers grazed the back of his hand.




  “You don’t have to do that,” she said quickly, hating how shaky her voice had become. The corners of her eyes stung.




  “You shouldn’t be doing it either,” he replied. “You could cut yourself.”




  “But it’s my job,” she insisted, reaching for a clump of cucumbers.




  “To cut yourself?”




  She pinned him with a withering glare. She’d had just about enough. Her day had to stop getting worse. Or she would explode. Or spiral into a deep, dark pit of despair. Either was bound to

  happen. She felt it like an itch under her skin.




  The corners of his gorgeous eyes crinkled as he whispered, “To be honest, what just happened did me a huge favor.” He glanced up and said loud enough for the girl still looming over

  them to hear, “It’s just a little water, Amber. Calm down.”




  Didi would have laughed if she could have found it in herself to. He had just said the two worst words any guy could say to a clearly distressed female. Something about him being a jerk was

  yelled. She looked over her shoulder and witnessed pink pumps striding away. She would have breathed a sigh of relief if the stocky form of her manager hadn’t been lumbering toward them.




  “Mr. Parker, I’m so very sorry,” he said.




  Trust-Fund Brat stood up. Didi followed him with her eyes, because how could she not? Paying attention, she could make out the best details about him. Besides those eyes, his dark tousled hair

  was combed to one side. When he smiled at her manager and shook his hand, a hint of a dimple appeared. She was pretty sure the combination of navy sports jacket over a simple T-shirt, and khakis

  with leather loafers cost more than what she made at the club in an entire year. Add sparkles dancing in the air around him and he would cut a dazzling figure. Hell, it was like he had stepped out

  of a Ralph Lauren catalogue—all pressed and shiny.




  “Don’t worry about it, Tony,” he said after pulling his hand away from the manager’s grip. “Put everything on my tab.”




  It rubbed Didi the wrong way how he used his money to smooth things over. Sure, she couldn’t afford paying for the glasses and the food that had already been ordered, but she didn’t

  need someone like Mr. Parker coming to her rescue. Oh, why oh why had he picked her section to sit at today?




  Impulsively she pushed to her feet and said, “That won’t be necessary.”




  The corners of his eyes crinkled again. “Really. I’m happy to pay. What’s two glasses and lunch? You can even keep the burger and salad.” He leaned in, giving her a good

  whiff of his cologne—cool, clean, and crisp. Expensive. “You saved me. I owe you.”




  Like water from a burst pipe, words spewed out. “You don’t owe me anything. I tripped because I was wearing the wrong shoes. I spilled the water on Ashley—”




  “Amber,” he corrected.




  “Whatever.” She huffed. “I’m done! My fault.” She yanked off her name tag, threw it at Trust-Fund Brat, and stomped off in the direction of the staff locker

  room.




  The country club sat on a hill overlooking the water. Boats of different sizes tugged against their moorings along the docks, waiting for their owners to take them out. The

  afternoon sun gleamed, giving the water a shimmer like golden confetti. The sky looked way too clear for the kind of drama Caleb had already been through.




  After making sure Amber had left by asking one of the valets out front, he made his way to the limited-edition Mustang his grandmother had given him for his sixteenth birthday, parked in its

  slot facing the docks. Still in mint condition, it had been his grandfather’s car. Given to him by the great Carroll Shelby himself. He would miss the car when he took his gap year, but it

  was a small price to pay for freedom.




  He sat in the driver’s seat, not intending to leave. Amber’s shrill voice still rang in his ears. Tugging his phone out of his back pocket, he plugged it into the special jack on the

  dashboard. Then he opened the glove compartment and grabbed a small plastic bag containing a joint and a lighter. He glanced around.




  The parking lot looked empty, but considering his luck today, he didn’t want to risk adding an arrest for possession with intent to use to his worries.




  Slipping the joint and the lighter into his pocket, he left the baggie on the passenger seat and got out of the car. He knew the best place to get high.




  Coward’s Cliff. It stretched out over the water and was accessible by a path that began at the edge of the parking lot. The stand of trees gave the perfect cover. As kids, he and his

  friends used to dare one another to jump off. It wasn’t too far from the road, but it was secluded enough that a passing cop wouldn’t see him from the road.




