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We loved with a love that was more than love.


— EDGAR ALLAN POE










ONE
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Hailey


“You’re saying it’s already noon?” I ask while I slip out of black rumpled bedsheets. I pat my arms and limbs to ensure I’m real.


This is real.


I’m not lost in my head. I’m not asleep. I don’t think.


I slip my fingers down my fair skin, brushing over my hip bones and a camo-green lacy thong, then up to a strappy neon-blue sports bra. My underwear choices are on-brand for my life right now.


Mismatched. Mixed-up. Disordered.


I bolt for the digital clock at my bedside and crouch down to inspect the numbers. It says 12:03 p.m.—and logically, I should believe my own eyes, but historically speaking, I’m having a little bit of a hard time with the concept. Two weeks ago, I experienced a hallucination so vivid, I ran barefoot through the grounds of the Koning estate and found myself locked in an old storm shelter. Where I believed I was being violently murdered.


Turns out, I locked myself in there. Alone.


Big, big whoops.


Reality washed away the delusion . . . eventually, and I found the answers about our births that I’d been searching sleeplessly for. But the aftereffects of being bamboozled, deceived, conned by the people we trusted most—the godmothers and godfather: the ones who raised me, my two brothers, and the Graves triplets—have seeped deeper into me than maybe they have for my best friend, Phoebe.


I question everything at every turn. I don’t want to. I want to believe the wall is a real fucking wall and my feet are truly planted on the floorboards. That I’m really in this cute little loft above Baubles & Bookends, a bookstore in Victoria, Connecticut.


My reality.


One I created. I asked Phebs to live honestly with me on the coast of New England last summer. I asked Phebs to join my Mystic Pizza dream, where we were supposed to have normal romances and normal jobs (we are still country club servers, at least). I advertised this version of us living our best Julia Roberts lives. Perfect, lush hair days. Romantic small-town entanglements worthy of the big screen.


No deception.


No cons.


But it’s been hard for me to stop what I was raised to do, and the only reason I wanted to retire this trade was for Phoebe. I would’ve done anything to get Phebs to quit the family business. Her role is damaging. I saw it damaging her . . . maybe before she even did, and I couldn’t watch anymore.


We’re grifters. We move. We run once our pockets are loaded and it’s time to choose a new rich mark, but I want to stay in this reality I’ve created for my best friend. I want it to be mine, too. So the ground has to be stable. This has to be real.


But . . . “It-it can’t be noon,” I stammer. “It was just nine in the morning.” I back up from the digital clock like it’s a mini explosive.


“Hailstorm.”


I freeze at the deep, comforting voice behind me. Familiar. Masculine. He’s a strong, soothing rush of cold water against my mind. I wake up to the sound of Oliver Graves.


His fingertips touch the top of my head, and I rotate with the movement of his fingers, like he’s twisting a tiny porcelain version of me in a music box.


I peer up at his twinkling caramel-flecked brown eyes. Ones I’ve stared into for so long that I can’t reliably count the exact years. Facts: I’m twenty-four, and I’ve known Oliver since I was born, but memory recollection is said to begin around three and a half to four years old and is typically tied to an emotional or unusual event.


I remember him when I believe I was four.


I remember his arm curving over my shoulders as he tried to comfort me. We were left on a windowsill nook in a fancy Newport estate. I can’t remember whose home it was. I can barely remember what we were doing there.


I do remember feeling lost. I remember wondering why I couldn’t play with Phoebe. So I kept to myself. Said very little. Gazed out the window. Even in my quiet shell, Oliver found me and gave me a great sense of relief.


Fear has no home in my body when he’s around. Strange how that is, but everything about my life could be classified as abnormal.


I skate my eyes over his mesmeric features. Olly is beautiful. Pieces of his hair curl around his ears—the strands not long enough to be a bother, but not short either. I’ve sunk my fingers into his glossy hair at its natural dark-chocolate-brown color, and I’ve slipped them into the dyed lighter walnut shade he has today. Grabbing and clutching as he pistoned into me.


Like he did late last night.


He’s not naked now. His white tank shows off carved biceps. The elastic waistband of his black boxer briefs accentuates the toned V-line of his muscles that I’ve trailed my tongue down once or twice. Okay, closer to a hundred times.


The problem: I’ve hallucinated Oliver before. I followed him into the storm shelter—or rather, a figment of him. One that I could never physically catch and grab.


Yet, gazing at Olly here and now, I’m not scared.


I feel myself ease, even as I say, “There’s a probability I never woke up this morning. That I’m still dreaming.”


“Hands.” Oliver holds out his, and I instinctually place my hands in his hands. His eyes never leave mine. His smile stretches as he rubs his thumbs along my palms. “She feels real to me.”


I nearly smile back. “Really anxious?”


“No, you have steady hands, Hails.” He lifts my palms to his cheeks, rests them tenderly against his jaw, and I breathe deeper, feeling—truly feeling Oliver. I glide my fingers over his slight stubble from not shaving yesterday. I thumb the soft skin beneath his glittering eyes.


The stress tensing my body begins to slip away. Because he’s not staring at me as if losing my mind is synonymous with a face full of pus-laden boils. He’s staring at me as if I’m perfectly Hailey.


As if I’m pretty.


Inside. Out.


Mad and all.


It’s what he’s good at—making people feel loved. He’s a trained flirt. He could cause a married woman to fall head over heels for him at first casual greeting. Which he has done. Multiple times for various con jobs. One of which I even constructed.


He’s the chameleon. An integral player on the board. I’m the mastermind. The one moving the pieces.


It’s not our roles that made me think we’d be an ill-fated couple. I’ve just never believed we could be anything more than fuck buddies, given both our proclivities to sleep around and bang anyone with a pulse. But lately, he’s only been sleeping with me, and I’ve only been sleeping with him and . . . Jake Koning Waterford.


Which he knows.


They both know about each other, but they’ve been avoiding each other to uncomplicate what should just be casual sex. I’m having casual sex with my best friend’s charming brother Oliver. And with the town’s treasured resident Jake.


Not to mention, Phoebe has spent a good majority of the year fake dating Jake while I was fucking him, so yeah . . . I am a great friend.


“Hails?” Oliver lifts my chin, and I realize my hands have slid off his face. “Where’d she go?”


“Down the rabbit hole.”


“Not without me, I hope.” He’s more serious. It’s hard to detect because he can expertly control his facial muscles, and the light never dims from his eyes. But I know Oliver well enough to see what he likes to hide. Before I ask for the real time, he’s already telling me, “Twelve-oh-five.”


“But I did wake up at nine this morning?”


“We did. Then I started reading to you.” He grasps my shoulders, holding me still so I don’t swivel in a dazed circle. “Which made you fall back asleep.”


I blink hard, remembering. “Little Red Riding Hood.”


He smiles. “Your obsession with wolves endures.”


I have been researching all about them. “Thanks for indulging.”


“Always and for never,” Oliver teases after I peel out of his grasp and search the bed for my phone. I feel him staring at my bare ass. He can’t see the smile trying to pinch my lips or the stinging heat against my face. I try not to advertise how much I enjoy our banter.


Because maybe he’d overdo it if he knew. I’d be just another girl he’s reeled in emotionally and spit back out. And this isn’t about emotions.


Not for me. Not for him. It is just sex.


Which . . . is precisely the cause of my current predicament. Sex. Intercourse. Sperm meet egg.


I’m pregnant.


The fact shoots to my brain every now and then, most especially when I’m clutching a toilet and spilling my guts up. But when I’m with Oliver, I’d like this knowledge to take a backseat.


Tell him. No, not today. He’ll ask, Who’s the dad? And the truth is, I don’t know whose sperm defied the condom and rebelliously fertilized my egg. I’m luckily in a period of my life where there are only two possibilities.


Thank God.


It could have been worse, I’ve been telling myself. I’ve been sleeping around since I was a teenager. Sex is an energy release. It’s the purge of adrenaline after a job. It’s necessary in my life, like coffee in the morning or dessert after dinner.


I know the risks, but I’ve always used protection.


It could have been worse.


My two possibilities aren’t even bad. I just hate that this will change the status quo. I’m not ready for it to. Which is why only Phoebe knows, and it will remain purely an only Phoebe situation until I gather the mental fortitude to include the others.


Anyway, I only learned that I’m incubating a human a week ago. It’s sunk in about as well as a pool floatie. If not for the nausea and my nipples being so sore that shower water feels like a form of archaic torture, I would demand the doctor to run the test again.


Eight weeks.


I’m only eight weeks pregnant. I have time. As long as I stop losing sense of it, that is.


Hurrying around, I peek under pillows, detangling the fluffy comforter. No phone appears.


My mind whirls in too many directions. So . . . I fell back to sleep while Oliver read to me then. I didn’t intend to sleep this late, but he must’ve wanted me to. Which is good. I need sleep. I’ve been trying to sleep more, in fact. Insomnia is a beast I’ve needed help to beat, and it still rears its horned head every single night.


The name of my new personal game: Do Not Lose This Baby. I can’t think about whether I’ll even be a good mom when I’m terrified I might cause this baby’s demise before it’s even born. Lately I’ve felt like a wrecking ball inside my own body. Like I cause more harm than good, and I want to prove to myself that I won’t harm this baby.


I snatch my phone deep under the sheets, and my eyes widen at a missed message from Addison Tinrock. My mom. Just not in the biological sense. “Shit, shit.”


