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			Chapter One

			Olivia

			Only in Manhattan would parents throw a dropping-out-of-college party for their daughter. And only on the Upper East Side would people actually show up.

			Now, to be fair, the invitations didn’t actually acknowledge the whole dropping-out bit. Nothing so crass as that. I mean, this is New York, after all. People have standards. At least when other people are watching.

			See, the twelve-dollars-each invitations spun the whole debacle as a “sending-off celebration for Olivia Elizabeth Middleton.”

			Sending-off indeed.

			The destination? Bar Harbor, Maine.

			The reason? Charitable endeavors.

			Ahem. Not exactly. At least they got the location right, although even that’s a bit of a joke. It’s not exactly Rwanda or Haiti or any of the places that Olivia Elizabeth Middleton originally intended to go with the intention of saving the world. But when your parents know someone who knows someone who knows everyone, you’re bound to get hooked up with someone who needs help a little closer to home. So Bar Harbor, Maine, it is.

			But the whole do-gooder motivation? Total bullshit. I should know.

			See, I’m Olivia Elizabeth Middleton: NYU drop-out and soon-to-be resident of Middle-of-Nowhere.

			
			And let me tell you, my reasons have nothing to do with charity. I’m not that good. Not even close. I certainly don’t deserve a freaking party for the things I’ve done.

			But I’m a Middleton. Parties are what we do. At this point, I’m just counting myself lucky I talked my mother out of the Mother Teresa ice sculpture.

			I wish I were kidding.

			So here I am, dressed in a brand-new Versace cocktail dress, trying to make everyone believe I was bitten by the philanthropic bug just in time to bail on my senior year of college.

			The most depressing thing is that everyone seems willing to just go with it. Well done, Liv! So proud of you, Olivia. Lovely inside and out.

			Blech.

			My best friend, at least, doesn’t seem to be buying it. “Liv, you can’t be serious. I mean, where are you going to get your hair highlighted all the way up in Maine?”

			Some deep part of me wants to snap at my oldest friend to stop being so superficial. But the other part of me—the one that’s more familiar—is dying to grab her by the shoulders and give her an Oh-my-God-I-know! shake. Because the truth is, I’ve spent way too much time wondering about how I’m going to keep my honey-blond hair from returning to its natural mud color while in Maine.

			Bella Cullinane and I have had the same hairdresser since our mothers decided it was time we become versed in the difference between highlights and lowlights. We were thirteen. But Bella and I were inseparable long before that. She was the cute brunette to my classy blonde all through twelve years of private school. Bella taught me the art of rolling my plaid uniform skirt just enough to be interesting without being obvious, and in return, I was her alibi when she let Todd Akin talk her out of her lavender couture dress on prom night. Even when Bella went off to Fordham and me off to NYU, we made a pact to see each other at least a couple times a month. So far we’ve stuck to it.

			
			And since I dropped my off-to-Maine bomb on her two months ago, she’s been telling me she’ll be my best friend no matter what (the no matter what, of course, being the not-so-minor fact that I won’t be finishing my senior year with that management degree I’ve spent three years chasing).

			But deep down, we both know things have changed. Phone calls just aren’t the same as Wednesday wine nights. And even when we do see each other again, we’ll have nothing in common. Bella will be knee-deep in studying for her LSATs and cherry-picking the law school of her choice while I’m shuttling a war vet back and forth to physical therapy and coaxing him to eat split-pea soup, or whatever it is irritable elderly people subsist on.

			“I’ll be home for Thanksgiving,” I say by way of response to Bella’s horror over my hair crisis. “I’ll make an appointment then.”

			My best friend purses her glossy lips and takes a sip of Taittinger champagne—a tiny one, since champagne has carbs, and Bella lives in constant fear that her hourglass figure will turn lumpy before she can make it down the aisle in a size-2 wedding dress.

			“So three-plus months,” she says, giving my hair a once-over. “Your ends might survive it if you don’t flat-iron your hair, but the roots…ugh.”

			
			“Maybe I could just wear a bag over my head,” I say, taking a sip of my own champagne. A bigger sip than Bella’s, because unlike my curvy friend, I’m more of the willowy (read: flat-chested) type, and if my parents’ genetics are any indication, my beanpole figure will probably outlast my teeth.

			Being able to legally drink at my parents’ frequent social gatherings is pretty much the only good thing about getting older. I suspect that’s one of the reasons the drinking age is twenty-one. It’s as though some wise person way back when knew that alcohol would start to get reaaaaally helpful at that point of your life. I’m nearly twenty-two, and God knows I’ve found a drink handy a time or two. Especially in the last year.

