

[image: Cover Image]





[image: image]

[image: image]




Copyright © 2016 Monica Murphy

Cover photographs © Marcos Appelt/Arcangel (couple),

Maciej Bledowski/Shutterstock (Ferris wheel).

Cover design © www.isitdesign.co.uk

The right of Monica Murphy to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Published by arrangement with Bantam Books,
an imprint of Random House, a division of Random House LLC,
A Penguin Random House Company

First published in this Ebook edition in 2016

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 4722 3721 7

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise for Monica Murphy

Also by Monica Murphy

About the Book

Epigraph

Author’s Note

Ethan

Ethan

Will

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Will

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Katie

Katherine

Ethan

Will

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Aaron

Will

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katherine

Ethan

Katie

Aaron

Katie

Katie

Ethan

Katie

Will

Katie

Will

Katie

Aaron

Katie

Will

Katie

Aaron

Will

Aaron

Lisa

Katie

Will

Katie

Aaron

Will

Katie

Will

Katie

Katie

Playlist

His Reverie and Her Destiny

Discover the Fowler Sisters series

Fall in love with the One Week Girlfriend series

Find out more about Headline Eternal


About the Author

[image: image]

Monica Murphy is the New York Times bestselling author of the One Week Girlfriend and the Fowler Sister series. A native Californian, she lives in the foothills below Yosemite with her husband and three children.

For more information, visit her at www.monicamurphyauthor.com,
on Twitter @MsMonicaMurphy,
or on Facebook www.facebook.com/MonicaMurphyauthor.


Just some of the reasons to fall for the emotional love stories of Monica Murphy:

‘Murphy is an incredible talent and continues to show that with each book she writes . . . Readers will be hanging on the edge of their seats wondering what Murphy has in store for this couple. A fantastic book that you simply must read!’ Romantic Times

‘Owning Violet owned me from the first page to the last. Ryder and Violet’s chemistry is off the charts! Read it, own it, love it’ Katy Evans, New York Times bestselling author

‘An emotional and heartbreaking storyline . . . Monica Murphy pulls the reader in and won’t let go’ The Reading Café

‘Monica Murphy succeeds in making a steamy romance between two characters with amazing chemistry and she turns a work of fiction into something so much more. It is a real, tangible, and beautiful thing’ The Life of Fiction

‘I chose this book to be the book. The perfect book that would make the world stop for a few hours and suck me into another universe completely. The perfect book that would make my heart race and stop all at the same time. This book is that book! This book is perfect!’ The Obsessive Reader

‘OH MY, Monica Murphy really does create the best anti-heroes . . . Having both Caden and Ryder in the same book is almost combustible . . . Stealing Rose is a full-steam-ahead, action-packed romance interwoven with finding yourself and your place in the world’ Book Angel Booktopia

‘I am completely and hopelessly in love . . . Stealing Rose made me remember exactly why I fell in love with this author’s writing the very first time’ Holly’s Hot Reads


By Monica Murphy

One Week Girlfriend Series

One Week Girlfriend

Second Chance Boyfriend

Three Broken Promises

Drew + Fable Forever (e-novella)

Four Years Later

The Fowler Sisters Series

Owning Violet

Stealing Rose

Taming Lily

Reverie Series

His Reverie

Her Destiny

Never Series

Never Tear Us Apart

Never Let You Go


About the Book

[image: image]

His secret threatened to tear them apart.

But what they share can’t easily be destroyed. . .

Katie fell hard for Ethan, but when she discovered what he was hiding, the truth threatened to ruin them both for ever. Yet the connection that has always been there between them remains strong – even as they contend with those fighting against them. Not least Ethan’s father. The man nearly destroyed Katie all those years ago and is doing his best to finish the job.

Katie can’t deny she’s in love with Ethan and doesn’t want to let him go. But she can’t stop the doubts creeping in. Is he worth the pain? Will their love survive, or will they have no choice but to end it once and for all?

Don’t miss Monica Murphy’s passionate One Week Girlfriend series, her sexy Fowler Sister trilogy and her breathtaking Reverie series for more emotionally rich, unforgettable romance.


 



It is better to be hurt by the raw truth rather than to be comfortably deceived.

—Anonymous






Author’s Note

Dear Readers,

I’m assuming you’re reading Never Let You Go because you read Never Tear Us Apart and you want to know what happens next with Ethan (Will) and Katie. Again, I must warn the reader up front that this book deals with difficult subject matter (Katie is a rape victim at the hands of a child serial rapist/killer). The story is dark, there’s no way I can get around that.

But I also feel like this part of Will and Katie’s story is filled with hope. These two are trying to overcome their past and find happiness with each other. Despite the way they met, despite everyone telling them they shouldn’t be together, they can’t resist each other. They want to be together. They’re in love. And you can’t get in the way of true love now, can you?

Thank you for reading their story. Thank you for not holding the cliff-hanger ending in NTUA against me. Thank you for understanding that this story needed to be told in two parts. A huge thank-you to my editor and publisher for believing in this story and in my writing.

Again, I’d like to thank Elizabeth Smart, Jaycee Dugard, and Michelle Knight for being brave enough to tell their stories of suffering at the hands of their kidnappers and how they survived. My Katie was lucky—her kidnapper held her captive for only a few days. Jaycee and Michelle were gone for years. That they survived, that they were able to so bravely tell their stories to the world, still blows my mind. They are heroes, women we should never forget.

I also want to mention the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children. They work hard to help in the search for missing children and to keep our children safe from harm. For more information, please visit www.missingkids.org.