“What shit?” Oliver asks while I shove my phone in his chest and beeline for the closet.


My pulse is going haywire as I fling aside grungy shirts and cargo pants. “Today is Saturday, April 21, 2012.”


Oliver flips my phone in his hand like a pancake. “Is there something significant about the date? Other than the obvious.”


“The obvious?” Why do I have so many cargo pants? I need a dress. Uh, not that dress. Too see-through. Very nightclub in Miami, which is the last place I wore it.


“The obvious: it being two weeks since your little brother decided that poison was a practical tool to pull like it’s the fifteenth century and we’re the Borgias.” He catches my gaze, and his smile peeks out. “Down with the queen. Off with her head.”


Claudia Koning Waterford is . . . deceased.


Jake’s mom.


By Trevor Tinrock’s doing. My nineteen-year-old brother—he went off-script. It was unplanned. A mistake . . . well, okay, it was premeditated by Trev, but for the rest of us, it was unintended. Claudia was our mark, but Phoebe should’ve pulled the rope via blackmail.


We never had the opportunity to cage Claudia in her own misdeeds.


Two weeks have passed, and everything is messier since Jake didn’t inherit the entire Koning fortune and all assets, but rather, Claudia’s will detailed a complicated split between her firstborn and thirdborn son.


Trent (asshole) and Jake (not an asshole . . . very sweet, actually).


All we wanted was for Jake to become sole heir. He needed to obtain everything. Then he’d pay us out.


But it’s not impossible to salvage the scattered pieces of the Koning job. It’s still alive.


I tear a simple black dress off the hanger. Prada—one of the last designer dresses I kept and didn’t sell on the internet for cash, just to pay rent. “It’s not the obvious,” I say quickly to Oliver while I shimmy out of my strappy sports bra.


He comes over and helps tug the dress down over my head. “Then what?”


I fix my platinum-blonde hair out of my face while he zips the fabric at my hip. I try not to concentrate on the tingling sensation as his knuckles brush my bare flesh, the zipper ascending with his hand. “Um”—I breathe out—“Phebs and I made lunch plans with the godmothers.”


Surprise coats his eyes. “That’s big.”


“I know.” Heat bathes my face again. This time with nerves. The lunch is the first big olive branch we’ve extended to our moms since they confessed their lies in the storm shelter. Both Phoebe’s brothers and mine knew we’d been toying with the idea of mending broken fences with the godmothers.


Rocky was the most irritable, but that’s to be expected. He never loved the godmothers the way that we did. The way that we still somewhat do.


Oliver has a hand on my lower back. It’s casual, reassuring. I’ve always liked his touch. His gaze falls to my phone, which he’s clutching. He reads my mom’s text aloud: “Where is Cogsworth?” He arches his brows at me. “I thought my sister told Addison to stop with the riddles?”


“Phoebe thinks they’re distressing me, but uncovering a riddle isn’t what’s distressing. It’s the fact that she’s saying I’m late.” I pull out of his reach and find heels at the bottom of my closet, explaining fast: “Cogsworth is the clock from Beauty and the Beast. She’s reminding me to check the time.”


“I know what the text meant,” he says easily while skimming the length of me. “I’m not the rich boy who needs a Tinrock-Graves history book.” It would sound like a jab at Jake if it weren’t for his lighthearted tone and inching smile.


“I didn’t think you were Jake.” Though, I do explain a lot to Jake Waterford. Because he wasn’t raised as a con artist like us, but he’s been an ally. I nuzzle my toes into dark velvet heels. Not appropriate for springtime, but it’ll work. “Oh.” I drop down and inspect my toes. “No.”


Oliver strolls closer. “Did you grow a sixth toe? The magical marvel of Hailey Tinrock.”


“I’m not a polydactyl. Just a girl with the ugliest chipped toenail polish.” I pick at the black flakes on my big toe. “Shit. We’re going to a five-star restaurant. I think the cheapest thing on the menu is fifty bucks. My mom is going to make a comment.”


“Is the point to try to please her?”


“No, I just don’t want to spend half the lunch hearing, ‘This is why you should be a part of the elite and not the working class. So you can afford a basic pedicure.’”


“Fair enough.” He dips his head close to mine, his lips ghosting against my ear as he whispers, “Let’s venture to the bathroom.” Every secret he shares with me sounds sexual, and likely it’s because we have a sexual relationship.


We are sex partners.


And I’m carrying his baby. Maybe.


Maybe this baby is Jake’s—but these facts are changing . . . things. Things have changed, Hailey. He doesn’t know it yet, and guilt tries to pummel me.


Later.


Later.


I’ll tell him later.


“Okay,” I breathe. Okay. I wipe my sweaty palms on my thighs. I have horrible “tells” in comparison to Oliver, Phoebe, and Rocky—those three are masters of deception. I’m not great. They can all see when anxiety mounts like I’m ascending Everest without an oxygen tank.


Oliver hooks his finger with mine, and I pop into focus as he guides me out of the room and to the only bathroom.


No one else is in the loft this morning. Just us.


While I hurriedly comb a brush through my hair, Oliver leans against the sink, a little slouched as he cups my ankle and paints my toes with metallic black polish I picked out. I balance well, but every time I teeter, he lifts the brush off my nail and slides his other hand up my bare calf, clutching me tighter.


Feeling him stabilize me steals my breath once or twice.


The sensual look he slips me isn’t helping. His I know how to fuck you into oblivion eyes are enticing. He entices me, and I can’t . . . I’m late. Like, in every worst way a person can be late, I’ve been late.


“It’s in Rhode Island,” I mention, using my comb to create a center part in my hair. “The lunch.”


“An hour away.”


“Yeah, I’m meeting Phoebe.”


“You want me to drive you?”


“No, no. I’m capable. I can drive.” I’ve always been one of the better drivers among our families.


He dips the brush into the polish. “Of course you can, Hailstorm.” The smile in his voice is fuel when I’m on empty. I’m eager to receive his faith in me, even if it’s manufactured purely to make me feel good. I don’t care.


I love how my lungs swell with his encouragement.


Our eyes fasten in a quiet, easygoing beat, and I want to ask where he’ll be today. I’m afraid he’ll say, With Collin Falcone.


Collin was Trent Waterford’s former best friend. I hate that Olly’s role has been to pry Collin away from the firstborn heir, which enabled Rocky to become Trent’s number one BFF.


Unfortunately, Collin is a cokehead. Which means Oliver has had to partake in these hedonistic, drug-fueled nights reserved for bored trust-fund babies like Collin.


Every time I’ve surfaced the possibility of a role switch, Oliver says, “This is where I need to be, Hails. You even said it yourself. It’s the best position.”


Best position for the job. I didn’t mean it was best for him. But for Oliver, they might as well be one and the same. He’s a lot like his sister, Phoebe, in that way. Willing to take the harder tasks if the outcome means success for the team.


I think about Oliver a lot.


For too long, really. Even how he’s unlike Phoebe. How he’s so goal oriented that he’d race toward every checkered flag for the thrill. How he loves pushing his limits during jobs. How he’d choose the path with the most obstacles, the one that’s farthest away. How he’d run until his legs broke and his heart gave out.


I think there is no stop in most of us, but for Oliver, he will run himself too hard, too fast, before anyone else has a chance to catch him.


I’ve always worried about putting him in a role that’d hurt him. I’m afraid I already have. My fault. When things go awry, it falls on me. I made the blueprint. So I made the error.


“Hailey, really, are you paying attention?”


Oh . . . fuck. That’s not Oliver.


I blink into the clear, vividly bright present. I sit across from a formidable, stylish woman who could pose as a high-society New Yorker as much as she could a hardball attorney. But she’s not posing as anyone other than herself today: Addison Tinrock—my mom.


What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck? I think over and over. Trying to calm my panic, but how the hell did I even get here?


“Hailey?” Her cold voice is tinged with concern. More than she usually grants me, but it’s why I wanted to reach out. I could tell she’s been genuinely worried about my welfare since she saw my breakdown in the storm shelter. It’s been nice to see she cares on a deeper level about me and not just what I can do for her.


It’s what I choose to believe, anyway. There is a small possibility she wants me close so I can continue working for her, but my brothers and I have already established those bridges will never be rebuilt with our parents. Any jobs we pull, we need to have our own autonomy.


They can’t call the shots anymore.


“Um, yeah, I’m here,” I say, doing my best not to stammer. A light coastal breeze blows through the sunny patio of an upscale seafood restaurant. The wicker chair creaks beneath my ass as I reach for my ice water. Condensation wets the glass, which means I’ve been here for minutes, at least.


I need to check my phone.


I need to check the parking lot.


Did I really drive?


Did Oliver end up bringing me?


“I actually need to make a quick call.” I scooch back.


“Hailey, wait—” Her concern spikes in an odd way. She’s afraid I’m ditching her, that I’m retracting the olive branch.


“I’ll be back. Really, I will be. Stay, p-please.”


She lowers back down at my insistence. Wind musses her new bangs, still a shade of auburn red. I assume she’s still waiting for Elizabeth Graves to show up. Just like I am Phoebe. Because neither is here, and our table is set for four.


Leaving, I weave through the crowded patio. I don’t make a scene. Too many people mind their own business. Every teak table is occupied. Chatter, the sounds of the sea, and speakers playing Tchaikovsky will drown our forthcoming conversation into incoherence from eavesdroppers. It’s a perfect place to meet.