			I catch a whiff of candy-scented perfume a second before an arm goes around my waist.

			“You’ll never guess who dared to show his face,” my friend Andrea murmurs in my ear. “And he brought her.”

			Bella and Andrea are giving me that wary, wide-eyed look that everyone gets when Ethan Price and I are in the same room, and before I know it I’m flanked by four of my other friends, all nearly identical in jewel-colored cocktail dresses and designer high heels.

			I don’t have to turn around to know that the girl Andrea is so concerned about won’t be matchy-matchy with anyone. Ethan’s new girlfriend has a distinct style that the socially polite set refers to as unique and the total snobs among us would call weird. In my circle, there’s nothing worse than weird.

			
			“What the hell is she wearing?” Sarah asks cattily.

			It’s no secret that my friends fall into the snob category, Bella excepted most of the time. Sarah’s the worst of the lot, and not for the first time in my life I wonder why I continue to let her pretend we’re friends.

			Knowing that they’ll continue to hover around me like a pack of glamorous guard dogs until I’ve dealt with the newcomers, I sneak a tiny peek over my shoulder at where Ethan and Stephanie stand talking to a mutual family friend.

			My heart twists the tiniest bit at the sight of Ethan. In his gray slacks, perfectly tailored white shirt, and Burberry tie, he looks as well groomed and gorgeous as ever. He has the dark blond hair and broad shoulders better suited to Hollywood than the Manhattan business world, but luckily he’s got the brains and the charm to keep his head above water amid the Manhattan sharks.

			Then I look at her.

			From the sneer on my friends’ faces, I was expecting Stephanie to be wearing torn jeans, a leopard-print catsuit, or something else ridiculous, but the truth is she looks kind of cute. Her dark eye makeup is the perfect complement to her wide blue eyes, and the strapless gray dress would be downright demure if not for the bright orange belt around her tiny waist. She’s paired the whole thing with these beat-up-looking riding boots, which, while not exactly an Upper East Side standard, gives the whole effect of a girl comfortable with herself.

			Of course she’s comfortable. She’s hanging on the arm of the boy you thought you were going to marry.

			
			I push the bitchy thought away. I’ve had months to accept that Ethan isn’t coming back. Hell, I was even the one who insisted that he and his new girlfriend be invited to the party. Ethan’s parents and mine have been best friends since we were barely out of diapers. I’m not about to let a little thing like betrayal throw a wrench in that.

			“You okay, Liv?” Bella asks softly.

			I tear my eyes away from Ethan and Stephanie. “Yeah. Give me a minute, though, ’kay?” I hand her my champagne glass. “And don’t let them attack Stephanie,” I murmur to my best friend.

			But escaping is no easy task. I’m stopped at least five times by well-wishers who want to tell me that they always knew I had such a good heart.

			Ha.

			Finally I’m able to pour myself a glass of my raspberry iced tea to stave off the impending headache and head toward the stairs to escape to my bedroom, just for a couple of minutes.

			My mother grabs my arm. “Where are you going?”

			I point down at my six-hundred-dollar Jimmy Choo pumps. “Blister. I just want to grab a Band-Aid.”

			Mom’s green eyes—the ones everyone is always saying are identical to my own—narrow slightly, but her grip eases on my arm. “Everyone is so proud of you,” she says, looking both relieved and delighted. “Holly Sherwitz said she wouldn’t be surprised to see you win a Nobel Peace Prize someday.”

			Inside, I’m cracking up in bitter amusement, but years of training in social appropriateness have me merely lifting my eyebrows. “I hope you told her that was absurd.”

			
			Mom’s smile slips. “It’s not absurd. It’s admirable, what you’re doing. Moving to the middle of nowhere to help out one of our injured veterans?”

			“Except it’s not the middle of nowhere, is it? It’s a one-hour plane ride, thanks to your and Dad’s interference.”

			Mom doesn’t bother to look guilty. “Olivia, honey. You wouldn’t have lasted a day in El Salvador or wherever it was you were going to go build houses. There are plenty of people right here at home that need help. And we’re so proud of you for doing this.”

			I give her a look. “Uh-huh. Is that why you guys didn’t speak to me for a week when I first told you about it?”

			“We were in shock,” Mom says, unruffled. “Your father and I had no idea you weren’t happy in business school, and of course we’d always envisioned you taking over the company….”

			It’s times like these that I wish my parents were really old money instead of second-generation money. Each of my friends is richer than the next, but most of their families’ wealth goes back to some 1800s railroad or some industry whose income is pretty much self-generating by now. Not in my case.