  Caleb ambled down the grassy path, keeping his stride leisurely, hands in his pockets. As far as anyone who saw him was concerned, he was out on an after-lunch stroll, enjoying the rest of the

  beautiful day. Once he made it to the shelter of the cliff, he fished out the joint and lighter.




  Squeezing one end between his lips, he lit the other and inhaled. Holding his breath for a beat, he allowed the magic to work before exhaling in one long, satisfied puff. The smoke curled up in

  lazy tendrils. He sagged against a tree, tucking the lighter back into his pocket and keeping his hand there. His knuckles brushed against something metallic. The name tag. The waitress. A grin

  pulled at the corner of his lips.




  She’d made him forget himself for a minute. And that was saying something.




  He silently thanked her—wherever she might be—for the entertainment and inadvertently saving him from having to face Amber after the tears had dried. Amber would lick her wounds and

  move on to someone else. There were far richer eligible bachelors for her to latch onto in Dodge Cove. Maybe their breakup this early was a good thing. Now he could concentrate on the trip. Nathan

  already had most of the itinerary planned out. They had been talking about this trip since he proposed it at the start of the year.




  After he’d taken a third hit, a hand snatched away the only thing relaxing him. Caleb straightened as fast as he could under the mellow circumstances. The protest died in his throat.




  Pinching the joint between her thumb and index finger, Diana brought it to her lips and sucked in a lungful. Maybe it was the weed working or the shock of her sudden appearance, but he

  couldn’t take his eyes off her mouth. The soft whoosh of her exhalation mesmerized him. The way her lips formed an O? Check his pulse, he might have just died.




  “Hey,” she said in a breathy voice, then took another hit. She still wore the country club’s uniform and those ugly boots.




  “Hey,” he said back, unable to think of anything better until, “Quit hogging my high.” Not the best line either. He blamed it on the brain-dulling substance he had been

  inhaling.




  With a huff for a laugh, she handed him back the joint. The idea of returning it to his lips when it had just been on hers made him suddenly very aware of her. The curve of her bottom lip. The

  upward tilt of her eyes. The long column of her neck. Her citrusy sweet scent.




  “Whoa!” He inhaled, eyes wide. “This is some strong shit.”




  She settled beside him against the tree. Their shoulders touched. “I’ve had stronger.”




  “Oh yeah?” came out with an exhale of smoke.




  “Yeah.” She reached for the joint, and he willingly handed it to her just so he could watch her bring the end to her mouth again.




  He thought of something to say and came up with, “Diana.”




  Her name. Just her name. It sounded so good to his ears for some reason. Yup, his brain wasn’t working properly anymore. He reached into his pocket again when she turned her head to face

  him, the joint still on her lips, and returned the name tag she had thrown at him.




  “They call me Didi,” she said, running her thumb over her name. “I guess I don’t need this anymore.”




  “Who are ‘they’?” He took the joint back, the knuckle of his index finger grazing the corner of her mouth.




  She shrugged one shoulder—the one with the braid—then looked out onto the confetti water. “Can you see the future?”




  “No. Can you?” He played along, not willing to overthink the sudden bizarre turn in their conversation. He was content to float in her company without actually leaving the

  ground.




  “No matter how hard I look, I just can’t see it.”




  Before he could ask what she meant or anything else about her, the girl they all called Didi pushed off the tree she leaned on, walked up to the cliff’s edge, and jumped.




  It took a couple of seconds for Caleb’s brain to catch up with what had just happened. His heart dropped. Then just as fast, it leapt into his throat. He dropped the joint and toed off his

  shoes. Removing the jacket, he ran toward the edge and dove in after her, like an Olympian going for gold.




  







  Two




  SOMETHING HAD TO give.




  The instant she took the leap she felt the pendulum swing up.




  Best. Decision. Ever.




  She loved the wind rushing against her skin and through her hair. She caught herself thinking this was what flying must feel like. The freedom. The weightlessness. Until wham! She

  slammed feetfirst into the water. The shock took her aback. But there was no stopping now. A grin stretched her lips as her body sank. The coolness banished the stifling heat in her blood. Most

  people would have fought hard to break through to the surface. She wasn’t most people.