I should remember arriving.


I should.


“Think, Hailey, think,” I mutter to myself. Bad habit, speaking my thoughts aloud. Bad, bad, bad.


And thinking—thinking is likely why I’m missing passages of time. I was in my head, wasn’t I?


I try not to sprint through the restaurant. I almost crash into the ginormous fish tank, but once I swerve around the hostess stand, I push the double doors into the glaring sunshine-soaked afternoon.


Then I rock to a full stop.


My old faded green Honda is parked beside a sleek sapphire blue Porsche. The man leaning against the luxury sports car could belong in Pretty in Pink, Mystic Pizza, any Julia Roberts or John Hughes movie. Born to a fortune of blue-blooded New England aristocracy. He’s a man in numbers (twenty-eight), but also a man in how he carries his body. Confident in who he is, confident in his ideals, confident in his actions.


He straightens up and spots me from across the parking lot.


I see the concern tighten his striking blue eyes. I wonder if he sees the confusion in my gray ones.


Jake Koning Waterford.


Why is he in Rhode Island?










TWO
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Hailey


“Did Phoebe invite you? Did the godmothers?” I whisper as soon as I reach Jake’s side. He’s impeccably dressed in navy slacks, a crisp white button-down, and shiny leather loafers. Like usual, his brown hair is artfully styled to peak high-class standards.


For a flash, I remember disheveling those strands as he kissed between my legs. I remember the hungered way he looked up at me as his tongue circled my clit.


I gulp hard.


Focus, Hailey.


Jake towers above me in the parking lot. Tall like Oliver, maybe even an inch taller than him, and his strong jawline clenches as more dark concern narrows his gaze. He casts an apprehensive glance at the restaurant, as if expecting Addison to rush out after me, but mostly, he’s assessing me head to toe. “No, they didn’t invite me.”


“Did I?” It sounds like a silly question out of context.


His concern hikes. “No, Hailey. I drove here after I talked to Carter.”


“Carter?” What? I almost sway backward, but Jake shields my eyes from the sun with his hand, and I stay fixed on him.


“Stuart Cartwright,” he clarifies. “The only Carter I know. My oldest friend.”


His old boarding school roommate, who happens to be my family’s forger. And also my ex-fling. I used to fantasize that Carter would be the one. The long-lasting forever romance—back when I thought I’d eventually have a whirlwind con artist love story like my parents.


The fantasy blew up when A.) I learned my parents lied to me and they seemed less like people to emulate and more like a cautionary tale and B.) I realized Carter and I no longer want the same things.


He will always be on the move. I want to stay in Victoria for more than a few seasons.


The want feels more like a need now that I’m pregnant.


I shake my head slowly. “Why Carter?”


“You talked to Carter on your drive here,” Jake says, pausing to let his words jog my memory, but all I remember is Oliver.


“No . . .”


“Look at your call history. He said he called you, and you picked up and told him you were driving to Newport for lunch at Briny Pearl.”


I fumble my phone out of my studded crossbody purse. Sure enough, I have an answered call from Carter. “Thirty minutes ago,” I mutter.


Jake opens the Porsche’s passenger door. “Here, sit. You look pale.”


“I’m always pale.” I’m dazed staring at the phone.


“Paler than usual.”


I feel dizzy, so I sink down on the black leather interior. Jake bends close, extending an arm over me to reach the cupholder. His bicep skims against my shoulder, and our gazes touch for a heady second.


His sandy-brown hair rustles with the wind, and I get lost in his cerulean-blue eyes, dreamy and idyllic like a perfect summer sky.


Jake Waterford has felt unreal.


Like another figment of my imagination. There was a time or two that I wondered if I’d made him up. If my mind had conjured him back when we moved to the quaint, delightfully romantic Connecticut town. The hot landlord to shepherd me and Phoebe into our new honest living.


Then we found skeletons under his bed—he faked his little sister’s death; he’d been friends with Carter—and I knew he had to be real. My brain wouldn’t construct someone this complex with sister baggage and parental issues and boarding school connections to my yearslong crush. He wasn’t simple.


I thought maybe I needed simple, but I found myself liking that he was so complex.


I still find myself liking him.


Even now, as he grabs a three-fourths-filled water bottle for me. I love and hate being doted on and taken care of. I love feeling important enough to matter, but I hate how it’s synonymous with being weak.


“Drink this.” He unscrews the Evian and hands it to me.


“Thanks.” I take small sips. “What did I even tell Carter?” I vaguely begin to recall climbing into the car and clutching the wheel.


“He said you were mostly talking about Oliver.”


“Oh God,” I mumble into a heartier swig of water.


Jake nods more strongly. “Yeah,” he says flatly, then rises to a stand. He stays close.


It’s no secret that Carter and I banged in the past, or that I’m now having casual sex with both Jake and Oliver. The causal situation (emphasis on casual) shouldn’t be awkward, but the more Oliver and Jake avoid each other—it is.


“What did I say?” I ask.


“Mainly that you were concerned about him. You think he needs a new role. Then you were rambling. Carter couldn’t follow your logic, so he called me after he hung up and said I should check on you. He’s not in Victoria.”


“I heard.” Carter flew to Manchester for a long weekend. He’s unsure if he’ll return to town or not.


I pick at the label on the water bottle. Jake remains standing, holding the hood of the car as if he’s touching my head, but he’s not touching me. He’s more careful with me than Oliver is. I love and hate that, too.


“Well, you found me. I’m okay.”


“Are you?” He lifts his brows. “Do you even remember driving here?”


“A little . . . not enough, probably.” I’ve told him that I lose time while I’m stuck inside my head. I have trouble being in the present moment. It’s a persistent problem, but it’s been heightened to these extremes since I learned my parents deceived me and my insomnia reared its ugly head. “It’ll come to me. It usually does.” We lock eyes again.


He’s the town heartthrob. A quintessential Prince Charming who has women swooning the second he enters a room. Every lady at Victoria Country Club will be trying to pair their prim and proper daughters with him.


Even if I wasn’t a server, even if I wasn’t a grifter, there is nothing about me that screams debutante. I’m a goth weirdo with a brain that never sleeps and a heart that’s never been up for grabs.


Yet, I’ve told him things I shouldn’t. He knows more than he needs to. And that’s how I first knew I liked Jake. It’s also how I know I’ve been letting him reach my heart.


Maybe he’s touched too much of it.


“You shouldn’t drive, Hailey. Not while you’re still recovering. It’s only been two weeks since you hallucinated—”


“I haven’t hallucinated since then,” I say with a nod. “I’m getting better.” I nod again.


He nods back. “It’s okay if it takes a while.”


No, it’s not. I wrap my arms around my abdomen, hoping I’m not drawing attention to my uterus.


Jake’s frown deepens. “What’s the rush? Because if it’s about me and my brother and this unfinished job—”


I pop out of the car, pushing the Evian into his hand. “There’s always a job. It’s not the job. It’s . . . it’s just me.”


He shifts his weight uncertainly. “You put too much pressure on yourself. This isn’t life-or-death here anymore. You can breathe.”


“Almost. We’re almost there.” I tie my hair in a low pony out of my face.


“Hailey . . .” he starts, but I’m already walking toward the restaurant.


“Don’t wait for me. Phebs is coming. I’ll ask her to drive us home.”


“How is she getting here?”


“The bus, I think.”


Jake shakes his head in slow-growing confusion. “You girls . . . I don’t get you two. She could’ve asked me for a ride.”


“You both just broke up.” It was a fake breakup to their fake romance, but it was recent nonetheless.


“What about Grey?” Grey Thornhall—Rocky’s alias in Victoria. “Why couldn’t he drop off Phoebe?”


“She didn’t want to be seen out with her ex-husband right after ending things with you.”


Jake doesn’t like this answer. It means he’s the reason she’s taking public transit. He’s also blamed himself for being the reason Rocky and Phoebe have been secretly dating for half the year and not a public couple. But he’s not the reason.


It’s just the job.


We all have our roles. We all play pretend. It’s only fun when we can see all the pieces. When we know what’s real and what’s fake. I want it to be fun again.


I think it can be, but that involves staying out of my head. My phone buzzes as I hurry back toward the restaurant.




Carter: You should tell them. About the bun in the oven.





Did I tell Carter I’m pregnant?! My eyes bug, and it takes a lot of control not to stall out. Jake is waiting for me to reach the doors to Briny Pearl, likely afraid I might pass out mid-stride. I manage to go inside the restaurant, the cool AC hitting me all at once, and I sink down on the rattan bench near a life-sized mermaid sculpture.


I call Carter.


“Ailey!” He picks up on the first ring, his East London accent thick along with his joviality. Carter is rarely somber. I’ve always liked that about him. “Nice chat we were ’aving earlier.”


“The one where I purged everything in my head?”


“Not everything. Trust, you were skirting around things, too.”


I’m quiet.


“Oi, you better be breathing, or I’ll do worse on you and call your big moody brother.”


I smile a little. “Rocky would hang up on you.”


“Not when I say it’s about you.”


That’s true. “Did I tell you that . . . ?” I can’t finish.


“That you’ve got a bun in the oven. You mumbled it. Said you’ve been keeping it to yourself. You and Phoebe. Now me, I reckon.”