			My grandfather had the whole American-dream syndrome going on and changed his midwestern middle-class destiny, building a highly respected advertising firm instead. Dad’s only built on his father’s success, and the business is fully expected to remain a family affair.

			And I’m an only child. No pressure.

			“I might still take over the company, Mom. I just need to get away from all this, you know? The only time I leave Manhattan is to go to the Hamptons in the summer or Saint-Tropez in January. I mean, you’ve always said you don’t want me to be one of those girls—”

			
			Mom shakes her head to interrupt me. “I know. Believe me, as much as I play the New York society game, I do want you to know that there’s a big world out there, Olivia. But are you sure you don’t want to stay a little closer to home? There’s a facility out in Queens, and—”

			“I’m already committed, Mom,” I say gently. “Mr. Langdon’s already sent a check to cover my travel expenses, and I’m expected next Friday.”

			Mom sighs. “Can’t a grown man arrange for his own care? Something’s weird about his father having to do all the planning.”

			“You’re the one who connected me with the Langdons in the first place. They’re legit. Plus Paul’s an invalid. If he could arrange for his own care, he probably wouldn’t need care.” I say this as patiently as possible. It’s a clear indication of just how small my mom’s world is, despite her good intentions. She doesn’t know anyone who’s actually gone to war, much less been injured.

			Not that I do, for that matter. Park Avenue isn’t exactly swarming with members of the U.S. armed forces.

			“Well,” Mom says, taking a deep breath and pushing my long hair over my shoulder affectionately, “it’s lucky he has a pretty girl like you to take care of him.”

			I smile wanly. I’ve been hearing this refrain all evening, and it makes me slightly ill. Not only because it’s condescending to the poor guy I’ll be caring for, but because it makes me into some sort of sweet, saintly figure.

			
			Only two other people in this house know the truth about me. My mother isn’t one of them.

			“Hurry back down,” Mom says. “The Austens said they hadn’t had a chance to talk to you yet.”

			Probably because I’ve been dodging them. Annamarie Austen is the catty kind of gossip I’ve avoided like the plague in recent months, and Jeff Austen stares too long at my chest.

			“I’ll be fast,” I say before fleeing up the winding staircase to fetch my imaginary Band-Aid. My feet are far too used to being pinched in high heels to be plagued by blisters. I just want—need—five minutes to myself. A chance to be away from everyone’s misplaced fawning and the crushing pressure in my chest every time I look at Ethan.

			But my bedroom isn’t quite the solitary sanctuary I imagined. Far from it.

			I jump in surprise, but a part of me isn’t surprised at all to see him in here. Him being the iceberg that destroyed my life. It’s only appropriate that he also be around to watch me sink.

			Now there are three people in the house who know the truth about me.

			“Michael,” I say, keeping my voice calm. Polite. I’m always polite.

			“Liv.”

			Michael St. Claire is one of those amiable, good-looking guys who attract friends—and girls—like a magnet. He gets his dark brown hair perfectly styled at a salon that costs just about as much as my own, and his lightly golden skin is the gift of great Italian genes on his mother’s side. He’s been one of my best friends for as long as I can remember.

			
			The Middletons, St. Claires, and Prices have been a tight-knit clique at the top of New York society for over twenty years. My mother and Michael’s mom were best friends in college, and they met Ethan’s mother when they all showed up, little kids in tow, for orientation at the rich-kids preschool.

			The occasional dinner party with their respective spouses followed, and by the time I was eight, we were spending more holidays with the St. Claires and Prices than we were with my grandparents.

			Our parents’ friendship ensured that Ethan, Michael, and I went to the same prep school, but by the time college came around, the three of us were so tightly entwined with each other’s lives that our joint NYU enrollment had been our own choice. It ensured we could stay close to home and close to each other.

			But now?

			Now the three of us in the same house feels almost unbearable.

			“What are you doing here?”

			Michael sets aside the picture of the three of us on Ethan’s parents’ boat the summer after our freshman year of college. “What do you think? I came to ask what the fuck is going on.”

			I move toward my vanity to reapply lip gloss so I don’t have to look at him. “I’m sure you saw it on the invitation. I’m going to spend a few months volunteering.”

			He moves closer, his golden eyes both skeptical and concerned, as if he has the right to be worried about me.

			“You’re running away,” he says in a low voice.

			I spin to face him, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning back against the vanity. “Of course I’m running away. Don’t you want to?”

			
			“No,” he says, his voice going hard and angry. “I don’t want to tuck my tail between my legs and scamper off so I don’t have to deal with anything.”

			“So what’s your plan then, Michael? You want to keep trying to pretend everything’s like it was? Even my dad knows something’s up, and he’s not exactly Mr. Observant.”