I cry. I can’t stop. I cry at night before I go to sleep. I cry throughout the day when I should be doing something, anything to remind myself that I’m alive. I should be living.

But instead, I cry for what I’ve lost.

I cry for what I’ve found.

And then . . . one day, there are no more tears. They’ve dried up, like they never existed in the first place.

Gone is the girl I once was. Gone is the woman I was slowly becoming.

Now there’s only this void. And there’s only one person to blame for what I’ve become, what I’ve turned into.

And his name—his real name—is Will Monroe.
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She is relentless in her pursuit of me. The constant calls, the texts, the voicemails, the emails. No wonder she’s one of the top investigative journalists on TV.

Lisa Swanson is a serious pain in my ass.

After three weeks of constant harassment, I give in and answer her call. She sounds surprised to hear my voice and I’m pleased that I could shock her. I don’t think much gets past her.

“You answered,” she says.

“It’s either answer or try to ignore you for another three weeks,” I tell her, sounding bored. Inside I’m a wreck. I’ve remained undercover since that moment Lisa texted me and Katie . . .

My heart thuds. Hard. Like it came to a complete and utter stop. How am I still alive? Just thinking about her wrecks me. Twists me up inside until I feel like I’m going to be sick.

When Katie discovered the text from Lisa and left me, I shut down. Physically and emotionally shut down for days. Only within the last week have I once again tried to pick up my normal routine. Working on projects. Talking to clients. I behave normally, move through life as if nothing’s wrong, but inside . . .

Inside I’m hollow. Broken into so many tiny pieces, I don’t think anyone or anything could put me back together. I’ve lost the only thing that matters. The only person I’ve ever really loved.

And she hates me. She should hate me. I can’t excuse my actions.

“Your father’s interview is set to air soon,” Lisa says, her determined voice bringing me back to reality. “I’ve delayed it for as long as possible, but I can’t put it off anymore.”

“Why’d you delay it?” I know the answer. I’m just curious to hear what she has to say.

“Because I wanted to get your side of the story, Will.” I flinch at hearing my name. My old name. I’m not Will any longer. I wish she would stop calling me that. “I’m going to be honest with you.” She pauses.

Honesty. There’s a funny concept I seem to know nothing about. Deception and lies, that’s what defines me. Makes me tick. I pretend. I don’t know how to be my true self. Only with Katie did I feel close to who I really am.

And now she’s gone.

“Your father said some . . . not-so-nice things about you,” Lisa says haltingly.

“Like what?” I sit up straighter, run a hand over my head. I’m still in bed. What’s the point of getting up? I can do everything here, even work. My laptop lies discarded next to me. My iPad is on my bedside table. I’m in my underwear, I haven’t eaten anything yet today, and it’s already past noon. I can’t remember the last time I shaved, looked at myself in the mirror. I’m afraid of what I might see, the truth in my eyes, the deception in my face.

Who said the truth hurts? Because they’re so fucking right.

“Accusatory things,” Lisa says, purposely being vague. Why doesn’t she want to tell me? Oh, probably because she needs something to draw me in and get me to talk. “You won’t like it if he goes on national television and says those things, Will. I promise you, it would be to your benefit to talk to me.”

Leaning my head back, I close my eyes and blow out a harsh breath as Lisa waits for my response. I don’t know what to say, how to reply. Doing a televised interview with her would expose me, when I’ve hidden in the shadows for far too long. Not talking to her might end up with me looking like a savage child rapist in cahoots with my father.

Either way I can’t win. And Lisa knows it. She’s taking a risk, hoping that I’ll choose talking to her as the lesser evil.

I’m not sure if that’s the right thing, though.

“Has she agreed to talk to you?” I ask, my voice tight, my muscles strained. I’m so tense I could shatter.

“Who?” Playing dumb. Lisa’s good at that, too.

“You know who,” I say through gritted teeth.

She sighs. “I told her I found you.”

My heart fucking drops into my toes, swear to God. “What did she say?”

“She didn’t say much at all, which surprised me. I thought she’d be happy to hear the news.” Lisa goes quiet, then clears her throat. “Talk to me, Will. Please. You won’t regret this.”

I will so regret it. And she knows it. She’s just trying to pretend she has my best interests at heart. “I don’t know.”

“Your father’s interview is tentatively scheduled to air ten days from now. If you talk to me, I could get an extension. The execs would love to hear your side. And if I could somehow get Katherine involved again at one point—”

“No.” The word shoots out of me like a bullet, as though I’m defending myself against a direct strike to my heart. I feel like I’m already dead with just the mere suggestion of Katie being involved in this three-ring circus Lisa is trying to organize. My father in one ring, me in the second, and Katie in the third, all of us alone, fighting one another.

Forget it.

“No?” Lisa’s voice is brittle. She doesn’t like being told no.

“She can’t be involved.”

“Why not?” Lisa asks incredulously. “Her perspective is vital. I think she would rush to your defense. She spoke so highly of you before.” Another pause. A judgment. “Unless maybe you’re not telling me the truth . . .”

“Fuck you,” I mutter, refusing to defend myself to her. I couldn’t give a damn what she thinks about me.

But I care about what Katie thinks. She’d hate me for talking to Lisa Swanson. I know it.

So I can’t do it.

“If you talk, she might talk, too. She won’t right now. She refuses to see me. But if I offer the chance for the two of you to speak to each other after all these years . . .” Lisa’s voice drifts, as if she’s dangling a carrot and I’m supposed to jump at that opportunity to speak with Katie.