I intake a sharp breath. “Carter—”


“I didn’t tell Jake. You barely meant to tell me, and you know me and you, Ailey. I’m not going around spilling all you share. This’ll be the same.”


I exhale.


“Ain’t that the sound of beauty.”


“Breath?”


“Life.”


His words drive deeper through me, and I place a softer hand on my flat belly.


“They should know,” Carter says in my silence.


“Who?”


“All of ’em. Best way to protect the future Tinrock progeny is if the whole team knows.”


“Not yet.”


“Thought you’d say that.” I hear his laughter before it comes. “I’m finishing up a passport for Mum’s friend, but I’ll pop in and out of Victoria when I can. Hit that Uncle Ned?” He’s telling me to go to bed. I understand some Cockney slang. Not as much as Oliver.


“Fly safe,” I say, then call Phoebe after I hang up.


“Ew, this bus seat is nasty,” she says upon answering. “I seriously could not find one that didn’t have a random white or brown stain. Buses shouldn’t have fabric seats. This needs to be illegal.”


“They know.” I stand up, heading toward the patio so as not to worry my mom. I’ve been gone long enough.


“Who knows what?” she whisper-hisses.


“The baby. Carter knows.”


“What the fuck?” she curses harshly. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me—”


“My fault—”


“Never your fault,” she says. “He probably weaseled it out of you.”


“That would still be my fault,” I whisper, skirting around a server and her bowls of lobster bisque.


“I’ll never believe it is, so you need to live with my delusion.”


I smile a little, loving my best friend during a crisis. “I’ll explain everything later. Ride safe.”


“Pray I don’t get a rash.”


“I’ll let Oliver know so he can pray in every language.”


“Perfect. Love you.”


“Love you, too.” We hang up, and I take a readying breath as I push into the patio. My mom nearly springs out of her chair upon seeing me. Her overwhelmed relief slams into me like a monster truck, and it feels . . . good.


She really wanted me back.










THREE


[image: Emoji: Strawberry.]


Hailey


“You look a little clammy. Do you need more water?” My mom is about to flag another server.


“I’m okay.” I catch her hand across the table, stopping her. She jolts at the sudden touch as much as I do. We’re not a physically affectionate mother-daughter pair. Not like Elizabeth and Phoebe.


Even so, my mom turns her hand, letting my fingers slip into hers for the briefest of moments. She squeezes the tips of them in the subtlest expression of care. Here I was, expecting a lengthy lecture about not being put together enough.


After releasing her hand from mine, she clasps the stem of a wineglass filled with a pale-gold liquid. The Sauvignon Blanc tips me off that she’ll be having oysters on the half shell. It’s an Addison Tinrock staple, and despite everything we’ve been through, a part of me is honored she’s let me see her likes, dislikes, and true personality when so much of her life is a careful fabrication.


I prefer seeing the truths. I never want to be fed lies again.


Water laps gently against sailboats and yachts in Bowen’s Wharf. It’s not a secret how much the godmothers love Newport, Rhode Island. How along the Cliff Walk they’d admire the rows of Gilded Age mansions. How they dreamed of one day being so rich and powerful they could buy the Vanderbilts’ summer home themselves.


I love the scenic New England coast. Pleasant. The salty air and smell. It eases me as much as the escalating chatter around us. Ladies in flowing silk dresses scoop mussels out of shells and sip rosé. Lost in their own universe. Oblivious to ours.


I take a deeper breath and ask, “What were we talking about before?”


“Phoebe and Rocky.”


Of course we were. Their names typically leave my mom’s lips as easily as hello and goodbye.


Phoebe and Rocky.


Rocky and Phoebe.


My older brother and my best friend.


Two people who have been vital organs in my life as essential as lungs and kidneys and the black heart that pumps in my chest. Brain fog begins clearing. Little pieces of our lunch convo return to me. “You were asking for updates,” I state. “Haven’t you heard the gossip at the club?”


Addison and Elizabeth have been frequenting Victoria Country Club since Claudia’s funeral. They’ve already established false identities as ritzy, boutique New York matchmakers—which is why we’re meeting outside of Victoria. It’d raise too many questions if they were spotted out to lunch with me and Phebs in town. We could brush away the skepticism, but it’s easier to avoid altogether.


She watches me tear a packet of Sugar in the Raw. “Yes, I’ve heard about the breakup. You really can’t escape the news about Phoebe Smith, Jake Waterford, and Grey Thornhall.” She takes a stiff sip of wine. “It’s this town’s version of Dawson’s Creek.”


She knows I love those soapy shows, even if they aren’t her favorite. I scoot closer to the table and say, “Except part of the love triangle was fake, which makes it not really a love triangle at all.”


“For the best. I can’t imagine anything more needlessly complicated than a real-life pull between two men. Phoebe avoided a headache.”


I try to think of anything but Oliver and Jake. “What’s the public perception of the breakup?” I stick to the job. Stable ground.


“Claudia’s friends at the club are unsurprised. No one honestly believed Jake would last with Phoebe long term, and those with daughters have already gone rabid. Julia Kelsey’s mother is trying to set the poor girl up for polo lessons with Jake.”


“As expected,” I mutter, my stomach weirdly knotting picturing a flock of women hovering around Jake. I can’t imagine Jake lifting Julia off a horse without feeling dizzy. I should drink water, but I dump my sugar into a cinnamon latte macchiato, a splurge when I’ve been mostly living off drip coffee these past months.


This will be my only burst of caffeine today, so I plan to savor every sip.


“What do you think?” my mom asks.


“About?” I lift my gaze to hers, seeing her assess me a little too intensely.


“About Jake.”


I blink, not knowing what to say, considering she has zero clue that I’m Jake’s fuck buddy. A secret I shall not be inviting her to share. And she’s not asking if I’m sleeping with Jake—that’d be ludicrous. We’ve been very discreet, and the only reason a select few people know is because I told them.


“Jake . . . ?”


“And Phoebe.” She gives me a puzzled look. “You’re sure you’re fine, Hailey?” She waves a server over, just to ask them to adjust the umbrella. Shade bathes me once more, and I thank them before they leave. “Better?” she wonders.


I nod. “I think it was a good, amicable breakup. There was no screaming match. No slap to the face. She didn’t push him in the pool, and he didn’t stomp angrily away. Phoebe should come out unscathed.”


The two of them stopped attending social functions together. People asked questions, and they’ve told the same story. Jake is mourning over his mom’s unexpected death two weeks ago, and now he’s too busy dealing with the messiness of his inheritance to give time to a relationship.


They’re officially over.


My mom sets her wineglass on the table, a whisper of a smile lifting her lips. “It was a clever breakup. Using Claudia Waterford’s death as the impetus. It painted them both in a good light. Was that you?”


She’s asking if it was my plan.


I nod again. “They asked for my help.”


“As they should. You’re brilliant.” She says it as if it still exists within me. My smarts. As if they haven’t been lost with my mind.


A familiar surge of pride pours through me. I used to bottle up her compliments like medicine, downing them during low times to give me boosts. These days it’s harder to hoard them. So I let the compliment flow through me and away like a single shot of dopamine.


She stares off at the patio railing for a beat, then takes a longer sip of wine. “If the Koning job is still on . . .” She pauses, hesitating to continue or not.


“It is still in motion. We haven’t called it quits.” Once Jake has full control of his dynasty, he’s agreed to give us each a million dollars for helping him. It’s a long con that was severely flubbed when my little brother offed Claudia.


Jake doesn’t deserve to be abandoned halfway through, especially after our mistake cost him his mother, and the payout will be a windfall we all desperately need.


“Then what’s the point of Phoebe breaking up with Jake?” she questions.


“Because she loves Rocky.”


“She can love Rocky and still fake date Jake.” Her advice is to do by example—since she’s been with my dad in the real sense while they’ve pretended to be with other people for cons—but we aren’t trying to follow in their exact footsteps.


Clearly this hasn’t sunk in for her yet.


“She’d rather be with Rocky publicly.”


Mom shakes her head slowly, her fingernails tapping the teak table. “The better play is for Phoebe to remain with the thirdborn heir to a billion-dollar fortune, especially while he’s fighting with his brother for the inheritance.”


I can’t disagree. It is the smarter move. But I’m still warring with how to protect the people I love versus protecting the job. “Phoebe and Jake’s breakup won’t impact the job that much,” I defend.


I’ve weighed the cost, and I’d rather my best friend be blissfully happy with my older brother than be tortured with the idea that they can never be publicly together.


“You know what would be easiest.” Her eyes bore into mine. There is no question. Because I’m conditioned to see the seamless path to secure a fortune. The one she taught me to locate.


“She’s not marrying Jake,” I say more strongly.


“Would he agree to it?”


I shove back from the table, feeling sick.


“Hailey, it’s just a question,” she says quickly. “I’m not pushing. I’m just . . . trying to gather data.” Her breathing shortens. She’s nervous? I’ve never had this much power over her, I don’t think. She’s never been this afraid to truly lose me.


“It doesn’t matter if he would or wouldn’t marry Phoebe.” I’m not giving her all the information. She’s not using me as a resource into the mind of Jake Waterford, and I hate the implication that Phoebe can be persuaded to do anything. That the only roadblock would be convincing Jake. “Phoebe wants to be romantically and truthfully with Rocky. What Phoebe—my best friend wants—is all that matters.”