  Breath left her body in tiny bubbles. The salt water stung her eyes like tears. She struggled to keep them open, blinking often. What little of the sky she could make out grew farther and

  farther away.




  This must be what oblivion was like. The silence. The cold. Away from hateful words. Hateful stares.




  As she sank farther into the darkness, another shape plunged into the water. A shadow she couldn’t quite make out until he reached her and wrapped those long fingers around her wrist.

  Then, with a few quick kicks, her rescuer towed her body from the depths. She wanted to stay under a little longer. Just a little longer. But in seconds her head broke the surface. And as if by

  instinct, she gulped in the breath her lungs craved.




  Two coughs later, an arm wrapped around her front, and soon she was towed back toward shore. Breathing allowed her body to float until her back was almost parallel with the water. She stared up

  at the sky. Its blue reminded her of the brushstrokes in van Gogh’s The Starry Night—how the light mixed with the dark until ultimately the dark won, even if technically it was

  still early afternoon.




  Lost in thoughts of swirls of paint, she was surprised when two strong arms dragged her limp body onto one of the docks nearest the cliff. Then she was dropped like a wet towel. An oof

  escaped her lungs, then a giggle.




  A face with the most startling blue eyes hovered above hers. No longer were the corners crinkled. Flames burned behind those brilliant irises. She reached up and touched his cheek. His gaze

  softened slightly. Even wet he was the most handsome boy she had ever seen.




  “Wow,” she said in an extended exhale, feeling the urge to paint him.




  Her handsome boy’s expression hardened. “Wow? Wow?” He closed his hands around the collar of her soaked shirt and lifted her. Then he shook her. “Wow? What the

  hell were you thinking?” He dropped her again, his gaze searching her face.




  “My mom always says I don’t make the best decisions.”




  “That part is obvious.” He wiped his hand over his still-dripping face. A deep sadness replaced the anger in his eyes. “Whatever you’ve got going on isn’t worth

  killing yourself over.”




  “Who says I wanted to kill myself?”




  “Uh, maybe the fact that you walked to the edge and didn’t stop until you went over? That shows intent.”




  “No intent. Just what I needed. It felt damn good.” She whooped, then laughed up at the crystalline sky. Then she paused, remembering. “I still don’t know your name other

  than ‘Trust-Fund Boy’ or Mr. Parker. I would like a chance to thank my hero properly. Not that I needed saving, mind you.”




  His face was so expressive. It was fun watching all the emotions flit across his features. The brow-crinkling doubt. The eye-tightening anger. And most of all, the slack-jawed shock. He closed

  his mouth and a muscle ticked along his strong jaw. Didi reached up again and traced the line from his ear to his chin with her fingertip, committing the angle to memory. He sucked in a breath. His

  wet hair dripped on her face like salty summer rain. When a drop landed on her lower lip, she stuck the tip of her tongue out and tasted it. His eyes widened for the briefest second before he

  closed them and exhaled. All the tension left his shoulders, causing them to slump toward her.




  “Jesus,” he said like a prayer. “You’re crazy.”




  She laughed again. “Since the age of eight. So? Your name?”




  “Caleb.” He flopped onto his back beside her and slung his arm over his eyes, breathing heavily. He shook his head, rubbing the upper half of his face against his arm. “Fuck.

  I’m too stoned to think. I don’t even know how I managed to rescue you without killing us both.”




  The way he said it, all serious yet resigned, flushed out the humor in her. “Gee, thanks,” she said, annoyed. “I will repeat it as many times as you like. I didn’t need

  saving.”




  In her periphery, Caleb returned his arm to his side and turned his head so he faced her. “What’s your deal? Did some rich guy break your heart or something?”




  The tsk left her lungs before she could stop it. “Sure, because I seem like the type to jump off a cliff because someone broke my heart.”




  A beat of silence, then, “Is that why?”




  Disbelief at his assumption forced her to face him. Both their cheeks touched the wood, the grain rough against the softness of hers. Inches separated their faces. She felt his breath against

  her lips. Could he feel hers too?




  “I’m not weak. If I was going to kill myself, it wouldn’t be because someone broke my heart.”




  “So you admit to the attempt.” His features turned serious again. “What would have happened if I weren’t here, huh?”