She can’t know that I’ve already spoken to Katie. Basked in her presence, reveled in the sound of her voice, her laughter, the touch of her hand. The softness of her lips, the scent of her hair, her skin, how she tastes, how she squirms when I touch her in one particular spot. The sound of my name falling from her lips when I make her come . . .

Not my real name, though. An imposter’s name. Ethan is no one. Will is the devil.

Again, which side do I choose? Who am I really?

“I won’t put her through that. I’m not interested.” I’m about to end the call when I hear Lisa’s frantic voice. I bring the phone back to my ear.

“You should reconsider. I can put a temporary halt on this, and let you tell your side of the story. But if you choose not to talk to me, I can’t be held responsible for the attack on your reputation that is bound to happen. The interview will air ten days from now, whether you like it or not.”

Haughty Queen Lisa is back to playing hardball. “Let it happen.”

I end the call.

I set my phone on the bedside table.

I close my eyes.
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I cut her off. Not because my lawyer advised me to do so—though that was part of the reason. The guy wouldn’t stop badgering me about it, asking every day if I was still talking to her. I lied and said no, having a hell of a time working up the nerve to tell her I didn’t want to talk to her anymore. That was hard. But it had to be done. I cut Katie Watts off because I’m not good enough for her. I don’t deserve to be her friend. I really don’t deserve to be her hero.

Don’t deserve to be in her life at all.

Despite what I did, how I saved her, she doesn’t need the reminder. And that’s all I am to her. The constant reminder that when she was twelve, a fucked-up asshole abducted her, raped her, and kept her chained like an animal in a hot, dirty shed in the middle of summer. I may have rescued her, but that doesn’t matter in the long run. She’s safe. My father is in jail and though the trial isn’t over, I have a feeling I know what the outcome is going to be.

He’s guilty. We all know it. He practically admitted it after he was first caught in Las Vegas, then recanted his outpouring of words and demanded a lawyer. He has charges to face there, too, though if California gets him on the death penalty, I guess those charges will end up being dropped. Hell, I don’t know. I don’t understand the justice system. I’m only seventeen.

I’m still just a kid. A kid with no hope, no ties, no one to help me.

Cutting Katie out of my life may have been best for her, but what about me? What about my needs? Yet again, no one gives a shit. Yet again, I’m left alone. The friends I have aren’t real. I can’t share with them my past, my history. It’s fucked up. I’m fucked up. They all know who my dad is anyway. No one comes right out and says anything, but I know what they’re thinking. What they’re wondering.

Is Will like his dad? Did the man really rape and kill little girls? What sort of sick fuck is his father anyway? Would Will do something like that?

Those words, the rumors, they hurt. Everything hurts. All of it.

Everything.
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“So.” Dr. Sheila Harris’s pause is heavy, full of all sorts of unspoken questions. She’s watching me, her iPad resting on her lap, her expression expectant. I’d come to this appointment reluctantly, exhausted from having to constantly analyze my behavior, how I feel. It never stops, that how are you feeling question. How are you doing? Blah, blah, blah.

I’m over it.

“So?” I raise a brow.

Sheila’s lips twitch. So happy I can amuse her. “How are you doing?”

There it is, right on time. Do I tell her the truth or lie? I’m supposed to be completely open with Sheila. She’s the only one I can trust to give me an objective opinion. Mom and Brenna are on my side. They’ll defend me no matter what. Forget Ethan, Will, whatever the hell his name is. He wronged me. He tricked me. Therefore, he’s the bad guy. Never to be given another chance again.

It’s so easy to think along those terms, especially when I don’t have to see his face, hear his voice. If he were here, right now, standing in front of me, how would I react? Throw myself at him and pray his arms would wrap me up tight?

Or show him exactly how angry I am by saying horrible, awful things?

This is my daily struggle. I thought it would be so easy, to forget him, to move on, to be so unbelievably angry at what he’s done to me. Most of the time I feel exactly that. His betrayal cuts deep.

But there’s a secret, soft, dark spot hidden inside me that wants to forgive him. Wants to draw him back into my life. This is what happens when your heart is so thoroughly involved.

Lately, I wish I didn’t have one. That way it could never be broken.

“I’m . . .” Awful. Horrible. Devastated. Alone. “Okay.” I take a deep breath, holding it in before I slowly let it out. Trying to cleanse my mind, my heart, my soul.

It doesn’t help. The ugly, crippling blackness creeps back in, wraps itself around my mind, my heart, my soul. I’m . . . angry.

No one wants to hear that, though. Not anymore. I should be getting over it by now. That’s what my sister wants, and my mother.

Easy for them to say. They weren’t the ones who’d been so thoroughly lied to.

“Just okay? Last we talked, you were very down.” Sheila keeps her expression completely neutral. Something she’s extremely good at. How I wish I had her poker face.

More like I was depressed. I’ve moved past that. I’ve focused on my anger about what happened and it’s fueled me. Pushed me forward, encouraged me to do what I want for a change, even be a little defiant.

And I haven’t been defiant since I was twelve.

“I got sick of crying.” I shrug. I’ve shed enough tears to last fifty lifetimes.

Sheila smiles. “You’re acting rather unusual.”

“How do you mean?”

“I want to say rebellious, but I don’t know if that’s the right word.” She taps her finger against her lips, contemplating me. I sit in the chair, my arms crossed, my expression stony. I can feel how still I am as I watch her, wait for her to continue. I’m thinking rebellious is the perfect word. “Stubborn? Nonchalant? Like what Ethan did to you was no big deal.”

She brings him up. Of course. My heart freaking skips a beat every time I hear his name. Tingles sweep over me. The whole romance-novel thing happens all over again and I despise it. Even though I also miss him.