Phoebe has never been selfish. She’s never wanted anything for herself at the cost of the team, and the fact that she wants my brother publicly is big.


“Okay. Okay.” She places her hands on the table to calm the strain between us. “You are aware, though, that marriage between Phoebe and Jake would guarantee more than a million—”


“I’m aware,” I cut her off.


I can’t lie to myself. I know a marriage is what I would suggest if feelings weren’t in the way. And maybe not just Phoebe and Rocky’s feelings . . . maybe mine, too.


She releases a soft sigh, uncertainty flashing in her tightened eyes. She wants me and her to be okay, but she can’t help but dole out nuggets of advice. I prepare for another. Unsurprised when she says, “Your life here is dependent on the out-come of that job.” She means my financial stability. “Unless you’d like to pull one in another city. You can always leave Victoria—”


“No, thank you.” I sit a little straighter. “We’ll be fine here as servers.”


“And how have you managed in one of Connecticut’s richest towns as a server?” Not well. “Have you been dependent on your landlord?”


Yes. I swallow a sip of macchiato. “Jake has covered our rent for more than a few months,” I admit.


She leans back with a slight smile, liking this answer. “You should keep squeezing him.”


Guilt flips my stomach. “It’s not like that. He’s just being kind.”


“And you’re using his kindness to your advantage.” She slips designer sunglasses over her eyes. “I’ll have to tell Bethy all isn’t lost with you two. Somewhere, deep down, you and Phoebe know this is the right path.”


I’m not so sure myself anymore. I despise the insinuation that I’m using Jake for his money. All my mom sees is what he can provide us, and I haven’t envisioned him as a pot of gold I’m trying to reach. It’d make me no better than all the ladies scrambling to be the next Mrs. Jake Koning Waterford.


But he is supposed to pay us out at the end.


So am I really any better?


I want off this Jake Waterford merry-go-round, so I begin thinking about my childhood. About the jobs I never questioned because I’d receive little details when I did.


You weren’t a part of those, she’d say. I can’t incriminate you. That time is long gone, Hailey.


I want to know her past. Because it’s mine, too. “I was in Newport when I was little, wasn’t I? Around four?”


“Around then.” She picks up her wine again, her voice incredibly stilted, but the warning look in her eye tells me to drop it.


I won’t. Not anymore. “You said you adopted me so Phoebe would grow up with another girl. Like you and Elizabeth were childhood friends. Well, I remember being at a fancy estate with Oliver, but why was I separated from Phoebe? Why keep me from her when we were little?”


She peers around.


At first, I think it’s to avoid my question, but I realize she’s just calculating how many people could be listening over the music, chatter, and sea.


“We were in Newport for a short time back then.” She speaks in a quieter tone. “A piggyback job.”


I assume they befriended New England socialites, then influenced them to pay their tabs and hotel fees with promises of “I’ll get you next time, of course” only to then disappear. “Did something go south?” I ask.


“Not at all. It went perfect.” She takes a tiny sip, staring more at the liquid than at me. “But it was necessary to have Phoebe be with Brayden.”


Brayden. Rocky’s birth name. “You were trying to pair Phoebe and Rocky together that young?”


“No,” she emphasizes like this is absurd. “Brayden was . . . he was a traumatized little boy. He had these screaming fits, and the only way he’d calm down was when he was around Phoebe. We didn’t know why he felt safe with her, and we didn’t question it. So when we were in Newport at a family’s estate, we didn’t want a meltdown from my six-year-old to cause attention. The horrible woman we were deceiving would make comments about ill-mannered children, and she’d cast us aside if she thought mine made a scene.”


I process this slowly. “You could’ve let me be with Phoebe and Rocky then.”


“You were a shy child. It was better if you were around Oliver. He made you less skittish—darling, stop . . .” She trails off, and I catch myself picking at my cuticles while she catches herself lecturing me.


Tension builds between us.


My face contorts as mistrust circles through me. “Or . . . you were attempting to match me with Oliver. To see which pairing would stick—”


“You were four. We cared more about whether you all were fed, bathed, clothed, and if you’d say anything inappropriate to the wrong people.” To their marks, she means. “We were only twenty-seven back then. We weren’t thinking decades ahead.”


I want to believe you.


God, I do.


It hurts that there’s any doubt. But I spent months in tormented, sleepless nights trying to track down the holes she left in her lies.


She can see the pain cross my face. I don’t have to say words. Not when it comes to her. We speak through our eyes. Her carriage rises in a deep, aching breath.


“I’m telling you the truth,” she professes. “I’m honest now. With everything.”


“I’m trying to believe that.” The pieces of our relationship are large fragmented shards, and maybe with time, they’ll be able to be glued back together one day.


But right now, I can’t shake how she spent my entire life making me believe I was her biological daughter. Making me believe Trevor and Rocky were my biological brothers.


In reality, I was adopted from foster care. Trevor is the son of a rich, elitist couple like the ones we scam. My parents, Addison and Everett Tinrock, paid the couple’s surrogate to give the newborn to them instead.


And Rocky . . .


He’s the only one with murder all over his backstory. While I might never know my birth name, his is Brayden Wolfe.


The Wolfes.


They’re one of only three founding families of Victoria, and Varrick Wolfe conned his way into the Wolfe family, married into their dynasty, and decimated it from the inside out.


It’s hard to think about Rocky’s origins without picturing my mom and dad in their early twenties—younger than I am now—caught up in a con gone horribly wrong with Varrick. They trusted him until his plans took a sinister turn, so they tailed him one dark night in Connecticut. They saw him run the Wolfes off a bridge, the car plunging into the watery depths of the river below. Instead of driving away and dusting off their hands and consciences of this cruel malice, my parents pulled their car over.


My dad jumped off the bridge and into the water, attempting to rescue anyone he could from drowning in that river.


Out of a family of five. He could only save the one-year-old in the backseat.


The one-year-old they would raise as theirs.


The one-year-old that would come to be a vital organ in my life.


My big brother.


I know I shouldn’t offer my love to two people who were complicit in the demise of Rocky’s birth family, but it’s difficult to hate them. My mom didn’t have to stop the car. My dad didn’t have to jump into the river. And they chose to keep Rocky in fear that Varrick would finish off the Wolfe line.


It was to protect him.


In a way, I think most of their decisions—good and bad—have been to protect all of us.


As someone who constantly weighs pros and cons, who thinks about every variable in a job, I can understand when there are no perfect choices. Only ones that come with consequences we can live with, and they chose to live with these horrible lies.


My only wish is that they told us the truth sooner. Trusted us when we became adults and especially when we questioned their stories, but I think this was something they were willing to take to their graves until they realized it was going to cost their relationship with us completely.


Rocky will say they didn’t want to lose their pawns in the game of grifting.


But I’m not so cynical.


I truly believe my parents love me, and I’m not going to torture myself anymore by doubting that. I’ve seen how it’s chipped away at Rocky over the years. That won’t be me. Especially not now. The last thing I need in my life is stress.


Do not lose this baby.










FOUR
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Phoebe


Fuck the bus. Fuck Rhode Island (sorry if you live here). And fuck my creepy fucking birth father, who’s making me check over my shoulder a hundred times a minute.


“He is so fucking weird,” I say harshly into my phone. “Not the interesting kind of weird, but the I-will-butcher-you-in-your-sleep type of fucked-up freak.”


“You want to drop another fuck?” Rocky snaps hotly.


“You plan to pick it up for me?”


“Fuck no.”


My scowl pinches into a smile, but my power walking stride never loses blistering heat as I trek from the bus stop to Briny Pearl. I’m very late to the lunch with the godmothers and Hails on account of my lack of forethought about how painfully slow the bus would be.


“Let’s return to the part where you said you saw him,” Rocky says, his voice deep and coarse like harsh sandpaper against my ears.


Him. “That creep wishes he were as cool as Jason Voorhees.”


“Your sick fascination with the ugly fuck from Friday the 13th isn’t dispelling the father-daughter comparisons here.”


I skid to a full-blown halt right outside of Briny Pearl. I glare at the pirate ship wheel on the restaurant’s navy-blue siding. “I’m not like my dad. Take it back right now.”


“Only if you stay on topic. For fuck’s sake, Phebs. I’m going out of my mind picturing him tailing your bus.”


“Like I said, he was waiting at the bus stop in Victoria. I thought he was going to follow me on, but he just waved me goodbye with a creepy smirk.”


“Use another fucking adjective.”


I hate that I love Rocky’s aggravated, serrated edges. I might be a freak in the sense that I like being cut up by him, but I refuse to believe I share more than a genetic code with Varrick Wolfe. Personality, uh-uh—we are not the same. Not that we’re on speaking terms. He’s just done the stalkerish loitering thing.


I expel a molten breath. “Picture a fortysomething version of Christan Bale in American Psycho. That was his pompous, punchable smile.”


“Great. Did he know you were going to Newport?” Rocky asks.


“Unsure.” I fix the spaghetti strap to my slim pink dress, then bend at the knees to retie the loose ribbon on my white wedges. “He knew I was leaving Victoria to hop on the bus, at least. Maybe my mom told him. She’s been keeping in contact with Varrick.” It’s been a point of contention among me and my brothers and her, and I feel ill even imagining her spending two seconds with a man who murdered Rocky’s entire family.


What else is he capable of?