			“We don’t need to hide it, Liv.”

			“There is no it.”

			There’s a flash of pain on his face, and the part of me that used to be best friends with this guy wants to hug the hurt away. But we’re not friends anymore. And the last hug that we shared…I can’t even go there. Not with a hundred people downstairs.

			“You need to get out of here,” I say.

			“So that’s how it’s going to be? I’m the one that gets kicked out of the group? I get to be the bad guy?”

			I want to shout at him that he is the bad guy. I want to blame it all on him. But deep down, I know I can’t.

			“I just don’t want to be in the same bedroom as you,” I say through gritted teeth. “That didn’t work out so well for us last time.”

			Michael moves even closer, leaning in so his face is just inches from mine. “Yeah? Seems to me that it worked out really well last time.”

			I close my eyes to push away the mental image, and when that doesn’t succeed, I reach out and literally push him away. His nearness brings back the very memories that are driving me to my self-imposed exile in the first place.

			
			My push is only strong enough to rock him back on his heels, and his eyes search my face before his features go closed and hard.

			He begins to walk away, his expression full of disgust. “I know what this bullshit Maine excursion is really about, Olivia. It won’t give you what you’re looking for.”

			My stomach clenches. “You don’t know anything,” I say.

			“You’re looking for forgiveness,” he says, turning back in the doorway. “So am I. But it’s not in Bar Harbor, Maine. You’ll come find me when you realize that.”

			Our gazes hold for several more seconds, and for a moment I think it might be longing that I feel, but deep down I know it’s only regret. I’ll never be able to give him what he thinks he wants.

			But whether or not we’re right for each other, Michael does know me. He knows that the reason I’m fleeing New York has nothing to do with the goodness of my heart and everything to do with the wretchedness of it.

			Caring for a war veteran isn’t about philanthropy.

			It’s about penance.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Two

			Paul

			Those who think 11:14 A.M. is too early in the day to start drinking haven’t met my father.

			Hell, those who think any time of day is too early to start drinking haven’t met me.

			“Adding alcoholic to our résumé, are we?” Dad asks, glaring at the tumbler of bourbon in my hand with disdain.

			I rattle the ice in my glass at him without bothering to move from my slumped position in the leather club chair. It’s an effort, making my body go all careless and don’t-give-a-shit, but I’ve learned it’s a necessity around my father. If he sees the real me—the version of me that’s always thirty seconds away from punching something—he’ll have me locked up. “Relax,” I sneer. “At least there’s an ice cube in there. When I start drinking it neat, then we’ll have a problem.”

			My father’s stony expression doesn’t waver. Why would it? It’s been locked in the state of disapproving since the day I told him I was enlisting in the Marines instead of becoming his lackey at the company.

			If you’d rather get sand up your ass and your damned head blown off than accept your responsibilities, go right ahead, but don’t expect me to give your cold body a hero’s welcome when it gets shipped home in a wooden box.

			Ah, that’s my dad. Always one step away from begging me to toss a baseball around or go fishing together. When he’s not telling me to follow my dreams, of course.

			
			It gives me a modicum of satisfaction to know that he was only half right. The sand up my ass definitely happened. But I didn’t get my head blown off.

			It was my leg.

			Well, actually, that’s melodramatic. My leg is still attached. But for as much use as I get out of it, the damned thing might as well have been blown to bits. Just like everything else good in my life.

			The anger of it all threatens to choke me. It’s been two years since I got back from Afghanistan, and the anger isn’t fading. If anything, it’s gotten worse.

			But there will be tomorrow and every day after for self-pity. Now I focus all of my attention on figuring out what my father’s current game is. It’s not every day that the illustrious Harry Langdon makes the trek up to Bar Harbor, Maine, to visit his only son.

			If I’ve learned anything in the past two years besides how to be myself, it’s how to accurately predict what these little visits will entail.

			No warning call first. Check.

			No greeting beyond a half-second glance at my left leg to see if it’s magically quarterback-worthy again. It never is. Check.

			Avoidance of looking at my face. Check.

			Passive-aggressive comment about my drinking. Check.

			Which meant that next up on the agenda would be…

			“Beth called me,” he says. “Says the latest one didn’t even last two weeks.”

			Ah. So that’s why he’s here.

			
			I give a rueful shake of my head and glance down at my whiskey. “Poor Beth. It must wear on her that her little care-for-the-meek underlings don’t have the stamina to make it out here in the wilderness.”

			“It’s not—” Dad breaks off and raps his knuckle sharply against the ancient wooden desk in irritation. He doesn’t yell. Harry Langdon never yells. “It’s not the wilderness, for God’s sake. It’s a nine-bedroom château with two separate guest houses, a gym, and a stable.”