It’s infuriating, missing someone you’re angry with. The conflicting emotions seem to be in a constant battle.

“It was a huge deal,” I say quietly, unwrapping my arms so I can clutch my cold hands together.

“Have you spoken to him? Face-to-face?”

I shake my head. I received a text a week ago. That was the first and last one. Seeing his name appear on my phone screen made my heart leap into my throat. I didn’t know how to react, how to respond. What could I say to him?



Please talk to me.





In the end, I didn’t. I didn’t reply. How can I? He lied to me. Lied. Over and over again, all while pretending he had my best interests at heart. More like he was concerned with his own interests.

Afterward, once I calmed down and could think clearly, I realized so many things. Like I’m a fool. An idiot. I fell for him and he knew all along that he was tricking me. Playing me.

I remember watching the old Superman movie with Dad when I was a kid. Before all the bad stuff, when we used to spend time together and he didn’t look at me like I was tainted. Damaged. As we watched the movie he loved as a child, I couldn’t help but think Lois was a total idiot for not realizing Clark Kent was really Superman.

I’ve become Lois Lane. Ethan is my Clark Kent. Will was my Superman.

Frowning, I blink hard and return my gaze to Sheila.

“Has he tried to contact you at all?”

The text from Ethan came after my last weekly appointment with Sheila, so she doesn’t know about it. “He texted me.”

“Did you respond?”

I shake my head again. Don’t say a word. I remember the sound of his voice instead. Warm and deep and steady and true, my name falling from his lips. I can hear him now.

Katie.

No one else calls me that—I don’t allow them to. After everything happened, Katie was dead and gone. When I returned home I became Katherine. Until Ethan came along and started calling me Katie again and I found I didn’t mind it. Now I understand why he called me that from the start.

To Will, Katie is my name.

It hurts so much to think of him, to imagine his handsome face. The way his eyes would crinkle at the corners when he smiled. The words he said, the promises he made. How he would touch me, almost reverently, as if I were fragile and could possibly break.

He was right. I feel like I might shatter at any moment.

“How about Lisa Swanson? Has she reached out to you again?” Sheila asks gently.

“Yes. She really wants me to participate in another interview. A sort of counterpoint to Aar—” My voice hitches and I can’t . . . I can’t say his name. Having that problem to this very day says a lot I’m sure. “To his first interview from prison.”

“His only interview,” Sheila interjects.

“Right.” I take another deep breath and release it slowly. “He’s never spoken to the media until now.”

“Are you curious to hear what he has to say?”

“No. Not really.” A tiny part of me is curious, but mostly I’m repulsed that he’d think now is the appropriate time to talk. Is it because of my earlier interview with Lisa? It has to be.

What does Ethan think about this? I shouldn’t care, but I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around the idea that Ethan is in fact the son of Aaron Monroe. Spending time with Ethan, I never caught even a glimpse of violence or hatred within him. He wasn’t mean. He was always kind, always sweet and respectful.

The brief, harrowing time I spent with Will, and during our contact afterward, when we would write and call and text each other, he was always sweet to me then, too. Though with an almost resentful edge, as if he needed the contact with me yet hated it all the same.

It’s hard to remember the Will I knew before, without letting the Ethan I know today shadow my memories—to the point of changing them completely. I know what happened between us when we were kids. There’s no forgetting it. My tortured mind won’t let me.

But Ethan, my current history with him, invades the past, meshes everything together. Confuses things, which makes me angry—and my anger blinds me to everything.

No tears threaten and I’m proud. Sadness leaves me feeling useless. I’d rather clutch hold of the anger. It makes my thoughts, my intentions, clearer.

“It must be very difficult to know that people are so eager to listen to whatever he has to say,” Sheila says.

“It is.” I huff out an irritated sigh. “Why people are fascinated with him . . .” I hesitate, breathe in deep as my anger threatens to permeate my every pore. “I don’t ever want to hear him, see him, to . . .”

“Remember?”

I press my lips together, my eyes watering. I refuse to cry. I refuse.

“Is that why Ethan’s betrayal hurts so much? It makes you remember?”

I nod before I can catch myself, swallowing back the lump that’s formed in my throat. I wipe at the corners of my eyes, blinking away any moisture. “I felt used. For the first time, there was hope that I could start over and be normal, you know? But I hadn’t realized I was starting over with . . .” I catch myself before I say “Will.” Ethan.

They’re the same person. Interchangeable.

Mind blowing.

I had a nightmare last night. I was back in that room, the chains heavy on my wrists and ankle, trapped with the smelly mattress, the hot, stifling air. I was alone. No scared boy to come and save me. Will never appeared, but I knew he was there. Somewhere. I cried and cried, my fate clear. I was going to die.

Thankfully, I woke up before that happened.

I change the subject and talk about my sister and my mother, avoiding Sheila’s probing gaze, playing along like a good little patient would. I don’t want to talk about Ethan and Will and Aaron Monroe and Lisa Swanson and interviews. I’m so tired of that. That isn’t all I am.

I read somewhere recently that your life is your choice. If I choose to be sad and miserable, I will be. If I choose to be happy and strong, then that’s what I am. I’ve been choosing wrong for the last eight years. Yet I finally catch a glimpse of happy, of something real and solid and tender and . . . loving, and it ends up ruined. Ripped from my hands and thrown away.

Lies. Deception. All of it.

As I leave Sheila’s office forty-five minutes later, I blink against the light drops of rain that fall from the gloomy sky. My car is parked close by and I dash toward it, unlocking the door quickly and sinking into the driver’s-side seat, the familiar scent of my own perfume and body lotion lingering in the air.