My skin crawls, and as I scan my surroundings, my body tightens in preparation to throw a fist, knee a groin, or run for my life. Luckily, I’m alone near the sunny entrance of the restaurant. Just me and some potted yellow daylilies.


“You didn’t think to call me on the bus?” Rocky questions. It sounds like he’s power walking as angrily as I just was.


“I did think about it, and I thought that you would’ve followed me.” I hear the slam of a car door over the phone. It swells my lungs, knowing he’s quick to be there for me, but at the same time, this isn’t one of those cases where he should show up. “You can’t come here.” I hear the engine. “Rocky.”


“Give me one decent reason.”


“It’d look exceptionally shitty banging my ex-husband shortly after breaking up with the town sweetheart.”


“I’m not going to fuck you in Rhode Island, Phoebe. I’m just making sure you weren’t tailed.”


My face flames. I open my mouth, but I replay the gritty mean tone he had with me. And now I do just want him to fuck me in Rhode Island.


He must hear the shift of my breath. Because he says, “Don’t worry, I’ll destroy your cunt later.”


I glare. “If I let you.”


“Funny you think I won’t just take you anyway.”


I’d flip him off if he were near me. I chew the corner of my smile. “Threatening me with a bad time.”


“Always. I’m fuck out of good times.”


“Same.” I love how deranged this conversation is, and shit, I really need to go to lunch. I’m stalling now. “I need to go. I love you. Bye.” I hang up, not giving him the opportunity to serve an I love you back. It feels like a victorious declaration of love. One that doesn’t need reciprocation.


While gathering my dark blue hair into a messy high pony, I barrel into the fancy restaurant and offer a brisk smile to the hostess. “I’m meeting someone on the patio.” Then I follow a server out into the glaring sunshine, squinting as I locate Hailey, Addison Tinrock, and two empty chairs.


Confusion knits my brows. How is my mom still not here? I plop down unladylike into a free wicker seat. “Hi, Hails,” I greet my best friend, happy to see signs of good sleep since I spent the night at Rocky’s boathouse and didn’t wake up in our loft. No dark circles under her eyes. Her platinum-blonde hair is combed and tangle-free. I catch a glimpse of her toes, which have a new metallic polish.


Go, Hails.


Smoky shadow accentuates her gray irises. She appears reserved and standoffish, but her smile peeks at me over a sip of coffee. Her black lipstick leaves a stain against the rim, and I watch how her body relaxes like she’s relieved I’m a part of the lunch.


I smile back, then notice Addison staring more at the door. Maybe she’s expecting her own best friend to trail after me, but my mom is nowhere in sight.


“So, Addison, did you happen to tell your old creepy friend that I’d be here today?” I stretch forward like this is an interrogation. Because it is. My trust in her and my mom hasn’t just been on thin ice. It’s plummeted into hypothermic waters. They’re lucky Hailey and I have retrieved it, but like hell am I holding it in my hand just to get frostbite.


I believe in actions more than words.


“My old creepy friend?” she repeats like I doled out a freezer-burnt dessert when she’s only ever been fed Michelin-star soufflés.


“Six-foot-something. Dresses like he’s old money. Clean-shaven. Very fit. Probably runs ten miles to the soundtrack of babies crying. Stupidly good-looking according to ladies at the club who need checked for cataracts, but he’s grotesque to my own two eyes. That old creepy friend. You know, the one you lost touch with back in ’86 in Victoria.”


Addison sends me a sharp reprimanding look to lower my voice.


I’m not feeling demure. I’ve learned too much. Like how our parents ran jobs with Varrick Wolfe in the eighties. They have history with him that we don’t. They know him, and I simultaneously want nothing to do with the man while also wanting to know everything about him. The latter, mostly to protect myself.


“I haven’t said a word to Varrick,” Addison says, pushing a plate of oysters toward me. Even as my stomach grumbles, I don’t take the distraction.


“But my mom has,” I state, knowing she’s been popping in and out of Stonehaven since Claudia died. The historic mansion is located on a tiny island a short boat ride from the Victoria harbor, and it’s belonged to the Wolfes since they founded the town in 1887. Unfortunately, Varrick married into the Wolfe dynasty before he killed them off, so he has sole claim to the residence.


Hailey frowns at me. “You think Elizabeth tipped him off that we’d be here?”


“I think someone did, seeing as how he was waiting for me to get on the bus.”


“You took the bus?” Addison puts two fingers to her temple, sinking backward like a migraine is coming on.


“That’s what you’re getting out of this?” Irritation claws at my insides. Their priorities seem fucked-up. The godmothers are more worried about me and Hails ditching our grifter lifestyle than anything else. Rocky would say they don’t want to lose their assets they’ve cultivated for twenty-four years, but I’ve always believed it’s deeper.


They’re worried Hailey and I won’t live the lives they’ve dreamed for us. All they’ve ever wanted was for us to have it better than them. From what they’ve said, they grew up poor as dirt, and they scraped their way to the upper echelons of society. So seeing their daughters choose the bottom-feeder lives they fought to escape—it must hurt a little.


At least enough to burst a blood vessel in Addison’s temple.


“If Bethy tipped him off, she would’ve had a good reason.” Addison reaches for her wineglass. “The last thing she’d do is put you in harm’s way. The only reason she’s entertaining that ghoul is to protect you, Nova, and Oliver.”


I clench down on my teeth. My heart pangs as guilt begins to gnaw from the inside out. I have no idea if my mom even loved Varrick. She was only twenty-two when she ran from Connecticut. From him. Pregnant with triplets.


He couldn’t have been much older than her. What was their relationship even like? Were me and my brothers conceived out of hate? Was it forced? Do I want that answer?


It’d paint a graphic picture of her present interactions with my dad at Stonehaven. I should have these facts rather than bury my head in the sand, but my throat swells with emotion. I can’t ask Addison for those exact details when they need to come from my mom.


“Has there been signs of life?” I ask, my voice scratchy and edged. “What if he threw her into the bay?”


“He didn’t throw her into the bay . . .” Addison says, but her forehead wrinkles again. She downs the last sip of white wine and only eases when she glances left. She immediately rises from her chair in relief. “There you are.”


Elizabeth Graves is . . . a mess. My mom struts in with disheveled, bed-head hair. It’s dyed a pretty honey blonde that seems a little too yellow in the sunlight. Her peach blouse is severely wrinkled—her leather Birkin halfway unzipped.


She’s not always drenched in Hermès, Cartier, and Dior, as she’d say, “Real wealth doesn’t need to be flashy.” And Addison would add, “Wealth whispers.” But my mom does usually appear like she’s a walking celestial perfume ad. Ready to grace your life with heavenly charm.


She’s not angelic right now. She’s evoking hangover chic. Is her mascara smudged?


After Addison and Elizabeth hug, my mom sinks down in her seat while greeting too brightly, “Hi, spiders.” Her smile is too caked on. Phony. “You’re both looking cute today.”


I open my mouth, but a server interrupts us. “Would you two like anything to drink?”


“Water’s fine,” I say.


“I’ll have what she’s having.” My mom points to Addison’s empty wineglass.


“We’ll take a whole bottle,” Addison chimes in. “Four glasses, please.”


Hailey slumps in her chair, cupping her coffee in two tight palms. I slip her a subtle reassuring look before waving a casual hand at the server. “That won’t be necessary. Just two glasses for them.”


“You sure?” My mom smiles to draw mine out. “You have a reason to celebrate.” She must detect my confusion because she adds, “Your breakup with Jake.”


Right . . . “No, we’re good,” I tell the server. “Just two glasses.” Once she disappears from earshot, I explain, “I’m sure it’s a hundred-dollar bottle. At minimum. Hailey and I didn’t come to this lunch flush.” I pick up a menu. “I’ll be lucky to afford the breadbasket.”


It’s not a lie, but it’s not the real reason we’re sober.


I’m protecting Hailey’s baby secret. To my fucking grave. I won’t tell a soul, not even my boyfriend. Her brother. Not until she’s ready to share this news—which she’s not. She literally just found out a week ago.


My mom zips up her Birkin. “Aren’t you dating Rocky, bug? He can pay for you.”


“For a lunch he’s not even attending?” I set down the menu, my stomach tossing. “That’s demoralizing.”


“More demoralizing than taking the bus here?” Addison retorts.


Elizabeth lets out a shocked breath. “You didn’t.”


I growl out a sigh. “Okay, the real issue isn’t my mode of transportation.” I rotate toward my mom beside me. “Did you tell Varrick about this lunch?” My frown deepens into pits of concern. “And why do you look so . . . ?”


She flattens her hair quicky, almost embarrassed. Flustered. This woman could make a period stain appear like the latest fashion trend. I’ve never seen her wear embarrassment—not a single day of my life. Hell, she’s never been this ruffled. Even on the drive away from an abusive mark who left a handprint on her cheek, she’d have perfect posture in the car.


She spends a great deal of time untwisting the knotted chain of her gold heart-shaped locket before reaching for her water. “I left our beach rental in a hurry,” she explains with a barbaric slurp. Water drizzles down her chin. She curses under her breath, dabs the spill with the cloth napkin. “I did mention to him that I’d be meeting you for lunch. I didn’t tell him where we’d be.”


We go abruptly silent as the server returns with a wine bottle, another dozen oysters, and a creamy crab dip. Tension mounts as she slowly pours a taster for Addison. None of us put on a façade that everything is okey fucking dokey. Even my mom’s smile—a tiny gesture to expel my worry—has vanished.