  She rolled her eyes. This was even more absurd than her actual decision to jump. And he’d asked her what her deal was? “I’m starting to think you have some sort of

  unhealthy obsession.”




  In a flash, he was on top of her, securing her wrists with his hands above her head and trapping her with his weight. That fire she had seen in his eyes earlier reignited. “Didi, promise

  me, that for whatever reason, you won’t do that again.”




  Her eyebrows met. “You’re not making sense.”




  He sighed. “Attempting to take your life.”




  “It’s called suicide.”




  “Didi,” he said between his teeth. “Fuck.”




  “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”




  As if she had struck him, Caleb let go of her wrists and returned to his prone position beside her. “My mother’s dead.”




  This time it was Didi who shifted her weight so her face hovered above his. She looked into his eyes and found the pain she had been searching for. “Suicide?”




  His nod was so curt she barely noticed it.




  Ah, that explained it. No wonder he wasn’t willing to let go of the idea that she was trying to off herself. She was about to speak her sympathy for his admission when he reached up and

  touched her cheek. His hand was so warm against her skin. It took all of her strength not to lean into the touch. Like being in the water, she felt comfort from the contact. He ran his thumb

  beneath her eye. If she had turned her head slightly her lips would have touched the center of his palm.




  “I know we just met,” he said. “I know I’m no one in your life, but as a favor to someone who saved your life, please . . . Diana . . . Didi . . .”




  She closed her eyes and told herself the shiver running down her spine came from the chill caused by her soaked clothes. Yet in the back of her mind she knew the shiver was because her body

  reacted to the sound of her name in that smooth, steady voice of his.




  “Has anyone ever told you you’re demanding after being heroic?”




  He chuckled. “You’re the first girl I’ve ever saved, so I wouldn’t know.” He paused. He liked doing that. “Promise me you’ll ask for help instead of

  taking matters into your own hands. You may not think so, but your life is important not only to you but to those you leave behind.”




  Having had enough, she moved away from his touch and sat cross-legged beside him. How to put this into words he would understand without giving him backstory? She tilted her head, then said,

  “Caleb, you were there. I wasn’t having the best day. Spilling on your girlfriend—”




  “Ex,” he interrupted.




  “Oh, sorry. The waterworks should have tipped me off. Ex,” she emphasized. “Soaking her and having her scream at me just drove me over the edge. I lost it.” She

  gave herself a mental high five. People lost it all the time. “Maybe working at the club wasn’t the best job for me.” She curled her fingers around her ankles and shrugged.




  Caleb rose to his elbows. “You’re saying you got fired.”




  “I’d like to think of it as quitting without pay.”




  What she had been telling him all along finally dawned in his eyes. “So you really weren’t trying to kill yourself. . . .”




  “Ding! Ding! Ding!” She glanced left, then right as if addressing a gathered crowd before she began slow clapping. “By George, I think he’s got it.”




  His lips pursed like he was trying his best not to smile. “You were having a bad day.”




  “Getting smarter by the minute, ladies and gentlemen.” She crossed her arms over her chest and winked.




  “I overreacted.”




  “There’s hope for you yet, Caleb Parker.”




  He threw his head back and laughed. She shook her head and laughed with him. Her day was certainly looking up. This was the most fun she’d had in a while. Maybe there was something to be

  said about starting the day badly, but if she didn’t have another one like it in a long time it would be too soon. Once was more than enough.




  A different kind of shiver reminded Didi of her current soaked-kitten situation. If she didn’t get home soon, she was sure to catch a summer cold. That would definitely suck.




  She pushed up to stand and patted her wet bum as if dusting it off. Caleb watched her in silence, a serious expression on the attractive planes and angles of his face. She definitely needed to

  paint him. That night. Another reason to go home.




  “I can’t say it was nice meeting you, Caleb, considering the silly chain of events that led to this stellar first impression I just made.” She threw a thumb over her shoulder.

  “But thanks for the assist back there. I appreciate it.”




  “So you’re admitting I did save you.” He wiggled his eyebrows in a creepy, suggestive way that caused her to snort-laugh.




  “Rich boys and their hero complexes,” she said as she stalked off, not willing to destroy what she considered an already perfect moment.




  “Are you seriously going to leave without giving me your number?” he asked. “I say you owe me dinner for saving your life.”