			I hear the censure in his voice. I understand it, even. From where he stands, I’m a spoiled brat. But it’s easier to let him think that I’m a pampered pansy than to let him see the truth…which is that I wouldn’t care if the whole place went up in flames. That I hope I go up in flames with it.

			Because if my dad finds out how truly dead I am inside, he won’t be satisfied with sending the token caretakers my way. He’ll have me committed to some crazy-person facility where I’ll have to drink out of paper cups and use plastic silverware.

			I let my face slip into its default sneer. “Well,” I say, lazily climbing to my feet and hobbling over to the sideboard for more bourbon, “perhaps this Gretchen—or was it Gwendolyn?—wasn’t the equine-appreciating type. And besides, she had the voice of a hyena. She’d scare the horses.”

			“It’s not the horses that scared her,” my father says, his knuckle hitting the desk harder this time. “It’s you. You ran her off, just like you ran off the seven people before her.”

			Eight, actually. But I’m not about to correct him. Not when he’s in sanctimonious lecture mode.

			
			“So how many is it going to take, Harry?” I ask, dropping another ice cube into my drink, bracing my hip against the sideboard, and turning to face him.

			“Don’t call me that. I’m your father—show some respect.”

			“Mr. Langdon,” I say, bending forward slightly, but keeping the bow small enough to be insulting. “How many?” I ask again. “How many babysitters have to come all the way out here only to scamper away when they find out I don’t need anyone to wipe drool off my face or read me a bedtime story?”

			“Damn it, Paul—”

			“Ten?” I interrupt. “Fifteen? I mean, you could keep them coming indefinitely, but eventually you’re going to run out of available caregivers, right?”

			He continues to rap his knuckle softly against the wood, but he’s no longer glaring at me. He’s looking out the window, where the harbor’s just barely visible through the trees in the late-morning light.

			I guess it’s a pretty enough sight, but I prefer the view in the late afternoon, when the sun’s just disappearing. Mostly because it means the day’s over. At least until it all begins again. And it always does. Begin again, I mean. No matter how much I may wish otherwise.

			“I hire them to help you,” he says, this time hitting the desk with a full palm.

			I take a large sip of the whiskey, letting it burn my throat. The shit of it is, I think the old man really does think he’s helping. He thinks that having some overweight, overperfumed wannabe nurse hovering around will somehow erase everything that happened. I just don’t know how to get it through his head that there are some things that can’t be fixed and can’t be erased. My leg, for instance. And my face.

			
			And definitely not all the things that went fifty ways of fucked-up inside my head while I was in that godforsaken sandbox on the other side of the world.

			“Dad,” I say, my voice a little rough, “I’m fine.”

			He pins me with a stare, his eyes the same pale blue I see in the mirror. Back when I looked in the mirror, anyway.

			“You’re not fine, Paul,” he replies. “You can barely walk. You don’t leave this house unless forced to. All you do is read and mope—”

			“Brood. I prefer brood. More manly than mope!”

			“Damn it, don’t be cute! You lost the right to be cute after you—”

			“After I what?” I push myself upright, careful to keep all of my weight on my right leg so I don’t lean to one side. Or worse, wobble. “At what point did I lose the right to be cute? Was it after this?” I point to my leg. “Nah, that wasn’t it. Then it must be this.” I point to my face and am oddly satisfied when he looks away.

			“It’s not about your leg or your face,” he says gruffly. “It’s how they came to be that way that you need to deal with. And you know it.”

			I do know it.

			I just don’t believe for one damned second that an outsider coming in here and trying to coax me into the gym to do lame-ass physical therapy exercises or asking me every five minutes if I’ve eaten is going to fix anything.

			“Lindy is here,” I grumble.

			“Lindy is here as a housekeeper. She’s here to wash the sheets and make sure the glasses are clean for the alcohol you drink all day long, not to ensure you don’t do something idiotic. And before you start, I’m not asking Mick to do that either. He’s a chauffeur.”

			
			“Yeah, he seems to be staying real busy with that, what with your bimonthly visits.”

			“He’s not here for my benefit, he’s here for yours.”

			I move back toward my leather chair, too tired of this conversation to even try to hide the limp. “Well, if that’s the case, get rid of him. I have nowhere to go. You know, there are worse things I could be doing than staying out of your hair and staying out of the public eye. Do you really want all of your colleagues and country club friends in Boston to see me?”

			“You’re the one who exiled yourself up here. Not me.”

			“Exactly! So quit trying to coax every nanny and nurse in Boston to take care of me.”