Once the two wineglasses are filled and the server leaves us, I angle back toward Elizabeth. “Why tell that creep anything at all?”


“I’m trying to reason with him, bug, and . . . and that means being open. He can tell when I evade.”


“Can he be reasoned with?” Hailey asks, a lot less hostilely than I would.


“I don’t know.” My mom perches her sunglasses on the top of her head. I almost feel bad for the heat off my questions when I notice the deep bags under her eyes. “There are things he wants and things he clearly doesn’t.”


We all look unsettled.


Addison starts piling mignonette sauce onto her shellfish with a little spoon, her shoulders more constricted.


“What doesn’t he want?” I ask.


“A payout. I offered him a portion of the Koning job, and in return, he would leave Victoria permanently.”


My brows spring. “You did what?”


“It was necessary—”


“No, you don’t get to include him in a fucking job without including all of us in this decision. We don’t even know him, and that job was ours.” We involved our parents because we needed their help, but they weren’t supposed to ever take the helm.


I am hurt.


Rocky will always believe the godmothers want to control us, and so badly, I want my mom to prove him wrong. But if she continues yanking the strings from us, then how are we anything but her puppets?


Hailey looks ashen. “You told Varrick we’re trying to screw over Jake’s brother?”


“He already suspected since Phoebe was dating a Koning heir.” Her eyes flit worriedly between me and Hails. “I promise I wasn’t trying to undermine any of you kids.”


“We aren’t kids,” I mutter angrily under my breath. “You should’ve told us before posing anything to him.”


“It was my idea,” Addison pipes in quickly, attempting to redirect my anger to her. News flash, I’m pissed at both of them. “I told Bethy we could potentially use Varrick to finish the job you all started. If he promised to leave once Jake’s inheritance is secured, it’d solve two issues at once.”


My jaw unhinges. “So, now he knows we don’t want him in this town?”


“He already knew,” my mom professes deeply. “He’s not an idiot, spider. He’s known we’ve been avoiding him for years because I’ve kept you and your brothers a secret from him.” She’s already confessed how he’s aware I’m his daughter now. It makes his whole Michael Myers knockoff routine a little more unnerving.


I teeter toward concern for her again. “Is he angry?”


“No . . . he’s . . . impressed that we managed to deceive him.” She downs her wine in minutes before pouring herself another glass, not even waiting for a refill from the server.


“But he doesn’t want to help us with the job?” Hailey wonders, genuinely curious.


I really wish Rocky were here. My emotions burn too hot. At least he’d share in the overflowing rage. Maybe then I wouldn’t feel like I’m overreacting.


“He’s uninterested in the money,” my mom says dazedly, just staring at the ice beneath the oyster shells.


“That’s not a shock, right?” I chime in. “He has the Wolfe family fortune. What does he need the money for? He’s been hibernating in that mansion for how many years?”


My mom chokes on a sharp noise. “You think he’s spent over two decades as a hermit? In a three-story mansion on an island? With no yard and the only way in or out is by boat?”


My lips pull downward. “That’s what everyone in town believes . . .” I trail off, realizing how wrong I am almost instantly.


“A town myth he uses to his benefit, bug,” Elizabeth says, almost sadly. “That man has been traveling the country under different aliases. He only just returned to Victoria when Emilia Wolfe became sick and died.”


Hailey stares around the patio before looking between the godmothers. “So he’ll leave again if he leaves often. It’s logical.”


Addison turns to Elizabeth.


Elizabeth frowns at the crab dip, then pours a third glass of wine, and downs the entire thing in one gulp.


“Bethy—”


“We can’t pay him to leave, Addy,” my mom declares. “It’s not what he wants. It’s not why he’s staying in Victoria indefinitely.”


Addison sets an uneaten oyster on her plate. “You can’t live your life with a monster—”


“It’s not me either,” she whispers, as if this is a fragile secret. “He’s not interested in me.”


Cold drips down my spine when her brown eyes veer over to mine. “He wants all six of you.”


My stomach drops out. “For what?”


“As we thought, he’s been observing you to see how well we raised you, but he’d prefer to have you all in his back pocket. He wants you to trust him more than you trust us. He might even attempt to sway you against us.”


Addison sends an apprehensive glance to my mom. My head spins, and Hailey digs her nose and mouth into her forearm before springing up.


Oh shit. She’s going to be sick. She shoos me not to follow, then rushes toward the bathroom. I wonder if the fishy smell from the oysters is upsetting her already queasy stomach. This pregnancy hasn’t been kind to her on the morning sickness front.


Addison swings her head toward the door. “Is Hailey ill?”


“We drank a lot of wine last night. I think the hangover mixed with oysters is getting to her,” I lie casually.


“Should I go check on her?” Addison asks, more to Elizabeth than me. It’s an odd question from someone so supremely confident in any role she takes. But I suppose the role of mother has been tarnished a bit. She doesn’t know exactly where she stands with Hails.


“I’ll text her,” I offer, sending Hailey a quick message on my burner: You okay? [image: Emoji: Strawberry.]


Her response is almost instant: [image: Emoji: Vomiting face.] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up.]


“Assumptions confirmed.” I slip my phone away. “It’s the hangover.” I thread my arms over my chest and drop my voice so only they can hear. “So . . . if he’d prefer to use us in the art of confidence games, then why hasn’t he said boo to me? Seems like he’s done a pretty shitty job convincing us to be a part of his one-man team.”


Slowly, Elizabeth reaches into her Birkin and pulls out six envelopes. She hands me the stack, Rocky’s alias written in cursive on the top one.


Grey Thornhall


Elizabeth never blinks as she says, “That’s about to change.”










FIVE


[image: Emoji: Strawberry.]


Jake


I fold an envelope. My name is scrawled in black ink over the letterhead: JAKE KONING WATERFORD. No return address. I slip it in the back pocket of my navy-blue slacks after hanging up the phone.


I called Hailey the second I found the envelope underneath my Porsche’s windshield wiper. It’s definitely not good how often she circles my thoughts, not good that my first instinct was to reach out to her—not good that I’m headed to her now.


Most of my life, I’ve been revolting.


Pushing against expectations set before birth. Probably before I was even conceived, my mother had an idea of who she wanted her thirdborn son to be, and I’m pretty positive I was only half of what she desired.


Athletic, perfect. Studious, even better. Proper, out-standing.


Questioning . . . unacceptable. Challenging, we can’t have that. Rebellious, he must go.


With no peep from my weak-willed father, I was sent to boarding school for most of my youth. Because she hated that I called her out for being every fucking thing I didn’t want my mother to be.


Vindictive. Petty. Cruel. Her high standards could never be reached by most staff. She went through valets, assistants, chefs, and housekeepers like seasonal decorations. Discarding them as if they were the wrong type of ribbon and garland for the year. She only ever remembered the names of the nanny and butler. They were the only ones she’d bother to keep around for decades, a way to tell herself she was so loyal, so giving.


It was bullshit.


I told her exactly what I felt each time she canned household staff, like Chef Lydia, who’d just returned from maternity leave after giving birth to twins.


“She looks so different . . .” Mom crinkled her nose in distaste, then waved her hand. “She’s better off elsewhere. She’ll have more time to take care of herself.”


I let out a tight, irate laugh. “She just gave birth. Not that her appearance should even matter.”


“Jacob, please. Not today.”


She loved my oldest brother because he never held a mirror to her face. Trent was Claudia . . . is Claudia in so many terrible ways. It’s been two weeks since she died, and I keep wishing he’d join her.


I keep thinking, What the fuck is wrong with me? That I want my own brother to die. I never considered that I could be someone who’d put a hit on their own family. Screw them over to protect others? Yeah, I tried to do that—I’m still trying. Kill them . . . no.


I don’t want this dark desire to exist anywhere but in my head.


This year, everything has felt like love or death.


Fitting earbuds in my ears, I play music off Hailey’s iPod Nano and leave my Porsche parallel parked on Main Street. She loaned me the Nano after I asked about what music she likes. The bands she listed off sounded fake.


“The Peanut Butter Bandits?” I’d said with raised brows.


“Death metal.”


“You’re joking with me.”


“No, really.” She handed me her iPod Nano. “Keep it.” We were on my catamaran. In my bed. Lying under the silky ocean-blue sheets. I sat higher up against the headboard.


“For how long?”


“No time limit.”


I watched her slide out from under the covers. My eyes were drawn to every beautiful inch of Hailey—not just her slender legs, the slight curve of her hips, her small breasts and pink pebbled nipples, but in how she glanced back at me, pieces of her platinum hair hanging in her gray eyes. Her brown roots were growing in like tar spilling into white sand.


She was seeing if I was watching her.


She was . . . studying me. I smiled a little, my brows creased in more intrigue. Because I was trying to make sense of her, too. I’d been thinking how she wasn’t shy about being naked. Yet, she was strangely reserved. Cold. Not affectionate in any sense I knew. I’d never encountered a girl who asked me flat out, “Do you want to fuck?” while also in the same breath waited for me to make the first move.


That same night, I’d eaten her out so very slowly. Just to watch her reactions. Her thigh spasms. Her breath hitches. The soft, pitching moans as her lips parted. When she orgasmed, her eyes were so intensely fixed on mine—like she was trying to rip into my soul—that some would likely find it unsettling. I couldn’t stop staring at her. I wanted inside her brain to know exactly what she was thinking.