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, searching for calm. For strength. I need to remember that I get to choose. Only I have the power to find inner fulfillment. That sounds like a crock of crap, but it’s true. If I choose to be unhappy, I’m unhappy.

If I choose to be angry and let my anger push me, then that’s my choice, too.

For once in my life . . .

I choose me.
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The text came on a late Tuesday afternoon, the familiar ding ringing loudly from across the room. My phone sits on the coffee table. I’m sitting in my recliner, tapping away on my laptop as I answer an email from a client.

When I finally send off the email, I get up and go to my phone, hitting the button to see who the text is from.

And proceed to drop the phone on the floor, I’m so startled by the name flashing on my screen.

Katie.



What do you want to talk about?





It’s been a week since I sent that one text during a weak moment, when I was feeling particularly low and sad. I’ve taken care of myself my entire life. I don’t remember my mom. Dad was rarely around and didn’t care. I coped. I dealt with shit on my own and I preferred it that way.

Katie reenters my life and she’s like a bright light I can’t resist. Her warmth, her sweetness, the way she made me feel like a goddamn hero every time she so much as looked at me, I’d never experienced anything like it. I began to crave her. Need her. And once I lost her . . .

I’ve never been so utterly alone, felt so incredibly lonely as I do now that she’s left me.



You’re willing to talk to me?





I hit send and wait anxiously for her reply. Within seconds I get it.



Yes.





Running my hand through my hair, I realize I’m sweating. Shit. How are we going to do this? Like two civil adults who can barely speak to each other? Will she want to meet me in public? If it’s somewhere private, at her place or mine, forget it. I’m done for. I won’t be able to keep my hands off her.



Do you want to meet me somewhere?





It’s best to be in public, I tell myself. That way I won’t do something stupid and risk freaking her out, causing her to leave.



How about the coffee shop you first took me to?





Her suggestion is perfect. It had become our meeting place. Close to the amusement park—which is closed for the season. Near the ocean. In a public place, where I have to be on my best behavior. My fingers literally itch to touch her and I clench them into fists before I straighten them out and type an answer.



That sounds good.

Tomorrow at three? Or is that too soon?





I smile at her response. Is that too soon? It’s never too soon to see Katie again.



Tomorrow at three is perfect.
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I tell no one that I’m meeting with Ethan because it doesn’t need to be said. Mom would freak out and Brenna would barricade herself in my house and forbid me to leave. I made the mistake of telling them immediately after I found out the truth, and their shock and horror over who he really is reaffirmed my decision to run from him.

I needed that affirmation. The doubt that plagued me after everything happened left me so confused. I barely functioned, in a fog for days afterward. It took my overwhelming, nearly suffocating anger to put everything into crystal-clear focus.

There’s some regret in telling my family what happened between Ethan—Will—and me. They’ll hold this against him forever, not that I can blame them. But there’s telling your family things that are happening in your life in order to gain their comfort and sympathy, and then there’s telling your family too much.

I went the too much route and it was a mistake. But what’s done is done. There’s no turning back now.

Nerves eat at me as I make the drive and my mind races. Am I wearing the right thing? Do I look pretty? Do I want to look pretty?

Yes. I want him aware of me. I want him to feel that same dull ache in the pit of his stomach that I feel. I want him to hurt, knowing that I’m so close but he can’t have me.

But am I trying too hard? What do I say to him? What will I do when I first see him? Will I be able to face him, look into his eyes, find my voice and actually speak to him? Or will I want to run away? Worse, will I want to lash out and hurt him? Never physically—he could overpower me in an instant.

With words, though, I could hurt him. Say all those horrible things I know would tear him up inside. Do I want that? Is that what I truly seek in meeting with him right now?

The realization scares me.

It can never be the same between us. I know this. Yet despite my anger, I’m still sad that what happened is too large of an obstacle for us to overcome.

For me to overcome.

Somehow, I end up at the coffee shop. I hardly remember parking the car, walking along the street, and entering the warm, fragrant building, so many people inside buzzing with energy, chatting excitedly as they sip their coffee. I look around, my entire body quaking as my gaze searches for him, but he’s not there.

Disappointment makes my heart drop and I tell myself to shake it off. I’m early. Glancing at my phone, I see I’m here a whopping fifteen minutes before our planned meeting time, so I go back outside, the cool, salty air like a balm to my overheated, overstimulated body.

A park bench sits out in front of the building and I settle on it, my shoulders hunched against the cold, my head bowed so my chin dips into the soft infinity scarf around my neck. I wore black leggings and an oversized charcoal-gray sweater, my hair up in a bun, my scarf a bright red color that probably draws too much attention. Pearl earrings that my grandma gave me for my twelfth birthday, minimal makeup, black flats.

I didn’t want to stand out, so maybe the red scarf was a mistake? I look up and glance around, hoping to spot Ethan making his approach, but so far he’s nowhere in sight.

What if he doesn’t show?

Get a grip. You’re worrying over nothing.

Pulling my phone out of my tiny cross-body purse, I open it up. Check my email. Boring. Just endless sale messages. I’m not on Facebook, not on Instagram, not on anything. I check my text messages, though I don’t have any unread ones. I reread the chain of messages between Ethan and me, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. I’m tempted to say something, but what?

I’m here!

Too eager.

Are you coming?

Way too anxious.

Where are you?

Too demanding.

Sighing, I shove my phone back into my purse and zip it closed. I’m being ridiculous. The more I wait, the more I want him to appear, whereas on the drive over, I had contemplated that his not showing would be a good thing.