			“Fine,” he says, his head nodding once.

			I open my mouth to argue before his word sets in. “Wait. Really? So you’re done trying to—”

			He holds up a finger, and his eyes go stone-cold, and I realize abruptly that I’m no longer dealing with Harry Langdon the father figure. This is Harry Langdon the hotel magnate. The man who’s been described by Forbes as hard-hearted and relentless.

			My father was forty-seven when I was born, which put him in his mid-sixties when I was in high school, but nobody ever made the mistake of thinking he was my grandfather. Partially because everyone knew him. And everybody who knew him knew that he’d married a woman twenty-two years his junior, knocked her up, and then divorced her before I was potty-trained. But mostly they never mistook him for a grandfather because he’s never looked like an old man. He’s always had the power and energy of men half his age.

			
			But sometime in the past couple of years his age has started to show in the stoop of his shoulders, the sag of the skin under his chin, and the bags under his eyes. The man beneath the failing body hasn’t softened, though. I can see it in the hard set to his mouth and the ice in his eyes.

			Instinctively I brace myself for what’s to come. He and I have been playing the same game for a while now. He sends a dumpy caregiver my way; I snarl and throw things and curse until she leaves. Repeat.

			After the first round, I got a pissed-off email from him. The second woman I ran off warranted a phone call. By the fourth, my father had actually visited, issued a couple of warnings, and left the same day.

			Then the fifth caregiver showed up—a man that time—and I ran him off too. I got an email and a phone call after that one.

			And so it went. It’s nothing but a ridiculous game we play, all so he can pretend that he gives a shit.

			This time, however, I sense a change in the rules, and I brace for it. It’s taken twenty-four years, but I’ve finally started to figure my dad out. Instinct tells me he’s about to switch tactics.

			I take another sip of my drink—a big one—and slump farther into the chair, letting him know that no matter what he throws at me, nothing will change. Nothing can change.

			“You get one more shot,” he says.

			I don’t bother to disguise my snort. I was expecting better from him. “Isn’t that what you told me last time? And the time before?”

			
			He moves faster than I thought a seventy-one-year-old could and snatches the whiskey out of my hand. I glance up in surprise. The amber liquid’s all over his hand and on the rug, but he doesn’t seem to register it, because he’s too busy looking at me like he hates me.

			Bring it on. I hate me too.

			“I mean it, Paul. This is your last chance to show me that you have any desire to continue with your life. Any desire at all to get your agility back, to learn to cope with your physical changes. I understand why you wanted to hide at first, but it’s been over two years. You’re done. You get six more months to get your shit together.”

			“Or what?” I ask, pushing myself to my feet and loving that the injury hasn’t taken away the fact that I’m still a few inches taller than him.

			“Or you’re out.”

			I blink. “What do you mean, I’m out?”

			“Out of this house.”

			“But I live here,” I say, not quite understanding where he’s going with this.

			“Yeah? You paying the mortgage? Or the utilities? Did you build the gym exactly as the physical therapist specified, or was that me?”

			I grind my teeth through my dad’s sarcasm. It was my dad’s idea to move me into a luxury home, not mine, and it shows how little he knows me. If he thinks kicking me out of the cushy mansion would mean anything to me, he’s dead wrong.

			He’s got an expectant look on his face, as though he thinks I’ll go along with his little plan so I can sit here in opulence and drink overpriced booze.

			
			I feel a little surge of satisfaction that he’s about to be disappointed.

			“Fine,” I say, deliberately letting my tone go careless. “I’ll move out.”

			He blinks a little in surprise. “To where?”

			“I’ll figure it out.”

			And I will. I don’t have much money to my name. I know that. But between the disability compensation I get as a veteran and my smallish savings account, I can get a little cabin somewhere.

			My dad’s eyes narrow. “What about groceries? Clothes? Essentials?”

			I shrug. “I don’t need gourmet shit and designer clothes.”

			My eyes catch on the label of expensive whiskey on the sideboard, but I don’t feel even the smallest pang of regret that it’ll soon be out of my budget. I’m in it for the numbness, not the taste. Cheap booze will do the trick just as well.

			“And your precious books?” he sneers. “All those first editions you’re so proud of?”

			I fix my eyes on the bookshelf across the room. He’s got his wing-tip shoe on my Achilles’ heel and he knows it.

			My father is ridiculously wealthy, and the allowance he sends me each month is ridiculously generous. I don’t spend a penny of it on myself. Except for the books. After what happened over there, it’s easy to tell myself that I’ve earned the right to sit and brood with overpriced books.