I’d been a second from asking, but then she’d panted, “Can you do that again? With your tongue. I really liked that.”


I smiled, bigger than I had in so long. Months? Years? Nothing about Hailey added up in my mind, and I liked it. I liked that she just didn’t make sense to me right away. I liked that I had to keep contemplating her. “This?” I’d dipped back between her thighs, licking her swollen clit. She’d tasted so sweet. I could’ve been down there for too many hours. Less when she began to wince like it’d been painfully sensitive. I’d begun to pull away.


“Keep going.”


“Hailey—”


“I like the feeling.” Her next earnest, nearly begging “please” won me over, and I’d sucked her while she cried into a full-body twitching orgasm. Quickly, I’d slipped two fingers inside her soaked pussy, feeling her contract around them, and she’d moaned into a whimper, “Don’t move.”


Hailey knew exactly what she liked and what she wanted.


I was so fucking turned on by her, I could barely think at all.


When she caught her breath, I lay beside her, wiping away leaked tears from the corners of her eyes. Surprised when she let me, more surprised when she nuzzled her body against my side, her cheek on my chest. I was about to wrap my arms around her, but she’d grabbed my wrist, then said, “Will you stay down there?”


She’d meant between her legs.


“My hand?”


She’d nodded. “I like the pressure.”


So I’d cupped her pussy, adding friction every now and then with my fingers, which soothed her to sleep. I found her enthralling, bizarre, maybe even troubled. I knew she was searching for answers about her parents at the time, and I’d been helping her any way I could.


I kept telling myself that also meant sleeping with her, but I knew I wanted to be inside Hailey. I wanted to see if I could get her off I think as badly as she wanted to see what made me hard. The answer has been her.


No book in any library has gripped me as much as she has, and it’s been fucking maddening.


On the catamaran, with the iPod Nano in my grip, I kept my eyes on Hailey as she gathered her cargo pants and mesh shirt off the floor. She wasn’t in a hurry, but she wasn’t making a point of delaying either.


“You can stay,” I said.


“That’s okay. That Valentine’s event is happening soon at VCC.” Victoria Country Club. “I need to be there for work.”


“For the Hunt? It’s not even five a.m.” I checked the bedside clock, then glanced back as she buttoned her pants. “Katherine isn’t expecting you to be there this early.”


Katherine Rhodes is her boss and the maître d’ of the club, overseeing guest relations and managing staff. She’s also been more of a mother to me than my own mother. But she’s extremely particular. Stringent. She takes pride in this town and the club, and anything she sees as a threat to the values she has upheld, she dislikes.


Hailey and Phoebe have been dislikes for her, but that’s diminished a fraction of a fraction throughout the past year. Mostly because she thinks I’ve been in love with Phoebe.


I’ve hated that I lied to her, but there was no better path. Katherine revered my mother, saw her as generous and kind. She was the nanny. My nanny. Once my siblings and I were grown, my mother gave Kathrine the esteemed country club job as a token of her generosity.


It did keep Katherine loyal to her. And I needed my mother to truly believe I was going to potentially marry Phoebe.


“I have to go home and take a shower,” Hailey said, sliding on her mesh shirt.


“You’re welcome to shower here.”


“My shower is fine.” She was avoiding my gaze now.


“Can we talk?” I asked.


“About what?” She slipped on socks, then reached for her combat boots.


“About what just happened.”


Her fair cheeks went rosy. “We fucked. You went down on me twice. I wanted to blow you, but I think I fell asleep. Then I woke up, and we talked about astrology and music. You’re an Aquarius—said to be deeply intellectual, independent, and rebellious—but I don’t believe in horoscopes, even though they do matter.”


“Why do they matter?”


“Because other people believe in them, and that belief holds weight.” She gave me an inching smile. “I didn’t tell you that part last night.”


“No, you didn’t.” I wanted to smile back, but uncertainty still hammered into me. Instead, I just shifted out of the bed, my bare feet hitting the floor. After I stood, I grabbed my watch off the dresser. Careful to give her space.


Now she was bashful seeing my cock. It confused me. “Hailey—”


“It was just sex,” she said. “We don’t need to complicate this.”


I frowned. “You showering here complicates this . . . how?”


“It just does.” She laced her boots.


I scraped a hand through my hair, knowing I shouldn’t want more. Because I agreed, “It is just sex.” I couldn’t have a relationship with her. I couldn’t do serious.


Not just because I was fake dating Phoebe at the time, but because it wasn’t safe to be committed to anyone who could potentially be collateral damage in this war between me and my brother.


It’s still dangerous.


Maybe even more now than before.


It’s been two months since the Hunt, and we still call our relationship “just sex.” The more I learn about her, the less I feel like it is.


As I leave my Porsche, loud rock beats blast in my ears, and I hustle toward Baubles & Bookends.


While most of my adolescence was spent in New York, all my summers were in this seaside Connecticut town. I love the sticky heat off the coast, the way the streets flood with bouncing kids as school lets out, the nostalgic smell of charcoal from Danny’s Dockside Grill. Sunsets melt like orange freeze pops, and nighttime feels alive with fireflies and bullfrogs.


I might’ve been the son of an eleven-figure fortune, a kid with a distinguished lineage dating back to the 1700s, but I was always just the third. Able to run off and buy cookie dough ice cream, race through Main Street like a vagabond child, and I found myself kicking soccer balls with other teenagers on the grainy beach as foamy waves crashed to shore. Always knowing in the back of my head that my family owned half the town. That our money came from one of the most popular, well-recognized beer franchises in the world.


The guilt came later.


When I realized my summers were blissful and free while my little sister’s were tormented and caged. She might’ve been the fourthborn, but she was the only girl, and our mother had planned Kate’s life down to the hour. Sometimes the minute.


I don’t know what brings more grief: knowing my sister never experienced these idyllic, joyful summers in Victoria or the fact that this might be my last.


My brother might take everything from me. He’s already started to.


Hailey’s fury-laced music bleeds into my veins. I can’t hear the woof of Archer Fitzpatrick’s Saint Bernard as he walks the giant dog along the cobblestone or the beep of cars being locked as vehicles park outside Symphonies on the Pier for dinner.


But I falter when I turn my head . . . and I spot Oliver Graves.


Fuck. He’s across the street, nearly parallel with me on the other sidewalk, and it’s clear we’re headed in the same direction. The loft above the bookstore.


He has a casual but quick stride, his hands in pockets of tailored khaki slacks. His designer sunglasses match the jet-black shade of his short-sleeve linen shirt.


Oliver dresses like he frequents yachts in the summer and chalets in the winter. Like he was a silver-spoon kid who never lived without a trust fund. I never would’ve questioned his wealth had I not learned the truth.


I stay in time with his lengthy gait. Our builds are very similar and we’re around the same height. I bet I’m stronger. Not a competition.


I breathe out a lengthy breath. Then glance over at him again. He’s not peering over at me. At all. He’s so unconcerned. Unbothered.


There’s something about him that simultaneously stands out and blends in, and I can’t put my finger on what it is. Maybe it’s the way he carries himself. Like he’s unshackled by life. Or maybe it’s just that he’s bewilderingly attractive. I might have the jawline, but his features are striking as they balance between daring and safe. Treacherous and harmless.


If Phoebe Graves is considered stunningly beautiful, I don’t even know what you call her brother Oliver.


What I do know: he’s on the side of the street I need to be on.


Can’t avoid him forever.


With a deep sigh, I cross the road at an intersection, waving politely to Mr. Eddington, who stops his Mercedes for me. Picking up my pace in a slight jog, then I slow right beside Oliver on the cobblestone sidewalk.


I pry out an earbud.


Without looking at me or breaking pace, Oliver says, “The king has returned.” His smile inches upward.


I’ve stopped being surprised that the Graveses and Tinrocks have eyes in the back of their heads. They’re not just con artists. They are born and raised con artists. I’m still wrapping my mind around what that actually entails because they’re incredibly secretive about how they grew up. What they did. Where they did it.


“Quoting The Lion King?” I say, pulling out my second earbud, barely able to hear him over the heavy female vocals.


“You are the Disney prince.”


“And that makes you . . . what?”


He tips his head toward me. “Everything all at once.”


I find Oliver frustrating. At least I know that Grey (Rocky) is a raging, angst-driven asshole. I don’t know who Oliver is other than Phoebe’s brother and Hailey’s . . . friend with benefits, I guess.


“Everything all at once, huh?” I side-eye him while we keep a steady pace.


His smile slants higher. He twirls a set of keys on his finger. Keys to Hailey’s loft. Keys he shouldn’t have since she’s not supposed to make copies, and I know that because I’m her landlord.


She must’ve given them to him.


I take out the iPod Nano from my pocket to shut off the song.


He lifts his sunglasses to his head. Pushing back his thick hair, he sees the screen of the Nano. “Animal Alpha,” he names the band. “You thieve that from Hails or did she give it to you?”


“I wouldn’t steal anything of hers.”


“You should try.” He outpaces me, just to spin around and walk backward. He maintains complete eye contact. It’s impressive he’s not tripping or concerned he might bump into a chalkboard sign. “Hone your fledgling skills, Koning. Or would you prefer I pick up your slack?” He puts a hand to his heart. “I’ve been known to carry deadweight. Don’t take it personally, I like lifting heavy things.”
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