Clearly I make no sense.

“Katherine?”

The familiar female voice causes me to jerk my head up, my eyes widening when I see who’s standing before me.

Lisa freaking Swanson.

“What are you doing here?” I breathe, glancing around, hoping like crazy Ethan doesn’t choose this particular moment to appear. If he does, we’re done for. Lisa will jump on this like a shark smelling blood in the water. She’ll grab hold and never let go until we’re both dead.

She sends me a look, one I can’t decipher. “I could ask you the same question.”

I gape at her. Is it really any of her business? “Having coffee.”

Lisa’s head dips, her gaze locked on my empty hands. “Hanging out first before you go get a cup?”

I say nothing. There’s no point in defending my actions. I’ll just scramble and trip over my words and look like a liar—exactly what I am.

“Interesting choice of location, too,” Lisa continues, looking left, then right. As if she’s trying to find someone. My throat goes tight and I press my lips together. “So close to the—scene of the crime. Are you trying to confront all of those inner demons, Katherine? This would make great TV, by the way.”

Irritation fills me. Fuels me. I rise to my feet, causing her to back up a step. I realize in that instant I’m taller than her—and I’m of average height, so this isn’t saying much. I look down at her, dredging up any scrap of strength I can find within me. “Do you consider every life moment TV-worthy?”

She tilts her head back, smiling up at me. “Yes. It’s what makes me so good at my job.”

Realization dawns and I step away from her, thrusting myself onto the sidewalk. A couple headed straight for me has to dodge around me and I mumble an apology to their quickly retreating backs before I return my focus on Lisa. “Are you following me?”

Lisa blinks, the personification of innocence. “Why would you think that?”

She is. Oh God, she is. How dare she? “You are, aren’t you.” My voice is flat. I don’t bother waiting for a response. She could defend herself till the cows come home and I won’t believe a word she says. “You have no right to follow me.”

“I have every right to follow you,” she says crisply, her eyebrows rising. I bet she figured I’d be my usual meek self. Well, forget that. “Agree to the interview and I’ll leave you alone.”

“Do you really think you’ll gain my cooperation with bully tactics? I don’t think so.” I’m about to leave, turn on my heel and get the hell out of there, when I spot him. Him.

Ethan.

He’s to my left, walking along the sidewalk, somehow a head taller than everyone else in the crowd. Our gazes meet. Lock. His mouth curves upward at the same time mine curves down. His brows furrow in that way he gets when he’s concerned or agitated and I quickly shake my head, sending him a look that says stay away. My heart races as if it’s desperate to leap out of my chest and chase after Ethan.

As if it knows that’s where it belongs.

Enough.

I swallow hard, my gaze meeting Lisa’s once more. Thank God she didn’t notice Ethan making his way toward us. She’s too busy talking to pay attention.

“You’re being extremely difficult, Katherine, and I don’t understand why. My boss says he’s desperate for you to be included in this interview.” Please. Her boss isn’t desperate; she is. “Even if it’s for ten minutes.” At my eye roll she amends herself. “Five minutes. Two minutes, whatever it takes to get your opinion on Aaron Monroe and what he has to say.”

I shake my head, trying my best to remain composed. “I refuse to allow you to manipulate me any further. You had your chance. Now please, leave me alone.”

Without a backward glance I walk away. I can almost feel Lisa’s angry gaze on me, her frustration following after me in palpable waves. But I also feel something else, something full of . . . longing and confusion. Every hair on my body seems to stand on end and I rub my hands over my forearms to wipe away the chill bumps that suddenly formed.

As subtly as I can, I glance over my shoulder to catch Ethan watching me in the near distance. Unnoticed by Lisa, by everyone but me. He’s just another man in the growing crowd, his mouth tight, his eyes full of . . . so much pain.

I meet his gaze for the briefest moment and I can feel him. Feel his presence, his strengths, his weaknesses, but most of all I feel his unequivocal yearning reaching toward me. The yearning he feels for me. For this.

For us.

My traitorous body answers, everything within me growing warm and loose. I quickly turn away, my breath short, my heart thumping like a wild thing, the blood roaring in my ears. One look at him, one single moment of our gazes meeting, and I’m lost. His hold on me is so incredibly baffling, so unbelievably dangerous, I’m not sure what to do.

I don’t know how to resist, even though I know I should.

Instead of going to my car, I dart into the narrow alleyway between the coffee shop and the building next to it. I lean against the brick wall to catch my breath, close my eyes for the briefest moment as I try to compose my chaotic thoughts.

Did I really think I’d be able to withstand Ethan by meeting him in public? Like that would make a difference? We just saw each other with plenty of distance between us and I feel like I’ve been electrified by a live wire. What might have happened if he’d actually touched me?

I don’t know if I would have survived it.

“Katie.”

That deep, masculine voice slides down my spine, settling low. I open my eyes, my lips parting when I see him standing directly in front of me. Panic, fear, and longing mix together and leave me breathless.

It’s Ethan.
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God, she’s beautiful. I can’t believe she’s here, that we’re breathing the same air, that our gazes are locked and I can smell her scent on the breeze, fresh and sweet. I’m so close I can touch her and I flex my fingers, eager to get my hands on her.

She parts her perfect pink lips, her eyes wide, and she finally says my name.

Immediately followed with, “You need to get out of here.”

That was the last thing I expected to hear. Isn’t she the one who asked me to meet her?

Frowning, I take a step toward her. She has nowhere to go. She’s pressed against the brick wall of the coffeehouse and watching me with eyes full of wariness mixed with . . . is that excitement?