			But the thought of losing my book collection isn’t what has my heart pounding in my chest. I don’t need the books. But I do need my dad’s money, at least until I come into the trust fund from my mom’s side when I turn twenty-five.

			
			The thought of continuing to take his monthly allowance, knowing that he thinks it all goes toward books and video games, makes me nauseous. I’d like nothing more than to tell him where he can shove those checks.

			But the money’s not for me.

			So I’ll continue to take it. Even if that makes me nothing more than a mooching cripple in his eyes.

			“What do you want?” I ask gruffly, refusing to meet his eyes. It feels cowardly, but hey, I’ve gotten pretty good at cowardly.

			He blows out a long breath. “I want you to try, Paul. I want you to at least try to come back to the living.”

			“I mean with the next nurse you’re sending up here,” I say, cutting him off. “What do I have to do so you don’t throw your pathetic son out on the street to become yet another begging veteran?”

			The word veteran hangs between us, and for a second I think he might relent, because if my Achilles’ heel is my dependency on him, his Achilles’ heel is my sacrifice for this country.

			But the man’s stubbornness has only increased with age, and instead of backing off, he turns toward the desk, dropping the whiskey glass with enough force so that the liquid sloshes over the sides and onto the wood. It’s an uncharacteristically careless gesture.

			“Six months,” he says. “You cooperate with this woman for six months. You do as she asks, when she asks it. She tells you to get to the gym, you get to the gym. She tells you to eat fucking broccoli, you eat fucking broccoli. She wants you to wear a tux for dinner, you’ll do that too. I’ll speak with this woman every Sunday, and if you’ve so much as looked at her funny, this all goes away.”

			
			“Break it down for me,” I say through my clenched jaw. “If I misbehave, I’m homeless?”

			His eyes close for a half second. “I’m saying that after this, you’re on your own. You want to give up on life, you do it on your own dime.”

			My chest tightens, and for a second I think it’s anger and feel like I might punch the man for not understanding. Did he ever have to watch a little boy’s stunned expression as his mother gets blown to kingdom come? Or see a skinny dog lose a leg to an IED? Did he ever have a knife to his face, or see bodies so mutilated mothers wouldn’t recognize their own son or daughter?

			I snarl and push the thoughts away. All of them.

			This isn’t about me. This isn’t about my dad. And it’s sure as fuck not about some stupid, useless caretaker who thinks my entire world will be fixed by eating chicken noodle soup.

			This is about a woman who lost her high school sweetheart. It’s about a little girl who has cancer instead of a daddy. Talk about getting the short end of the fucking stick.

			I don’t need my dad’s money.

			But Alex’s family does.

			“So if I make it through the six months acting like a good boy, the checks keep coming?”

			He meets my eyes, and for the first time today he doesn’t look angry or disgusted. He looks sad. “Yes. The checks will keep coming.”

			
			I inhale a long breath through my nose. The situation is beyond shitty, and for the thousandth time I rack my brain for ways to provide for the Skinners without my dad’s money. If it was just a matter of putting food on their table and Christmas presents under their tree, maybe whatever low-paying job an injured war vet could get would be enough.

			But Lily’s cancer treatments require big money. Money Harry Langdon has.

			“Three months,” I say. “I play this woman’s stupid games for three months, not six.”

			He holds my gaze for several seconds as we silently test each other’s resolve, and to my surprise I win this round, because he nods. “Three months.”

			And then, as though everything is settled and he didn’t take what pathetic life I have left and piss all over it, he moves toward the door. “Mick will drive me back to the airport. I’ll see you….”

			His words trail off, and I brace both hands on the desk, staring out at the water. “Yeah. I’ll see you.”

			My father hesitates in the doorway, and I turn around.

			“Hey,” I say, stopping him before he disappears for the next month, or three months, or however long he can make it until the guilt compels him to look at me again. “This woman coming tomorrow. What if I do my best to cooperate but she’s like the rest and can’t handle…Maine?”

			We both know I don’t mean Maine. The problem is that it takes more than a hefty paycheck to expect a woman to spend every single day looking at my ravaged face and bad temper for three months. The problem isn’t Maine. The problem is me.

			
			“What if she leaves before the three months are up?” I press, thinking of Lily’s sad eyes and Amanda’s haunted ones.

			My father is silent for several seconds. “Well…see that she doesn’t.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Three

			Olivia

			The flight from New York to Portland, Maine, is shorter than I would have liked.

			I was hoping that by the time I stepped off the plane, I’d have my thoughts together. That I’d have pep-talked myself into a You can do this! mind-set.

			The reality is something more akin to acute nausea, but it’s too late to turn back.