  When she looked over her shoulder he was still leaning on his elbows, a cocky grin on his face. She blinked, committing the magazine-worthy sight to memory so she could paint it later.

  “Good-bye, Caleb.”




  







  Three




  RIDING SHOTGUN IN Nathan’s cherry-red roadster, Caleb leaned heavily against the door. With the top down, the afternoon

  breeze helped ease some of the pounding that had begun between his temples after he’d made the trek back to his car. The pumping beats of “Moves Like Jagger” played in the

  background. Maroon 5 made his ears bleed, but Nathan was obsessed with Adam Levine, so he tolerated his cousin’s abhorrent taste in music as they sped up the winding road that led to the

  Parker Family Estate.




  Breathing in, he said on a sigh, “Thanks for picking me up. I’m too high to drive.”




  A snort was Nathan’s response, in addition to, “And apparently you decided taking a swim fully clothed was a good idea. No more weed for you, buddy.”




  Caleb slanted a wry glance at his cousin in his green sweater-vest and khakis. Nathan possessed the dark hair and baby blues that came with being a Parker. A devastating combination wasted on

  the ladies since he had been batting for the other team since grade school. Nathan never hid his sexuality, but Dodge Cove being what it was, most of its residents chose to ignore it, or maybe they

  were just downright dense. Cases in point: their fathers. Both men kept setting Nathan up with anything in a skirt. Good thing his mother was all for his choices.




  “You know I’m pretty much dry, right?” A grin tugged at his lips. “But if this is your way of trying to get me to pay for your car’s cleaning, then you don’t

  have to worry. As soon as I get home, I’ll make the call.”




  Instead of taking the bait, Nathan said, “What happened at the country club that inspired your afternoon dip? Weren’t you supposed to meet up with Amber today?”




  The beginnings of his humor disappeared. So much for some light banter. He had completely forgotten that he’d told Nathan about his lunch plans.




  “Amber fell in love with me,” he said simply.




  “Considering the meat market we live in, you, my dear, are a porter house steak. How could she not want a taste?”




  “And you’re prime rib.”




  “I see myself more like filet mignon,” he replied with a laugh. “And I’m fabulous.”




  “That you are.”




  “Don’t you forget it.”




  But when Nathan sighed, Caleb knew he was in for some lecturing. He braced himself by sitting up and resting his elbow on the door frame so he could lean his thrumming temple against his

  fingertips. Closing his eyes and sending a silent prayer that his buzz would last, he gestured for his cousin to proceed with the flogging.




  Instead Nathan said, “Do you want to talk about it?”




  His eyebrows rose. “What? Nothing on how I should stop dicking around and find a girl to settle down with?”




  “Hell no. We’re way too young for that. I say Amber had it coming. You know I never liked her.”




  Relief came on swift wings. Caleb would have taken a bullet for Nathan. Having him in his corner had saved him from the deep pit of misery the death of his mother had plunged him into that first

  year. Being an only child, Caleb hadn’t had anyone else to count on. At least Nathan had his sister Natasha and their parents. When Caleb’s father had traded common sense for defensive

  walls so impregnable he had no time for his kid, there had been days their fridge had nothing in it but cheese and ketchup. His uncle hadn’t hesitated to bring Caleb home like a stray pet

  after discovering what he was living on.




  The twins and their friends had been responsible for keeping him sane. Saying he owed them was an understatement. Nathan and company had come to his rescue so many times he had stopped

  counting.




  “I say good riddance,” Nathan added.




  “Good to know,” Caleb mumbled as his eyes drifted to the rearview mirror, where he could see his Mustang, driven by their friend Preston, following closely.




  “Speaking of filet mignon, let’s move on to better, more productive topics of conversation.”




  At this, Caleb sat up, because he knew what that grin on his cousin’s face meant. His freedom. If he reached out, he could almost touch it. “I read your e-mail last night. The list

  of places is growing.”




  “And that’s a bad thing?” Nathan’s brow furrowed as he sent a scrutinizing glare Caleb’s way. “You asked for a European adventure, and I will give you the

  best damn European adventure any guy can have. I don’t do things half-assed.”




  “Balls to the wall, and no looking back.”




  “The continent won’t know what hit it. The Parker cousins are on their way.”