The potential excitement is what urges me on. Makes me think I have a chance. I need this chance. Need her to listen to me, to talk to me.

To go home with me.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I tell her, my voice low and firm. She’s not pushing me away, not when I finally got this chance. “We need to talk.”

“Did you not see who was out in front of the coffee shop harassing me just a few minutes ago?” When I say nothing, she blows out an exasperated breath. “Lisa Swanson!”

“What?” I rub my hand along my jaw. The jaw I still haven’t shaved. I probably look like a damn caveman, but I don’t care. “Is that why you ran away?”

I saw her shake her head, mouth something at me, and then she turned tail and ran. I didn’t get it. Thought she might have panicked and considered leaving me for good. I almost collapsed with relief when I found her hiding out in the alley.

“Yes.” The look she sends me has duh written all over it. She glances toward the opening of the alley, the people passing by on the sidewalk, before she returns her gaze to mine. “You need to go.”

Oh, hell no. Now that I’m actually in her presence again, no way am I leaving. “I’m not going.” Reaching out, I touch her, drift my fingers down her arm. She visibly shivers, shifting away from me, and I let my hand drop. “Katie . . .”

“Stop.” Her voice is shaky and she keeps her gaze downcast for too many long seconds. Like she can’t stand to look at me. God, I hope that’s not true. “You need to get out of here, Ethan. This was a mistake.”

“A mistake?” Is she serious? Blood roars in my ears, drowning out all background noise. It’s as if everything fades—the people just beyond the alley, the street, all of it. My world is only the here and now, me and Katie and nothing else.

“I should’ve never asked you to meet me.” She shakes her head, muttering the words more to herself than me. Her gaze meets mine, completely unreadable. “What if—what if she catches you? Us?”

“So what if she does? I don’t care.” I don’t. Let Lisa Swanson discover us together. Let her fucking film it for the entire world to see. I really don’t give a shit. I can’t just walk away from Katie. Not now.

Not ever again.

She lifts her head, her gaze blazing. “Maybe I care,” she retorts. “Think about what this will do to us.”

“What could it do? Force us to admit that yes, we’re in a relationship now? What’s wrong with that?”

“This so-called relationship only happened because you sought me out and then lied to me!” Her voice is shrill, her eyes wild, and she visibly shakes. She’s angry.

At me.

“I never meant—” I clamp my lips shut when I see her hostile expression. She looks ready to pounce. Christ, maybe she’s right. Maybe we shouldn’t have met today. Our hurt feelings are still too close to the surface, too raw and painful.

“Do you really think meeting me today was a mistake?” I need to know her answer, though I might not like it.

Katie watches me, pressing her lips together. I wait for her response, air lodged in my throat, my heart tripping over itself in my chest. I feel like it’s all come down to this. “This won’t work,” she whispers.

“What won’t?”

“Us. The two of us . . . together. We need to accept it.” Her face almost crumples but she somehow keeps it together, all while she slaughters my heart with her words. “We shouldn’t be seen together in public. If anyone recognizes us, it will become this—thing, and soon the media will be talking. About us and our sick relationship. And I don’t want that. I don’t think you do, either.”

My spine stiffens involuntarily and I slowly back away from her, holding my hands up in front of me in pure defensive mode. As if my position can ward off the blow only her words can deliver.

I thought my father knew how to pack a punch, saying just the right thing to make me internally bleed. A few choice words from Katie Watts and I feel like I’m near fucking death.

“You want me gone? I’m gone,” I tell her, but I don’t budge. I’m hoping she’ll stop me. Despite the pain she’s causing, I don’t want to walk away from her. Even though it feels like my heart is about to crack into a million tiny pieces. I swear she already broke my heart when she first found out who I really was and ran, exiting my life like she was never in it.

Now she doesn’t want to be seen with me in public. Doesn’t want Lisa to know. The rational side of my brain understands why she might feel that way. But the irrational side, the emotional side, is screaming in agony over her rejection, demanding that I hurt her back.

My vengeful side makes me think of my father.

Fuck. I rub a hand across my chest to ease the radiating ache, but it doesn’t help. The way Katie watches me isn’t helping, either.

“It’s for the best,” she whispers. “The minute she spots us, she’ll tell . . . everyone. And then we’re in trouble. They’ll twist our relationship into this weird, sick thing, and I can’t. I can’t bear it, Ethan. I’ve already suffered through too much and so have you. This—we’re not worth it.”

My mouth drops open. We’re not worth it? She’s the only person in my life who’s worth anything.

“I’m—I’m sorry.” The choked words leave her and I can’t say anything in return.

She turns and leaves, her steps hurried, her flat black shoes slapping against the pavement as she scurries away. I watch her go, don’t stop her, don’t say her name. I don’t do a damn thing, as if I’m paralyzed, and I wonder for one crazy moment if I might be.

But I’m not. I’m just struck numb by her words, by her worry. She’s right. I know she’s right. The media will turn our relationship into a fucking train wreck, and with good reason. We are a train wreck. We shouldn’t have happened, but we did. No one else knows what it’s like to be me. No one understands what we went through together except her and me. But she has walked away from me yet again. Practically ran, and I did nothing about it.

Breathing deep, I tell myself to stay strong. Either this will work or it won’t—but I want it to. I’m desperate to keep that connection between us.

Yet I need to understand and respect her feelings. Forgive her for walking away from me so easily. It’s damn hard. That tiny, vulnerable part buried deep within me, that little boy who never felt wanted, the one who spent his entire life moving through it essentially alone . . .

He is devastated.
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The restaurant is packed, full of people chatting loudly, mostly large families dealing with rambunctious children who tend to run around the tables like they’re on speed or something.