			Harry Langdon’s last email told me to look for a sign with my name on it. Simple enough. I grew up in the land of personal drivers. In other words, I know how to find my name among a sea of waiting chauffeurs at baggage claim.

			As I move through the airport I mentally correct myself. This time it won’t be a chauffeur—it’ll be a flannel-wearing fisherman from small-town Maine.

			Except I’m wrong about that. There are only two people standing with signs in the baggage claim area, and as promised, one of the signs has my name on it. But the man holding it is no flannel-wearing, rough-around-the-edges concerned father who left society to care for his injured son. Instead, there’s a stately-looking man wearing a black uniform, complete with one of those little chauffeur hats.

			Maybe I’m not so far away from home after all.

			I’m surprised by the fancy treatment. But lucky for them, I speak Rich People.

			
			“Ms. Middleton,” he says with a nod as I approach. “Is there more luggage to attend to?”

			“Just this,” I say, gesturing at my small rolling suitcase and carry-on. “The rest is being shipped directly to the Langdons’.”

			“Very good.” He holds out a hand for the rolling bag. “Shall we?”

			Put at ease by the familiarity of this whole routine, I follow him out of the tiny airport, not missing the way the women’s eyes linger on my Tory Burch flats and the men’s on my ass. I didn’t know what was the appropriate attire for a home care aide in New England, so I opted for formfitting black slacks and a pink cashmere sweater. Looking at the sleek Lincoln Town Car, I’m glad I changed out of the jeans I was wearing earlier. To think I was worried about my sweater picking up dirt smudges from a dingy pickup truck. The most I have to worry about in this car is whether to turn on the air-conditioning.

			He puts my bag in the trunk and opens the rear door for me before settling behind the wheel. I’m a little weirded out by the treatment, since I am, after all, a paid servant now, but I follow his lead.

			“What’s your name?” I ask.

			The driver’s eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror. “Mick.”

			“I’m Olivia,” I say, giving what I hope is a You-can-relax-around-me smile. Maybe this guy will fill in some of the gaps as to who the Langdons are and what exactly is expected of me.

			“I know,” he says, his eyes smiling just a bit. At least he’s not a total stiff.

			“So are you…?” The Langdons’ personal driver? A one-time hire in an effort to impress me?

			
			He continues to look at me in the mirror, raising his eyebrows when I don’t finish my question.

			“Are you from Maine?” I ask, chickening out.

			“Born and raised,” he says after a pause as he checks his mirror and pulls into traffic.

			“Portland?” I say. It’s the only city in Maine I know. Besides Bar Harbor, of which I know nothing other than it’s where I’ll be spending the next three months. Longer if I pass the Langdons’ test and get offered an extension. Although by that point, I hope to have figured out what the hell to do with my life. I hope by then I’ll feel less damaged.

			“Skowhegan,” Mick replies.

			I nod as though I know where the heck that is. Mick seems to be a man of few words, but at least he’s answering my questions.

			“Always been a chauffeur?” I ask, mentally crossing my fingers that I don’t offend him.

			The corners of his mouth turn up in a kind way. “Is that what you call us in New York?”

			I smile sheepishly. “Well, I always call Richard Richard. But when referring to someone else’s driver, I guess we call them, well…a driver?”

			“That’s what I call me too,” he says with a wink.

			The knot I’ve had in my stomach since boarding the plane at JFK eases slightly. My first encounter with a Maine resident is going well, and if he suspects I’m a total sham at this whole caregiving thing, he’s hiding it well.

			
			“How long is it to Bar Harbor?” I ask, even though I already know. I did my homework. Well, some of it. The more crucial details still elude me.

			“About three hours. Longer on a summer weekend, but on a Tuesday at the tail end of the season, we shouldn’t hit any traffic.”

			“Season?”

			“Summer season,” he says, glancing up. “Maine’s known for being a summer tourist destination.”

			I bite my tongue to keep from retorting that of course I know what the season is. It’s practically synonymous with the word Hamptons. What does surprise me is that Maine has one.

			Ease up on the snob routine, Olivia.

			“So, you make the airport trip often?” I ask, still fishing for information about the Langdons.

			For a second he says nothing, and I think I’ve officially crossed the line to prying, but he finally responds. “Not so much. Mr. Langdon doesn’t come up as often as he used to, and Mr. Paul…he doesn’t leave the house much.”

			Paul.

			My charge. Or patient. Or whatever he is.

			I’m dying to ask more questions, but there’s something in Mick’s tone…Tension? Sadness? There’s something, but I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot by misidentifying it.

			Instead, I sit back against the cushy leather seats and try to get acquainted with the Maine scenery.
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