  “I say a week per country and no less.”




  Nathan tilted his head as if considering it, but Caleb knew better. “I say leave the option of extending to two in case we enjoy ourselves too much. The legal drinking age is eighteen,

  after all.”




  Caleb threw his head back and howled. “I like the way you think.”




  “Shame if you didn’t. We start in the UK, landing in London—”




  “To say hello to the queen,” Caleb interrupted, feeling his excitement from the gut.




  Nathan laughed. “That we will. Then we make our way up to Ireland and Scotland and make a U-turn back to London before France. . . .”




  Twenty minutes into the trip planning, Nathan drove down the tree-lined driveway of their family estate. The stone monstrosity had been one of the original structures built

  during Dodge Cove’s infancy. The place had history, passed down to the eldest Parker child of every generation. This meant Caleb’s father took ownership of the sprawling property with

  its twenty bedrooms, multiple-function rooms, balconies, terraces, an expansive garden . . . Simply put, if the States had a Palace of Versailles, it would be the Parker Estate. To Caleb, the house

  was nothing more than a tomb.




  Exhausted from all of Nathan’s big ideas, Caleb got out of the car and headed straight for the front door. He promised to give his cousin a call in the morning without looking back, while

  Preston eased the Mustang into the detached garage off to the side of the main building. Caleb needed a nap. Too much had already happened in the span of a handful of hours. He just wanted to sleep

  everything away and start fresh.




  The sound of the front door closing echoed through the house. He didn’t move from the black-and-white-tiled foyer with its massive crystal chandelier. It took the staff a week to clean the

  thing—that was after his father rehired everyone he had fired the first few months after the funeral. Caleb closed his eyes and waited. He ignored the usual sounds of activity the staff

  made—maids cleaning, the butler puttering about, the gardeners cutting grass—and focused on the sounds his father would make. A barked command or the shuffling of papers or the clomping

  of expensive shoes on marble. When a minute passed with nothing, hope that his father was spending another late night at the firm blossomed in his chest. He let another minute pass before actually

  making a run for the curved staircase to the second floor.




  He was halfway up when the words “Caleb, get in here!” stopped him.




  Tight fists at his sides and shoulders heavy, he cursed under his breath every step of the way to his father’s study. Of course the bastard wouldn’t have been anywhere else. From the

  iciness of his tone, it seemed his father wasn’t having the best day either. Great. What could the man want?




  The door to the home office was ajar. Beyond it he imagined where Jordan Joseph “JJ” Parker, Esq. would be. Probably behind his desk. It was the barrier that had defined their

  relationship over the years. The hunk of wood had been passed down too, from his father’s father all the way back to the first Parker. Caleb had played underneath it while JJ worked,

  sometimes even falling asleep at the man’s feet. Now he hated it with a passion.




  “What are you waiting for?” came the stern question from inside.




  Squaring his shoulders, Caleb pushed the door open. He only went as far as beyond the threshold. No need to get any closer than he had to. The air crackled with mounting anger. He felt it like

  static on his skin as he inventoried what could possibly have caused his father’s ire.




  Despite the windows, the wood paneling lent gloom to the space. The chairs and sofa were all dark masculine leather. Law books covered every shelf. And a twelve-point buck head was mounted above

  the empty fireplace. The thing never failed to give him the creeps.




  “What took you so long?” JJ asked from behind his imposing mahogany desk in a gray three-piece Brioni suit and silver tie, his hair slicked back. Was it too much to ask that he defy

  Caleb’s expectations by standing beside the minibar? Would it be wrong for the man to relax with a glass of the best scotch money could buy once in a while instead of reserving it for his

  clients?




  His gaze drifted to his mother’s portrait, which hung on the far wall. Her dark curls fell over one shoulder. The light blue of her gown emphasized the paleness of her skin. An ache

  settled in his chest. His father had commissioned the painting right after they had gotten married. His mother had been three months pregnant with him at the time. The smile on her face killed

  Caleb.




  But for the painting, the house didn’t have any other pictures of her. It was the only clear image in Caleb’s mind. With every year that passed, his memories grew fainter, like the

  eventual fading of a photograph exposed to sunlight. It shamed him that he couldn’t even remember the sound of her laugh anymore.
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