Me? I sit alone. Waiting. My phone rests on the table in front of me, unchecked. I fidget in my seat, smoothing the front of my dress, pressing my lips together, the unfamiliar stickiness of the lip gloss I’m wearing making me worried I might have smeared it.

I’m all dressed up, waiting for my date. Well. Not a real date, more of a negotiation meeting. Something clicked when I was in the shower last night. An idea. Crazy and rebellious, but that’s how I feel right now. I’m sick of being everyone’s puppet, of always wanting to please everyone. I’m taking control now. I’m so convinced this idea will work, I made the phone call first thing this morning.

No surprise, she was eager to meet and hear what I had to say. And the moment she enters the restaurant, it’s like I feel her presence. Glancing up, I see her being led toward my table by the host who greeted me earlier, a serene expression on her face as if she is the queen and we’re all nothing but her indentured servants.

“Katherine.” I stand when she stops by my seat, turning my cheek to accept her air kiss. So weird. The complete opposite from the almost hostile behavior I witnessed a few days ago. She’d been on edge then, I guess. I’m not sure what to think, but I do know this—I can’t read this woman. She flips and she flops constantly.

It’s annoying.

“Lisa.” I offer her a tight smile and gather the full skirt of my dress as I sit down, scooting my chair closer to the table. The host pushes Lisa’s seat in and she smiles up at him, dazzling the poor young guy. He’s starstruck.

Fortunately enough, I am not.

“I was so happy to receive your call.” A waiter appears, reaching for the empty water glass in front of Lisa, and he fills it expertly. She waits for him to leave before she continues talking. “I’m thrilled you’re willing to discuss an interview with me.”

She wastes no time and I prefer it. I really don’t want to sit and have a casual lunch with her. I came dressed to impress, putting on my new outfit as some sort of armor, ready to fight. Ready to get what I want.

“I have conditions,” I say, leaning my folded arms against the edge of the table. She watches me as she takes a sip of her water, her gaze never leaving mine. “Things I need you to agree to before I’ll do this interview.”

“Of course.” Like she never expected anything less.

I smile, though it feels forced. “I won’t talk to Aaron Monroe.” I repeated his name over and over again all morning to ensure I’d be able to say it without a waver in my voice. I’m proud of the fact that I sound so normal. “Don’t try and trick me by setting up some crazy chat between us. I will get up and walk out if you pull something like that.”

The flicker in her gaze tells me—ha!—that she was considering it. Unbelievable. “Of course not,” she says smoothly.

“I don’t want my interview to be too long. Ten minutes. That’s it. That’s the most I can do. I have no idea what else you’d want me to say.”

“Well, it’s mostly going to be a response piece.” Lisa leans forward, her expression, her demeanor, eager. I get the sense she’s been dying to discuss this with me for days. Weeks even. “Monroe’s interview was conducted almost a month ago. I can ask you questions related to what he told me.”

“Do I have to listen to him?” I don’t want to hear his voice. I don’t want those clips from his interview repeated back at me so I have to sit there and watch him, listen to him, see him with that arrogant look on his face as he trashes me. Tries to ruin me.

“No. I’ll read the questions to you. We already have them formatted and ready to go. We plan on running the clips from his statements during the actual interview, but if you don’t want to see any of it, you don’t have to.” She smiles, takes another drink of her water. Her menu remains untouched and so does mine, because I’m figuring neither of us is here to order food.

I know I’m certainly not.

“I have one other condition.” This is the one that makes me the most nervous. I don’t know how she’s going to take it. I’m not even sure if I’m making the right choice, but I feel like this is what I need to do in order for this stupid television appearance to happen.

I swore I wouldn’t do this again. But here I am, agreeing to an interview with Lisa Swanson about Aaron Monroe. About to say something that is insane. Truly nuts.

“Name it. I’m sure we can come to an agreement.”

“I won’t do this interview unless Will Monroe is involved. If he won’t participate, then neither can I.”

Gotta give her credit, Lisa remains completely calm. Not one crack appears in her impassive veneer. “He’s been very—reluctant to talk to me so far.”

I know Ethan. He’s probably refused to speak with her.

The waiter magically appears, wanting to know if we have any questions, are we ready to order, do we want something else to drink? Lisa orders a dirty martini. I say water’s fine. The restaurant may have a family-friendly vibe, but they also have a giant bar covered with TVs, all of them tuned to ESPN.

“It’s important that he’s able to tell his side of the story,” I say when the waiter leaves. “There are three sides to this experience. Mine, Monroe’s, and Will’s. I think Eth—Will must have a lot to say.” I wince at my near slip, but she doesn’t seem to notice. I push forward so I don’t give her a chance. “I’m guessing he’s reluctant because he’s probably afraid he’ll look guilty.”

Lisa’s gaze is steady as she watches me. “Is he guilty?”

I hate that she asked that question. It infuriates me, how so many people automatically assume he’s a monster like his father. “No,” I say vehemently, shaking my head. “He is one hundred percent innocent. He saved me. I told you this before.”

“Have you searched his name online? Seen what people say about him on crime forums?” Lisa asks.

My irritation grows. Of course I have. It’s hard to believe, but there are forums for anything you could ever think of. There are entire sub-forums dedicated to Aaron Monroe and his crimes. Discussions abound about his son’s involvement, whether he’s innocent or not. Most of the chatter had died down over the years, but with my recent television interview and the upcoming interview with Aaron Monroe himself, the interest has resurged.

Especially because William Monroe hasn’t been found—until now.

“I know what they say.
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